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Series Editor’s Foreword

Writings from the Ancient World is designed to provide up-to-date, readable 
English translations of writings recovered from the ancient Near East.

The series is intended to serve the interests of general readers, students, 
and educators who wish to explore the ancient Near Eastern roots of Western 
civilization or to compare these earliest written expressions of human thought 
and activity with writings from other parts of the world. It should also be 
useful to scholars in the humanities or social sciences who need clear, reliable 
translations of ancient Near Eastern materials for comparative purposes. Spe-
cialists in particular areas of the ancient Near East who need access to texts 
in the scripts and languages of other areas will also find these translations 
helpful. Given the wide range of materials translated in the series, different 
volumes will appeal to different interests. However, these translations make 
available to all readers of English the world’s earliest traditions as well as valu-
able sources of information on daily life, history, religion, and the like in the 
preclassical world. 

Covering the period from the invention of writing (by 3000 BCE) 
down to the conquests of Alexander the Great (ca. 330 BCE), the ancient 
Near East comprised northeast Africa and southwest Asia. The cultures 
represented within these limits include especially Egyptian, Sumerian, Bab-
ylonian, Assyrian, Hittite, Ugaritic, Aramean, Phoenician, and Israelite. It is 
hoped that Writings from the Ancient World will eventually produce trans-
lations of most of the many different genres attested in these cultures: letters 
(official and private), myths, diplomatic documents, hymns, law collections, 
monumental inscriptions, tales, and administrative records, to mention but 
a few.

The Society of Biblical Literature provided significant funding for the 
Writings from the Ancient World series. In addition, authors have benefited 
from working in research collections in their respective institutions and 
beyond. Were it not for such support, the arduous tasks of preparation, trans-
lation, editing, and publication could not have been accomplished or even 
undertaken. It is the hope of all who have worked on these texts or supported 

-xi -
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xii	 Series Editor’s Foreword

this work that Writings from the Ancient World will open up new horizons 
and deepen the humanity of all who read these volumes.

Theodore J. Lewis
The Johns Hopkins University
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Explanation of Signs

[  ]	 Brackets enclose restorations
<  >	A ngle brackets enclose words omitted by the original scribe.
<< >>	D ouble angle brackets enclose words or signs omitted by the 

editor.
(  )	 Parentheses enclose additions in the English translation.
…	A  row of dots indicates gaps in the text or untranslatable 

words.
(?)	A  question mark in parentheses follows doubtful readings 

in the transcriptions and doubtful renderings in the transla-
tions.

italics	 Italics in the English translations indicate uncertain read-
ings.
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Introduction

Ancient Near Eastern Prophecy 

Ancient Near Eastern sources for prophecy have hitherto been scattered in 
various publications, often without an appropriate and up-to-date transla-
tion and, hence, virtually inaccessible to nonspecialist readers. The purpose 
of this volume is to bring together a representative sample of written docu-
ments from a variety of times and places, translated from the newest editions 
in order to update the present knowledge of the distribution of prophecy in 
the ancient Near East as well as to provide the reader with a tool for the study 
of prophecy as an established institution in the ancient Near Eastern world.

Prophecy, as understood in this volume, is human transmission of alleg-
edly divine messages. As a method of revealing the divine will to humans, 
prophecy is to be seen as another, yet distinctive branch of the consultation of 
the divine that is generally called “divination.” Among the forms of divination, 
prophecy clearly belongs to the noninductive kind. That is to say, prophets—
like dreamers and unlike astrologers or haruspices—do not employ methods 
based on systematic observations and their scholarly interpretations but act as 
direct mouthpieces of gods whose messages they communicate.

This understanding of the term concurs with those definitions of proph-
ecy in which the transmissive or communicative aspect is emphasized as an 
overall feature that should be found in all phenomena and literary documents 
that are claimed to represent prophecy (e.g., Overholt 1989; Huffmon 1992; 
Barstad 1993b; Petersen 2000; Stökl 2012; Weippert 2014; Nissinen 2017). 
Other aspects, such as religious and social conditions of the activity, personal 
qualities of the human beings involved, the possible prediction and other dis-
tinctive features of the messages and the means of obtaining them, are sub-
ordinate to the basic understanding of prophecy as a process of transmission.

The prophetic process of transmission consists of the divine sender of the 
message, the message itself, the human transmitter of the message, and the 
recipient(s) of the message. These four components should be transparent in 
any written source to be identified as a specimen of prophecy.
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2	 Introduction

As a phenomenon, prophecy is cross-cultural, being observable in vari-
ous cultural environments throughout human history (Overholt 1986; Grabbe 
2000, 2010). As a term, however, prophecy, together with its derivatives, has 
established itself primarily in the language of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic 
cultures. A significant part of the canon of the Hebrew Bible is called nәbîʾîm, 
the prophets, and the prerequisite for the conceptualization of prophecy by 
Christians and even Muslims is the biblical idea of prophecy, as developed 
in early Judaism from the Second Temple period onwards. Because of the 
emphatically biblical background of the concept of prophecy, its adaptation 
to extrabiblical contexts has seldom happened independently from the bibli-
cal paradigm and without a comparative purpose. The ongoing debate about 
the degree of historicity of the Hebrew Scriptures and the quest for authentic 
prophetic words within the heavily edited prophetic books and narratives of 
the Hebrew Bible have made many scholars seek arguments from related phe-
nomena in the surrounding cultures. On the other hand, the need to study the 
ancient Near Eastern documents in their own right, independently from the 
agenda of biblical studies, has been increasingly emphasized. 

The Study of Prophecy in Transition

That prophecy as a phenomenon is not restricted to the early Jewish or Chris-
tian realm has never been a secret. It is recognized by the Hebrew Bible, in 
which the “prophets of Baal” make their appearance (1 Kgs 18). Even for 
Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, there were acknowledged precursors in 
pre-Islamic Arabia (Hämeen-Anttila 2000a). The existence of extrabiblical 
prophecy has long been an issue for modern scholars as well. Phenomena 
and written documents related to biblical prophecy were sought in different 
sources and milieus, ancient and modern, already in the first half of the twen-
tieth century (e.g., Hölscher 1914; Lindblom 1962; Haldar 1945). This quest 
provided important insights but was largely impeded not only by definitional 
unclarity but also by the uncertainty about the distribution and nature of 
ancient Near Eastern prophecy because of the lack of pertinent sources.

The situation changed when the first letters with quotations recognized 
as prophetic words were found in the excavations of the eighteenth-century 
BCE archives of Mari, an important city-state in the middle Euphrates region. 
The first two letters were published by George Dossin in 1948 (no. 38) and 
1950 (no. 1), and the subsequent volumes of Archives royales de Mari (ARM), 
especially the female correspondence (ARM 10) published by Dossin in 1967, 
brought more cognate letters to scholarly notice. These sources inspired a 
lively scholarly involvement that produced a considerable amount of litera-
ture (Heintz 1990–2000). For decades, the Mari letters formed the primary SBL P
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extrabiblical evidence for prophecy in scholarly literature, even though the 
prophetic aspect in them and especially their equivalence to biblical prophecy 
did not remain unchallenged (e.g., Noort 1977). Since the criteria for classify-
ing texts as prophecy were largely based on the study of the prophetic books 
of the Hebrew Bible, many would avoid the use of the word prophecy out-
side the biblical context altogether. Moreover, the chronological gap of one 
millennium and more between Mari and the Bible presented problems for 
comparison, especially because little material was found outside the two cor-
pora to tie them historically and phenomenologically together. Nevertheless, 
a few long-known documents of prophecy in West Semitic milieus, like the 
Egyptian Report of Wenamon (no. 142) and the Zakkur Inscription (no. 137), 
as well as the Balaam Inscription from Deir ʿAlla (no. 138), which became 
public knowledge in the 1970s, were there to testify that the biblical band of 
the “prophets of Baal” was not quite without historical foundation. 

To be sure, divine messages to the Assyrian kings Esarhaddon and Assur-
banipal from the seventh century BCE had already been excavated in the 
middle of the nineteenth century from the ruins of Nineveh, which by the time 
of these kings had become the central capital of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. 
Cuneiform copies and translations of most of these texts, actually referred to 
as “prophecy” by some contemporary scholars (e.g., Delattre 1889), were pub-
lished as early as the 1890s. The revival of the comparative study of prophecy 
generated by the study of Mari letters left the Neo-Assyrian sources at first 
virtually untouched. The preliminary work done in the 1960s by Karlheinz 
Deller and Simo Parpola on the Nineveh tablets, which were far from easy 
to read and interpret, resulted only in the 1970s in scholarly contributions in 
which they were again recognized as prophecy (Weippert 1972; Dietrich 1973; 
Huffmon 1976a/b; cf. Ramlot 1972, 880–81).

Even in the new phase of study, with two corpora of ancient Near East-
ern prophecy from different places and periods, the complicated state of 
publication was a challenge that could be faced only with a well-developed 
bibliographical sense and a good knowledge of cuneiform sources. Relief 
for this situation was brought first by Jean-Marie Durand with the edition 
of the prophetic letters from Mari as a part of the first collection of the Mari 
correspondence (ARM 26/1, 1988) and finally by Simo Parpola, who met a 
long-felt need with his edition of the Neo-Assyrian prophetic oracles (SAA 
9, 1997).

Hence, when it comes to the study of ancient Near Eastern prophecy, the 
third millennium of our present era began propitiously with two authoritative 
editions of the principal text corpora at hand. However, these volumes do not 
include all evidence of ancient Near Eastern prophecy. Some Mari letters with 
prophetic content are published or forthcoming in volumes of the ARM series SBL P
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4	 Introduction

subsequent to the edition of Durand. In addition, there are several ritual and 
administrative texts from the Old Babylonian period in which prophets are 
mentioned. As for the Neo-Assyrian sources, the edition of Parpola includes 
the tablets that are prophetic oracles as such, whereas other texts that refer to 
prophets or quote prophecy are dealt with in other publications (e.g., Nissinen 
1998c; 2000b, 2000c). The two oracles from Ešnunna (nos. 66–67), contempo-
raneous to those of Mari and published by Maria deJong Ellis (1987), deserve 
special attention, representing the genre of prophetic oracles outside Mari and 
Assyria. Finally, the presence of persons with prophetic titles is amply docu-
mented in sources from the twenty-first to the second centuries BCE from 
different parts of the ancient Near East.

The Nature of the Sources

The existing evidence of prophecy comes from all over the Fertile Crescent, 
witnessing to the wide distribution of prophets and proving prophecy to be a 
common cultural legacy that cannot be traced back to any particular society 
or place of origin. However, the evidence is quite fragmentary. Of the many 
places and periods of time, we can say only that prophets were there, but little 
can be learned of their activities. Some significant ancient Near Eastern cul-
tures reveal even less. Ugarit leaves us entirely in the dark, the Hittite evidence 
is equivocal, and the Luwian sources are represented by a single text (no. 143). 
Egyptian texts conventionally called prophecies are to be taken as literary pre-
dictions rather than the result of a prophetic process of communication (see 
below). An overall picture of ancient Near Eastern prophecy can be drawn 
only by filling many gaps with circumstantial reasoning and with the help 
of comparative material. To use an archaeological metaphor, the sources col-
lected in this volume constitute only the defective set of sherds, of which the 
badly broken vessel must be restored.

Given the circumstances, the ancient Near Eastern evidence of proph-
ecy consists entirely of written sources, even though it is probable indeed 
that prophecy was oral communication in the first place. The relatively small 
number of documents and their haphazard state of preservation for posterity 
indicate that writing was only exceptionally part of the prophetic process of 
communication and that, when it was, the written document was not neces-
sarily filed in the archives, at any rate not for long-term preservation. It is 
certainly not by accident that the majority of the prophetic documents come 
from Mari and Nineveh, which are in general the two most abundant Meso-
potamian archives found thus far. On the other hand, the huge process of 
collecting, editing, and interpreting prophecy that took place as a part of the 
formation of the Hebrew Bible is virtually without precedent in the rest of the SBL P
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ancient Near East. Only in Assyria do the collections of prophetic oracles to 
Esarhaddon document the reuse of prophecy in a new situation, thus bearing 
witness to the modest beginnings of such a process.

The written sources that constitute the available documentation of ancient 
Near Eastern prophecy divide into different types. Some of these consist of 
little more than the wording of prophetic utterances, while in others the words 
of the prophets—quotations of a known personality or literary paraphrases—
are part of the text of another writer, often as one issue among others. In both 
cases, the way from the spoken word to a written record may be long and 
twisting, often employing several intermediaries between the prophet and the 
addressee. The messages transmitted by the prophets are exposed to all the 
stylistic, ideological, and material requirements active in the process of trans-
mission, which may carry beyond the oral stage into the written. Hence, the 
so-called ipsissima verba of the prophets are beyond reach, which only stresses 
the need to pay attention to the socioreligious preconditions of the whole pro-
cess instead of the personality of the prophet (Nissinen 2000c).

A great number of texts do not quote words of the prophets but men-
tion them in different contexts and in association with people representing 
different kinds of professions and social roles. These texts not only give the 
only available evidence of prophecy in certain periods and places but also 
let prophets appear in a variety of social, cultic, and lexical contexts. Taken 
together, these sources yield important insights, however random and scanty, 
into the socioreligious profile of the prophets—all the more because there 
are no major discrepancies between the sources in this respect, even though 
they derive from a time span of more than one and a half millennia. Many of 
those from the Mesopotamian or cuneiform realm present prophets in close 
connection to the goddess Ištar, often associated with persons of distinctive 
behavior or bodily appearance.

The Prophets

Who, then, are identified as prophets in the written sources? There is no single 
word for a prophet in any language represented in this book, that is, Akka-
dian, Egyptian, Hebrew, and other West Semitic. The justification for trans-
lating certain appellatives with the English word prophet is taken from what 
the sources inform us about the persons in question. We have already noted 
that, as a rule, people who transmit divine words that allegedly derive from 
direct communication with a deity are called by modern interpreters proph-
ets, whatever the original designation may be. All visionaries and dreamers 
cannot be lumped together as prophets, though, but the line between proph-
ets and other practitioners of noninductive divination is difficult to draw and SBL P
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6	 Introduction

may be partly artificial. As a result, there is no infallible definition of who 
should be called a prophet in each time, society, and situation. 

Some designations, nevertheless, have established themselves as pro-
phetic ones. The widest range of attestations belongs to muḫḫû(m) (Babylo-
nian)/maḫḫû (Assyrian) and the respective feminines muḫḫūtu(m)/maḫḫūtu, 
known from Old Akkadian through Old and Middle Babylonian and Middle 
Assyrian to Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian. At Mari, muḫḫûm is the most 
common prophetic title, whereas in Neo-Assyrian documents maḫḫû appears 
only in literary contexts and in lexical lists. The word is derived from the root 
maḫû “to become crazy, to go into a frenzy,” which refers to receiving and 
transmitting divine words in an altered state of mind. This verb is actually 
used of the condition in which divine words are uttered (e.g., in nos. 23, 24, 
33, 51). Many of the occurrences of this word family reveal nothing of the 
prophetic capacity of the persons thus designated, but whenever their activi-
ties are discernible to some extent, they either assume a cultic role (nos. 51, 
52, 103, 118, 122, 135o) or convey divine messages (nos. 10, 12, 16, 25, 31, 32, 
etc.). In Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions, prophecies are called šipir maḫḫê 
“messages of the maḫḫû” (nos. 97–99, 101).

At Mari, there is another designation for persons who are involved in 
prophetic activities. The word in question is āpilum (fem. āpiltum), from 
the root apālu “to answer,” and could be translated as “interpreter” (Merlo 
2004) or “spokesperson” (Stökl 2012, 43). The etymology suggests a trans-
mitter of divine answers to human inquiries, and the āpilum actually does 
convey divine messages in the very same manner as the muḫḫûm (e.g., nos. 
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8). It is difficult to recognize any substantial difference between 
these two groups of prophets. Durand has suggested that the oracles of an 
āpil(t)um may have been provoked, unlike those of the muḫḫû(tu)m, which 
were spontaneous, but the evidence is not unambiguous (see Merlo 2004). In 
general, the activity of both classes is described in a similar way, although it 
seems that an āpil(t)um could travel from one place to another, whereas the 
activity of a muḫḫû(tu)m was more restricted to the temple to which he or 
she was affiliated (see Durand 1988, 386–90; 1995, 322–28). In the light of 
the preserved sources, both groups show themselves to belong to a prophetic 
institution that had an established position in the society of Mari, although 
it apparently had a different social and political status from other kinds of 
divination, above all extispicy. According to the available documentation, the 
messages of the prophets were transferred to the king by go-betweens, who 
were often the royal ladies of Mari. This indicates that the relation of the 
prophets to the king was more indirect than that of the haruspices (bārû); 
nevertheless, even direct contacts are not excluded (see Charpin 2001, 34–41; 
2002, 16–22). SBL P
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Prophetic activity at Mari was not restricted to people called muḫḫû(tu)m 
or āpil(t)um. In a number of documents, there are people belonging to neither 
of these two groups who act as mouthpieces of deities. One of them is called 
“the qammatum of Dagan of Terqa,” whose message is reported in two differ-
ent letters (nos. 7, 9). The word qammatum is of unclear derivation—if not a 
proper name, it may refer to a person with a characteristic hairstyle (Durand 
1995, 333-34)—but the role of the female person in question is clearly pro-
phetic. Moreover, a group with the appellation nabû, which has been regarded 
as etymologically related to Hebrew nābîʾ “prophet” (Fleming 1993a, 1993b, 
1993c; but cf. Huehnergard 1999), is made to deliver an oracle to the king of 
Mari (no. 26). Even two persons called assinnu, a “man-woman” whose gender 
role is changed from man to a genderless person, appear in prophetic func-
tion (nos. 7, 8, 22, 23); this is significant with regard to the undefinable sex 
of some Assyrian prophets and the repeated appearance of prophets grouped 
with assinnu in lexical and administrative lists (nos. 123, 124, 126, 130, 135l, 
135m, 135q).

In Neo-Assyrian sources, the standard word for a prophet is raggimu (fem. 
raggintu), which has replaced the word maḫḫû in colloquial use as well as in 
formal writing. Accordingly, the verb ragāmu “to shout, to proclaim” is used 
of prophesying (nos. 91, 109, 111, 113). Insofar as raggimu/raggintu can be 
taken as a general title of a prophet even in cases when the word is not explic-
itly used, which is plausible indeed, it is evident that they were devotees of 
Ištar of Arbela, whose words they usually transmitted. However, their activity 
was not restricted to the city of Arbela, and they could act as the mouthpieces 
of other deities, too. In Neo-Assyrian society, prophets seem to have enjoyed 
a somewhat higher status than their colleagues at Mari, especially in the time 
of Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal, who not only deposited a selection of their 
oracles in the royal archives but also were the only Assyrian kings to recognize 
the significance of prophetic messages in their inscriptions. This was probably 
due to their personal attachment to the worship of Ištar of Arbela.

The sources documenting prophecy from the West Semitic world add a 
few items to the list of prophetic designations. The oldest of them, dating to 
circa 1700 BCE is a seal-amulet from Deir Rifa in Egypt (no. 141a) mention-
ing Qen the seer (ḥz). The three letters from Lachish (nos. 139–141), which 
constitute the only extrabiblical evidence of prophets in preexilic Israel, use 
the standard biblical word nābîʾ, whereas the Zakkur Inscription (no. 137) 
and the Deir ʿAlla inscription (no. 138) know another title well attested in the 
Hebrew Bible, namely, ḥzh “seer, visionary” (Heb. ḥōzê). In apposition with 
this word, the Zakkur Inscription uses the word ʿddn, which, on the other 
hand, may be related to the Egyptian ʿḏd ʿꜢ “great seer” or the like, in the 
Report of Wenamon (no. 142). SBL P

res
s



8	 Introduction

Texts Included and Excluded

It is not always easy to distinguish prophecy from other oracular or divina-
tory activity and identify a person as a prophet, and the same holds true for 
recognizing a text as a specimen of prophecy. To be acknowledged as such, 
a text should reveal the relevant components of the process of transmission. 
This means that the implied speaker of the words uttered or quoted should be 
a deity, the implied addressee, respectively, a human being, and the message 
should be communicated to the addressee or recipient by a human being, the 
prophet. If this process of communication is only partly or not at all identifi-
able in the text, its prophetic nature is at issue and often cannot be unequivo-
cally confirmed or denied. This problem is interwoven with the question of 
the often indefinable and even artificial borderline among prophecy, dreams, 
and other visionary activity. Therefore, an absolutely water-tight set of criteria 
is difficult to create, and the selection of prophetic texts remains debatable. 

The texts included in this volume can be divided into three groups:
1. O racle reports and collections. The Neo-Assyrian oracles to Esarhad-

don and Assurbanipal are clearly represented as divine words proclaimed 
by prophets (nos. 68–96), as are the oracles to King Ibalpiel II of Ešnunna 
(nos. 66–67), in which the prophet is not mentioned but the form and con-
tent suggest a prophetic origin. The Balaam text from Deir ʿAlla (no. 138), 
which seems to combine oracles or visions from different sources, as well as 
the Amman Citadel Inscription (no. 136), may be taken as further representa-
tives of this type. The Dialogue between Assurbanipal and Nabû (no. 118a) 
is a borderline case, since the dialogue is not presented as being mediated by 
a third party. It is included because of the many affinities with the prophetic 
oracles as a representative of  their contemporary literary use.

2.  Quotations of prophetic messages in letters and other kinds of litera-
ture. This is the main type at Mari (nos. 1–50b), and is also represented by an 
Amarna letter (no. 121), two Old Babylonian texts (nos. 135a–b), a number 
of Neo-Assyrian documents (nos. 103, 106, 107, 109, 111–115, 118d–g), Late 
Babylonian chronographic texts (nos. 134–135), as well as the Zakkur Inscrip-
tion (no. 137) and the Report of Wenamon (no. 142). That we have to do with 
prophecy is in most cases confirmed by the title of the person who speaks. 
However, this is not always the case, and the prophetic nature of the quota-
tion may then be deduced from the literary context, the comportment of the 
person in question, and the contents of the message. 

3. T exts with references to persons having a prophetic title. These make 
up the miscellaneous group of the remaining sources, made up of inscriptions 
(nos. 97–101), literary and religious texts (nos. 51, 52, 64, 118, 118b, 118h, 
122, 133, 135o–p, 143), letters (nos. 105, 108, 119, 135k, 139–141), extispicy SBL P

res
s



	 Texts Included and Excluded	 9

reports (nos. 118i–j), legal and administrative documents (nos. 53–63, 65a–b, 
67a, 102, 104, 110, 118c, 123, 130–132, 135c–j), omen texts (nos. 127-129), 
and lexical lists (nos. 120, 124–126, 135l–n, 135q).

Some texts, more or less frequently presented by other scholars as fur-
ther representatives of ancient Near Eastern prophecy, are excluded from this 
volume:

1. T exts that are not compatible with the definition of prophecy as pri-
marily transmissive activity. This category includes the Egyptian predictive 
texts referred to as prophecies (Lichtheim 1973–1980, 1:139–84; Devauchelle 
1994; Blasius and Schipper 2002), and the literary predictive texts also called 
Akkadian Prophecies or Akkadian Apocalypses (Talon 1994, 98–114; Neujahr 
2012; cf. Ellis 1989; Nissinen 2001b). These are literary creations that share 
many elements with prophecies but probably do not go back to actual pro-
phetic activities. However, as deriving from a literary culture that also gener-
ated apocalypticism (Lambert 1978; Lucas 2000), these texts are not without 
relevance to the study of prophecy and its learned interpretation.

2. T exts in which the reference to prophecy is yet to be substantiated. 
Among these are the texts from Emar mentioning persons with the title 
munabbiʾātu and the like (Fleming 1993a, 1993b, 1993c; Lion 2000). While 
it is not excluded that the word is etymologically related to Hebrew nābîʾ and 
Akkadian nabû attested as a prophetic designation at Mari (see, however, the 
critique of Huehnergard 1999; Stökl 2012, 161–67), the contexts of the attesta-
tions do not unequivocally speak for the prophetic interpretation of the word 
and leave the door open for other possible explanations. This also holds true 
for the Hittite prayers in which the king seeks relief from plagues with the 
help of different kinds of divination—eventually, but not certainly, including 
prophecy of some kind (Weippert 2014, 233–36; Lebrun 1994). 

3. T exts that are still lacking an adequate edition. These include refer-
ences to āpilu in three texts from Nuzi (HSS 13 152:16; 14 149:6 and 14 215:16; 
see Mayer 1978, 140–41; Lion 2000, 23–24) and in a Middle-Babylonian 
omen from Assur (KAR 460:16; see Lion 2000, 24). In CAD 1.2:170, these 
occurrences of the word āpilu are—probably wrongly—separated from those 
in Mari texts and given a different meaning. Moreover, several unpublished 
texts from Mari and one from Elam are known to contain references to proph-
ets (M. 5529+; M. 7270; A. 3087, for which see Durand 1988, 398; Charpin 
2015, 16; MDP 18 171).  In the absence of complete editions, these texts are 
excluded, even though their relevance to this volume is acknowledged. 

In addition, there is an interesting, though enigmatic, document that 
deserves a special mention. The Aramaic text in Demotic script, Papyrus 
Amherst 63, still lacks a complete edition and is, therefore, not included in 
the collection at hand. A full translation of the text is provided by Richard C. SBL P

res
s



10	 Introduction

Steiner (1997), according to whom the text derives from an Aramaic-speaking 
community that had been first deported to Samaria by Assurbanipal and later 
colonized in Upper Egypt. This long composition of poetry of different kinds 
(e.g., poems that share a common tradition with the biblical Pss 20 and 75) 
includes a passage that bears a close resemblance to biblical and  extrabibli-
cal prophecies. It presents an oracle of salvation spoken by Mar (“Lord”), the 
chief god of the community, upon a lament expressed in the first-person sin-
gular (vi:12–18; translation from Steiner 1997, 313):

Mar speaks up and says to me: “[Be] strong, my servant, fear not, I 
will save your.… To Marah, if you will…, to Mar from your shrine and 
Rash, [I shall destroy your] en[emy in] your days and during your years 
[your] advers[ary] will be smitten. [Your foes] I shall destroy in front of 
you; your foot on their necks [you will place. I shall suppo]rt your right 
(hand), I shall crown you with posterity; your house.…”

The relevance of this passage to the study of ancient Near Eastern prophecy is 
beyond doubt, and it can only be hoped that an edition of Papyrus Amherst 
63 will soon evoke scholarly interest in the whole composition; unfortunately, 
the analysis of the text by Karel van der Toorn (2018) appeared too late to be 
consulted in this book.

Conventions of Transcription and Translation

The transcriptions and translations of Akkadian are my own; those of West 
Semitic texts and Egyptian were prepared by C. L. Seow and Robert K. Ritner, 
respectively, and that of Luwian by Craig Melchert. Since a detailed linguis-
tic analysis is not in place in an anthology such as this one, I have purpose-
fully avoided aiming at originality. Therefore, the reader is not likely to find 
revolutionary new readings and interpretations but will notice that they rarely 
deviate substantially from the interpretations of Durand (ARM 26/1), Parpola 
(SAA 9), and other standard editions. Restorations of fragmentarily preserved 
texts also mostly follow their suggestions.

The West Semitic and Egyptian texts are given in transliteration, whereas 
the Akkadian texts, according to the policy of the SBLWAW series, are given 
in transcription rather than in sign-for-sign transliteration of the cuneiform 
script. This way of presentation is chosen to make the text look like a language 
rather than a cryptogram and to give the noncuneiformist reader, more or 
less familiar with Akkadian, a better impression of the phonetic structure of 
the original text. I am fully aware of how hazardous an enterprise this kind of 
normalization is. In many cases, for example, the length of the vowel or the SBL P
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phonetic form of the plural nouns can only be guessed, and the different con-
ventions of transcription may clash. I have tried to be consistent in following 
the principles of the Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project in Neo-Assyrian texts 
and those of von Soden (GAG) elsewhere. However, uncertain transcriptions 
and downright mistakes are likely to occur and are all my responsibility. 

For these reasons, I cannot stress enough that the transcriptions are pre-
pared for the purposes of this volume and are not the original text but an 
interpretation. Any serious work on them requires consulting the authorita-
tive editions, which are always indicated. Two texts (nos. 130, 132), however, 
are transcribed and translated here for the first time; previously they were 
published in cuneiform copies only. Some transcriptions are based on photos 
or transliterations found in databases such as Archibab and Cuneiform Digi-
tal Library Initiative (www.archibab.fr; cdli.ucla.edu; nos. 118b, 135d, 135e, 
135g, 135m). All the other texts are adequately edited in other volumes, and 
the transliterations, which give a more accurate rendering of the cuneiform 
script, can be found in them.

The translations are not literal reflections of the wording of the original 
language but strive for modern, idiomatic, and readable English. Akkadian 
phrases are not necessarily translated word for word, and parentheses are gen-
erally avoided even though a word in the translation may not have an exact 
equivalent in the original.
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