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Preface

Temples and cult images were seemingly ubiquitous in the ancient Near East-
ern world, and are scarcely less so in modern scholarly writing. Temples and the 
cultic care within them served as the primary and official way of interacting with 
and influencing the otherwise distant deities who controlled the cosmos, thereby 
affording humans some security in an otherwise insecure world. In the temple, 
heaven met earth, allowing regular and regulated interaction with the deity to the 
benefit of all parties involved.

The following study is an attempt to understand how the people from the 
various ancient Near Eastern regions (Egypt, Mesopotamia, Hittite Anatolia, and 
Syria-Palestine) built, used, and understood their temples, and how they installed, 
served, and understood the divine presence within them. Given the vast amount 
of ground covered, it makes no attempt to be encyclopedic in its presentation of 
data. Likewise, given the proliferation of literature available on temples and divine 
presence in and across cultures and the advances in complementary fields like 
architectural and spatial theory, ritual theory, theories of language, art history, ar-
chaeology, and comparative studies, this book makes no attempt to master every 
discipline and sub-discipline. In fact, the book’s primary aim is not to amass data, 
methodologies, or interpretations. Rather, it attempts to identify the common an-
cient Near Eastern temple systems, more particularly, the temple structures and 
practices and the thought worlds that informed them. In other words, it is a study 
in religious norms, exploring normative ways of conceptualizing and constructing 
temples and envisioning, enabling, and maintaining divine presence within them. 
In turn, rather than attempt to be exhaustive, it presents a wide range of data that 
help to illumine the common religious systems, giving the reader some access to 
the normative worlds of the temple, at least as far as the data will allow. 

This book also recognizes the importance of understanding systems of 
thought and practice in their own rights and for comparative purposes. It attempts 
to situate the individual data in the larger systems of thought and practice, con-
tending that such integration allows for a more robust analysis of the systems and 
their parts. The individual data are best interpreted in light of the larger system, 
its cultural context, to see how and if they fit and, if they diverge, why and in what 
ways. As the context informs the individual data, the analysis of their parts like-
wise illumines the system as a whole. A better understanding of the system and its 
parts consequently allows for richer comparisons of the systems themselves and 
their various constituent parts.

This project began during my Ph.D. at the University of Cambridge, where I 
sought to understand the biblical Priestly system designed to safeguard the divine 
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presence in the Priestly tabernacle. Rather than comparing select elements in the 
Priestly system with isolated ancient Near Eastern rites, I attempted to compare 
the various systems of thought and practice. Since most existing comparative work 
was either too general or too specific, I attempted to gather and synthesize the vast 
ancient Near Eastern material and construct an interpretive lens through which to 
view it. This book, since significantly expanded and updated, is the result of that 
endeavor. 

In short, Gods in Dwellings examines temples and the gods who inhabit them 
in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Hittite Anatolia, and Syria-Palestine. It is thus 
concerned with official religion, with exploring the interface between human and 
divine in the major temples of the ancient Near Eastern. As far as possible, each 
region’s system(s) is allowed to emerge in their own terms, contexts, and complexi-
ties. While the focus is on identifying commonalities, various differences are also 
noted. Where data are lacking, I fill in the blanks tentatively with comparative 
data. In the course of investigating each region, comparisons are also made across 
regions. At the end of each major section, syntheses are offered with a view toward 
finding common ground, despite the different ways temples and divine presence 
are presented in the different contexts. 

Given that the data are remarkably diverse and only partially preserved, the 
generalizations posited do not hold for every place and every time, either within 
or across regions.1 This study paints in broad strokes and invites specialists in each 
field and subfield to test the validity of the portrait painted and to add the detailed 
time- and place-specific brushstrokes.

This study has been written with several audiences in mind. Its fundamen-
tal aim is to familiarize the reader with the various ancient Near Eastern systems 
of thought and practice regarding temples and divine presence, thereby granting 
greater access to those cultures and even to the Hebrew Bible that emerged from 
them. Since the present work analyzes each region in its own right before offer-
ing a synthesis, it also may be used as a reference for each particular region as 
well as for comparative analysis (both with biblical and other ancient and modern 
religions). The principal audience is biblical scholars, who generally do not have 
sufficient access to all of the ancient Near Eastern discussions or to the systems of 
thought that inform them. This study attempts to provide access and ample mate-
rial for comparison with various biblical texts relating to temples, divine presence, 
and, more broadly, conceptions of the divine. However, it explicitly does not make 
the comparisons itself, contending that each cultural system must be understood 
in its own right before such comparisons are undertaken, so as not to compromise 

1.  While I recognize that the generalizations posited by necessity do not do full justice to 
all of the data, the search for common elements remains helpful in granting greater access 
to the common ancient Near Eastern systems of thought and practice. For an assessment of 
the limited data and the limitations of making generalizations, see the individual chapters. 
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the integrity of the primary investigation or the secondary comparison with bibli-
cal texts.2 I also hope to engage ancient Near Eastern specialists by contributing a 
macroanalysis of the most common systems of thought and practice in addition to 
the multiple excellent microanalyses already in print. I invite the specialists to test 
my methodology and interpretations and continue to extend the investigation to 
specific times and specific places. By minimizing technical language and writing 
as accessibly as possible without unnecessarily sacrificing the complexity of the 
subject matter, I also hope that nonspecialists can benefit from it.

I realize that in attempting to address specialists and nonspecialists alike I am 
in some way working at crosspurposes. In turn, I hope that specialists will forgive 
me for excluding some of the data and some of its diversity and that nonspecialists 
will forgive me for including too much data and diversity. Nonetheless, I believe 
that nonspecialists can benefit from the added detail and complexity and hope 
that specialists can benefit from a broader and more synthetic analysis that seeks 
to identify commonalities despite the diversity. 

At this point, a few clarifications are in order. First, given the sheer volume 
of material, many worthy contributions have been omitted from direct consider-
ation. Instead of collecting every relevant piece of primary and secondary litera-
ture, the references mentioned serve as a representative sample, representing the 
works used and some of the best resources available for further inquiry both in 
general and with regard to specific issues. Again, my goal was not to be encyclo-
pedic but to use the data to paint a picture of the common ancient Near Eastern 
temples and temple cults. I have also showed a preference for English books since 
my primary audience is English. The reference list represents my selective presen-
tation as it lists only the works cited.

Second, I have generally attempted to present the various primary languages 
in a way accessible to the general readership. Person and place names as well as the 
names of various (especially mythological) texts have been written in transcribed 
form without diacritic markers (except in citations). In other words, I write non-
English words with English letters and vocalizations. For example, instead of iden-
tifying the Hittite capital as Ḫ attuša, I have written it Hattusa. The goddess Ištar 
instead appears as Ishtar, while Nabû appears as Nabu. In addition, the myth de-
scribing the exaltation of Marduk, transliterated as the Enūma eliš,3 has been writ-
ten Enuma Elish. I have also generally rendered “š” as “s,” except where “sh” is more 
common in English (e.g., Ishtar and Enuma Elish). However, foreign words that 
do not fall into these categories (i.e., words that are not proper nouns) are written 
in full transliterated form, with diacritics and in italics (e.g., the Hittite standing 

2.  If readers are interested in how I make such comparisons, they may refer to my previous 
(and upcoming) publications.
3.  Transliteration refers to the conversion of a text from one writing system to another.
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stone has been written ḫ uwaši).4 My rendering of Egyptian words requires further 
clarification. Although I follow the above rules for the most part, certain major 
concepts, such as ba (instead of b3), ka, maat, sekhem, and ankh, have been tran-
scribed instead of transliterated for the convenience of nonspecialists. In addition, 
some words that would otherwise appear in transliterated form are transcribed 
because they appear in a citation or are transcribed in accord with a nearby cita-
tion. When referring to a deity, the neuter pronoun “it” will be used to avoid the 
cumbersone “she or he” or the incomplete “he” or “she.”

Third, regarding references to specific texts and verses, I have tried to be as 
consistent as possible across cultures. I insert a period (.) between the numbers 
identifying a text, and spaces between the text numbers and the numbers (and 
letters) identifying a line. For example, in KUB 7.5 iv 11–16, KUB indicates the 
publication, “7” the volume, and “5” the text number within that specific volume, 
while “iv” indicates column 4 and “11–16” lines 11–16.5 I use lowercase roman 
numerals to indicate columns (as in the previous example) and upper case roman 
numerals to identify the tablet numbers of the large Akkadian texts with individu-
als titles (e.g., for Enuma Elish tablet 5 verse 1, I write Enuma Elish V 1 instead of 
Enuma Elish.V 1, Enuma Elish 5 1, or Enuma Elish.5 1).6 A single quotation mark 
(e.g., 1’) after a line number indicates the line number as preserved on the tablet 
when the tablet is broken.

Finally, I must pause to express my thanks to those who have made this book 
possible. Graham Davies once again deserves pride of place. I am grateful for the 
patience he showed in allowing me to fumble my way around the ancient Near 
East as an early Ph.D. student and for encouraging me to turn my fumblings into 
a second book. Without his support, this book would not have been written. So, 
it is only fitting that I dedicate Gods in Dwellings to the one who shares its initials, 
Graham I. Davies. 

4.  Sumerian texts form the primary exception. Logograms are written in small caps, while 
Sumerian texts are written without italics and with extended spaces between the letters.
5.  This is but one example. Different publications follow different rules in identifying their 
texts. For example, the RIMA series uses a different combination of letters and numbers. In 
A.0.77.1.13, e.g., “A” stands for Assyrian period, “0” indicates that the dynasty is inapplicable, 
“77” refers to the ruler number (in this case Shalmaneser I), “1” to the text, and “13” to the 
specific exemplar of that text. For an explanation, see A. Kirk Grayson, Assyrian Rulers of 
the Early First Millennium BC I (1114–859 BC) (RIMA 2; Toronoto: University of Toronto, 
1991), xiii–xiv. 
6.  To be consistent, I notate columns in Ugaritic texts with a lower case roman numeral 
instead of the normal practice (see, e.g., Mark S. Smith, The Ugaritic Baal Cycle, Vol. 1: 
Introduction with Text, Translation & Commentary of KTU I.I–I.2 [VTSupp 53; Leiden: 
Brill, 1994]) of writing the column in upper case (KTU 1.3 vi 17–19 instead of KTU 1.3 VI 
17–19). 
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