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PREFACE

This book makes available the revised versions of the papers read at the fifth annual
University of Chicago Oriental Institute Seminar Science and Superstition: Interpretation of
Signs in the Ancient World, which took place at March 6-7, 2009. The printed volume has
a slightly different title, and it includes two papers from scholars who were invited to the
seminar, but could not come — from Barbara Bock and Niek Veldhuis, while two participants,
Clifford Ando and Ann Guinan, have decided to publish their papers elsewhere. I remain
thankful to all the contributors for a very smooth and efficient collaboration that gave birth
to this sizable volume.

I am grateful to Gil Stein, who initiated this remarkable post-doctoral symposium pro-
gram, and to the Oriental Institute for giving me the opportunity to organize this event, so
making one of my dreams a reality. I would like to extend my warmest thanks to Mariana
Perlinac, Kaye Oberhausen, and Christopher Woods for all that they have done to help me
organize this event. I also thank Thomas Urban and Leslie Schramer for their help with the
printing and editing of this book. I am also thankful to Cathy Duefas for her help in everyday
matters.

Finally, I should mention my family — my wife Merili, and children Kaspar and Kreeta,
who patiently shared half of my time here in Chicago. I am happy that they were willing to
come with me to a far-away city, where Kaspar could satisfy his ever-increasing curiosity,
and where Kreeta literally made her first steps in life.

Amar Annus

vii
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Seminar participants, from left to right: Front row: John Jacobs, Amar Annus, JoAnn Scurlock,
Ulla Koch, Martti Nissinen, Ann Guinan, Francesca Rochberg, James Allen. Back row: Edward
Shaughnessy, Nils Heef3el, Eckart Frahm, Seth Richardson, Scott Noegel, Clifford Ando,
Abraham Winitzer, Robert Biggs. Photo by Kaye Oberhausen
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ON THE BEGINNINGS AND CONTINUITIES
OF OMEN SCIENCES IN THE
ANCIENT WORLD

AMAR ANNUS, UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

INTRODUCTION

The study of signs, portents observed in the physical and social worlds indicating the
will of supernatural agents and the course of future events, was undoubtedly important in
all ancient cultures. The first written evidence for a concept of sign, however, comes from
cuneiform texts of ancient Mesopotamia. The study of signs from gods was vitally important
for ancient Mesopotamians throughout their history. The first references to diviners and divi-
nation are already found in the written sources of the third millennium B.C., which indicate a
number of professional titles (see Falkenstein 1966). Among the early examples of celestial
divination one can point to the cylinders of King Gudea, who needed an auspicious sign
(giskim in Sumerian) from his divine master Ningirsu, confirming his consent for building
a new temple in LagaS. This evidence from the twenty-second century B.C. is the earliest
that clearly attests to the idea of signs in heaven and that omens conveyed divine decisions
(Rochberg 2006: 337-38, 346-47). Subsequently, consulting the will of the gods is a well-
attested practice in ancient Mesopotamia, accompanying every significant political or private
action or undertaking.

The omen lore of the third millennium B.C. must have been of oral nature, because texts
recording omens do not appear in Mesopotamia until more than a millennium after the in-
vention of writing.! The first written samples of omen collections using the list format are
attested in the texts from the Old Babylonian period onward. According to N. Veldhuis, the
list as a traditional text type in Mesopotamia was put to a much wider use in that period than
previously. Word lists had existed from the very beginning of cuneiform writing, but in the
Old Babylonian period

. an entirely new set of lexical texts was invented and put to use in the scribal
schools.... Lists are used to explain writing, Sumerian vocabulary, grammar, and
mathematics. List-like texts are used to record laws, medicine, and omens. The list
becomes the privileged format for recording knowledge. The list-like format of the
omen compendium, therefore, indicated that this is scholarly knowledge. It connects
to the conventional format of a knowledge text, a format that was expanded and ex-
plored in particular in the Old Babylonian period (Veldhuis 2006: 493-94).

By establishing the format of knowledge text, the systematic omen recording into
lists could begin. Under long processes of adding and editing, these collections grew into

! For a discussion of this situation in regard to liver
divination, see Richardson, this volume.
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compendia of ominous phenomena, where segments of original observations were expanded
into very comprehensive omen series, found in the archives and libraries of first-millennium
B.C. Mesopotamia (see Maul 2003). These omen compendia were given both practical and
theoretical value, which explains comprehensiveness of the phenomena recorded in the col-
lections, as practically everything observable in the universe could have an ominous import
to mortals.? The holistic worldview of the ancient Mesopotamians assigned a firm place to
every object and event in the universe according to divine will. Thus the incipit of the celestial
omen series Eniima Anu Enlil suggests that the gods Anu, Enlil, and Ea themselves designed
the constellations and measured the year in primeval times, thereby establishing the heavenly
signs. Accordingly, Mesopotamian divination was an all-embracing semantic system designed
to interpret the whole universe.® The belief that the entire universe is causally connected is
an lonian Greek invention (Scurlock 2003: 397), but a forerunner of it is already found in the
Babylonian Diviner’s Manual (11. 38—42):

The signs on earth just as those in the sky give us signals. Sky and earth both produce
portents though appearing separately. They are not separate (because) sky and earth
are related. A sign that portends evil in the sky is (also) evil in the earth, one that por-
tends evil on earth is evil in the sky (Oppenheim 1974: 204).

As the divinatory texts testify, not all omens occurring in the cuneiform series were ob-
served in the real world, because many examples describe phenomena that are impossible and
could never occur.* This indicates that simple observation and recording was complemented
by theorization and systematization. The original practical purpose of omen collections was
later expanded, and even superseded, by theoretical aspirations (Oppenheim 1964: 212). When
every single phenomenon in the world could be considered as a possible object for recording
in the spirit of examination and divinatory deduction, one can see in this attitude an early
example of the encyclopaedic curiosity, which is the basis for all scientific endeavor (Bottéro
1992: 127). Once an element of ominous import was uncovered, Mesopotamian scholars were
able to record it extensively in hypothetically varying circumstances, sometimes creating at-
tenuated and increasingly arcane sequences (Guinan 2002: 19). The format of the knowledge
text endorses speculation in its own right, which comfortably steps over the boundary of the
observable.’

The worldview represented by the omen series is not irrevocable determinism, in the
sense that every event is causally determined by an unbroken chain of prior occurrences. The

2 The standardized omen compendia cover, in
J. Bottéro’s words, “almost the entire material uni-
verse: stars and meteorites; the weather and the calen-
dar; the configuration of the earth, of waterways, and
of inhabited areas; the outlook of inanimate and veg-
etal elements; the birth and the conformation of ani-
mals and their behaviour, especially of man himself
— his physical aspects, his behaviour, his conscious
and sleeping life, and so on. In addition to these phe-
nomena which present themselves to observation, a
number of others were latent and had to be revealed,
such as the internal anatomy of sacrificed animals. Or
they could be virtual and needed to be provoked, such

as the shape taken by oil or flour thrown in water”
(Bottéro 1992: 127).

3 Koch-Westenholz 1995: 13—19; see also Winitzer,
this volume.

4 See Brown 2000: 109; and Rochberg, this volume.
> As N. Veldhuis points out, “... the speculative or
scholarly side of divination is a context and use of
its own, with its own relevance.... Speculation does
not stop at the border of the possible; the systematic
character of compendia actually encourages crossing
this border, exploring the observed, the likely, the
unlikely, and the impossible on an equal footing”
(Veldhuis 2006: 494).
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omens revealed a conditional future, best described as a judicial decision of the gods, who
gave “a verdict against the interested parties on the basis of the elements in the omen, just as
each sentence by a tribunal established the future of the guilty person based upon the dossier
submitted to its judgement” (Bottéro 1992: 142). It is best described as an assembly of gods
making decisions concerning the course of world’s affairs and the fate of human beings. In
the Mesopotamian system of sign interpretation, the portent which predicted, for example,
the king’s death, was not the cause of the king’s death, but only the sign for it. The prediction
was considered solely a warning that could be diverted by ritual measures provided by the
series Namburbi.® The heart and core of these release rituals is an appeal from the part of the
person affected by an evil omen to the divine judicial court, in order to effect a revision of
the individual’s fate, announced by a sinister omen (Maul 1999: 124-26). The metaphor of
the court of law promotes the presentation of the omen as a communicative sign sent by an
angry god whom the ritual serves to appease (Koch, this volume). The Mesopotamian omen
texts had diverse origins, and among several of their functions was to represent the god-given
“laws” of divination (Fincke 2006-2007).

It seems reasonable to insist that for ancient Mesopotamian societies the omens recorded
in compendia enjoyed the status of the “laws” of the divine world order. As a consequence,
the process of interpretation of a sign was understood as a performative act that empowered
the interpreter, while simultaneously promoting the cosmological system upon which mantic
exegesis was based (Noegel, this volume). The unique window into how everyday divination
worked in a framework of royal power is provided by numerous letters and reports sent by
the Neo-Assyrian scholars to the kings Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal. The omens and other
lore of the Mesopotamian scholars represented divine wisdom that ideologically originated
in primeval times of the antediluvian period, but which was being continuously updated and
outlined by the scientific methods of the day (Veldhuis, this volume). The omen compendia
and their commentaries represented both speculative sciences and the most valuable practical
means for predicting what was about to happen.” The speculative and practical aspects are
also present side-by-side in Mesopotamian law codes, and similar cyclic processes of omen
collecting and law collecting may have applied to the creation of both kinds of compendia
(see Westbrook 1985).

THE FORM AND USE OF AN OMEN

The sentences in the Mesopotamian knowledge texts or scientific handbooks almost al-
ways occur in the specific format of conditionals (see Rochberg, this volume). The first part
of a sentence is called a “protasis” in modern scholarship, and is introduced by the indication
of an observation or a hypothesis — “if (something happens).” The second part, the “then”
clause, is called the “apodosis,” which shows the part of the future that can be derived from

% For an edition of these texts, see Maul 1994. In 7 For an analysis of the full support divination en-
addition to Namburbis, some omens derived from hu-  joyed in the Neo-Assyrian society, that is, political,
man voluntary acts with favorable outcome may also  social, and psychological validation, see Jean, this
reflect their deliberate use for revoking ill omens, for ~ volume.

example, Summa alu 10.161: “If somebody renovates

(the figure) of Gilgamesh, the anger of his god will

be re[leased]” (Freedman 1998: 168).



oi.uchicago.edu

4 AMAR ANNUS

the omen, the prognosis, or the prediction. It is the universal form for many Mesopotamian
scientific treatises, where concrete circumstances are always described as leading to a specific
outcome. Like Mesopotamian law codes and medical treatises, Babylonian omen texts never
outline the principles behind the concrete “if ... then” sentences and observations. The nature
of principles behind the concrete statements should be reconstructed on the basis of written
examples contained in the law codes and omen texts, assumed that these texts reveal only some
parts of the oral lore they are based on. The oral background of the ancient Mesopotamian
celestial omen literature is emphasized by D. Brown as follows:

... not only the categorisation of celestial phenomena, but the establishment of a sim-
ple code and a series of rules, which enabled them to be interpreted, had taken place
before the writing down of the first celestial omens took place. Some of these prem-
ises must, to a large extent, be understood to be given — or in other words recognised
that they derive from an oral background, or are “traditional” (Brown 2000: 112).

When celestial omens first appear in writing, some already demonstrate the effects of their
literate production (Brown 2000: 112). The Babylonian omen compendia represent parts of
the ancient Mesopotamian worldview and are by no means separated from other genres of
literature. Thus, the observation of Anzu’s footprints in a house or in a city is an ill omen ac-
cording to terrestrial omen series Summa dalu 1.155 and 19.38’, reminding us of Anzu’s sinister
role in the Akkadian Epic of Anzu (Freedman 1998: 38, 278). Also, the city making noise is
prone to dispersal, while the quiet city “will go on normally” (Summa dlu 1.8-13), reminding
us of the Babylonian Epic of Atrahasis, where the disturbed gods attempt to destroy mankind
on account of the noise they make. Accordingly, studies in intertextuality indicate that there
is no sea change in terms of content between the omens and other Mesopotamian texts:

As for subject matter and style, the apodoses of the omen literature are closely linked
to literary texts of the late periods that describe the blessings of peace and prosperity
or the horrors of war, famine, and rebellion as well as elaborate blessings and curses
similar to those found in certain Mesopotamian royal inscriptions and public legal
documents (Oppenheim 1964: 211).

There are some historical texts that extensively record omens or ominous happenings —
the Chronicle of Early Kings and the Religious Chronicle. The material contained in the first
gathers the apodoses of historical omens about the kings Naram-Sin and Sargon. The second
chronicle collects bizarre events observed during New Year festivals in Babylon, such as wild
animals appearing in the city, statues moving, and astronomical phenomena. This recording of
bizarre phenomena, which have some similarity to omens, was a major concern for the author
of the Religious Chronicle (Grayson 1975: 37). The content of the Chronicle of Early Kings
finds its origin in prognostic literature, as it consists of omen apodoses, while the content of
the Religious Chronicle is similar to omen protases. However, the Religious Chronicle does
not mention any events which could be construed as results of the protases, and these protases
seem not to occur in omen collections. On the other hand, the Chronicle of Early Kings used
the so-called historical omens as source material (Grayson 1975: 37, 45). The historical omens
often summarize anecdotal stories or legends about kings, and therefore they are of very dubi-
ous historical value (see Cooper 1980). A lesson to learn from these historical omens is that
certain omens were written down to record legends about eminent historical personages. It
finds a parallel in the Hebrew Bible, where certain historical events were presented as highly
ominous on a literary level (Scurlock, this volume).
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It seems that the “if ... then” scientific format is only a pragmatic characteristic of omen
sentences, which does not prescribe any special type of content. One could easily transcribe
different types of traditional oral lore and teachings into this handbook format of conditional
sentences for its use by the omen interpreters. For example, the tablets pertaining to human
behavior in the series of physiognomic omens Alandimmii were called by its first modern edi-
tor F. Kraus as “ein Sittenkanon in Omenform,” a canon of good manners in the form of omens
(Kraus 1937). This circumstance indicates that omen compendia occasionally collect and
contain some items of oral lore, especially of wisdom literature. The inevitable conclusion is
that the material included in the omen texts is of diverse origin, including proverbs, parables,
fables, and perhaps also other types of learned folklore. Accordingly, it is of heterogeneous
origins, culled from the accumulated oral wisdom, from an “inherited conglomerate” of a
community (Bock, this volume).

FABLES

Erica Reiner has pointed out that apodoses of some omens “read as if they were the sum-
mary or the moral of a story” (1998: 651). Her observation can be complemented because
some protases, especially in human behavioral omens, also look like abbreviated stories.’ In
the Babylonian Diviner’s Manual there are many incipits of the omen series for which we lack
textual evidence in cuneiform texts. Some of the protases give an impression of an underlying
fairy tale or a popular story, for example “If bundles of reeds walk about in the countryside,”
or “If a wildcat opens its mouth and talks like a man,” or “If a great beast that has two legs
like a bird...,” etc. (Oppenheim 1974: 203, lines 11-12, 20). Such omens probably summarize
certain popular stories with a pedagogical import belonging to the repertoire of Babylonian
wise men, and to the teaching example is given the scientific form of an omen.

PARABLES AND LOGIA

Reiner also demonstrates that some Babylonian omens remind the hearers of traditional
stories, some of which are present in the New Testament. Sometimes an omen apodosis cor-
responds to a saying that we find in the New Testament logia, like “He who exalts himself
will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Reiner 1998: 652). The intro-
ductory statement of the parable of the rich fool (Luke 12:16ff.), who does not know where
to store his crops, finds a forerunner in a Babylonian omen. In both instances the rich man
needs to find storage place for his harvest, but only the New Testament relates the full story
about his death before he could enjoy his riches. Both the canonical and apocryphal gospels
contain sayings that are comparable to parts of wisdom recorded in the Mesopotamian omen
compendia (see Reiner 1998: 653-54). It is intriguing to compare, for example, the beginning
of the first line in the Babylonian compendium Summa dalu “If a city is set on high...” to a
logion found in the Gospel of Thomas (no. 32), “A city built on a high mountain and fortified,
it cannot fall, nor can it be hidden” (cf. Matthew 5:14). The image of a city situated on a high

8 For example, the following omen may have manhood (= masturbates?), that man will have hap-
been based on a well-known story or a popular  piness and jubilation bestowed upon him; wherever
“Decameronian” novella: “If a man talks with a wom-  he goes all will be agreeable; he will always achieve
an on a bed and then he rises from the bed and makes  goal” (see Guinan 1998: 43).
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place was probably used as a metaphor for several thousand years before the gospels, being an
image used in wisdom sayings. Moreover, the first omen of the compendium Summa alu, “If
a city is situated on a hill, the inhabitants of that city will be depressed; if a city is situated in
a valley, that city will be elevated” is nonsense, because most cities in the ancient Near East
were situated on a hill, as N. Veldhuis observes (1999: 170). He continues that “a city on a
hill” and “a city in a valley” may well be understood as referring to moral maxims concern-
ing pride and modesty (Veldhuis 1999: 170). When in the parallel passage Matthew 5:14 the
teacher says to his disciples: “You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hid-
den,” the saying follows the same pattern of exalting the humbled ones, which is also on the
background of the Babylonian omen.

PROVERBS AND COUNSELS

Some omens listed in the compendia may have had a currency as proverbs and may have
even their origin in proverbs. The proverbs or similes were traditional tools of ancestral and
fatherly instruction in ancient Mesopotamian literature, from the Sumerian Instructions of
Shuruppak to the Aramaic Teachings of Ahigar. Some proverbs tend to relate specific actions
to equally specific prognostics, which is a feature common to omen collections, with the dif-
ference that the proverbs are characteristically admonitory, rather than casuistic. Thus in the
Instructions of Shuruppak, one finds a warning, “Do not curse a ewe, you will give birth to a
daughter; do not throw a lump (of clay) into a money chest, you will give birth to a son” (lines
256-57). This example, which does not exhaust the available witness, is to be compared to
many omens that bear on the question of the sex of future offspring (Cryer 1994: 192). The
omen format is most transparently used by the famous Akkadian literary text known as Advice
to a Prince, which lists a number of instances of princely behavior to be approved or censured,
like “If the king does not heed justice, his people will become confused, and the country will
be destroyed. If he does not heed his magnates, his own days will be shortened.” These are
statements of instruction, but they sound very much like conditionals used in omens.’ The
Advice to a Prince is a text in which didactic and ominous traditions flow together in the
interests of political ideology which borders on forming a concept of natural law, above the
demands of which not even the king is elevated (Cryer 1994: 193). More generally, many
omens found in the compendia have their more natural origins in everyday common sense, in
the instruction of proper behavior and the morals of the day.

LAW STIPULATIONS

Many scholars have noted the formal similarity between the casuistic form of omens and
the law stipulations in so-called “law codes” of ancient Mesopotamia (Bottéro 1992: 187-94).
According to A. Guinan, this similarity is deceptive because in individual laws “we can under-
stand the connection between protasis and the apodosis. We can also deduce the underlying
principles that govern the structure of the text” (Guinan 2002: 19), which is not always the
case for the omen texts. However, J. Fincke has recently put forward a stronger argument for

® As Veldhuis observes: “The text differs from the intelligible. Advice to a Prince is a literary composi-
omen collections proper by a few formal features tion and does not belong to the inner core of the omen
— the sentences do not begin with summa ‘if,” even = compendia. Yet given its contents the omen format is
though these ‘ifs’ must be supplied to make the text  understandable” (Veldhuis 1999: 170).
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defining the omens as laws, namely, as “the god-given laws of divination” (Fincke 2006—
2007). As is pointed out above, there is some evidence that ancient Mesopotamians considered
the future predicted by observed omens like sentences handed down by a divine court, and
according to the texts pertaining to the release rituals Namburbi, the effects of sinister omens
could be temporarily revoked by appealing to a higher divine court.

According to Namburbis, the person to whom the evil omen was announced had to placate
the anger of the gods that had sent it to him and effect the gods’ revision of their decision. By
so doing, the person tried to achieve a correction of his fate which the gods had decreed. He or
she had to appeal to the Judge of Heaven and Earth, the sun-god Samas, who was supposed to
revoke the evil judgment against him (Maul 1999: 124-25). The divine triad Samas, Ea, and
Asalluhi form the assembly for the person whom a sinister omen had threatened. He comes as
plaintiff before the gods to implore them to change the evil fate which they had allotted him,
a revision of the judgment. The next part of the ritual is a trial in which the affected person
as well as his opponent, the omen carrier or its image, appear before the highest divine judge.
The ritual before Samas had all the elements of a regular earthly trial, where the sun-god plays
the part of the judge, whereas the person and the carrier are the two suitors of equal rights.
There could be no appeal beyond the decision of this court, no other god could challenge or
alter Samas’s final judgment once it was rendered (Maul 1999: 126). Accordingly, the ancient
Mesopotamians reacted to some evil omens as they were unfavorable judgments made by the
court of gods, which may be similar to or even taken from the contemporary practice of law
(Koch, this volume).

IS THERE A BABYLONIAN THEORY OF SIGNS?

As discussed above, the material gathered into Mesopotamian omen compendia is of
heterogeneous origin, and consequently different groups of omens should be interpreted with
different methods. Therefore, instead of attempting to discover one singular Babylonian omen
theory which unifies all methods of divination, it seems more fruitful to give an account of
many. In the following discussion, omens recording traditional wisdom or representing pieces
of common sense in the ancient Mesopotamia are left out from consideration.

Mesopotamian scribes never expressed general principles of sign interpretation in ab-
stract terms. Only when individual and groups of omens are contrasted and compared do
systematic patterns of positive and negative meaning emerge (Guinan 1998: 40). Much of
the learning of the Babylonian divination priest involved technical observational knowledge,
such as sectors and zones in heaven, liver, or lung. The Babylonian scholars strove to cover
the range of interpretation of the signs observed there by means of systematic permutations in
pairs — such as left and right, above and below — or in long rows (Oppenheim 1964: 212).
Despite some transparent principles of interpretation that scholars have identified in ancient
omen texts, these texts are still often quite obscure. The most difficult problems to solve in
the Mesopotamian divination are the theoretic and hermeneutic principles underlying the
interpretation of omen texts, namely the kind of thinking or the system of ideas that connects
protasis with apodosis. As Oppenheim wrote about a half of century ago:

Only exceptionally are we able to detect any logical relationship between portent and
prediction, although often we find paronomastic associations and secondary com-
putations based on changes in directions of numbers. In many cases, subconscious
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association seems to have been at work, provoked by certain words whose specific
connotations imparted to them a favorable or an unfavorable character, which in turn
determined the general nature of the prediction (Oppenheim 1964: 211).

In various branches of Mesopotamian divination, some more or less universal principles
apply that can easily be outlined. In general, the right side or part in Mesopotamian omen
theory was considered to be related to good omens, and the left side to negative ones. Signs
were divided into good, bad, and neutral. In some branches of divination, like Babylonian
extispicy, signs were classified according to their intensity into stronger and weaker. Thus, a
strong sign in the right side of the sacrificial animal was a favorable omen, but the same sign
in the left side was unfavorable. The opposition of light and dark was also meaningful: a light
color of the ominous organ conveyed favorable significance and dark color an unfavorable
one. Dark color was essentially connected with the left side, and a light hue with the right
side of the sacrificial animal’s parts under examination. These principles were universally
applied (Starr 1983: 18-19).

It is striking, however, how often — for example, in the physiognomic omen series
Alandimmii — the right side is ill-omened and the left side favorable, and cases also exist
where both sides are equally good or bad. Why is the usual pattern reversed? J. Scurlock
suggests:

... there are in fact four types of signs, those that are good (and therefore good on
either side, although usually somewhat less good on the left), those that are bad (and
therefore bad on either side, although usually somewhat less bad on the right), those
that are neutral (and become good only when placed on the right, and bad only when
placed on the left), and those that are bad but not irreversibly so (that is, they are
bad when placed on the right, but are transformed into good when placed on the left)
(Scurlock 2003: 398).

The opposition of “right” and “left” is observed differently in omen texts and in scientific
handbooks. In the scientific compendia, the signs are observed from the observer’s point of
view. In the physiognomic omen text Alandimmii, the “right” and “left” of the body of the
observed human being is measured from the client’s point of view, but in the diagnostic series
Sakikku signs are influenced in a good or bad direction from the physician’s, not the patient’s,
point of view:

It follows that neutral signs are good on the observer’s left (which would be ob-
served’s right) and bad on the observer’s right, which would be the observed’s left —
apparently an inverted pattern but actually normal for Alamdimmu. Conversely, signs
that are bad but not irreversibly so are good on the observer’s right (which would be
the observed’s left) and bad on the observer’s left (which would be the observed’s
right), apparently a normal pattern but actually inverted for Alamdimmu. 1t follows
that the picture of the ideal woman should be modified to include only signs that are
good on both sides, since ... all other signs are either bad (i.e., undesirable) or neutral
(Scurlock 2003: 398).

Thus even the notions of “right” and “left” are not without difficulties and complexities
in the knowledge texts. Ambivalences of reading the signs differently in different lights and
contexts are deliberately used by the Babylonian diviners (HeeBel, this volume). This also
applies to the medium of writing, because most of the cuneiform signs are polyphonous, and
a different reading of the sign used in protasis could provide its interpretation in apodosis,
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thus creates a meaningful protasis-apodosis string (Frahm, this volume). The hermeneutical
method of giving speculative Akkadian values to Sumerian logograms is well attested in
Babylonian philology, most notably in the last two tablets of the Babylonian Creation Epic
(Bottéro 1992: 87-102).

Puns and wordplays also played a role in omen interpretation. Thus the Assyrian Dream-
Book says: “If a man dreams that he is eating a raven (aribu), he will have income (irbu). If
a man dreams he is eating human flesh ($éru), he will have great riches (Sar#).” Such word-
plays are also used in explaining dreams in the Babylonian Talmud and in the Oneirocritica
of Artemidorus Daldianus (Noegel 2002: 168—-69). Rhyming or juxtaposition of similarly
sounding words in oracular couplets was a well-known practice of divination in early China.
The verbal methods of divination may easily become linked to poetry, in which an arousal
of one poetic image, drawn usually from the animal or botanical world in China, associa-
tively prepares the ground for another image that describes an event in the human world
(Shaugnessy, this volume).

DIFFUSION OF BABYLONIAN OMENS IN EAST AND WEST

The diviners of Mesopotamian extispicy and lecanomancy were ideologically descendants
of the antediluvian king Enmeduranki, who learned the art directly from the gods Samas and
Adad at an audience in heaven (Lambert 1998). Biblical scholars generally agree that the
religious-historical background of the figure of Enoch, the seventh antediluvian patriarch in
Genesis 5:23f. and subsequently the apocalyptic authority in Enochic literature, lies in this
seventh Mesopotamian antediluvian king (Collins 1998: 26, 45-46). Enmeduranki’s connec-
tion with Enoch establishes a continuity of tradition from Mesopotamian divination to Jewish
apocalyptic literature, where Enoch occurs as the seer and knower of divine secrets. Even in
much later strata of Enochic mysticism, as in the third book of Enoch, traces can be found of
the Mesopotamian divinatory traditions (Arbel 2008).

Apart from the figure of Enoch in Jewish literature, the omen branch of cuneiform sciences
extensively influenced many other parts of ancient world. There is evidence in Aramaic, Greek,
Hittite, Latin, Sanskrit, Sogdian, and in other languages that knowledge of Mesopotamian
omen compendia was widespread both in space and time.

THE ARAMAIC WORLD

The Akkadian omen compendia must have been translated into Aramaic quite early, while
the former was still a living language, and the Aramaic form gave to these texts much wider
circulation. Evidence has been found for Mesopotamian physiognomic and astrological omens
in Aramaic from Qumran (Greenfield and Sokoloff 1995), and for celestial omens in the texts
of the Cairo Genizah (Greenfield and Sokoloff 1989). Jewish Aramaic parallels have been
found to such omen series as Summa izbu, Summa dlu, dream omens, physiognomic omens,
and astronomical omens. Rabbinic literature records many omens listed under the rubric
Darkei ha-Emori “Amorite Practices,” where the “Amorite” probably stands for speakers of
a more ancient Aramaic. Many Talmudic omens have clearly Mesopotamian origins, such as
one regarding a snake: if a snake fell on the bed, it says: “he is poor, but he will end up be-
ing rich. If (the woman) is pregnant, she will give birth to a boy. If she is a maiden, she will
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marry a great man” (Tosefta Shabbat 6, 16). The twenty-second tablet of the series Summa
alu concerns itself with omens derived from snakes in the house, among which are omens in
a broken passage which refer to a snake which falls upon a man’s bed (Geller 2000: 3—4).

The later form of Aramaic, Syriac, preserved many forms of divinatory texts of
Mesopotamian style, and the rich omen literature in Arabic mostly derives from Syrian an-
tecedents. The most complete Syriac source is the Book of Prognostications of al-Hasan ben
Bahlul, dating from the twelfth century A.D. (Fahd 1991).!° There are Arabic manuscripts
of malhama literature, some of the Ottoman period, which attest to the practice of reading
astral and meteorological omens of an ancient Babylonian type. Other types of omens are also
represented in Arab divination — from phenomena of animals, of human beings, of birds, the
physiognomic and astrological omens. Certain magical practices were in use against unfor-
tunate omens, like Mesopotamian Namburbis (see Fahd 1966: 418-519). It is difficult to say
anything for certain on the relationship between the Arab and earlier Mesopotamian omen
collections, because the field remains understudied.

Inside the Aramaic world omens were transmitted from one culture to another both by
means of written texts and orally. In the secret lore of the Mandaean priests, the tradition of
omen interpretation persisted orally until modern times, and only some parts of it were writ-
ten. Originally Mesopotamian elements may be traced in the Mandaean Book of the Zodiac
(Asfar | Sfar Malwasia) of Sasanian origins, which is a compilation from various sources of
astrological and divinatory content. The major Babylonian sources for the origins of the book
are the celestial omen series Enitma Anu Enlil and its hemerological companion Igqur ipus.
The last five chapters of the first part of the Mandaean book collect various omens which may
be described as meteorological, astral, and at the end, a few “terrestrial” omens similar to
those of the Babylonian series Summa dlu (see Rochberg 1999). Not all omens were written
in the Mandaean culture, as the priest in Ahwaz, speaking of secret knowledge transmitted
from priest to priest, once vaunted to Lady Drower as follows:

If a raven croaks in a certain burj (= astrological house) I understand what it says,
also the meaning when the fire crackles or the door creaks. When the sky is cloudy
and there are shapes in the sky resembling a mare or a sheep, I can read their sig-
nificance and message. When the moon is darkened by an eclipse, I understand the
portent: when a dust-cloud arises, black, red, or white, I read these signs, and all this
according to the hours and the aspects (Drower 1937: 5).

INDIA AND IRAN

According to D. Pingree, Mesopotamian omen literature was transmitted to India dur-
ing the two centuries that followed the Achaemenid occupation of Gandhara in northwestern
India and the Indus Valley in the sixth century B.C. (see Pingree 1992: 376). As Pingree has
pointed out, the author of the sermon Brahmajalasutta, allegedly delivered by Buddha and
included in the collection Dighanikaya (1 1.1-3.74) was very familiar with the contents of
both Babylonian terrestrial and celestial omen compendia (Pingree 1997: 33). The sermon
condemns some wandering diviners, Sramanas and Brahmanas, who earn their living from the
useless knowledge of omens. Almost every type of omen mentioned by the Buddha is found

10 The best-known Syriac published manuscript con-  of the famous Syriac Book of Medicines (see Budge
taining omens and prognostications is the last part ~ 1913).
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both in cuneiform literature and in the later Sanskrit texts. The enumeration of the terrestrial
omen carriers follows exactly the order of the tablets of the Akkadian compendium Summa
alu — houses, ghosts, snakes, poisons, scorpions, mice, vultures, crows, and quadrupeds (see
Pingree 1992). The transmission of Mesopotamian omen texts — both protases and apodoses
— to India in the fifth and early fourth centuries B.C. is even clearer, for the contemporary
Sanskrit and Prakrit literature is replete with references to and examples of such omens. In
this period much of the Mesopotamian omen literature, perhaps from Aramaic versions, was
translated into an Indian language, and these translations, though undoubtedly considerably
altered to fit with Indian intellectual traditions and with the Indian society which the diviners
had to serve, form the basis of the rich Indian literature on terrestrial and celestial omens.
The Indian tradition also used pacification rituals comparable to Mesopotamian Namburbi, by
which the anger of the god who sent the omen is appeased (Pingree 1997: 31-33).

The other examples of the diffusion of Babylonian omens in the East involve some lunar
and snake omens that are found in Iranian texts (see Panaino 2005). A Christian Sogdian group
of omens concerning calendrical prognostics based on the appearance of natural phenomena
such as thunder, earthquakes, rainbows, and eclipses, has its origin in the Babylonian almanac
Iqqur ipus (see Sims-Williams 1995).

THE CLASSICAL WORLD

The traditional knowledge of Mesopotamian divination was transplanted to the classical
world by wandering diviners; one such was likely the Chaldaean who visited Plato during his
last night alive (Kingsley 1995: 199).!! The Etruscan discipline of taking omens from liver
inspection or hepatoscopy (haruspicina in Latin) shows remarkably close correspondence
to the same form of divination developed in Mesopotamia. This can best be explained as the
transmission of a “school” from Babylon to Etruria. The system of the slaughter of sheep,
models of sheep livers of clay or metal, and the custom of providing them with inscriptions
for the sake of explanation are peculiar things found precisely along the corridor from the
Euphrates via Syria and Cyprus to Etruria. (Burkert 1992: 46-48).

The Etruscan written texts pertaining to hepatoscopy are lost and can be reconstructed
only piecemeal from Latin and Greek texts. The internal tradition of the Etruscan discipline
goes back to the seventh century, to precisely that period whose glory is reflected in many Near
Eastern imports. It seems that hepatoscopy had no place in the older strata of Homeric epic,
but it makes its appearance in the final version we have, dating to around 700 B.C. Calchas,
Agamemnon’s seer, is the best of the “bird-diviners,” and by virtue of this art he has “led” the
army (Iliad 1.69)."? But a “sacrifice-diviner” (thyoskoos) is mentioned in the Iliad (24.221)
and has a role in the Odyssey (21.145; 22.318-23). The observation of the liver remained by
far the most predominant divination practice in Greece; from Plato (Phaedrus 244c) we learn
that hepatoscopy enjoyed greater prestige than bird augury (Burkert 1992: 46-49).

The Mesopotamian divination by “lecanomancy” constituted a special art in Greece,
whether in the pouring of oil onto water or the sprinkling of flour onto liquid. The liquids

' For the philosophical doctrines of signs in the 3, no. 1167, lists some bird omens in Mesopotamian
Classical world, see Allen, this volume. style, see Lonsdale 1979: 152-53.

12 A Greek inscription from Ephesus, from the sixth

century B.C., published in Dittenberger 1924, vol.
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were poured out into a dish, called lekane in Greek, a word which is cognate with Akkadian
lahannu and Aramaic lagnu. “To pour vinegar and flour into same glass” and to watch their
movements is mentioned by Aeschylus in Agamemnon 322. Such practices did not become as
prominent as liver inspection in Greece (Burkert 1992: 53, 184).

The wandering diviners, sometimes called “Chaldaeans” in the Mediterranean sources,
were often responsible for the dissemination of the Mesopotamian wisdom in the late antique
world. An interesting question is possible Mesopotamian influence on the Stoic theory of
signs given the circumstance observed already by F. Cumont that all first masters of the Stoic
school were Orientals (Cumont 1912: 69-71, 81-82). The Stoic philosopher Chrysippus of
Soli analyzed the conditional “If someone is born when Canicula (Sirius) is rising, he will not
die in the ocean” (Cicero, De fato 12). This appears to be related to a record in a Babylonian
principal manual of instruction “The place of Cancer: death in the ocean” (Textes cunéiformes
du Louvre 6 14, obv. 23). This correlation shows that the Babylonian science of birth omens
was known in the Greek world by the late third century B.C. Babylonian birth omens were
probably known in Greece even long before the Stoic philosophers debated about their validity
(Pingree 1997: 23). On birth omens in Cicero’s De divinatione, see Jacobs, this volume.

PROPHECY AND DIVINATION

Prophecy and divination are historically related to each other more closely than is gener-
ally assumed.!*Apart from ancient kinds of prophetic literature, the Mesopotamian theology
of signs, in which everything in the world can be viewed as a part of divine revelation, is
persistent in different Middle Eastern theological schools using in their writings a Semitic
idiom. The word for “sign” in Aramaic is atha, in Hebrew ’oth, and in Arabic aya, all of which
are etymologically related to the Akkadian word iffu “sign, omen.” In Jewish writings of the
Second Temple, there are plenty of references to signs and portents, which can be under-
stood only by those skilled in interpreting them. For many theologians, the model interpreter
of the divine signs is the apocalyptic authority Enoch, a figure modeled on Mesopotamian
Enmeduranki. In Jewish apocalyptic literature, reading the signs of God mostly denotes the
ability to predict the course of the world’s eschatology. According to the Jewish historian
Josephus, the divine or demonic beings reveal their warnings from time to time throughout
the course of history. In his Bellum Judaicum (6.288-310) he enumerates the omens which
preceded the destruction of the second Temple: a stationary comet, an abnormal light, a cow
that gave birth to a lamb, a temple gate that opened automatically, chariots and armed men
flying through the sky, a peasant who for some years prophesied disaster, etc. In Josephus’
thought, the demonic communicated with men through omens, signs, portents, dreams, and
prophecy, which are all closely related to one another (Smith 1987: 246).

The reputed theologians of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim traditions gave much higher
regard to prophecies because of their alleged origin in monotheistic belief, and disregarded
divination as pertaining to polytheistic past. However, Jewish, Eastern Christian, and Muslim
traditions still enjoin believers to “ponder” or “reflect” on the natural world and its movements
in order to discover the signs of God’s omnipotence and appreciate his majesty. In 3 Enoch
the terms such as “beholding,” “seeing,” and “looking” signify the act of discerning inner
nature of things, accessing divine secrets about God’s cosmic creation and plans (Arbel 2008:

13 See Nissinen, this volume; and Scurlock, this
volume.
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310-11). In other texts, the ancient Mesopotamian divinatory traditions were modified by
rejecting the practical side of omen divination, its apodoses, and every historical or natural
portent became a sign of God’s greatness. For the Babylonian priests everything could be read
as a sign, and possibly everything becomes a sign of God for a monotheist, to the extent that
all verses of the Quran are called by the term aya, just like all entries were called iffu in the
Mesopotamian omen compendia. In the Islamic traditions, the multiplicity of the signs from
God is successfully fitted in to tell the stories of Oneness:

All the outward manifestations, the different forms of revelations, are signs ... the hu-
man being can only seize the hem of His favor and try to find the way to Him through
His signs.... The plurality of signs is necessary to veil the eternal One who is tran-
scendent and yet “closer than the neck vein” (Sura 50:16); the plurality of signs and
the Unicity of the Divine belong together. The signs show the way into His presence,
where the believer may finally leave the images behind (Schimmel 1994: xv).

The God in the Quran has some fiery manifestations of power, among his signs are thun-
derstorms and lightning (Sura 30:24), and thunder gives him praise (Sura 13:13). One finds
the similar theology of thunder with Syriac authors, and it ultimately derives from Babylonian
theology of Adad, the god of thunder and the giver of oracles and signs (see Annus 2006:
6-12). Often these signs were inscribed into the physical appearance of the world as cu-
neiform script, where Mesopotamian scholars could read them (see Frahm, this volume). A
comparable concept is found in Jewish mysticism, where the creative power of the Hebrew
alphabet establishes a connection of all worldly phenomena to certain letters. In the book of
3 Enoch, the letters are even conceived as something inseparable from natural phenomena.
The book devotes considerable attention to presenting systematic lists of natural phenomena
filled with meanings — terrestrial and celestial or meteorological phenomena, including stars
and constellations, lightning and wind, thunder and thunderclaps, snow and hail, hurricanes
and tempests (Arbel 2008: 309). When Enoch-Metatron is endowed with divine secrets in
heaven, he receives the letters, by which these phenomena were created, which also means
knowledge and power over them. The observing of letters implied beholding of the natural
phenomena, on which God’s secrets are inscribed and codified as signs (Arbel 2008: 309).
These secret signs were also written on the heavenly Pargod, the curtain that separates God
from the rest of heaven and which, like the Mesopotamian Tablet of Destinies, contains the
hidden knowledge about divine decisions and plans regarding the course of human history
(Arbel 2008: 312-13). Likewise, for Assyrian and Babylonian scholars, cuneiform signs were
of divine origin and “capable of conveying, on various levels, completely incontestable eternal
truths” (Frahm, this volume).

PROBLEMS OF DEFINITIONS

The Mesopotamian omen literature presents a problem to all who want to define the cor-
pus from the point of view of the history of science and religion. The Mesopotamian omen
compendia are highly complex phenomena that escape any precise and simple categorization.
It can be said that from our contemporary perspective the Mesopotamian omen literature
consists of a blend of observational sciences, common-sense attitudes, and religious beliefs.
Even if not all Babylonian theories of signs make sense to a modern mind “etically,” it may
not be wrong to assume that they certainly did “emically” to the participants of that culture.
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The first part of the original title of this seminar, “Science and Superstition,” was deliberately
chosen as provocative, in order to create some discussions about our inherited cultural biases.
Whether a given statement represents a false belief or a scientific truth depends on a concrete
epistemological situation, and can be ascertained only by some scientific proof or disproof,
which may not be always available. As a modern online dictionary defines it, superstition is “a
belief or practice resulting from ignorance” (Webster), and in this sense the term, as histori-
cally overloaded with negative connotations, is indeed useless in any serious discussion about
ancient science (Rochberg, this volume). The philosophical or intellectual “superiority” of
the monotheistic belief over any polytheistic system is often represented in the preconceived
worldview of many textbooks as an axiom, thus it is often difficult to discard the popular
prejudice that the science began with the Enlightenment.

It may be of interest, however, that the folklorist Alan Dundes has tried to define super-
stition technically as a folkloric genre. As much as I understand Dundes’ effort, it is about
defining superstition as a category of knowledge in folk religion. Without any regard to the
validity of the practices and beliefs involved, Dundes argues, the category of superstition ap-
plies to the statements and practices making use of the logical fallacy post hoc ergo propter
hoc (Dundes 1961: 27). Further, it interests Dundes to define superstitions formally at least
to such extent that one would know a superstition when he came across it in folkloristic
fieldwork. According to him, the formula — or rather the underlying thinking model — is
a naively expressed and literally understood “If A, then B.” This model, which is remark-
ably close to the form of a Babylonian omen, characterizes the sign superstitions for Dundes
(Dundes 1961: 30). However, as I argue above, the “if ... then” format neither necessarily
represents causality, nor prescribes any particular type of content. The use of conditionals is
not the formal hallmark capable of sorting out superstitions from other types of knowledge,
not even in folklore. Accordingly, the use of the term “superstitions” for folk beliefs in this
restricted sense is not without problems either.

As I outline above, the omens present in the Mesopotamian compendia were collected
from sources of heterogeneous origin. The Babylonian omens can therefore not be classified in
an “either ... or” manner, for example, as mixes of “sciences” and “superstitions”; rather, they
had manifold origins and functions. And most of all, they testify to the ample observational
interests of ancient Mesopotamians, which in turn had a deep impact on the surrounding world.
The results and inferences of such observations gained in the ancient world would not always
count as scientific from our contemporary perspective, but these texts contain important raw
data for the study of the history of the human mind and the functioning of the human brain.
One can say metaphorically that as our own times will pass into antiquity, future scholars
will look at our accomplishments in the field of intellectual culture with similar glasses — as
a blend of true (“scientific”) and false (“superstitious”) beliefs, often mixed up without any
clear distinction. In the end, the definitions are not as important as the content.
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“IF P, THEN Q”: FORM AND REASONING
IN BABYLONIAN DIVINATION

FRANCESCA ROCHBERG,
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY

From the features and marks on the sheep’s liver and other entrails to the characteristics
of the human body and face to the behavior of animals and the appearances of stars and plan-
ets, the investigation of the meaning of ominous signs in ancient Mesopotamia took shape in
serialized lists of omens arranged as correlations between the signs and what they signified.
An omen is a pair of interdependent elements, on the one hand a sign in the natural world or
social environment, and on the other an event in social life. The connection between the two
elements is expressed by means of a conditional statement “If P, then Q.” The signs collected
in written lists of “If P, then Q” statements corresponded to visible, imaginable, or conceivable
phenomena, but always grounded in consideration of or in relation to physical things. This
paper is concerned with form and its effect as a systematizing device in omen texts. Form and
system are two key aspects of what constitute the general principles of Mesopotamian omen
divination as represented in omen text series (entitled Summa P “If P”). These principles give
us not only insight into the internal consistency and coherence of the texts, but also the styles
of reasoning employed. The practice of divination is a separate issue and is not addressed
here except in a minor way.

An omen statement, from a formal point of view, can be seen as a relationship between
two propositions (P and Q) which function as premise and conclusion. Logically, the con-
clusion, or consequent, is inferable from the premise. In his study of theories of the sign in
classical antiquity, G. Manetti drew the conclusion that,

from the point of view of a historical reconstruction of the discipline of semiotics, the
most significant aspect of Mesopotamian divination is that it is centered precisely on
a distinctive and individual notion of the sign, which is a scheme of inferential rea-
soning that allows particular conclusions to be drawn from particular facts (Manetti
1993: 1-2).

One of the most basic of inference schemes, or rules of inference, is modus ponens. It is de-
fined by its form, thus: If P, then Q. P, therefore, Q. This inference scheme was first defined
as such in Stoic philosophy in the context of the investigation of the logic of propositions and
inference from signs (Rochberg 2009: 14-15, n. 5). All Babylonian omens qualify. Thus, “If
Jupiter becomes steady in the morning: enemy kings will be reconciled” (Reiner and Pingree
2005: 40-41 line 1, without indicating breaks). Jupiter is steady in the morning. Therefore,
enemy kings reconcile. The “If P, then Q” statements of the omen lists relate sign and signi-
fied in the manner of the antecedent and consequent of inferences of this form. A temporal
or sequential relationship between the sign and the signified may be read into the grammar
of the Akkadian “if ... then,” or sSumma-clause, the antecedent expressed in the preterite, the
consequent in the durative, though the temporal relation seems to be mitigated by the fact that
the entire statement is hypothetical and can even contain an antecedent which cannot occur
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(is unobservable). The relation between P and Q remains, therefore, somewhat abstract from
a temporal standpoint. Further consideration of the connections between P and Q (below)
clarify this problem. Regardless of the temporal relation, antecedent and consequent in the
omens maintain a certain logical relation, as any conditional statement does, and this logi-
cal relation will apply independently of phonetic, semantic, causal, or empirical connections
between the statements P and Q (Rochberg 2009).

The question of what the conditional form might suggest about the meaning and purpose
of omens has not been adequately addressed because of certain assumptions about the origins
of omens in empirical connections enabling the prediction of Q on the basis of P and rational-
izing future predictions of Q from P (Rochberg 2004: 268). A former consensus on this point
no doubt underpins Manetti, who allows that the empirical connection constitutes one form of
connective tissue between P and Q, or what he calls the “passage from protasis to apodosis”
(Manetti 1993: 7). He said, “the first type of passage is linked to what is known as divinatory
empiricism: the protasis and the apodosis record events which really occurred in conjunction
in the past” (1993: 7, emphasis in the original). He takes as evidence of this divinatory em-
piricism the Mari liver models, whose interpretation has been subject to some difference in
interpretation (Rochberg 2004: 269). Apart from this evidence, however, Manetti recognized
a tropic associative connection, usually based in analogies of various kinds, between protasis
and apodosis as well as the schematic expansion of elements of the antecedents (which he
calls “codes”) familiar from all omen series. The empirical, however, is viewed as original to
the conception of the ominous sign and the other modes of relating P and Q are of secondary
origin in a historical evolution of Mesopotamian divination (1993: 7).

In basic agreement with Manetti concerning non-empirical modes of relating P and Q
in omen statements, [ differ with his historical conclusions about an original empiricism un-
derpinning divination by signs. The construction of omens in which paranomastic relations
between a word in the protasis and one in the apodosis, or where various analogies made be-
tween elements of the sign and its portent, or, indeed, where “impossible” phenomena which
cannot have been observed at any time are presented in omen protases, all demonstrate omen
divination’s independence from empiricism. Without any evidence in support of the actual
observation of co-occurring phenomena the thesis of an original empirical relation remains
purely conjectural. Though the non-empirical nature of the bulk of the cuneiform omens is
clear, it is worth making explicit by a few examples. Let us again take the omen “If Jupiter
becomes steady in the morning, enemy kings will be reconciled.” To accept the empirical
association of P and Q is to presume that at some time in the past it was observed that fol-
lowing the steadiness of Jupiter in the morning, enemy kings were reconciled, and further, to
justify on the basis of that empirical connection future predictions about enemy kings being
reconciled whenever Jupiter is “steady.” But this omen is simply built upon an analogy drawn
between the elements of the protasis, that is, Jupiter, Marduk’s star, connoting rulership, and
its “steadiness” (expressed with the verb kdnu) connoting rectitude and stability, and the ele-
ments of the apodosis, that is, peace between enemy kings. The same is true for instances of
paranomasia between words in the antecedent and consequent. For example, in the extispicy
series (Clay 1923: no. 13:65): “If the coils of the intestine look like the face of Huwawa
(written logographically dHUM.HUM): it is the omen of the usurper king (also written logo-
graphically, IM.GI = Akkadian hammd’u) who ruled all the lands.”

Here the antecedent is related to the consequent by a wordplay based on the homophonous
echo of HUM.HUM in hamma’ u, not by any empirical connection between intestines coiled
that way and a usurpation. The homophony pertains between the logogram dHUM.HUM in the
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Figure 2.1. Clay mask of the demon Huwawa. Sippar, southern Iraq, ca.
1800-1600 B.C. 8.3 x 8.4 cm. ME 116624. Courtesy of the British Museum

protasis and the Akkadian reading of the logogram IM.GI in the apodosis. The antecedent-
consequent connection, therefore, is based upon a homophonic play that requires and even
presupposes a sensitivity to orthographic practice of the highly trained cuneiform scribe.
Though the meaningful connection between antecedent (intestinal coils appearing as the face
of Huwawa) and consequent (usurpation) is based on the phonetic play between words, the
image (fig. 2.1) refers to the visual aspect of the imagery conjured by the protasis alone.
Regarding the connection between protasis and apodosis, the omens illustrate scribal inven-
tion involving the sounds, meanings, writings, literary allusions (e.g., Clay 1923: no. 13:33,
in which the coils looking like an eagle are read as “the omen of Etana,” who ascended to
heaven on the back of an eagle), as well as visual analogies between elements, such as might
be constructed between the appearance of a cuneiform sign and what it signifies: “If the coils
of the intestine look like a PAP-sign: your capital will prosper over the enemy’s capital.” Here
the PAP-sign, two crossed wedges, is visually iconic for the notion of conflict. Or, coils that
appear as a kubsu-cap (Clay 1923: no. 13:47), the headdress associated most particularly
with royalty (or divinity), are read as significant for the “throne,” again by an iconic means
of sign representation.

To return to the question of the temporal relation of Q to P, then, if the omen consequent
is meant to convey the meaning, or the reading (interpretation) of P, then we do not have a
series of observation statements about what particular event in fact occurred following another
particular event, but a series of hypothetical statements showing that P indicates Q. From
such statements, however, one could come to expect Q in the event of P, and it is here that
the potential for prediction is located.

The analogies drawn from sign to portent represent attention to particulars, but not neces-
sarily to observable particulars, though visual analogies between elements of the protasis and
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apodosis are also attested. Associations of elements such as the sounds or meanings of words
are not dependent upon empirical observation, yet, as the examples just mentioned illustrate,
they construct meaningful and valid signification between antecedent and consequent that
depend instead upon cultural or linguistic conventions. Analogic relationships construed be-
tween phenomena, especially analogies based on the sounds, spellings, or meanings of words
for phenomena, are certainly subject to, but not wholly determined by sensory perception.
Correspondingly, such relations are limited not by perception but by conception. As seen in
some of the examples given, analogic connections made between particular elements of the
protases and apodoses justify the inferential character of Babylonian omens. But the particular-
ity of the analogous referents in the statements of protasis and apodosis (e.g., the homophonic
relation between HUM.HUM and hamma’u) in no way compromises the general force of the
omen. As T. Czezowski observed,

Mill claimed that reasoning by analogy — “from particulars to particulars,” as he put
it — is the fundamental form of reasoning, while reasoning by induction is in a sense
a synthesis obtained by embracing a number of analogical cases together. To Mill a
general statement is a conjunction of singular sentences which are subordinated to it.
The train of reasoning is as follows: on the basis of a number of similar observations
saying ‘a is b,” when there are no observations to the contrary ‘we feel warranted —
as Mill says — in concluding, that what we found true in those instances hold in all
similar ones, past, present, and future, however numerous they may be” (Czezowski
2000: 110, citing Mill 1886: 122).

The omen constructed by means of an analogical connection is assumed to apply “when-
ever P,” and therefore has validity beyond any single occurrence.

The use of schematic relationships such as up-down, the four directions, the five colors,
has been cited as a reason why ominous “phenomena” are not always observable in actual-
ity. The celestial omens exhibit this characteristic. Phenomena such as the eclipse where the
shadow moves in a direction opposite to that which occurs in reality, indeed, most of the
extant Jupiter omens of Eniima Anu Enlil are “impossible.” These have the planet “entering,”
“passing,” “coming close to,” or “being in the middle of” fixed stars whose latitudes with
respect to Jupiter’s path prevent this from ever occurring. In fact, as David Pingree pointed
out (in Reiner and Pingree 2005: 28), “this choice of constellations far removed from the path
of Jupiter seems to be deliberate,” because when the planet is north of the equator (between

9

the spring and fall equinoxes) the constellations it is associated with in these omens are to
the south and vice versa. This can be explained in terms of the value placed by the scribes on
conception as well as perception, and the omen corpus forces us to try to understand just what
the relation is between the conceivable and the possible in ancient Mesopotamian thought, and
how these categories map onto physical actuality. The character of the omen lists, which is the
result of its formal as well as schematic nature, shows the importance not only of a different
kind of knowledge, but also a different way of categorizing the physical.

That the relationships between the empirical, the actual, and the possible should be con-
structed differently in the Babylonian conception almost goes without saying. In later an-
tiquity, for example, one can refer again to the Stoics, whose views on the actual and the
possible also map differently from ours. The Stoic definition of the possible is rooted in the
investigation of propositions (possible vs. necessary) and therefore has to do with the nature
of predicates and their relation to principal (as opposed to initiating) causes. That the Stoic
definition of possibility took shape in the context of the logic of propositions and how truth
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functions with respect to past or future events was furthermore of importance to the analysis
of oracles and omens (Reesor 1965: 293). As in the Stoic discourse, the significance of the
possible in cuneiform divination applies as well to the connection between antecedent and con-
sequent in the context of making statements concerning future events. In light of the evident
interest in possibility represented by the omens resulting from schematization without regard
for actuality, the empirical dimension of omens hardly applies at the level of the connection
between P and Q, even when the phenomenon of the protasis is observable. But in addition to
the schemata which expand the possibilities for constructing signs, the many analogies and
wordplays that connect P to Q by virtue of cuneiform cultural conventions, some of the na-
ture of wordplay only evident to scribes (or Assyriologists), are also evidence of the relative
unimportance of the empirical on the level of the connections made between P and Q. That
each omen forms a valid conditional, however, is of the essence.

The analysis of the conditional form of Babylonian omens shows that though the omen
statements certainly posit relations between phenomena that do not depend upon the physical
and causal connections we ourselves would make, the relation between protasis and apodosis
is a logically valid one that furthermore can be classified with inferences expressed in the
form of conditionals. Inferential reasoning, sometimes embedding analogic reasoning, thereby
lies at the basis of the connections between the propositions of antecedent and consequent.
The claim that divination proceeds by means of a rational and systematic method is nothing
new but perhaps shows from yet another standpoint that the particular difference in assump-
tions about the phenomenal world that we find in cuneiform divination texts are unrelated
to cognition, being a function rather of culture. Second, and more interesting I think, is that
the logical and systematic features of ancient Mesopotamian divination appear to be direct
consequences of the use of the conditional as its form and mode of expression. Of course it
is above all the logical and systematic nature of omen divination that has justified its clas-
sification as an ancient science.

Given the previous observation that despite its logical and systematic nature Mesopotamian
divination does not conform to (modern) scientific standards of causality or knowledge, we
might question whether the term “science” is too loaded, or simply anachronistic and inap-
plicable to an investigation of the human (cognitive) interaction with physical phenomena in
ancient Mesopotamia. The same question has been addressed with respect to pre-nineteenth-
century sciences in general (Cunningham 1988; Cunningham and Williams 1993; Cunningham
and French 1996). But to limit the discussion of what the nature of ancient Babylonian divina-
tion is by erasing the term “science” from our discourse about it leads us back to the dichotomy
of science and non-science, science and religion, or worse, science and superstition. If the
term “science” is confined to the modern era, as Peter Dear has discussed in his critque of
Cunningham’s thesis (2001), medieval and renaissance science, including natural philosophy
and the physical and mathematical sciences also end up on one side of a great divide between
science and non-science. Dear’s sensitive critique argues for further refinement of the catego-
ries science and natural philosophy and their relation to religion, and a finer-grained empirical
as well as historicist treatment of sources in terms of which the sciences are defined.

Attempting such a finer-grained analysis of the sources for Babylonian divination as well
as other ancient sciences (e.g., astronomy, magic, medicine) is a worthy goal. Focussing on
formal considerations of the omen texts has uncovered the logical and systematic nature of
these texts as a direct result of their conditional form. Their logical, systematic, and inferen-
tial character, I would argue, warrants classification with science. Other aspects of cuneiform
divination, particularly those involving the practice (as opposed to the nature) of divination,
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indicate other possible classifications, for example, with magic or religion. The problem is
that none of these categories are found in Akkadian terminology, though there are words for
observe (nasaru) and predict (gabii), apotropaic ritual (namburbit), incantation (Siptu), and
gods (ilit).

The category “non-science,” on the other hand, does not seem to be useful as its purpose is
to set what we now hold to be justified correct scientific knowledge apart from unjustified or
wrong belief. This has the mouthfeel of morality rather than history. For analyzing cuneiform
omen texts, dichotomous models only generate and then perpetuate un-nuanced ideas about
what the nature of Mesopotamian divination was, reminiscent of early anthropological charac-
terizations of other divination systems as pre- or non-logical (such as Spencer, Frazer, Tylor
and, most famously, Lévy-Bruhl) and therefore as invalid explanations of phenomena.

In light of the above analysis of the effect of the conditional on the logical structure of
omens it would be difficult to sustain claims to pre-logical thinking, or the notion of a differ-
ent rationality. It must be said that more recently it has been pointed out that Lévy-Bruhl did
not promote a racist agenda, as did some in the early twentieth century, and ultimately, under
pressure from some of his critics, came to think that his two types of “mentalités” (the pre-
logical and the rational) coexisted within all societies. The result of this wholesale revision
was that magical thinking, which was not genetic, cognitive, or evolutionary, was not replaced
by non-magical thinking through the inexorable progress of cognitive evolution. Anthropology
rid modern cognitive historians of the idea that “primitives” had a tremendous oral memory
but a limited power of abstract reasoning (van der Veer 2003: 183; cf. Peek 1991).

Correspondingly, the history of the use of the term “superstition” further demonstrates its
inapplicability to Mesopotamia. The pejorative meaning of the Latin superstitio stems from the
first-century B.C. Roman condemnation of divination not sanctioned by the State, later having
the force of “unreasonable religious belief,” as opposed to religio, the reasonable, or proper,
fear of the gods (Salzman 1987: 174 and nn. 10 and 14). Legislation in A.D. 297 against il-
licit divination and superstitio was an ideological and political tool, aimed against sorcerers
and Manichaeans, not against the practice of divination in principle. Because of its origins,
the use of the term “superstition” in historical analysis, unlike use of the term “science,” can
only have an invidious effect, connoting wrong belief. Despite the diversity of the cuneiform
divination corpora, there is no evidence of ideological conflict such as that between orthodox
and unorthodox divination in the Roman principate. More importantly, no distinction was
ever invoked in cuneiform texts between say, astronomy and astrology. This is clear in the
late Uruk tablet which gives effective rules not only for predicting month lengths and lunar
eclipses from empirical data available in the astronomical diaries, but also contains sections
for use in predicting worldly events of a political nature, such as we have in omen apodoses,
and concludes with the subscript BE-ma ES.BAR 3,20 ana IGI-ka $¢ YUDU.IDIM.MES ina lu-mas
KIN.KIN-ma “In order for you to see a divine decision (purussit) about the king you seek (the
positions) of the planets within the (zodiacal) constellations” (TU 11 rev. 37, Brack-Bernsen
and Hunger 2002: 12). Whatever issues around which the terms “astronomy” and “astrology”
later came to be distinguished, including implications about the nature of their knowledge, do
not apply in cuneiform texts.

Furthermore, D. Martin has argued that the rejection of superstition was not “due to the
rise of ‘rationalism’ or ‘empiricism’ in the ancient world” (2004: 230). He shows that the
investigation of the natural causes of disease was due to a shift in belief about the nature of
the gods, that they were incapable of perpetrating evil. Martin continues,
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ancient intellectuals never demonstrated that the gods were good; they assumed it.
They did not discover new “evidence” about the nature of the divine.... No, the rejec-
tion of divine and daimonic causation of disease did not come about simply because
certain Greek men were suddenly “rational” thinkers whereas all their countrymen
were “irrational,” nor because they suddenly became “empiricists” whereas their
countrymen couldn’t see nature in front of their faces. The modernist depiction of
ancient “science” as caused by a development of “empiricism” or “rationality” is mis-
leading and ultimately not supported by the evidence. Rather, we must look to ancient
social and cultural sources for the invention of “superstition” (Martin 2004: 230).

Why this observation is relevant to the study of Mesopotamian divination is precisely that,
even though our evidence does show an underlying rationality, its classification as “sci-
ence” on that basis is only part of the story. We still need to look to the larger social and
cultural context and put the rational dimension into a more complex whole of meanings,
methods, and practices that constituted prognostication by means of ominous signs in ancient
Mesopotamia.

The last generation of historians of science has rejected the science-superstition dichotomy
and other such binaries as not terribly useful, especially when placed in an evolutionary
scheme that has science’s objective truths and transcendent achievements as triumphing over
lower forms of thought. But science is no longer viewed as signaling a liberation from primi-
tive or archaic thought. In fact, as Geoffrey Lloyd put it,

the ideas that rationality is distributed unevenly across peoples or populations, that
some are better endowed in this respect than others, that there are groups that exhibit
an inferior rationality or are otherwise deficient in this faculty, those ideas look like
the very worst kind of cognitive imperialism (Lloyd 2007: 151).

We do not want to project the defining features of modern science back into antiq-
uity where knowledge takes other forms, is based on other methods, and has other aims.
Nevertheless, in full awareness of the anachronism, ancient divination, astrology, and magic
are now readily classified as sciences on the grounds that some characteristics of science
are considered to be continuous over the course of history, even while its content or aim is
discontinuous.

The purpose of the foregoing discussion was primarily intended to establish a formal
unity across omen text genres by the use of the conditional statement and the implementation
of reasoning styles (by analogy, and by inference). Anchored by its tight logical structure,
the lists of conditionals “If P, then Q” proved to be an effective instrument for making con-
nections, and also served as a systematizing device. If these applications of the conditional
warrant categorization as science, perhaps it is more useful for the history of science, as il-
lustration of its diversity, than it is for an analysis of Mesopotamian culture. But as science (to
paraphrase Quine and Ullian 1978: 3—4) reveals what for a particular community constitutes
knowledge, skill in reasoning, and, in some relative way, truth — specifically, truth derived
from such reasoning — the thousands of conditional statements compiled in omen series are of
the essence for understanding how Babylonian and Assyrian scribes perceived and conceived
the world in which they functioned, how they thought about what connected or related the
propositions comprising conditionals, and, consequently, what for them constituted knowl-
edge, skill in reasoning, and even truth.
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GREEK PHILOSOPHY AND SIGNS

JAMES ALLEN, UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH

1

Our term “sign” comes, of course, straight from the Latin signum, which in turn renders
the Greek onuéiov, whose range of uses it tracks pretty closely. Not only the term, but the
idea or complex of ideas for which it stands are an inheritance from Greco-Roman antiquity.
If in this area as in so many others the Romans were indebted to the Greeks, here as elsewhere
the Hellenic world was indebted to the ancient Near Eastern civilizations that preceded and
coincided with it. The issues raised by these debts lie outside the scope of this essay, the aim
of which is twofold. I want to sketch, in very rough outline, some of the main developments
in ancient Greek thinking about signs. To that end, I shall be exploring some of the distinc-
tions in which that thought is enshrined. But I also want to look at some corners of ancient
Greek thought about this subject that are not captured, or at any rate are accommodated only
with some strain, by the framework to which these distinctions belong. In the way of even the
best and most illuminating efforts to distinguish and classify, these distinctions do not cover
all cases equally well, and as often happens, it is the cases that impose the most strain on, a
system or framework that are in some ways the most interesting.

2

As a first approximation, we might say that a sign is something that has or conveys mean-
ing. This proposal is on the right lines, but baldly stated it has the potential to mislead. Talk
of “meaning” inevitably brings to mind words, statements, and the like — in a word, language
or language-like communication devices such as coded messages or signals.

It is not that we do not find the ancient term “sign” and the verb “signify” employed in
this way. This use is well and amply attested. Plato’s Cratylus was the most sustained and
influential contribution to the long-running ancient debate about whether word-meaning is
simply a matter of convention or there is, rather, a natural standard of correctness that gov-
erns the relation between words and their meanings so that some words are better suited by
nature to mean certain things than others. The naturalist theory expounded and subjected to
critical examination by Socrates in the dialogue envisages original legislators of names who
are said to have fashioned “a sign and a name for each existing thing” (427c). In the passage
in Plato’s Sophist where for the first time the function of a name, viz. to pick out or refer to
an object, is distinguished from that of a statement, wherein a predicate is joined to the name
to assert something of the object designated by the name, the words composing the statement
are described as “signs consisting in speech” (262d). Aristotle calls words “signs” in his
discussion of the statements composed out of them in the De interpretatione (16a16, b7, 10).
Stoic dialectic, which corresponds roughly to our discipline of logic but also covers much
of the ground covered by grammar and theory of meaning, was concerned both with things
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that signify, that is, words, and what they signify or mean (Diogenes Laertius 7.62). And a
good deal later, Saint Augustine (A.D. 354-430), who has much to say about signs, will treat
scripture as a system of divinely given signs.

Yet another use of “sign” is at least as common. “Smoke is a sign of fire.” “Tracks of this
kind are a sign that a leopard has passed this way.” “The fact that there is a ring around the
moon is a sign that it will rain tomorrow.” In cases like these there is, it seems, no question of
anyone meaning something by the signs at issue. They serve, instead, as evidence or grounds
for a conclusion — and this appears to be a very different thing indeed. Yet here too, even
in the absence of someone who means something, we still speak of meaning. “The fact that
there is a ring around the moon means that it will rain tomorrow,” “Smoke means fire,” and
so on. These facts are the basis of the distinction between natural and non-natural meaning
drawn in a celebrated article by H. P. Grice, who was himself looking back to a distinction
of Saint Augustine’s between natural and given signs (signa naturalia, signa data).' Very
roughly speaking, natural meaning, which belongs to natural signs as such, is the evidential
support that a sign furnishes for a conclusion, while given signs are used by humans, or be-
ings relevantly like them, in order to convey their thoughts to other such beings, where it is
somehow essential if this task is to be effected that the recipient grasp that this is the intention
of the sign’s user.?

The fact that the word “meaning,” with its very different history, also extends across
the divide separating the natural from the non-natural or given divide suggests that it is not
an accident that the same term “sign” comes to be used of these very different cases. They
have, and were felt to have, something important in common. Thus according to Augustine,
“a sign is something that brings it about by itself that something apart from the impression it
makes on the senses comes to mind” (De doctrina christiana 2.1.1). We shall come back to
the distinction between natural and given signs, which is one of those that I mean to suggest
comes under strain.

3

For the present, however, I shall concentrate on the natural side of the divide. A (natural)
sign furnishes evidence: when all goes well, we come to know something distinct from it by
inferring a conclusion from it. To discharge this function, it is not enough that the sign furnish
grounds for the conclusion at issue, it must be better or more easily known than it, either in
general or on the occasion of its use as a sign. This condition is enshrined in the requirement
that a sign be revelatory, which is part of the Stoic definition of the sign as “a true antecedent
in a sound conditional revelatory of the consequent.” So, for example, though the fact that

! Grice 1957; cf. Grice 1982.

2 Note that on a naturalist theory of the kind examined
in the Cratylus, words will not necessarily be classi-
fied as natural rather than given signs. According to
the version of naturalism elaborated by Socrates, the
naturalness of a word is its fitness to be used as an
instrument by human beings to convey their thoughts
to each other in the way that is characteristic of non-
natural meaning (434e). By themselves independently
of the use to which human beings put them, however,

they do not mean something in the way that bearers
of natural meaning do, except in the way that any
vocal sound might. “Words (in a language unknown
to me) are being produced on the other side of that
screen. This means there is someone speaking there,
or perhaps a parrot or a loudspeaker.”

3 Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism 2.104;
Adversus mathematicos 8.245; [Galen] Historia
philosopha, ch. 9.
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it is light follows from the fact that is it day, the latter can hardly be a sign of the former.
One cannot know that it is day without, at the same time, knowing that it is light. Compare
the familiar examples cited earlier: smoke as a sign of fire, tracks as the sign of an animal’s
passage, and the like. Knowledge of the sign is, so to speak, given to us directly, while that
of which it is a sign comes to be known through the sign.

The ancient Greek €vdpyelo and Latin evidentia mean the quality of being evident or
manifest, which I believe remains the dominant sense of “evidence” in modern European
languages apart from English. To serve as evidence for or of a conclusion, a sign must exhibit
evidence in this sense in addition to furnishing grounds for a conclusion, either absolutely or
by comparison with the conclusion for which it is evidence, which fact seems to lie behind
the sense of the term meaning evidence for a conclusion.

There is another pervasive, if not completely ubiquitous, feature of the ancient Greek
philosophical thought about signs that calls for comment. Inference from signs often, though
not always, makes up the inferior side of a contrast with forms of inference, sometimes called
“demonstrations” (&mGde1&lg), that are, in one way or another, superior to it. The version of
this contrast that we find in Aristotle, where for the most part it is implicit, is representative.
According to him, one has knowledge, at least in the strict and favored sense, not when one
has a true belief and is justified in holding it — the condition that we tend to mean when we
speak of knowledge and the focus of most contemporary epistemology — but rather when, in
addition, one understands why matters are as one knows them to be, that is, grasps the cause
or explanation for their being so. This is knowing the because as opposed to knowing (merely)
the that, as Aristotle often puts it, and it is this condition that deserves above all to be called
knowledge in his view.

The first principles of a science, in terms of which everything in the domain of that science
is to be explained, are themselves self-explanatory, not by being self-evident, but in the sense
that, while other things are explained and understood by reference to them, they are not un-
derstood or explained by reference to other more fundamental principles. When he is adhering
strictly to his own technical terminology, Aristotle calls our grasp of them not “knowledge”
(émotiun) but vodg, “intuition” or however else we choose to translate this elusive term.
Knowledge or émiotriun, most properly so called, is confined to derivative truths, which one
must grasp as consequences of the first principles by which they are necessitated and explained
if one is to know them in this favored sense. According to Aristotle, this condition consists in
the grasp of an argument or syllogism of a special kind, viz., a demonstration, which in turn
is defined as a syllogism by grasping which we know (Nicomachean Ethics 6.3, 1139b31-2;
Analytica posteriora 1.2, 71b18).

Consider a favorite example of his: the demonstration that the planets do not twinkle
(Analytica posteriora 1.13, 78a30-b4). Not-twinkling belongs to all that is near, nearness
belongs to the planets; therefore the planets do not twinkle. Those familiar with Aristotelian
logic will recognize this as a categorical syllogism in the first figure mood, Barbara. A crucial
feature of a demonstration, according to Aristotle, is that the so-called middle term, in this
case nearness, state the cause or explanation. It is because the planets are near that they do not
twinkle, and it is, therefore, by grasping this syllogism that one understands why the planets
do not twinkle at the same time as one grasps that they do not.

But suppose, says Aristotle, that the premise stating that not-twinkling belongs to all that
is near converts, that is, not only does not-twinkling belong to everything that is near but near-
ness belongs to everything that does not twinkle. In these conditions, it is possible to construct
an argument, also a syllogism in Barbara, that deduces the conclusion that the planets are near,
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one of the premises of the demonstration above, from the converted proposition, everything
that does not twinkle is near, together with the fact, which can be established by observation,
that the planets do not twinkle. Though the argument is no less valid and its premises and
conclusion no less true, it is not a demonstration, strictly speaking, since the conclusion is not
explained by the premises. The middle term, not-twinkling in this case, is not the cause; that
is, it is not because the planets do not twinkle that they are near, though it is because they do
not twinkle that, when guided by this argument, we are justified in concluding that they are
near. In old-fashioned terms, not twinkling is the ratio cognoscendi not the ratio essendi.*

But though not the cause, not-twinkling is evidence for the nearness of the planets or,
alternatively, a sign of their being near. Elsewhere Aristotle gives examples of pairs of syl-
logisms that share a conclusion, one of which is a demonstration, the other an inference from
signs. For example, when the moon is eclipsed this can be demonstrated from the fact that it
is undergoing interposition by the earth, which is the cause of the eclipse (Analytica poste-
riora 2.8, 93a36ff.). The same conclusion can also be deduced from the fact that the moon is
unable to produce a shadow despite being full. But the latter, namely being unable to produce
a shadow, is not the cause of the moon being eclipsed, but merely a sign of it.

Thus in Aristotle’s hands talk of signs often signals a contrast between inferences that
put us in a position to know the that and inferences that lay bare the causes thereby enabling
us to understand the why. Signs are, if you will, mere evidence. Indeed the few remarks that
Aristotle devotes explicitly to sign-inference are in passages concerned with forms of argu-
ment that are most prominent in rhetoric, where the object is not a deeper understanding of
the kind sought in the sciences, but the simple establishing of the facts (Analytica priora 2.27,
Rhetorica 1.2, 1357a33ff.; 2.25, 1402b12ff.).5

4

Two observations should be made before we proceed. First, some ancient philosophers,
especially but not only the pre-Socratics, were happy to speak of signs in connection with
inferences by means of which the sciences are constituted and an understanding of the ultimate
causes at work in nature secured (if not quite in the Aristotelian way). This seems often to
coincide with a tendency not to draw the kind of distinctions between types of inference and
types of ground that we have been considering, or at least not to assign it a place of such cen-
tral importance. Epicurus is an example, about whom I shall have more to say soon. Second,
for those who do make the distinction, experience (€unelpio, experientia) is an especially
fruitful source of sign-inferences of the less exalted sort.

Since at least the time of Plato and Aristotle, experience was conceived in something
like the following way. It arises out of repeated episodes of perception and is confined to the
objects that fall under perception, which are, if you will, inferentially brute or discrete: by
themselves and as such, they imply nothing substantively different from their own existence.
Nevertheless, observation of recurring patterns of sequence and conjunction among such ob-
jects furnishes us with a stock of empirical generalizations, which are of great value not least
in supporting sign-inferences like that from smoke to fire.

4 Compare Patzig 1981. 5 Compare Burnyeat 1982: 194-206.
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According to the view in question, however, no amount of experience by itself is suf-
ficient to uncover the underlying natures of things because of which they behave as they are
observed to do; these natures are the causes in terms of which genuine explanations must be
framed, and they can be revealed, if at all, only by the insights of a special faculty of reason.
Plato, Aristotle and those who follow them on this point insist that a real art (T€yvn) and real
knowledge (€mioTriun ) must go beyond experience to grasp the causes with the aid of reason
conceived in this special way. The other distinction with which we shall be chiefly concerned
is that between reason and experience.

5

These facts need to be kept in view as we turn to what is far and away the most extensive
discussion of signs in surviving ancient Greek philosophical literature, that found in Sextus
Empiricus, who was a Pyrrhonian Sceptic active, probably, in late second century A.D. His
task as a sceptic was to call into question pretensions to knowledge in each department of
philosophy. To this end, he adopts a framework dividing philosophy into parts, within which
he expounds in enormous and enormously valuable detail the views of his dogmatic opponents
before undertaking to refute them. He tackles epistemology first (which belongs to the logical
division of philosophy as the ancient Greeks conceived it), and he treats as common ground
a division of labor between the criterion, on the one hand, and signs and proofs on the other
(Adversus mathematicos 7.24-26, cf. 396; 8.140, 319; Outlines of Pyrrhonism 2.96).

Knowledge of evident matters is the province of the criterion according to the framework
that he adopts, and the truths won with its aid are in turn the basis of inferences by signs or
demonstrations that promise to extend knowledge to the realm of the non-evident. It is plain
that in setting up this framework Sextus does not distinguish between the function of signs
and that of demonstrations and that he assigns to both an elevated part in the formation of
natural philosophical theory.

The views that Sextus goes on to present and examine when he turns to signs do not really
fulfill the corresponding expectation, however, and this is only the first in a series of peculiari-
ties in his account. His discussion is framed in terms of a distinction between commemora-
tive and indicative signs, only the former of which, he says, are acceptable to the Pyrrhonists
(Outlines of Pyrrhonism 2.200-01; cf. Adversus mathematicos 8.154).

A commemorative sign is: “that which, having been evidently co-observed with the
signified, together with its occurrence when the signified matter is non-evident, leads
us into a recollection of what was co-observed with it but is now not manifest.”

An indicative sign is: “that which has not been evidently co-observed with the signi-
fied, but from its own nature and constitution signifies that of which it is a sign.”

Though this distinction is philosophical in the sense of being concerned with episte-
mological issues of completely general import, there are good reasons to believe that it was
not the creation of professional philosophers, but rather had its origin in the context of the
long-running debate between the self-styled Empirical school of medicine, which arose in the
mid-third century B.C., and its opponents, the medical rationalists.’

% For arguments supporting this conclusion, see Allen
2001: 107ff., who follows Philippson 1881: 65ff.
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The Empiricists accepted the challenge laid down by Plato and Aristotle and undertook
to show that experience was entirely sufficient to give rise to an art by itself without the aid
of reason in the special sense in which it refers to a faculty whose distinctive characteristic is
the ability to grasp truths not accessible to observation. Rationalism, on the other hand, was
not a single school, but a tendency common to medical thinkers of diverse views belonging
to different schools who were united only by the conviction that a true art must go beyond
experience and grasp the hidden natures and causes of things by means of reason.

The commemorative sign was, it seems, the favored tool of the Empiricists; the indicative
sign that of the rationalists. Both seem to have their home in the practice of an art rather than
the original process of constituting one. Commemorative signs point to evident events and
conditions with which they have been conjoined in past experience. In the sphere of medicine,
indicative signs reveal the hidden, pathological conditions underlying the patient’s symptoms,
which in turn indicate the appropriate therapy. To be sure, indicative signs could perhaps be
viewed as playing a double role, as the means by which theory is applied to particular cases in
practice and as the means by which elements in the theory are inferred from evident observa-
tion in the first place, which would make for closer fit with Sextus’ framework. There is little
evidence for this, however.

Let me mention two more important oddities. If there was a position that does meet the
expectations created by Sextus’ framework, it would seem to be that of Epicurus and his fol-
lowers, who make explicit appeals to signs as the basis of their theories about non-evident
matters in the realm of natural philosophy, atoms, and the motions of distant heavenly bodies,
for instance. But though he mentions Epicurus a couple of times in passing, Sextus has nothing
substantive to say about Epicurean views (Adversus mathematicos 8.177, 185).

On the other hand, he devotes much attention to the Stoics, whose definition of the sign
I cited above. But this turns out to be perhaps the most puzzling thing of all in Sextus’ treat-
ment of signs. He has, as we have seen, no complaint against the commemorative sign and
promises to direct his fire exclusively on indicative signification. The Stoic theory against
which he argues should then be a theory of indicative signification, or at least have its primary
application to indicative signs whether the Stoics used this terminology or not. And indeed the
text of Sextus plainly states that the Stoic definition is merely an alternative characterization
of the indicative sign (OQutlines of Pyrrhonism 2.102). So awkward is the placement of this
assertion, and so poorly does it fit its context, however, that scholars, including the editor of
the standard edition, have rejected it as an interpolation. If this is right, as there is good reason
to believe that it is, what we have is an ill-fated effort to paper over a gap between Sextus’
avowed purpose to combat the indicative sign and the prominence he gives to the case against
a Stoic theory whose relation to indicative signs is the opposite of clear.

6

Indeed, such evidence as we have points to a closer affinity with empirical reasoning of
the kind that falls under the head of commemorative signification. Unlike the Empiricists,
the Stoics did not question the possibility of grasping the hidden natures of things or reject
causal explanations based on them. Indeed Sextus also preserves a Stoic theory of demonstra-
tion whose chief application appears to have been causal explanation in natural philosophy,
which is accorded its own discussion by Sextus (Qutlines of Pyrrhonism 2.134-92; Adversus
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mathematicos 8. 199—481).7 But the Stoics seem to have supposed that we are in a position to
grasp the causes far less often than many rationalists supposed. Thus Chrysippus (ca. 280-207
B.C.), the third scholarch of the Stoa and the philosopher most responsible for working out the
orthodox Stoic position in detail, urges us to rely on experience and history — terms that figure
prominently in the Empiricists’ own self-description — in those all too frequent cases where
causal speculation is likely to lead us into error (Plutarch, De Stoicorum repugnantiis 1047c).
And Posidonius (ca. 135-50 B.C.), the most prominent Stoic of his time, could be faulted by
other Stoics for aetiologizing in the Aristotelian manner rather than preserving a more authenti-
cally Stoic reserve before the hiddeness (€énikpuyig) of the causes (Strabo 2.3.8).

As it happens, there is a Stoic discipline occupied with signs whose method was in good
part empirical, namely divination, about which we know a good deal owing to Cicero’s inter-
est (106—43 B.C.). He tackled the subject in his work De divinatione where, proceeding as
an Academic skeptic, he expounds the Stoic view before undertaking to refute it.® In a way
that should sound very familiar by now, he distinguishes knowledge that, which is obtained
through signs, from knowledge of causes, which, to be sure, when complete, would make it
possible to know the future in every particular, but which, in this form, is available only to a
god (De divinatione 1.127; cf. 12, 16, 29, 35, 86, 109). Much of the time, then, human beings
are obliged to fall back on signs.

They are greatly helped by the fact that the signs in question were fashioned by divine
providence for the benefit of humankind. According the Stoics, divination is the power to
grasp and interpret the signs sent by Gods to human beings (De divinatione 2.130; Sextus
Empiricus, Adversus mathematicos 9.132; Stobaeus, Ekologai 2.170). It has two parts, artifi-
cial and natural. The former is so-called because the signs with which it is occupied require
specialized expertise to interpret, while the natural division relies on things like inspired ut-
terances and dreams which do not (though there are, unsurprisingly, complications having to
do with the skilled interpretation that dreams and prophetic utterances do sometimes require).
Though artificial divination is also concerned with the interpretation of portents, much the
largest share of its attention is absorbed by signs discovered by long observation, whose ef-
ficacy is explained along empirical lines and illustrated with examples drawn from medicine,
viewed as an empirical art, and other arts viewed in the same way.

Nor do I ask why this tree alone should flower three times nor why it makes the time
for ploughing fit with the sign of its flowering. I am content with this, that, even
though I do not know why this happens, I do know what happens. So for every kind
of divination I shall give the same answer as I did for the things I have cited. I see
the efficacy of the scammony root for purging and birthwort for countering snake
bites ... and this is sufficient; I do not know why they work. In the same way I do not
understand adequately the explanation for the signs of wind and rain.... I recognize,
I know, and I vouch for the force and result of them (De divinatione 1.16; translation
from Wardle 2006: 50).

Thus the Stoics came down squarely on the empirical side of a long-running debate about
divination especially prominent in discussions of astrology. At issue was the question whether
its efficacy is to be explained as the result of discovering the causal influences exerted on hu-
man beings and their affairs by heavenly bodies or rather merely a matter of grasping empirical
correlations the causes responsible for which remain hidden.’

7 Compare Brunschwig 1980; Barnes 1980. 8 On this work, see Wardle 2006.
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The fact that natural signs are the concern of artificial divination while natural divina-
tion is occupied with what look rather like bearers of non-natural meaning is perhaps only a
superficial paradox. Yet the distinctions with which we began are bound to take on a different
look in the context of a view like the Stoics’, according to which the universe is governed
down to the last detail by a providential deity whose benevolence extends to the provision of
signs for us to read. The Stoics maintained that the world was so created at the beginning that
certain signs run ahead of certain things (De divinatione 1.118, cf. 35). At the very least, the
clean division between natural signs and bearers of natural meaning, which do not depend on
intention for their significance, on the one hand, and given signs or bearers of non-natural
meaning, on the other, which signify as a result of an intention to signify that must be grasped
for this purpose to be effected, will not look quite the same.

One way to approach this point sets out from a familiar problem: How can experience of
conjunctions among objects or events between which reason cannot discern any other relations
furnish a ground or reason for inferring one from the other? One response, most famously as-
sociated with David Hume, is to deny that it can and insist that the observation of conjunctions
does not put us in possession grounds for inferences properly so called, but rather gives rise
to customs or habits by which practice is governed in the absence of reason. It is noteworthy
that there was a prominent strand of radical anti-rationalism among the medical Empiricists,
some of whom insisted that they were not engaged in the business of reasoning at all, but
were instead guided by dispositions, implanted by experience, to be reminded of one thing by
the perception of another with which it had been conjoined in past observation. Others were
willing to speak of reasoning, but insisted that the kind of reasoning that they employed was
of an ordinary, everyday sort restricted to the phenomena, which they called epilogismos in
order to distinguish it from reason of the objectionable rationalist kind, which they called
analogismos.'® As we have seen, however, conspicuous correlations among events between
which reason can discern no connection were, according to the Stoics, deliberately contrived
for the benefit of humankind by god.

No doubt it is possible to be guided by these signs without being aware of or paying
heed to the divine intention of which they are the expression. But one may also, and I take it
the Stoic diviner will, go further and view divinatory signs as a system of divinely instituted
signals, with the result that the faith he reposes in the signs that he studies will not be a mat-
ter of either rationally groundless custom, on the one hand, or conviction grounded in purely
empirical reasoning — supposing there is such a thing —, on the other, but more like the trust
one places in the testimony of an unimpeachable authority. Long observation and experience
will for him be a source of clues about what the gods mean to tell us, rather than being viewed
simply as the source of grounds to be exploited in empirical reasoning or the causal basis for
mental habits of association.

Or rather, they will be this in addition to being that. The Stoics were far from repudiating
the idea of the empirical. We have seen Chrysippus appealing to it. It is plain that even in
the art of divination as the Stoics conceived it there will be an empirical aspect or dimension
to what is known in the sphere of artificial divination and an empirical level to the diviner’s
understanding of it. This is implied by the comparison between divination and less exalted
arts. The concern with divinely sent signs as such seems to be distinctive of the diviner’s art

® Compare Long 1982; Adamson 2008. 1967); Galen, Subfiguratio empirica 62, 24-3 (in
10 Galen, De sectis ingredientibus 3.10.23-24,  Deichgriber 1965); Galen, On Medical Experience

11.8-10 SM (in Marquardt, Mueller, and Helmreich ~ (in Frede and Walzer 1985: 133-35, 140); cf. Frede
1990.
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— witness the Stoic definition of divination — though it is an intriguing question whether the
regularities on which empirical arts of a less elevated kind rely are also deliberately contrived
by divine agency for the benefit of humankind. Certainly Stoic views about providence are not
incompatible with the suggestion. Yet there are some differences. The more ordinary empirical
arts, or arts with a substantial empirical component, are only at one remove from a grasp of
the nature of the matters with which they deal and the causes at work in them, whereas such
an understanding may be in principle impossible for human beings in the sphere of divina-
tion. The divine intentions behind the regularities studied and exploited by, for example, the
medical art are, one suspects, no business of the doctor as such. It is plausible to think that
the perspective proper to medicine and other arts like it is a naturalistic one, even though
to the Stoic way of thinking, this is a narrow or restricted way of viewing matters that can
be subsumed in a broader perspective from which nature is seen as the expression of divine
reason, indeed, in a sense, identical to it.

If this suggestion is on the right lines, the distinction between the natural and the non-
natural does gain a purchase in Stoicism. Not only can there be analogues of indicative sig-
nification, which do not raise the question that we have been considering — the conclusion
of the sign-inference will be accepted on the strength of the rationally compelling grounds
afforded by the sign, but the presumably much larger mass of signs grasped through long
observation can be understood along purely empirical lines. What is more, they will be so un-
derstood much of the time and by human beings reasoning in most capacities. What is striking
and distinctive about the Stoics, however, is that one branch of divination as they conceive it
is both an impeccably rigorous application of empirical method and a means of interpreting
divinely given signals. Understood in one way and viewed from one perspective, the signs
with which it is occupied are or are used as natural signs. Viewed in broader perspective,
however, the empirically grounded sign-inferences that the diviner draws are not natural in
a way that can be sharply contrasted with the non-natural. For they are not only the product
of divine intentions, but of intentions whose divine author intends that they be recognized,
at least by diviners, whose other tasks, it will be recalled, include interpreting other kinds of
message from the gods, for example, portents.

7

Matters are otherwise when we turn to the Epicureans, whose views about the gods could
hardly be more different from the Stoa’s. The gods of Epicurus, such as they are, did not cre-
ate the world, exert no influence on it, and could not care less about human beings. Nothing
in the world observed by human beings is the product of divine intention, and there is, as a
result, a clean break between natural signs and the signs human beings create and give to one
another, even if the Epicureans do not themselves speak of “signs” in this connection. The
break stands out that much more clearly as, in the Epicurean view, the development of the
latter depends on the prior existence of the former. Epicurus’ pioneering account of the origin
of speech and language envisages a transition from an early phase in which human beings’
spontaneous vocal utterances serve as what we would call natural signs of their mental states
and emotions, to later phases where the possibility of conveying information that is revealed
in this way is deliberately exploited by human beings, who now fashion and use words in
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order to communicate their thoughts to each other (Letter to Herodotus 75-76; cf. Lucretius,
De rerum natura 5.1056-90).!!

Our attempts to understand Epicurean views about sign inference have been greatly as-
sisted by the survival, in the form of a papyrus buried at Herculaneum by the eruption of
Mount Vesuvius in A.D. 79, of a work by the first-century B.C. poet and Epicurean philosopher
Philodemus: On Signs and Sign-inferences (the De signis for short).!> Among the problems
presented by what we find in it is one that has to do with the distinction between the empiri-
cal and the rational, or rather its apparent absence. As we have already seen, the Epicurean
position would seem at first to be a paradigmatic example of rationalist thought. According
to empiricism, knowledge is confined to the phenomena, which are accessible to perception,
and the patterns of conjunction and sequence that are observed to obtain among them and does
not extend to so-called non-evident matters.

A very large part, perhaps the largest part, of Epicurus and his followers’ energies were
occupied with natural philosophy. Their motives were idiosyncratic to be sure, namely, by
offering a purely naturalistic account of nature and natural phenomena to remove divine
agency from the picture and so free human beings from superstition, which was in their —
the Epicureans’ — view the principal obstacle to happiness. To this end, Epicurus elaborated
an atomic theory of matter and offered explanations for natural phenomena, paying special
attention to heavenly phenomena.

To show how we could in fact know the contents of his theory, he also developed an
epistemology. This theory seems to fit very comfortably in Sextus’ epistemological frame-
work. Direct observation of the phenomena secures ground-level truths, which in turn serve
as points of departure for sign-inferences and demonstrations by means of which truths about
the non-evident realm are won, whether about atoms, rendered inaccessible to perception by
their smallness or heavenly bodies, put beyond the reach of observation by their distance from
us (Epicurus, Letter to Herodotus 38, 39; Letter to Pythocles 87, 97, 104; Diogenes Laertius
10.32). It looks very much as if the Epicureans are to be classified as rationalists who sub-
scribed to a theory of indicative signs, as Sextus conceived it, even if they did not describe
themselves in this way or use the term “indicative sign” itself (and those who did held a view
in some ways different from what Sextus leads us to expect).

To judge by Philodemus’ testimony and hints from other Epicurean works, however, this
expectation was not fulfilled. We search in vain for the contrast that defined the controversy
between rationalism and empiricism. The position that we find instead appears to occupy
a no-man’s land that should not exist according to the framework of assumptions in terms
of which rationalists and empiricists defined their opposition to each other. The medical
Empiricists define experience as knowledge of what has been observed to occur in the same
way many times. That a ring around the moon precedes rain or that venesection is followed
by the remission of fever become part of experience by being observed repeatedly. No amount
of observation, however, can make these anything other than empirical generalizations by
grasping which we know that without being any closer to understanding the underlying causes
and natures because of which things are as they are observed to be and in terms of which a
genuine explanation of why they are would have to be formulated. One important consequence
is that the so-called transition to the similar whereby we take things similar to those of which
we have had experience to be similar to them cannot be a source of new knowledge by itself,

! Compare Verlinsky 2005. 12 An edited text with translation and explanatory es-
says is contained in De Lacy 1978.
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but only a source of hypotheses which must be confirmed by observation before they become
known by becoming part of experience.'?

According to the Epicurean views preserved by Philodemus, sign-inferences, whether
about humdrum matters like smoke and fire or the fundamental truths of physics, are all
grounded in what looks very much like the repeated observation of the same thing that is the
Empiricists’ point of departure. Indeed, the Epicureans sometimes speak, as the Empiricists
did, of experience and history. Yet somehow the result of such observation is that it becomes
inconceivable that things could be other than they have been seen to be. And the scope of the
inferences that we are entitled to draw on the basis of observation is not confined to items of
precisely the same type as those that have been observed. Not only may we infer that all hu-
man beings are mortal wherever they may be from the fact that those we have observed are,
but our knowledge of atoms and the void is based on inferences from the observed behavior
of medium-sized bodies in our vicinity. What is more, the knowledge we gain in this way far
from being restricted to facts that — empirical truths as we have been calling them — em-
braces necessary truths about the ultimate causes of things in terms of which everything else
is to be explained and understood.

That this runs counter not only to our expectations but to those of the Epicureans’ philo-
sophical contemporaries is plain from the form and content of the De signis itself. The work
takes the form of series of objections to Epicurean views with replies by Epicurean authorities.
The opponents are not specified by name. They are usually thought to be Stoics, though it has
been plausibly suggested that they were Academic skeptics. Be that as it may, they appear to
have been moved by concerns of just the kind that we would expect, as we can see from the
questions with which they challenge the Epicureans. “Why should the fact that all the human
beings whom we have observed are mortal exclude the possibility that human beings whom
we have not observed might be immortal?” “Why should the fact that bodies of observable
size move only through surroundings relatively empty by comparison with them entitle us to
infer that atoms move through absolutely empty space, that is, a void?”” And “If the observed
behavior of visible bodies is the basis of inferences to conclusions about the atoms, should
we not infer that the so-called atoms are in fact breakable like all bodies in our experience
without exception?”

The Epicureans had much to say in their own defense as the De signis makes clear. One
way of describing their position would be to say that it defies or overcomes the limitations on
experience as they are understood in the debate between rationalism and empiricism in both
its ancient and modern versions. This way of putting things is, however, misleading if it sug-
gest that the Epicureans made larger claims for what went under the name of “experience.”
So far as one can tell, they understood terms like “experience” and “observation” as others
did. Rather, they seem to have supposed that observation furnished the basis for a grasp of the
phenomena that was, if you will, more than empirical because it amounted to a limited grasp
of the natures and causes at work in what was observed, which in turn furnished the basis for
inferences to conclusions about the unobserved and the unobservable. A part in their account
was played by epilogismos, which, however, differs in ways that are hard to get a fix on from
what went under that head among the medical Empiricists.'* The account as a whole presents
many difficulties, and not only because of the poor state of the mainly papyrlogical evidence
on which we are obliged to rely.

13 Galen, Subfiguratio empirica 70 (in Deichgrdber  '* Compare Schofield 1996; Allen 2004.
1965: 14ff.).
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Grappling with those difficulties is a task for another day, however. The object of this
essay is not to get to the bottom of these problems, but to draw attention ancient Greek philo-
sophical views about signs that do not fit easily with our assumptions, even though those
assumptions belong to a framework that we have largely inherited from the Greeks. The
existence of such views does not show that the framework is anything other than sturdy and
useful in the extreme, but rather that it was not obvious or inescapable.
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4
THREE STRIKES AND YOU’RE OUT!

A VIEW ON COGNITIVE THEORY AND THE
FIRST-MILLENNIUM EXTISPICY RITUAL

ULLA SUSANNE KOCH, INDEPENDENT SCHOLAR

In the past decades scholars from fields such as anthropology, science of religion, and
psychology have sought to understand — or “explain” as it is often put — religious and magi-
cal phenomena in the framework of “cognitive science”; inspired by the advances in areas of
research within neuroscience and cognitive psychology.! At the same time, as this symposium
illustrates, the study of the well-nigh ubiquitous phenomenon of divination has also blossomed
in recent years. However, most research of a more theoretical nature has been done within the
study of contemporary, mostly African, divination systems.? Why could cognitive theory be
relevant for divination? For one thing, cognitive theory is a way of getting past the sometimes
more confusing than enlightening discussions of definitions. The very nature of divination is
a topic that has often been discussed. It has been described as having, or uniting, traits which
are characteristic of religion, magic, science,’ or scholarship — or quite the reverse, it has been
defined as something of a bastard phenomenon NOT quite belonging to the domain of religion,
magic, science, or scholarship. Divination can also be described from a purely functionalist
perspective, as a way of dealing with social or cognitive uncertainty, or a way of controlling
the environment, for example, protecting the king, “making it so” by a performative magical
act (Cryer 1994). These purposes it undoubtedly also served, but that does not explain its
expressions or content, neither are these functions characteristic only of divination but are
equally valid for a range of other cultural and/or religious phenomena. It could also be argued
that divination is not only a way of reducing anxiety but could also equally well be a way of
generating it. The reports of the astrologers to the Neo-Assyrian court amply demonstrate that
assiduous observation of the earth and sky for ominous signs ensures no lack of new topics
for worry. Furthermore, it has been posited that religion is “a manifestly practical enterprise”
(Tremlin 2006: 112). It can be argued that the primary function of everyday religious practice
is not to ease existential angst, to hold societies together, or to answer cosmological ques-
tions — it plays this and other roles — but “the central role that religion plays in peoples’

! For a good introduction to cognitive theory applied  or “the orderliness which it may ascribe to the uni-
to religion, see Tremlin 2006. verse” a number of researchers have allowed divi-
2 The application of anthropological approaches to ~ nation at least a tentative space within the objective
the practice of divination in the ancient world is well ~ sphere of Western science.” A. K. Guinan (2002:
under way, but has mainly been attempted in the field ~ 18-19) stresses the importance of discussing divina-
of classical antiquity (e.g., the studies by Lisdorf  tion per se, not “subsumed into these larger cultural
2007 and Rosenberger 2001) but also to some extent ~ categories” (i.e., magic, science, religion). Science
in Assyriology (e.g., Cryer 1994; Guinan 2002; and  and divination are similar in that they both are casu-
elsewhere). istic and paradigmatic in form “but [divination] can-
3 For example, Jeyes 1991-92. Tedlock 2001: 194; 1ot do what it claims.” This is of course an objection
“Impressed with the systematic divination procedures ~ raised against magic of all sorts.

43
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lives is to get things done, to make things right, and to keep them that way.” I believe that to
a certain extent this function at least holds true for divination. Among other things, divination
has been interpreted as primarily a heuristic pursuit, as a form of sense-making involving a
categorization of the universe.* Divination analyzed from the point of view of hermeneutics,
divination viewed as a semantic system, is certainly rewarding and relevant. The reading of
signs according to a fixed semantic code is central to many divinatory systems, not least the
Mesopotamian, and in Mesopotamian divination it cuts across such distinctions as signa im-
petrativa and oblativa, provoked/induced and unprovoked omens. Both induced signs as well
as signs sent outside the frame of a ritual setting were read according to a fixed code.’

Categorization and manipulation of symbols have long been of central concern for cogni-
tive psychologists,® and unraveling the semantic code utilized in a given divinatory system
can yield insight into the social, ethical, and other normative bias of the culture from which it
springs.” The diviner holds the “hermeneutic keys” to the divinatory code. The various herme-
neutic practices used for instance within Mesopotamian divination as a means of revealing
layers upon layers of meaning in the divinatory system are themselves worthy of study. Some,
but not all, are explained and attested in the letters from ancient scholars as well as in com-
mentaries and esoteric texts. However, this approach is in danger of neglecting the functions
mentioned as well as the undeniable magical/religious aspects of many divinatory practices, as,
for instance, extispicy. Divination is in fact so complex and multifaceted a phenomenon, that
I believe it would be overly reductionist to explain it with reference to a single theory. Like
“religion,” divination is what Boyer called an “impure object”® exactly because it can not be
explained or described by a single theoretical framework. However, I believe there is general
consensus that whatever roots divination may have, and whatever purposes it may serve — be
they epistemological, psychological, social, political, or religious — divination is certainly a
practical means of obtaining otherwise inaccessible information: “divination is a way of explor-
ing the unknown in order to elicit answers (that is, oracles) to questions beyond the range of
ordinary human understanding.” Even this simple view on divination — as a means of gather-
ing information — presents a very confused picture. The confusion is immediately apparent
already from a cursory look at the evidence. The kind of knowledge concerned can pertain to
the future, the present, or the past; the source can be intentional agents: gods, ancestors, spirits,
or there may be no personified interlocutor as such; the privileged knowledge can be obtained
by various means, ranging from such quiet pursuits as studying the sky or reading other envi-
ronmental cues, performing an experiment using a special technique, to the more spectacular
or even violent in the form of possession and ecstasy. Divination can involve elaborate rituals
performed by specialists or it can be part of daily life accessible to Everyman.!©

4 For instance, already the French scholars Durkheim
and Mauss (1903: 40ff.) argued that divination was
a system of classification.

5 The terminology used to describe various types of
divination is described, for example, in Rochberg
2004: 47ff. For a full discussion of the many terms
used to distinguish different types of divination based
on the divinatory method, see, for example, Lisdorf
2007: chapter 3.

¢ For example, the works of C. S. Peirce, J. Skorupski,
D. Sperber, and others.

7 For example, Sgrensen (1999: 187) arguing that
divination gets its authority from its close connection
with cosmology — the celestial and mythical exem-
plar of any human situation are found by divination.
“This constitutes the very raison d’étre of a divina-
tion system.” See also Peek 1991.

8 Sgrensen, in press; and Boyer 1994.

° For example, Tedlock 2001: 189.

10 Compare Tedlock 2001. For an introduction to
the history of research into divination as a general
phenomenon, see, for example, Cryer 1994; Lisdorf
2007: chapter 2.
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Extispicy was one of the most pervasive and successful of the many Mesopotamian divi-
natory practices. With roots going back to the third millennium, it gained in importance over
the millennia and became an important element in decision-making at the Neo-Assyrian court.
This may have been because it was a practical means of obtaining privileged information
concerning matters of immediate urgency to the individual or the state. In the following I
try to apply elements from cognitive theory of religion to see if they can help shed light on a
particular question posed by the Mesopotamian ritual of extispicy viewed in this light, namely
why the only remedy for an unfavorable extispicy was to perform another? If necessary we
know the diviner could repeat the procedure up to three times in a row, but in the worst case,
when the answers were consistently against the client’s hopes and desires, he just had to wait
patiently and not try again until after the stipulated term had expired.!! The gods did not like
too-persistent questioning: “If the diviner constantly performs extispicy, he dies the death of
transgression (arnu)”; three chances were all he had.!?

First we must test if asking again, perhaps rephrasing the question, really was the only
option open to the diviner and his client. If we accept that extispicy was not countered by
apotropaic or appeasement rituals, the next question is, why? That this should be so is in my
opinion by no means self-evident. Alone from a purely theological point of view one could
argue that in extispicy you ask the gods for their decision, but in other forms of divination
the will of the gods is no less directly expressed — in astrology the gods themselves signal
their intentions with their celestial manifestations. Why is it possible to counter the expressed
will of the gods in one case and not in the other? It is necessary to take a look at the kind of
information obtained by extispicy, was it somehow different from that gained by other kinds
of divination? Did the divinatory technique itself play a role? And finally, what was the rela-
tionship to the structure of the apotropaic rituals themselves?

Is there any evidence that extispicy was countered by apotropaic rituals? One of the char-
acteristics of divination is that it serves as a guide to action, often ritual action. As put by Ann
Guinan, “magic and divination operate from the same semantic foundation, but always bear an
inverse relationship to each other” ... “what divination reveals, magic can resolve” (Guinan
2002: 18). From the ethnographic record we know that very often the results of a divinatory
session are indeed closely linked with specific apotropaic or appeasement rituals. Divination
itself and the ritual actions responding to the information gained by divination thus form part
of the same event frame'? but are not identical. Indeed, an Assyrian scholar stresses the role
of the god Ea as sender of both omens and corresponding apotropaic rituals: “Ea has done,
Ea has undone. He who caused the earthquake has also created the apotropaic ritual against
it” (Parpola 1993: no. 56 rev. 9—12). It is often more or less automatically assumed that

12 Zimmern 1901: no. 11 col. iii lines 18—19; cf. also
CT 51 147:39".

1 According to, for example, Multabiltu in the case of
a given joker-sign (pitrustu): “It (the extispicy) has

turned for you. For undertaking an enterprise: drop it
until its term (i.e., date set by the omen), do it only
after its term (has passed),” CT 31 46-48:12"-13";
see Koch 2005: 139. In an Old Babylonian letter to
Zimri-Lim the god Addu is quoted for this admonition
to the king with what seems to me to be a reference to
extispicy: “When you go on a campaign, do not set
out without an oracle (zértu). If I am present in your
oracle you shall go on the campaign, otherwise, do
not go outside the gate”; see Durand 1993: 44.

13 Compare Sgrensen, in press, p. 324: “Divinatory
practices are often an integrated part of a large series
of event frames involving ritual actions ‘responding’
to causes revealed through divinatory practices.” The
frame as metaphor for a set of socially constructed
understandings that make up the context for any
specific interaction was developed by E. Goffman
(1974).
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apotropaic rituals were associated also with extispicy. For instance, Erica Reiner!* suggested
that one might expect all the major omen compendia to have had parallel apotropaic rituals,
and she assumes that they existed for both astrological omina and for the omina collected in
the extispicy series Bariitu. Namburbis are of course well attested for “everyday divination”
of the kind found in the series Summa izbu or Summa alu. Whereas the letters and reports from
Assyrian and Babylonian scholars demonstrate that aversive action in the form of various ritu-
als, including namburbis, was not uncommon in connection with astrological omina,'® there
is no similar evidence that apotropaic or appeasement rituals were ever performed in connec-
tion with extispicy. Aversive action in response to unfavorable extispicy is never explicitly
mentioned in the scholarly correspondence of the Neo-Assyrian kings, nor to my knowledge
are they attested to in texts from the second millennium.

Namburbis that explicitly mention extispicy do exist but are in fact quite rare. As far as
I can tell there were actually two different types of namburbis directly connected with some
aspect of extispicy:

1. Prophylactic rituals performed to safeguard the diviner and the extispicy

2. Apotropaic rituals performed to avert the evil portended by a failed extispicy

The prophylactic type of namburbi was quite rare, it included rituals for brisk trade and for
bringing distant people near. The diviner could perform a namburbi before a divination ses-
sion in order to prepare himself properly for performing extispicy, for instance, washing his
leather bag!'® which contained the cultic implements of his trade such as cedar wood.!” He
could also perform rituals which safeguarded him from failure when serving an important
client like the king. In the early morning before an extispicy, he could perform a namburbi to
ensure that Shamash and Adad would stand by him in his “verdict,” that he may experience
renown in extispicy (tanatti bariiti amaru) and make himself famous (§uma rabd leqii).'3
The apotropaic type of namburbi with reference to extispicy is structured like any other nam-
burbi used to avert evil omens. The namburbis seem to refer to phenomena that prevented the
proper performance of the sacrifice and obstructed a reliable reading of the extispicy. This
would include extreme anomalies of the entrails. The semantic code of extispicy involved
the study of tiny variations on a theme; in general, serious malformations were of no rel-
evance, or rather, they could change the whole session into something completely different
and in itself ill-portending. I suggest that the purpose of these namburbis therefore was not
to counteract an unfavorable extispicy as such but to protect against the evil portended by

14 Reiner 1995: 82—-84. Caplice (1974: 7f.) comment-
ed upon the fact that the namburbis themselves com-
monly refer to terrestrial omina, whereas the letters
and reports most often mention namburbis in connec-
tion with astrological omina.

15 For examples of apotropaia mentioned in connec-
tion with astrological omina, compare, for example,
Koch-Westenholz 1995.

16 Reverse of Zimmern 1901: no. 11, and duplicates;
see Zimmern 1901: 112ff.; and Farber 1987: 240f.

17 Cedar wood apparently played an important role
even though we do not know exactly how. “To raise
the cedar” (eréna nasii) appears to be a pars pro toto
term for performing divination, whether it means

to perform an incense offering or simply to raise a
rod made of cedar. Compare the discussion by Starr
(1983: 48). Cedar wood is already mentioned in
connection with what appears to be a reference to
extispicy in a Sumerian source, Poebel 1914: no. 76
col. vi 2—10: me-bi Su mu-na-ab-d[u;] mas-gid-gid a
d.utu-$é mu-un-zi-|x| gudd su-sikil-gim mds-gid-gid-e
gis.eren d.utu-sé mu-un-zi-zi-i uy ti-la ku-li-ni-im en-
na us-a gals-la gal-ni'-im “He made its rituals perfect
for him, the diviner rises before father Utu, like a
guda-priest with clean hands the diviner raises cedar
wood to Utu again and again.”

18 Zimmern 1901: nos. 75-78.
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technical problems connected with the performance of the divinatory ritual. For instance, a
namburbi could be performed if the slaughter itself was somehow defective — if no blood
ran from the veins when the neck of the sacrificial animal was cut, if important organs were
missing, or if they were seriously deformed.!” This view is in agreement with Maul (1994:
432), who suggested that the namburbis were performed due to the “Schweigen des Samas,”
that is, when the extispicy ritual failed to produce an answer. He does, however, assume that
namburbis could also be used to counteract the evil omens of an unfavorable extispicy, and
he suggests that a namburbi amulet?® and a universal namburbi*' with reference to extispicy
illustrates this. I believe that neither the amulet nor the universal namburbi are actually di-
rected against an unfavorable extispicy result, but like the rest are directed against a failed or
flawed performance of extispicy. The amulet mentions ill omens stemming from “the evil of
flawed, terrifying signs, evil and unfavorable (signs) from performing the ritual (lipit gati),
or from the lamb having a disease (hiniq immeri) or from making the sacrifice (niga naqit)
or from anything else in performance of extispicy (népesti bariiti).” All this could well refer
to evil portended by signs observed in connection with the performance of extispicy, not the
extispicy result itself. In the namburbis the evil omens stem from flesh which is described as
Siru hatiti parditu® “flawed or terrifying” flesh, or as haligti §iri** missing flesh. Neither
hatii nor pardu are normal terms for unfavorable signs found in the protases of extispicy
omina or in the extispicy reports. Circumstances surrounding the performance of divination
were themselves observed and interpreted as ominous signs, as we know was the case with the
behavior of the sacrificial animal itself.>* This resembles the way we take omens from the act
of catching the bride’s bouquet — something which is totally unrelated to the efficacy of the
Christian marital ritual. The ill omen averted is thus not the result of an extispicy, and is not
interpreted as such, but rather as an individual unfavorable sign which could be countered by
an apotropaic ritual. The two known namburbi catalogs, one from late Uruk, the other from
Assurbanipal’s library, include references to exactly these two types of namburbi in connec-
tion with extispicy and can therefore not be taken as evidence that namburbis associated with
the extispicy series itself existed.?

Interestingly, the ancient Greek version of divination by the entrails of a sacrificial animal
used in warfare also had no link with apotropaia. M. Flower suggests that extispicy was the last
of the major divinatory practices to reach Greece from the Near East. The Greeks themselves

9 Compare the namburbis edited by Maul 1994:
432-38: no bleeding, missing gall bladder, parts of
the liver missing, missing kidney; and Maul 1994:
439-44; compare also 185:3.

20 Edited by Maul 1994: 185-90.

21 Edited by Maul 1994: 495ff.

22 The universal namburbi (VAT 13988:2) men-
tions uzu.mes hu-ut-tu-te; see Maul 1994: 495. Such
signs could as mentioned also be called “flawed and
frightening” (KAR 26:41 uzu ha-tu-te pdr-du-te nu
dug.ga.mes); cf. also the duplicate passage in Goetze
1939: 12:5; KAR 286:12 (universal namburbi); and
Maul 1994: 185:3. Pardu is a term most commonly
used of dreams; compare CAD P 183.

23 See the discussion in Maul 1994: 439. This term
is also found in two letters, in fragmentary context,
in Parpola 1993: no. 200, and no. 212, both from

an exorcist. It is impossible to tell from the context
whether they refer to extispicy.

24 Omina pertaining to the “behaviour of the sacrifi-
cial animal” were collected in a small compendium
independent from the main series of extispicy omina
Bariitu. See Jeyes 1980: 13.

2 Contra Reiner 1995: 83. The Uruk catalog mentions
“If in the house of a man or the palace of the king
missing flesh (ha-lig-ti uzu) seizes him” and “If a
man brings an offering and when cutting the neck of
the sheep no blood pours” (W 22279 8°-9"; see Maul
1994: 192). The Niniveh catalog mentions “When the
diviner [washes] his bag” and “When the diviner [---]
his divination” (K2389+: 19-20; see Maul 1994: 198.
Both as suggested by Maul connected with the ritual
preparation of the diviner before performance.
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considered the art of divination to be either a homegrown idea or imported from Egypt, by the
classical period extispicy was certainly a fully integrated part of Greek culture, whatever its
origins.?® From Xenophon’s Anabasis we have a description of how the generals of the famous
army of 10,000 Greek mercenaries practiced divination from “bloody sacrifice” on the route
into and out of Babylonia in 401 B.C. Since the mercenaries were under Spartan leadership the
practices described probably are closest to Lacedaemonian customs rather than Athenian but
we know that the practice of divination by inspection of the entrails, primarily the liver, was
widespread in classical antiquity. (Pseudo-) Xenophon elsewhere describes how the Spartan
king would perform sacrifices before every decisive step of a military campaign:?’

* At home before taking off.

« At the boundary of the city-state (polis) before crossing.
« At theriver.

* In the camp.

» At the front lines before joining battle.

« After the victory (of course).

Most of these are decision points to which any Assyrian king would nod his head in recogni-
tion. The rituals and sacrifices differed from Mesopotamian practice in many respects; for one
thing they seem to always have been addressed to the god most closely involved or relevant to
the situation at hand. En route, Xenophon and the other generals performed sacrifices almost
every day and sometimes many times a day. At one point they were so low on livestock suit-
able for sacrifice and eating that they bought a draught animal simply to perform divination
in order to know whether it would be a good idea to go out foraging (pillaging the locals, that
is). At no time, even when facing the enemy or hunger, could anything avert an unfavorable
sign. The Greek soldiers wait and starve, and their generals perform one sacrifice after the
other, sometimes rephrasing the question, until they get a favorable sign in an offering.?® As
in Mesopotamia, the limit seems to have been three performances of divination a day in the
context of warfare as described by Xenophon. Apparently, however, it was possible in other
contexts to avert unfavorable omens by acts of expiation and sacrifice before performing a
renewed extispicy (Flower 2008: 80-84).

Extispicy was not the only kind of Mesopotamian divination with no known associated
apotropaia. There exist no namburbis that mention signs obtained by two other forms of in-
duced omina: lecanomancy (oil divination) and libanomancy (smoke divination), and also
none for the physiognomic omen series Alamdimmu and other omina concerned with the be-
havior or appearance of a person.?’ Well aware that the absence of evidence is not evidence
of absence, Reiner suggested that the distinction between which omina required aversive
action and which did not could be due to the character of the divination itself, whether it was
“prognostic” or “diagnostic.” The assumption is that since a diagnostic omen would be more
concerned with a cause in the past, it was perceived as not possible to change the result any-
way, hence no reason for apotropaic rituals. A common topic of lecanomancy is the gender
of one’s offspring, and no amount of ritual action could apparently change that. This may be
so for the physiognomic omina: there is not much you can do about your features — there

26 See Flower 2008: 25, 44; see also Burkert 1992: 28 See Egense 2002; also Jameson 1991.

46ff. 2 Compare Reiner 1995: 84.
27 See Egense 2002: 6ff., for Xenophon, The Polity of
the Athenians and Lacedaemonians.
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certainly is not much point in cutting off your nose, even if it has an ill-favored shape.*® In
general, the explanation is not valid and I suspect another explanation must be found at least
for lecanomancy and libanomancy. Finding the cause or nature of the evil is often the first step
to curing it, and aversive rituals are commonly connected with diagnostic divination. The link
between ritual aversive action and divination has nothing to do with the temporal orientation
of the divination, whether it is retrospective of prospective,®' but the idea that the nature of
the divinatory practice plays a role merits further investigation.

When we look at the range of questions asked in the first-millennium Mesopotamian
extispicy queries, tamitus, and reports, we see that even though a wide variety of topics are
represented, the knowledge sought after is always of relevance to the health and happiness
of the individual, be it as a private person or as persona publica — as in the case of, for in-
stance, the Assyrian kings — or it relates to the larger social environment. The purpose of the
Old Babylonian diviner’s ritual is simply to decide the case of “the well-being of NN son of
NN (Starr 1983: 31). Even if we regard divination such as extispicy that can be classfied as
relying on signa impetrativa from a functionalist point of view, as a magical confirmation of
a proposed action (performative utterance),>? it still supplies knowledge which falls within
these categories. The standard topics for extispicy according to, for example, Multabiltu
are the well-being of the king, the land, the camp, the patient, for warfare, for taking a city,
healing the sick, rain, and “undertaking an enterprise or whatever else.” The tamitus®® give a
more detailed picture. The questions were always very meticulously formulated to minimize
ambiguity. Basically, there were two types of questions. The first type are questions concern-
ing a special situation or undertaking; the second type regards a specified period of time,
detailing any imaginable calamity and asking whether it would occur within that period. These
examples stem from the tamitus:

FITNESS OF THE INDIVIDUAL

e Safe night-watch.

« Personal safety for one year “at the command of god, goddess, king, noble, and
prince.”

e Lunar eclipse (Sin).

e Ambition to be a temple administrator (temple personnel).

* Outcome of river-ordeal — to some degree dependent on the “mind of his ac-
cuser” and the river.

« Hunting.

» Horse appropriate for god.

» Risk of flooding.

e Marriage (acceptance by father-in-law).

30 See also the discussion by Rochberg 2004: 50f.

31 For example, in Nyole (Whyte 1991) and Ndembu
(Turner 1975) divination.

32 For example, Cryer 1994: 117 et passim. See cri-
tique of this approach by Joel Sweek (2000).

33 Similar lists of reasons for divination have been
compiled in the anthropological literature; see, e.g.,

Lisdorf 2007: 59. Lisdorf suggest that divination is
used as recourse when the “life model” (i.e., ideal
circumstances in life according to norms of a given
culture) clashes with reality; cf. also Turner 1961: 16.
For summaries of purposes of Babylonian extispicy,
see Koch-Westenholz 2002: 140ff., with previous
literature.
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» Male offspring.

* Survival of pregnant woman.
» Taking a second wife.

« Recovery from illness.
 Faithfulness of servant.

¢ Truthfulness of wife.

» Sending a messenger.

» Reliability of physician.

FITNESS OF ORGANIZATION

« Military campaign (enemy, advisors, divine assistance).

» Safety of city from enemy action.

« Safety from enemies for people leaving the protecting wall of the city.
» Safety of watch from enemy attack.

» Safety of fort from the enemy.

+ Damming a river.

e Mutiny.

As mentioned, on a very general level, what is of interest are matters to do with the
physical and social well-being of the individual and his/her immediate social and physical
environment.** Very often the first category is of course implicitly contained in the second.
When keeping watch, personal safety is also involved; when the king goes on a campaign
he may well fall in battle himself; defeat of the army can have terrible consequences for the
community and its members individually. So far this kind of information is fully in accordance
with what we would expect from any “successful divinatory practice” and is not essentially
different from what other Mesopotamian divinatory practices supplied (Sgrensen, in press).
Knowledge of this kind is what Boyer has termed “strategic social information” (e.g., Boyer
2001: 173). The ability to process strategic social information can be argued to be a prereq-
uisite for successful human interaction and ultimately survival, and therefore could be an
example of an adaptive cognitive faculty as argued by Boyer. To succeed as a social animal
it is necessary to read others, to read the “signs, signals, and minds” of others, and “to pair
implicit knowledge with explicit information” (Tremlin 2006: 33ff.).

The intention and will of others are of vital importance but can be hard to define and
identify. What is significant depends entirely on context and experience. Strategic informa-
tion has two important features: it is often obtained through indirect sources (so indeed why
not divination?), and generally it is of lasting value (Tremlin 2006: 115ff.). Cognitive science
operates with two fundamental “mental mechanisms,” the Agency Detection Device (ADD)
and the Theory of Mind Mechanism (ToMM). ADD is eager to spot intentional agents in the
world and ToMM normally works in unison with ADD supplying agents with minds, but at the
same time, may supply minds even where no agent is identified. ToOMM is seen, for instance,
in perceptions of deceased persons as having wishes and emotions even though manifestly
dead.® In view of this we would expect many of the ramitu questions to imply the action and/or

34 As holds true for most kinds of divination; see
Sdgrensen, in press, p. 323; Lisdorf 2007: 53.
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intention of human-like agents. Indeed, in many cases agents are mentioned, either individual
humans (wife, servant, temple personnel, father-in-law), groups (typically the enemy), or
superhuman agents as gods (Sin or the River). The advantage of framing an intangible threat
in terms of intentional agents is that it moves possible countermeasures from the physical to
the social domain and thereby facilitates representations of possible control. This matches the
well-known picture from Babylonian apotropaic and other rituals including Surpii and magqlii,
where misfortune, ill health, etc., are described as the result of malevolent or angered human
or superhuman agents. Sgrensen suggests that a divinatory system that transforms threats to
individual into previously undisclosed interactions between intentional agents is especially
strong-lived (Sgrensen, in press, p. 324). Even though intentional agents are represented in
extispicy queries, this cannot be said to be very evident from the queries, it is a little more
apparent in the tamitus (see list above). Intentional agents often figure in extispicy omen apo-
doses: witches, demons, oaths, kings, or angry gods. However, the transformation of threats to
the social domain is perhaps clearest in the extispicy ritual itself and I suggest that exactly this
transformation is what makes the kind of information extispicy supplied different.

The extispicy ritual itself was presented as a dialogue. The diviner asked (Sa’alu) and the
god answered (apalu), preferably with a “firm yes.” In the queries the question is formulated
thus: “Does your great divinity know it? Is it decreed and confirmed in a favorable case (of
extispicy) by the command of your great divinity, Shamash, great lord? Will he who can see,
see it? Will he who can hear, hear it?” The Akkadian phrase is not necessarily to be understood
as a question, but either way the implication is that the god has access to the answer and can
make it known to the questioner.?® The closing formula of queries sums up: “Be present in this
ram; place an affirmative answer (anna kéna), favorable, propitious omens of the flesh of the
query (tamitu) by the command of your great divinity so that I may see them.” But this was
not a straightforward way of communicating. The diviner had to perform an elaborate ritual
in order to obtain the desired knowledge. The first-millennium rituals collected in Zimmern
1901: nos. 1-20, show that divination could be performed in the frame of a complex ritual
lasting from sunset to sunrise, in which one or more sheep were sacrificed to Shamash, Adad,
and other gods and other offerings were brought as well. Apart from the ram that was used
for divination, other lambs were also slaughtered and sacrifices were made. The distinction
between divination and magic rituals, that gifts go from man to god in the latter not the for-
mer,?” does not hold for extispicy: “The diviner shall not approach the place of judgment, he
should not lift the cedar, without present and gifts, they (the gods) will not reveal to him the
secret answer to his question” (tamit piristi) (Zimmern 1901: 118 [no. 24]).

Interestingly, the extispicy ritual has one important thing in common with namburbi-ritu-
als, namely, that the ritual is metaphorically described as a judgment (Maul 1999: 126ff.). The
answer the diviner established was commonly referred to as a divine judgment or a “decision”
(purussii). Shamash was the “lord of verdict” (bél dini), the “Judge of Heaven and Earth.”3#
In Zimmern 1901: no. 11 rev. line 1, the diviner is instructed to “perform a sacrifice, establish

35 As evidenced by, for example, ancestor cult also
in Mesopotamia. See Tremlin 2006: 102ff.; compare
also Sgrensen 2007: 33ff.

36 Lambert translates this phrase differently: “Your
great divinity knows. The seer will see, the hearer
will hear.” Lambert (2007: 17), interprets it as an
implied threat to the gods — if they do not answer

or get the answer wrong, it will not be good for their
reputation.

37 Guinan 2002: 18.

3 Tamitus and ikribu-prayers in the rituals of the di-
viner are addressed to Shamash and Adad, “queries”
only to Shamash.
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a verdict” (dina eppus), and in one of the rituals of the diviner he is told to “sit on the seat of
the judge” in front of Shamash and Adad (Zimmern 1901: 104 [nos. 1-20 line 122]). The ritual
scene is called either “the place of decision by extispicy (bariitu)” (Zimmern 1901: 96 [nos.
1-20 line 6]), or “the place of judgement” (Zimmern 1901: 96 [nos. 1-20 line 16]). In the Old
Babylonian ritual of the diviner,* the diviner prays to Shamash to “place a true verdict” in the
sacrificial lamb, to judge the case in the divine assembly, and have the verdict recorded by
the divine scribe Nisaba on the tablet of the gods. The terminology is the same as was used in
connection with secular judgment: arkata parasu “investigate the circumstances,” dina ddnu
“give a verdict,” or purussa pardsu “make a decision,” and so on. Similar terminology is also
found in other divinatory disciplines,* indeed, the metaphor is a central part of the concep-
tual underpinnings of Mesopotamian divination. The casuistic structure itself, characteristic
both of omina and the law codes, has often been commented upon. But within the divinatory
disciplines the metaphor of the court of law is most consequently and consistently used in
extispicy, and the extispicy ritual actually mise en scéne.

According to the theory of conceptual blending,*' the cognitive process that attributes
efficacy, authority, and credibility to a session of extispicy would be a cognitive integration
of diverse conceptual spaces or domains. There are always at least four spaces at play which
interact in a cognitive blend: two (or more) input spaces, a generic space which contains the
elements common to the two input spaces, and the emerging blended space. In the case of the
ritual of extispicy and the namburbis, a blend between at least five domains would be present:
a “mythic/sacred space,” a “juridical space,” and a “present social space” would merge with
the “generic space” to form the “ritual space.” During different phases of the ritual, different
cognitive blendings would be viable and activated. In my opinion, the mapping of conceptual
blendings can never be anything but a snapshot of one of many possible interpretations of the
cognitive processes at play.

In order to enter the “ritual space” and through that be connected with the “sacred space”
both the diviner and the client had to perform certain cleansing procedures. After the perform-
ance of the ritual the diviner probably also had to go through some steps to sever the connec-
tion to the sacred space, as is seen in other rituals, for example, the namburbis. We have no
description of this procedure, however the ritual described in Zimmern 1901: nos. 1-20 lines
126-227 details how the altars and incense burners for various gods had to be dismantled
in reverse order from how they had been set up, so at least it seems that the diviner had to
retrace his steps in order to leave the “ritual space.” In the “ritual space” there are mappings
between mythic and present space. The cultural hero Enmeduranki (the seventh antediluvian
king) and the present-day diviner are linked by a metonymic link: blood, since ideally the
diviner is a descendant of Enmeduranki.** This establishes a generic link between them; they

39 Edited by Starr (1983). 42 Zimmern 1901: no. 24; compare Lambert 1998:
40 See, for instance, Rochberg 2004: 193ff. 142f. and 149ff. In practice, this descent was not a
prerequisite for practicing or discussing divination.
That the Assyrian kings could show a keen inter-
est and were permitted to discuss the secrets of ex-

41 Fauconnier and Turner 2002: 45ff. Jesper Sgrensen
(2007) has drawn upon the theories of Lawson and
McCauley 1990 concerning ritual action representa-
tion and Boyer’s (1990; 1994; 1999; and 2001) theo- tispicy with their scholars, is not necessarily due to
ries of religious ideas combining them with concepts  their social status. We know from Old Babylonian
from cognitive psychology such as the theory of con-  SOUrces (e.g., the Mari letters) that ordinary citizens

ceptual blending developed by Gilles Fauconnier and also could discuss details of an extispicy and the in-
Mark Turner. terpretation of omina, but we do not know if they
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partake of the same essence. The tools of the diviner — the stylus, the tablet, the bag, and the
cedar wood — serve to reinforce this mapping, functioning as an iconic link between them.
But though the person of the diviner is important for ritual efficacy (if anything is wrong with
him, the ritual is a no-go) the primary source of ritual agency lies in the ritual action. The act
of extispicy and the interpretation of the entrails were mapped by iconic identity connectors,
since the art of extispicy itself, and certainly the code or technique applied in the interpretation
of the entrails, were identical to the code given to mankind in mythic times by Enmeduranki.
The implements again function as reinforcing iconic links. That the correct procedure was
followed, the prayers pronounced clearly, and the diviner himself being in the right physical
and mental state were of higher significance for giving the desired result — a reliable answer
— than was the person of the diviner himself.

Just like a namburbi, the extispicy ritual activated a conceptual blending between the
juridical domain and the sacred domain. A court case implies two intentional agents; and
typically two parties will be represented at court: the accuser and the accused, or the victim
and the culprit. Sometimes one party will not be present or may be represented by witnesses
or symbolically by hem and hair or nail-imprint, just as in an extispicy ritual.*’ In a namburbi
the ill-portending object would physically be present during the ritual. Even though the “at-
tacker” is not physically present in an extispicy ritual, the blending with the juridical domain
could suggest the existence of an opponent. The actions and intentions of the parties are laid
open to judgment, and the divine judge is asked to rule in favor of the client. The transforma-
tion of the ominous sign from the physical to the social domain takes place in the ritual space
through the cognitive blending with the judicial space.

I posit that the namburbis were primarily used in connection with the kind of divina-
tion where the presentation of intentional agents is the weakest. There the blending with the
domain of the courtroom has a similar effect as in the case of the extispicy ritual, it serves
to remove troubles from the uncontrollable physical world to the more manageable social
world. In namburbis the signifier — the harbinger of the evil omen, whether this is a strange
bird or seriously malformed entrails of the sacrificial lamb that renders it unsuitable for ex-
tispicy — is transformed into an intentional agent. The ritual is presented as a court of law
with the signifier and the person to whom it occurred cast in the roles of the two contestants.
As opposed to a performance of extispicy, in the context of a namburbi ritual, both suitors
could be physically present. The metaphor of the court of law at the same time promotes the
presentation of the omen as a communicative sign sent by an angry god whom the ritual serves
to appease; in extispicy I suggest this is already inherent in the ritual with its many sacrifices
and offerings.

Furthermore, according to McCauley and Lawson’s action theory system, any action, in-
cluding ritual action, has a simple syntax consisting of three or four basic elements. According
to their theory, a small number of basic cognitive functions account for the similarities found
in rituals all over the world and allow people to make intuitive judgments about the proper

kept on doing it in the first millennium. In ancient  * The client did not always have to be present in
Greece divination was also a topic that could be dis-  person, in the tamitus and ikribus the client was re-
cussed and practiced by laymen, even though there  ferred to as “the owner of this (black) wool and hem
were traditions concerning the special qualities and  (of the garment),” or he could be represented by an
genealogies of diviners. Experts would be called upon  imprint of his nail (Zimmern 1901: no. 11 line 3) on
depending on the circumstances; see Flower 2008:  the tablet where his question was written.

chapter 2, esp. pp. 53ff.
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forms, relationships, and efficacy of religious rituals.** This hinges on the understanding
that religious rituals, though special actions, remain “actions” — people extend their skills
for judging everyday actions to religious actions. What makes ritual action different from
ordinary action they argue, is that it involves the “Principle of Superhuman Agency.”* A
“culturally postulated superhuman (CPS) agent.”*® of some kind plays a role as the source
of efficacy. A CPS agent can and will always have a special connection with either of the
elements involved.
In the case of extispicy these would be:

Agent Action | Instrument (Object) Patient
.. Extispicy involving sacrifice Client (can be represented by hem
Diviner . . . :
and offerings / cedar wood of clothing or nail impression)

According to one of the propositions of McCauley and Lawson’s action theory system, there is
a direct connection between how people judge the reversibility and repeatability of rituals and
which of the three elements the CPS agent is perceived as most closely connected with.*’ The
theory runs that if the CPS agent is involved most closely with the agent, the ritual is reversible
but not repeatable: what god has done, god can undo, but god does not repeat himself. This
would be true for initiation rites — a priest or diviner can only be initiated once, but it should
48 if he seriously vio-
lates the trust and secrets confided to him. An initiation should be reversible. “Special action

be possible to throw him out of the community of people “in the know

/ instrument” rituals and “special patient” rituals are, on the other hand, generally judged to be
repeatable but not reversible. McCauley and Lawrence (2002: 26) suggest that sacrifices and
rituals of penance fall within the group “special patient” rituals, since the CPS agent affects
the patient most directly. Rituals of divination and blessing, on the other hand, generally fall
in the category “special instrument” rituals. I would suggest that extispicy rituals actually span
both the “special instrument” and the “special patient” categories. The closest connection with
the “superhuman agent” in the extispicy ritual lies in the ritual act and the objects involved in
the ritual; it thus falls under the “special instrument” or “special action” category. The diviner
uses his special implements (cedar wood and leather bag), he applies the code of extispicy (a
divine revelation and a “secret of heaven and earth”), and he performs multiple sacrifices and
slaughters a very special lamb in which the gods are expected to be present and use for writing

4 Compare Tremlin 2006: 166; McCauley and
Lawson 2002. Lawson and McCauley’s theory of reli-
gious ritual competence, a universal syntax of actions,
is similar to Chomsky’s structural description of lan-
guage. Chomsky introduced the idea of an innate and
thus universal grammar. The “universal grammar” is
a stipulated system of simple cognitive rules that gov-
erns the structure of all the different actual grammars
of the world, present and past (Chomsky 1975).

4 For a further discussion of the nature of ritual, es-
pecially magical actions, see Sgrensen 2007: chapter
6. Sgrensen stresses that ritual action is character-
ized by a “transformation of the relation between the
intention and the actual actions performed” (2007:
150).

46 McCauley and Lawson 2002: 14, fig. 1.1. The term
“CPS agent” goes back to Spiro’s definition of reli-
gion as “an institution consisting of culturally pat-
terned interaction with culturally postulated super-
human beings” (Spiro 1966: 96). “CPS agent” is yet
another term for “superhuman agent,” also referred to
as a CIA, “counter-intuitive agent,” by some cogni-
tive scientists.

47 See Whitehouse 2004: 33ff.

4 The Geheimwissen formula found in the colophons
of many Mesopotamian divinatory texts has also been
taken as indication of some kind of initiation: “he
who knows may see it, he who does not know, may
not.”
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messages. At the same time it must fall in the same category as other kinds of sacrifice would,
not only because of the very substantial sacrifices that could form part of a divinatory session,
but also because the patient is put on trial before the divine judge. As mentioned, both “special
patient” and “special action / instrument” rituals are, according to the theory, repeatable but
not reversible.*” Whether we interpret the extispicy ritual as a “special action/instrument” or
a “special patient” ritual the same applies, you can not undo having performed extispicy, but
you can repeat it. It is perhaps due to this dual function of extispicy that it could be used to
inquire about unprovoked omens, for instance, the appearance of a lunar eclipse?>°

The argument should not be pushed too far. I doubt that signs such as astrological omina
should be seen as non-repeatable “special agent rituals.” But then again, perhaps they might.
A case could be made that any kind of oblativa is less dependent on a “special instrument” or
“special action” than an induced omen. An epiphany is totally dependant on there being an
agent to hear it or observe it, thus strengthening the link between CPS agent and human agent.
No point in burning a bush or going into eclipse if there is nobody around to see it. However
this may be, I do believe it is reasonable to accept that extispicy in itself provided a setting
that transformed intangible threats to “strategic information” and acted upon it. The extispicy
ritual spanned both parts of the event frame into which any divinatory practice normally falls:
that of information-gathering on the one hand and that of sacrifices/aversive rituals on the
other; performing further apotropaia just would not make sense.

ABBREVIATIONS
CT Cuneiform Texts from Babylonian Tablets in the British Museum (London 1896-)
K Tablets in the collections of the British Museum
KAR Keilschrifttexte aus Assur religiosen Inhalts
\ field numbers of tablets excavated at Warka/Uruk

49 This hypothesis has some empirical verification;  ° For example, Lambert 2007: no. 2.
see Whitehouse 2004: 40ff.
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5
AROUSING IMAGES:

THE POETRY OF DIVINATION
AND THE DIVINATION OF POETRY

EDWARD L. SHAUGHNESSY, UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

Ancient China shows evidence of numerous types of activities that involve aspects of divi-
nation (the attempt to use signs, whether natural or artificial, to understand and/or influence
— in a word, to determine — events, present or future): pyromancy, sortilege, oneiromancy,
chronomancy or hemerology, geomancy in all of its particulars (from the lay of the land and
the nature of vapors emanating from it to the growth of vegetation and motion of animals on
it), astromancy or astrology, physiognomy (of animals as well as of humans), and analysis
of Chinese characters, would all have to be mentioned in any thorough survey of Chinese
divination, and a real understanding of even any one of these practices would doubtless re-
quire at least one monographic study.! Rather than viewing the flowers while racing along
on horseback, as the Chinese saying puts it, I propose herein to touch on just the first two of
these types of divination — pyromancy and sortilege — and even at this I will not attempt to
give any sort of systematic introduction to them.? Rather, I will try to show how they shared
a common language of expression, a language that they shared in turn with the more general
language of early Chinese poetry. I hope through this to be able to see how both diviners and
poets viewed the world, and how they attempted to bring it under control.

Pyromancy, the scorching or burning of bone or shell in the attempt to cause cracks to
appear in them that could then be read as signs, was practiced, sometimes extensively, some-
times intermittently, across broad stretches of northern Eurasia from no later than 3500 B.C.
until well into the Qing dynasty (1644—1911).3 The best-known manifestation of pyromancy
in China is found on the plastrons of turtles and the scapula bones of oxen dating to the last
stage of the Shang dynasty (ca. 1200-1050 B.C.). These shells and bones were often inscribed
with the text of the divination (and thus are known in Chinese as jiaguwen or “writing of shell
and bones”), which is still the earliest evidence of writing in China.* Known since the very
end of the nineteenth century, it was once thought that the practice of inscribing pyromantic

! For earlier surveys, see Van Xuyet 1976; Loewe  * For Neolithic and early Bronze Age evidence, see
1981: 38-62; DeWoskin 1983; Smith 1991; Flad 2008: 405-11. Hu Xu, Bu fa xiang kao (Siku
Kalinowski 1991; Loewe 1994; Chemla, Harper, and  quanshu ed.), 4.2a, mentions a type of turtle-shell
Kalinowski 1999; Strickmann 2005; Field 2008. divination performed in the Qing period in the area
2 For still the finest introduction in English to the  around the delta of the Yangzi River.

most important manifestation of Chinese pyromantic ~ * While Western-language research on these inscrip-
practices — the oracle bones of the Shang dynasty —  tions has waned in recent years, there has blossomed
see Keightley 1978. For a more recent survey, very  a vigorous debate as to the place of these inscrip-
thorough in a different way, see Flad 2008: 403—37.  tions in the rise of writing in China. For two oppos-
For sortilege divination, especially that associated ing views, see Boltz 1994: esp. 31-52 (arguing for
with the Yi jing or Classic of Changes, perhaps the  their place as the earliest writing), and Bagley 2004:
best overview in English is Smith 2008. 190-249 (arguing for the existence of earlier forms

of writing).
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shells and bones, if not the practice of pyromancy itself, died out with the end of the Shang
dynasty. However, over the last thirty years numerous examples of Western Zhou dynasty
(1045-771 B.C.) oracle bones have been uncovered from across north China (and especially
in the Zhou homeland of Shaanxi), and there has also been plentiful other evidence of the
continued practice of turtle-shell divination throughout the remainder of the Zhou dynasty
(i.e., until 256 B.C.).?

While these archaeologically recovered records of divination properly command the
greatest attention from contemporary historians, I propose to begin my examination of turtle-
shell divination with a slightly later account, recorded in the history Shi ji or Records of
the Historian (ca. 100 B.C.).° This concerns a divination performed on behalf of Liu Heng
(died 157 B.C.), one of the sons of Liu Bang (247-195 B.C.), the founder of the Han dynasty
(reigned 202-195 B.C.). After the death of Liu Bang, the Han ruling house fell into a fifteen-
year-long period of civil war between the Liu family and the family of Liu Bang’s empress,
Empress Lii. With the death of Empress Lii in 180 B.C. and the subsequent elimination of her
family, emissaries from the imperial court approached Liu Heng, then serving as the king
(wang) of the state of Dai, and invited him to become the new emperor. Well aware of the
precariousness of the position of emperor, Liu Heng at first resisted this offer. Eventually he
was persuaded to accept it. According to the narrative of the Shi ji, one of the factors in his
decision was a turtle-shell divination that he had performed about it. The account in the Shi
ji reads as follows:

The king of Dai consulted with the queen-mother about (whether to accept the emper-
orship), but he was still not decided about it. He divined it with a turtle, the divination
omen obtained being the “Grand Transversal.” (The diviner) prognosticated saying:

The Grand Transversal geng-geng (geng/*kong’):
I will be the heavenly king (wang/*jwang),
Qi of Xia thereby shining (guang/*kwang).

The King of Dai said: “Given that I am already a king, what further kingship could
there be? The diviner said, “What it means by ‘heavenly king’ is being the Son of
Heaven.”®

There is evidence from other accounts of divination, both archaeological and traditional,
that this divination would have opened with a “command” or “charge” (ming) to the turtle
that first announced an intended action, and then ended with a formulaic prayer seeking a
successful outcome. Although the charge is not recorded here, it was doubtless something
like “I will become emperor; would that it be successful.” After the pronouncement of this
charge, a red-hot brand would have been applied to the turtle-shell to cause a crack to appear
in it. It was this crack — the omen (zkao) — that the divination official would have inter-
preted by way of a pronouncement that we might best translate as “oracle” (yao). This took a

5 For still the only English-language discussion of
these oracle bones, see Shaughnessy 1985-87: 146—
194. There have been several piecemeal discoveries
in the last few years, all reported only in the Chinese
scholarly press; for one of the most important of these
reports, see Cao 2003: 43-49.

% Over the years, I have explored these issues in sev-
eral studies, perhaps most directly in Shaugnessy

1995: 223-40. Inevitably, I will need to repeat some
earlier discussions, but I hope I will be able to intro-
duce enough new evidence and new perspectives so
that the present study is not entirely redundant.

7 The reconstructions of archaic pronunciation pre-
sented here are taken from Schuessler 2007.

8 Shi ji (Zhonghua shuju ed.), 10.414.
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conventional form with an introductory four-character phrase often describing the crack in the
turtle shell (or, in other forms of divination, of some omen in the natural world), followed by
a couplet of rhyming four-character phrases relating the significance of that crack to the topic
of the divination, in this case Liu Heng’s intention to become emperor. The description of
the crack, here “The Grand Transversal geng-geng,” is apparently multi-dimensional: “Grand
Transversal” (da heng) is a term that occurs in another chapter of the Shi ji — the “Biography
of Turtle-(Shell) and Stalk (Diviners)” (“Gui ce liezhuan”), which includes a handbook of
different crack shapes and their significances for various topics — and apparently refers to a
crack that extends horizontally from the vertical shaft of the divination crack, perhaps in the
shape of |— but with a longer horizontal line.” “Geng-geng” presumably indicates the sound that
the turtle shell made when the crack appeared in it.!° Although the character used to write the
sound here (geng J¥) is more or less meaningless, several commentators on the Shi ji point
out that it is homophonous with another word (geng ) that means “to succeed” (as in “to
inherit”), as a son would “succeed” a father. It is perhaps easy to see how both of these omens
might be interpreted to mean that Liu Heng should succeed his father Liu Bang and continue
the Liu-family line of emperors. Certainly this is how the divination official who presided
over the divination interpreted them. The couplet that he presumably extemporized, “I will
be the heavenly king, Qi of Xia thereby shining” (yu wei tian wang, Xia Qi yi guang), refers
explicitly to the reputed first case of father-son kingship succession in Chinese history, when
Qi succeeded his father Yu to initiate the Xia dynasty. That his succession should be termed
“shining” (guang), one of several terms in what one astute reader of early Chinese poetry has
called “the key of ‘wang,”” wang being the word for “king,”!! suggests that the diviner here
intended this oracle to be encouraging. Nevertheless, Liu Heng continued to resist accepting
the emperorship, pretending not to understand the significance of the oracle and pressing
the diviner to explain it further. With the diviner’s assurance that the oracle pertained to the
“Heavenly King” (tian wang), obviously another term for tianzi “Son of Heaven” or “em-
peror” and not just any ordinary “king” (wang), and after still further consultations with close
companions of his father, Liu Heng eventually did agree to become emperor, being known to
history as Emperor Wen of the Han dynasty (reigned 180-157 B.C.).

Another account of a turtle-shell divination that is said to have taken place almost four
hundred years earlier is similar in many respects. This is found in the Zuo zhuan, a lengthy
historical narrative that serves in some respects as a commentary on the Chungiu or Spring
and Autumn Annals, under the tenth year of Duke Xiang of Lu (reigned 572-542 B.C.; i.e.,
563 B.C.). It describes a divination performed on behalf of Sun Wenzi, ruler of the state of
Wey, as he deliberated whether to counter an attack on his state by Huang’er of the state of
Zheng. The account reads as follows:

Sun Wenzi divined by turtle-shell about pursuing them. He presented the crack to
Ding Jiang. Madame Jiang asked about the oracle. They said:

° See, for example, Shi ji, 128.3241. probably was onomatopoeia for the sound made by
10 While it is well known that the character bu > is  the shell when the crack appeared in it; see Keightley
a pictograph of the general shape that pyromantic ~ 1978: 21 n. 93.

cracks always took in China, it is worth noting as well ~ !! Saussy 1997: 540.

that its archaic pronunciation, something like *puk,
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The crack is like a mountain peak (/ing/*ljong):
There is a fellow who goes out to campaign (zheng/*tsjing),
But loses his leader (xiong/*jung).

Madame Jiang said: “That the campaigner loses his leader is the benefit of resisting
robbers; the great ministers should make plans for it.” The men of Wey pursued, and
Sun Peng captured Huang’ er of Zheng at Quangiu.'?

Again we can surmise that the command to the turtle shell must have been a statement
akin to “We will counter-attack Zheng; would that we defeat them.” This would have been
followed by the cracking of the turtle shell, the shape of the crack being explicitly described
in the oracle. We learn of this oracle only retrospectively when someone other than the divi-
nation official is called on to interpret the crack, presumably because the oracle was regarded
as ambiguous. Again the oracle takes the form of a four-character phrase describing the crack
as being in the shape of a mountain peak (zhao ru shan ling), perhaps something like ,\ or
'\. This omen is followed by a couplet of four-character phrases relating it to the topic of the
divination. It is perhaps easy to see that “There is a fellow who goes out to campaign, But
loses his leader” might be ambiguous; which fellow going out on campaign would lose his
leader: the attackers from Zheng or the counter-attackers from Wey? For this reason, Sun
Wenzi consulted a woman named Ding Jiang to provide the definitive interpretation: “That
the campaigner loses his leader is the benefit of resisting robbers” (zheng zhe sang xiong, yu
kou zhi li ye).

This prognostication is a simple transformation of a phrase that occurs formulaically in
the Zhou yi or Zhou Changes: “beneficial to resist robbers” (/i yu kou). The Zhou Changes,
better known in the West as Yi jing (or I Ching) or Classic of Changes, is ancient China’s
premier divination text, originally produced and used in conjunction with sortilege divination
(i.e., divination by counting, in the case of the Zhou Changes originally counting stalks of the
yarrow plant). As is well known, the Zhou Changes consists of sixty-four “hexagrams” made
up of six solid or broken lines in the shape of == or =. Each hexagram has a general state-
ment, usually quite formulaic, attached to it, while each line also has a statement attached to
it, referred to as an “oracle” (yao XX, a different character but almost certainly the same word
as the yao %% or “oracle” referred to in the Zuo zhuan passage above) and usually describing
some omen in the natural world. A good example of a Zhou Changes line statement is one of
the line statements that contains the prognostication “beneficial to resist robbers.” It occurs
in the third line of Jian “Advancement” hexagram (#53 in the traditional sequence):

Nine in the Third: The wild goose advances to the land (/u/*1juk):
The husband campaigns but does not return (fu/*bjuk),

The wife is pregnant but does not give birth (yu/*jiuk).

Baleful. Beneficial to resist robbers.

It is easy to see that the main portion of this line statement or “oracle” has the same form as
the oracles seen above in the two accounts of turtle-shell divination: a four-character phrase
describing an omen (in this case, one in the natural world rather than the shape of the crack
in the turtle shell), followed by a rhyming couplet of four-character phrases relating it to

12 Chunqiu Zuo zuan zhengyi (Shisan jing zhushu
ed.), vol. 2, 1648 (31.246); see also Legge 1872:
443, 447.
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some topic in the human realm. We can surmise that the divination that inspired this oracle
was concerned with either a military campaign or birth-giving (or perhaps a general topic of
marital fidelity), for which the movement of the wild goose (or geese) had a specific — and
inauspicious — significance.!*> We can also deduce from the cases of turtle-shell divination
examined above that the remaining words of the line statement, the prognosticatory formulas
“baleful” (xiong) and “beneficial to resist robbers,” reflect a secondary composition, presum-
ably added by a subsequent prognosticator.

Many line statements in the Zhou Changes reflect this oracular format, the following be-
ing just a few of the more illustrative examples:

e Tai Top Six: The city wall returns to the moat: Do not use the army, From the
citadel announce the command. Divining: A pity.

e Xikan Top Six: Tied using rope and twine: Place it in the thicket thorn, For
three years you will not get it. Baleful.

» Kun First Six: The buttocks fastened to the stumpy tree: Entering into the dark
valley, For three years you will not see him.

* Ding Nine in the Second: The caldron has substance: My enemy has an illness,
It will not reach us. Auspicious.

e Ding Nine in the Third: The caldron’s ears are stripped off: Its motion is
blocked, The pheasant fat is inedible. The borderland rains diminish. Regret,
in the end auspicious.

» Ding Nine in the Fourth: The caldron’s broken leg: Overturns the duke’s stew,
Its form is glossy. Baleful.

e Feng Nine in the Third: Abundant its bubbles: In the day seeing the murk,
Breaks his right arm. There is no trouble.

» Feng Nine in the Fourth: Abundant its canopy: In the day seeing the Dipper,
Meeting his barbarian ruler. Auspicious.

Although these line statements all follow a standard format — one that I believe would
have been normative for the divinations from which the text was created, one should hasten
to note that most line statements in the Zhou Changes are not as complete as these. Many if
not most line statements in the text are as simple as the following examples, drawn almost
randomly from throughout the book:

e Qian Top Nine: Throated Dragon. There is regret.

* Meng Six in the Fourth: Fastened youth. A pity.

* Gu Nine in the Second: The pestilence of the stem mother. One cannot divine.
» Shihe Six in the Second: Biting the skin and cutting off the nose. No trouble.

* Ben Six in the Second: Decorating his beard.

130n several occasions, I have discussed the symbolic
significance of the wild goose in ancient China; see,
for instance, Shaughnessy 1992: 594.
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» Fu Six in the Second: Successful return. Auspicious.
* Fu Six in the Third: Repeated return. Danger. No trouble.
* Daguo Nine in the Third: Bowed rafter. Baleful.

These are all omens of one sort or another, the significance of many of which is by no
means immediately discernible. However, by comparing several line statements within the
single hexagram Tong ren “Together with Men,” it is possible, I believe, to reconstruct the
process by which they were created. The text of the entire hexagram reads as follows:

» Together with men in the wilds. Receipt. Beneficial to ford the great river.
Beneficial for the lord to divine.

 First Nine: Together with men at the gate. No trouble.
+ Six in the Second: Together with men at the ancestral temple. A pity.

+ Nine in the Third: Crouching enemies in the grass: Ascending its high hill, For
three years it will not arise.

* Nine in the Fourth: Astride its wall, It cannot be attacked. Auspicious.

* Nine in the Fifth: Together with men, First crying and later laughing. The great
armies can meet each other.

» Top Nine: Together with men in the suburbs. No regret.

Even though the Nine in the Third line employs a different image than the other lines, it is
easy to see that it constitutes the sort of two-part oracle seen above, “Crouching enemies in
the grass” (fu rong yu mang) being the description of the omen, and “Ascending its high hill,
For three years it will not arise” (sheng qi gao ling, san sui bu xing) being the couplet that ap-
parently comments on this omen’s significance for the topic of the divination. The other lines
are all less complete. Nevertheless, I think it is still possible to see that the various “Together
with men” phrases must have served as the omen portion of the oracles. Depending on the
topic of any given divination, an omen such as “Together with men in the wilds” (tong ren yu
ye) or “Together with men at the gate” (fong ren yu men) would have prompted a divination
official to compose a couplet of the sort “Astride its wall, It cannot be attacked” (cheng qi
yong, fu ke gong) seen in the Nine in the Fourth line statement. Indeed, the rhyme in this latter
couplet (yong/*jiwong and gong/*kung) suggests that it was probably originally attached to
the image “Together with men at the ancestral temple” (tong ren yu zong; i.e., zong/*tsuong)
of the Six in the Second line statement. Similarly, rhyme might suggest that the fifth and sixth
lines were split from an original complete oracle:

Together with men in the suburbs (jiao/*kau): First crying (tao/*dau) and later laugh-
ing (xiao/*sjdu). The great armies can meet each other (yu/*ngju). No regret.

While the phrase “The great armies can meet each other” does not seem to be part of this oracle
and should perhaps be understood as the same sort of injunction as the “beneficial to resist
robbers” formula seen in the Nine in the Third line of Jian hexagram, it may well be that its
near rhyme (yu/*ngju) influenced its insertion here.

Part of the appeal of the Zhou Changes is doubtless the incomplete state in which it has
come down to us. This is not to say that any significant portion of it has been lost or that
many line statements have been split or otherwise deformed, but rather that the text simply
never underwent the sort of systematic editing that would have filled in all of the blanks. Long
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before post-modern literary critics began to discuss the authority of the reader, readers and
especially people who have used the Zhou Changes to perform divinations have assumed the
lion’s share of responsibility for creating an intelligible text. This intelligibility has doubtless
changed over the course of the centuries that the text has been read, and much of the original
symbolic significance is lost to us. For instance, we cannot be sure at all how the various
omens came to be associated with the different hexagrams. However, by learning as much as
we can about how natural omens were viewed at the time that the Zhou Changes was created,
we can at least come to some appreciation of how the couplet that relates the omen to the
topic of the divination may have been understood. To learn more about these omens, there is
probably no source better than the contemporary poetry, and especially the Shi jing or Classic
of Poetry. When no less a figure than Confucius himself said that study of the Poetry would
teach his disciples about the names of birds and animals, plants and trees,'* his was almost
certainly not the interest of a zoologist or a botanist; rather, he was urging his disciples to
understand the symbolic meaning of the world around them, which is most immediately visible
in the different natures of the goose and the grackle, the osprey and the oriole, or the pine and
cypress. In the remainder of this study, I propose to turn my attention to these poetic images,
and to suggest that just as divinations could partake of the language of poetry, so too could
poems be divinatory.

Before examining the Classic of Poetry itself, I would like to begin with a “children’s
oracle” (tong yao) recorded in the Zuo zhuan. This is an example of a more or less extensive
genre of folk-song that was regarded as prophetic. This particular song is said to have been
occasioned by two events that took place in 517 B.C. in the state of Lu, the homeland of
the Spring and Autumn Annals. In the autumn of that year, the lord of the state, Duke Zhao
(reigned 541-510 B.C.) fled into exile after unsuccessfully challenging the great families that
wielded real power in the state. Earlier in the year, a type of mynah bird or grackle (quyu)
theretofore unknown in northern China was spotted nesting in the state. The music master
regarded it as fabulous, but is said to have recalled the following folk song from about a
century earlier than his own time. I present it in the inimitable translation of James Legge
(1815-1897), the Scottish missionary who contributed so much to our understanding of an-
cient China through his translations of the Confucian classics.

Here are grackles apace! The duke flies in disgrace.

Look at the grackles’ wings! To the wilds the duke flings, A horse one to him brings.
Look how the grackles go! In Kan-how he is low, Wants coat and trousers now.
Behold the grackles’ nest! Far off the duke doth rest.

Chow-fu has lost his state, Sung-foo comes proud and great.

O the grackles so strange! The songs to weeping change. '

I have preserved even Legge’s Victorian transliterations of Chinese words, but I have rear-
ranged his line breaks so as better to show the rhyme scheme. I think it is easy to see how
stanzas such as quyu zhi yu (*ju), gong zai wai ye (*jia), wang kui zhi ma (*ma) translated
by Legge as “Look at the grackles’ wings! To the wilds the duke flings, A horse one to him
brings” or quyu zhuzhu (*tju), gong zai Ganhou (*ysu), zheng gian yu ru (*nzju) “Look
how the grackles go! In Kan-how he is low, Wants coat and trousers now” (a more literal
translation would be “The grackle goes hopping, The duke is in Ganhou, Seeking gown and
jacket”) are similar to line statements of the Zhou Changes, beginning with a description of

% Analects 17/9. 5 Legge 1872: 709.
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a natural omen and then correlating it — by way of a rhyming couplet — with a situation in
the human realm. Whether this poem should be viewed as prophecy, as it has been portrayed
in the Chinese literary tradition, or as historical comment (written after the event) as a more
cynical reading might suggest, is perhaps irrelevant. Whether the human event comes after
or before the omen, in ancient China at least it was felt that there was a necessary connection
between them.

When we look at the images of still more traditional ancient Chinese poems, I think we
will see the same connection between natural omen and human society. The most striking
feature of poems in the Classic of Poetry, poems generally contemporary with the oracles of
the Zhou Changes, is known in Chinese as their xing, a word that means “to raise up,” “to
cause to arise,” and which I translate nominally as “arousal.” The arousal routinely comes at
the beginning of a stanza, which is often as short as four lines (of four characters each, or two
lines of eight-character couplets). It takes the form of an opening couplet describing some na-
ture image, drawn usually from the animal or botanical world (although astral and geomantic
images also occur), and is then followed by another couplet, always rhyming, that describes
an event in the human world. Although some readers have dismissed these arousals as es-
sentially meaningless, designed simply to set the rhyme scheme,!® I think a more sympathetic
reading can readily see connections between the natural and human worlds, and — perhaps
more important — can also see how the people of the time could have perceived connections
between them. A few other poems, chosen almost at random from among the opening poems
of the collection, will illustrate how these arousals work.

The first takes up again the nesting of a bird (or, in this case, two different types of
birds): the magpie (que) and the dove (jiu). Arthur Waley (1889-1966), in his translation of
the Classic of Poetry, points out that the dove, or the cuckoo, as he calls it, is known for set-
tling in the nests of other birds, which Chinese tradition asserts those other birds regard as an
honor.!” Here the association between the dove’s arrival in the magpie’s nest and the marriage
of the “girl” does not seem to have any of the pejorative connotations that are common in the
European tradition; it simply portended a woman from another family, as all brides needed to
be, coming to take up residence in her husband’s home.

“The Magpie’s Nest” (Que chao; Mao 12)

The magpie had a nest,

A dove settles in it (ju/*kjwo).

This girl goes to marry,

A hundred carts drive her (yu/*njwo).

The magpie had a nest,

A dove takes it over (fang/*pjwang).
This girl goes to marry,

A hundred carts lead her (jiang/*tsjang).

The magpie had a nest,

A dove fills it all up (ying/*jidng).

This girl goes to marry,

A hundred carts place her (cheng/*zjdng).

16 See, for instance, Gu 1925: 672—77. For an excel- 7 Waley 1996: 13-14.
lent discussion of the nature and history of the arousal
trope, see Yu 1987: 44-83.
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Another wedding song is introduced with a different sort of nature image, one that I sus-
pect is less culturally specific: the various attributes of the peach.

“The Peach is Yummy” (Tao yao; Mao 6)

The peach is so yummy,
Blush red are its flowers (hua/*xwa).
This girl goes to marry;
Fitting her house and home (jia/*ka)

The peach is so yummy,

So bulbous is its fruit (shi/*dzjet).
This girl goes to marry;

Fitting her home and house (shi/*sjet)

The peach is so yummy,
Its leaves are so glist’ning (zhen/*sjen).
This girl goes to marry;
Fitting her home and man (ren/*nzjen)

While fruit ripe for the picking might turn a young man’s thoughts to spring, other fruit
falling from the vine could suggest to a young girl that she had missed her chance.

“Falling are the Plums” (Biao you mei; Mao 20)

Falling are the plums;

Oh, seven are its fruit (shi/* dzjet).
The many sirs seeking me;

Oh, would that one be fine (ji/*kjiet).

Falling are the plums;

Oh, but three are its fruit (san/*sam).
The many sirs seeking me;

Oh, would that it be now (jin/*kjom).

Falling are the plums;

The slant basket takes it (xi/*kjei).

The many sirs seeking me,

Would that one might say it (wei/*jwei).

Even without knowing that in later Chinese sex texts a “slant basket” (ging kuang) was a
euphemism for the vagina,'® it is probably not hard to see in this poem the despairing prayer
— and I use the word “prayer” deliberately — of the last women to be chosen at the dance.
I would like to suggest that we might compare this poem to the sort of divination that young
children in the West have performed for generations: picking the petals off of a daisy and
chanting “she loves me, she loves me not, she loves me.” To be sure, this was a song or a
poem, but the singer was also hoping that by employing this particular nature image — by
catching a plum in her basket — that she could induce a suitable boy to come to her.

'8 For instance, the term appears written as cheng  He yin yang (Conjoining yin and yang); see Harper
kuang “receiving basket” in the Mawangdui text  1998: 413.
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A similar magic, whether of word or of action, is to be seen in the poem “The Plantain”
(Fuyi; Mao 8).

“The Plantain” (Fuyi; Mao 8)

Picking, picking plantain,
Going out picking it.
Picking, picking plantain,
Going out plucking it.

Picking, picking plantain,
Going out gath’ring it.
Picking, picking plantain,
Going out c’llecting it.

Picking, picking plantain,
Going out breasting it.
Picking, picking plantain,
Going out girdling it.

No one would claim that this is great poetry, but it does serve to illustrate how poetic images
could stimulate — arouse — desired responses. There are two different identifications of the
fuyi that is the focus of this poem: The Mao Commentary, the earliest commentary on the
text identifies it as the “plantain” (chegianzi), while other texts identify it as a type of pear.!®
However, both of these identifications agree that eating it induced pregnancy. As noted by
Wen Yiduo (1899-1946), arguably modern China’s most insightful reader of the Classic of
Poetry, this was doubtless because the name of the fruit was closely homophonous in archaic
Chinese with the word for fetus (peitai; indeed, the original characters were essentially the
same for both words). In this simple poem, the woman wishing to become pregnant went out
to gather the fuyi, which for convenience sake I have translated as “plantain.” In the first two
stanzas, she picks it off the tree or bush, in the next two stanzas she gathers several together,
and then in the final two stanzas she tucks them into her clothing: first into her blouse near
to her breasts, and then finally into her girdle at her waist. She must have understood that by
singing this song as she gathered the plantain that she would have activated whatever medical
properties it may have possessed, progressively making it more and more personal. Just as
the diviner sought to use the image in the shell or in nature to influence the future course of
events, so too did this poetess seek to use nature to bring about the result that she desired.

It is not possible in this brief paper to supply anything like an inventory of nature images
in ancient China. However, to give one final example of how they work in the Classic of
Poetry, let me finish with the best-known case, the poem Guanju “The Joining Osprey,” the
first poem in the collection. It too is a wedding song, beginning with yet another avian image
and then concluding in the last two stanzas with the male protagonist providing musical enter-
tainment for the woman he seeks throughout the poem, first with strings and then percussion
instruments, said to be appropriate first for courtship and then for a wedding feast.

19 For the Mao Commentary, see Mao Shi Zheng jian  the Yi Zhou shu (Sibu beiyao ed., 7.10a) identifies its
(Sibu beiyao ed.), 1.7b. The “Wang hui” chapter of  fruit as being similar to a pear.
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“The Joining Osprey” (Guanju; Mao 1)

“Join, Join,” calls the osprey,
On the river’s island:
Luscious is the young girl,
The lordson’s loving mate.

Up, down, the water cress;
Left and right, chasing it.
Luscious the young girl,

In and out of sleep seeking her.

Seeking, not getting her;
In out of sleep I think.
Longing, oh, longing, oh!
Toss turn, over myself.

Up, down, the water cress;
Left and right, picking it.
Luscious is the young girl;
Zither and lute befriend her.

Up, down, the water cress;
Left and right, gath’ring it.
Luscious is the young girl;
Bell and drum amuse her.

In the interests of brevity, I will ignore traditional interpretations and will assume simply
that this poem concerns a man’s yearning for a woman.?° Also in the interests of brevity, I
will also disregard all the other images in the poem, natural and otherwise, and focus only
on the call of the osprey at the very beginning of the poem. However, to understand fully the
meaning of this call, it will be necessary to consider first the nature of the osprey.

Most of the interpretation of this opening image has focused on this question: the nature
of the bird. Although there have been some differences of detail, virtually all interpreters agree
that the bird is a fish-eating raptor. Although the osprey is said to have various virtues and
characteristics, I would prefer to focus just on this one point of agreement: that the bird eats
fish. I have already mentioned above the modern scholar Wen Yiduo. In a classic essay of his
entitled “On Fish,”?! he demonstrated that in the Classic of Poetry fish consistently evoke
sexual relations, and that the eating of fish evokes the consummation of those relations. He
sees this illustrated, for instance, in the poem “Transverse Gate” (“Heng men”; Mao 138), the
title of which refers to the “eastern gate” that led in ancient Chinese cities to what we would
call the “red light district.”

“Transverse Gate” (Heng men; Mao 138)

Beneath the Transverse Gate,
You can roost leisurely;

20 For the most recent discussion of these interpreta- 2! Wen 1948: 117-38.
tions, though one that takes the most traditional inter-

pretation in the most untraditional of directions, see

Chin 2006: 53-79.
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By the spring’s full flowing,
You can sate your hunger.

Could it be fish to eat

Must be the River’s bream?
Could it be wives to take
Must be a Jiang of Qi?

Could it be fish to eat
Must be the River’s carp?
Could it be wives to take
Must be a Zi of Song?

In several different discussions of this fish arousal, Wen notes that it seems also to inform
some poems which do not mention fish explicitly, as for instance in the poem “The Men at
Waiting” (“Hou ren”; Mao 151, the title of which might also be construed as “Waiting for
Someone”).

“The Men at Waiting” (Hou ren; Mao 151)

Oh, those men at waiting,
Carrying daggers and spears.
Those young men over there:
Three hundred red knee-covers.

There’s a pelican on the bridge
Who doesn’t wet his wings.
That young man over there
Doesn’t fit his clothing.

There’s a pelican on the bridge
Who doesn’t wet his beak.
That young man over there
Doesn’t pursue his date.

Oh, how dense; oh, how lush,
South Mountain’s morning mist.
Oh, how cute; how charming,

Is the young girl’s hunger.

The two central stanzas of this poem are both introduced by the image of a pelican, which, as
Wen notes, is a fish-eating bird. However, in this poem the pelican does not deign to dip its
head into the water to take its fish. So too, the young man preening in his guardsman’s uniform,
disregards the young girl who hungers for him; indeed, what I have translated as “Doesn’t
pursue his date” literally means “does not follow through with the sexual intercourse.”

This evocative quality of the fish image would seem to be one of those cases of an inter-
pretation so obvious that it needed but to be pointed out. Yet, it is curious that Wen himself
seems to have overlooked the equally obvious parallel between the pelican in “The Man at
Waiting” and the osprey in “The Joining Osprey.” Although fish are not mentioned in “The
Joining Osprey,” their signification of sexual desire is not far beneath the surface of the
poem.

Despite the concern among both traditional and modern interpreters of the Classic of
Poetry over the identification and nature of the bird image in “The Joining Osprey,” there has
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been very little attention to its action: its calling guan-guan. The Mao Commentary remarks
that this is “the concordant sound of the male and female responding to each other,” and most
subsequent interpreters have been content to accept this.?? It seems to me, however, not well
to evoke the mood of unrequited love that persists throughout much of the poem. Instead, I
would suggest that the poet, in the person of the poem’s male protagonist, heard the osprey,
and presumably only the male osprey, seeking “to join” (guan [§) with its mate. The character
with which this sound is written, which means generally “to close” a door, refers originally to
the crossbar which locks a two-fold gate (guan YJ'). If the phallic significance of this is not
apparent enough, the word is also perfectly homophonous with the word guan & (originally
written ), which means generally “to pierce the center of,” but which in ancient China was
also the standard euphemism for sexual penetration. Whatever sound the wild goose actually
made, we can tell at least what the poet wanted to hear.

As in the “children’s oracle” poem quoted above, this call of the osprey predicts what
will happen in the human world, or at least what the young man contemplating — desiring —
the young girl wanted to happen. And just as the grackle’s “wings” suggested somehow the
flight of the lord or its “hopping” the unusual appearance of the lord, so too, I would suggest,
should we hear the call of the osprey here — written with the Chinese character that means
“to close together” or “to join” — to predict the union of the “young girl” and the “lordson,”
consummated at the end of the poem by the banging of bells and drums. Of course, with a
language such as Chinese, in which there is no alphabet with which to write value-neutral
sounds, the sounds of nature can only be rendered with Chinese words. Whether for the poets
or the diviners of ancient China, ospreys could only speak Chinese and anyone who spoke
that language could understand them. But those attentive to nature did not need to wait for
it to speak. Nature revealed itself also in the movement of the wild geese, the hopping of the
grackle, the shape of the peach, the dropping of the plums. But more than this, it could be
seen also in the belly of the caldron, the rise of a rafter, the biting of flesh, and the crack in
the turtle-shell. To be sure, these images could be confusing. That is why then — as now — it
was the job of the diviners and the poets to listen to them, to see them, to interpret them, and
in turn to tell us what they mean.

22 The only other interpretation that I have seen is that  is yao-yao; these are natural sounds. The beak of the
of Zheng Qiao (1108-1166) in the Tong zhi: “In all  osprey resembles that of ducks and geese, therefore
species of geese and ducks, since their beaks are flat  its sound is like this, also getting the sense of the
their sound is guan-guan; in species of chickens and  water’s edge”; quoted in Xiang 1986: 144.
pheasants, since their beaks are pointed, their sound



oi.uchicago.edu

74 EDWARD L. SHAUGHNESSY

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bagley, Robert W.

2004 “Anyang Writing and the Origin of the of the Chinese Writing System.” In The
First Writing: Script Invention as History and Process, edited by S. D. Houston, pp.
190-249. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Boltz, William G.

1994 The Origin and Early Development of the Chinese Writing System. American Oriental
Series 78. New Haven: American Oriental Society.

Cao Wei
2003 “Zhouyuan xin chu Xi Zhou jiaguwen yanjiu.” Kaogu yu wenwu 2003: 43—49.
Chemla, Karine; Donald Harper; and Marc Kalinowski, editors
1999 Divination et rationalité en Chine ancienne. Saint-Denis: Presses Universitaires de
Vincennes.

Chin Tamara

2006 “Orienting Mimesis: Marriage and the Book of Songs.” Representations 94: 53-79.
DeWoskin, Kenneth J.
1983 Doctors, Diviners, and Magicians of Ancient China: Biographies of Fang-shih. New

York: Columbia University Press.

Field, Stephen L.

2008 Ancient Chinese Divination. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.
Flad, Rowan K.
2008 “Divination and Power: A Multiregional View of the Development of Oracle Bone

Divination in Early China.” Current Anthropology 49: 403-37.
Gu Jiegang
1925 “Qi xing,” Ge yao zhoukan 94. Reprint in Gu shi bian, vol. 3, Beijing: Pu she, 1931;
Reprint, Shanghai: Shanghai Guji chubanshe, 1982.
Harper, Donald
1998 Early Chinese Medical Literature: The Mawangdui Medical Manuscripts. London:
Kegan Paul.
Kalinowski, Marc
1991 Cosmologie et divination dans la Chine Ancienne: Le compendium des cing agents
(Wuxing dayi, Vie siécle). Paris: Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient.
Keightley, David N.
1978 Sources of Shang History: The Oracle-Bone Inscriptions of Bronze Age China.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Legge, James

1872 The Ch’un Ts’ew with the Tso Chuen. Reprint. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University
Press, 1960.
Loewe, Michael
1981 “China.” In Divination and Oracles, edited by M. Loewe and C. Blacker, pp. 38-62.
London: George Allen and Unwin.
1994 Divination, Mythology and Monarchy in Han China. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.



oi.uchicago.edu

AROUSING IMAGES: THE POETRY OF DIVINATION AND THE DIVINATION OF POETRY 75

Saussy, Haun
1997

Schuessler, Axel
2007

“Repetition, Rhyme, and Exchange in the Book of Odes.” Harvard Journal of Asiatic
Studies 57: 519-42.

ABC Etymological Dictionary of Old Chinese. Honolulu: University of Hawaii
Press.

Shaughnessy, Edward L.

1985-87

1992

1995

Smith, Richard J.
1991

2008

“Western Zhou Oracle-Bone Inscriptions: Entering the Research Stage?” Early China
11-12: 146-94.

“Marriage, Divorce, and Revolution: Reading between the Lines of the Book of
Changes.” Journal of Asian Studies 51: 587-99.

“The Origin of an Yijing Line Statement.” Early China 20: 223-40.

Fortune-Tellers and Philosophers: Divination in Traditional Chinese Society.
Boulder: Westview Press.

Fathoming the Cosmos and Ordering the World: The Yijing (I Ching, or Classic of
Changes) and Its Evolution in China. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press.

Strickmann, Michel

2005

Van Xuyet, Ngo
1976

Waley, Arthur
1996

Wen Yiduo
1948

Xiang Xi, editor
1986

Yu, Pauline
1987

Chinese Poetry and Prophecy: The Written Oracle in East Asia. Edited by B. Faure.
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Divination, magie et politique dans la Chine ancienne. Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France.

The Book of Songs. New York: Grove Press.

Wen Yiduo quanji. Reprint. Beijing: Sanlian shudian, 1982.

Shijing cidian. Chengdu: Sichuan Renmin chubanshe.

The Reading of Imagery in the Chinese Poetic Tradition. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.



oi.uchicago.edu



oi.uchicago.edu

6

THE THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE AND THE
PRACTICE OF CELESTIAL DIVINATION

NIEK VELDHUIS, UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY

The letters and reports by Assyrian and Babylonian scholars to the Neo-Assyrian king
provide a unique window to the relationship between a body of scholarly texts and the practice
of actual scholarship. The theory of knowledge as adhered to by the experts of the king was
founded upon a body of immutable texts ultimately derived from the god Ea himself. The
scholars of the time dealt with the practical problem of using this ancient corpus for address-
ing current issues at the royal court by creating additional layers of textual interpretation. As
it turns out, the practice of ancient scholarship did not coincide with its theory.!

THE THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE

The travails of Gilgames, who in his search for life traveled to the edges of the earth and
beyond, made him a better king, a man who had experienced everything and had achieved
wisdom. The first-millennium version of the Gilgames story emphasizes this wisdom aspect
in its introduction (lines 1-8):?

He who saw the deep, the foundation of the country

who knew the proper ways, was wise in all matters;
Gilgames, who saw the deep, the foundation of the country,
who knew the proper ways, was wise in all matters,

he explored everywhere the seats of power.

He knew the totality of wisdom about all things,

He saw the secret and uncovered the hidden,

He brought back a message from before the flood.

The reference to the flood connects this introduction to the Utanapistim passage in tablets
10-11, where Gilgames learns from the survivor of the flood how the latter was saved and
received eternal life and why his, Gilgames’, quest is in vain. More importantly, however,
the antediluvian report (fému) that Gilgames brings back refers to a well-known motif in
first-millennium scholarly literature. All the important knowledge was revealed by the gods
before the time of the flood and the scholars and kings of the present day owe their knowl-
edge, directly, to primordial sages (Lenzi 2008b). This knowledge, in first-millennium scribal
circles, is called némequ “wisdom” (Parpola 1993b; Beaulieu 2007).

!'T wish to thank Alan Lenzi and Chessie Rochberg 2 After George 2003: vol. 1, 538-39; and George
for their criticism and comments — and for being  2007; see van der Toorn 2007: 23, with further
wonderful colleagues. literature.
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As van der Toorn (2007) has pointed out, this same first-millennium introduction spe-
cifically makes Gilgames into a literate hero, one who wrote down his adventures and thus
allowed later generations to profit from the lessons that he learned (lines 24-28):

Find] the tablet-box of cedar,

release] its bronze clasps!

Open] the lid of its secret,

pick] up the lapis lazuli tablet and read aloud

all the travails of Gilgames, all that he went through!

[
[
[
[

Through this introduction, Gilgames’ adventures are related to the self-consciousness
of first-millennium scholars who referred to themselves as the guardians of the Wisdom of
Adapa, the paradigmatic apkallu, or primordial sage.

The knowledge or wisdom (némequ) that is defined this way consists of the handbooks
of the scholars at the Assyrian court: astrologers (fupSarriitu), diviners (bariitu), exorcists
(asipitu), lamentation priests (kaliitu), and physicians (asiitu).

The perception of the technical corpora of these five groups of experts may be further
illustrated by various other pieces of evidence. Several of these corpora are attributed to the
god Ea in the so-called Catalog of Texts and Authors (Lambert 1962; see Rochberg 1999),
of Neo-Assyrian date:

[The excorcists’] corpus; the lamentation priests’ corpus; When Anu and Enlil;
Figure; Not Completing the Months; Diseased Sinews;
[Utte]rance; O king, the splendour of whose storm is majestic; Fashioned like An

These are from the mouth of Ea

The list of compositions attributed to Ea includes the corpus of incantations and rituals
to be used by the exorcist (plausibly restored by Lambert in the break), the corpus of laments
meant to appease the anger of the gods, a variety of divination texts, and two myths around
the god Ninurta. The divination compendia listed are Eniima Anu Enlil (When Anu and Enlil),
the main compilation of astronomical omens; Alamdimmii (Figure), the body of physiognomic
omens; Sag iti nutila (Not Completing the Months), the collection of omens from monstrous
births otherwise known as Summa izbu;> Sagig (Diseased Sinews), the compendium of diag-
nostic omens; and Kataduga (Utterance), a collection of omens derived from speech habits,
usually perceived as a chapter of the physiognomic series Alamdimmii.

The two Ninurta narratives listed in this same section (conventionally known as Lugal-e
and An-gin,, respectively) depict Ninurta as a heroic warrior who goes to battle and defeats
monstrous opponents. Sumerian versions of these narratives are known as Old Babylonian
literary compositions. In the late second millennium the texts were provided with interlinear
Akkadian translations and that is how the compositions circulated in the first millennium.
These narratives are among a small group of Old Babylonian Sumerian composition that had
survived the ages and they are the only two that were still regularly copied in both Babylonia
and Assyria.*

3 The identification of Not Completing the Months  * For these compositions and their history, see Streck
with Summa izbu was already suggested by Lambert 2001 and Annus 2002.

(1962: 70) and was confirmed by Biggs (1968). For

the text published by Biggs, see now Bock 2000.
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The Catalog of Texts and Authors continues with two otherwise unknown compositions
(both in Sumerian) authored by Adapa, the prototypical sage or apkallu (lines 5-7):°

“[In triumph], Enlil”; “It is me, supreme divine power.”
[These are the ones which] Oannes-Adapa
[...] spoke.

The rest of the Catalog of Texts and Authors, as far as preserved, mentions a variety of
literary texts, some known, some otherwise unknown, and links these to human authors, some
well attested as legendary figures of the ancient past (such as king Enmerkar), others appar-
ently more recent in date.

Van der Toorn (2007) has argued that the classification of the compositions in this catalog
“is by presumed antiquity, which is also an order of authority.” The handbooks of the scholars,
authored by the god Ea, come first. Literary compositions such as Gilgames, Etana, proverb
collections (the series of Sidu),® and others are supplied with human authors and are placed
in the very last section of the text.

The Catalog of Texts and Authors thus throws some indirect light on the self-perception
of the scholars of the time. The diviners, astrologers, excorcists, physicians, and lamentation
priests saw themselves as the guardians and administers of the most ancient and most presti-
gious knowledge, based, ultimately, on the authority of Ea himself. This picture is confirmed
by several other pieces of evidence (collected in Rochberg 1999), including the legend of
Enmeduranki, which relates how the knowledge of libanomancy (observation of oil on wa-
ter) and extispicy (reading of the entrails, in particular the liver, of a sacrificial animal) was
revealed to Enmeduranki, the sixth antediluvian king who reigned at the city of Sippar for
54,600 years (Lambert 1998).7

Lenzi (2008a) has collected a broad spectrum of evidence to argue that all five scholarly
disciplines at the Assyrian court claimed an authoritative body of secret texts, given by the
god Ea to the apkallus, or sages. This “mythmaking strategy” (in Lenzi’s terminology) served
to distinguish these scholars from mere scribes and provided them with the authority and
competence to serve as an intermediary between the king and the gods. The secrecy of these
texts was occasionally emphasized in the colophon: “Secret of the great gods. An expert may
show it to another expert. A non-expert may not see it.” Against most earlier interpretations,
Lenzi argues that such secrecy colophons should be taken seriously, that indeed the entire
scholarly corpora of astrologers, diviners, physicians, excorcists, and lamentation priests

3 The beginning of line 5 is to be restored [u;-ga,-e
den-l1]il,-la, :: ga,-e-me-en nam-Yen-lil,-1[a,]. These
two titles are listed adjacently in the late Assyrian
catalog published by Lambert 1976: 315 lines 8-9.
Provisionally, I have taken u;-8a, as a variant writing
of uz-ma = irnittum. The alternative reading u; ga,-e
(“and I myself”) results in a rather unlikely opening
of a composition. Lambert’s original reading of line 5
of the Catalog of Texts and Authors ([ud-sar an den-
1]il,-1a,) was based upon the parallel in Nabonidus
Verse Account. Machinist and Tadmor (1993) have
argued that the title mentioned in the Verse Account

is not a real composition, but a polemic and inten-
tional distortion of Eniima Anu Enlil (see also Lenzi
2008a: 101 n. 184).

® Finkel 1986.

7 Enmeduranki is found in the list of antediluvian
kings in the Babylonian Royal Chronicle, known
from Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian sources
(Glassner 2004: 126-34 with further literature). In
the Old Babylonian Sumerian King List he is known
as Enmeduranna (see Glassner 2004: 120), but at least
one text has the variant Enmeduranki (Finkelstein
1963: 42).
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were considered to be secret — even though the great majority of such tablets had no explicit
secrecy colophon.?

Lenzi’s argument defines the ummadnii or scholars of the Assyrian court as the bearers and
transmitters of textualized secret knowledge given by Ea, god of wisdom, to the primordial
sages (apkalli) with whom the scholars identified. Exact transmission of this secret knowledge
was, therefore, an important concern. As Lenzi demonstrates, some of the secrecy colophons
and secrecy labels are attached to Kassite tablets® and thus the idea of secret knowledge is
older than the Neo-Assyrian period. The Kassite evidence, however, is too isolated to under-
stand how this secret knowledge functioned or was used. By contrast, the correspondence of
the Neo-Assyrian kings and the tablet collections from this period provide a wealth of evidence
that allows us a view of various aspects of the use and perception of this prestigious, secret
body of knowledge.

SCHOLARLY PRACTICE: QUOTATION AND INTERPRETATION

The scholarly tradition that was thus imagined to derive from Ea and the primordial sages
was actively used by specialists who were in service of the crown. Several hundreds of letters
and reports sent by those specialists to the kings Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal reveal much
that is of relevance for understanding the complexity of the written scholarly corpus and the
way this corpus was used in the Neo-Assyrian period.!? The letters and reports reflect on all
five scholarly disciplines and they provide evidence how this secret knowledge was used in
practice.

The letters and reports contain many quotations of omens, in particular (but not ex-
clusively) celestial omens. They provide a glimpse at the relationship between a corpus of
traditional texts and the process of actual decision-making at the court, between the theory
of divine (secret) wisdom and the practice of royal counsel. In the present section I focus on
the corpus of celestial omens and its uses, because that is where our evidence leads us.!! It
is possible that in other areas of scholarly specialization theory and practice developed other
kinds of relationships — the important aspect to note is that any such relationship is complex
and cannot be read or guessed from the theoretical (traditional) scholarly texts alone.

The scholars clearly quote omens as literarily as possible — “as it was written on the tab-
let,” as Mar-Issar puts it (SAA 10, 362) — rather than giving a summary or paraphrase. The
omen quotations are always in Standard Babylonian, the language used for all traditional texts,
and commonly use the technical (heavily logographic) writing style of the divination compen-
dia. Other parts of the letters and reports are in the local (Neo-Assyrian or Neo-Babylonian)
dialect; the contrast is particularly clear in the letters and reports written in Assyrian. The

8 On secrecy, see also Rochberg 2004: 210-19. studied in much detail and from various points of

° The medical tablet BAM 385 (see Lenzi 2008a:
180) and the expository text PBS 10/4, 12 (see Lenzi
2008a: 188).

10 The letters by Assyrian scholars were first edited
by Parpola (1970 and 1983). These texts were re-
edited in Parpola 1993a, with the addition of letters
from Babylonian scholars. The reports were edited by
Hunger (1992). These letters and reports have been

view. See, for instance, Brown 2000; Rochberg 2004
(in particular chapter 6); and Robson, forthcoming.
1 Robson (2008) developed a similar argument on
the relationship between the medical corpus and the
practice of physicians, as attested in their letters. See
also Jean 2006 on the exorcists’ corpus and the prac-
tice of exorcism; and Robson, forthcoming.
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quotations are thus set apart as being different from the voice of the scholar himself, coming
from a more authoritative source.'?

The celestial omens quoted in the letters and reports frequently do not come directly from
the main series of Eniima Anu Enlil, but from one of the derived compositions, primarily from
the commentary series Summa Sin ina tamartisu. The material that was at the disposal of the
scholars of the king may be divided into the following main categories: '3

1. the series Enuma Anu Enlil

2. the extraneous (ahii) tablets of Eniima Anu Enlil (containing additional omens, but
not considered to be part of the main series)

the excerpt series rikis girri Enitma Anu Enlil (following the order in the main series)

4. excerpts which contain just a few omens from one or more tablets of the main series,
concentrating on a single topic

factual commentaries (mukallimtu), usually quoting full omens, plus explanation
6. linguistic commentaries (sdtu), often in the form of word lists

7. the explanatory series Summa Sin ina tamartisu, which has the form of a mukallimtu
commentary '

The boundaries between the various types of commentaries seem to be fluid and the
relationships between the text categories are often unclear. One may note that even the main
series contains rather heterogeneous material, such as the daylight tables in Tablet 14'> and
the tablet that associates certain stars with certain terrestrial events, not in the usual format
of an omen, but rather as an abstract statement (“The Raven star is for a steady market”).'®
Notwithstanding the high prestige enjoyed by Enitma Anu Enlil, and the scribal myth making
that traced the composition all the way back to Ea, it was never truly standardized. Fincke
(2001) has shown that there existed multiple versions of Eniima Anu Enlil in Assyria: one
from Assur and two from Nineveh (one in Assyrian, the other in Babylonian ductus).!” All
versions follow the same general order of topics, but differ in the arrangement of tablets. As
a result there is widespread confusion in the assignment of tablet numbers within the series,
which further frustrates attempts to clearly understand how the various text types dealing with
celestial omens are related to each other. There is a contradiction here between the internal lit-
erary history of the omen compendia, that asserts a direct connection with the god Ea, making
the text “fundamentally unalterable” (Rochberg 1999), and the external literary history that
shows divergent lines of development, even within the same library at Nineveh. The scribal
myth depicts a very orderly world in which the omens that deliver messages from the gods are
collected in compendia authorized by those same gods — copied and guarded through the ages
by the scribes. In reality, the corpus of celestial omens is chaotic and difficult to navigate.

16 For this tablet and other unusual formats, see Reiner
and Pingree 1981: 24-26. The example comes from
Reiner and Pingree 1981: 40—41 line 3. Note that the
format is already attested in an Old Babylonian text
(Rochberg 2004: 68—69).

12 For an excellent discussion of this phenomenon,
see Worthington 2006.

13 For these categories and for further information
about their format and contents, see Weidner 1942:
182; Koch-Westenholz 1995: chapter 4.

14 For this series, see Koch-Westenholz 1999; and
Gehlken 2007.

15 See Al-Rawi and George 1991-1992; and Hunger
1998.

17 Note, however, that Fincke’s reconstruction was
criticized as being too schematic by Gehlken (2005:
252 n. 81) in his detailed discussion of the tablet
numbers of the Adad section in Eniima Anu Enlil.
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In the letters and reports scholars rarely specify where their citations come from. If they
do, however, they distinguish between iskaru “the series,” ahil “extraneous omens,” and (fac-
tual) commentaries, usually referred to as §a pf ummdni (from the mouth of a master),'® but
once as mukallimtu commentary (SAA 10, 23).!° Mar-Issar, in a letter to the king, reports that
Jupiter appeared five days late; it had been invisible for thirty-five days, while the normative
period of disappearance (as he explains) was twenty to thirty days (SAA 10, 362). He quotes
various applicable Jupiter omens, some of which have been identified in the omen literature.?
He continues (in the translation by Parpola 1993a: 299):

Furthermore, when it had moved onwards 5 days, (the same amount) by which it had
exceeded its term, it completed 40 days. The relevant interpretation runs as follows:

™3 “If Neberu drags: the gods will get angry, righteousness will be put to shame,
bright things will become dull, clear things confused; rains and floods will cease,
grass will be beaten down, (all) the countries will be thrown into confusion; the gods
will not listen to pray[ers], nor will they ac[cept] supplications, nor will they an[swer]
the queries of the haruspices.”

' [This interpretation I have ex]tracted and [sent] to the king, [my lo]rd, (exactly) as
it was wr[itten] on the tablet (SAA 10, 362 obv. 19-rev. 12).

The assurance that he copied the omen “as it was written on the tablet” is unusual, because
that was what scholars simply were supposed to do. He may have been inspired to add the
remark by the gravity of the situation predicted, implying that the channels of communication
with the divine world were to be closed.?!

Ulla Koch-Westenholz has demonstrated that quite a few of the references to celestial
omens do not come from the main series, but rather from mukallimtu commentaries (Koch-
Westenholz 1995: 82—83), in particular from Summa Sin ina tamartisu (Koch-Westenholz
1999). Many quotations appear more than once in the correspondence, often by different
scholars, and very frequently such quotations go back to commentaries. The following report
contains two such omens (SAA 8, 10):2

' If the moon becomes visible on the 1st day: reliable speech; the land will become

happy.
3 If the day reaches its normal length: a reign of long days.

3 If the moon at its appearance wears a crown: the king will reach the highest rank.
7 From Issar-Sumu-eres.

The first omen is attested in Summa Sin ina tamartisu tablet 1 line 116 (Koch-Westenholz
1999: 161), and is quoted in three different reports by this same scholar, but also by oth-
ers.?? Other scholars tend to quote the variant omen “If the moon at its appearance is seen on

18 That the expression refers to the commentaries
rather than to a parallel oral tradition was argued with
good evidence by Koch-Westenholz (1999: 151).

19 For such references, see Koch-Westenholz 1995:
94-95.

20 See Reiner and Pingree 2005: 10.

21 See Reiner 2007; the omen in question has been
identified by Koch-Westenholz (2004 ) on a fragment
that includes another Jupiter omen quoted twice in
the reports. Although the fragment is clearly part of

the astrological corpus, we do not know what type of
composition it belongs to.

22 Translation by Hunger 1992: 10.

23 Balasi (SAA 8, 86), Nab-musSesi (SAA 8, 148—
49), Bullutu (SAA 8, 116-19), Nergaletir (SAA 8,
256-57), Nabi-igisa (SAA 8, 290-91), Zakir (SAA
8,303), Munnabitu (SAA 8, 318), Asaredu the older
(SAA 8, 329-30), Asaredu the younger (SAA 8,
342), Rasil (SAA 8, 389 and 409), Nabi-igbi (SAA
8, 420-23), Tabiya (SAA 8, 439), Tab-silli-Marduk
(SAA 8, 445-46) and Bel-nasir (SAA 8, 463).
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the first day: good for Akkad, bad for Elam,” which is the preceding line in Summa Sin ina
tamartisu.** These reports originate both in Assyria and in Babylonia and clearly belong to
the standard omen repertoire to be quoted when new moon happens at the right time (that is,
when the preceding month had thirty days).

The second omen quoted by Issar-Sumu-eres is at least as frequent among the reports.
This omen comes from Summa Sin ina tamartisu tablet 6 (see Gehlken 2007), a commentary
to Eniima Anu Enlil tablet 36-37.% In the commentary the omen reads:

If the day reaches its normal length: a reign of long days; the thirtieth day completes
the measure of the month.?

The final phrase is the explanatory part, which renders the omen relevant for observations
of the new moon on the first day. One may well doubt the appropriateness of this explanation.
Tablet 36 of Enima Anu Enlil talks about daylight, influenced by fog and other phenomena —
it does not seem to imply anything about the length of the month. The explanation, however, is
clearly adopted by Issar-Sumu-eres in his report, and in fact several Assyrian and Babylonian
scholars quote this omen with the explanation included.?’

Some of the interpretations in the commentaries and in the quotations in the reports are
quite a bit more sophisticated or convoluted than what we have seen so far. The omen quota-
tion “If the moon rides a chariot in month Sililiti: the dominion of the king of Akkad will
prosper, and his hand will capture his enemies” is in need of several pieces of explanation.
The Elamite month name Sililitu is explained by its common name Sebat (month 11) and
the moon riding a chariot turns out to mean that it is surrounded by a halo while standing in
Perseus (Sihu):

Sililiti = Sebat
That is: In Shebat, within Perseus
it (the moon) was surrounded by a halo.

Msi-li-li-ti "7217.,
Sa, M71Z, ina SA5-bi M"'SU.GI
TUR; NIGIN-mi-ma

This piece of explanation probably comes from Summa Sin ina tamartisu tablet 11?® and
is quoted in different reports by different scholars, located in different parts of the empire:
Nabi-iqiSa of Borsippa (SAA 8, 298), Akkulanu of Assur (SAA 8, 112), and Aplaya, again
from Borsippa (SAA 8, 364).

An explanatory entry in SAA 8, 304 obv. 3—rev. 4, is derived from Summa Sin ina
tamartisu tablet 1 lines 68—71:

[If the moon’s] horns at its appearance are very dark:
[disbanding of the fortified] outposts, [retiring of the guards];
there will be reconciliation [and pea]ce in the land.

GI = to be dark
GI = to be well

24 Nabii-ahhe-eriba in SAA 8, 57; Akkullanu in
SAA 8, 105; Nabii-Suma-iSkun in SAA 8, 372-73.

27 Balast (SAA 8, 87), Akkulanu (SAA 8, 106),
Nergal-etir (SAA 8, 251 and 257), Nabi-iqisa

An unknown Assyrian scholar uses both variants
(SAA 8, 188).

25 In the tablet numbering by Gehlken 2005: 258.

26 See Virolleaud 1907—1912, Adad section XXXIII
(K.50), line 26.

(SAA 8, 290-91), Nab@i-Suma-iSkun (SAA 8, 372),
and an unknown scholar (SAA 8, 506). On this omen,
see Koch-Westenholz 1995: 102.

28 See Gehlken 2007; and Verderame 2002: 91 with
n. 285.
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GI = to be stable
Its horns are stable.

The various interpretations of GI in the report come straight from the commentary text,?
although formulated slightly differently:

GI ka-a-nu lu ta-ra-ku GI Sa-la-mu
GI = to be stable or to be dark. GI = to be well.

The commentary basically explains why darkness of the moon’s horns can be interpreted
as “Its horns are stable” and why this relates to peace or well-being in the apodosis, thus es-
tablishing a link between protasis and apodosis.*® The connection between the words “to be
dark,” “to be well,” and “to be stable” is that all can be equated with a logogram that has a
value GI. The equation GI = kdnu = “to be stable” is indeed common throughout the cuneiform
tradition. “To be dark” may be written Gl and finally saldmu “to be well,” is related to Sul-
lumu, “to repay” or “to compensate,” which equals Sumerian Su ... gi,. The commentary thus
uses complex associations between signs and words in which homographs (GI, Gl,, and Glg)
may substitute for each other in order to demonstrate the connection between Akkadian words.
Although such associations are ultimately grounded in the kind of knowledge that lexical texts
provide, they do not immediately depend on such texts. They use the kind of reasoning that
is best known from “The Fifty Names of Marduk” in the final section of the Babylonian Epic
of Creation (Bottéro 1977).3!

It seems that Eniima Anu Enlil, the text authored by Ea and transmitted via the primordial
apkallus through a lengthy sequence of generations of scholars, was the ultimate authority
in theory but that a second tier of compositions, more geared toward the actual practice of
celestial divination, was primarily used for the day-to-day business of the scholars’ craft.
This second tier, in particular the series Summa Sin ina tamartisu contained a selection of the
more frequently quoted omens, explaining in more detail what the expressions in the protasis
meant in terms of observation and adding some learned commentary. This second tier had
authority enough to be quoted in letters to the king, yet it did not define the identity of the
scholarly community in the same way that Eniima Anu Enlil did.??

Summa Sin ina tamartisu offered standardized solutions for some problems that were in-
volved in the practical use of Eniima Anu Enlil. On the one hand, the complexity of Eniima Anu
Enlil and the availability of a hermeneutical system that allowed for various interpretational
strategies, implied that a single observation could be related to multiple omens in various chap-
ters of the omen handbook (Koch-Westenholz 1995: 140-51; and Frahm 2004: 49).3* On the

2 The commentary in Summa Sin ina tamartisu is con-
siderably longer because the omen, apparently, had
variant applications and interpretations, corresponding
to different pieces of explanation. The omen is indeed
used for different kinds of observations in the reports
(see Koch-Westenholz 1999: 158 with n. 67).

30 See Al-Rawi and George 2006: 42.

31 See now Seri 2006.

32 A good number of quotes in the reports come from
Summa Sin ina tamartisu, rather than from Eniima
Anu Enlil or any of the other textual categories listed
above. Since Summa Sin ina tamartisu has only partly

been edited (Koch-Westenholz 1999; Borger 1973)
and is only partly preserved (see Gehlken 2007), the
origin of many quotations remains unclear at this
moment. Quotations of thunder omens in the reports
seem to come directly from the main series (see
Gehlken 2008).

33 See the discussion in Lenzi 2008a: 212—-13.

3 In his discussion Frahm emphasized the advantage
of this “divinatory anarchy” to the king: it enabled
him to choose the more convenient option from al-
ternative interpretations.
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other hand, Eniima Anu Enlil may not always have had available omens for what was normal
and expected — such as the appearance of the new moon at the regular time. In other words,
Eniima Anu Enlil offered both too much and too little. Summa Sin ina tamartisu provided a
first selection of relevant omens (not all omens actually receive commentary) and supplied an
initial interpretation. The fact that the same entries were used by scholars all over the place
may imply that the commentary was part of the education of astronomers, as a tool for put-
ting Eniima Anu Enlil to practice. Summa Sin ina tamartisu is a relatively rare text, which is
consonant with its more practical function. Libraries primarily collect the most authoritative
and ancient knowledge.

Summa Sin ina tamartisu was well suited for the purposes of the scholars corresponding
with the Assyrian king, whose task was not only to find and quote the appropriate omens, but
also to interpret them. Divination compendia that were less frequently used may not have had
such an authoritative interpretational body of knowledge and thus the scholars were forced to
provide such interpretations themselves. The following letter, SAA 10, 42, includes a quota-
tion from the series of terrestrial omens Summa alu,’® as well as a discussion by Balasi, the
chief scribe of the king, of the applicability of the omen, the ritual countermeasures that might
be taken (even though Balasi does not believe it is necessary) and an unrelated calendrical
issue.

! To the king, my lord: [your servant] Balasi. Good health to the king, my lord! [May
Nabii and Marduk bless] the king, my lord!

3 As to what the king, m[y lord, wr]ote [to me]: “[In] the city of H[ar]ihumba light-
ning struck and ravaged the fields of the Assyrians” — why does the king look for
(trouble), and why does he look (for it) [in the ho]me of a tiller? There is no evil
inside the palace, and when has the king ever visited Harihumba?

16 Now, provided that there is (evil) inside the palace, they should go and perform the
(ritual) “Evil of Lightning” there. In case the king, my lord, says: “How is it said (in
the tablets)?” — (here is the relevant interpretation): “If the storm god devastates a
field inside or outside a city, or if he puts down a ... of (his) chariot, or if fire burns
anything, the said man will live in utter misery for 3 years.” This applies (only) to the
one who was cultivating the field.

™10 Concerning the adding of the intercalary month about which the king wrote to me,
this is (indeed) a leap year. After Jupiter has become visible, I shall write (again) to
the king, my lord. I am waiting for it; it will take this whole month. Then we shall
see how it is and when we have to add the intercalary month (translation by Parpola
1993a: 32-33).

In this letter Balas1’s interpretation of the omen text is based on common-sense reasoning,
not on the quotation of a commentary. In a similar letter Issar-Sumu-eres answers a query by
the king about the applicability of an omen about a mongoose that appears between the legs
of a man. The mongoose came out from under the chariot of the king, and according to Issar-
Sumu-eres’ opinion the omen is applicable in such a case (SAA 10, 33).

Comparing the celestial omens and their interpretation through Summa Sin ina tamartisu
with the letters quoted above, we see that in both cases issues of applicability are addressed.

35 The omen is attested in a slightly different form in
CT 39 4 31-33.
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What is different about Summa Sin ina tamartisu is that it was created (or compiled) as a
second textual layer, largely standardized and thus delimiting the interpretational authority
of the experts. The importance of texts and writing in this whole process is emphasized by
the use in these commentaries of complicated sign equivalences, such as the analysis of GI
discussed above. We may adduce one more example here from what may be the third tablet
of the commentary series Summa Sin ina tamartisu.>

DIS 30 TAB-ma ba-ra-ri it-ta--dar

AN.MI LUGAL URI.KI

ba-ra: la-a : ri : a-dan-nu

ina la a-dan-ni-$u, UD 12-KAM UD 13-KAM AN.MI GAR-ma
ina EN.NUN AN.USAN2 AN.MI GAR-ma

If the moon is early and is eclipsed at the time of the evening watch:
eclipse of the king of Akkad.

ba-ra = “not”; RI = “period”

an eclipse occurs not according to its period on the 12th or 13th day;
(variant): an eclipse occurs in the evening watch.

The commentary refers to the first omen of Eniima Anu Enlil tablet 15; it analyses the
rare (and probably technical astronomical) Akkadian word barari (“at the time of the evening
watch”) first by analyzing it into its component syllables and then by giving a more conven-
tionally written synonym (ina EN.NUN AN.USAN, “during the evening watch”). The analysis
of ba-ra-ri takes the first two syllable of the word as the Sumerian verbal prefix ba-ra- , which
is a negative modal and may thus be translated by Akkadian /4. Although RI does not seem to
correspond to a Sumerian word meaning “period,” its use as a logogram for Akkadian adannu
(period) is well attested.’

Although such lexical gymnastics may seem rather farfetched to the modern observer,
it should be noted that these comments do not play out in the context of fanciful academic
speculation, but are found in the context of the actual practice of celestial divination in reports
and commentary texts (see Frahm 2004 ).

In one case, Summa Sin ina tamartisu refers to the source of one of these lexical equations,
explaining ITL.NE (normally a writing for the month name Abu) as “this month.” “ITL.NE means
‘this month,” NE means ‘this,’ it is said in the sdfu-commentary” (Koch-Westenholz 1999: 156
47-50). Significantly, the source is not a lexical text, but rather another type of commentary
(a linguistic commentary or word list) within the realm of the celestial divination corpus.?®

In a recent article Eleanor Robson (2008) has demonstrated that the relationship between
the traditional corpus of asiitu and asipiitu on the one hand, and the practical roles of experts
who are identified as asi or dsipu, on the other, is weak at best. Such a discrepancy between
theory and practice may not be surprising. The scholarly corpora may be understood as foun-
dational texts that define the self-understanding of a profession, rather than their practice.
The scholarly texts belong to the area of scribal myth-making, but are not necessarily the ones

36 Virolleaud 1907-1912, Sin section XXXI; edited  omen is quoted in Summa Sin ina tamartisu tablet 1
by Rochberg-Halton 1988: 80-81 lines 1-4. This pas-  with an abbreviated commentary (Koch-Westenholz
sage is discussed by Koch-Westenholz 1995: 83. For ~ 1999: 155 line 32).

the possibility that this is Summa Sin ina tamartiSu 37 See CAD A/1, 99 2a—1".

tablet 3, see Gehlken 2007. Confusingly, the same
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used in the day-to-day business of divinatory observation and reporting. We see a similar gap
between Eniima Anu Enlil as a foundational text and the practice of celestial divination at the
Assyrian court. What makes this case different, though, is that the gap is filled with written
texts. The heavens are a tablet on which the gods write their messages, “heavenly writing”
(Sitir 5amé),* legible for those who are initiated into its secrets. The practice of this reading
refers from one text to another: from the heavenly writing itself to the core series (iskaru),
from the core series to the mukallimtu commentaries, and from the mukallimtus to the com-
mentary word list (sdru). It is hard to over-emphasize, indeed, how much this whole enterprise
is textualized — the final step in the process is a letter or report sent in writing to the king.
The very practice of reading the skies is grounded in a text — in Enima elis — where Marduk
determines the proper periods of the heavenly bodies, thus establishing the basic determinants
of a system based on interpreting deviations from the standard period schemes that had been
divinely imposed.*’

During the first millennium, authoritative knowledge was located in traditional texts,
which were carefully transmitted from one generation to another — at least in theory. Such
an immutable concept of knowledge and authority is a valuable tool for collecting libraries,
for foundational narratives, or for displaying universal knowledge through intertextual refer-
ences. When it comes to practical application, however, knowledge from before the flood is a
burden more than an asset. Summa Sin ina tamartisu represents the middle ground between the
“heavenly writing” in the stars, the traditional knowledge “from the mouth of Ea” in Eniima
Anu Enlil, and the actual responsibilities of scholars at the royal court.

ABBREVIATIONS
BAM Kdocher 1963-2005
CAD A. Leo Oppenheim et al., editors, The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute
of the University of Chicago
CT Cuneiform Texts from Babylonian Tablets in the British Museum
PBS 10/4 Langdon 1919
SAA 8 Hunger 1992

SAA 10 Parpola 1993a

38 1t is possible, however, that in this case sdtu does  *° See Brown 2000: 113-22 (period schemes) and
refer to a lexical text; see Frahm 2004: 46 n. 15. 253 (Enima Anu Enlil).

39 The metaphor has been discussed most recently by

Rochberg 2004: 1-2.
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READING THE TABLET, THE EXTA,
AND THE BODY: THE HERMENEUTICS OF
CUNEIFORM SIGNS IN BABYLONIAN
AND ASSYRIAN TEXT COMMENTARIES
AND DIVINATORY TEXTS

ECKART FRAHM, YALE UNIVERSITY

INTRODUCTION

The Sumerian epic Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, composed sometime in the second
half of the third millennium B.C., provides a famous etiology of the cuneiform writing sys-
tem. It reports that the art of writing was invented by Enmerkar, a legendary early ruler of
Uruk, because the couriers he used to send to the land of Aratta were not able to accurately

memorize his messages:

bar kin-gi,-a ka-ni dugud $u nu-mu-un-da-an-gi,-gi,-da-ka
en kul-ab, ¥-a-ke, im-e Su bi-in-ra inim dub-gin, Tbi-in1-gub

Because the messenger’s mouth was too heavy, and he could not repeat it

(the message),

The lord of Kulab (Enmerkar) patted some clay and put the words on it as on
a tablet (Vanstiphout 2004: 84-85, lines 502-03).

In the view of the author of these lines, Enmerkar, whose alleged impact on (scribal)
culture, if not on writing itself, remained part of Mesopotamia’s cultural memory until very
late times," had created the cuneiform writing system for one main reason: because it had the
potential to serve as a far more reliable medium for communication over large distances of

space and time than the human memory.

"'In a Seleucid list of kings and scholars from Uruk
(van Dijk 1962: 44-52), Enmerkar is the first and
only postdiluvian king associated with an apkallu,
one of the semi-divine sages from whom mankind
took over the basic elements of civilization, includ-
ing literature and scholarship. All the other apkallu-
sages mentioned in the list are linked to antediluvian
kings, and all the other postdiluvian kings to human
ummdnu-scholars. While Enmerkar’s apkallu in the
Uruk list is the rather insignificant Nungalpiriggal, a
historical-literary text known from first-millennium
copies from Uruk and Nineveh (Foster 2005: 531-32,
with further literature), and a chronicle composed
in the form of a fictitious royal letter some time af-
ter 1100 B.C. (Glassner 2004: 263-69), both badly
broken, make Enmerkar a contemporary of the first

93

and most important apkallu-sage, Adapa. The first-
millennium “Catalogue of Texts and Authors” makes
the even more remarkable claim that Enmerkar was
the author of Sumerian poetic texts (Lambert 1962:
6465 [III 3-5], 74). Given his association with writ-
ing and scholarship, it is somewhat ironic that the
Cuthean Legend of Naram-Sin blames Enmerkar for
having failed to compose a monumental inscription
(nari) addressed to posterity (Westenholz 1997:
264) — or does this story reflect, as suggested to
me by Kathryn Slanski, that according to tradition
Enmerkar invented writing on clay but not on stone?
For a discussion of some other texts dealing with the
origins of Uruk’s association with scribal learning,
see now George 2009: 110-11.
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It is obvious that a script suitable for such a purpose should have been, ideally, both
simple and precise. But the repertoire of cuneiform signs as we know it from the earliest
written records is full of intricacies and ambiguities, and even though it underwent some
systematization over time, eventually becoming capable of expressing linguistic data quite
accurately, it remained tantalizingly complex until the end of its history.? One factor that
makes the cuneiform writing system so complicated is that there are various types of signs:
logograms (meaningful autonomous graphemes), determinatives (meaningful non-autonomous
graphemes), phonograms (non-meaningful autonomous graphemes), and phonetic comple-
ments (non-meaningful non-autonomous graphemes).> What is even more bewildering is that
one and the same sign can fulfill several of these functions and can have, within one and the
same category, several different readings. The sign UD, for instance, can serve as a logogram
for “sun,” “day,” and “white,” and as a phonogram with the values u,, utu, tam, td, par, lah,
and hi$, among others. Only the context determines which reading is correct.*

The Mesopotamian literati were clearly aware of the possibility of drastically simplifying
their writing system, at least with regard to Akkadian texts. In fact, during the Old Babylonian
period, Assyrian and Babylonian letter writers made do with a repertoire of no more than 68—
82 syllabic signs, all of them representing a very restricted number of different values — and
even though this meant that they used less than 10 percent of the 954 graphemes constituting
the repertoire of cuneiform signs from all ages,’ the clarity of their messages was not in the
least compromised (Charpin 2008: 39, 53). Scribes who composed administrative texts dur-
ing the same time employed a higher percentage of logograms, but the number of different
signs used by them was small as well. Akkadian scholarly texts from the early Old Babylonian
period are likewise written with a fairly limited selection of characters — 112 syllabic and 57
logographic signs in the case of the Old Babylonian omen corpus (Charpin 2008: 53). In the
extispicy texts of this era, only one of the fifteen most important technical terms was written
logographically (Goetze 1947: 5).

It would have been easy to reduce the complexity of the cuneiform writing system even
further, but somewhat surprisingly, this did not happen. No systematic attempt was ever made
by the scribes to dispose of the hundreds of signs and the thousands of possible readings as-
sociated with them that were for all intents superfluous. On the contrary: starting with the
later Old Babylonian period, when logographic writings of technical terms in the aforemen-
tioned extispicy texts became the rule (see Richardson, this volume) and then for more than
a thousand years, from the middle of the second millennium to the end of the first millennium
B.C., the repertoire of signs used by the scribes, not so much for letters and documents but for
scholarly texts, became progressively more complex. For instance, 84 percent of the signs of
a typical first-millennium tablet of the terrestrial omen series Summa alu are logograms (Civil
1973: 26), and while in the Old Babylonian period most syllabic values belonged to the rather

2 For a modern view of the origins of the cuneiform
writing system, see Glassner 2000; for a list of archa-
ic signs, see Green and Nissen 1987. There is no com-
prehensive treatment of the development of cunei-
form writing through the ages, but the basic trends are
conveniently outlined in Edzard 1980; see also Gong
1993. Borger 2003 contains a state-of-the-art sign list
focusing on the Assyrian and Babylonian writing sys-
tem, but useful for all periods of cuneiform writing;

on pp. 624-25, the book provides information on ad-
ditional sign lists dealing with specific periods.

3 For this classification, see Kammerzell 1998.

4 Borger 2003: no. 596. The lexical tradition offers
many additional values, not attested in actual texts.
Aa = ndqu 6, for instance, lists almost two hundred
equations for the sign BAR (MSL 14, 229-35).

5 This is the number of signs considered in Borger
2003.
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simple CV (consonant — vowel) and VC types (ba, ab, etc.), scribes now employed a much
larger number of CVC values (bar, Sad, etc.). This development is all the more remarkable if
one takes into account that the Aramaic alphabet, which became widely used in Mesopotamia
in the first millennium B.C., operated with an extremely limited repertoire of characters.

It seems the main reason why the Babylonian and Assyrian scholars continued to culti-
vate this graphemic embarras de richesse, and even added to it in later periods, was that they
regarded the overabundance of possible meanings associated with the polysemy of the cunei-
form writing system as an inexhaustible source of knowledge and wisdom. The Mesopotamian
literati of later times believed that language and writing were intimately connected, and that
their basic elements, words and signs, were not arbitrarily chosen conventions, as claimed by
Aristotle and Saussure, but representations that denoted their objects by nature.® Consequently,
Sumerian and Akkadian words, however obscure and rare, had to be collected in lexical lists
to be never forgotten, and so had the numerous signs used to write them. Giving up any of
them, or reducing the complexity of their meanings, would have meant to lose access to some
particular truth they conveyed.

COMMENTARIES

The so-called Esoteric Commentary from the Late Babylonian period (Biggs 1968; Bock
2000b) — which, in fact, is not a commentary proper but a treatise in its own right — pro-
vides a good example of this idea of “grammatology.” It associates, in lines 14—18, the sign
sequence fu : ta : ti — the incipit of an acrophonic sign list mostly known from the Old
Babylonian period —, and the sequence # : a : ia : ¢ — Sumerian affixes listed in the begin-
nings of the first twelve entries of the Neo-Babylonian Grammatical Text no. I (MSL 4, 130)7
— with cosmic abodes and what appears to be a Mesopotamian version of the four elements
of Greek tradition: fire, water, air, and “earth” (hursanu, lit., “mountain“). Both individual
cuneiform signs and specific elements of Sumerian, a language that remained a central pillar
of Mesopotamian scholarship up to the end of cuneiform civilization, are presented in this
entry as being deeply meaningful and transcending their function as phonetic indicators and
grammatical morphemes.

The “grammatology” underlying Babylonian and Assyrian text commentaries is informed
by the same ideas that can be found in the Esoteric Commentary. Text commentaries, now
attested on more than a thousand clay tablets and fragments, were introduced in Mesopotamia
in the early centuries of the first millennium B.C.® The ancient scribes who composed them

% The same belief is, at least to some extent, behind see Dornseiff 1925: 35-60). I would not exclude that

the tenacity with which the Chinese, Japanese, and
Koreans stick to their highly complex writing sys-
tems; see Taylor and Taylor 1995.

7The grammatical text has i instead of ia. A different
interpretation has been advanced by Scurlock and Al-
Rawi (2006: 371-72), who explain &t : a : ia : e as a
rendering of the magical formula eioiae (or eiaeioiae)
found in magical papyri from Egypt and associated
with the name of Yahweh (for more evidence for the
magical use of vowel sequences in the ancient world,

the author of the Esoteric Commentary wanted to
make such a connection, but that his primary point
of reference was the text on Sumerian grammar,
still in use in Late Babylonian times, is all the more
likely in the light of the preceding reference to the
Mesopotamian tu : ta : ti lists.

8 A comprehensive study of Babylonian and Assyrian
text commentaries is currently prepared for publica-
tion by the present author.
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often focused on the phonemic and graphemic “fabric” of their base texts, and not just on
contents. To simplify a rather complicated matter, one could argue that the explanations in
Babylonian and Assyrian commentaries are, for the most part, based on two complementary
hermeneutical procedures: the finding of synonyms on one hand, and of homonyms on the
other. Synonymity was used by the commentators in order to clarify the literal meaning of
obscure words or expressions through the act of providing more common equivalents, often
excerpted from lexical lists. Homonymity, in contrast, was employed whenever a commenta-
tor wished to establish a non-literal explanation of a given passage. In these cases, he would
choose a word that sounded similar to the lemma in question, but meant something completely
different. Closely related to this “etymological” (or pseudo-etymological) approach is an “ety-
mographic” method of explanation.’ Here, the commentator would analyze the signs used to
write specific lemmata with an eye on the many other meanings these signs could have. Often
etymological and etymographic modes of interpretation were combined and based not only on
an Akkadian, but also a Sumerian reading of the lemmata that required explanation.

One of the main goals of commentaries employing etymology and etymography was to
produce the illusion of an esoteric inner coherence of the texts they dealt with. A late Nippur
commentary,'® now accompanied by a partial duplicate from Ur,!!' on a collection of incanta-
tions and magico-medical prescriptions to help a woman in childbirth provides a good ex-
ample. Among the ingredients recommended in the base text for the treatment of the woman
is oil, Akkadian Samnu. The commentary entry on this word (lines 11-12) reads as follows:

Sd-am-nu : ni-ig GAR sin-nis-ti : am : ze-ri : nu : ba-nu-u §a-nis i N1 / Sd-am-nu
11 a-su-u §d NUMUN

“Oil” (Samnu, written $d-am-nu) — (this is what it means): (the sign) GAR
(which is identical with §d), (when read) nig(,), (means) “woman,” am
(means) “offspring,” (and) nu (means) “to create.” (The sign) NI, (when
read) i(3), (means) “oil,” (while) i) (means) “to emerge,” with regard to off-
spring.

The commentator deals with the word Samnu in two steps. He first dissects it along the
boundaries of its syllabic spelling, and then refers to a homophone of the Sumerian reading of
the logogram used to write the word, i5. The putative background of the equations provided in
the entry has been discussed by Civil (1974) and needs no reassessment here; most of them
are taken from — bilingual and monolingual — lexical lists. The goal of the entry is obvious:
the commentator wants to demonstrate that there is an immediate connection between the
name of the ingredient used in the magico-medical ritual described in the base text, and the
effect it was supposed to produce, namely the easy birth of the child. His interpretation is,
for the most part, based on etymological speculation, but in the first explanation, where §d is

° The term “etymography” was introduced by
Assmann (2003) in reference to ancient Egyptian
hermeneutics. It should be noted that I am using it in
this article in a restricted sense. Etymography, for me,
is a method of producing or discovering additional
levels of meaning by bringing into play the multitude
of readings a specific grapheme can have within the
writing system to which it belongs. Readings based

on a code applied to a grapheme from outside this
system, for example interpretations focused exclu-
sively on the shape of a sign, are not regarded as
“etymographical” here.

10 11N-T3, published in transliteration and with com-
mentary in Civil 1974: 331-36.

' Ur Excavation Texts 6/3, no. 897, identified by Stol
(see Romer 2007: 182).
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read as nig and explained as sinnistu “woman,”!2

approach.

In some instances, text commentaries analyze the individual components of compos-
ite signs. A rather complex example of this procedure can be found in a commentary from
Assurbanipal’s library that deals with omens from the astrological series Enitma Anu Enlil.
The entry in question explains the protasis DIS Glg nis(NE)-pi-ih 1Z1 SiG-ma ha(’ay)-kug-kug-
tu, nap-hat “If the night (sky) is tinged with fiery light and an abnormally red glow (akukiitu)
blazes.” It reads (Virolleaud 1907-1909: no. 33, K 50, rev. 10-11"):

etymography accompanies the etymological

mu-U+PA+KAB(copy: DI EN) ha-kug-kug-tuy mu i-Sd-tu, eme-sal / gi-ra-a
[gli-Tkur-ru-ii(?)1 ge-es-tar-kap-pa-ak-ku Sa-mu-ii

The sign sequence mu-U+PA+KAB (represents) (/)akukitu (because), (in)
Emesal, mu (means) “fire” (iSatu), (and) gigurii gestarkappaku (i.e., the
sign U+PA+KAB), (when read) gi-ra-a, (means) “sky” (Sami).

The aim of this explanation is to clarify the meaning of the word akukiitu by demonstrating
that the two main components of its complicated logographic spelling provide the meaning
“fire of the sky.” The entry is based on passages from the lexical lists Antagal and Aa.!3

Even more sophisticated is the analysis of a cuneiform sign found in a late Uruk commen-
tary (and its partial duplicate) on the first tablet of the diagnostic series Sa-gig (Hunger 1976:
no. 27, rev. 23-26; George 1991: 161). One of the entries of this tablet reads: DIS #°GIGIR
IGI GIG BI SU 4/$¢-tdr “If (the exorcist on his way to the patient) sees a chariot, that patient
suffers from the hand of IStar.” The commentary, after establishing other links between the
chariot mentioned in the protasis of the omen and the goddess IStar featured in its apodosis,
concludes with the statement:

Wbuybu, (U) : di-l[i-pat [ as5u(?) i]-bu : (1)ban 3 ga : i-bu : 15 : 415

(The sign) U, (when read) ubuy), (means) Dilipat (Venus), [for] ubu (corre-
sponds to) one seah and three liters, (so) ubu is 15 (and thus represents) IStar
(415).

As shown by Hunger and George, this explanation is apparently based on an older form
of the sign GIGIR, the logogram used to write narkabtu “chariot.” This older form consists of
a frame, not with an inserted BAD, as in the form common in the first millennium, but with a
single Winkelhaken, which has the reading U, inside. It seems the commentator took this U
as a depiction of the planet Venus residing in Auriga, the constellation representing a chariot.
His identification of the U-sign with IStar was based on the idea that U could also be read ubu,
a Babylonian surface and capacity measure. By making use of the same metrological calcula-
tions that are preserved in the Uruk colophon of the Esagil tablet (George 1992: 118, line 3),
the commentator claimed that one ubu corresponded to 15 g4 or liters'* — and 15 was the

12 There is no lexical list that equates nig with
sinnistu. The commentator may have arrived at his
explanation through a process of phonetic and se-
mantic associations based on the Sumerian words nin

MAS-KAB) | a-ku-ku-t{u,), and Aa II/4: 141 (MSL 14,
284): gi-ra-a | U+MAS+KAB | ge-e§-pu mas-kab-ba-ku
| $d-mu-u. The commentator probably had quoted the
lexical entries from memory.

“lady” or nig “bitch.”

13 The quotations from these series seem to be marred
by major mistakes, though (collation necessary).
Antagal C 101 (MSL 17, 197) reads: mu-gira(U-

!4 The equation is rather problematic; it mixes up
an earlier Kassite and Early Neo-Babylonian metro-
logical system and a later Neo-Babylonian one (see
George 1992: 434).
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holy number of the goddess IStar. The explanation does obviously not reflect the thoughts of
the author of the base text. Originally, the protasis-apodosis string of the omen may have been
motivated by the fact that both the chariot and the deity were associated with warfare.

By using pseudo-etymological speculation as well as etymography in order to extract
various meanings from such entries, the Mesopotamian commentators anticipated a hermeneu-
tical strategy well known from classical and medieval Christian exegesis, where it is rooted
in the Platonic semiotics of immediate signification, and also from rabbinical interpretation
(Lieberman 1987; Cavigneaux 1987). In these traditions, however, with their far more one-
dimensional writing systems, the application of notarikon, gematriah, and other forms of
grapheme-related hermeneutical techniques seems rather artificial, while the multiple mean-
ings of most of the cuneiform signs provide every Babylonian text in a far more organic way
with an inherent set of possible alternative readings.

DIVINATION AND WRITING

The hermeneutic sensitivity that characterizes the Babylonian and Assyrian text com-
mentaries of the first millennium derived from a long tradition of divinatory interpretation.
From early on, Mesopotamian scholars believed that the gods left signs on the exta of the
sacrificial animal, in the life of plants, the behavior of animals, the movement of heavenly
bodies, and in dreams.'> These signs reminded them in many respects of the signs of the cu-
neiform writing system. The scholars regarded nature as a book, or rather a tablet, that could
be read by those who knew the underlying code.!S Haruspices occasionally called the liver
a “tablet of the gods” (fuppu Sa ili) and claimed that the signs they were able to detect on it
were “written” on it by the sun-god Samas (Starr 1983: 30, lines 16—17; 53-57). Astrologers
spoke of the “writing of the firmament” (Sitir Samé, Sitir buriimé) when referring to the starry
sky from which they took their forecasts (see CAD S/3, 146a).'” Not surprisingly, then, there
are cases in the Mesopotamian textual record in which the starting point for a divinatory quest
was the observation, on objects of various types, of writing in its most literal sense, that is,
of individual or multiple cuneiform signs.

References to written messages of a certain length that were deemed to have divinatory
relevance occur in a few Mesopotamian dream reports. Two passages from inscriptions of the
Assyrian king Assurbanipal can serve as examples. In the first, Assurbanipal writes that a man,

!5 For a convenient introduction to the various
branches of Mesopotamian divination, and further
bibliography, see Maul 2003.

16 For further thoughts on this issue, see, inter alia,
Bottéro 1974; Rochberg 2004: 1-13, 165-81; and
Noegel 2007.

17Tt should, of course, not be overlooked that there
were also differences between the interpretation of
natural phenomena in divination and the exegesis of
written texts, and that these differences are mirrored
in the terminology used by the ancient scholars. The
natural sign expounded in the protasis of an omen was
called iftu in Akkadian and giskim in Sumerian, while
the cuneiform sign was called mihistu (lit., “strike”

[on the tablet]) in Akkadian (only once, in the Aa 16
commentary BM 41286, ittu seems to be used in this
context; see MSL 14, 323-26) and gu-sum (“sound-
giver”) in Sumerian (see CAD 1/J, 306-08, M/2, 54).
It is also noteworthy that pisru, the terminus technicus
for the interpretation provided for an ominous phe-
nomenon in the apodosis of an omen entry (Parpola
1983: 40), is never used to label Mesopotamian text
commentaries, which are called sdtu, mukallimtu, or
multabiltu instead. This is all the more remarkable as
in later Semitic cultures, terms for text commentaries
such as Hebrew peser and Arabic tafsir are actually
derived from the root psr.
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while dreaming, saw a cult pedestal of Sin on which was written that the moon-god would
persecute and destroy all the enemies of the king who refused to submit to him (Borger 1996:
40-41, 233).'8 In the second passage, Assurbanipal claims that the Lydian king Gyges sent
messengers to him after he had seen the Assyrian king’s “name” (nibit Sumi), apparently in
some written form, in a dream (Borger 1996: 30-31, 218).!° Both episodes are reminiscent of
the famous “writing on the wall” in the Belshazzar story of the Bible, even though the latter
does not feature dreams.?’

The “texts” in the dream reports communicated by Assurbanipal are straightforward and
non-enigmatic, quite in contrast to another type of script-related divination: the references in
treatises on extispicy and physiognomy to features in the shape of cuneiform signs that were
observed by experts on the exta of the sacrificial lamb or the body of a human being. My
goal in the following sub-sections is to collect these references and to analyze the principles
underlying the links between the protases referring to specific graphemes and the predictions
based on their occurrence.?! We have seen that Babylonian and Assyrian text commentaries
often deduce new meanings from secondary values of cuneiform signs, and such an “etymo-
graphical” approach is what we would expect to find as the main rationale of omen entries
mentioning cuneiform signs as well. But a closer look at the evidence, first from extispicy
and then from physiognomic omens, will demonstrate that the situation is, in fact, somewhat
less straightforward.

For the convenience of readers not acquainted with the cuneiform writing system, the
Old Babylonian forms of the signs discussed in the following sub-sections are reproduced in
figure 7.1.

EXTISPICY

Extispicy treatises are known from the Old Babylonian to the Late Babylonian period,
and references to cuneiform signs are attested in texts from all phases of this tradition.?? The
earliest relevant entries occur in three Old Babylonian treatises on liver omens published in
Goetze 1947.2° They present the signs either in the form of the actual graphemes or invoke
them by their ancient names.?* Two of the texts describe the shape of what was called the
naplastum in Old Babylonian times, a groove on the lobus sinister of the liver of the sacrificial
lamb. The small tablet Goetze 1947: no. 14 (whose sign forms display archaizing tendencies)
includes the following omens:

'8 In an alternative version of the passage, it was the
god Nabfi, patron of the scribes, who read the inscrip-
tion to the dreamer.

19 The episode has a somewhat miraculous character,
which brings to mind that Gyges later became a leg-
endary figure in other traditions as well, not only in
the famous stories told about him by Herodotus and
later classical sources, but also in the biblical book
of Ezekiel, where he appears in the garb of the apoca-
lyptic ruler Gog (Gwg), king of Magog. For details,
see Lipinski 1998.

20 For a discussion of the respective passage and some
references to the massive scholarly literature dealing
with it, see Noegel 2007: 160—62.

2! While there are, undoubtedly, additional references
overlooked by me, it is hoped that the entries dis-
cussed here provide a fairly representative sample of
the evidence.

22 For a very concise overview, see Nougayrol 1945—
46: 79.

23 For a learned treatment of the respective passages,
see Lieberman 1977; see also Noegel 2007: 12-13.
24 On the ancient names of the cuneiform signs, see
Gong 2000. As shown above, first-millennium text
commentaries would sometimes refer to sign names
as well.
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1) BAD IGL.BAR ki-ma BAD a-Sa-at LU i-ni-ak (line 5)

If the naplastum is like (the grapheme) BAD, the man’s wife will have (il-
licit) sexual intercourse.

No etymographic link between protasis and apodosis. Given that the BAD sign con-
sists of a straight horizontal wedge ending in a hole-like Winkelhaken, it seems quite
conceivable that the entry is informed by sexual symbolism of a Freudian type. The
prediction is negative.

2) BAD IGLBAR ki-ma BAD-ma ut §i-lum i-na SA-Sa na-di as-5a-at LU i-ni-a-ak-ma
[ mu-sa i-sa-ba-as-si-i-ma i-da-ak-si (lines 6-7)

If the naplastum is like (the grapheme) BAD and a hole is in its center, the
man’s wife will have (illicit) sexual intercourse, and her husband will seize
her and kill her.

The reference to the killing of the wife could be related to the reading of BAD as US
= mdtum “to die” (and similar meanings of the sign), but whether the author of the
text had really intended such a link is doubtful. If the interpretation provided in the
preceding note is correct, it may be more likely that he regarded the BAD sign as a
representation of the illicit sexual union, and the hole in its center as an expression of
its violent termination by the husband. The prediction is negative.

3) BAD IGI.BAR ki-ma KASKAL Sar-ru-um ka-ab-tu-ti-Su i-da-ak-ma [ bi-Sa-Su-nu
ma-ku-ur-su-nu a-na bi-ta-at i-la-ni i-za-az (lines 8-9)

If the naplastum is like (the grapheme) KASKAL, the king will kill his mag-
nates and distribute their goods and possessions to the temples of the gods.

Lieberman (1977: 149-50) suggested that the prediction is based on paronomasia,
with KASKAL (which was apparently read kaskas in Old Babylonian, see below no. 7)
being associated with the Akkadian verb kasasu “to gain control of, to acquire.” This
explanation is ingenious, but since kasdsu does not occur in the apodosis, not com-

pletely convincing. The prediction is negative.

4) [B]AD lIGL.BAR kil-ma BAD mar-sa-Tam1 €NA i-ka-la-5u (line 14)
If the naplastum is like the grapheme BAD, the bed will confine the sick man.

The apodosis could be motivated by a reading of BAD as mdtum “to die” (see no. 2),
but the link is not obvious. The prediction is negative.

5) [BAD IGL.BA]R lki-ma x1 sa-ap-hu-ut LU i-pa-hu-[ur] (line 15)

[If] the naplastum is like (the grapheme) x, the man’s scattered (relatives?)
will come together again.?’

Lieberman (1977: 149) argued that the protasis, like the preceding one, refers to a
grapheme. The respective sign is damaged but could be PAB/KUR, in which case there
would be no obvious etymographic link between protasis and apodosis.?® The predic-
tion is positive.

25 The translation of the apodosis follows CAD S,  2¢ Collation of the tablet in the Yale Babylonian
164a. Collection established that Goetze’s copy of the
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Another Old Babylonian tablet dealing with the naplastum is Goetze 1947: no. 17, like-
wise written in an archaizing script:

6) BAD IGL.BAR ki-ma pa-ap-pi-im 'ugl-ba-ab-tam DINGIR i-ri-i§ (line 47)

If the naplastum is like (the grapheme named) pappum (i.e., PAB), the god
wants an ugbabtum-priestess.

As recognized by Lieberman (1977: 148 n. 19), the entry is based on paronomasia
between the grapheme name and the second syllable of ugbabtum. The prediction is
positive.

7) BAD IGL.BAR ki-ma ka-as-ka-a$ 9SKUR i-ra-hi-is (line 48)

If the naplastum is like (the grapheme named) kaskas (i.e., KASKAL),” the
god Adad will inundate.
As recognized by Lieberman (1977: 148), the prediction is based on the sign name’s

resemblance with kaskassu “overpowering,” a frequent epithet of Adad. The predic-
tion is negative.

Two more graphemes are mentioned in the small Old Babylonian tablet Goetze 1947: no.
61, which deals with the liver’s lobus quadratus, called sulmum “Well-being” in Akkadian:

8) Sum-ma i-na ma-as-ka-an Su-Tull-mi-im QAL / LUGAL ki-Sa-ti i-na ma-ti i-li-am
(lines 9-10)

If in the place of the Well-being there is (the grapheme) HAL, a king of the
world will arise in the land.

No etymographic link between protasis and apodosis. The prediction is positive.

9) Sum-ma i-na ma-as-ka-an Su-ul-mi-im [ [h)a-lu-um pa-li a-ka-di-im ga-mir-ir
(lines 11-12)

If in the place of the Well-being there is (the grapheme named) hallum (i.e.,
HAL), the dynasty of Akkad is ended.

Noegel (2007: 13) suggests this protasis-apodosis string could be based on a reading
of HAL as zdzu “to divide,” a verb sometimes used to describe how countries lost their
territorial integrity. This explanation, while not impossible, remains conjectural. The
prediction is negative.

Lieberman (1977: 149) assumed that the first entry of the text, [Sum-m]a i-na ma-[as]-
ka-[an $lu-ul-mi-Tim1 PA, refers to a grapheme as well, but it seems more likely that PA is to
be understood as a logogram for lariim “branch, bifurcation,” and that the phrase means: “If
in the place of the Well-being there is a ‘branch.’”?® Lieberman is right, however, when he

passage is very accurate; the space with the traces  ?’ According to the lexical tradition of the first mil-

of the sign is indeed quite narrow. If one read HAL,  lennium, the sign name of KASKAL was kaskala and

one could construct a link with the apodosis (tab-  not kaskas (see Gong 2000: 144), but the grapheme

let 14 of Aa equates HAL with paharu, see MSL 14, KASKAL occurs in the preceding line and is therefore,

290 line 24), but the traces do not really favor this  most likely, referred to in this entry as well.

reading. 28 Cf. line 6 of the tablet: [§|u-ul-mu-um la-ri-am na-
Idil.
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points out (1977: 149) that the kakkum (“Weapon”), an often mentioned small piece of liver
tissue that sticks out in the form of a club or peg (Koch-Westenholz 2000: 48-51) and is usu-
ally regarded as inauspicious, probably owes its name to the cuneiform grapheme GAG, even
though the word is later written with the logogram £*TUKUL. The occurrences of kakkum in
extispicy texts are far too numerous to be listed here.

Neo-Assyrian and Neo- and Late Babylonian extispicy texts include more references to
cuneiform graphemes than the Old Babylonian treatises so far available to us. We begin our
overview with texts that describe the manzazu, or Presence, a designation of the groove on the
liver’s lobus sinister that came to replace the Old Babylonian term naplastum (see above, nos.
1-7). Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 11, one of the manuscripts of Manzazu, the third chapter of
the extispicy series of the first millennium, includes the following entry:

10) BAD NA GIM PAB/KUR Su-bat-ka [ana Subat nakrika i$$ir] (line 10”)

If the Presence is like (the grapheme) PAB/KUR, your camp [will charge the
camp of your enemy].

The restoration of the apodosis (which is missing in Koch-Westenholz’s publication)
is based on nos. 12 (a commentary on this entry) and 44. The reading of PAB/KUR as
nakru “enemy” provides an etymographic link between protasis and apodosis, but the
shape of the sign, two wedges crossing each other, might have played a role as well
— the wedges symbolize quite well the attack of one army on another. The prediction
is positive. For an essentially identical protasis, with a different prediction, see above,
no. 6 (see also no. 5).

Two first-millennium commentaries on Manzazu include references to omen entries deal-
ing with cuneiform graphemes. These commentaries are of particular interest because they
provide us with explicit information on how the Babylonian and Assyrian scholars of the
first millennium interpreted such omens. The first commentary is Koch-Westenholz 2000:
no. 20:

11) [Summa] 5-§ii NA GIM HAL UMUS KUR MAN-ni HAL za-a-zu bé-e-ru pa-Sd-tu
(line 20)

[If], fifth, the Presence is like (the grapheme) HAL, the political situation of
the land will change. HAL (means) “to divide, to select, to efface.”

The unraveling of the political situation predicted in the apodosis could be seen as be-
ing mirrored by the HAL sign with its notions of division. But the commentary is not
interested in focusing on this link. Instead, it explains that the comparison in the pro-
tasis refers to a Presence that is split and (partially) effaced.? This is not surprising
since the entry is part of a longer commentarial section listing older omens that were
regarded as equivalent to the omen commented on in the first place, Summa manzazu
ina qablisu pasit kakki rabsiti ahitu “If the Presence is effaced in its center, (there
will be) idle weapons — inauspicious” (line 16). The shape of the HAL sign provides
a good illustration of this particular condition of the Presence.’® The prediction, the
same as in no. 46 (which is likewise based on the occurrence of a HAL), is negative.

2 For a similar explanation of HAL, see below, no. an ad hoc explanation based on semantic associa-
27. While zdzu and béru are well-attested renderings  tion; it provides the link to the omen in line 16 of
of HAL (see, e.g., MSL 14, 290, Aa 14,1 17, 21), the  the commentary.

equation between HAL and pasatu is not known from 30 [t js not completely clear, though, if the entry re-
the lexical tradition (see CAD P, 249) and probably  fers to the late form of the sign (which is used in the
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An entry in line 70 of the text has been claimed to refer to a grapheme as well, but this
seems doubtful:

12)

13)

BAD NA 3-ma BAR.MES SUB.MES DIS e-lis DIS Sap-1i$ DIS ina bi-ri-Sti-nu re-dis
(var. om.) GIR 3-ma GIM an-nim-ma (var.: AN-a-n[im]) GIS.HUR-Sii-nu

Koch-Westenholz translates this difficult passage as follows: “If there are three
Presences and they lie separately, one above, one below, one parallel between them,
three Paths and their design is like the sign AN(?).” It is true that AN was named
an(n)u in ancient Mesopotamia.’! Nonetheless, it seems unlikely that the entry,
apparently a commentary on Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 7 line 11, really refers to the
AN sign — which, whether in its earlier or in its later form, simply does not look like
the configuration observed here. Probably, we should rather normalize the last words
of the entry as kima annimma usurtasu and translate: “Its drawing is like this.” If
understood correctly, the phrase would refer to a sketch, to be consulted by the reader
of the commentary, of the ominous configuration described in the omen. In fact, ms. I
of the text, K. 12845+, has an empty space, traversed by a horizontal ruling, before
kima, a feature that could reflect the occurrence of such a sketch on the tablet from
which the manuscript was copied.?? Note, furthermore, that in the preceding entry
of the commentary (line 69), there is an unmistakable reference to a sketch, even
though it is phrased somewhat differently: GIS.HUR-S#-nu ana 1GI-ka “you have their
design before you.” The writing AN-a-nim in ms. I remains strange, however, and one
cannot completely exclude the possibility that the scribe who wrote this tablet might
mistakenly have taken what was originally a reference to a sketch as a statement about
the grapheme AN.

BAD NA GIM PAB/KUR KI.TUS-[ka Subat nakrika SI].SA-ir : BE MAN-1i NA GIM
BAR (line 104)

If the Presence is like (the grapheme) PAB/KUR, [your] camp will charge
[the camp of your enemy] — if, second, the Presence is like (the grapheme)
BAR.%

This is a commentary on example no. 10. It establishes that the occurrence of a BAR
on the Presence has the same — in this case apparently auspicious — significance as
that of a PAB.

[Summa manzazu kima PAB(?) ilu NIN].DINGIR.RA APIN-e§ ii-lu AN.MI
(line 107)

[If the Presence is like (the grapheme) PAB(?), the god] wants an ugbabtu-
priestess, or (there will be) an eclipse.

text) or an older one. The late HAL is a sequence of
two horizontal wedges, which could represent the two
elements of the split Presence, but it is also possible,
as pointed out to me in a personal communication by
A. R. George, that the horizontal wedge of the earlier
form of the sign represents the manzdazu-crease, while
the oblique wedges of this form make a cross that
obliterates (pasatu) its middle part.

31 For the sign name (often written 4a-nu(m)), see
Gong 2000: 102.

32 See the photo in Koch-Westenholz 2000: pl. 49.
Note, however, that K. 7149, Koch-Westenholz’s ms.
G, has no empty space in the relevant line; see the
copy in Starr 1977: 164.

33 One could also take the BAR in this line as a logo-
gram for pillurtu “cross,” but the next entry, which
clearly refers to a pillurtu, uses the writing BAR-ti,
indicating that the BAR without phonetic comple-
ment in line 104 rather represents the — cross-shaped
— grapheme.
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The restoration of the protasis is uncertain; it is based on the assumption that the omen
is essentially identical with the Old Babylonian omen entry quoted above as no. 6,
with manzazu replacing naplastum in the protasis and the subject preceding the object
in the apodosis. Note that there seem to be no other references to ugbabtu-priestesses
in first-millennium extispicy texts, and that the entry occurs in a commentary section
that refers several times to cuneiform graphemes (lines 104, 113, and perhaps other
badly damaged lines). In the light of example no. 19, the grapheme mentioned in the
protasis could, however, also have been a KUR. The first prediction is positive, the
second negative.

14) BAD $al-5ii NA GIM BAD SUB-ti ERIM-ni (line 113)

If, third, the Presence is like (the grapheme) BAD (there will be) a defeat of
the army.

The entry may display the same rather vague etymographic link between protasis and
apodosis that we have discussed above under no. 2. The protasis is essentially identi-
cal with that of nos. 1 and 4. The commentary quotes the entry because it regards it as
equivalent to the badly broken omen presented in line 111.3* The prediction is nega-
tive.

The Manzazu commentary Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 19 includes two additional refer-

ences to cuneiform graphemes:

15) BAD MAN-ii MU.NI NA GIM AN NUN KUR [ibbalkitisu ileqqe] (line 38)

If, second, the Presence is like (the grapheme) AN, the prince [will take] the
land [that rebelled against him].

Restored after another Manzdzu commentary, Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 25 line
29.%5 No obvious etymographic link between protasis and apodosis. The entry is pre-
sented in a section with omens deemed equivalent to the enry “If the Presence is long,
the days of the prince will be long.”*® The prediction is positive.

16) BAD NA GIM BAD ina SUHUS-S$# ka-ra-su-1i GAR (line 97)

If the Presence is like (the grapheme) BAD at its base,’’ there will be disaster.

The entry may display the same rather vague etymographic link between protasis and
apodosis that we have discussed above under no. 2. The protasis is similar to that of
nos. 1, 4, and 14. The prediction is negative.

The Well-being, already known to us from the Old Babylonian examples nos. 8 and 9, is
associated with cuneiform graphemes in later texts as well. The baritu excerpt KAR 423 from
Assur, its partial duplicate K. 10137 (Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 105), and Koch-Westenholz
2000: no. 64 all include the following three short entries:3®

34 Theoretically, the protasis of that omen (which
ends with nadi) could be identical with that of our
example no. 2, but this remains very uncertain.

35 In that entry, Si-bu-$i “its old version” replaces

MAN-#i MU.NI.

36 Considering that the AN sign does not really re-

semble a “long” Presence, this is rather surprising.

37 “At its base” is missing in Koch-Westenholz’s
translation.

3% Note, though, that the sequence of the signs dis-
cussed is not the same everywhere. In KAR 423 and
K. 10137, it is AN, HAL, KUR; in Koch-Westenholz
2000: no. 64, KUR, AN, HAL.
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17) BAD SILIM GIM AN DUG(-ub) lib-bi (KAR 423 ii 53; Koch-Westenholz 2000:
no. 105 line 27; no. 64 line 44)
If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) AN, (there will be) happiness.

For the same apodosis, see examples no. 80 (grapheme: IGI) and 86 (graphemes: SE
and PI). No obvious etymographic link between protasis and apodosis. The prediction
is positive.

18) BAD SILIM GIM HAL tam-ta-a-tiftu, (KAR 423 ii 54; Koch-Westenholz 2000:
no. 105 line 37; no. 64 line 45)%
If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) HAL, (there will be) deprivation.

The wording of the apodosis may have been inspired by the fact that “division,” a
concept indicated by the sign HAL, implied the dispersal of an original total. The pre-
diction is negative.

19) BAD SILIM GIM KUR AN.MI (KAR 423 ii 55; Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 105
line 4°; no. 64 line 43)
If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) KUR, (there will be) an eclipse.

No etymographical link between protasis and apodosis. The prediction is negative.

Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 64 includes five additional omens referring to cuneiform
graphemes, one of which is also attested in KAR 423 and Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 105:

20) BAD SILIM GIM BAD ina £TUKUL ERIM-ni NUN i-ger-ri-ma "% (Koch-
Westenholz 2000: no. 64 line 36)

If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) BAD, my army will turn against the
prince in battle — new break.

For the possibility that there is a vague etymographical link between protasis and apo-
dosis, see above, no. 2. The prediction is apparently negative.

21) BAD SILIM GIM PAB/KUR DU IGI ERIM-7i LAL-mu (Koch-Westenholz 2000:
no. 64 line 38)

If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) PAB/KUR, the leader of the army will
be captured.

There is no obvious etymographical link between protasis and apodosis, even though
one could speculate that the latter, with its indirect reference to an important capture
made by the enemy, could have been to some extent inspired by the well-known equa-
tion PAB/KUR = nakru “‘enemy.” The prediction is negative.

39 As recognized by Koch-Westenholz, this omen is
also quoted in a Query to the Sungod from Nineveh;
see Starr 1990: no. 317, obv. 8.
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22) BAD SILIM GIM GAM KUR NUN ana BAD, NIGIN-/ur (Koch-Westenholz 2000:
no. 64 line 39)

If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) GAM, the land of the prince will
gather in a fortress.

There is no obvious etymographical link between protasis and apodosis, but note that
GAM means, inter alia, mdtu “to die,” a connotation that might have influenced the
negative prediction.

23) BAD SILIM GIM U GU,.UD-if UR.MAH kas-du(var. KUR-du) (Koch-Westenholz
2000: no. 64 line 41; KAR 323, ii 56; Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 105 line
5

If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) U, (there will be) a successful attack
by lions.

The translation follows Koch-Westenholz’s. Instead of U, a sign that looks like a hole,
one could also read BUR* and assume that the protasis refers to a real hole (§ilu),
but since the preceding and the following lines include references to graphemes, this

seems less likely. There is no obvious etymographical link between protasis and apo-
dosis. The prediction is negative.

24) BAD SILIM GIM U-ma ke-pi GU,.UD-if UR.MAH NU kas-du (Koch-Westenholz
2000: no. 64 line 42)

If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) U but blunt, (there will be) a non-
successful attack by lions.

Compare no. 23. There is no obvious etymographical link between protasis and apo-
dosis. The prediction is positive.

Another Sulmu-omen mentioning a grapheme is attested in KAR 423 ii 60-61 and in
Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 105 lines 9-10":

25) BAD SILIM GIM TAR “¢UTUL nap-tan LUGAL GAZ-pi §d-ri-ip nu-ri [ i-Tnar?1-
ru-ut ti-lu GU.ZI ina SUTSU' SILA'.GAB i-tar-ru-ur

If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) TAR, a dish at the king’s meal will
break, the lamplighter will tremble, or the cup will shake in the cupbearer’s
hand.*!

There are obvious etymographical links between the protasis and two of the predic-
tions. TAR, with the reading has, means Sebéru “to break,” a synonym of the verb
hepii, which is used in the first apodosis to describe the breaking of the royal dish.

40 Cf. Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 64 lines 53-61,
a passage that clearly refers to “holes” on the Well-
being.

41 For the reading and translation of this entry, see
CAD N/1, 323a, and CAD T, 208a. The interpretation
of the first word in ii 61 poses a problem — instead of
i-Tnar”-ru-ut, the reading presented above, CAD N/2,
350a, offers i-par’-ru-ud (“he will become afraid”?).
While the final verdict on the correct understanding

of the verb has to await collation of the tablet, it
should be noted that a trembling lamplighter (who
might spread fire all over the place) seems scarier
— and therefore a better fit for a negative apodo-
sis — than one who is merely afraid. Furthermore,
the semantically related verbs naratu and tararu are
attested together elsewhere, in K. 9759 line 9 (see
CAD T, 208a, 1d).



oi.uchicago.edu

READING THE TABLET, THE EXTA, AND THE BODY 107

TAR is, furthermore, the Sumerian equivalent (and logographic writing) of tararu,
the verb employed in the third apodosis, which, in addition, begins with tar. All the
predictions are negative.

The Pan takalti commentary Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 79 from Nineveh explains some
of the examples presented above as nos. 17-25. The explanations are preceded by a badly
damaged phrase that seems to refer to graphemes and may have functioned as a heading of
the section following it:

[(Summa ... mi®-hi’)-il-ti sa-a-ti [ [i]-Iu EME [... $a (...)] ig-bu-ii ana 1G1-ka
(line 8)

[If] you have before you [...] cuneiform sign(s) (with explanations from)
(bilingual) sdtu-lists or (monolingual) lifanu-lists [..., which ...] said.*?

After a horizontal ruling, the text includes various entries on cuneiform graphemes ob-
served on the Well-being:

26) BAD SILIM GIM AN AN Sd-mu-ii [(... AN)] e-lu-ii a-$d-re-du | EN SIG ZE i-Saq-
qu-ma [(...)] a-Sda-re-du-tii DU-ak (line 9)

If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) AN: AN (means) “sky,” [(... AN
(means))] “upper” (and) “first in rank”; it (the Well-being) rises towards the
thin part of the Gall Bladder [(...) — the ...] will reach the highest rank.*

Compare no. 17. If understood correctly, this passage provides one of the few ex-
amples of an explicit link based on etymography between a protasis referring to a
grapheme, in this case AN, and its apodosis. The commentary begins with listing a
number of Akkadian renderings of AN, of which Sami “sky” and elii “upper” are
well attested in lexical and bilingual texts, while the reference to asarédu seems to be
based on semantic association. Apparently drawing on the equation of AN with eld,
the commentary then claims that the omen refers to a Well-being “rising” towards the
Gall Bladder. The positive prediction referring to asarédiitu at the end of the entry
(cf. the apodosis in example no. 17) is justified by the preceding equation of AN with
asarédu. For similar explanations, see below, nos. 36 and 40.

27) BAD SILIM GIM HAL HAL za-a-zu HAL bé-[e’-ru? (HAL)] bé-e-5i pa-Sd-tu /
tam-ta-a-tu, BAR-ma MURUB.MES-[$#] pa-ds-tu (line 11)

If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) HAL: HAL (means) “to divide,” HAL
(means) “to select,” [(HAL (means))] “to fork” (and) “to efface” — (there
will be) deprivation; it (the Well-being) is divided and [its] center effaced.

Compare no. 18. The equations given for HAL are very similar to the ones provided
in example no. 11 and must go back to the same learned tradition. No attempt is made
to create an explicit link between protasis and apodosis. Compare also the following
entry.

42 Restorations and translation by the present author. %3 Koch-Westenholz translates: “it rises till the

For a fuller discussion of the difficult terms sdru, Narrow of the Gall Bladder and reaches the high-

lisanu, and Sa igbii, see my forthcoming study of  est position,” but it seems more likely that aSarédiitu

Babylonian and Assyrian text commentaries. illak is part of an apodosis, referring to a man, the
king, or the land; see CAD A/2, 418-19.
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28) BAD MAN-zi MU.NI SILIM GIM TAR [(...)] (line 12)
If, second, the Well-being is like (the grapheme) TAR [(...)].

Compare no. 25. It is possible that neither an apodosis nor an explanation is to be
restored at the end of the line, and that the commentator quoted this protasis only be-
cause he thought it was equivalent to the preceding one (no. 27).

29) BAD SILIM GIM PAB/KUR e-ge-ru e-de-ru e-x-[...] | a-ha-mes Sap-su $d-pa-su
e-ge-ru [...] (line 13)
If the Well-being is like (the grapheme) PAB/KUR: “to cross” (and) “to wind
around,” ... [...] they grip each other; “to grip” (is synonymous with) “to
cross” [...].

Compare no. 21. The commentary tries to clarify the nature of the configuration de-
scribed in the omen by associating the sign PAB with egéru “to cross” (cf. nos. 30, 42)
and other, similar verbs. The equations seem to be based solely on the shape of the
sign and not on any lexical references.

30) BAD MAN-ii MU.NI SILIM 2-ma GIM PAB/KUR it-gu-ru tam-tla’-a’-tu’ ...]/[...]
Ix1-gi SILIM RA-is-ma PIS;, NU TUKU? [...]/[...] Ix1 pe-tu-ii u ra-ha-[su ...]
(line 14)

If, second, there are two Well-beings and they are crossed like (the graph-
eme) PAB/KUR, (there will be) deprivation [...] ... the Well-being is sub-
merged and has no bank [...] ... “to open” and “to submerge” [...].

Compare the preceding entry — the present one was apparently regarded as equiva-
lent. There is no obvious etymographical link between protasis and apodosis (if the
latter is correctly restored).

The Multabiltu commentary Koch 2005: no. 25 includes a broken reference to yet another
grapheme observed in connection with the Well-being (line 89):
31) [... mi]-hi-il-tu SILIM GIM GI
[...] cuneiform sign, the Well-being is like (the grapheme) GI.

Too little is preserved to make much sense of this entry.

Another feature of the liver occasionally associated with cuneiform signs is the pitir
Sumeli or “Left Split,” a fissure half a finger long.** The first entries of the second tablet of
Multabiltu, the tenth chapter of the extispicy series (Koch 2005: no. 3), read as follows:

32) BAD DUg 2, 30 GIM AN DAM [amili DAM-s]a us-dak (line 1)%

If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) AN, [the man’s] wife will have her
[husband] killed.

No etymographical link between protasis and apodosis. The prediction is negative.

4 See Koch-Westenholz 2000: 61. In first-millennium % See also line 16 of the catalog Koch 2005: no. 1.
extispicy texts, the Left Split is more often mentioned  Note (here and in example no. 35) the archaizing
than the Right Split. writing -sd.
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33) BAD DUy 2, 30 GIM HAL DAM LU [ana hal-ri-mu-ti E (line 2)
If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) HAL, the man’s wife will become a
prostitute.

No obvious etymographical link between the protasis and the apodosis (unless one
argued that the apodosis implies a “divided” loyalty on the part of the wife). The pre-
diction is negative.

34) BAD DUy 2, 30 GIM BAD URU KUR DAB-bat (line 3)
If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) BAD, you will seize the enemy city.

No obvious etymographical link between protasis and apodosis (but cf. the remarks
on no. 2). The prediction is positive.

35) BAD DUg 2, 30 GIM HA DAM LU DAM-sa ii-kas-Sap (line 4)

If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) HA, the man’s wife will cast a spell on
her husband.

No obvious etymographical link between protasis and apodosis. The prediction is
negative.

Koch 2005: no. 25 provides an unfortunately severely damaged commentary on these
entries:

36) BAD DUg 2, 30 GIM AN AN Sd-m[u’-ii’ (AN) e?-lu?]-it / ul-lu-ma 1GI-et E [zitti
...] DUg (line 2)
If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) AN: AN (means) “sky,” [(AN means)]
“upper” ([el]it); it (the Split) is elevated (ullii), and next to the “House [of
Division” ...] it is split.
Compare no. 32. The explanation is reminiscent of the one provided in example no.
26, on which my restoration §d-m[u-ii] is based.*® Unlike there, the present entry
seems not to deal with the apodosis, though; it simply states that the occurrence of the
sign AN, because it means, among other things, “upper,” points towards a Split that is
elevated. For a very similar commentary on the same entry, see no. 40.

37) BAD DUy 2, 30 GIM HAL BAR-ma [...] DUy (line 3)
If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) HAL: it is divided*” [...] it is split.

Compare no. 33. The explanation seems to focus on the shape of the sign HAL, but
there may also be an etymographical component, since both HAL and BAR are logo-
grams representing zdzu “to divide.”

46 Koch reads: “an $d-a[m x x x x] / ul-lu-ma,” and  *" Koch translates: “If the Left Split like the sign HAL
her copy on plate 11 seems to indicate that the last  is split in the middle,” but since the protasis of the
sign before the gap is indeed rather an a[m than a  entry commented on ends with HAL, one must assume
m[u. Collation is required to establish whether there  that BAR-ma belongs to the explanation.

are two horizontal wedges or only one, but in the light

of the parallel from example no. 26, the latter seems

more likely to me.
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38) BAD DUg2, 30 GIM BAD ana [x1*¥ [...] sag (line 4)

If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) BAD: towards ... [...] ....

Compare no. 34. Too broken for an analysis.

39) BAD DUy 2, 30 GIM HA D[AM ...] ri (line 5)

If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) HA, [the man’s] wife [...] ....

Cf. no. 35. If this entry, unlike the preceding ones, really quoted the complete apodo-
sis, it would have provided little space for explanations.

Another commentary on example no. 32 can be found in Koch 2005: no. 301 57; it is very

similar to no. 36:

40)

[Summa (...) D]Ug 2, 30 GIM AN AN [$d-mu]-u e-lu-1i ul-lu-ma 1GI-et KUR SU.S[1
|

[If (...)] the Left Split is like (the grapheme) AN: AN (means) “sky” (and)
“upper” (elit); it (the Split) is elevated (ullii), and next to the area of the Fin-
ger [...].

Note the reference to the “area of the Finger” instead of the “House [of Division],”

mentioned in no. 36.

One text, ms. I of the Paddnu commentary Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 42, includes a
sketch of a Left Split looking like a grapheme.*’ The entry shows a horizontal line with a
bifurcation on the left side, followed by the words:

41) BAD DUg 2, 30 GIM BAD (rev. 3)

If the Left Split is like (the grapheme) BAD.

Note that the drawing looks like a BAD rotated 180 degrees. This is so because the di-
viner studied the liver with the sacrificial animal lying on its back (Koch-Westenholz

2000: 39).

One omen, Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 27, refers to a grapheme to describe a configura-
tion on the padanu, or Path (like the manzdzu a groove on the liver’s lobus sinister):

42) BAD GIR 2-ma GIM PAB/KUR it-gu-ru KUR ina ri-i-i-ti ana KUR MAS.ANSE

i-hab-bat (line 18)

If there are two Paths and they are crossed like (the grapheme) PAB/KUR, the
enemy will steal cattle from the land on the pasture.

48 Koch reads ana K[I.TA and translates

“down[wards],” but the traces could also be inter-
preted in other ways.

49 Sketches of configurations observed on the exta are
attested in quite a few extispicy texts, especially in
treatises that deal with the Weapon (kakku) (for dis-
cussion and an overview, see Nougayrol 1974), but
also, for instance, in the Paddnu commentary Koch-
Westenholz 2000: no. 42 lines 151-65. The sketches

bring to mind the Mesopotamian clay models of liv-
ers and other organs, which were often inscribed,
usually with omens; see Meyer 1987; Wiseman and
Black 1996: no. 60. To my knowledge, cuneiform
signs observed on the exta are never referred to in
the texts on these objects, but the very existence of
inscribed liver models and models of other parts of
the exta may have contributed to the diviners’ interest
in grapheme-related omens.
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The mentioning of an enemy — KUR = nakru — in the apodosis is probably based
on the reference to the respective sign in the protasis. For the association of PAB with
lines crossing each other, see also nos. 29, 30, 43, 54, and 55. The omen following
in line 19 is similar; it reads: BAD GIR 2-ma GIM BAR-tuy it-gu-ru GAL-°GAG EN-§ii
i-bar “If there are two Paths and they are crossed like a Cross (pillurtu), the rab-
sikkati-official will revolt against his lord.” The choice, in the apodosis of this entry,
of the predicate i-bar is clearly inspired by the cross-shaped logogram BAR, used to
write pillurtu; but the entry does not directly refer to a grapheme.

Koch-Westenholz 2000: no. 88 includes a grapheme-related omen referring to the Path
to the left of the Gall Bladder (padan Sumél marti), a groove on the lobus dexter of the liver
(iv 8-9):

43) BAD MAN-#f MU.NI GIR 2, 30 ZE 2-ma GIM PAB/KUR GIB.MES / NUN re-su-S$i
TAG,.MES-$1i

If, second, there are two Paths to the left of the Gall Bladder and they lie
crosswise like (the grapheme) PAB/KUR, the auxiliaries of the prince will
abandon him.

No obvious etymographical link between protasis and apodosis (but see the remarks
on no. 21). The prediction is negative.

Several references to graphemes are included in Clay 1923: no. 13, a treatise on the coils
of the convolutions of the sacrificial animal’s colon (tiranu):
44) BAD SA.NIGIN GIM PAB/KUR KI.TUS-ka a-na KI.TUS KUR-ka SI.SA (line 28)

If the coils of the colon are like (the grapheme) PAB/KUR, your camp will
charge the camp of your enemy.

Compare nos. 10 and 12, with the same etymographical link between protasis and
apodosis. The prediction is positive.

45) BAD SA.NIGIN GIM AN ERIM-ni NUN GABA.RI NU TUKU-5i (line 29)

If the coils of the colon are like (the grapheme) AN, the army of the prince
will have no rival.

No etymographical link between protasis and apodosis. The prediction is positive.

46) BAD SA.NIGIN GIM HAL UMUS KUR MAN-zi (line 30)

If the coils of the colon are like (the grapheme) HAL, the political situation of
the land will change.

Compare no. 11, which, after a reference to HAL, offers the same apodosis. The pre-
diction is negative.

K. 85 (Koch 2005: no. 75), a small tablet from Nineveh, deals with the occurrence of
eight graphemes, all of them inauspicious, in the center of the right side of the Gall Bladder.
The first entry reads:

47) BAD ina MURUB, 15 ZE AN! GAR NU SILIM-at / ina NU SILIM-ti SILIM-at (obv.
1-2)
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If there is (the grapheme) AN in the center of the right side of the Gall Blad-
der,” it is unfavorable, in an unfavorable (extispicy), it is favorable.

Koch interprets the grapheme referred to in the entry as a QA, but the sign on the tab-
let most probably represents the ancient form of AN, as already recognized by Lieber-
man (1977: 148). Otherwise, with the exception of the sign HAL in line 3 (see below),
the tablet is written in the Neo-Assyrian ductus.

The following six entries in K. 85, written in an abbreviated way, are identical with the
first one, but mention different graphemes. Their contents can be summarized as follows:

48-53) BAD ina MIN HAL' (obv. 3) / PAB (obv. 4) / KASKAL (obv. 5) / NI (obv. 6)
/U (obv. 7) / EN IN (obv. 8) GAR MIN (obv. 3-8)

If ditto, (and) there is (the grapheme) HAL / PAB / KASKAL / NI/ U/ EN (or)
IN, ditto (applies).

Koch interprets the grapheme referred to in obv. 3 as KUD, but the sign on the tablet
represents almost certainly the ancient form of HAL. Note that the two signs men-
tioned in obv. 8, EN and IN, are listed together not because they look similar or have
the same meaning, but apparently because of their almost identical phonetic values.
The lines following the quoted passage refer to occurrences of a piece of flesh ($iru)
(obv. 9), a “cuneiform sign” (mihiltu)>' (rev. 1), and a white Gall Bladder (rev. 3);
two entries (rev. 2, 4) remain unclear. All these configurations are regarded as inaus-
picious.

Two further references to the sign PAB, one of which is related to the Throne Base (nidi
kussé, perhaps the liver’s impressio renalis), while the other occurs in connection with Feet
(Seépu, apparently a groove in the form of a throw-stick), can be found on a tablet from Susa
and another from Assur. Both tablets are written in Middle Babylonian script:

54) DIS SUB.BA GU.ZA 2-ma GIM PAB/KUR Su-te-gu-ru ARAD.MES 3, 20 as-ma-:
mi-i§ GAZ-ku (Labat 1974: no. 4, obv. 9)

If there are two Throne Bases, and they are crossed like (the grapheme) PAB/
KUR, the servants of the king will kill one another.
No etymographical link between protasis and apodosis (what matters, instead, is the

symbolically charged configuration of the two Throne Bases). The prediction is nega-
tive.

55) BAD i-na GUB ZE 2 GIR.MES GIM PAB/KUR it-gu-ra ana 1GI KUR E-ma he-pi
ka Ix1[...] (KAR 454, obv. 30)
If there are two Feet to the left of the Gall Bladder and they lie crosswise like
(the grapheme) PAB/KUR, you will go forth towards the enemy, broken ...
[-..].
The grapheme KUR in the protasis mirrors the reference to the enemy (KUR = nakru)
in the apodosis. The prediction is probably positive, but this is not completely certain.

30 “The center of” is inadvertently omitted in Koch’s  sign” seems more appropriate. A mihiltu is also re-
translation. ferred to, in broken context, in line 72 of tablet 1 of
51 Koch translates “a Scratch,” but since K. 85 refers ~ Multabiltu (Koch 2005: no. 2).

to so many graphemes, the translation “cuneiform
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Several conclusions can be drawn from this sample of grapheme-related extispicy omens.
One is that the number of different signs mentioned in the texts is fairly small, with a few
dominating the corpus. In the sequence of their frequency, the graphemes are:’> PAB (twelve
times),>* BAD (eight times),3* HAL (seven times),3 AN (six times),® KASKAL (three times),>’
U (three times),>® and BAR, EN, GAM, GI, HA, IN, KUR, NI, and TAR (each one time).> Example
nos. 47 and 48, from a tablet otherwise inscribed in the Neo-Assyrian ductus, render the
signs AN and HAL in their “Old Babylonian” forms, and it cannot be excluded that other
signs mentioned in the post-Old Babylonian texts, even though they are written in their later
forms, referred the diviners to configurations on the exta that they thought resembled the
older sign forms as well.®* PAB, BAD, HAL (in its old form), AN, KASKAL, and BAR are all
very simple signs consisting of a few wedges crossing each other,®' and it is most probably
the resemblance of these signs to certain lesions or cysts on the exta that explains why they
are so frequently invoked. Like the pillurtu, or Cross, a symbol associated with concepts such
as mutiny, murder, and chaos,®? the signs in question were usually regarded as inauspicious,
the only clear exceptions being examples nos. 5(??), 6, 8, 10, 15, 17, 24, 26, 34, 44, and 45,
which have positive predictions.

Of particular interest for our investigation is the question to what extent the apodoses of
the omens seem to be “etymographically” derived from the signs mentioned in the protases.
Overall, obvious links of this type can be found in only a few omen entries. Examples nos.
3(?),6 (=13?),7, 25 (two apodoses motivated etymographically), and 26 are based on rather
sophisticated philological associations, whereas examples nos. 10 (= 12, 44), 42, and 55
are less creative. In these latter cases, the link between the observations and the predictions
depends on a reading of the PAB sign as nakru “enemy,” a word that occurs in the apodoses.
This reading may also have informed several entries whose apodoses do not include the term
nakru but refer to situations in which enemies play a role, and some apodoses in omens refer-
ring to the observation of a BAD and a HAL sign might have been based on such rather loose
associations as well; but this is far from certain.®?

In the case of the references to the grapheme PAB, there seems to be a tendency for posi-
tive predictions (nos. 6, 10, 44, and perhaps 55) to be more often informed by etymography
than negative ones. Since the sign was, apparently, inauspicious in general, it seems that
positive interpretations of it had to be based on some additional hermeneutical effort. Given
its cross-like shape, one would have expected the sign AN to be normally inauspicious as

32 Commentary entries are only counted in the follow-
ing if they include new omens.

3 Nos. 5(2?), 6, 10, 13(?), 21, 30, 42, 43, 44, 49,
54, and 55; see also the commentary entries nos. 12
and 29.

54 Nos. 1, 2, 4, 14, 16, 20, 34, 41; see also the com-
mentary entry no. 38.

53 Nos. 8,9, 11, 18, 33, 46, 48; see also the commen-
tary entries nos. 27 and 37.

56 Nos. 15, 17, 26, 32, 45, 47; see also the commen-
tary entries 36 and 40.

57 Nos. 3, 7, and 50.

58 Nos. 23, 24, and 52. The numerous references to
the U-shaped “hole” (§ilu) are not counted here,
but it should be noted that it is not always easy to

distinguish between references to a “hole” and to the
grapheme U.

% Nos. 12, 53, 22, 31, 35 (see also the commentary
entry no. 39), 53, 19, 51, and 25 (see also the com-
mentary entry no. 28). With regard to the sign GAG,
see my remarks under example no. 9.

%0 See Lieberman 1977: 148.

%1 GAM, KUR, NI, and TAR are similar to them in
shape. The sign U, as stated before, represents a hole
(§ilu), an inauspicious configuration when observed
on the exta.

92 See Jeyes 1989: 86-87.

63 See example nos. 2,4, 9, 11 (= 46), 14, 16, 18, 20,
21, 22, 33, 34, and 43.
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well (which it is in examples nos. 32 and 47), but strikingly, most omens mentioning it have
a positive prediction (see nos. 15, 17, 26, and 45). This may be due to the sign’s Akkadian
readings ilu “god,” elii “upper,” and Samii “heaven,” all imbued with positive connotations,
even though these words do not occur in the apodoses in question. In a few cases, we find
references to cuneiform signs observed in different contexts followed by the same apodosis
(see nos. 10, 12, and 44; and 11 and 46). Here, an interpretative tradition seems to have de-
veloped around the signs at some point.

A few extispicy commentaries from the first millennium B.C.%* show us how Babylonian
and Assyrian diviners interpreted omen entries referring to cuneiform signs. Interestingly,
only one commentary entry, example no. 26, establishes a link between a grapheme-related
protasis and an apodosis. All the others (nos. 27, 29, 30, 36, 37, 40) have a different purpose.
Often drawing on Akkadian readings of the sign in question, they try to elucidate the exact
nature of the ominous configuration associated with it.% While at first glance surprising, this
hermeneutical approach is, in fact, quite in line with the main goal of extispicy commentaries
in general: to illuminate the exact meaning of the various protases, and to adduce differently
phrased but equivalent omens. Since the wording of the apodosis did not really matter in ex-
tispicy — of interest was only whether it was positive or negative — the commentators of the
bariitu corpus usually abstained from a careful analysis of the predictions.

Cuneiform characters are featured in yet another extispicy treatise. The Late Babylonian
“orientation tablet” BM 32268+, published in Koch 2005: no. 107 (ms. A), associates vari-
ous graphemes, in iii 24°~28" (a partly broken passage), “first with a feature of the Liver in
the order of inspection, secondly with another part of the intestines in what could be reverse
order, and finally with yet another feature of the Liver” (Koch 2005: 71). KU is linked to the
Presence, the Coils of the Colon, and the Path to the right of the Gall Bladder, TE to the Path,
the Door Beam, and the right Seat, BAR to the Pleasing Word and the left Seat, GU to the
Strength, the Rib Cage, and the Back [of one side of the lungs?], and A to the Palace Gate, the
Breast Bone, and the Weapon. The rationale behind these associations remains obscure.

PHYSIOGNOMY

Cuneiform signs are also mentioned in treatises on physiognomy, the intellectual discipline
that explains how to infer the qualities and future prospects of human beings from physical
features of their body, especially the face. The most important Assyro-Babylonian treatise on
physiognomy is the series Alamdimmii (“physique”), now available in a new edition by Bock
(2000a). The third chapter of this text includes a long section on facial marks reminiscent
of cuneiform signs observed on the forehead. The passage is preserved in two manuscripts,
K. 8071 and K. 3815+, both from Assurbanipal’s library and written throughout in Assyrian
script. It has recently been discussed by Bilbija (2008), but since his article focuses exclu-
sively on cases in which the protasis and the apodosis of the omens seem to be linked with
each other through etymography, a new and more complete evaluation of the evidence (which
will give Bilbija credit for his insights, of course) seems to be called for.

% For a preliminary assessment of the genre, see 5 Example no. 26 deals with this issue as well, and
Koch-Westenholz 2000: 31-36. not only with the apodosis.



oi.uchicago.edu

READING THE TABLET, THE EXTA, AND THE BODY 115

A conspicuous aspect of the passage, briefly discussed by Bilbija but not fully investi-
gated, is that quite a few of the entries mention not just one but two or even three signs, all
of them apparently holding the same ominous significance. In the following overview of the
passage, which is based on Bock’s edition (2000a: 92-97), I discuss both the potential links
between protases and apodoses and the connections between these variant signs. To facili-
tate referencing, the numbering of the examples continues that of the extispicy omens in the
preceding section. The first entry of the text provides the protasis in full, while the later ones
present it in an abbreviated version.

56) [DIS a]lam-dim-me-e SAG.KI NA ina SAG.KI NA AN SUB NA BI HUL (line 76)

[Concerning] the appearance of the forehead of a man: (If the grapheme) AN
appears on the forehead of a man, this man will experience misfortune. 5

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

57) [DIS] SID NA BI SU LUGAL KUR-dd (line 77)
[If] (there is the grapheme) SID, the hand of the king will reach this man.

Bilbija (2008: 22-23) suggests the apodosis is based on the fact that Sarru “king” is
semantically related to the word isSakku “city ruler,” one of the readings of SID. While
not impossible, this explanation remains doubtful since the two words are otherwise
clearly distinguished; SID does not occur among the numerous logograms listed in
lexical texts as representing Sarru (see CAD S/2, 76-78). The prediction is negative.

58) [DIS] BA NA BI HUL IGI : GE IGI IGI-mar (line 78)

[If] (there is the grapheme) BA, this man will face misfortune; var.: he will
face rage (sulum pani).

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

59) [DIS] ZI DUMU.MES E AD-$ii-nu i-za-aq-qa-pu (line 79)
[If] (there is the grapheme) ZI, the sons will raise the house of their father.

As seen by Bilbija (2008: 23), the apodosis could be based on the fact that ZI corre-
sponds to Akkadian febii “to arise,” which is semantically related to zagapu “to raise.”
The prediction is positive.

60) [DIS] MU : BI DUMU.MES E AD-§#i-nu ZAH.MES (line 80)

[If] (there is the grapheme) MU (or) BI, the sons will ruin the house of their
father.

The signs MU and BI, semantically unrelated, look rather similar, especially in Old
Babylonian cursive script. No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

% Bock translates “ist dieser Mann bdse,” and Bilbija
(2008: 19) follows her, translating: “that man is evil.”
My own translation is based on AHw, 542b.
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61) [DIS B]JU? MU-§i NU GAL-$i (line 81)
[If] (there is the grapheme) BU, he will not maintain his name.

Reading of the sign uncertain, no obvious etymographical link; the prediction is nega-
tive.

62) [DIS] Ix] DUMU.MUNUS.MES E AD-$i-na i-za-aq-qd-pa (line 82)
[If] (there is the grapheme) x, the daughters will raise the house of their fa-
ther.

Compare no. 59; the prediction is positive.

63) DIS [x] DUMU.MUNUS.MES E AD-$i-na i-kab-ba-sa : ZAH.ME (line 83)
[If] (there is the grapheme) [x], the daughters will tread down, var.: they will
ruin the house of their father.

Compare no. 60; the prediction is negative.

64) DIS IGIS : USTEGIR E LU GAL-5i (line 84)

If (there is the grapheme) GIS (or) US, the legacy of the house of the man
will remain.

In the Old Babylonian cursive (but not in later Babylonian or Assyrian script), the
— semantically unrelated — signs GIS and US look quite similar. No obvious etymo-
graphical link;% the prediction is positive.

65) DIS TAB : PA EGIR E LU ZAH (line 85)

If (there is the grapheme) TAB (or) PA, the legacy of the house of the man
will perish.

TAB and PA, semantically unrelated, have similar shapes throughout the history of
cuneiform writing. Bilbija (2008: 24) argues that “the apodosis ... can be linked to
the sign TAB if it is read as hamatum ‘to burn (up),” and the head carrying the sign is
interpreted as the man’s house,” but this explanation seems rather far-fetched to me.
The prediction is negative.

66) DIS EN RI HU LU BI be-en-nu 'x1[...] (line 86)
If (there is the grapheme) EN, RI, (or) HU, this man [(...)] epilepsy [(...)].*

The three graphemes, semantically unrelated, have similar shapes throughout the his-
tory of cuneiform writing. No obvious etymographical link;* the prediction is prob-
ably negative.

7 arki redii means “to follow after,” a concept not % One could speculate that the protasis-apodosis
unrelated to a “legacy,” but it seems doubtful that a  string is based on paronomasia between the graph-
reading of US as redii is behind the entry. eme EN and the middle part of the word bennu (cf.
% CAD B, 206a, restores at the end il-[sab-bat-su] ~ example no. 6, above), but such an explanation would
“will seize him.” be highly conjectural.
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67) DIS UR : IB SU.BL.AS.A[M] (line 87)
If (there is the grapheme) UR (or) IB, the same.
UR and IB, semantically unrelated, have similar shapes throughout the history of cu-
neiform writing. Their shapes also resemble to some extent those of the graphemes
from the preceding entry, which has the same apodosis. No etymographical link; the
prediction is probably negative.

68) DIS GAN : UD LU BI Sa 930 i-ma-[at?] (line 88)
If (there is the grapheme) GAN (or) UD, this man will die (...) of Sin.”
In the Old Babylonian cursive (but not in later Babylonian or Assyrian script), the
— semantically unrelated — signs GAN and UD look quite similar. No obvious etymo-
graphical link;”' the prediction is negative.

69) DIS MA : LU : KU NA BI US hi-bil-ti : [ ... imdt] (line 89)
If (there is the grapheme) MA, LU, (or) KU, this man [will die] violently, var.
[...]-
In the Old Babylonian cursive, MA and KU can look very much alike, and LU has
a similar shape; in other periods of cuneiform writing, the similarities are less pro-
nounced. No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

70) DIS KI US SA HUL UG, : US hi-ti [(...) imdt] (line 90)
If (there is the grapheme) KI, he will die of grief, var.: [he will die] in a sinful
way [(...)].
No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

71) DIS KA NU mit-gur-ti ina E NA GA[L-5{] (line 91)

If (there is the grapheme) KA, there will be discord in the house of the man.

According to Bilbija (2008: 23-24), this protasis-apodosis string may be based on
the widely attested readings of KA as gu = §asii “to shout” and rigmu “voice, noise,”
possibly indicative of loud altercations. This interpretation is ingenious, but not com-
pletely compelling. One could also argue that a reading du,;(KA)-du,,(KA) = dababu
“to litigate” is behind the entry. Perhaps, there is, in fact, no etymographical link at
all. The prediction is negative.

70 The restoration and translation are uncertain. For
illnesses associated with the moon-god, see Stol
1993: 121-30. Perhaps, the line refers to another
form of epilepsy, the subject of the two preceding
apodoses — as pointed out by Stol, the seleniasmos
— or “lunacy” — described in the gospel of Matthew
(17:14-18) can be identified as an epileptic disease.

"I The sign for “month,” a word semantically related
to “moon,” is ITI, written UDXES(= 30), but it seems
unlikely that this explains why the UD sign is men-
tioned in the protasis.
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72) DIS AB : UM mus-ke-nu i-Sdr-[ru] (line 92)
If (there is the grapheme) AB (or) UM, the poor man will become rich.

In the Old Babylonian cursive, but usually not in other periods, AB and UM can have
the same shape. No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

73) DIS AD : IL bi-ir-ta u-$d-kal Sa bu-tug-qgé-Tel [...] (line 93)
If (there is the grapheme) AD (or) IL, he will provision the fortress, of the
losses [...].

The signs AD and L look quite different in all periods of Mesopotamian writing, but
in Old Babylonian, there is a certain similarity between them (see Kraus 1935: 22).
No etymographical link. The prediction seems to be positive, but its meaning is not
completely certain.

74) DIS BI : GA SUB IBILA NA DAM NA Ix1[...] (line 94)
If (there is the grapheme) BI (or) GA, the man’s heir will fall, the man’s wife

[...].
In Babylonian script, but not in Assyrian, BI and GA look rather similar. No etymo-
graphical link; the prediction is negative.

75) DIS UL DINGIR KI LU BI SILIM [...] (line 95)
If (there is the grapheme) UL, the god will make peace with this man [...].

No etymographical link;?? the prediction is negative.

76) DIS NA DUMU.MES-$u UG,.UG; [...] (line 96)
If (there is the grapheme) NA, his sons will die [...].

No obvious etymographical link;’? the prediction is negative.

77) DIS TAB : UB NU U.TU U.TU NU SIL.SA SI.[SA] (line 97)

If (there is the grapheme) TAB (or) UB, an infertile woman will have a child,
a woman having difficulties in childbirth will easily give birth.

In Babylonian script, but not in Assyrian, TAB and UB have similar shapes. No etymo-
graphical link; the prediction is negative.

78) DIS URU : GUR US DAL [imdt] (line 98)
If (there is the grapheme) URU (or) GUR, [he will die] through a crossbeam.
The shapes of URU and GUR are similar throughout the history of Babylonian and As-
syrian cuneiform writing. As for a possible link between the protasis and the apodosis,

one could point to the readings RI of URU and RI of DAL, but this remains speculation.
The prediction is negative.

72 1t seems unlikely that UL was associated phoneti- 73 It would be far-fetched to assume that association
cally with ilu, which sounds somewhat similar. of the grapheme NA with the Sumerian prohibitive
prefix na- might explain the negative apodosis.
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DIS NI : IR BA.UG, KIMIN MUNUS ina hi-ti LU Ix1[...] (line 99)

If (there is the grapheme) NI (or) IR, he will die, ditto, a woman, through a
crime [(...)] the man [(...)].

The shapes of NI and IR are similar throughout the history of Babylonian and Assyrian
cuneiform writing. No obvious etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS IGI DU, y-ub lib-[bi] (line 100)
If (there is the grapheme) IGI, there will be happiness.

For the same apodosis, see examples no. 17 (grapheme: AN) and 86 (graphemes: SE
and PI, both similar to IGI); compare also no. 122. No obvious etymographical link.
The prediction is positive.

DIS KI E LU 1ZI [ikkal] (line 101)
If (there is the grapheme) K1, a fire [will devour] the house of the man.

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS LA : SU dan-na-tu” LU Bl i-ra-am-[mi] (line 102)
If (there is the grapheme) LA (or) SU, this man will dwell in a fortress.

The shapes of LA and SU are similar throughout most of the history of Babylonian and
Assyrian cuneiform writing. No obvious etymographical link. The prediction is appar-
ently negative.

DIS AL US KIL.HUL [imdt] (line 103)
If (there is the grapheme) AL, [he will die] through mourning.

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS SAG US §u-ub-ti U[G] (line 104)
If (there is the grapheme) SAG, he will die in (his) dwelling.”®

No etymographical link; the exact meaning of the prediction is unclear.

DIS U US a-$i-i [imdt] (line 105)
If (there is the grapheme) U, [he will die] through the asi-illness.

Bilbija argues the entry is based on the fact that U is read Sammu “plant” in Akkadian,
and that the plant used to cure the asi-illness was called §ammi asf; this explanation,
however, seems rather far-fetched. The prediction is negative.

74 IR means, among other things, tabalu “to take  7® One wonders if Su-ub-ti could be a mistaken ren-
away,” but it would be rather far-fetched to assume  dering by the ancient scribe of an original SUB-ti =
that this is the reason why the apodosis refers to a  migitti “defeat,” but the expression miit migitti does

death.

not seem to be attested elsewhere.

7> The reading -fu follows Bock’s edition (2000a),
which is based on collation. The copy has -at.
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86) DIS SE : PI DU, y-ub [ib-[bi] (line 106)
If (there is the grapheme) SE (or) PI, there will be happiness.

There is a certain similarity between the two graphemes from the Old Babylonian
period onward. For the same apodosis, see examples no. 17 (grapheme AN) and 80
(grapheme IGI, similar to SE and PI), cf. also no. 122. No obvious etymographical
link. The prediction is positive.

87) DIS SA ba-la-at SA [amili(?)"] (line 107)
If (there is the grapheme) SA, a healthy life (lit., life of the heart) [(is in
store) for the man).

There is an obvious link between protasis and apodosis, as pointed out by Bilbija
(2008: 22, n. 12): both include the sign SA. The prediction is positive.

88) DIS DA SE ina la Sa-at-ti S[U? ...] (line 108)
If (there is the grapheme) DA (or) SE, [he will] ... [...] in the wrong year.

The two graphemes do not resemble each other. Unlike other variant signs, they are
not divided by separating cola, and one wonders if the ancient scribe (or one of his
predecessors) may have copied the beginning of the line incorrectly. Alternatively,
one could suppose that SE introduces the apodosis, and translate: “If (there is the
grapheme) DA, the barley [will ...] ... outside the season [...]” (see CAD §/2, 206a).
No etymographical link; the prediction is probably negative.

89) [DIS] DAR LU ina hi-fi [...] (line 109)
[If] (there is the grapheme) DAR, the man [will ...] through a crime.

Too broken for an analysis. The prediction is probably negative.

90) [DIS A]L? ra-bu E LU i-b[a’ ...] (line 110)

[If] (there is the grapheme) AL, a magnate will [...] the house of the man
[...].

Too broken for an analysis.

91) [DIS] Ix1 LU BI #°GI ina? 'x1[...] (line 111)
[If] (there is the grapheme) X, this man [...] a reed [...].

Too broken for an analysis.

92) DIS [x] KIMIN ne ne’® ina SA Ix1[...] (line 112)
If (there is the grapheme) [x], ditto, ... in the heart ... [...].

Too broken for an analysis.

77 Restoration based on the apodosis of example no. 7% Theoretically, one could read KUM.KUM, which
107. Bock restores [TUKU?-5i7]. would yield a Gtn form of emému “to be constantly
feverish,” but this remains very uncertain.



oi.uchicago.edu

READING THE TABLET, THE EXTA, AND THE BODY 121

93) DIS MI US pi-it-nu-[qi imdt] (line 113)
If (there is the grapheme) MI, [he will die] through strangulation.

Bilbija (2008: 23) argues that MI, read GE¢ = salamu “to become dark,” could “de-
scribe the effects of strangulation,” but this is again a rather speculative idea. The
prediction is negative.

94) DIS GAN/KAM TES LU [...] (line 114)
If (there is the grapheme) GAN/KAM, the porency of the man [will ...].

Too broken for an analysis.

95) DIS U sal-tii ZI.GA [...] (line 115)
If (there is the grapheme) U, there will be quarrel, loss [...].

No obvious etymographical link. The prediction is negative.

96) DIS HAR : AH US §i-il-la-ti [U]G (line 116)
If (there is the grapheme) HAR (or) AH, he will die a death (caused by) blas-
phemy.

The graphemes resemble each other in Babylonian, but not in Middle and Neo-Assyri-
an script. No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

97) DIS AZ : LUGAL US Sar-ri US bu-ri UG, (line 117)
If (there is the grapheme) AZ (or) LUGAL, he will die a death (caused by) the
king (or) a death (caused by) a well/a calf/hunger.

The two graphemes resemble each other most closely in the Old Babylonian cursive.
The reference to the king in the apodosis is clearly motivated by the occurrence of
LUGAL in the protasis. The prediction is negative.

98) DIS L1: TU US ID US ha-am-ta UG, (line 118)
If (there is the grapheme) LI (or) TU, he will die a death (caused by) the river
(or) a speedy death.

The two graphemes resemble each other throughout much of the history of Babylo-
nian and Assyrian writing, but most closely in the Old Babylonian cursive. No etymo-
graphical link; the prediction is negative.

99) DIS ZA US si(A, B: su)-um-me(A, B: mé)-e UG, (line 119)
If (there is the grapheme) ZA, he will die from thirst.

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

100) DIS BAD GIG.MES LU DAB.MES (line 120)

If (there is the grapheme) BAD, diseases/wounds will seize the man.
Compare example no. 4. BAD, read 4s, means mdtu “to die” in Akkadian, but one
wonders if this really explains the (negative) prediction.
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DIS U : LU LU BI ina E TUS-ab (line 121)
If (there is the grapheme) U (or) LU, this man will live in a house.

The two graphemes do not resemble each other. The reference to the man in the (posi-
tive) apodosis could be motivated by the occurrence of LU in the protasis (see Bilbija
2008: 21), but, obviously, most of the predictions deal with a “man.”

DIS TAR : GAM i kdr id ZI.GA LU NA UG, (line 122)

If (there is the grapheme) TAR (or) GAM, ... loss for the man, the man will
die.

The two graphemes resemble each other in Babylonian writing, but not so much in
Assyrian. Bilbija (2008: 21) argues that the last two apodoses are based on readings
of GAM as pilsu “breach” and mdtu “to die.” TAR/KUD, with its reading parasu “to cut
off,” is semantically not too far off, but this may be simply by chance. The prediction
is negative.

DIS NU i kir id ZI.GA LU E (line 123)
If (there is the grapheme) NU, ... the man will experience loss.

Especially in Old Babylonian, NU looks quite similar to TAR and GAM, the signs
featured in the preceding entry, which has a similar apodosis. NU means /@ “not,”
and this negative connotation could have inspired the prediction, but if it really did
remains doubtful.

DIS UD i-la-lu-tam(B, A: 1d? :?1i-la-lu-tam) LU GIN (line 124)
If (there is the grapheme) UD, the man will become helpless.

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS NINDA LU NINDA i-be-ru (line 125)
If (there is the grapheme) NINDA, the man will hunger for bread.

The reference to the bread (NINDA, akalu) in the apodosis is clearly motivated by the
occurrence of NINDA in the protasis. The prediction is negative.

DIS GIR : UG (A, B: AZ) : BAN (A, B: GIM) US re-i-ib-ti LU UG, (line 126)
If (there is the grapheme) GIR, UG (A) / AZ (B), or BAN (A) / GIM (B), the
man will die from the re ’ibtu-disease.

GIR, UG, and AZ look similar in Old Babylonian, but not so much in later phases of
cuneiform writing. BAN and GIM are similar to each other throughout most of the his-
tory of Babylonian and Assyrian cuneiform, and in Old Babylonian, the signs also

look to some extent similar to the other three characters. No etymographical link; the
prediction is negative.

DIS TI : IM ba-la-at SA(B, A adds -bi) NA(A, B: LU) (line 127)

If (there is the grapheme) TI (or) 1M, a healthy life (lit., life of the heart) (is
in store) for the man.



108)

109)

110)

111)

112)

113)

oi.uchicago.edu

READING THE TABLET, THE EXTA, AND THE BODY 123

Compare no. 87. There is a certain, even though somewhat superficial, similarity
between the shapes of TI and IM. TI is often rendered as balatu “life” in Akkadian,
which explains the reference to baldtu in the apodosis (see Bilbija 2008: 22). The
prediction is positive.

DIS ES ZI.GA SU NA (line 128)
If (there is the grapheme) ES, there will be losses for the hand of the man.

ES consists of three “Winkelhakens” (U), and it is interesting that in example no. 95,
the grapheme U indicates losses (ZI.GA) as well. No etymographical link; the predic-
tion is negative.

DIS MES SU DINGIR LU DAB-bat : KUR-ad (line 129)

If (there is the grapheme) MES, the hand of the god will seize, var.: reach the
man.

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS A na-mar E LU ana sa-a-tim (line 130)
If (there is the grapheme) A, the man’s house will be bright forever.

No etymographical link; the prediction is positive.

DIS MAN bu-tug-ti(A, B: tum) E LU GAR-an (line 131)
If (there is the grapheme) MAN, a breach’ will be made in the man’s house.

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS NA(A, B: BA) : MA [i-i>-bu E(B, A om.) LU i-la-ib (line 132)
If (there is the grapheme) NA (A) / BA (B) (or) MA, the (household of) the
man will suffer from the /i *bu-disease.

While BA and MA look similar in Babylonian script, NA does not. However, NA does
look similar to BA in Assyrian script, suggesting that the reading NA in ms. A goes
back to a mistake made by an Assyrian scribe copying an Assyrian manuscript. No
etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS he-pi DAM.MES LU(A, B om.?) UG,.MES (line 133)
If (there is the grapheme) — broken —, the wives (of the man) will die.

The prediction is negative.

Another passage referring to cuneiform characters observed on the body of a man occurs
in the Assur text KAR 393, edited by Bock (2000a: 290-95).8° This is the second tablet of a
series, but not the canonical Alamdimmii series as we know it from Nineveh. As in the case

of Alamdimmii 111, the section on the signs occurs toward the end of the tablet. Its beginning

is lost, and it is not completely clear which body part it describes. Most probably, though,

7 Bock’s translation “EinbuBe” (which is probably 8 The fragment VAT 11291 (HeeBel 2007: no. 49)
based on CAD B, 358a, s.v. butugtu B) would require ~ may be part of the same tablet. KAR 395 is not con-
butuqqii instead of butuqtu. sidered in Bilbija 2008.



oi.uchicago.edu

124

ECKART FRAHM

the section deals with cuneiform characters on the cheek. Kraus (1935: 52-53), pointing out
that the catchline of KAR 395 refers to the usukku, or upper cheek, suggested, quite convinc-
ingly, that this word may also occur in rev. iv 2°, which is followed by the section on the
graphemes.8! The passage includes the following omens, all referring to one grapheme only

(the line numbering follows Bock 2000a):

114-16) DIS NU [...] / DIS KUR Ix1[...] / DIS NE LU BJ[I ...] (lines 69-71)

If (there is the grapheme) NU, [...]. / If (there is the grapheme) KUR, ... [...].
/ If there is the grapheme NE, this man [...].

Too broken for analysis.

117) DIS IGI IGI'LBI [...] (line 72)

If (there is the grapheme) IGI, his eyes [...].

The occurrence of IGI (= inu “eye”) in the protasis is mirrored by the reference to

eyes in the apodosis.

118)

DIS GAG ina-kud KUR US,, SU Ix1[...] (line 73)

119)

120)

121)

If (there is the grapheme) GAG, he will become anxious, (there will be) an
attack through sorcery, the hand [...].

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS NIGIN me-si-ru DAB-su (line 74)
If (there is the grapheme) NIGIN, confinement/hardship will befall him.%?

The reference in the apodosis to mésiru “confinement” seems to be based on the well-
established reading of NIGIN as eséru “to confine” (but cf. the discussion below). The
prediction is negative.

DIS SAG AD¢' KUR-su (line 75)
If (there is the grapheme) SAG, a corpse will reach him.

No etymological link; the prediction is negative.

DIS LAL al-ma-nu-tam GIN-ak (line 76)
If (there is the grapheme) LAL, he will become a widower.

The sign LAL is associated with notions of poverty and dearth; it can be read matii “to
become little” and galalu “to become weak.” These connotations might have inspired
the apodosis, but this is not certain.

81 Kraus wanted to read [DIS TE.MU]RUB,(= [UN]U)-
Su “If (on) his upper cheek” at the beginning of rev.
iv 2°. This seems reasonable, and one could go even
further and assume that the A after -Su is the first
grapheme discussed in this section — note that it is
followed by an empty space before the line breaks
off. Bock, however, does not follow Kraus, reading
instead [... MUJRUB,-Su a-[...] in rev. iv 2" and trans-
lating “... seiner Mitte ....”

82 A very similar omen occurs in VAT 11291 (which
may form an indirect join with KAR 395, see n. 80)
line 1: DIS GIM NIGIN me-sir [...]. HeeBel (2007:
122) reads kima Sibirti (LAGAB) and translates “wie
ein Klumpen,” but it seems more likely that the entry
refers to the cuneiform sign NIGIN, as does example
no. 119. Quite possibly, then, the text represented by
KAR 395 and VAT 11291 originally included yet an-
other section on cuneiform signs, probably observed
on some other part of the face.
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DIS UD SA.BI DU,,.GA (line 77)
If (there is the grapheme) UD, he will be happy.

Compare example nos. 80 and 86, where the analogous apodosis tib libbi “happiness”
is preceded by references to the signs IGI, SE, and PI, all similar to UD. No etymo-
graphical link; the prediction is positive.

DIS BAR ina la-li-su BA.UG, (line 78)
If (there is the grapheme) BAR, he will die in his prime.

No etymographical link (but the cross-like shape of the sign may have played a role);
the prediction is negative.

DIS PA SU DINGIR KUR-su (line 79)
If (there is the grapheme) PA, the hand of a god will reach him.

No obvious etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS RA US Sa-ga-as$-ti BA.UG, (line 80)
If (there is the grapheme) RA, he will die through murder.

One could speculate that a reading of RA as mahdsu “to beat, smite” influenced the
negative apodosis, but this remains uncertain.

DIS BA®? U,.MES-5u TIL.MES (line 81)
If (there is the grapheme) BA, his days will come to an end.

No obvious etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS ZU ra-ga-am DINGIR ana NA (line 82)

If (there is the grapheme) ZU, there will be divine prosecution against the
man.

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

DIS GAN? SU LUGAL KUR-su (line 83)
If (there is the grapheme) GAN, the hand of the king will reach him.

No etymographical link; the prediction is negative.

The two texts presented here mention the following graphemes (in alphabetical order):
AB (72), AD (73), AH (96), AL (83, 90[?]), AN (56), AZ (97, 106), BA (58, 112, 126), BAD
(100), BAR (123) BI (60, 74), BU (61?), DA (88), DAR (89), EN (66), ES (108), GA (74),
GAG (118), GAN (128), GAN (68), GIM (106), GIR (106), GIS (64), GUR (78), HAR (96), HU
(66), 1B (67), IGI (80, 117), iL (73), IM (107), IR (79), KA (71), K1 (70, 81), KU (69), KUR
(115), LA (82), LAL (121), L1 (98), LU (69), LU (101), LUGAL (97), MA (69, 112), MAN
(111), MES (109), MI (93), MU (60), NA (76, 112 [scribal mistake]), NE (116), NI (79), NIGIN
(119), NU (103, 114), PA (65, 124), PI (86), RA (125), RI (66), SAG (84, 120), SA (87), SE
(86, 88[?]), SID (57), SU (82), TAB (65, 77), TAR (102), T1 (107), TU (98), U (95), U (85),

83 Bock reads NA, but the copy has a clear BA.
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U (101), UB (77), UD (68, 104, 122), UG (106), UL (75), UM (72), UR (67), URU (78), US
(64), ZA (99), 71 (59), ZU (127). Forty-nine of the apodoses are inauspicious, fourteen are
auspicious, and nine remain unclear.

The preceding overview clarifies a number of issues. First, it is obvious that the signs ana-
lyzed in the physiognomic texts differ substantially from those of the extispicy treatises. In the
latter, the number of different graphemes observed on the exta is fairly small, with the same
characters reoccurring again and again, apparently because of their similarity with certain le-
sions and grooves typically found on the liver and other organs. In the case of Alamdimmii 111,
the author/compiler of the text was interested in the analysis of a much larger sample of signs.
His goal was to point out with regard to each of them what its specific meaning was when it
occurred, most probably in the form of wrinkles, on a man’s forehead. Only a few signs are
mentioned two or three times.

What governs the sequence of the signs investigated in Alamdimmii 11l remains unclear
— no lexical list seems to have provided the model. In a few instances, the entries seem to
be organized according to acrophonic principles reminiscent of the Old Babylonian tu : ta : ti
lists,® but these principles are not applied with any consequence. The same holds true for the
rare cases in which sign sequences mirror those of Proto-Ea.?’ There is no question, however,
that the bulk of the text’s section on graphemes goes back to Old Babylonian times. As out-
lined in my notes (and already recognized in Kraus 1935: 22, but not taken into account by
Bilbija 2008), the many variant signs mentioned in the omens resemble one another, almost
without exception, in the Old Babylonian cursive script of the time of Hammurapi and his
successors, but not necessarily in other periods of Babylonian writing, and even less so in the
Neo-Assyrian script used in the two Nineveh manuscripts that preserve the passage.® This in-
sight, unfortunately, does not settle the question of when the variant signs were actually added.
Theoretically, they could already have been part of the original Old Babylonian version of the
passage, with a scribe assuming that similarly shaped graphemes observed on the forehead
all had the same import. It is also possible, however, that a later redactor of the text, perhaps
even the famous scholar Esagil-kin-apli, who according to Mesopotamian tradition edited the
canonical series Alamdimmii in the eleventh century B.C. (see Finkel 1988), provided the vari-
ants. Working with older manuscripts, the redactor in question may no longer have been able
to establish the exact nature of the decontextualized graphemes, and this uncertainty may have
prompted him to give every possible reading of them in his new compilation. The truth could
also lie somewhere in between, with some variants being old and some of a later date.?’

84 See KU, K1, KA (nos. 71-73), BA, BI, BU (nos. 58,
60, 61), and SI(= IGI), SU, SE, SA (nos. 80, 82, 86,
87).

85 For instance, LI, TU in no. 98 (cf. MSL 14, 58
lines 681-87) and GAM, NU in nos. 102-03 (cf. MSL
14, 49 lines 448-50). For sign sequences apparently
governed by the shape of individual graphemes, see
the discussion below.

8 The Old Babylonian origin of the passage can also
be inferred from certain orthographic peculiarities

(see nos. 59, 62, 99) — even though most of the writ-
ing conventions reflect later standards — and from
the contents of a few apodoses (see, for example,
no. 72).

87 That the matter may be fairly complicated is in-
dicated by example nos. 106 and 112, where the
two Neo-Assyrian manuscripts provide different
variants.



oi.uchicago.edu

READING THE TABLET, THE EXTA, AND THE BODY 127

Whatever the exact editorial history of Alamdimmii 111, the fact is that the variant signs
mentioned in many of its entries are grouped together because of their shape, and not be-
cause their logographic or phonetic readings share some tertium comparationis. This strongly
mitigates against the idea that “etymography” is to be regarded as the main rationale behind
the protasis-apodosis strings of the various entries. To be sure, there are a few cases where
etymography does seem to play a role. In example nos. 87, 97, 101, 105, 107, and 117, the
grapheme of the protasis is either repeated or rendered syllabically in the apodosis, and in
example nos. 59, 102(?), 119, 121(?), and 125(?), somewhat more subtle links seem to ex-
ist.%8 But these are only eleven out of seventy-three entries (some, admittedly, badly broken),
representing exceptions rather than the rule.

Unfortunately, what is the rule, in the other cases, remains difficult to establish. Apparently
the sign’s shape, in the Old Babylonian cursive, played a major role; yet why, for instance,
the shape of the KI sign, in no. 81, points to a future conflagration remains obscure to the
present writer.

Here and there, however, some vague patterns seem to emerge. Nos. 59 and 60, for ex-
ample, provide very similar apodoses, one positive and the other negative, and it is notewor-
thy that the graphemes adduced in these entries, ZI and MU, resemble each other. In the Old
Babylonian cursive, ZI looks like a MU supplied with two additional vertical wedges. Could
ZI therefore symbolize the “raising” (zagdpu) of the house mentioned in the particular apo-
dosis,* while MU signifies the exact reverse? Example nos. 64—65 provide a comparable pair
of omens with opposite predictions, and again, the signs, GIS and US in no. 64 and TAB and
PA in no. 65, have similar shapes; yet TAB and PA, unlike GIS and US, are “open” on the right
side, a feature that might have indicated to the ancient experts that the legacy of the house
dealt with in the omen entry was about to “flow out” and perish.’® Another reference to TAB,
in no. 77, is followed by a positive prediction: a woman having difficulties in childbirth will
easily give birth (Sutésuru). Could it be that in this case, the two parallel wedges of the TAB
sign signaled a smooth delivery? Example no. 119 is also of interest. The link between the
sign NIGIN in the protasis and the word mésiru “confinement” in the apodosis could be based
on etymography, as argued above, but also on the shape of the sign, a square formed by four
wedges “confining” an empty space in the center. And finally, it is noteworthy that the rather
similar signs 1GI, SE, PI, and UD in nos. 80, 86, and 122, for whatever exact reason, all refer
to happiness (tib libbi)."!

There is one more physiognomic text that needs to be taken into account here: the highly
unusual Nineveh manuscript K. 2087(+?)K. 2088, copied by Kraus (1939: pls. 35-36; see also
figs. 7.2-3 below), and edited by Bock (2000a: 258—61). Its section on cuneiform graphemes

8 Bilbija (2008) claims that this is also the case in
nos. 65, 71, and 93, but I remain somewhat skep-
tical. Other highly questionable cases include nos.
64, 66, 68, 75, 78, 79, 100, and 103, all discussed
above. It is true, as pointed out by Bilbija, that the
modern scholar trying to pinpoint implicit connec-
tions between protases and apodoses of Babylonian
omens runs the risk of being rather subjective, but the
fact that Alamdimmii 111 includes so few unequivocal
links calls for caution when it comes to searching for
highly speculative ones.

8 But note that the respective omen entry can, in fact,
also be explained through etymography.

%0 Other sequences of similarly shaped signs can be
found in nos. 66-67 (EN/RI/HU — UR/IB, identical
apodoses); nos. 69—70 (MA/LU/KU — KI, similar
apodoses); nos. 72-73 (AB/UM — AD); nos. 74-75
(BI/GA — UL); nos. 83-85 (AL — SAG — U, simi-
lar apodoses); and nos. 102-103 (TAR/GAM — NU,
similar apodoses).

! It must be stressed that all these suggestions are
highly conjectural. Future analysis of the evidence,
hopefully facilitated by the present contribution, may
well arrive at more convincing conclusions.
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differs from the corresponding passages in Alamdimmii III and KAR 395 in several respects.
First and most conspicuously, while otherwise written in Neo-Assyrian script, the tablet pres-
ents the graphemes it discusses in forms that seem to be based on an attempt to reconstruct
the earliest, essentially pictographic stages of cuneiform writing, even though closer inspec-
tion reveals them to be artificial concoctions of a younger age that do not match the real sign
forms of the late fourth millennium. Second, while some entries seem to have the usual omen
format, others do not. And third, quite a few of the entries display very clear examples of
“etymographical” thinking.

The section on graphemes is introduced, in K. 2087, rev. i’(?), “III"*,°? by the heading
alam-dim-me-e SAG.KINJA ...] “(Concerning) the appearance of the forehead of a man [...],”
a line highly reminiscent of the introduction to the analogous passage in Alamdimmii 111 (see
above, no. 56). Then, in IV’, follows the entry (129)° DIS ina SAG.KI NA BAD SUB U,.MES-
[Su...] / US Idi?1-Ix1[...] / EN(adi?) kim-ti-[Su® ...] “If (the grapheme) BAD appears on the
forehead of a man, [his] days [will be short (...)], death through ... [...] together with [his]
family®* [...].” A drawing of a BAD that resembles an arrow accompanies the entry.”> The
reference to death (BAD = US = miifu) seems to be based on etymography. Entry no. V' (130)
reads: DIS KIMIN SIG, SUB [...] “If ditto (the grapheme) SIG, appears [...].” Entry no. VI’
(131) refers to the sign GISIMMAR, and entry nos. VII" and VIII" (132-33) to signs mostly
broken away. The apodoses of these last entries are lost, and of the drawings only modest
traces remain.

K. 2087 rev. i” breaks off at this point. The text seems to continue, after a gap, with
K. 2088, a fragment with remains of one column, probably the last of the reverse. Entry I” of
this piece (134) is mostly lost. Entry II" (135) deals with the sign TUK, presented both in an
archaizing and in its Assyrian form. The short text passage accompanying these sign forms is
badly damaged and largely unintelligible, but it includes the logographic writing NiG.TU[KU]
= iSarru “he will become rich,” indicating that there is an etymographical link between the
sign and the text passage. It is also clear that the passage, like the ones in the following en-
tries, does not have the omen format found in the entries in rev. i". We cannot be absolutely
sure, therefore, even though it seems likely, that we are still dealing with signs observed on a
man’s forehead. Entry no. III" (136) provides an archaizing drawing of a sign interpreted by
Bock as KUM, with an inscribed smaller sign resembling a monumental Babylonian NiG and
another, badly broken sign on the right. The accompanying short text — ku-um-ma' / ib-ta-ni
“He built a shrine (kummu)” — is clearly linked to the sign through paronomasia.”® Entry
no. IIT" is followed by a subscript (IV”) explaining that the preceding section presented “four
cuneiform signs from a second liginnu-tablet” (4 GU.SUM §d KA 2-ti IM.GI[D.DA]).”” The

92 My reconstruction of the sequence of the columns
differs from Bock’s edition; it is in line, though, with
Kraus 1935: 48-50. The roman numerals beginning
with III” follow the numbering of individual pas-
sages that was introduced by Kraus and is also used
by Bock.

93T continue here the numbering used for the omen
entries discussed before.

% Kraus (1935: 49) reads bél kim-ti “Herr der
Familie,” but this expression seems not to be attested
elsewhere. Bock, reading EN DIM TI, does not offer
a translation.

%5 The tip of the arrow is, correctly, on the right side,
not on the left as in example no. 41.

% Note that the CAD and Bock interpret the text dif-
ferently. CAD K, 534b, translates: “(if the mark on a
person’s forehead?) forms (the cuneiform sign) £.,”
while Bock offers “Das Zeichen kummu ist geformt.”
Given the context of the passage, both renderings
seem unlikely to me.

7 A reference to the source used by the scribe. My
translation follows Kraus 1935: 50, 108. Bock trans-
lates: “vier Keilschriftzeichen als Erkldrung der zwei-
ten Exzerpt-Tafel.”
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following entry, V" (137), presents another, unidentifiable archaizing sign form, and a short
text too badly damaged to make much sense of it.

K. 2088 breaks off at this point. After what may have been an extremely small gap, the left
column of the tablet continues with K. 2087 rev. ii".?® Entry no. I” of this section (138) reads:
tu-kul-ta-$i [ Sasari-ma | i-da-as HUL.GAL.BI / HUL.HUL.BI “He treated (or: he will treat) the
god Asari (i.e., Marduk), who supports him, with disregard — misfortune for him, evil for
him.” The archaizing sign accompanying this sentence is tentatively identified by Bock as
UB, but Kraus’s suggestion (1935: 50) to read it as HUL would provide a better etymographi-
cal link. Entry no. II" (139) shows a stylized palm tree that is supposed to represent the sign
GISIMMAR, whose Neo-Assyrian form is given as well. A short text on the left reads: dum-qa
[ d-Sat-lim-si [ ti-kin-Su / tak-li-me “He provided him with good things, established for him
the taklimu-offering.” Since damdqu can be written with the GISIMMAR sign, read sa,, there is
again an obvious link between text and grapheme.” Entry no. III" (140) offers an archaizing
and a Neo-Assyrian version of the sign DU, accompanied by the phrase al-la-ku / Sa ur-hi /
i-du-us$-Su [ i-ba-a” “A traveler went (or: will go) at his side”; it is linked to the sign through
the well-established reading of DU as alaku “to go.” This part of the text comes to an end with
yet another subscript (IV"), which states that the “four graphemes” treated in the preceding
lines were taken “from the third liginnu-tablet.”

The last preserved section of the fragment seems to contain nothing but drawings of
pseudo-archaic signs and their Neo-Assyrian equivalents. Entry no. V' (141) presents the
Neo-Assyrian form of the sign MAH and a drawing that looks like a hill, perhaps because MAH
= siru means “exalted, high(-ranking).” No. VI" (142) offers the sign RAD/SITA and two hori-
zontal lines possibly symbolizing an irrigation channel (note that the sign represents the word
ratu “water-channel”). No. VII” (143) has yet again GISIMMAR, this time accompanied by a
drawing of a half-circle, and VIII" (144) has SA, in its Neo-Assyrian form, a fairly realistic
archaic version, and the pseudo-archaic shape, probably based on the latter, of a triangular
structure. The remaining entries are mostly damaged and obscure. IX" (145) presents GA and
a drawing made up of horizontal wedges, X" (146) TUK(?) and IL with two small stars in
between, XI1'% (147) a DU inscribed in a rectangular configuration, together with NIGIN(?)
KIB(?) written on the right, XII" (148) GIM with a drawing of a pseudo-archaic form of the
sign, and XIII" (149) LIL U KUR(?), together with a drawing that is mostly lost. After another
— badly damaged — subscript (XIV") probably stating that the preceding section included
“nine cuneiform signs from the forth liginnu-tablet,” K. 2087 rev. ii” breaks off.

The graphemes mentioned in K. 2087(+) are (in alphabetical order): BAD (129), DU
(140, 147), GA (145), GIM (148), GISIMMAR (131, 139, 143), HUL(?) (138), IL (146), KIB(?)
(147), KUM(?) (136), KUR(?) (149), LIL (149), MAH (141), NIGIN(?) (147), RAD (142), SA
(144), s1G, (130), TUK (135, 146(?)), and U (149). Omen no. 129 has a negative prediction,
while of the intelligible short texts of the left column nos. 135, 136, 139, and 140 seem to be
positive and no. 138 negative.'’!

8 It cannot be completely excluded that K. 2087, rev.  entry deal with cuneiform signs (see above, example
ii” actually precedes K. 2088, but this seems unlikely.  nos. 43-45).

% Note that the Late Babylonian extispicy text Clay ' Entries XI'-XIV” are missing in Béck’s edition
1923: no. 13 line 32 refers to a date palm as well, in of the tablet.

an attempt to describe a specific configuration of the 101 Most of the short texts, maybe all, use past tense
coils of the colon: BAD SA.NIGIN GIM E°GISIMMAR.  forms, an indication that they are probably not predic-
Interestingly, three of the four omens preceding this  tions but rather general statements about the character



oi.uchicago.edu

130 ECKART FRAHM

The highly archaizing sign forms listed in K. 2087(+) seem to indicate, at first glance,
that K. 2087(+) represents a tradition that precedes Alamdimmii 111 with its Old Babylonian
background. But in reality, the text probably originates from a later period. Quite a few of the
signs analyzed in it were usually employed as logograms or CVC signs, grapheme types more
widely used in post-Old Babylonian Akkadian writing. The text’s focus on “etymography”
points to a later stage of cuneiform culture as well. And finally, attempts by Mesopotamian
scholars to systematically reconstruct the original forms of cuneiform graphemes are otherwise
known only from first-millennium sources, most prominently from a number of Neo-Assyrian
and Late Babylonian syllabaries with added columns featuring what the scribes apparently
believed were those forms,!%? but also from a small fragment from Kalhu inscribed with what
appears to be a first-millennium historical text written in extremely archaic characters.!%* The
text represented by K. 2087(+) was probably composed by scribes who, aware of the tradi-
tion of analyzing “Old Babylonian” sign forms on the face of human beings, felt motivated
to replace them with even older forms, which they believed were closer to the beginnings of
all wisdom.

INSCRIBED BODIES IN EVERYDAY LIFE

Originally, Mesopotamian physiognomists may have found the inspiration for their inter-
est in graphemes “inscribed” on the human body in their everyday experience of encountering
(runaway) slaves, prisoners, and temple oblates who were tattooed or branded'* with the
names of their owners (or the institution they belonged to), or with some other inscription.
Skin is “the most obvious canvas upon which human differences can be written and read,”'%
and it is therefore not surprising that the ancient Babylonians and Assyrians, like the people
of later ages, used it in this capacity, and, in addition to finding on it imaginary signs, also
inscribed it with real ones.

A Mesopotamian branding iron from the third millennium(?) that was used to apply the
name of a certain Duggani on cattle or slaves to document his ownership claims is the most
tangible testimony of the gruesome but widespread practice of branding; it is also the oldest
object of its kind.!% A passage in Ana ittifu, a collection of legal phrases reflecting judicial

and disposition of the individual on whose body the
signs accompanying them were observed.

102 See, inter alia, the fragments published in CT 5,
nos. 7-16; Wiseman and Black 1996: no. 229; and
von Weiher 1993: nos. 212, 216. A comprehensive
study of the corpus remains a desideratum. The often
almost pictographic sign forms of the Syllabary A
fragment edited by Wiseman and Black (and its join,
K. 8250) and those found in 81-7-27, 49+ (CT 5,
pl. 7) look very similar to the characters presented
in K. 2087(+) and may well represent the tradition
on which the latter text drew; but the /iginnu-tablets
referred to in the subscripts of K. 2087(+) cannot be
identified as excerpt tablets of specific syllabaries.
103 Wiseman and Black 1996: no. 229; with remarks
by Finkel 1997. There are, of course, many more

first-millennium texts that use archaizing characters,
but they are usually more “realistic.”

104 Which method exactly was applied is often un-
clear; scarification is another possibility.

105 Schildkrout 2004: 319. Schildkrout’s article pro-
vides an excellent overview of the current state of
anthropological and historical studies of the inscribed
body, a topic to which assyriologists have much to
contribute.

196 The object is kept in the Schgyen Collection;
for a photo and a short discussion, see http://www.
schoyencollection.com/smallercollect2.htm#3032
(07/19/2009). The Web site ascribes the object to
the period between 2600 and 2300 B.C., a dating that
may be subject to future revision.
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customs of the Old Babylonian period, includes the words: halag sabat ina panisu igqur “‘He
is a runaway, seize him,” he engraved (i.e., tattooed?) on his (the slave’s) face,”'?’ an entry
that provides clear proof that in the first half of the second millennium, fugitive slaves could
carry cuneiform signs on precisely the same body part that is analyzed in Alamdimmii 111 and
K. 2087(+). In the first millennium, such signs were apparently more often tattooed on the
hands and wrists of slaves, but their faces could still be inscribed as well.!® A letter from
Nineveh (Parpola 1993: no. 160) mentions an eminent scholar and exorcist who, for unknown
reasons, had become a fugitive from Assyria and, now apparently a slave, “was inscribed on
his face and hand” (pa-ni-Sii u r[i]t-ti-sit Sat-ru, rev. 11). One can only hope that this piti-
ful man found a way to use his learnedness to discover some auspicious meaning behind the
characters that were so crudely written on his body. A bill of sale from Borsippa dated to the
reign of Xerxes mentions a slave “who is inscribed with the name of his owner ... on the right
and left (hand?) and on the cheek (létu) of his left and right side,”'% indicating that the body
part analyzed in the physiognomic treatise KAR 395, namely the cheek, could be inscribed
in a very literal sense as well. The slaves and temple oblates of the Neo-Babylonian and Late
Babylonian period could carry inscriptions in cuneiform, Aramaic, and even Egyptian char-
acters, but they were also often marked with symbols, for example, a star representing the
goddess IStar that signaled an ownership claim of the Eanna temple in Uruk.!' Sometimes,
slaves became, quite literally, human palimpsests, inscribed with the symbols or names of
their successive owners one above the other.'!! Given how widespread the practice was to
tattoo Babylonian slaves, it is certainly not by chance that the famous Greek playwright
Aristophanes, in his (mostly lost) comedy “The Babylonians” from 426 B.C., seems to apply
to Babylonians emerging from a mill the term polygrdmmatos “(multi)-lettered,” apparently
referring to slave marks on their foreheads.!'!?

Tattooing and branding were also known in ancient Israel and the classical world. Leviticus
19:28, using the word ktbt, which refers to writing, contains a prohibition against tattooing of
the human body, while Isaiah 44:5, quite in contrast to this injunction, anticipates the glorious
times when an Israelite “shall write on his hand: ‘the Lord’s.”” Since Isaiah 40-55 reflects
experiences of the Babylonian exile, it is quite feasible that the quoted passage was inspired
by encounters between Judeans and Babylonian temple oblates whose hands bore inscriptions
or symbols referring to the religious institution they belonged to. Finally, in Ezekiel 9:4,
god tells a faithful angelic scribe: “Go through the midst of the city, the midst of Jerusalem,
and set a mark (lit., mark [the grapheme?] Tau) upon the foreheads of those who grieve and
lament over all the detestable things that are done in it.” Again, a Babylonian background

197 Ana ittisu 11 iv 13°=14", see MSL 1, 29 and Reiner
2004. The accompanying Sumerian text reads: li-zu-
zah gis e-dab / igi-ni «na-ni>> in-bal.

108 For a thorough investigation of the evidence, see
Stolper 1998.

109 See Stolper 1998: 135, n. 7.

110 The texts normally use the expression §imtu ...
Samdtu to refer to the marking of slaves and cattle
with symbols, and (ina) Sumi ... Sataru to indi-
cate the marking with writing; see Stolper 1998:
135-36. Reiner (2004: 477-79) points out that the
identification marks on cattle were often just paint-
ed. For Aramaic signs mentioned in Neo- and Late

Babylonian texts in the context of the marking of ani-
mals, see Jursa 2000 (note that the Sin on the neck
of the horse that is described in the text published in
this article is most probably an abbreviation for the
name of the sun-god Samas, whose temple owned the
animal) and Jursa 2002.

1 Stolper 1998: 136-37.

112 See Jones 1987: 149-50. “Polygrammatos” also
means “learned,” but it is unclear if this double en-
tendre is deliberately applied to the Babylonians or
to the Samians to whom they are compared in the
passage in question.
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seems possible, and it cannot, in fact, be excluded that some popular form of Mesopotamian
physiognomics informed this enigmatic passage.''> A Jewish treatise describing twelve or
thirteen Hebrew letters observed on the forehead of a man, and what they meant with regard
to his character and destiny, is known from a manuscript from the Cairo Genizah. The exact
origins of the treatise remain obscure (it is ascribed to Rabbi Ishmael, who lived in the late
first and early second century A.D.), but the parallels with the Babylonian texts presented
above are of course rather intriguing.!!'*

As for the classical world, it seems that the Greeks borrowed tattooing for identification
and punishment from the Babylonians and Persians and used it in ways very similar to theirs,
as did the Romans who borrowed it from the Greeks. In Greece and Rome, penal tattoos,
called stigmata, a term later applied to the wounds of the crucified Jesus, marked primarily
the forehead, the neck, and the wrists of slaves, much like in Mesopotamia.!'® Reiner (2004)
has pointed out that according to a scholion to Aeschines, the forehead of a runaway slave was
marked with the Greek words kdtekhé me, pheiigd “Seize me — I am a runaway,” a phrase
almost exactly identical with the phrase halaq sabat used on the forehead of fugitive slaves
in Mesopotamia according to the Ana ittisu passage quoted above. Roman slaves could wear
a ring around their neck inscribed with the same words in Latin, fugi tene me.

CONCLUSION

Undoubtedly, Babylonian and Assyrian scholars regarded their writing system, first and
foremost, as a tool that provided them with the opportunity to accurately reproduce language.
But this was not the only function cuneiform writing fulfilled for them. Drawing on the
polysemy and polyphony inherent in the repertoire of cuneiform signs, and inspired by the
belief that the many alternative readings of each of these signs conveyed to them a secret
message on how things were actually connected, they found ways to imbue the texts they
wrote, by using particular characters, with additional layers of meaning,!'® and to discover
such layers, through the application of creative hermeneutics, in the foundational texts they
read and commented on.!!” Cryptographic writing was employed to make certain texts inac-
cessible to everybody except a small group of initiates.!'® And finally, as demonstrated in our
preceding overview of omens dealing with graphemes, there were also traditions that applied
completely alien “codes” to cuneiform writing. In the case presented here, scholars employed

13 also be written #-il-fu, with the sign {L (otherwise

only rarely employed syllabically) replacing IL. Since
Sumerian il means “to carry,” this writing indicated
to an ancient reader the heaviness of the financial
burden the debtor had to shoulder. For additional ex-
amples, including some from omen texts, see Noegel,

The main function of the mark in Ezekiel 9:4 is,
however, quite clearly apotropaic; see Bodi 1991: 49.
Because of the originally cruciform shape of the let-
ter Tau, Bodi discusses a possible connection with
Mesopotamian amulets inscribed with a cross, and
amulet-shaped tablets inscribed with the Erra epic.

114 For a translation and discussion of the treatise,
which also deals with chiromancy (a field unknown
from cuneiform sources), see Scholem 1969.

15 For a detailed study of branding and tattooing in
the classical world, see Jones 1987.

116 See Maul 1999. The word w’iltu (“debt-note”),
for example, usually rendered #-il-tu or #-il-tu, could

this volume.

7 See the commentary entries discussed earlier in
this paper.

8 For discussions of cuneiform cryptography, see
Weidner 1964 and Westenholz 1998 (with further

literature).
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a code in which, as far as we can determine, the shape of the signs was the primary factor
that determined their meaning.!'® This peculiar “grammar” of the visual appearances of cu-
neiform signs was part of the much larger system of analogies governing the Mesopotamian
omen corpus.'?’ Another code unrelated to the established conventions of cuneiform writing
seems to be used in a few cuneiform syllabaries from the first millennium B.C. that associate
individual graphemes with numbers. The principles behind the equations presented in these
texts are still obscure to us.'?!

Given the ever increasing complexity of Mesopotamian “grammatology,” it is not sur-
prising that the etiological tale the Enmerkar epic gave with regard to the cuneiform writing
system — that it was invented to ease long-distance communication — was eventually re-
placed by another story. The most prominent version of it can be found in Berossos’s famous
“Babyloniaka,” written at the beginning of the Seleucid era and in Greek language, but in
the spirit of Babylonian scholarship. Berossos reports that in the early days of mankind, the
semi-divine sage Oannes-Adapa, emerging from the sea, had taught the people how to found
cities, establish temples, introduce laws, and measure land, had inaugurated sciences and crafts
of all kinds — and had given men the knowledge of letters.!?? For Berossos, and many other
Babylonian and Assyrian scholars, the cuneiform writing system was not a human creation,
compromised by all the imperfections of mortal striving, but a gift of the gods, originating in a
period that preceded historical times, and capable of conveying, on various levels, completely
incontestable eternal truths.

ABBREVIATIONS
AHw W. von Soden, Akkadisches Handworterbuch
BM Tablets in the collections of the British Museum
CAD A. Leo Oppenheim et al., editors, The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute
of the University of Chicago
CT Cuneiform Texts from Babylonian Tablets in the British Museum
K. Tablets in the Kouyunjik collection of the British Museum
KAR Keilschrifttexte aus Assur religiosen Inhalts
MSL Materials for the Sumerian Lexicon

120 For some thoughts on this matter, see Glassner
1984.

121 For presentations of the relevant texts, see Oelsner

19 Looking at the evidence from a diachronic per-
spective, it is certainly not by chance that this
code seems to have been established in the Old

Babylonian period, when Akkadian texts were written
in a rather unsophisticated and simple orthography.
“Etymographical” approaches became more popular
with the subsequent emergence of increasingly com-
plex orthographical conventions.

1995 and Pearce 1996; for an attempt to explain at
least one of the grapheme-number equations, see
Cavigneaux 1996.

122 See Burstein 1978: 13-14.
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Figure 7.1. Cuneiform graphemes mentioned in the extispicy texts, Alamdimmii 111, and KAR 395, in
alphabetical order. The sign forms, for the most part taken from Goetze 1947, pls. 127-32, are those
of the Old Babylonian younger cursive and the so-called “archaic cursive.”
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Figure 7.2. Cuneiform autograph of K. 2087 (after Kraus 1939, pl. 35, no. 27a)
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Figure 7.3. Cuneiform autograph of K. 2088 (after Kraus 1939, pl. 36, no. 27b)
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8
“SIGN, SIGN, EVERYWHERE A SIGN”:

SCRIPT, POWER, AND INTERPRETATION
IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST!

SCOTT B. NOEGEL, UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON

As the title of this study indicates, my primary aim is to shed light on ancient Near Eastern
conceptions of the divine sign by bringing into relief the intricate relationship between script,
power, and interpretation. At the seminar organizer’s request I have adopted a comparative
approach and herein consider evidence from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Israel.?

I divide my study into three parts. In the first, I argue that we obtain insight into the
interpretive process of ancient diviners by recognizing the cosmological underpinnings that
inform the production of divinatory and other mantic texts. Among these underpinnings is an
ontological understanding of words and script as potentially powerful.

In the second part of the essay, I should like to show that the ontological understanding
of words and script provides a contextual framework that permits us to see the exegetical
process as a ritual act of performative power that legitimates and promotes the cosmological
and ideological systems of the interpreter.

In my third and final section, I argue that recognizing the process of exegesis as an act
of power provides insights into the generative role that scripts (or writing systems) play in
shaping ancient Near Eastern conceptions of the divine sign.

!'I take this opportunity to thank Amar Annus for Kingdom (Gardiner 1935; Szpakowska 2003;
the invitation to participate in the annual Oriental  Noegel 2007: 92-106), and an increasing number of
Institute Seminar and the Oriental Institute for its hos-  divinatory texts of the Late Period and beyond, mostly
pitality. I also thank my graduate students Karolien = unpublished (Volten 1942; Andrews 1993: 13-14;
Vermeulen and Jacob Rennaker, and my colleague = Andrews 1994: 29-32; Demichelis 2002; Quack
Dr. Gary Martin for lending their editorial eyes to ~ 2006). With regard to the Israelites, it is largely
various versions of this paper. recognized that they also practiced divination, even
2 There is more evidence for divination in though scholars debate its extent and role in Israelite
Mesopotamia than in Egypt, and far more publications  religion (see Cryer 1994; Jeffers 1996; Noegel 2007:
on the subject. Nevertheless, our understanding of ~ 113-82). Regardless of what constitutes divination
Egyptian divination is changing drastically with the  in ancient Israel, my focus in this study is on the
publication of previously unknown texts. Currently,  €xegesis of divine signs (often in visions), for which
the earliest evidence for divination in Egypt appears  there is ample evidence in the Hebrew Bible. For a
in the form of kledonomancy and hemerology texts of ~ discussion on the taxonomic relationship between
the Middle Kingdom (von Lieven 1999). Thereafter,  visions and prophecy in ancient Israel, see Noegel
we have a dream omen text that dates to the New  2007: 263-69.
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COSMOLOGY AND THE POWER OF WORDS

It is well known that the literati of the ancient Near East regarded words, whether written
or spoken, to be inherently, and at least potentially powerful (see already Heinisch 1922; Diirr
1938; Masing 1936). With reference to Mesopotamia, Georges Contenau explains:

Since to know and pronounce the name of an object instantly endowed it with real-
ity, and created power over it, and since the degree of knowledge and consequently
of power was strengthened by the tone of voice in which the name was uttered, writ-
ing, which was a permanent record of the name, naturally contributed to this power,
as did both drawing and sculpture,® since both were a means of asserting knowledge
of the object and consequently of exercising over it the power which knowledge gave
(Contenau 1955: 164).

Statements by scribal elites concerning the cosmological dimension of speech and writing
are plentiful in Mesopotamia. A textbook example is the Babylonian creation account, which
characterizes the primordial world of pre-existence as one not yet put into words.

enuma elis la nabii Samamu
Saplis ammatum Suma 1a zakrat

When the heavens above had not yet been termed
Nor the earth below called by name

— Enuma Elish 1 1-2

Piotr Michalowski has remarked about this text that it ““... contains puns and exegeses that play
specifically on the learned written tradition and on the very nature of the cuneiform script”
(Michalowski 1990b: 39). Elsewhere we hear that writing is markas kullat or “the (cosmic)
bond of everything” (Sjoberg 1972) and the secret of scribes and gods (Borger 1957; Lenzi
2008a).* Moreover, diviners in Mesopotamia viewed themselves as integral links in a chain of
transmission going back to the gods (Lambert 1957: 1-14), and in some circles, traced their
genealogy back to Enmeduranki, the antediluvian king of Sippar (Lambert 1967: 126-38;
Lenzi 2008b). Elsewhere, we are told that diviners transmitted knowledge “from the mouth
of the God Ea” (Michalowski 1996: 186). The Mesopotamian conception of divine ledgers or
“Tablets of Life” on which gods inscribed the destinies of individuals similarly registers the
cosmological underpinnings of writing (Paul 1973: 345-53). One could add to this list many
Mesopotamian incantations that presume the illocutionary power of an utterance.’

3 On the power of images in Mesopotamia, see
Bahrani 2003.

* The markasu also appears in Enuma Elish V 59—
60, VII 95-96, as the means for holding the earth,
heavens, and the apsi in place (CAD M/1, 283 s.v.
markasu; Horowitz 1998: 119-20). It also appears
in reference to temples (CAD M/1, 283-84 s.v.
markasu; George 2001-2002: 40). Like the cosmo-
logical cable (i.e., markasu) and temple, writing was
a linking device that permitted the diviner to connect
and communicate with the gods. The comment by
Rochberg concerning the worldview of Mesopotamian
celestial diviners is apropos: “A central feature of this

relation to the world is the attention to the divine
and the assumption of the possibility of a connection
and communication between divine and human. In
the specific case of celestial divination, that form of
communication connected humans not only to gods
but to the heavens wherein the gods were thought
to make themselves manifest and produce signs for
humankind” (Rochberg 2003: 185).

> The study of the “illocutionary” power of lan-
guage was inaugurated by Austin (1962) and Searle
(1969); but it received its most influential stamp from
Tambiah (1968, 1973, 1985). See also Turner 1974.
For an excellent synopsis on the various ancient and
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A similar cosmology undergirds the Egyptian conception of text, as David Frankfurter
points out:

... Egyptian letters were the chief technology of a hierocratic scribal elite who pre-
served and enacted rituals — and by extension the cosmic order itself — through the
written word (Frankfurter 1994: 192).

The Egyptians referred to the hieroglyphic script as mdw ntr, literally, “the words of
the gods” and the scribal art was to them an occupation without equal. The ibis-headed god
Thoth, who is credited with the invention of writing, is said to be “excellent of magic” (mnh
hk>) and “Lord of hieroglyphs” (nb mdw ntr) (Ritner 1993: 35). He is depicted (see fig. 8.1)
writing the hieroglyphic feather sign [j 6 representing maat (m:<t), a word that stands for the
cosmic force of equilibrium by which kings keep their thrones and justice prevails (Assmann
1990; Teeter 1997).7

Figure 8.1. Thoth writing the hieroglyphic sign for m>t

The link between writing and maat underscores how integral the scribal art was perceived
for maintaining the cosmic order in Egypt (Hodge 1975). The spoken word too was capable
of packing power in Egypt, as countless ritual and “magic” texts make clear. In the words
of Geraldine Pinch, “In the hieroglyphic script, the power of the image and the power of the
word are almost inseparable” (Pinch 1994: 69).

According to Isaac Rabinowitz, the Israelites shared this ontological understanding of
words:

. words were not merely presumed to have the properties of material objects, but
might be thought of as foci or concentrations of dynamic power. They were plainly
regarded as not only movable but mobile, not only susceptible to being acted upon,
but capable of acting upon other entities in ways not confined to communication, of
producing and enacting effects, conditions, circumstances and states (Rabinowitz
1993: 16).

modern approaches to this topic, see Leick 1994:  serve as loci of divine power in Mesopotamia. See
23-55; and Greaves 1996. On the relationship be- Bahrani 2008: 59-65.

tween Mesopotamian conceptions of words as power ¢ Al] references to Egyptian signs follow the sigla of
and the later Greek doctrine of the logos, see already  Gardiner 1988.

Langdon 1918; Hehn 1906; Bohl 1916; and more
recently Lawson 2001. Images, like text, could also

7 Maat was also personified as Thoth’s wife.
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The conceptual link between a word and an object is reflected most clearly in the Hebrew
word 927 (ddabar), which means “word” and also “thing, object.” Of course, this notion
of words contextualizes Yahweh’s creation of the universe by fiat in Genesis 1 (Moriarty
1974).3

Like the Mesopotamians and Egyptians, the Israelites also attribute a cosmologically
powerful role to writing (Rabinowitz 1993: 33-36). One could cite many proof texts, such
as the role that divine writing plays in issuing the Ten Commandments (Exodus 31:18), or
Yahweh’s heavenly text in which he keeps the names of the sinless (Exodus 32:32-33), or
the priestly curses that must be written on a scroll, dissolved in water, and imbibed by a wife
tested for unfaithfulness (Numbers 5:23-24), or the many prophecies that Yahweh orders his
prophets to utter before an audience and put into writing (e.g., Jeremiah 36:18, 36:27-28).

Perhaps one of the best demonstrations of the cosmological dimension of the written word
in Israel appears in Numbers 11, in which we hear how Yahweh gave a portion of Moses’ spirit
to seventy leading Israelites so they could help bear the people’s burdens (Numbers 11:17). In
this story, the names of the seventy men are written on a list at the Tent of Meeting, outside
the camp. As the text tells us:

Now two men stayed behind in the camp, one named Eldad, the second Medad; but as
they were among those written (on the list), the spirit rested upon them even though
they had not gone out to the Tent; so they were prophetically possessed within the
camp. Thereupon a lad ran and told Moses, and said, “Eldad and Medad are prophesy-
ing within the camp” (Numbers 11:26-27).

This text illustrates that the written names of the seventy men alone sufficed to bring on the
spirit of prophesy (Rabinowitz 1995: 34). The expectation was that prophesying would occur
close to the Tent of Meeting and not in the camp.’

Such references could be multiplied, but these should suffice to show that speaking and
writing in the ancient Near East, especially in ritual contexts, could be perceived as acts of
cosmological power. This ontological conception of words would appear to be a necessary
starting point for understanding the perceived nature of language, writing, and text in the an-
cient Near East. Nevertheless, it is seldom integrated into studies of scribal culture or textual
production, and even more rarely into studies of ancient divination, despite the importance
that language, writing, and text play in the ritual process (see Noegel 2004).

INTERPRETATION OF DIVINE SIGNS AS AN ACT OF POWER

The exegesis of divine signs is often treated as if it were a purely hermeneutical act.
However, recognizing the cosmological dimension of the spoken and written word naturally
forces us to reconsider the ontological and ritual dimensions of the interpretative process.
Indeed, I believe it is more accurate to think of the exegesis of divine signs as a ritual act,'® in

8 This view also is found in Ugaritic texts. See  note the comment of Bohak 2008: 305: “Of all the

Sanders 2004.

° For additional demonstrations of the power of the
written word in Israel, see the insightful work of
Rabinowitz 1995: 34-36. On the longevity of the
power of names in Israelite religion in later Judaism

characteristic features of Jewish magic of all periods,
the magical powers attributed to the Name of God are
perhaps the longest continuous practice.”

10 Definitions of ritual have multiplied and expanded
in recent years. I refer the reader to the taxonomy of
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some cases, as one chain in a link of ritual acts. In Mesopotamia, for example, exegesis could
be preceded by extispicy or other ritual means for provoking omens and followed by namburbii
rituals when something went wrong or the omen portended ill (Maul 1994). Therefore, the
exegesis of divine signs is cosmologically significant and constitutes a performative act of
power.

Until one deciphers them, omens represent unbridled forms of divine power. While their
meanings and consequences are unknown they remain liminal and potentially dangerous. The
act of interpreting a sign seeks to limit that power by restricting the parameters of a sign’s
interpretation.'' A divine sign cannot now mean anything, but only one thing. Seen in this
way, the act of interpretation — like the act of naming — constitutes a performative act of
power; hence the importance of well-trained professionals and of secrecy in the transmission
of texts of ritual power.

Moreover, the performative power vested in the interpreter is both cosmological and ideo-
logical. It is cosmological in the sense that the interpreter takes as axiomatic the notion that the
gods can and want to communicate their intentions through signs, and that the universe works
according to certain principles that require only knowledge and expertise to decode. Insofar
as the process of interpretation reflects a desire to demonstrate that such principles continue
to function, it also registers and dispels ritual or mantic insecurities.'> The Mesopotamian and
Egyptian lists of omens that justify titling this essay “Sign, Sign, Everywhere a Sign,”!3 not
only demonstrate that virtually anything could be ominous when witnessed in the appropri-
ate context, they also index a preoccupation with performative forms of control.'* To wit, all
signs, no matter how bewildering or farfetched they might appear, not only can be explained,
they must be explained.

Moreover, to understand the cosmological context of words of power within ancient inter-
pretive contexts, it is important to recognize that acts of interpretation are also acts of divine
judgment. In Mesopotamia, diviners use the word purussii “legal decision” or “verdict” to
refer to an omen’s prediction. As Francesca Rochberg has shown, divinatory texts also share
in common with legal codes the formula if x, then y.'>

Snoek (2008), who lists twenty-four characteristics
that one might find in most (but not all) rituals. I
assert that the interpretation of divine signs in the an-
cient Near East exhibits most of these characteristics.
I treat this topic more directly in Noegel, in press.

' This perspective also sheds light on why divin-
ers recorded protases that appear “impossible.” For a
convenient summary of scholarship on these protases,
see Rochberg 2004: 247-55.

12 This may explain why some anthropologists have
conceived of divination as a blaming strategy. See
Leick 1998: 195-98. On the mantic anxieties that
underlie divination generally in Mesopotamia, see
Bahrani 2008: 183-89.

13 This portion of the article’s title detourns a lyric
from the song “Signs” by the Five Man Electrical
Band (1970).

14 A preoccupation with performative forms of con-
trol also might explain the format and organization of
the divinatory collections, especially in Mesopotamia.

Mogens T. Larsen has described the compiling of lex-
ical lists as presenting “... a systematic and ordered
picture of the world” (Larsen 1987: 209-12). Joan G.
Westenholz’s remarks concerning the practice of list-
ing is equally apposite: ... the earliest lexical compi-
lations may have been more than a utilitarian conve-
nience for the scribes who wrote them; that they may
have contained a systematization of the world order;
and that at least one was considered as containing
‘secret lore’”’; and “On the intellectual level, know-
ing the organization of the world made it possible to
affect the universe by magical means” (Westenholz
1998: 451, 453). See also Rochberg 2004: 214.

15 On the relationship between law codes and omens,
see Rochberg 1999: 566: “The formulation itself gives
the omens a lawlike appearance, especially when it
is further evident that predictions derivable from the
relation of x to y are the goal of the inquiry into the
set of x that bear predictive possibilities.” See also
Rochberg 2003, 2004. Reiner (1960: 29-30), shows
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In fact, Babylonian oracle questions (i.e., tamitu) specifically request judgments (i.e.,
dinii) from the god Shamash (Lambert 2007: 5-10). Therefore, within this performative juridi-
cal context, all means of connecting protases to apodoses constitute vehicles for demonstrating
and justifying divine judgment.!®

The cosmological underpinnings that connect interpretation, power, and judgment in
Mesopotamia were no more present than during an extispicy, as Alan Lenzi tells us:

. only the diviner had the authority to set the king’s plans before the gods via an
extispicy and to read the judgment of the gods from the liver and other exta of the
animal. In this very act ... the diviner experienced the presence of the divine assembly
itself, which had gathered about the victim to write their judgments in the organs of
the animal (Lenzi 2008a: 55).

In Egypt there is a great deal of evidence for viewing the interpretation of divine signs as
an act of judgment. The very concept of judgment is embedded in a cosmological system that
distinguishes sharply between justice or cosmic order (i.e., m>t) and injustice or chaos (i.e.,
Jjsft). According to Egyptian belief, maat was bestowed upon Egypt by the creator god Atum.
Therefore, rendering justice was a cosmological act. For this reason, judicial officials from
the Fifth Dynasty onward also held the title “divine priest of maat” (hm-ntr m>t) (Morenz
1973: 12-13). Moreover, since the interpretation of divine signs fell under the purview of the
priests, it was they who often rendered judgment in legal matters. Serge Sauneron observes:

... divine oracles were often supposed to resolve legal questions. In the New King-
dom, cases were frequently heard within the temples or in their immediate vicinity.
Moreover, in every town, priests sat side by side with officials of the Residence on
judicial tribunals (Sauneron 2000: 104).

Potsherds discovered at Deir el-Medina also show that priests served as oracular media for
obtaining divine judgments (MacDowell 1990: 107—-41). Petitioners would inscribe their
queries on the potsherds in the form of yes or no questions and the priests would consult the
gods before pronouncing their verdicts.

In Israel, interpreting divine signs and judgment also were intimately connected. This is
in part because the Israelites regarded Yahweh as both a king and a judge. So close is this
connection that the pre-exilic prophetic oracles have been classified as Gerichtsrede “law-
suit speeches” (Nielsen 1978). The conceptual tie between the interpreters of divine signs,
cosmological power, and judgment continued long after the post-exilic period, as we know
from Talmudic texts that discuss the rabbinic interpreters of divinely sent dreams. About the
rabbinic interpreter, Philip Alexander remarks:

He wields enormous power — the power of performative speech. The dream creates
a situation in which — like the act of blessing and cursing, or the act of pronouncing
judgment in a court of law — speech can lead directly to physical results. And the
dream-interpreter exercises this power in virtue of the knowledge and the tradition

that purussiis could come from stars, birds, cattle, and
wild animals as well.

16 Compare the remark of Shaked 1998: 174, with
respect to the language of magic: “... spells are like
legal documents ... in that they have the tendency to
use formulaic language, and that the language they

use creates, by its mere utterance, a new legal situ-
ation.” See also the comment of Mauss 1972: 122:
“... all kinds of magical representations take the form
of judgments, and all kinds of magical operations
proceed from judgments, or at least from rational
decisions.”
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which he has received from hoary antiquity as to how dreams are to be understood
(Alexander 1995: 237-38).!7

Of course, as this statement also reveals, the power of the interpreter is as much ideologi-
cal as cosmological. Throughout the ancient Near East the knowledge and expertise required
for decoding divine missives typically comes from a privileged few literati, masters of the
scribal arts, and/or disciples who keep their knowledge “in house.”'® We may characterize
this as an ideology of privilege and erudition.'® In order to ascertain the meaning of a divine
sign, one must go to them.

Contributing to the ideological power of the interpreter is the role that deciphering divine
signs plays in shaping behaviors and beliefs (Sweek 1996). By harnessing the performative
power of words, interpreters determine an individual’s fate. Thus, the interpretation of signs
also can function as a form of social control.?

Therefore, we may understand the process of interpreting divine signs as a performative
ritual act that empowers the interpreter while demonstrating and promoting his/her cosmologi-
cal and ideological systems.

THE GENERATIVE ROLE OF SCRIPT

Up to this point I have focused primarily on the cosmological and ideological contexts
that inform the interpretation of signs in the ancient Near East. I have underscored the illo-
cutionary power of words and the cosmic dimension of writing, and I have suggested that we
see the interpretation of divine signs as a performative ritual. These considerations lead me
to the third and final section of this study, an explorative look at the role that writing systems
play in shaping ancient Near Eastern conceptions of the divine sign.

Since interpreting divine signs is a semiotic process, it is worthwhile considering how
writing systems inform this process. In Mesopotamia, the divination of omens and the process
of writing were conceptually linked, even though the Akkadian words for “omenological sign”
(i.e., ittu) and “cuneiform sign” (i.e., mihistu) were not the same. The conceptual overlap
likely derives from the pictographic origins and associations of cuneiform signs (Bottéro
1974). Bendt Alster’s comment on the associative nature of the script is apposite: “Cuneiform
writing from its very origin provided the scribes with orthographical conventions that lent
notions to the texts which had no basis in spoken language” (Alster 1992: 25).

7 Note also that a number of scholars have observed
a correlation between the hermeneutics of omens
in Mesopotamia and the pesher genre found among
the Dead Sea Scrolls. See Finkel 1963; Rabinowitz
1973; Fishbane 1977; Geller 1998; Noegel 2007:
24-26, 131, n. 73; Jassen 2007: 343-62; Nissinen
forthcoming.

'8 In Mesopotamia the link between secrecy and the
reading of omens also is reflected in the Akkadian
word for “omen” (i.e., ittu), which also can mean

“password” or “inside information.” See CAD I/J s.v.
ittu A.

19 On the relationship between ideology and divinato-
ry ritual in Mesopotamia, see Bahrani 2008: 65-74.
20 On the use of other omens as vehicles of social
control, see Guinan 1996: 61-68. On the increasing
complexity of the cuneiform script and the roles of
elitism and literacy as mechanisms of social control,
see Michalowski 1990a; Pongratz-Leisten 1999.
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The dialectic between ominous signs and linguistic signs was so close in Mesopotamia
that some extispicy omens were interpreted based on a similarity in shape between features
of the exta and various cuneiform signs (Noegel 2007).%!

a. When the lobe is like the grapheme (named) PAB (ki-ma pa-ap-pi-im), (then)
the god wants an ugbabtum-priestess (YOS 10 17:47).2

b. When (the) lobe is like the grapheme (named) kaskas, (then) Adad will in-
undate (with rain) (YOS 10 17:48).%

c.  When (the) lobe is like a particular grapheme [here we have the grapheme
itself (i.e., kaskas), not its name], then the king will kill his favorites in order
to allocate their goods to the temples of the gods (YOS 10 8-9).24

Also demonstrating a close relationship between divine signs and cuneiform signs are a
number of omens that suggest that diviners either wrote down the omen in order to interpret
it or at least conceived of it in written form. These omens derive their interpretations from the
polyvalent readings of cuneiform signs in their protases (Noegel 2007: 20-03; Bilbija 2008).
Witness the following dream omen.

If a man dreams that he is traveling to Idran (id-ra-an); he will free himself from a

crime (A-ra-an).”
— K. 2582 rev. ii, x + 21

This omen exploits the cuneiform sign id for its multiple values (in this case as A), which en-
ables the interpreter to read it as an altogether different word. The apodosis illustrates erudition
and the importance of understanding the polyvalent values of individual signs. It is reminiscent
of the interpretive strategy that appears in Mesopotamian mythological commentaries by which
scholars obtain divine mysteries (Lieberman 1978; Tigay 1983; Livingstone 1986). In fact,

many omen texts reveal knowledge of a vast array of lexical and literary traditions.?

21 Mesopotamian divinatory professionals considered
their literate gods capable of using a variety of writ-
ing surfaces to communicate their intentions, from
clay and stone to animal livers and constellations.
The Akkadian term for “liver” (i.e., amiitum) may be
related etymologically to awatu “word,” as suggested
first by Nougayrol (1944—-45: 14, n. 54). Cited also in
Jeyes 1989: 17, see also 46. Moreover, the Sumerian
sign MUL can refer to a “cuneiform sign” and also a
“star” (see Roaf and Zgoll 2001) and astronomical
portents and constellations were called the “writing of
heaven” ($itir Samé). See Reiner 1995: 9; Rochberg
2004.

22 Lieberman (1977: 148, n. 19) notes a pun be-
tween the grapheme name and the second syllable of
ugbabtum. Discussed also in Noegel 2007: 12.

2 Lieberman (1977: 148, n. 24) observes that the
grapheme kaskas§ puns on kaskas$su, which is an epi-
thet used of the storm-god Adad. Discussed also in
Noegel 2007: 12.

24 The omen appears in Lieberman 1977: 148. A pun
between the grapheme kaskas and the verb kasasu,
“exact services for a debt or fine, hold sway, to mas-
ter,” is discussed in Noegel 2007: 13.

25 Translations and transliterations of this omen ap-
pear in Oppenheim 1956: 268, 313. The siglum K.
= tablets in the Kouyunjik collection of the British
Museum.

26 See the remark of Nissinen (2000b: 108): “What
united the scholars of different kinds (astrologers,
haruspices, and exorcists) was their scholarship, the
profound knowledge of traditional literature, and a
high level of literacy ...”



oi.uchicago.edu

“SIGN, SIGN, EVERYWHERE A SIGN” 151

An even more sophisticated example of polyvalent reading appears in the following dream
omen.

If he seizes a fox (KAs.A = sélibu); he will seize a Lamassu (AN.KAL), but if he seizes
a fox in his hand (SU), and it escapes; he will have seized a Lamassu, but it also will
escape from his hand (SU)?’

— Sm. 801 rev. iii, x + 10

Though the protasis records the image of a fox, written with the Sumerogram KAs.A
(= Akkadian s§élibu), its interpretation derives from understanding the Akkadian counterpart
selibu as if it were written syllabically. When written as Se,-/ib-bu the same signs can be read
as (A).AN.KAL-u, that is, “Lamassu.”?® Moreover, though the Sumerogram SU here stands for
the Akkadian word gatu “hand,” one lexical list gives us the equation ILAMMA = 45U.% Like
the previous example, this omen’s interpretation derives from the divine sign conceived of
in written form.

Though unrelated to cuneiform, hieroglyphic Egyptian also began and continued as a
pictographic system. The connection between the name of an object and its pictographic form
similarly led to a conception of texts as images, but also images as texts. The Egyptian word
tjt means both “written word” or “letter,” and also an artistic “image, form, or sign.” Sculpted
images too could be read as hieroglyphic signs and drawings functioned as tools of performa-
tive power (Ritner 1993: 111-43). As Robert Ritner notes: “The very notions of divinity and
imagery are cojoined in Egyptian thought; the conventional term for ‘god’ (ntfr) has as its root
meaning ‘image’” (Ritner 1995: 51).

As in Mesopotamia, some Egyptian omens derive their interpretations solely from their
written forms as in the following dream omen.

v hr m33jh wbnz=f; nfr htp n=f jn ntr=f

. seeing the moon when it is risen; good, (it means) being clement to him by his
god. >

— Papyrus Chester Beatty III recto 5.22

Of note is the determinative of the falcon-god Horus %, which occurs after the word wbn
“risen” in the protasis. This is not the usual determinative for this word (which is Q).
Nevertheless, it provides the interpreter with a reason for interpreting the omen as the sign
of a “god” (ntr). Like the Akkadian examples, this interpretation derives from the omen’s
written form.

27 Translations and transliterations of this dream omen
appear in Oppenheim 1956: 281, 326. On the clever
reading of signs in this omen, see Noegel 1995; 2007:
21. The siglum Sm. = tablets in the collections of the
British Museum.

28 For a similar divinatory pun on this word, see the
omen series Summa alu 1 178, “If, before the daises of
my city, a dog yelps and a [fox(?) = KAs.A = §élebu]

answers it; the king of Lullubu ({ul-lu-bu) will die.”
The pun hinges on the reading KAs.(LUL).A. Noted
in Freedman 1998: 41. On the integrated use of
Sumerian and Akkadian in the scribal schools of the
ancient Near East, see Rubio 2006: 49.

29 Matou$ and von Soden 1933: 2, 285 and 4 iv 16.
Cited in CAD L s.v. lamassu.

30 Noegel and Szpakowsa 2006: 205.
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Another example appears on the same scroll.
o hr f2j-t3.ow m hd; dw, ‘nh pw nj shh
... sailing downstream; bad, (it means) a life of running backward.>!
— Papyrus Chester Beatty III recto 8.3

This omen employs the words for “sailing” (f>y-£>.w, lit., “carrying the wind), which is the
usual way of writing “upstream” since the wind flows north to south in Egypt. Yet the omen
also employs the term /d with the boat and oars determinative ~=X , which only can mean
flowing downstream from south to north. In this way the omen offers contradictory directions
in its hieroglyphic signs and suggests the use of sails to go downstream. For this reason the
omen is interpreted as going backward, a reading that is given further visual support by the
determinative of backward-facing legs following the word for “running” (shh ﬂ%&)

These Mesopotamian and Egyptian examples demonstrate the centrality of writing and
the generative role of script in the interpretive process. Despite their differences, the cunei-
form and hieroglyphic writing systems both have a large repertoire of signs with polyvalent,
logographic, and determinative values. Since divination aimed to control the power inherent
in the divine word, and since words and images shared the same ontological framework, the
pictographic associations of individual linguistic signs were naturally exploited when inter-
preting divine signs.

Viewed from this perspective, the Israelites appear as something of an anomaly, for the
Bible’s Ten Commandments specifically prohibit the creation of images,*? but demand the
transmission of divine knowledge by way of the written and spoken word. While the legal
code rejects all forms of “magical” praxis and divination (e.g., Deuteronomy 18:10-14),
the very presence of laws prohibiting such practices, and references to speech and words
found elsewhere in the Bible, as I have shown above, imply a belief in the power of words
on par with Mesopotamian and Egyptian dogmata. Moreover, while the Hebrew word for a
“written mark” NN (°4¢) also means “sign, portent,”* the Bible connects the two semantic
ranges only in reference to oneiromancy. Thus, Deuteronomy 13:2-6 states that the Israelites
perceived dream interpreters as providing DOV IN NN (6t 6w mofet) “a sign or portent.”
Unlike the Mesopotamians and Egyptians, therefore, the Israelites appear to have reserved

31 Noegel and Szpakowsa 2006: 205-06. (ta’ah) “leave a mark” used in conjunction with the
32 On the conceptual overlap between iconic images  letter D (aw) in Ezekiel 9:4-6 (spelled out as 1, i.e.,
and the veneration of the Torah, see van der Toorn  td@w). See also Job 31:35 where the word ') means
1997. “written document” or “signature.” The connection of

3 Though the biblical Hebrew word for “alphabetic ~ the Hebrew word MmN (°67) to writing finds support

letter” is unknown, it is highly likely that it was TN also in the cognate data. In Babylonian Aramaic, NN

(’6t). Not only does this word mean “alphabetic let- (°ata”)is used for a consonantal letter. See Sokoloff
ter” in Middle Hebrew (e.g., Babylonian Talmud 2002: 175, s.v. NDN. The related form NDY yira’
Bava Batra 15a, Shabbat 103a, and Qiddushin 30a), ~ Means “constellation” (see Sokoloff 2002: 532, s.v.
it derives from a root, i.e., MN (’awah), which NNy, and compare the Akkadian Sitir Samé “writing
means “inscribe a mark.” Thus, some biblical pas- of heaven”). The Syriac cognate ’atuw also occurs for
sages employ the word TN ( ’4¢) in a way that sug- “sign,” “alphabetic letter,” and “constellation.” See
gests inscribing or writing (e.g., Exodus 13:9, 13:16). ~ Smith 1903: 32, s.v. “druw. The Arabic cognate too
The word’s appearance for the mark of Cain (Genesis (i€, ’dyar) means “sign,” “mark,” and also a Quranic
4:15) has resulted in a variety of interpretations (see ~ Verse(!). See Wehr 1976: 36, s.v. “ayat; Lane 1968:
Mellinkoff 1981), of which some included writing 13, 8:v. “ayat.

(e.g., Rashi, Ibn Ezra). Compare the related root NN

2 <
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the performative power of the written word for divination by dreams and for texts perceived
as authored by Yahweh (see Noegel 2007: 113-82).3*

I believe that this distinction can be explained, at least in part, by acknowledging the gen-
erative role of scripts in shaping Near Eastern conceptions of the divine sign. The Israelites
used a consonantal script. Though the Hebrew script evolved from pictographic signs, by the
time of the Israelites it had lost its pictographic associations. Consequently, its associative di-
mension was limited largely to sound devices like paronomasia and polysemous homonyms.

See, for example, a vision of the prophet Amos in which Yahweh shows Amos a basket
of “summer fruits” (\*{?, gayis), objects that are interpreted as signaling the “end” (X, gés)
of Israel (Amos 8:1-2).%

Similarly, in the book of Jeremiah Yahweh shows the prophet an “almond branch” (TpV,
Saged), which is decoded as meaning that Yahweh will “watch” (TpV, $ogéd) to ensure that
his word is fulfilled (Jeremiah 1:11-12). Like the vision of Amos, the interpretation exploits
the phonetic similarity of these homonyms (Noegel 2007: 265).3¢

The examples from Amos and Jeremiah do not entirely rule out the notion that divine signs
were written down or conceived of in writing before interpreting them, because homonyms
also operate on a visual level. Nevertheless, they do appear to place a greater emphasis on
orality in the interpretive process.’’

Moreover, unlike the Egyptian conception of creation, which permits a role for writing
(Frankfurter 1994), the book of Genesis reports creation as solely an oral work, though later
Jewish tradition recalls the role of the alphabet in the creative process (Babylonian Talmud
Menahot 20b; Midrash Rabbah 1:10). It therefore seems likely that in the same way that
pictographic scripts played formative roles in Mesopotamian and Egyptian conceptions of
the divine sign, the non-pictographic script played a role in shaping the Israelite conception.

The Hebrew Bible’s preference for referencing oral as opposed to written modes of per-
formative power also might represent a conceptual shift with regard to the perceived locus of
this power. In Mesopotamia and Egypt, performative power was centered in the divine sign
and script, and was activated by the professional during the processes of speaking, writing, and
decoding. Israel inclined toward oral modes of performative power, which naturally centered
the locus of power more firmly on the speaker. Consequently, an Israelite could embody the
same performative power that a cuneiform or hieroglyphic sign could in Mesopotamia and

34 A related use of ritualistic writing in the ancient
Near East, including Israel, is the composing of de-
votional prayers, see van der Toorn 2008.

35 Though the two words contain different Proto-
Semitic phonemes (i.e., \>P [¢gyz] and \{? [¢s]), by
Amos’s time the phonemes had merged.

36 As in the previous example, the two words contain
different Proto-Semitic phonemes (i.e., “almond”
[#qd] and “watch” [§¢d]), but these phonemes already
had merged.

37 The two passages might also reflect an effort to
distance Amos and Jeremiah from other divinatory
experts, for in both cases, Yahweh both provides the
sign and interprets it.
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Egypt. This explains why Isaiah could refer to himself and his children as ©YN9135) MIND,
1&°6t ul-mofttm “signs and portents” (Isaiah 8:18),%® and Ezekiel could be called a DN >4t
“sign” while personifying the siege of Israel (Ezekiel 4:3).%

CONCLUSION

In this essay I argue for the importance of viewing the divinatory enterprise through a
cosmological lens that brings into focus an ontological understanding of words and script as
potentially powerful. I argue for the centrality of writing in the exegetical process and I sug-
gest that we see the interpretation of divine signs as an act of ritual and ideological power that
serves to promote the cosmological system upon which divination is based. Building upon
these observations, I offer some explorative thoughts on the generative role that scripts play

in shaping ancient Near Eastern conceptions of the divine sign. As research continues on this
subject it is my hope that scholars pay greater attention to such topics and test the framework

I provide here.

38 It is important to distinguish here what I have
called the locus or embodiment of divine power from
the perceived source of this power. As abundant bibli-
cal texts make clear, the Israelite prophets and their
audiences perceived the power to be divine in ori-
gin even if embodied in a prophet. Yet, the fact that
prophets could be called an DN 6t “sign” means
that their bodies served to encode divine meaning in
a way that the cuneiform and hieroglyphic scripts did
in Mesopotamia and Egypt. This does not mean that
writing did not retain its cosmological significance
for the prophets. As we see in Isaiah 8:1, Yahweh
commanded Isaiah to write the divine signs on a
large scroll. The signs (i.e., 12 YN 95V 0D mahér
Salal has baz “swift is the booty, speedy is the prey”)
would later become the name of his son. Note also

that in Isaiah 8:19 the function of Isaiah and his chil-
dren as “signs and portents” is placed in contradis-
tinction to those who seek oracles from necromancers
and other diviners.

3 Note also that even an idolatrous man could be-
come an NN 0t “sign” (Ezekiel 14:8). It also is of
considerable interest that at Mari a prophet also could
be called an itfu “sign.” See Durand 1982: 44 and the
Epic of Zimri-Lim, line 139, cited in Nissinen 2000a:
263. Curious is the mention in Atrahasis I 215-16 of
a human ghost proclaiming the living human as ittasa
“its sign.” In Israel, the shift in the locus of performa-
tive power from the written sign to spoken word to
the individual perhaps prefigures the role of the rabbi
in late antiquity who embodied for his disciples the
Oral Torah (Jaffee 2001).
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THE CALCULATION OF THE STIPULATED
TERM IN EXTISPICY

NILS P. HEEBEL, UNIVERSITY OF HEIDELBERG

Among the many different divinatory methods used in Mesopotamia, the practice of ex-
tispicy stands apart. It has always been of special importance to society as it represents the
only means of direct communication between mankind and the realm of the gods. While other
divinatory genres are concerned with signs as messages from the gods and sacrifice represents
a human way to beseech the gods, they remain techniques for a one-way contact. Quite on
the contrary, extispicy functions in both directions and therefore it is real communication: A
human being formulates a question that can be answered with “yes” or “no,” the gods decide
upon the answer and write their decision within the entrails of a sacrificial animal. Extispicy
makes it possible to communicate with the divine sphere in order to find out the will of the
gods concerning specific events and to align one’s deeds with it. Therefore, extispicy has been
called a “checking technique,”! which coordinates a planned action with the will of the gods.
This possibility to communicate with the divine sphere can be seen as a highly stabilizing
factor for a community, as the society could be sure to live in accordance with the decrees
of the gods.

However, the will of the gods, even when formulated as a simple yes-or-no answer to a
predetermined question, was not easy to read. For the gods gave their answers not for free, but
only after a sacrifice had been made; a sacrifice that represented something valuable for the
person seeking a divine answer to a question, be it cedar from a diviner, flour from a widow,
oil from a poor woman, or a lamb from a rich man.? No matter how poor or rich a person
might be, in order to get an answer from the gods one had to sacrifice something valuable
for oneself. And the answer of the gods was not communicated by a dream or a revelation,
in a form that anyone could easily understand, but it was written within the physical material
of the sacrifice, in the shape of either sprinkled flour, the smoke generated by burned cedar
wood, or oil poured in water. However, the most sophisticated technique was always to read
the entrails of a sacrificial lamb, into which the gods wrote the answer to a question. Numerous
passages illustrate that especially the liver of the sacrificial lamb was regarded as the “tablet
of the gods.”?® And, therefore, the different elements of the liver surface, its marks, colors,
sizes, and so on, could be viewed as a script that like cuneiform signs could be pieced together
into a meaningful whole. In order to be able to read the answer, one had to be initiated in the
art of extispicy and have a thorough understanding of the correct interpretation of extispicy
results. These hermeneutics of extispicy are quite straightforward at first glance, as the rules

! Pongratz-Leisten (1999: 12, 14) uses the German  rich from his wealth brings you a lamb” K. 3333 iii
term “Vergewisserungssystem,” which describes ex-  9-10" // KAR 252 iii 21-23 // K. 3286 (Gray 1900/1:
tispicy well, contra Brown 2004: 113f. pl. 3) 3-6; see Oppenheim 1956: 301 and 340.

2 na-$ak-ka DUMU ""HAL ¢5EREN ™"Sq/-mat-tii 3 Lambert 1998, 148, line 8, 149 lines 14 and 16;
Z1.MAD.GA la-pu-un-ti 1+GIS $d-ru-u ina Sd-ru-ti-5i -~ Maul 2003-05: 76f.

na-§i "“SILA, “(Oh Samas,) the diviner brings you ce-

dar, the widow roasted flour, the poor woman oil, the
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of interpretation follow the basic principles of society which are at the same time the basis
for the interpretation of other divinatory genres. Simple examples are: right is positive, left is
negative, white is good, black is bad, etc.* But it does not end with this simple interpretation.
Certain marks had their own value of interpretation that might affect the basic rules,’ signs
had to be evaluated according to their exact location, different signs had to be balanced against
each other, and certain signs called niphu or pitrustu could affect and, indeed, change the result
of the whole extispicy to the opposite® — and it is here at the latest where it becomes increas-
ingly difficult for modern scholars to understand the rationale of Babylonian extispicy. And
so Babylonian scholars put layer on layer of interpretation and the implications of each layer
need to be assessed for their impact on the preceding layers of interpretation. One of the par-
ticularly enigmatic layers of interpretation is set forth in a group of texts called “Calculation
of the Stipulated Term” that problematize the time period in which a given extispicy result
can justly expect validity.

The earliest references to the use of a certain time period in extispcy can be found in Old
Babylonian Mari, where extispicies are said to be taken for a specified time, for example for
the well-being of a city or an area “for one month.”” However, in Mari the technical term
adannu for the “stipulated term” is not (yet) used, but the time period for the validity of
the extsipicy result is usually rendered as: térétim ana Sulum alim/sabim/GN ana U, X-KAM
épus “I made extispicies for the well-being of the town/troops/GN for x days/months.” In the
extispicy queries taken at the court of the Sargonid kings the “stipulated term” (adannu), is
mentioned frequently as a predetermined period of time, which is often well defined.® This
chronological range shows that the idea of a certain time period, for which a given extispicy
was considered valid, had already been developed when the first extispicy texts were written
down and that it was carried on until the end of cuneiform culture.

In the Old-Babylonian texts from Mari as well as in the extispicy queries from Ninive the
time period for the validity of extispicies could be artificially defined by the person carrying
out the extispicy. However, in addition to this simple system of fixing a certain time period
for the extispicy, a handful of texts present us with more elaborate rules for the calculation
of the stipulated term. These texts have been recently edited by Ulla Susanne Koch;’ while
Koch was not the first in editing a text of this particular enigmatic group of extispicy trea-
tises — this was Ernst Weidner already in 1917 — she was first in putting them in a coherent
context and to explain the basic rules governing the texts. This group of texts makes it clear
that the stipulated term can be extrapolated by the appearance of the finger (ubanu), one of
the basic elements of the sheep’s liver. The finger, today called the processus caudatus by
veterinary surgeons,'? is a piece of flesh sticking out of the liver, having three rather flat sides
or surfaces. All these texts use the most common marks — pitrii “notches,” silii “holes,” and
kakkii “weapons” — placed on the three zones (top, middle, basis) of the two outer surfaces
of the finger to calculate the stipulated term. As Ulla Koch has shown, the significance of

4 For these basic rules of interpretation, see Starr 7 See the examples listed in Starr 1990: p. XVII,
1983: 15-24. and add the information compiled in Durand 1988:
5 The different marks have been studied, inter alia, 57-59.

by Meyer 1987; Leiderer 1990; Koch-Westenholz  ® See Starr 1990: pp. X VIf.

2000: 43-70.  Koch 2005: 459-79.
8 For nippu and pitrustu, see Koch 2005: 10-22, with 10 For the identification of ubdnu, see Jeyes 1989: 65;
older literature. Leiderer 1990: 119-34; and Koch-Westenholz 2000:

69f. For a good picture of the “finger” (ubanu), see
Leiderer 1990: 182f.
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the zones of the finger is quite straightforward, as the stipulated term depends on how many
marks appear in which zone of the finger:!!

Right/Left Surface Right/Left Surface Right/Left Surface

1 mark 2 marks 3 marks
Top 1 4 7
Middle 2 5 8
Basis 3 6 9

But in order to calculate the stipulated term another factor has to be known. This is the rés
adanni “the basis for (the calculation of) the stipulated term.” The rés adanni again depended
on two factors:

1. The time period for which the extispicy should be performed, usually a day, a
month, or a year. This is phrased in the texts as “If you perform the extispicy
for a day/a month/a year.”

2. The uddazallii, the “correction,” which represents the constant coefficient.

The time period for which the extispicy is performed is multiplied with the uddazalli,
the constant correction, as well as with a certain number, and the result of this multiplication
is in turn multiplied with the number gained from the observation of the marks on the outer
surfaces of the finger. This result then represents the adannu, the time period for which the
extispicy is actually valid.

But what exactly is the uddazallii, the constant correction in extispicy, and with what
exact value is it to be multiplied? Ulla Koch has shown that the uddazallii in extispicy differs
from the uddazallii for astronomical purposes as laid down in the astronomical compendium
Mul.apin.'? In extispicy the uddazallii according to the text K. 4061, published in CT 31/16,
and 18" that lays down these rules, seems to be 6 2/3 (or: 6,666) for one day. However, the
relevant passage in K. 4061, which might explain why this is the value of the uddazallii, is
broken, as K. 4061 is only the lower left edge of the original tablet. However, while looking
for parallels to the extispicy texts from Assur among the Ninive texts in the British Museum
(siglum K.) I was able to find the missing right side of that tablet. By this new join (K. 4061 +
K. 10344) it becomes clear that the uddazallii was multiplied with three times the Sikin ubani
“shape of the finger” (see the Appendix and figs. 9.1-2). The relevant passage reads:

7" Sum-ma a-na MU 1-KAM DU-u$ 0;6,40 ud-da-zal-le-e uy-mi a-na 6 US uy-mi
0;6,40 fL-ma

8" 0;6,40 A.RA 360 40 tam-mar 40 ud-da-zal-le-e MU 1-KAM a-na 3 Si-kin SU.SI
i-Si-ma

9 40 A.RA 3 120 tam-mar 120 4 1TI ina NIG.KA, i-ta-bal
10" ana MU 1-KAM a-dan-na GAR-an SAG a-dan-ni-ka 120

T Koch 2005: 65. 13 Transliterated and translated by Koch (2005:
12 Koch 2005: 64. 471-74).
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7 1If you perform (the extispicy) for one year, then 1/9 is the correction of a day,
multiply (it) with 360 days and

8" you will see that 1/9 times 360 is 40. 40 is the correction (uddazallit) for one
year; multiply (it) with the three shapes of the finger (Sikin ubani) and

9" you will see that 40 times 3 is 120. 120 corresponds to four months in the re-
sult.

10” (If) you determine the period for a year, (then) the basis for (the calculation
of) your period is 120.

The still enigmatic term Sikin ubdni appears several times in the so-called DUB HA.LA
texts, but we are far from really understanding what it means.'* According to K. 4061 +
K. 10344 obv. &', it seems reasonable to view Sikin ubdni as a synonym to the surface of the
finger (sér ubani). This would further support the convincing idea put forward by Ulla Koch,
that the reciprocal of the uddazallii in extispicy being 9 corresponds to the three surfaces of
the finger and their subdivision into the zones top/middle/basis.'?

But this new join also puts into question the previously assumed number for the uddazallii
in extispicy. In his first edition of this text Ernst Weidner (1917: 260) read the number of the
uddazallii as 6 2/3 and all scholars followed him. However, a given number in the cuneiform
sexagesimal writing system has many possible readings, as, for example, one vertical wedge
can stand for the numbers 1, 60, 3600 and so on or even 1/60, 1/3600, etc.'® The actual value,
be it 60 times higher or lower, can only be determined through the context. The new text
K. 4061 + K. 10344 shows that the uddazallii is to be multiplied with the three Sikin ubani
and not, as was formerly surmised, with the number 3/60 (or 1/20). Since it is much more
likely that there are three Sikin ubani and that they refer to the surfaces of the finger, we have
to lower the uddazallil by the factor 60, which is perfectly possible in all texts. So instead of
the formerly assumed uddazallii of 6 2/3 for a day, 200 for a month and 2400 for a year we
now have an uddazallii of 1/9 for a day, 3 1/3 for a month, and 40 for a year.

Now, having established the actual value of the uddazallii and its multiplication with the
three shapes of the finger (Sikin ubani), we can derive a formula for the “calculation of the
stipulated term”:

(planned time period X uddazallii X 3 sikin ubém’) X marks on the finger = adannu

The first multiplications in the parentheses constitute the res adanni, the basis for the stipu-
lated term, which is then multiplied with the value of the marks on the finger. To illustrate
this, we can now analyze lines 7~16" of the obverse of K. 4061 + K. 10344, which in its first
section explains the rules for the calculation of the rés adanni, which we have used to derive
the formula, and in the second section actually calculates the stipulated term (adannu) by
multiplying the rés adanni with the results from the observed marks on the finger.

7" If you perform (the extispicy) for one year, then 1/9 is the correction
(uddazallii) of a day; multiply (it) with 360 days, and

8" you will see that 1/9 times 360 is 40. 40 is the correction (uddazallii) for one
year; multiply (it) with the three shapes of the finger (Sikin ubdani) and

' For §ikin ubani, see the discussion in Borger 1957: ' Koch 2005: 64f.
191f. For the DUB HA.LA texts, see the edition in 16 See Friberg 1987-90: 533f.
Koch 2005: nos. 90-95.
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9" you will see that 40 times 3 is 120. 120 corresponds to four months in the re-
sult.

10” (If) you determine the period for a year, (then) the basis for (the calculation
of) your period (rés adanni) is 120.

11" 1If a hole lies in the top of the right surface of the finger: 120 times 1 is 120, 4
months. The enemy will besiege and seize the town,

12° in battle: defeat of the army, it will rain, a patient will recover.

13" If a hole lies in the middle of the right surface of the finger: 120 times 2 is
[240], 8 months. The enemy will besiege and seize the town,

14’ in battle: defeat of the army, it will rain, a patient will recover.

15" 1If ahole lies in the basis of the right surface of the finger: 120 times 3 is [360,
one yelar. The enemy will besiege and seize the town,

16" in battle: defeat of the army, it will rain, a patient will recover.

The planned time period is a year or 360 days, the uddazallii-correction is 1/9 and this
together with the 3 Sikin ubani gives a number of 120 for the basis of the calculation (rés
adanni). This is now multiplied with the value gained from one hole in the different zones!'’
of the finger in order to get the result for the stipulated term (adannu).

From these texts for the calculation of the stipulated term, two important aspects for the
Babylonian understanding of extispicy can be deduced: First, the adannu, the time period
in which the extispicy is actually valid, is not necessarily identical with the time period for
which the extispicy is performed. Even if a diviner “performs the extispicy for a year,” its
adannu can be shorter or longer, or it can be identical, but this depends on the calculation of
the stipulated term and, therefore, on the observation how many marks are located on the dif-
ferent surfaces of the finger. When a Babylonian diviner “performs an extispicy for a year,”
this extispicy is not necessarily valid for a year. Basically, he is proposing a time period he is
interested in. However, it is the part of the gods to decide how long the extispicy is actually
valid. And they place their verdict into the appearance of the finger of the liver. The diviner,
then, calculates this time period for the validity of the extispicy result according to the planned
period and the uddazallii-correction. In this case, the adannu is not determined by the diviner
or the client, but by the gods.'®

The second aspect concerns the fact that the adannu not only indicates the time period of
validity of the extispicy result, but it also determines the maximum time period that will elapse
until a certain dreaded or hoped for event will happen. This is made clear by many entries in
the texts for calculation of the stipulated term, speaking of “in x hours/days/months you will

besiege and seize the enemy town.”!"?

17 See the table above. 19 See K. 4061 + below, obv. 24’—rev. end, and VAT
'8 This is also illustrated by passages in the chapter 9492 (KAR 452), for which see HeeBel, forthcom-
Summa multabiltu of the series Baritu, which tell the  ing, no. 64.

diviner to wait for the time period set by the god(s):

a-dan ili(DINGIR) ii-ga-a-a; see Koch 2005: 7/1 and

8/1.
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This layer of interpretation called the “calculation of the stipulated term” again calls to
mind the fact that Babylonian extispicy was never used to gain secure, unchangeable state-
ments about the future. Extispicy results had a limited validity that seldom exceeded one
year.?® Therefore, extispicy was not used to make general statements about the far away
future, but on the contrary was indicating the result of a development, which was viewed as
threatening or desirable in the present. This might be regarded as one of the main reasons for
its success with the common people as well as the ruling class, as it answered to the current
needs and hopes of people.

APPENDIX

Edition of K. 4061 (CT 31/16, 18 [Koch 2005: 471-74]) + K. 10344
K. 4061+K. 10344, represents the lower half of a one-column tablet. The joined fragment
measures 92 X 95 x 20 mm (see figs. 9.1-2).

Obv. 1’ TBE ina MURUB, EDIN 15 $U.SI BUR SUBI-[di ] TURU NIGIN-mil D[AB-
bat]

2’ ina ®STUKUL SUB-ti ERIN-ni [AN-ii SUR]-nun GIG T[I.LA]

3" BESUHUSEDIN 15 SU.SIBUR SUB-di 10 A.RA 3 301[ITI 1-KAM/30 u,-mi KU]R
URU NIGIN-ma DAB-[bat]

4" ina ¥STUKUL SUB-ti ERIN-ni AN-I7i1 [SUR]-nun GIG TL[LA]

Sum-ma a-na ITI 2-KAM DU-u§ SAG a-dan-ni-ka 20 20 u,-m[i] EN MU 1-KAM
tu-mal-lu-Ti!

6" 40 ud-da-zal-le-e MU 1-KAM GUB-ma 3,20 ud-da-zal-le-e ITI 1-KAM fus-te-qa

Sum-ma ana MU 1-KAM DU-us 0;6,40 ud-da-zal-le-e u,-mi a-na 6 US u,-mi
0;6,40 iL-ma
8 0;6,40 A.RA 360 40 tam-mar 40 ud-da-zal-le-e MU 1-[KAIM a-na 3 Si-kin SU.SI
i-Si-ma
9 40 A.RA 3 120 tam-mar 120 4 1TI ina NiG.KA, i-ta-bal
10" ana MU 1-KAM a-dan-na GAR-an SAG a-dan-ni-ka 120

11 BE SAG EDIN 15 SU.SI BUR SUB-di 120 A.RA 1 120 4 1T1! KUR URU NIGIN-ma
DAB-bat

12" ina ¥¥TUKUL SUB-#i ERIN-ni AN-1i1 SUR-Tnun GIG TLLA

13 BE MURUB, EDIN 15 SU.SI BUR SUB-di 120 A.RA 121 [240] 8 ITI [K]UR URU
NIGIN-ma DAB-bat

14" ina $STUKUL SUB-#i ERIN-ni AN-I7 SUR1-nun GIG TL.LA

15 BE SUHUS EDIN 15 SU.SI BUR SUB-di 120 A.RA I3 3601 [MU 1]-KAM KUR URU
NIGIN-ma DAB-bat

20 See Starr 1990: p. 16.
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16" ina ®STUKUL SUB-ti ERIN-ni AN-[ii S|JUR-nun GIG TLLA
17" Sum-ma a-na MU 2-KAM DU-u$ SAG a-dan-ni-ka 240 8 ITI a-dan-ni ana MU
1-KAM
18" EN UD.LA-a GAR-an
19" BE lu ina SAG EDIN 15 U [u ina MURUB, EDIN 15 U lu ina SUHUS E[DIN] 15 U
BUR.MES
20" #-lu 1 1i-lu 2 1i-lu 3 SUB.MES KUR URU NI[GIN-m]a DAB-bat
21" ina ®STUKUL SUB-ti ERIN-ni AN-Iii1 SUR-[nu]n GIG TLLA
22" Sum-ma ana U, 1-KAM DU-u$ a-dan-ni u,-mi 0;20'(Text: 0;10) 11501 SUB-ku
23’ BE ina SAG EDIN 150 U BUR SUB-di 0;20 A.RA 1 0;20 ina 4 DANNA u,-mi URU
KUR NIGIN-ma DAB-bat
24’ @-na ¥TUKUL SUB-ti ERIN KUR AN-7 NU [SU]R-nun GIG BA.US
End of obv.
Rev. 1 BE ina MURUB, EDIN 150 U BUR SUB-di 0;20 A.RA 2 0;40 ina 8 DANNA u,-mi
URU (erasure) KUR NIGIN-ma DAB-bat
2 @-na ¥TUKUL SUB-#i ERIN KUR AN NU SUR-nun GIG BA.US
[BE ina SJUHUS EDIN 150 U BUR SUB-di 0;20 A.RA 3 1 ina 12 DANNA u,-mi
[ga]m?’-mar-ti a-dan-ni URU KUR NIGIN-ma DAB-bat
4  [Sum-m]a ana ITI 1-KAM DU-u$ a-dan-ni <<10>> I1TI 10 150 SUB-ku
IBE! ina 'SAG1 EDIN 150 [U B]UR SUB-di 10 A.RA 1 10 ina 10 u,-mi URU KUR
NIGIN-ma DAB-bat
6 ina '®'T[UKUL SUB-ti E]JRIN KUR AN-ii NU SUR-nun GIG BA.US
7 BE [ina] TMURUB,! [EDIN 15]0 U BUR SUB-di 10 A.RA 2 20 ina 20 us-mi URU
KUR NIGIN-ma DAB-bat
8 ina I*TUKUL SUB-ti1 ERIN KUR AN-if NU SUR-[nun] GIG BA.US
9 BE ina SUHUS EDIN 150 U BUR SUB-di 10 A.RA 3 30 in[a 30 us-mi URU KUR
NIGIN-ma DAB-bat
10 ina #¥TUKUL SUB-ti ERIN KUR AN-ii [NU SUR-nun GIG B]A.US
11 Sum-ma ina a-dan-ni MU 1-KAM | ]
12 BE ina SAG EDIN 150 U BUR SUB-di-Imal | ]
13 a-na ®TUKUL SUB-ti ERIN [KUR ]
14 BE ina MURUB, EDIN 150 [U BUR SUB-di-ma ]
15 a-na STUKUL [ ]
16 BE ina SUHUS EDI[N 150 U BUR SUB-di-ma ]

169



170

17

18
19
20

oi.uchicago.edu

NILS P. HEESEL

a-na [¥STUKUL ]

BE ina SAG [ ]
BE ina [ ]
B[E ]

TRANSLATION

Obv. 1"

14’
15’

16’
17

18’

If a hole lies in the middle of the right surface of the finger: [ ... ... : The
enemy] will besiege the town, he will t[ake (it)],

in battle: defeat of the army, [it will ra]in, a patient will rec[over].

If ahole lies in the basis of the right surface of the finger: 10 times 3 is 30 [days
... ... : The ene]my will besiege and seize the town,

in battle: defeat of the army, it will rain, a patient will rec[over].

If you perform (the extispicy) for two months, then the basis for (the calcula-
tion of) your period is 20, 20 days until one year you make full,

40 is established as the correction for one year, 3 1/3 is the correction for one
month, you let it pass.

If you perform (the extispicy) for one year, then 1/9 is the correction of a day,
multiply (it) with 360 days and

you will see that 1/9 times 360 is 40. 40 is the correction for one year; multiply
(it) with the three shapes of the finger (Sikin ubani) and

you will see that 40 times 3 is 120. 120 corresponds to four months in the re-
sult.

(If) you determine the period for a year, (then) the basis for (the calculation
of) your period is 120.

If a hole lies in the top of the right surface of the finger: 120 times 1 is 120, 4
months. The enemy will besiege and seize the town,

in battle: defeat of the army, it will rain, a patient will recover.

If a hole lies in the middle of the right surface of the finger: 120 times 2 is
[240], 8 months. The enemy will besiege and seize the town,

in battle: defeat of the army, it will rain, a patient will recover.

If a hole lies in the basis of the right surface of the finger: 120 times 3 is [360,
one ye]ar. The enemy will besiege and seize the town,

in battle: defeat of the army, it will rain, a patient will recover.

If you perform (the extispicy) for two years, then the basis for (the calculation
of) your period is 240, 8. The period for one year

together with the correction you determine.
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If holes lie either in the top of the right surface of the finger or in the middle
of the right surface of the finger or in the basis of the right surface of the
finger

either one, two, or three: The enemy will besiege and seize the town,
in battle: defeat of the army, it will rain, a patient will recover.

If you perform (the extispicy) for one day, then the period for one day is 1/3,
the left side occurs for you

If a hole lies in the top of the left surface of the finger: 1/3 times 1 is 1/3. In 4
double-hours of a day you will besiege and seize the enemy town,

in battle: defeat of the enemy armys, it will not rain, a patient will die.

End of obv.

Rev. 1

10

11
12
13
14
15
16
17

18

If a hole lies in the middle of the left surface of the finger: 1/3 times 2 is 2/3. In
8 double-hours of a day you will besiege and seize the enemy town,

in battle: defeat of the enemy army, it will not rain, a patient will die.

[If] a hole lies [in the b]asis of the left surface of the finger: 1/3 times 3 is 1.
In the 12 double-hours of a day, in the completion of the period, you will be-
siege and seize the enemy town.

[T]f you perform (the extispicy) for one month, then the period for one month is
10, the left side occurs for you.

If a [hole l]ies in the top of the left surface of the finger: 10 times 1 is 10. In 10
days you will besiege and seize the enemy town,

in baf[ttle: defe]at of the enemy army, it will not rain, a patient will die.

If a hole lies [in the] middle [of the lef]t [surface] of the finger: 10 times 2 is
20. In 20 days you will besiege and seize the enemy town,

in battle: defeat of the enemy army, it will not rain, a patient will die.

If a hole lies in the basis of the left surface of the finger: 10 times 3 is 30. In 30
days you will besiege and seize the enemy town,

in battle: defeat of the enemy army, it will [not rain, a patient will d]ie.

If in the period of one year [ ... ... ].

If a hole lies in the top of the left surface of the finger and [ ... ... ],

in battle: defeat of the [enemy] army, [ ... ... ].

If [a hole lies] in the middle of the left surface [of the finger and ... ... ],
in battle: [ ... ... ].

If [a hole lies] in the basis of the [left] surf[ace of the finger and ... ... ],
in b[attle: ... ... ].

If inthetop [ ... ... ].

171
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19 Ifin[... ... .
20 I[f......].

COMMENTARY
obv. 17 Despite the fact that this line is broken it is clear that the scribe wrote URU
NIGIN-mi and not, as in obv. 3” etc., URU NIGIN-ma.

22" Here and inrev. 4 the phrase 150 SUB-ku shows that concerning the calculation
of the stipulated term the right side refers to the enemy and the left side to the
client of the extispicy, contrary to the usual custom in extispicy.

rev. 1 The scribe erased the sign NIGIN after URU as he had forgotten to write KUR
before NIGIN.

K 4061 + K 10344 obv.

i'--,-!E el AFH

Figure 9.1. K. 4061+K. 10344 obverse
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K 4061 + K 10344 rev.

l‘* K 10344

Figure 9.2. K. 4061+K. 10344 reverse
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THE DIVINE PRESENCE AND ITS
INTERPRETATION IN EARLY
MESOPOTAMIAN DIVINATION®

ABRAHAM WINITZER, UNIVERSITY OF NOTRE DAME

1

Divination, if one seeks to define it, is less difficult a task than is the counterpart for its
alleged parent, religion — though perhaps only marginally so. After all, one can approach the
topic from virtually every entryway through which the drive to understand religion is tackled.
Whether via its mythology or ritual, its accompanying liturgy, or the treatises its record may
leave behind, the complexity of the phenomenon is such that it should give anyone deluded
in believing that the meaning of divination is somehow self-evident room for pause. Still,
no matter the approach to which one resorts, a central tenet that must be confronted at some
point concerns not merely the existence of a divine realm, but of its willingness to reveal
something of itself in the natural order, something perceivable to man; this, perhaps, does
stand in contrast with religion.

And so questions concerning the proclamation or signs of the divine’s manifestation or
“presence” in divination systems, including those from ancient Mesopotamia, must be un-
derstood as basic to the broader enterprise. In a very real sense what enabled Mesopotamian
diviners to proceed with their queries was the fundamental assumption of and hope for the
divine’s manifestation via one of the various divinatory channels, of and for the divine’s
virtual “presence” in the examined media, in the form of a sign.

When, however, one turns to the omen collections from ancient Mesopotamia — by far
the most elaborate testimony of divinatory interest stemming from this civilization — it is
the relative silence concerning the mention of deities that is striking. On occasion one does
encounter statements exhibiting an interest in this basic theological premise, though frequently
upon their assessment it becomes clear that these are marginal to the broader enterprise of
the collections. And perhaps most telling of the divine realm’s place in these texts are those
omens whose forecasts herald the presence of this or that deity but immediately see fit to gloss
these statements, as if to reconfigure them, subsuming in the process proclamations of “divine
presence” in the literature’s deep technical sea.

In the following I attempt to explore this discrepancy, something that may be seen as
one between Mesopotamian divination theory and practice, as Niek Veldhuis put it recently.!
In particular, I try to posit an explanation for it and to provide a model for its development.
In so doing I hope that some light may be shed on the following two questions: What does
the evolution in the place of the divine mean for an understanding of divination in ancient

* This paper draws on two previous ones given at  and February 2004, and is the beneficiary of feedback
the Harvard Workshop on the Religion of Ancient received in that venue.
Mesopotamia and Adjacent Areas, in October 2002, 1'Veldhuis 2006.
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Mesopotamia? Is there a way in which this development reflects a change in attitude in
Mesopotamia concerning the way by which divinatory knowledge was accessed, perhaps even
about the very meaning of divination?

2

We might begin with a consideration of the testimony from the theoretical side of things.
A recent study by Piotr Steinkeller (2005) presents a comprehensive picture of the con-
ceptual setup of early Mesopotamian divination, at least for its most significant channel,
extispicy. This reconstruction, it should be noted at the outset, is not without its drawbacks.
One may quibble with particular aspects in Steinkeller’s overall model or even object to his
synchronic approach; what follows, in fact, raises some challenges to his overall scheme. Still,
Steinkeller’s contribution to the understanding of the overall picture cannot be overestimated;
more to the point, for the present purposes his reservations about it, even if ultimately justi-
fied, prove to be tangential. Accordingly, it is recapped in what follows.

Table 10.1. The gods of Mesopotamian divination (following Steinkeller 2005)

Major Gods: Samas Adad(?)?
Description: bel dinim bel birim/bél ikribi u birim
“Lord of Judgment” “Lord of (extispicy)
Inspection/Petitions and
Inspection”
Other Deities: Istar...(Venus), Sulpae (Jupiter), ™'gal.si.sa (Sirius
[Ninurta]), Sin (Moon), etc.
Description: il musitim bél tértim
“Gods of the Night” “Lord of the Omen”
(Collective) (Individual)

In his work, Steinkeller sought to understand the place of Samaé, the sun-god, Adad, the
weather-god — respectively the bél dinim “lord of judgment” and the bél birim/bél ikribi u
birim “lord of (extispicy) inspection/petitions and inspection” — as well as the so-called
Gods of the Night in the Mesopotamian conception of the divinatory universe. In particular,
it is the pairing of the former two that appears in many of extant prayers and prayer rituals of
Old Babylonian divination (including ikribu- and tamitu-prayers, and other related material),
something even more appreciable now with the recent publication of the famitu (oracle) texts
by Lambert.? As Steinkeller explains it, this Samas-Adad duo operates in tandem — with Adad
providing for Samas, the real actor, a turbo-like boost — to enable the cosmic process. That
divination takes place at night owes itself to the belief that at this time Sama$ traverses the

2 See below. Surri Sama$ u Adad, perhaps “if statement(s) (= ca-
3 See Lambert 2007: esp. 5-9, 12—14, for a descrip- ~ suistic omen sentences) of Samas and Adad,” dis-
tion of the genre and related materials. See also the  cussed recently in Michalowski 2006.

subscript in text VI of the MDAI 57 Susa omens,
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Figure 10.1. The Babylonian universe (after Steinkeller 2005)

Netherworld’s horizon, a mirror image of the one visible in daytime (fig. 10.1). At this time,
when earthly judgment ceases, the interest of the cosmic judge turns to divinatory matters, the
heavenly counterpart of legal verdicts.* The Gods of the Night, according to Steinkeller, are
the selfsame deities named in many extispicy reports — including IStar (in her various guises),
Sulpae, Ninurta, Sin, and so on — that are also to be equated with the night’s stars (thus IStar
= Venus, Sulpae = Jupiter, Ninurta = Sirius, Sin = Moon, etc.). For a given extispicy one of
these functions as the bél tértim, or the deity responsible for that extispicy, perhaps in accor-
dance with personal proclivity or with astronomical and/or meteorological realities.’ In all the
system is, Steinkeller claims early on, “highly coherent and ... internally logical,”® and, more
significant for the present purposes, unequivocal about the place of the divine realm in it.
Further evidence of the centrality of the idea of divine manifestation or presence in
Mesopotamian divination may be witnessed when one turns to the phenomenology of the
divinatory act, at least as it is met — faute de mieux — in the accompanying prayers and
related literature. In this respect, the transformation inherent in the extispicy act must be
understood as a quasi-transfiguration for its practitioner and the conceptual universe he inhab-
its. Accordingly, the rooftop that provided the setting for the event serves as the axis mundi
where the gods encounter the human realm. Indeed, the texts all but spell out the fulcrum on
which the cosmic beam rests: having concluded the preparatory ritual, the diviner moves on
to beseech the gods to have “truth” (kittum) established — or, perhaps better, materialized

“ For a recent word of this epistemological metaphor 3 Steinkeller 2005: 41-42.
in its broader context, see Wilcke 2007: 224ff. 6 Steinkeller 2005: 17.
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— before him. The coda of the well-known Prayer (to the Gods) of the Night” (example 1)
makes the point clearly:

1. In the extispicy I am performing / In the lamb I am offering® / Establish truth
(kittum) for me!®

So, too, for the Old Babylonian prayer of the divination priest YOS 11 22 (example 2), where
this last imperative functions as the refrain of the entire text. The diviner beseeches the gods
to establish truth (kittam Sakanum) within his reach:

2. In the ikrib-blessing I am pronouncing / In the extispicy I am performing /
Establish truth (kittam Suknam) for me!'°

And what is here understood as “truth” is qualified elsewhere even further. Thus, upon the
appeal for the establishment of truth via the extispicy performed, the petitioner turns to the
gods in the initial prayer of the great Old Babylonian extispicy liturgical manual YOS 11 23
(and //)"! with the following plea (example 3):

3. Cause the god, the lord of the omen I am performing, to be present for me!
In the extispicy I am performing establish truth for me!
In the manifestation(s)'? of the great gods (Siknat ilf rabiitim), in the tablet
of the gods (ruppi sa ili),
May a takaltum be present!!3

The precise identification of the term takaltum in this passage has been a matter of some
debate. If one follows the view espoused most recently by Steinkeller, then in the present
context the word should be understood as a euphemism for the (whole) liver, this on anal-
ogy with its primary meaning, a carrying bag for storage of small tools.!* Accordingly, the
un-inscribed liver was envisaged as the depository of equipment of a different sort, namely,

7 Following the recent edition and sigla ([a] AO 6769
// [b] Erm 15642) in Wilcke 2007: 225-28.

8 In one version (a): “In the ikrib-blessing I am
pronouncing.”

9 Ibid., lines 22—24. On the unusual -gn dative dual
ending on the imperative (directed at Sama$ and
Adad) in version (b), see Wilcke 2007: 227 n. 82;
and, better, Lambert 2007: 8. The same formula with
this ending appears repeatedly in YOS 11 23, for
which see Starr 1983 (full edition); Wilcke 2007:
233-38 (updated, partial edition).

10 Wilcke 2007: 230-33, (text) lines 12-13, 17-18,
31-33,40-41, 49, 52-53, 56-57, 64—-66.

' Wilcke 2007: 233-38.

12 Or perhaps “creation(s)”; pace CAD §/2, 431b:
“decree(?).”

13 Ibid., ms. A (= YOS 11 23), lines 15-16.

14 Steinkeller (2005: 30 and n. 43) cleverly under-
stands the enveloping tuppi Sa ili in this image as
referring to the lamb itself; cf. earlier Lambert 1967:
133; Starr 1983: 53-56; Vanstiphout and Veldhuis
1995: 31-32. Note in particular the equation gis.

tun = takaltum in various (native) lexical lists, es-
pecially those in Hh, cited in CAD T, 61, s.v. takaltu
A, already noted in Starr, ibid., 53-54 n. 98; also
Vanstiphout and Veldhuis, ibid., p. 31 n. 9.

At issue is the relation between the takaltum (ta-
ka-al-tum) and the tuppi Sa ili. If the latter is taken as
a metaphor for the liver itself, then one must either:
(a) interpret the takaltum as a subset of the liver or as
something in its interior (so, e.g., Glassner 2002: 10
“les visceres”; Wilcke 2007: 236 “Tasche”), or (b),
more radically, read the word in the genitive (ta-ka-
al-tim) so as to have it in apposition with the fuppi
Sa ilt (so Lambert 1998: 147).

The first of these options is possible, though it is
not without its problems. It seems unlikely that the
prayer would have in mind here either the liver’s “or-
gans” generally (whose sound presence, though cer-
tainly meaningful and desirable [see further below],
did not articulate on its own the precise signification
for which the diviner frequently awaited), or, alterna-
tively, the (non-“canonical”) zone by the same name
(for which see, e.g., Jeyes 1989: 76), to the exclusion
of all the others. Less likely is Lambert’s solution to
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the divine message, with the liver amounting to a veritable tabula rasa, an empty slate upon
which this message was recorded. Elsewhere too, in a tale intended to provide an etiology for
divination, it is likened to nothing less than the Tablet of the Gods. This tale (example 4), the
opening of a text concerned with proper diviner qualifications and procedures, which was re-
edited not long ago by Lambert,! tells how Enmeduranki, the legendary king of Sippar, was
given “the Tablet of the Gods, the liver, secret (or, just below in the same text: mystery) of
Heavens and Earth,” along with instructions about how to conduct the craft of various sorts
of divination and determine who might be their respective practitioners.

4. Samas in the Ebabbara [appointed] Enmeduranki, [King of Sippar], the
beloved of Anu, Enlil, [and Ea]. Samas and Adad [brought him in] to their
assembly, Samas and Adad [honored him], Samas and Adad [seated him]
before [them] on a golden throne. They showed him how to observe oil in
water, a mystery of Anu [Enlil and Ea]. [Th]ey gave him the Tablet of the
Gods, the liver, a secret of Heaven and the Netherworld (fuppi ilani takalta
piristi Samé u erseti [i]ddiniisu), they put the cedar in his hands, beloved
by the great gods.

And he, [in accordance with] their [command], brought into his presence
the citizens of Nippur, Sippar, and Babylon, and honored them, he seated
them before him on thrones, he showed them how to observe oil in water,
a mystery of Anu, Enlil, and Ea, he gave them the Tablet of the Gods, the
liver, a secret of Heaven and the Netherworld (tuppi ilani takalta piristi
Samé u erseti iddinsuniiti), he put the cedar in their hand, beloved by the
great gods, the Tablet of the Gods, the /iver, a mystery of Heaven and the
Netherworld (tuppi ilani takalta nisirti Samé u erseti)....'

Now Lambert was astute to note similarities between some of the qualifications of would-
be divination-priests and those incumbent upon Levitical priests in the Bible.!” Actually, a
broader comparison — note: functional, not genetic — may be suggested, one that sheds
further light on divination’s theoretical conceptual stance. After all, as presented in the leg-
ends and prayers surveyed,'8 the entire extispicy event parallels much of what is the defin-
ing event in the biblical text, indeed of all revealed religions: revelation and transmission of
the divine word from the god(s) to his/their select group of people.!® And if one accepts the
premise that the Mesopotamians reckoned the sign or signs detected via extispicy, or through
any divinatory channel, as divinely inspired in some transcendent fashion, then logically it
follows that extispicy, or divination in general, is nothing less than a source of revelation,
its product tantamount to the divinely revealed word. In fact this point was made long ago,?

read TUM as tim, which loses strength when one notes
the regular use of TIM for tim elsewhere in this text,
indeed even in the very same line (ra-bu-tim). The
tentative suggestion in CAD (ibid.) that the bag in
question was intended for the (diviner’s?) reed stylus
seems still less likely.

15 Lambert 1998; originally Lambert 1967.

16 Lambert 1998: 148-49, lines 1-16.

7 Lambert 1998: 147-48.

18 There are still others, for which see Lambert 2007:
13-14.

19 In fact this too had occurred to Lambert, and even
earlier at that (1967: 127), though he drew the paral-
lel to a more explicit instance of this idea, namely, the
famous “chain of tradition” in Mishnah Avor describ-
ing the transmission of the Torah.

20 For example, Moran 1969: 23. Compare Durand
1988: 25 (also idem 2008: 492), who, unfortunately,
still subordinates the stature of divinatory-based rev-
elation to that from realm of prophecy (“Dans cer-
tains cas privilégiés, la réponse a ’interrogation ora-
culaire se mue en un véritable discours prophétique.
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but appears underappreciated for its basic phenomenological significance.?! All the same, of
its basic truth there can be no doubt. And if, arbitrarily or from a comparatist’s standpoint,
divination is not included among the premier league of moments of the divine’s manifesta-
tion in the human realm — those including revelation, incarnation, transubstantiation, or an
ongoing mystical divine presence (the §°kind in Jewish Kabbalistic terminology, a cognate
of the aforementioned §ikndtu “manifestation(s)” of the ili rabitim**) — then at least within
a more modest Mesopotamian scope one is wise to include this version of Michelangelo’s

“touch of God.”??

Dans ce dernier cas, le devin est doublé, cependant,
par un autre personnage, le ‘Répondant du Dieu,’
I’apilum”).

2! By contrast, much has been made of the socio-
logical context and ideological manipulation of this
knowledge by select parties. With respect to the Old
Babylonian period, understandably these matters were
first tackled at length by Durand (1988: 3-68, esp.
11-24), whose publication of the divinatory epistolary
and related materials afforded a previously unimagi-
nable window into Old Babylonian diviners as well
as their machinations and relations to the state and
state affairs. The latter angle, drawing further support
from the more recent edition of prophecy texts from
Assyria (Parpola 1997), has been developed further,
especially in Pongratz-Leisten 1999; also Lenzi 2008;
and now Richardson in this volume.

Needless to say, the question of how to approach
the study of Mesopotamian divination must not pro-
ceed along “either”-“or” lines. Generally speaking in
the study of religion, the idea that specialized secret
knowledge attributed to divine sources could be and
was manipulated for political purposes, with a devel-
oping “guild” around it cultivating a certain clout for
itself in the bargain, is clear and legitimate — if not
new. Yet this must not deny or even overshadow the
religious dimension to a particular phenomenon, in
this case the possibility of a legitimate belief in div-
inatory-based revelation by the ancients. To assume
otherwise risks a misunderstanding of the very nature
of divination and its place in ancient thought.

This same issue, but with respect to the oracle at
Delphi in terms of its modern investigation, was ar-
ticulated effectively by Hugh Bowden not long ago.
As Bowden observes (2004: 122-23), not merely
have historians underestimated what, in terms of sub-
ject, represents the largest category of consultations,
namely, religious; they have also misrepresented the
very nature of the oracular activity, assuming a dis-
tinction between consultations more secular in nature

and those concerned, prima facie, with the divine
realm. He writes:

The analysis of Athenian consultations of Delphi
has divided them into categories that involved
political, military and diplomatic issues as well
as ‘religious’ ones. However, in every case
where we know the terms of the enquiry, and
quite probably in all the cases where we don’t
know, the actual question asked of Delphi is
directly about relations with the gods (Bowden
2004: 132).

The point is illustrated even further if, upon re-
turning to the Mesopotamian sphere, we consider an
analogous situation from a comparable phenomenon:
the record of prophecy and prophetic activity, along
with the transmission of this information, at Mari. In
one well-known instance known from this corpus, an
episode involving the deliberations of (king) Zimri-
Lim in a foreign-policy matter, reports of a certain
prophetic utterance reach the king from multiple
sources. The events surrounding these missives, if
one follows their explication in Sasson 1995; also
van der Toorn 2000: 230-33; idem 2007: 112-13, are
intricate, and offer a supreme example of self-interest
and crafty diplomacy by politically savvy parties. But
this does not gainsay the existence of an enigmatic
prophetic utterance at the core of the matter (Sapal
tibnim mi illakii “waters run beneath straw”), even if,
as Sasson (ibid., 607-08) and van der Toorn (2000:
232-33; 2007: 113) wonder, it may be impossible
even in this instance to settle on the ipsissima verba
(assuming there was more to it than the above-men-
tioned aphorism!).

22 Already noted in Starr 1983: 53. To be sure, earlier
reflexes of this idea abound in biblical writings, from
Deuteronomy’s so-called Name Theology (Sikkén
§ém) to the initial promise by the Israelite deity of
presence in the portable sanctuary (Exod. 25:8)
and, indeed, to the basic term for this “tabernacle”
(miskan).

23 Compare Durand 2008: 431-33.
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3

Of course all this rests on a model of the theoretical conception of Mesopotamian divina-
tion. As such, its value may be challenged on two fronts. First, there is the question of the
model’s accuracy: to what extent have we represented its basic ingredients correctly and pro-
portionally? And there is a second question, one involving the degree to which theory reflects
and matches practice. A word on each of these matters is in order.

Concerning the model’s accuracy one might consider, by way of example, the question
of the place of Adad within the conceptual framework. As described above, Steinkeller had
contended that numerous references to this god as the bél birim, or “lord of divination,” are not
incidental to the overall setup. And yet in numerous texts and even entire text genres that bear
on the issue of the theoretical framework, Adad does not figure as Samas’ counterpart.>* Even
in the Enmeduranki etiology, connected as it is to Samas and his Sippar home, the Ebabbar
temple, the place of Adad should probably be seen as an external intrusion to a native theol-
ogy, as Lambert observed recently.? It is thus not unlikely that his place in the Babylonian
divinatory universe, and even his title bél birim, represents a specific historical development,

and not something that can be deemed autochthonous.?

2 For example, the Middle and Neo-Babylonian
“Gods of the Night” prayers (for which see Lambert
2007: 13) where Adad does not appear, and espe-
cially the so-called “Queries to the Sungod” (Starr
1990), the first-millennium large collection of oracle
questions by diviners in the Sargonid court that, as
their modern designation suggests, address Samag
— alone.

25 Lambert 2007: 8.

26 Compare Schwemer 2007: 149. Note also objection
raised by Durand (1997: 278; 2008: 220-21) con-
cerning the understanding of birum in the title bélet
biri/biri (“lady of ... ”) as “divination.” According to
Durand, this is to be understood as “well(s), pit(s),”
with the deity in question — elsewhere a reference
to IShara — one in command of water sources (“la
divinité des points d’eau”). That this deity and title
became associated with divination (Steinkeller 2005:
15 n. 6) may be entirely secondary, whether owing
to her association with Adad (connected in his own
right with underground water; see Schwemer 2001:
170 and n. 1202) or otherwise, in the reinterpretation
of birum in light of parallel developments in Adad’s
character.

Not included in this assessment, though perhaps
deserving of brief mention, are the many passages
from non-divinatory literary genres that refer to divi-
nation, and in particular extispicy. One thinks, for in-
stance, of the well-known passages in Gudea Cylinder
A (Edzard 1997: 69-88) describing his divinatory in-
quiries, extispicy included (xii 16-17; xiii 16—-17; xx
5), concerning the rebuilding of the Eninnu temple.
These are silent as regards the conceptual framework
of the divinatory act. Granted, from the standpoint of
the narrative, this may well have been deemed beside

6

the point. Then again, the text, which spares little in
conveying Gudea’s piety throughout his sacred task,
certainly does not refrain elsewhere from the men-
tion of other deities. One finds the major gods of the
Lagas pantheon to be sure, but also others, parentheti-
cally mentioned, including Nisaba, IStaran and Samas,
Ninzaga and Ninsikila, etc., each in connection to his/
her defining attribute (respectively, writing, justice,
relation to Dilmun). Why, then, no mention should
have been made of the gods of divination in the tell-
ing of events is worth considering.

And elsewhere where the performance of extispicy
is described this matter is even more curious. A case
in point is the intriguing portion of a school letter
“by” Ibbi-Sin, recently published in Michalowski
2006a. There Ibbi-Sin reports of having received a fa-
vorable omen via extispicy. The deity responsible for
this, we are told, is Enlil, who, Ibbi-Sin swanks, “has
looked upon me with grace and has taken my suppli-
cation in (his) holy heart; he established for me in my
omens the favorable parts...” (ibid., 251). The verisi-
militude of this omen, to put it mildly, is problematic;
at the very least the issue must be considered in the
context of the Old Babylonian scribal curriculum and
in light of the literary and historiographic conven-
tions of the royal letter genre (Michalowski 1976:
3-16, 27; 2006a: 256-57). Nevertheless, the question
may still be raised as regards its image of extispicy
therein, since, as Michalowski rightly observes, its
language does contain elements that capture accu-
rately both the technical side of extispicy and the re-
porting of extispicy omens in the (non-literary) Old
Babylonian epistolary. Why then, in this light, is it
Enlil who is depicted fashioning the liver’s regions
(uzu zid/gub...ak) and setting signs in it (kin-gi,-a/
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One is thus left to wonder what other aspects of the theoretical setup are secondary to
native ideas of Mesopotamian divination, or, for that matter, whether such a “trait-list” in-
vestigative approach is prudent in any case. Now happily, this skepticism too has its limits.
Certainly for divination literature in broad terms Steinkeller’s model is defensible for the early
second millennium B.C., such that at least conceptually it may be said, in the spirit of Paul
Veyne, that the Mesopotamians did indeed believe in their divination myth.

But then there remains the second, larger matter, the one concerning the relevance of any
of this for the understanding of the place of the divine in “practical” Mesopotamian divina-
tion. Theories of all kinds run their course,?’ and in any case in practice things typically oper-
ate differently. With respect to the topic at hand one must ask to what extent the theoretical
framework can serve as the guide to ideas about the place of the divine realm in Mesopotamian
divination. In other words, at some point our quest must shift its focus onto other facets of
the phenomenon of divination, lest we be fooled by the “fantastic screen” of the conceptual
setup, to borrow Leo Oppenheim’s metaphor,?® and equate Mesopotamian divinatory mythol-
ogy with Mesopotamian divination.

So what place exactly did the divine realm hold in the eyes of its practitioners? What
of the petitioners for whom the divination was performed? After all, if, as suggested by the
theoretical framework, divine “presence” was a basic, even determinative, fact to the broader
enterprise, then should one not anticipate a continuous and explicit witness to divine mani-
festation, whether in accounts of divinatory activity or, better yet, in the omens themselves?
Might we not expect omen literature to be, in a word, more “theological” — and considerably
less “technical”?%

4

Naturally, a comprehensive answer to this question must build on different areas of
data, of which two in particular stand out. These are: (1) the testimony of or about diviners
and divinatory concerns, especially that appearing in the considerable divinatory epistolary
corpus from the Mari archives,*® and (2) the Mesopotamian omen collections themselves.
Unfortunately, the present setting cannot take up both these angles, but rather must limit itself
to only the latter of these.’!

As is well known, Mesopotamian divination left an immense corpus of omen collec-
tions, from various divinatory channels, beginning apparently in the Old Babylonian period.

2 Compare Jacobsen 1976: 84

30 Collected for the most part in Durand 1988; addi-
tionally Glassner 2005: 281 n. 22, to which additional
letters may be added, including some published ear-
lier and treated in Durand 2000: 98 (no. 949), 100-04
(nos. 952-56); 25960 (no. 1174), and still others,
appearing in the more recent editions of Mari let-
ters; e.g., FM 7 and 8; see esp. FM 7 50 (Durand
2002:167-68).

uzu...gar)? That this is to be read in the light of his
role in the historiographic depiction of the unravel-
ing of the Ur III state (cf., for the earlier case of the
collapse of Akkad, Enlil’s depiction in the Curse of
Agade, lines 98-99 [Cooper 1983: 54-55, and earlier
22]) may not explain this question away. The issue
may ultimately find resolution in our accepting the
possibility that Steinkeller’s model, ingenious though
it is, did not extend far beyond the parameters of the

divination literature itself.

27 Enjoyably, as even Terry Eagleton now tells it
(Eagleton 2003).

28 Oppenheim 1977: 177, there applied more gener-
ally to significance of Mesopotamian myths to the
understanding of Mesopotamian religion.

31T hope to return to the issue regarding the Mari
evidence in the near future. See, meanwhile, Durand
2008, in the aptly named chapter, “Le contact avec la
divinité,” especially pages 492-94.
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To be sure, these cannot be conceived as the direct testimony of Mesopotamian divination
or diviners. They represent, rather, part of the scientific literature of ancient Mesopotamia.
More broadly this means the Mesopotamian penchant to organize data in massive lists, what
at times is labeled Listenwissenschaft; more specifically, the collections form a subset of the
casuistic literature — of which the law “codes” are better-known examples — and are the
product of scribes, who organized and, on the basis of hermeneutic principles and deductive
reasoning, generated the overwhelming majority of this material from an empirically based
kernel.?? Nevertheless, a relation between Mesopotamian divination and the omen collections
is beyond dispute,®* such that, if properly executed, the gleaning of details from the collec-
tions can serve as a legitimate source of information on Mesopotamian divination, especially
in terms of its broader assumptions.

Let us turn, then, to the omen collections, and specifically to a branch of the literature
that has not received the attention of extispicy but which exists from the early periods of
Mesopotamian divination and which, if the tradition reflected in the Enmeduranki etiology
can serve as any guide, enjoyed a privileged status in the eyes of the ancients.?* This is leca-
nomancy, or the divinatory method studying the configuration of oil poured in water. Though
its place in the first-millennium divinatory sciences or in the cuneiform “stream of tradition”
appears negligible, there exists a respectable corpus of oil omens from the Old Babylonian
period. These were the subject of a comprehensive edition and study by Giovanni Pettinato
(1966), now over forty years ago, though apparently they have not inspired much interest
since. For the present purposes their significance stems from the fact that they contain a
considerable number of individual entries, each in the classic casuistic logic-sentence form,
whose interpretations bear statements about the “presence,” or manzdazum (or: mazzazum),
of particular deities, literally their “stand.” Now similar statements, it is noted below, are not
absent in extispicy, but when comparing the sizes of the respective corpora it is clear that such
statements figure more prominently in lecanomancy.

Concerning such manzazu-formulas, the question to be posed is a simple one: what is their
meaning? How to interpret apodoses professing a particular god’s “presence?”” Can one justly
speak of these as conveying an early sort of what later theological reflection might label an
epiphany? To answer these questions one must contend with another matter that frequently
presents itself in those omens mentioning the manzdazum of particular gods. This involves the
mention of “requests” (singular: eristum) for specific items that accompany statements of
divine “presence.” As the following demonstrates, the understanding of the relation between
these terms sheds considerable light on the meaning of the manzazu-formulas themselves,

32 With respect to the omen literature, see provision-
ally Winitzer 2006. For a recent and excellent over-
view of the scribal curriculum’s role in this process,
see van der Toorn 2007: 54-70, 109-41.

33 See most recently Winitzer 2006: 234ff.

34 On the presumed antiquity of the Enmeduranki
tradition, see Lambert 2007: 4. For another indi-
cation of the place of lecanomancy early on, see
Sulgi C line 102 (ETCSL’s numbering): i-gid nig-
na des-ga IGI PI/x-re 4-bi-§¢ in-ga-zu “Moreover, |
properly know the inspecting of lecanomancy and
libanomancy,” following roughly the interpretation
first suggested in Klein 1980: xv—xvii; more recently

Sallaberger 2005: 237 (with additional bibliography);
also Volk 1996: 210 n. 187.

35 Even though in practice this technique remained
common; for which, and on post-Old Babylonian
lecanomancy generally, see Maul 2003: 83. The
most significant witness of interest in the scholastics
of lecanomancy comes from the diviner’s “manual”
KAR 151, discussed and edited most recently (with
parallels) in Koch 2005: 39-45, 273-96; to be re-
edited by Nils HeeBel in the forthcoming volume of
the KAL.

36 An explanation for this discrepancy is suggested
below in section 6.
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and also on the broader issue of the place of the very expression of “divine presence” in the
omen collections.

5

From almost the very beginnings of the study of Mesopotamian divination, a relation
was observed between statements about a deity’s request and those of its presence. Jastrow,
in his pioneering work on Mesopotamian divination,?” had already qualified the relation be-
tween manzazum and eriStum as the deity’s “Bestand” and “aktive Titigkeit,” respectively.3®
Pettinato advanced this idea in his study of the lecanomancy corpus, observing that in these
omens the manzazu-formula was at times clarified and/or made more specific, most frequently
via a statement describing a request, eri§tum.* The evidence from the oil-omens corpus is in-
structive for the present purposes. Its reassessment, conducted below, provides an opportunity
to test Pettinato’s observation systematically. More importantly, it sheds additional light on
the ancients’ attempts to contend with the root of the problem: the meaning of divine presence
in Mesopotamian divination.

Within the lecanomancy corpus, apodoses with manzdazu-formulas and/or eristu-statements
are attested in distinct types, summarized in the following (table 2), where an element Y
somehow qualifies or is qualified by a statement about a deity X:

Table 2. Synopsis of manzazum and eristum attestations

in Old Babylonian lecanomancy omen collections
Syntagm Examples (= Apodoses)

(a) manzaz X manzaz Sin*/Samas*!
(b))
(b,)

(¢) manzazX (ana) Y

manzaz X eristi Y manzaz Samas eriSti Sam$im** manzaz Ea eristi narim®

manzaz X eris§ti Y manzaz Sin*¥/I5tar® eristi kaspim

manzaz il awilim ana damiqtim/lemuttim*®/ manzaz Adad ana
damiqtim*’

(d) manzaz Y eristi X manzaz séni®/ersetim® eristi Sumugan

(e) Yeristi X mukil rés damiqtim eristi Stn>° mukil ré§ lemuttim eristi

Samas!

37 Jastrow 1905-12, vol. 2.
3 Tbid., 775, and see the even earlier effort to under-
stand these terms in Hunger 1903: 25-27.

39 Pettinato 1966, vol. 1: 192-93; more recently
Durand 1997: 281.

40 E.g., Olwahrsagung I 58.

4 E.g., Olwahrsagung I 60.

42 Olwahrsagung I 59; cf. ibid., I 6 and 1T 65.

4 Olwahrsagung 1 61; on the variant in ms. C, see
ibid., 41.

4 Olwahrsagung I 57.

45 Olwahrsagung 1T 53.

46 Olwahrsagung IV rev. 12-13.

47 Olwahrsagung IV rev. 5.

4 Olwahrsagung I 56.

4 Olwahrsagung II 52; cf. ibid., IT 50. The “Land”
certainly refers to the Netherworld (so Pettinato 1966,
vol. 2: 72), with which Sumugan (Sum. Sakkan)
is associated in the Sumerian tale of the Death of
Gilgames; see further George 2003, vol. 2: 850-51.
50 Olwahrsagung 1T 48.

5! Olwahrsagung 1T 49.



oi.uchicago.edu

THE DIVINE PRESENCE AND ITS INTERPRETATION IN EARLY MESOPOTAMIAN DIVINATION 187

Most frequently attested are apodoses where a simple statement about the “presence” of
a particular deity (DN), expressed by way of a manzaz X formula, appears unqualified (a),
for example, manzaz Sin/Samas, “(it represents) the presence of Sin/Samas.” Of the qualified
variety (b—e), most common are cases where an eristu-statement appears to comment on a
preceding manzaz X formula (b;_;). At times this is achieved via a paranomastic hermeneutic
(by) like the phrase eristi Samsim, “(it is) a request of/for the sun disk (written: Sa-am-si-im),”
that follows manzaz Samas, “presence of Samas (written: dutu),” or eristi narim, “(it is) a
request of/for the canal,” apparently as commentary the preceding manzaz Ea, “the presence
of Ea.” In other instances of this type (b,) the qualification of the manzaz X formula by the
eristu-statement does not seem to be based on paranomastic grounds: the presence of Sin/
IStar, manzaz Sin/Istar, is followed by a request (eristum) of/for silver, eristi kaspim. Still
elsewhere the manzaz DN formula may be qualified without resort to an eristu-statement:
for example, in (c) the phrases “for good/bad” qualify the previous manzaz X formulas. In a
couple of cases (d) the manzazum and eristum appear crisscrossed: in the apodoses manzaz
senilersetim eristi Sumugan “the presence of the flock/Land; (it is) the request of Sumugan,”
the DN appears as part of the eristu-statement, seemingly as an explanation of the previous
manzazu-formulas. Finally, in the apodoses mukil rés damiqtim eristi Sin | mukil rés lemuttim
eristi Samas (e), an eriSti X statement also appears to explain a preceding element, though in
this case this element is not bound with manzazum.

A number of general observations may be made from this survey. First, it is apparent that
an eriStu-statement, where it appears (b, d, e), follows some component of the apodosis,
whether a manzazu-formula (b;_,, d) or merely the element Y (e).>? Second, it is also evident
that a manzazu-formula, where it appears and is qualified by (or, less likely, qualifies) another
element in the apodosis (b_,, ¢, d), precedes any other component of the apodosis, whether
an eriStu-statement (b;_, d) or merely Y (c). Third, it is plain that the manzaz DN formula
can be qualified, for example by ana damiqtim/lemuttim, that is, as positive or negative, and
thus cannot be understood, in and of itself, as having an absolute value.’® From these obser-
vations it follows that the eristu-statements fill a fundamentally different role from those of
manzazu-formulas (notwithstanding the cases [d—e] where a divine name appears as part of the
eriStu-statement). It is also apparent that the same eristu-statement can follow two alternative
manzazu-formulas (b,, d); the converse, however, is not attested. Finally, on the basis of all
these factors it seems likely that, if at least for the oil omens, Pettinato’s judgment stands:
where they appear, the eristu-statements clarify or specify a preceding element — the latter
often a manzdaz DN formula.

Yet, as noted above, this examination of the oil omens is instructive in another manner,
one dovetailing with the preceding observation and illuminating the broader underlying issue
of the meaning of divine-presence formulas. In at least two pairs of omens from this corpus an
inverse relation seems to operate between interpretive eristu-statements in apodoses and the
appearance of similes or metaphors in the counterpart protases. One reads (example 5):

5 UIf from the middle of the mass a(n oil) bubble came up®* and has burst = (it
represents) the presence of Sin: a request of/for silver (eristi kaspim).

52 To my knowledge no example occurs in the leca- 3 So, too, Pettinato 1966, 2: 193.
nomancy corpus of an unqualified eristu-statement. 54 In another version: “detached.”
Certainly elsewhere in early divination literature, e.g.,

in the extispicy corpus, this is not the case.
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2 If the oil, in your pouring water (on it), has taken (the shape of) two horns
(garnin®) = (it represents) the presence of Sin ¢.%

3 If in your pouring water into the middle of the oil one fourth of the oil
separated = (it represents) the presence of Samas: a request of/for the sun
disk (eristi Samsim).

4 If in your pouring water into the middle of the oil (the oil bubble) came up
like a star (kima kakkabim ishit) = (it represents) the presence of Samas ¢.%

Notably, eristu-statements appear in the apodoses of the first omens of each pair (lines
1, 3), while in the latter of each couple (lines 2, 4) they do not (indicated by ¢ above). What
is remarkable about this is the relation of these apodoses with what precedes them. In the
protases of the second omen of either pair one observes a transparent signification for the
presence of Sin and Samas: the metaphor of “horns” (garnii) and the simile of a rising star
(kima kakkabim ishit), respectively; no such signification is found in the counterpart protases
of omens (1) and (3). This finding can hardly be coincidental. Rather, one must assume that
the appearance of the eristu-statements in the first of each pair, and their absence in the sec-
ond, is directly related with the information given in the protases. To wit: where a sufficiently
clear signification is offered in the protasis no explanatory gloss appears in the respective
apodosis; where no such clarity is initially afforded on the other hand, one finds a compensa-
tory explanation in the oracle itself.

In other words, statements of requests occur in these examples where formulas of divine
presence appear but are not prompted by some unusual finding in the corresponding protasis.
By “unusual” here what is meant is precisely what Nougayrol (1976) had in mind when de-
scribing his “silhouettes dé référence,” those similes occurring in many omen protases that
stood outside the standardized metonymic signification system of a given divinatory technique.
With these for one reason or another a choice was made to keep things at the metaphoric
level, that is, outside the bounds of the divinatory technique’s established signification.>®
The divine-presence formulas in these examples represent the product of such cases. Their
expression, when matched by the accompanying “silhouettes,” appears foreign within the
context of the established divinatory semiotics. Elsewhere, however, where found detached
from their “silhouette” moorings, they are mediated by explanatory glosses. Such instances, as
already observed, represent the majority among the overall number of occurrences of divine-
presence formulas. From this picture it thus seems that not only do eristu-statements clarify
often-preceding formulas of divine presence; they appear to do so when the accompanying
manzdz DN formulas are not heralded by — one is tempted to say: have lost — metaphorical
signs promoting various divine-presence significations.

This evidence, then, though limited in scope, nonetheless points to a metaphorically based
connection between statements concerning divine “presence” in certain omen apodoses and
particular signs in the matching protases. This connection seems to represent an exception to
the collection’s metonymy-based interpretive apparatus, what elsewhere in divination litera-
ture is plainly one of its defining features (see below). One wonders whether the unevenness
in these findings suggests that a reconfiguration of ideas concerning the divine presence was

55 Also written gannin in one version; on which see %’ Olwahrsagung I 59-60.
Pettinato 1966, vol. 1: 66, 2:41; GAG §35d. 58 A similar point concerning the use of metaphor in
%6 Olwahrsagung T 57-58. celestial divination is made in Rochberg 1996: 476.
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already underway in Old Babylonian lecanomancy, though with the data available, at least for
the oil-omen corpus, this question must remain in the realm of speculation.

6

Indeed, it remains to be seen whether the observations witnessed above for the case of
lecanomancy hold for other branches of divination, most significantly extispicy. Elsewhere I
argue that in fact a similar picture may be gleaned from the extispicy omens.” One striking
example involves the following passage, where one finds just the sort of reference to the divine
presence that was encountered with the oil omens (example 6):

6. '“2[If] in the back of the Crucible of the right side a foo[t(-mark)] (§épum)
has a [f]ork ([la]riam) = (it represents) the foot of Nergal.

34-1f in the back of the Crucible of the right side (there are) two feet(-marks)
($epan) = Adad will devastate the iskaru-fields of the pa[lace].

3> If in the back of the Crucible of the right side a foot(-mark looks) like a
shawl with (of) a parsikku-band ((<u>)pur parsikkim)®® = (it represents)
the presence of Istar.5!

Of particular interest is the third entry (line 5). In this instance again one encounters an
unusual simile in the protasis, describing an image well outside of the standard metonymy-
based nomenclature and semiology of extispicy (something even more striking when compared
with the standard marks in lines 1-2, 3—4: the “foot” [$épum] and “fork” [lariim]°?). That it
should thus be the subject of theological speculation about the “presence” of a deity, in this
case IStar — this over against more standard formulations as those in the preceding entries®?
— is therefore less surprising than before.5

And yet a comparison between lecanomancy and extispicy is actually neither fair nor val-
id, since in the case of the latter, which was not only the most significant in the early periods
but also the most technically advanced, statements concerning divine presence and requests
had assumed, via metonymy, a place within the technical apparatus itself. In the case of divine
presence this was probably the secondary name — manzazum, the “Presence” — of the first
zone of the liver, naplastum (or: naplastum, the “View”), as Nougayrol first suggested.®’

% Winitzer, forthcoming b. 1999: 216-17), is well attested; see CAD A/2, 96 s.v.
% On the reading and significance of this “silhouette,”  amiitu A, mng. 2a; M/2, 296b, s.v. mitdnu mng. b;
see Winitzer, forthcoming b. AO 7539 rev. 67" (Nougayrol 1971: 72-77); OBE 1

61 MAH 15994:1-5 (Nougayrol 1969: 153-56: for obv. 19”; 3iv 117; 16 obv. 4’. For attestations of the
collations and analysis, see Winitzer, forthcoming  ¢0mmon Adad (X) irahhis formula and its variations

b). in apodoses, see Schwemer 2001: 416-19.
%2 On these marks, see, for example, Jeyes 1989: % See further Winitzer, forthcoming b.
83-84, 92-93. % Nougayrol 1950: 3-5, 23; idem 1967: 219 n. 6; so

63 For apodoses based on the §ép X formula, see Labat 1974: 123; Starr 1983: 77; but compare Jeyes
Richter 1994: 241 n. 87. The apodictic mention of ~ 1989:53: and Koch-Westenholz 2000: 52, who seem
Nergal and other gods of plague and pestilence — 0 favor the factor of geographical-regional distribu-
and pestilence itself — for which Nergal is prob-  ton for the variant appellations. Again, needless to
ably the hypostasis (see the discussion of CT 29:1b  $aY, the matter need not be mutually exclusive.

[= AbB 2 118] apud Jeyes 1989: 121; Wiggermann Additional support in favor of Nougayrol’s pro-
posal may be found if one considers the name of this
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Concerning requests there existed a mark named eristum, or “Request,” whose appearance in
the protasis frequently coincided with a statement of request in the accompanying apodosis
(see, e.g., example 7 below).°® In short, “presence” begat “Presence”; divine (and other)
“requests” engendered “(the) Request.”

7. If at the View’s head (is) a Request-mark (eristum) = (it is) a request by the
great god (eriti ilim rabim).%’

Consequently, in terms of both protases and apodoses, omen statements from extispicy
collections are highly systematized and rather predictable, certainly relative to contemporary
divination from other avenues. One suspects, for instance, that were the technical apparatus
of extispicy less advanced and abstract in this period, then the apodosis of an omen like that
in example 7 might initially have made mention of the deity’s “presence,” and then follow
with the request statement, perhaps: *manzdz DN eristi ginim, “presence of DN; request for
an offering.”

Remarkably, however, even among this highly standardized material one still finds traces
of the old interest in the divine presence. Evidence of this appears in a number of the collec-
tions themselves, which entertain in various ways a deity’s “standing,” or presence, in the

performed extispicy (examples 8—11).

8. ! “If it has Palace Gate = in whichever stanc[e (lit., stand) you] take the de-

ity will protect you.”

2 “If it does not have a Palace Gate = the gods will abandon the land.

2968

9. ! “[Ifit ha]s [a View] = the man’s sacrifice for (lit., with) the god will be

(lit., is) accepted.”
2. “[

will not be accepted (lit., did not stand).

If it does not have a View] = it (i.e., the man’s sacrifice for the god)

269

10. “If the Path is situated (normally) = the god will set straight the man’s

path.”70

same zone at Mari: sissiktum, the “Hem” (on which
see most recently Glassner 2005: 282-83). As is well
known, the mention of a sissiktum, at times paired
with a lock of hair (§artum), is frequent at Mari and
elsewhere, with these functioning as markers of per-
sonal identification (for references see CAD S s.v.
sissiktu, mng. ¢). Undoubtedly this was the sense be-
hind the name of the extispicy zone at Mari, which,
consequently, must be understood as a secondary
development, again via metonymy, to signify the
same concept that is at issue with manzazum: divine
presence.

% Jeyes 1989: 86. The mark’s logographic render-
ing as kam/kdm(-tu) is perhaps to be explained as
deriving from ak.am, that is, the genitive postposi-
tion followed by the copula, and thus meaning some-
thing like “concerning, regarding.” Its writing as uruy
(APIN) represents undoubtedly a confusion with the
homonymous erésum “to plow”; compare also the

lexical equation nig.al.di = eristum (e.g., Hh 1 41
[MSL V 12]).

67 Text: YOS 10 17:66; and cf. its parallel in AO
9066:26-28 (Nougayrol 1950: 26 and pl. 1):

If at the View’s head (is) a Request-mark
(eristum) = (it is) a request by the great god
(eristi ilim rabim); the god requests a regular
offering (Sa ginim ilum irris).

Interestingly, the additional gloss (for which see
Winitzer 2006: 153-54) in this version concerns the
object of the divine request — no small matter, theo-
logically speaking. And yet still one finds no procla-
mation of the very deity’s presence.

% YOS 10 23:1-2.

% YOS 10 17:1-2; also compare the parallel to YOS
10 17:1, AO 9066:1-2 (Nougayrol 1950: 23 and pl.
1).

YOS 10111 1-2.
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And compare:

[6 omen entries concerning the Path]

11. “If it has a Strength = divine umbrage [will b]e upon the man.””!

What is particularly striking about these examples is their place in the respective collec-
tions in which they appear: these represent the very opening of each. Even an apparent excep-
tion proves to confirm to the rule upon closer examination. This is example 11, an entry from
a collection studying two different zones, which, when concerned with only the presence of
the “Strength,” figures to be the very first in its respective section — immediately following a
double line demarcating between the former and the current topics.”? Following each of these
entries their respective compendia turn to deal with more usual concerns, those describing
abnormalities of one sort or another in the very zone for which the issue of normal presence
had first been explored, though now in more specific terms and in greater detail. It would
thus seem that in a very real sense the idea of a given zone’s normal state with which certain
collections commence was intended to define the compendia, and to spell out the structural
opposition between soundness and abnormality that elsewhere in the extispicy collections was
the underlying assumption, what has been dubbed the “first paradigm” of divination.”

This evidence represents, in a sense, a vestige of an older interest that has been fossilized
in the collections. But it is all the more significant for it. On its basis it is possible to say that
at a fundamental level the basic theoretical notion of the deity’s presence remained the central
— indeed foundational — tenet for the broader enterprise. That the collections are frequently
anchored by this premise cannot be ignored; that soon thereafter they shift to more complex
algebraic permutations is, in a real sense, secondary. One cannot, despite the immense techni-
cal sea that followed, overlook that which served as the foundation to it all: the belief in the
theological notion of divine presence as sine qua non for Mesopotamian divination.

Evidently, in all these examples the reality of the zone’s presence or absence was equated
with the theological metaphor of divine presence or abandonment, respectively. One wonders
to what extent this signification reflected an article of faith for the diviner-scholar, one that
operated coherently and consistently within his system of hermeneutics, and, subsequently,
from which additional theological ominous postulates were (or could be) generated. This
question, too, cannot be entertained in the present context, and must await a full treatment
elsewhere. Nevertheless, it already seems clear that its analysis will yield important findings,
and not only for our understanding of the semiotics of divination literature. After all, in the
final analysis, statements concerning the divine presence in Old Babylonian Mesopotamian
divination bear more broadly on contemporary conceptions of religion and the divine realm
within it.

1 AO 7028:7 (9) (Nougayrol 1941: 80; idem 1946:
56-57 and pl. 1).

72 Notably, another such instance, ARM 26 3:18, an-
other apparent exception to this pattern, also follows
a ruling and begins a new section in its collection
ARM 26 3 (Durand 1988: 66—68). What is more, it
comprises the first entry of a numerical gradation (on
which see Winitzer 2006: 553-605). In all likelihood,

therefore, its place in the collection is to be attributed
to these factors, something that explains its apparent
exception to the rule as just that.

73 See Winitzer 2006: 234—47, building on Starr 1983:
18. Why no explicit statement to this effect is appears
in the majority of the collections seems in keeping
with the general attitude toward second-order think-
ing at this time, on which see Machinist 1986.
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7

Our journey, which must end, has not been a fruitless one, for we have gathered from it
an answer to our initial query. The notion of divine presence in Mesopotamian divination, it
is now clear, was not limited to theory alone. This remained a central tenet of Mesopotamian
divination, even after the latter was reconfigured in part, with its empirical record incorporated
into the scribal curriculum and the Mesopotamian written sciences.”® In that new context a
branch of Mesopotamian divination developed which no longer resembled what had previ-
ously been: Mesopotamian divination literature. This omen literature describes a different
sort of divination altogether, one whose theater of operation was the written text and whose
reasoning was derivative of the words themselves. In this rich new literary world — a world,
in the manner of language itself, limitless in its deductive bounds — the manifestation of the
divine figured much less prominently. Indeed, the beginnings of this process were already
encountered above. The appearance of interpretative glosses describing “requests” following
statements of divine “presence” in some examples suggests that even within the conceptual
framework of any given divination technique, this Ursprache was, simply put, not enough;
commentary would be needed to explain revelation. And what, one might ask by way of con-
clusion, was the fate of the latter? This, in turn, was relegated, in the way of a deus otiosus,
to a conceptual attic from which, on unprecedented occasions, it could scarcely mutter a thin,
small voice.

Which reminds us of an old, if somewhat less ancient, Mesopotamian story, at first glance
about an intellectual debate on an altogether different matter, unrelated to our subject:

On that day Rabbi Eliezer brought forward every imaginable argument, but they
[the other Rabbis] did not accept them. He said to them: “If the law is as I say, let
this carob tree prove it!” Thereupon the carob tree was torn a hundred cubits out of
place (others affirm: four hundred cubits). “No proof can be brought from a carob
tree,” they answered. Again he said to them: “If the law is as I say, let the stream of
water prove it!” Whereupon the stream of water flowed backwards. “No proof can be
brought from a stream of water,” they answered. Again he argued: “If the law is as I
say, let the walls of the schoolhouse prove it.” Whereupon the walls inclined to fall.
(But Rabbi Joshua rebuked them, saying: “When scholars are engaged in ... dispute,
what have you to interfere? Hence they did not fall in honor of Rabbi Joshua, nor
did they remain upright, in honor of Rabbi Eliezer, and they are still standing thus
inclined.)

Again he said to them: “If the law is as I say, let it be proved from heaven!”
Whereupon a heavenly voice cried out: “Why do you dispute with Rabbi Eliezer, see-
ing that in all matters the law is as he says!” But Rabbi Joshua arose and exclaimed:
“It is not in heaven (Deut. 30:12).” What did he mean by this? Said Rabbi Jeremiah:
“That the Torah had already been given at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a heav-
enly voice, because You have long since written the Torah at Mount Sinai....

Rabbi Nathan met Elijah and asked him: “What did the Holy One, blessed be He,
do at that moment?” He replied: “He laughed, saying: ‘My sons have defeated me, my
sons have defeated me’” (Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzi’a 59b).

74 For ramifications of this reconfiguration, see, for
example, Glassner 2005: 276-77; Winitzer, forthcom-
ing a.
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ABBREVIATIONS
AbB Altbabylonische Briefe in Umschrift und Ubersetzung
AHw W. von Soden, Akkadisches Handworterbuch
AO Musée du Louvre tablet number
ARM 26 Durand 1988
CAD A. Leo Oppenheim et al., editors, The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental
Institute of the University of Chicago
CT Cuneiform Texts from Babylonian Tablets in the British Museum
Erm Hermitage Museum tablet number
ETCSL The Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature
FM 7 Durand 2002
FM 8 Durand 2005
GAG W. von Soden, Grundrif3 der Akkadischen Grammatik
Hh HAR.ra = hubullu (lexical series)
KAL Keilschrifttexte aus Assur literarischen Inhalts
KAR Keilschrifttexte aus Assur religiosen Inhalts
MAH Musée d’Art et d’Histoire (Geneva) tablet number
MDAI Mémoires de la Délégation archéologique en Iran
MSL Materials for the Sumerian Lexicon
OB Old Babylonian
OBE Jeyes 1989
Olwahrsagung  Pettinato 1966
YOS 10 Goetze 1947

YOS 11 van Dijk, Goetze, and Hussey 1985
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PHYSIOGNOMY IN ANCIENT
MESOPOTAMIA AND BEYOND:

FROM PRACTICE TO HANDBOOK"

BARBARA BOCK, CSIC, MADRID

Big head, little wit,
Small head, not a bit.!

INTRODUCTION

Physiognomy — the art of reading the face and general appearance as well as the idea
that specific body characteristics are indicative of personality traits and man’s future and
fate — is deeply rooted in ancient cultures and still persistent in our day within the disci-
pline of psychology, albeit in a marginal position. Not only the idea to judge other people’s
destiny and personality by visual inspection is a recurrent element in societies, but also the
contexts in which physiognomic information has an effect are remarkably consistent. Ancient
Mesopotamia has produced an ample amount of physiognomic omens. Although they are not
as large in extent as extispicy, astronomical omens, or predictions drawn from occurrences in
the human environment — such as the observations of the Summa dlu corpus — the portents
of human face and appearance are comparable in size to the teratological omens compiled in
the Summa izbu treatise. Despite the amount of physiognomic omens, there is hardly any evi-
dence on how physiognomy was put into practice in ancient Mesopotamia. Neither the nature
of the cuneiform sources nor the quality of information permits us to safely draw conclusions
about reasons, circumstances, and individuals involved in performing the art of physiognomy.
The present article suggests plausible situations for carrying out physiognomic evaluation in
ancient Mesopotamia in the light of ancient and early Chinese and Sanskrit literature on body
divination. Another aspect I treat is related to the authoritative character of divination. I also
include some reflections on cuneiform handbooks as representational objects.

THE CUNEIFORM CORPUS

The first systematic treatment of physiognomic omens is owed to F. R. Kraus. In his
work Die physiognomischen Omina der Babylonier (1935), Kraus provides an introduction
to the handbook, which includes descriptions of its internal organization, function, and textual

* This article is part of the research project FFI 2008- ! The quote is taken from the review article “Genius
00996. CSIC = Consejo Superior de Investigaciones  as to Feet and Inches: Is It the Tall Man or the
Cientificas. Short One Who Is Great — Famous Men and Their

Measurements,” published in The New York Times
on July 31, 1897.
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history. Some years later, in 1939, appeared his Texte zur babylonischen Physiognomatik (=
TBP), which contains a catalog of all physiognomic texts and fragments known to him at
that time. The material Kraus has published in the form of cuneiform autographs is about 66
percent of the corpus we know today.? The present author has identified some 18 percent,
which are included in Die babylonisch-assyrische Morphoskopie.® Single contributions and
text editions carried out by a number of scholars amount to 16 percent of the material.* Now,
as regards the critical text edition of this corpus, 5 percent have been treated by various schol-
ars, 15 percent are owed to Kraus, and the remaining 80 percent have been published by the
present author.

Physiognomic omens are first attested in the Old Babylonian period. The bulk of text
material, however, dates from the first millennium B.C., like most of cuneiform scholarly
literature. The great majority of copies comes from Esarhaddon’s and Assurbanipal’s librar-
ies at Nineveh, others have been unearthed at the ancient cities of Assur, Nimrud, Sultantepe,
Sippar, Babylon, Ki$, Ur, and Uruk. The handbook Alandimmii contains various sub-series, one
entitled like the whole series of twelve tablets on the physical appearance of male anatomy,
another sub-series of two tablets called in Akkadian Summa nigdimdimmii (“If the outward
look™), the sub-series Kataduggii “Statement,” the sub-series on women’s physiognomy, the
sub-series of birthmarks, and, finally, the sub-series on muscle twitching. There are twenty-
seven chapters in total, twenty-two of which are still preserved. Moreover, a considerable
amount of commentaries and extra-serial tablets are to be added to this corpus.

The physiognomic handbook was arranged and edited, as it seems, by a single scholar, a
certain Esagil-kin-apli, exorcist at the court of the eleventh-century Babylonian king Adad-
apla-iddina. Esagil-kin-apli was also responsible for the redaction of the corpus of diagnostic
and prognostic texts Sakikkii.> As far as the number of tablets comprised in both handbooks
is concerned, J. Scurlock has put forward that the forty tablets constituting Sakikki refer to
the god Ea, whom some traditions consider as the author of the handbook. Accordingly, the
number of tablets of the handbook Alandimmii should also implicitly be linked to a god. She
proposed thirty tablets evoking the moon-god Sin.® There is, however, no space for thirty
incipits in the catalog of Esagil-kin-apli. At most, twenty-seven incipits can be restored in
the broken passage quoting the titles of the different sub-chapters on omens from flecks and
macula. This number, furthermore, is reconstructed on the basis of the preserved colophons.
I should add that there are traditions that also attribute the Alandimmii handbook to the god
of wisdom and magic.

2 Further texts have been published in Kraus 1936a; 82 and 83); Arnaud 1985: 343; Arnaud 1987: 309;
Kraus 1936b; Kraus 1947. von Weiher 1993: 65-80 (nos. 149, 150, and 151).
3See Bock 2000 and Bock 2004. Translations have been offered by von Soden (1981)
4 The following contributions include text editions ~ and Reiner (1982).

with translations: Kdcher and Oppenheim 1958; Labat > See Finkel 1988.

and Edzard 1974: 177-94; Hunger 1976: 85-98 (nos. 6See Scurlock 2003: 396.
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ALANDIMMU: FROM PRACTICE TO HANDBOOK

Alandimmii:

Tablet III line 63 “If the curl in his front points downwards: losses, he will
become worried.””

Tablet VIII line 69 “If his right eye is long: he will become rich.”8
Spot omens:

Summa tirku line 8 “If (a black birthmark) is (above his) left (eyebrow): he
will be contented.”’

Summa kittabru (said of women) line 9 “If she has a small birthmark on
her right ear: she will make mischief.”!?

Twitching muscle:

Summa §er’an piitisu line 1 “If the muscle of the right side of his forehead
twitches: god [will give him happiness].”!!

Behavioral omen:

Kataduggii line 63 “If he often acts humbly: god will have mercy with
him.”!2
Kataduggii line 117 “If he is lavish: he [will suffer] losses.

213

ON THE NATURE OF PHYSIOGNOMIC OMENS

If we had to characterize the omens included in the different sub-series and chapters of the
physiognomic handbook, we would certainly have the impression that they smack of popular
wisdom and appear to be widespread maxims, aphorisms, and common-sense truths. Instead
of folklore, we prefer another term, which has been coined by the classicist scholar Gilbert
Murray and applied by E. R. Dodds in his classic study The Greeks and the Irrational, namely,
“inherited conglomerate.” The expression refers to the folklore or the mass of experiences
and forces, which have worked on a community in the past and left their mark on the minds
and habits of thought of individuals. We would then describe the statements included in the
physiognomic text corpus as inherited conglomerate of the ancient Mesopotamian insights
into human condition and character.

Thanks to its visual, even non-literate nature, physiognomy is easily spread and accessible.
Indeed, parts of the physiognomic text corpus are characterized by a certain transparency of
what we could term the otherwise hidden webs of divination, which is due to a somewhat
straightforward surface connection between portents of the human face and body and their
respective interpretations. We are referring to predictions that result from commonplace as-
sociations of contents that account for an immediate access to the meaning of a portent. As
can be observed, omens describing freckles and flecks of different nature located around the

7See Bock 2000: 92. 1 See Bock 2000: 234.
8 See Bock 2000: 112. 12See Bock 2000: 134.
See Bock 2000: 204. 13 See Bock 2000: 138.

19See Bock 2000: 230.
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mouth are often linked with statements involving speech or food references. Some predic-
tions derived from macula omens, which are observed on the feet, play with formulations
that contain verba movendi, metaphorical expressions for legs and feet, or refer to motion
and immobility. On the other hand, the size of the male member sheds light on virility and
accounts for the number of children, while the form of breast and navel of women stands for

fertility and the capacity of birthing.

Mouth

“If it (= umsatu fleck) is on the surface of his tongue on the right side: he will
be overwhelmed by blasphemy.”!*

“If it (= umsatu fleck) is below his tongue: he will swear and god will not seize
him.”3

“If there is a kittabru fleck on his upper lip, be it inside, be it outside: god will
provide him with plenty of food.”!®

“If there is a kittabru fleck above and below his lips: aphasia will seize him.”!

“If there is a kittabru fleck on his upper gums, be it on the right, be on the left
side, he will have plenty of food.”!?

Feet

“If they (= umsatu flecks) cover his ankles: he will be confined in bed.”"°

“If there is a kittabru fleck on the right or left heel: he will follow the road of

success.”?0

“If