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Abstract 

This thesis proposes that integrated rituals of netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent are represented in the Hebrew Bible as having been performed by 

Davidic royals – royal women, as well as male monarchs.  In some instances 

(e.g. Psalms 2; 18; 24; 89:2-38; and 110) these rituals are represented 

idealistically, with Yahweh confirming the king’s ritual status and potency, 

through re-presented speech acts.  In other instances, however, while an 

idealistic picture of monarchy continues to be upheld, it is subverted from within 

in varying ways (e.g. 2 Kgs 9:30-37; 11; Ps. 89:39-52; Isa. 14.4b-20; Jer. 13:18-

20; Ezekiel 19).  The differing portrayals of monarchy reflect the differing ways 

with which biblical texts are negotiating and interacting with ambiguous 

discourses embodying memories of monarchy.  On the one hand, after the fall 

of monarchic Judah, ‘foreign’ monarchy (and especially trading monarchies, 

such as those of Phoenicia) were fetishised within biblical authors’ discourses of 

political and economic imperialism, and so Davidic monarchy became a signifier 

of an enchanting and mystifying ‘indigenous’ past.  On the other hand, 

discourses concerning the past frequently referenced exile, and the collapse of 

monarchy.  Some biblical representations of ritual netherworld descent and 

heavenly ascent acknowledge this latter, uncomfortable kind of remembering – 

even as they reify and reinforce these enchanting memories which they subvert.   

The remembered, cosmically liminal first temple and the remembered royal 

body become loci for these paradoxical, contradictory, and competing 

memories.  This much is evident in mystifying royal cosmic liminality and 

heavenly ascent, access to divine knowledge, and mimesis of Yahweh; in 

cathartic myths of the subjugation of the forces of chaos and disorder, both 

cosmic and military; and in the subversion of the enchanting remembered 

Davidic cultic praxis of descent and ascent, through these motifs’ re-

presentations in montages alongside rituals which connote displacement, 

destruction, profanation, desecration, subjugation and being forgotten.  In these 

instances, the vulnerabilities inherent in cultural idealising of the Davidic 

monarchy’s potent cosmic liminality are brought into sharp relief.



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

 

Contents 

—Acknowledgements 

—Note, and Guide to Abbreviations 

I. Introduction   2       

—Ii. The Question  2 

—Iii. Paradigmatic Shifts in Biblical Scholarship  5       

—Iiii. Magic, ‘Shamanism’ and Colonised Cultures  11  

1. Towards a New Case for Motifs of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and 

Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible  16 

—1.1. Introduction   16 

—1.2. Waters Round about them: Royal Netherworld Descent Motifs in 

the Hebrew Bible   17 

—1.2.1. Conclusion: Drawing up Descent Motifs, and New 

Directions   29 

—1.3. Are such things done on Israel’s Shore?  Heavenly Ascent Motifs 

in the Hebrew Bible   36 

—1.3.1. Introduction 36 

—1.3.2. The Debate 38 

—1.3.3. The Temple as Heavenly Space 47 

2. Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and Heavenly Ascent Motifs as 

Cultural Remembering: Reconceptualising the Royal Cult of Judah 54 

—2.1. Cultural Memory and the Composition of Royal Psalms 54 

—2.2. Cultural Memory and the Composition of Biblical Depictions of – 

and Allusions to – Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and Heavenly 

Ascent outside the Psalms       66 

—2.3. Who is Remembering and how are they Remembering? From 

Collective Memory to Cultural Memories     78 

—2.4. Cultural Memories, and Paradigms of Royal Netherworld Descent 

and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible    87 

—2.5. Perspicuous Representations of Royal Ritual Netherworld  

Descent and Heavenly Ascent in Texts Representing Ritual in the 

Hebrew Bible   95 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

 

—2.6. ‘Perspicuous Representations’ of Myth, and the Example of 

‘Cosmic Rebellion’  108 

—2.7. Conclusion  112 

3. Mountain Alighting and Cosmic Smiting: Royal Heavenly Ascent and in 

Psalm 110   114 

—3.1. Introduction  114 

—3.2. Introducing Motif Structure in the Psalm  118 

—3.3. Translation  120 

—3.4. Cosmic Smiting 121 

—3.5. Mountain Alighting: Royal Heavenly Ascent Motifs  125 

—3.6. Structure of Cosmic-Military Subjugation and Heavenly Ascent 

Motifs    147    

—3.7. Discursive Contexts for Rhetorical Representation and Cultural 

Remembering for Rituals of Heavenly Ascent and Subjugation of the 

Enemies   149 

—3.8. Excursus: Netherworld Descent Motifs in Psalm 110?  155 

4. From Bound and Constricted to Broad and Cosmic: Royal Netherworld 

Descent and Heavenly Ascent in Psalm 18:1-20.30-52  159 

—4.1. Introduction  159 

—4.2. Editions and Intertexts: Motifs in Literary Context  162 

—4.3. Descent Motifs in Verses 2-17a, and the Beginning of the 

Transformation in Verses 17-19      165 

—4.3.1. Yahweh’s Cosmic Gigantism and Subjugation of the 

Netherworld  165  

—4.3.2. Yahweh as Deliverer: Storm and Warrior Deity 174 

—4.3.3. The King’s Deliverance and Transformation  

(vv. 17-19)  178 

—4.4. Royal Heavenly Ascent Motifs: The Oppositions and the Reversals 

(vv. 20.30-52)  181 

 —4.4.1. Introduction      181 

—4.4.2. The King as he ‘was’ in his Netherworld Descent, versus 

the King as he ‘is now’ in his Heavenly Ascent   183 

—4.4.3. The King in his Heavenly Ascent, versus the Cosmic and 

Military Enemies       183 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

 

—4.4.4. The King upon undertaking his Heavenly Ascent, and his 

Equivalence with Yahweh      185 

—4.4.5. Conclusion: The Dynamics of the Ritual Stratification of 

Relationships and Inter-Relationships    191 

—4.5. Representations of the Davidic Royal Cult in Psalm 18  193 

—4.6. Conclusion: Cultural Memories of Royal ‘Shamanic’ Power 196 

5. Royal Descent and Royal Deliverance in Psalm 24, Psalm 18:21-29, and 

Jonah 2:3-10         200 

—5.1. Psalm 24 as ‘Liturgy’ or ‘Literature’?    200 

—5.2. Yahweh as Cosmically-Gigantic Storm Deity (vv. 1-2)  205 

—5.3. The Gates of Sheol (vv. 7-10)     207 

—5.4. Royal Vindication upon Entering the Temple   211 

—A. Who Enters into What?     213 

—B. Requirements at the Netherworld Portals; Requirements at 

the Temple Gates       215 

—C. Name or Profession?      217 

—5.5. Royal and Divine Imagery in Psalm 24    218 

—5.5.1. Righteousness, Justice, and Blessings   221 

—5.5.2. Yahweh and the King as Royal Vanquishers of  

Chaos         223 

—5.6. Royal Triumph over the Forces of Death    229 

—5.7. An Intertextual Reading with Psalm 18:21-29   234 

—5.8. An Intertextual Reading with Jonah 2:3-10   235 

—5.9. Myths of Ascent with Descent to the Realms of Chaos  244 

6. Psalm 89 – Or the Art of Being a little Confusing   246 

—6.1. Introduction        246 

—6.2. The Question        246 

—6.3. Chaos, Creation and Covenant: Royal Heavenly Ascent as 

Mimesis of Yahweh        249 

—6.3.1. Yahweh’s Divine Kingship, Creation and Chaos 

Subjugation (vv. 6-19)      249 

—6.3.2. Covenant, Mimesis and Royal Heavenly Ascent (vv. 2-

5.20-38)        256 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

 

—6.4. A Carnival of Ritual Netherworld Descent and Mourning 

Identification with the Dead (vv. 39-52)     277 

 —6.4.1. Returning to the Question    277 

 —6.4.2. The Temple and the King’s Body   281 

 —6.4.3. Ritual Mourning and Identification with the Dead 283 

—6.4.4. Status Reversal: The King as Enemy, and Subjugated 

Force of Disorder       286 

—6.5. Leitmotifs in the Psalm (vv. 2-5.29-30.37-38.40.45.50-52) 290 

 —6.5.1. Introduction and translation of verses 50-52:  290 

 —6.5.2. Verses 2-5.29-30.34-36.37-38    291 

 —6.5.3. Verses 40.45      297 

 —6.5.4. Verses 50-52      301 

 —6.5.5. Conclusion                 304 

—6.6. Cultural Remembering and Cultural Forgetting: Re-enchanting 

Disenchantment of royal ritural Netherworld Descent and Heavenly 

Ascent         305 

—6.7. Is Verse 53 no more than a Croaky Doxology?   309 

7. Dethronement, Dismemberment and Descending Ascents in Isaiah 

14:4b-20: The Re-enchantment and Disenfranchising of the Royal 

Houses of Israel and Judah?      311 

—7.1. Introduction        311 

—7.2. Use of Intertexts       312 

—7.3. Spatial and Sensory Motifs of Royal Ritual Heavenly Ascent and 

Netherworld Descent       313 

—7.4. Analysis: Myth and Memory Tripping up Disorder in its own 

Disorderliness        339 

—7.5. Conclusion: The Paradigmatic King as Represented Ritual-

Performer of Concomitant Temple and Astral Ascent   358 

8. The Female of the Species: What have they been getting Up and Down 

to all this Time?        361 

—8.1. Introduction        361 

—8.2. The ‘Machiavellian’ Gebirah?     362 

—8.3. Bringing Down the Boys? Athaliah in 1 Kings 11  368 

—8.4. Raising the Boys: The Royal Mother of Ezekiel 19  379 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

 

 —8.4.1. The Lioness and her Whelps (vv. 2-9)   379 

 —8.4.2. The Vine, the Staffs and the Sceptres (vv. 10-14d) 387 

 —8.4.3. A Human Royal Mother?     394 

—8.5. From the Window to the Bowels of the Dogs: Dynamics of 

Heavenly Ascent and Netherworld Descent in the Jezebel Narrative of 2 

Kings 9:30-37        400 

—8.6. The Gebirah and once more Descending Crowns: Jeremiah 

13:18-20         421 

—8.7. More about Enchantment      434 

—8.8.   Conclusion        437 

9. Cosmically Liminal Monarchy  and Ethnoscape in Culturally 

Remembered Israel and Judah: The ‘Divine’ is Confused  

and Abused         441 

—9.1. Introduction: Paradigms of Davidic Kingship in Representations of 

Netherworld Descent and Heavenly Ascent, and in Cultural Memories of 

the Reign of Solomon       441 

—9.2. Tyrian ‘Shamanic’ Kingship, and the ‘Cargo Cult’ of Tyre that 

Razzles and Dazzles       442 

—9.3. Commodity Fetishism and Sacred Spaces in Cultural Memories of 

Solomon’s Kingship        467 

—9.4. Echoes of Cultural Memories of Tyrian and Davidic Kings and 

Kingdoms in Isaiah 14:4b-20      480 

—9.5. Concluding Remarks on Parody, Humiliation and Enchantment in 

Representations of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and Heavenly 

Ascent in the Hebrew Bible      483 

 —9.5.1. Introducing Conclusions     483 

—9.5.2. Distinctions in Cultural Remembering   484  

—9.5.3. Differing Negotiations of Discursive Cultural Memories of 

Davidic Monarchy in Persian Yehud    490 

—9.5.4. Enchantment and Humiliation    497 

—9.6. Concluding Epistemological Remarks: Cultural Memories, 

Representations and Re-Presentations of Ritual; Constructions and 

Deconstructions of Realised Power Relations    503 

 —9.6.1. Memory, Ritual, and the Re-Presentation of the  



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

 

Real         503 

—9.6.2. Netherworld Descent and Heavenly Ascent: Power 

Relations and Biblical Cultural Remembering of the Davidic 

Monarchy        509 

—Appendix. Tables of Similarities (including Similar but Subversive Imagery) in 

the Main Pericopes of Chapter 7       515 

—Bibliography         521 

 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

 

Acknowledgements 

These are necessarily written in haste and could not, in any case, begin to 

make reference to all those who have supported me along the way, through the 

six years it has taken me to accomplish a piece of work which should have 

taken not much longer than four; nor can I express how valuable has been the 

love of my family and friends through illness, existential despair, and almost 

murderous perfectionism in spite of everyone urging me just to submit the 

bloody thing.  Special mention, however, must go to Professor Francesca 

Stavrakopoulou, my ever patient First Supervisor, who believed in my ability to 

do this from the beginning, and who has encouraged and supported me all the 

way, as a friend as well as a mentor who has formed my mind into that of a 

scholar, with her rare double giftedness both in teaching and scholarly 

accomplishment; to Dr Siam Bhayro, my Second Supervisor, for all he has 

taught me; to my examiners Professor Nicolas Wyatt and Professor David 

Horrell, for whose generous patience with my many errors upon first submission 

(and extraordinarily perceptive and rigorous critiques) I will always owe a very 

deep debt of gratitude indeed; to Dr Anne Katrine Gudme, who lectured in the 

Department of Theology and Religion during the first Semester during which I 

was working on my dissertation, and who has continued to offer help and advice 

even from afar; to Morwenna Hussey, who has gone way beyond the call of 

duty in her support when I have been going through illness and personal 

difficulties; and to the Arts and Humanities Research Council, for funding this 

project.  I am grateful for everything I have been given and have learned from 

staff and students in the Department of Theology and Religion, and from biblical 

scholars and fellow research students from across the world.  I have tried to 

acknowledge, in the footnotes, wherever someone has been of a specific help 

to me, but it is never possible, I suppose, to remember everyone.  My thanks, 

also, to all my friends who have supported me over this time – for all those in 

my spiritual networks, including the Church of St Michael [how fitting] and All 

Angels, Mount Dinham Exeter; special mention must go to Jenny who has been 

there for me with extraordinary gifts of time and patience, to Tasha for her 

friendship and inspiration, to Richard for his fellowship and Work Clubbage and 

co-singing of Matins at some of the bleaker times, to the Nettleton-Croleys who 

know not how much they have meant to me, and to Nick whose professional 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

 

services were there when I needed help just to get out of bed.  Finally, my 

profound and inexpressible thanks for the deep love and loyalty of my family: to 

my Grandma, Betty, for her continuing love and encouragement; to my Mum, 

Sally, without whom I unquestionably could not have reached this stage, with 

her loving  support having extended to pretty much every area of my life, from 

personal to practical to financial; to my late Great-Aunt Joyce, whose generous 

bequest provided the daily bread when the funding had run out; and to the late 

Hector and to Sydney, the dogs, for so many walks and cuddles whenever I 

was back home in Dorset. 

Although I have majored, in this acknowledgement on the experiences of the 

dark nights of the soul, I have moved through an ongoing process of growth, 

transformation, and catharsis.  I have taken Ralph and Nathan with me – hitting 

me, whining in my ears, and pulling my hair at every stage.  This thesis is 

dedicated to those two dear friends, without whom I would have accomplished it 

much more quickly, and with considerably less torture:  

“And hast thou slain the Jabberwock? 

Come to my arms, my beamish boy! 

O frabjous day!  Calloo!  Callay!” 

He chortled in his joy. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

1 
 

Note, and Guide to Abbreviations 

Nota Bene: With the exception of ‘KTU,’ ‘GE’ and biblical sources, all 

references to ancient texts will be cited in the footnotes, with the author / 

editor of the secondary source – under whom they will also be listed in 

the Bibliography.  Translations from biblical texts are my own, unless 

otherwise stated. 

AV—Authorised Version 

BHS—Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia 

BDB—Brown & Driver & Briggs (1966 [1981]) 

DCH—The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew (Clines et al 1993-2014) 

GE—Gilgamesh Epic (Babylonian Version), quoted in George (2003) 

unless otherwise stated 

HALOT—Hebrew Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Koehler & 

Baumgartner et al 1994-2000) 

JPS—Jewish Publication Society 

KTU—Keilalphabetische Texte aus Ugarit, quoted in Wyatt (2002) unless 

otherwise stated 

LXX—Septuagint 

MT—Masoretic Text 

NAB—New American Bible 

NIV—New International Version  

NJB—New Jerusalem Bible 

NRSV—New Revised Standard Version 

OED—Oxford English Dictionary 

Syr.—Syriac Pesher 

TDOT—Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament (Botterweck et al 

1974-2004 [1970-1998]) 

Vul.—Vulgate



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

2 
 

At one point midway on our path of life, 

I came around and found myself now searching 

Through a dark wood, the right way blurred and lost.1 

I. Introduction 

Ii. The Question 

The time is ripe for reassessing the two controversial claims to which the title of 

this dissertation refers: (1) does the Hebrew Bible evince netherworld descent 

ritually performed by Davidic Royals? And (2) does it evince heavenly ascent 

ritually performed by Davidic royals?   

Arguments for both claims are disputed.  Proposals for royal netherworld 

descent in the Hebrew Bible have been rejected, in particular, on the grounds 

that the ancient West Asian mythic paradigms which they presupposed are 

either discredited, or are not applicable to the contexts in which biblical texts 

were produced.2  The possibility that royal heavenly ascent is attested in the 

Hebrew Bible has not been so roundly rejected; nonetheless, this possibility 

remains a matter of contentious debate.  Whether or not the presence of 

heavenly ascent in the Hebrew Bible is accepted tends to depend upon how far 

the Hebrew Bible’s texts are considered to have emerged from similar cultural 

contexts as those from which early Jewish apocalyptic texts portraying heavenly 

ascent (such as 1 Enoch) emerged.3 

The question as to how far it is legitimate to speak of the ‘distinctiveness’ of the 

Hebrew Bible and the ‘Israelites’ has always been central to these debates.  

Scholars have tended to consider the idea that human beings could transgress 

the bounds of the cosmic spheres to belong to mythological thought-worlds, 

which they consider separate from those of the Hebrew Bible.  Where motifs of 

descent and ascent have been read in biblical texts through comparative 

analysis with other ancient West Asian cultures, it has been countered that the 

Hebrew Bible ‘demythologised’ these motifs, utilising them instead as mere 

metaphors or symbols for ‘historical’ or ‘political’ situations.  Where these motifs 

                                                           
1
 Dante, Inferno Canto I:i-iii, tr. & ed. Kirkpatrick (2006). 

2
 1.2. 

3
 1.3.2. 
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have been held to resemble those attested in early sectarian Judaisms, or in 

particular mythical theologies of early Christianity, many scholars have been 

reluctant to associate the Hebrew Bible with such ‘categories’ of religion.  

Instead, they have tended to view its cosmologies and temple theologies with 

what I will argue to be reductionistic and rationalistic lenses, reflecting an 

academy profoundly influenced by the post-Wittenberg and post-Tridentine 

theologies constructed within ‘Western’ cultures. 

Over the past few decades, however, scholars have increasingly challenged 

this biblical exceptionalism, as well as the exegetical assumptions within 

Modernist Christendom upon which it has been grounded.4  This has led – as 

regards the question of royal heavenly ascent at any rate – to reconsideration of 

the relevance of examples from ancient West Asian artefacts, apocalyptic 

literature, and cross-cultural ethnographic studies in discerning such mythic 

motifs in the Hebrew Bible.  Nonetheless, as I will argue, it does not follow from 

this that biblical texts can simply be assumed to be ‘reflexes’ or even kinds of 

re-formations of wider cross-cultural paradigms.5  Rather, specific biblical texts 

are best discussed within their own particular discursive contexts, 6  but this 

ought not to mean the eschewing of comparative mythological models, on the 

spurious grounds that they cannot possibly be present in the ‘distinctive’ 

Hebrew Bible or that they have been ‘demythologised.’ 

My argument for the presence of royal heavenly ascent and netherworld 

descent motifs in the Hebrew Bible will therefore be constructed by means of 

analysis of particular biblical texts which, I will propose, negotiate differing 

cultural discourses and memories concerning the Davidic monarchy, and which 

evince variegated ideologies and assessments of it.  The first text examined 

(Psalm 110) conspicuously refers only to ritual heavenly ascent, although it 

incorporates representations of ritual subjugation of the cosmic foe.  This 

cosmically domineering aspect of heavenly ascendant kingship is actualised 

and enacted as netherworld descent in the following three texts examined. 

                                                           
4
 As detailed in Iii. 

5
 I intentionally defer technical discussion of theories of comparative mythology, here, as I will 

set out my relevant theoretical perspectives in 2.6. 
6
 Chapter 2. 
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Psalms 18 and 24 re-present7  and reify rituals which incorporate motifs of 

netherworld descent into those of heavenly ascent.  These ritual motifs, as 

presented in this biblical literature, reinforce – and make real ‘again’ – idealistic 

and sacralised views of Davidic monarchs as cosmically liminal cultic 

practitioners, embodying the power inherent in access to divine knowledge and 

in ritual affirmation by Yahweh.8  Ps. 89:2-39 reifies a similar idealistic portrait of 

the Davidic monarchy, while Ps. 89:40-52 represents a montage of other rituals 

which subject the earlier verses to internal subversion and critique.  Psalm 89, 

as a whole, therefore demonstrates the vulnerability inherent in sacral 

monarchy in the light of the major role that exile played in cultural discourses 

concerning Israel and Judah’s past.9  In the shape of Isaiah 14:4b-20 – which, I 

will argue, is far more relevant to memories of ‘indigenous’ monarchy than 

commentators have tended to suppose – a montage of multiple royal rituals, 

including those of heavenly ascent and netherworld descent, provide a far more 

scathing parody of monarchy.  Yet, paradoxically, this Isaianic poem reinforces 

idealistic cultural memories of the Davidic monarchy, even by means of the 

poem’s montage of ritual motifs which critique it.10  Such subversive and critical 

ritual montage is demonstrable, also, in the rituals and ritualised behaviour of 

Israelite and Judahite royal women in 2 Kgs 9:30-37; 11; Jer. 13:18-20; and 

Ezekiel 19.  The ritual power and potency of particular royal women in the 

Davidic monarchy, too, is remembered and reinforced even as it is subverted.11 

Some major differences from many previous relevant studies will be notable in 

the choice of texts and their analysis.  First, I focus on texts which present 

integrated representations of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent.  Some 

scholars have begun again to take seriously the defeat of chaos as an integral 

part of the enthronement of the Davidic king, as represented in the Hebrew 

Bible.  For Wyatt, the king’s enthronement is characterised by heavenly ascent, 

as well as bringing cosmic chaos into order, in the manner of a storm deity.12  I 

will argue that biblical heavenly ascent texts are often characterised by 

                                                           
7
 I will detail more clearly my definitions of ‘re-presentation’ and ‘representation,’ and their 

relevance to the thesis of this dissertation, in 2.6. 
8
 Chapters 3-5. 

9
 Chapter 6. 

10
 Chapter 7. 

11
 Chapter 8. 

12
 Wyatt (2005: 151-189) – for detailed discussions and bibliographies see 1.3.2. 
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concomitant paradigms not only of the king’s dominance over chaos, but also of 

his descent into the netherworld (in mimesis of his deity) in order to quell its 

chaotic powers. The case, then, presents paradigms of royal netherworld 

descent which are much closer to Chaoskampf motifs, than imitations of ‘dying 

and rising’ deities.  Texts integrating both ascent and descent motifs are 

therefore key to the argument of this thesis, and so I will focus on those where 

both are especially explicit. 

Second, I will pay close attention to the precise characteristics of each heavenly 

ascent I identify, and my conclusions will challenge the categories by which 

scholars have often defined heavenly ascent – categories which have been held 

to exclude biblical texts.  I will argue that two passages (Ps. 89:37-38;13 Isa. 

14:12-15)14 attest Davidic heavenly ascent which is situated in two supposedly 

categorically-distinct spaces: the temple; and the astral heavens which are the 

locales of Enochic ascent. 

Third, although scholars have tended to focus on the question of which descent 

or ascent rituals may or may not have been performed by the male monarch, I 

will argue that texts concerning certain royal women are also relevant and 

illuminating.15  This considerably broadens the quantity of texts which can be 

used to make a case for the presence of such rituals in the Hebrew Bible. 

Fourth, use of comparative-ethnographic data will elucidate the relevance of 

new texts in understanding the contemporaneous cultural, political, and 

economic discourses with which representations of past royal ascent and 

descent interact.  The production of the texts analysed and evaluated in this 

thesis can often be assigned only tentatively (if at all) to any particular historical 

contexts.16  However, comparative ethnographies will be especially useful in 

understanding the relationships between conceptions of the economic and 

political structures of the Achaemenid Empire (with which people in Yehud 

interacted and which are reflected in biblical depictions of remembered Tyre 

and remembered Jerusalem), and some of the notions of royal political and 

                                                           
13

 Particularly, 6.3.2. 
14

 7.3. 
15

 Chapter 8. 
16

 I discuss the difficulties, and the best means of interpreting the contexts of the 
representations of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, in 2.1-2.2. 
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cosmic power which manifest in depictions of royal heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent in the Hebrew Bible. 

Such a reassessment of the arguments for royal netherworld descent and 

heavenly ascent in the Hebrew Bible, which in these ways draws different 

parameters to many earlier investigations concerning presence of these motifs, 

is pertinent to wider developments in the field of biblical scholarship.  

Paradigmatic shifts in scholarly constructions of the Hebrew Bible, and of 

ancient Israel and Judah, demonstrate the importance of asking these wider 

questions, and of turning a critical eye towards many of the older 

presuppositions underlying these debates – especially given that the topics this 

thesis investigates were a matter of historic debate chiefly as far back as the 

mid-twentieth century.  In the remainder of the introduction, I briefly outline the 

relevant currents of change in biblical scholarship. 
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Iii. Paradigmatic Shifts in Biblical Scholarship 

Growing scepticism concerning the historicity of much of the Hebrew Bible17 has 

been accompanied by reassessment of biblical accounts of ‘Israel’s religion,’ 

and especially the idea that ‘Israelite’ and ‘Canaanite’ religions fundamentally 

differed from one another.  In the late 1960s, a work like Albright’s ‘Yahweh and 

the Gods of Canaan’ - subtitled ‘A History of Two Contrasting Faiths’ – could 

become essential reading for students of the Hebrew Bible.  This was so with its 

high view of the historicity of Genesis’ accounts of the patriarchs; with its 

harnessing of these narratives to argue that these ‘Israelite’ ancestors were 

members of a caravaneering society who came from around Sinai, ‘presumably 

as cunning and tricky as the Arabs’ and ‘despised,’ so kept their own customs,18 

but learned some of the Hebrew Bible’s theological background from the 

Mesopotamian merchants with whom they traded;19 with its claim that these 

‘Hebrew’ tribes emigrated to Canaan, bringing their Mesopotamian-influenced 

monolatry which Moses was eventually to systematise into monotheism among 

locals who were ‘Hebrews’;20 and with its assertion that all this meant that any 

religious influences from the surrounding ‘Canaanites’ were ‘demythologized’ 

and ‘depaganized.’21  Few scholars today would be so credulous concerning 

biblical accounts of ancestral history – of wilderness wanderings and the 

religious innovations of Moses – with most (broadly) following Lang’s argument 

that ‘monotheism’ developed out of Canaanite culture, and did not exist in any 

form before its embryonic expression by eighth century prophets.22 

                                                           
17

 As discussed in 2.2, although questions of the dating of much of the Hebrew Bible’s 
production and editing is far from settled, scholars have increasingly situated its more 
comprehensive formation to the Second Temple period. 
18

 Albright (1968: 133-136). 
19

 Albright (1968: particularly 94-95). 
20

 Albright (1968: 142-150). 
21

 Albright (1968: 157-179). 
22

 Lang (1983).  Lang had an immediate and overwhelming influence on German-speaking 
biblical scholarship (see Keel & Uehlinger 1998 [1992]: 2-3, for a summary).  The influence of 
this book, and of other similar currents in biblical scholarship, was very much in evidence in 
English-speaking scholarship by the 1990s and early 2000s, as Edelman (2002) underscored in 
her scathing review of J. Day’s Albright allusive Yahweh and the God’s and Goddesses of 
Canaan (2000), who argued that his work was already dated in its failing to take sufficiently into 
account the paradigmatic shifts in scholarly understanding of so-called ‘Israelite’ religion; on this 
matter, see further, for example, Stavrakopoulou (2004).  Some more recent scholars go further 
than Lang (1983) in their assessment of the development of monotheism – with MacDonald 
(2003), for example, contending that ‘monotheism’ is not an appropriate category for 
understanding even Deuteronomy, which had generally been supposed an archetypally 
monotheistic book. 
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The implications of this increasing scepticism towards biblical narratives which 

imply a development, through the ages, of a rarefied ‘indigenous’ religion have 

a highly significant bearing upon this investigation.  Many studies have offered a 

variety of robust criticisms of the idea that ‘Israelite’ religion was fundamentally 

distinct from ‘Canaanite’ religion.  Widely questioned, also, is the notion that 

‘official’ central ‘Israelite’ religion, at least, resisted what were ‘polytheistic’ and 

‘Canaanite’ tendencies among (homogenously defined) adherents of ‘popular 

religion’.23  It has become increasingly clear, then, that ritual interaction with 

Yahweh and with the divine realms, cannot automatically be considered to be 

categorically or absolutely different to that in text and artefact from other 

‘Canaanite’, ancient West Asian, or early Jewish so-called ‘sectarian’ religions.   

Another shift accompanying the growing scepticism concerning the reliability of 

the Hebrew Bible’s accounts of the history of Israelite and Judahite religion has 

been a greater focus on women’s religion.  The Hebrew Bible – along with its 

historic and critical reception – is increasingly considered to present heavily 

androcentric lenses for viewing women’s religion in ancient Israel and Judah.  

Although the exact implications of such investigations are subject to 

disagreement, there is nonetheless increased consensus that women’s religious 

practices cannot simply be reconstructed, without profound problems, from texts 

composed by ancient literate men, and that the history of biblical interpretation 

needs be subjected to rigorous critique for its male centeredness.24  It is time, 

                                                           
23

 Hillers (1985) offered a stinging critique of biblical scholars’ conceptions of ‘Canaanite’ 
religion, arguing that they had apparently been ‘patiently and elaborately analysing an ancient 
belief system’ in order to reach their ‘conclusion’ that it was ‘inferior, puerile, barbarous, 
retarded or shocking’ (1985: 254).  Subsequent studies demonstrated that there was little 
distinction, if any, between so-called ‘Yahwism’ and ‘Canaanite religion’ (e.g. Lang 1988; T.J. 
Lewis 1989; Bloch-Smith 1992; P.R. Davies 1992: 54-56.113-132; Keel & Uehlinger 1998 
[1992]; Ackerman 1992; 1993; see, also, the edited volume by Edelman 1995).  Berlinerblau 
(1993; 1996) formulated some important criticisms of the contrasting scholarly paradigms of so-
called ‘official religion’, characterised by some sort of pure Yahwism set against ‘popular’ 
religion – a position once defended, for example, by Segal (1976).  Scholars have continued to 
challenge these old paradigms, sometimes in discourses where the language has shifted fairly 
considerably – for summaries of the debates, see Edelman (2010a); Niehr (2010); 
Stavrakopoulou (2010). 
24

 Such an approach is redolent of the feminist biblical criticism associated with scholars such 
as Trible (1978) and Fiorenza (1983), though it has a purpose which is not necessarily 
specifically feminist: that of increasing the breadth and quality of scholarly understanding of 
aspects of the Bible, as with biblical criticism in general.  In the case of questions as to the roles 
of women in the Hebrew Bible and in ancient Israel and Judah, critical inquiry now has new 
tools and possibilities in reading biblical texts.  Some important examples of such inquiry in the 
field of the Hebrew Bible include Exum’s exploration in the reimagining of women in biblical 
narratives and their reception (Exum 1996), and Ackerman’s arguments argument for women’s 
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then, to explore where royal women’s roles in practices such as descent and 

ascent may be alluded to in the Hebrew Bible; to evaluate texts which may have 

been passed over by scholars downplaying the importance of women in the 

praxis of royal religion.25 

The supposed ‘distinctiveness’ of the Hebrew Bible as an ancient text – a 

cultural ‘distinctiveness’ which rather resembles that of more modern societies – 

has been challenged also at the points where biblical scholars have sought to 

portray the Hebrew Bible as frequently ‘demythologising’ myths from other 

ancient West Asian (and, specifically, Semitic) cultures, transforming them into 

rationalistic accounts of historical and political events.  One area of debate 

where this challenge has been especially notable is that of whether 

Chaoskampf motifs are present in the Hebrew Bible.  It is increasingly held that 

not only is the divine struggle with chaos a persistent motif in the Hebrew Bible, 

but it is an essential part of Yahweh’s royal and creative identities.26  Indeed, 

the entire presupposition that biblical mythologies of chaos can meaningfully be 

                                                                                                                                                                          
roles in religious practices – the so-called ‘heterodox’ practices, including worship of the 
goddess – which have been obscured in the Hebrew Bible (1992; 1993).  Ackerman’s 
suppositions, themselves, have since been subject to critique – especially her argument that a 
specifically women’s role goddess worship was concealed by the ‘Deuteronomists’ (see, further, 
8.2).  Nonetheless, these critiques have tended to be constructed by scholars profoundly 
sharing her understanding of biblical texts and their historical readership as thoroughly 
androcentric.  So, for example, Bowen (2001) counters the biblical texts upon which Ackerman 
(1993) draws can now be seen as so unreliable, such gaps cannot be filled; although, contra 
Bowen, Wyatt (particularly 2010: 75-76) maintains that in spite of paucity of evidence, these 
texts can nonetheless  be used to reconstruct ancient ritual practice, in relation to Ugaritic and 
early Christian evidence.  C. Meyers (2005) robustly critiques any association per se between 
women and goddess worship, or indeed any broad conclusions drawn from androcentric biblical 
texts; rather building conceptions of women’s religion from the archaeological evidence.  These 
ongoing discussions seem radically adrift from the sort of discourse into which van der Toorn 
(1989) could enter just a few years before, in which he is rather credulous of the Hebrew Bible’s 
masculine caricatures of the apparent sexual nature of women religious practitioners.  A stark 
contrast to van der Toorn can be observed, for example, in Clines’ recent contention (2015: 
website) that the entire Bible and its context is absolutely and exclusively prejudiced by 
masculine assumptions. 
25

 I refer specifically to textual representations of royal women’s ritual practice, as opposed to 
their ‘historic roles’ – which resonates with the whole range of revisionist methods for 
approaching biblical texts, as outlined in the previous footnote.  So, for example, the 
understandings of the reliability of the Hebrew Bible in understanding ancient Levantine 
women’s religion in Bowen (2001) and C. Meyers (2005), as enumerated in the previous 
footnote, contrast with that of Berlinerblau (1993) who, though critical of the domination of 
‘official religion’ in the production of the Hebrew Bible, nonetheless seems rather disposed to 
the impressions given in biblical narratives of ‘popular religion’ as the only sort of religion in 
which women were integrally involved.  However, these arguments all problematise conflation of 
biblical text with ‘cultic reality,’ and their differing methodologies and conclusions only represent 
contrasting attempts to deal with this problem. 
26

 So Mettinger (1985); Levenson (1988); Clifford (1992); Wyatt (2005: 151-189).  Cf. A. Curtis 
1978; J. Day (1985). 
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said to be ‘demythologised’ is challenged by recent scholarly works which 

demonstrate – as did May, many decades ago27 – that Yahweh’s subjugation of 

enemy military forces, often in concert with the Israelite or Judahite monarch, is 

an essential aspect of his maintenance of cosmic order through the quelling of 

its opposition.28  My arguments that the control of chaos is a characteristic of 

the king’s mimesis of Yahweh in his rituals of netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent29 therefore follow a strong and growing body of scholarship supporting 

the idea that some kinds of Chaoskampf mythologies are present in the Hebrew 

Bible. 

The challenge to biblical and scholarly constructions of the uniqueness of 

Israel’s history comes in the context of a move towards greater scepticism 

concerning the Hebrew Bible’s value as an ‘historical document’, with the 

construction of an ancient ‘Israel’ often questioned altogether (perhaps there 

never was a united monarchy of ‘Israel’ or a coherent ‘Israelite’ culture, but only 

the various Canaanite groups who made up the separate kingdoms of Judah 

and Israel).30   In this environment, a variety of historiographical tools have 

flourished, finding new ways to understand the ancient worlds of biblical texts, in 

an environment where their value as primary historical sources for 

                                                           
27

 May (1955). 
28

 So Middleton (2004); Crouch (2011); Crouch & Strine (2013).  If mythologies of Yahweh’s 
control of the cosmos are so closely bound-up with maintenance of political order, the idea that 
identifying a political application for any myth represented in the Hebrew Bible demonstrates 
‘demythologisation’ is categorically fallacious.  A similar point has been made in recent years by 
Wyatt: where R. Watson in Chaos Uncreated: A Reassessment of the Theme of Chaos in the 
Hebrew Bible (2005) argues that any chaos mythologies in the Hebrew Bible are merely 
symbolic, metaphorical, or political; Wyatt counters, in his review of her book (2008), that the 
nature of myth is such that it incorporates together and at once the metaphorical, the political, 
and the mythical.  On Wyatt’s theoretical understanding of myth see, particularly, Wyatt (2001a); 
and see my more detailed evaluation of his arguments (with a bibliography) in 2.6. 
29

 See, particularly, 2.2.1. 
30

 The development, by the 1990s, of scholarship of the Hebrew Bible labelled ‘minimalist’ and 
‘maximalist’ did not present a case of one school upholding the historicity of the Hebrew Bible 
and the other opposing it.  While members of the so-called ‘Copenhagen School’ (e.g. Whitelam 
1986; P.R. Davies 1992; Lemche 1994; T.L. Thompson 1999), who had a highly ‘minimalist’ 
view as to how far the Hebrew Bible could be used to reconstruct history, were strongly 
opposed by more ‘maximalist’ scholars, the debate had move a long way from the sort of view 
of biblical history enumerated by Albright (1968 – cited above).  So, in a response to a 
‘minimalist’ assessment of the Hebrew Bible as an historical source by Whitelam (1994), Dever 
(1996) nonetheless took a view questioning many aspects of the Hebrew Bible’s portrayal of 
historical events.  Further examples of recent critiques of the Hebrew Bible’s perspectives on 
history – including, crucially, the history of Davidic monarchy which is the subject of this thesis – 
which express varying degrees of scepticism concerning the Hebrew Bible’s reliability, include 
Finkelstein (1996; 1998; 2003); Grabbe (1997); Finkelstein & Silberman (2001; 2006); Liverani 
(2005 [2003]); Stavrakopoulou (2004); P.R. Davies (2008).  Some alternative, more ‘maximalist’ 
views, include those of Mazar (1997); Dever (2001). 
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understanding the first temple is increasingly disputed.  Even regardless of 

debates around the historicity of biblical texts, interest in finding new ways to 

understand them as edited or ‘canonised’ texts has increased.31  One method in 

the new palette of approaches for discussing the contexts of biblical texts is a 

focus on how they reflect collective or cultural-remembering of the past.  

Scholars taking this approach have diverse views on the biblical texts’ values as 

‘historical record,’32 but their views nonetheless emanate from the context of an 

academy which has shifted in a relatively ‘minimalist’ direction.33  Rather than 

seeking to reconstruct the historic Davidic royal cult from biblical texts – which, I 

will argue, stand at a large epistemological distance from it – I will explore how 

these texts enter into cultural discourses which remember and reify the rituals of 

their ethnic royal ancestors. 

                                                           
31

 As I will outline, with reference to the Psalms, in 2.1. 
32

 See 2.1 for references. 
33

 See above. 
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Iiii. Magic, ‘Shamanism’ and Colonised Cultures 

Studying the memories embodied in cultural discourses, with and in which the 

authors and editors of the biblical texts interacted, illuminates not only their 

remembered past, but also many of the features of their contemporaneous 

discursive, economic and political ‘realities.’  In Modernity, ‘reality’ is often 

understood as that which can be proven by ‘rational’ and empirical investigation.  

So it is when some believers speak of the ‘historical reality’ of the Bible.34  

However, as I have already suggested is the case – with reference to the 

simultaneously political and mythical ‘meanings’ of biblical representations of 

chaos – in the ancient contexts of the Hebrew Bible’s composition multiple 

realities could be conceived simultaneously. 

Over the past few decades, developments across wide-ranging fields of study 

have shown that to write about ancient cultures requires the use of language, 

and the invocation of concepts, appropriate for thought-worlds which conceived 

multiple realities.  Indeed, Postmodernist thought presupposes the impossibility 

of discovering a single ‘metanarrative’; thus it becomes apparent that scholarly 

tendencies to impose a metanarrative or meta-reality onto the mindset of 

ancient authors and editors, arise from an especially Modernist fallacy.  Hence, 

with Lévi-Strauss, Wyatt writes both of the myth and the political circumstances 

of its manifestation.35  Bahrani, in her studies of Mesopotamian representations 

of violence, proposes that their signification combines an ‘infinite play of 

possible meanings.’36   

Ritual theorists have begun to argue that ritual creates and actualises meaning 

in and of itself.  Ritual actors do not necessarily understand it to affect clinical 

change in the external empirical realities of the world.37  So, too, with ‘magic’ in 

                                                           
34

 Western Christianity, in relatively recent times, has tended to privilege the Bible of historical-
critical scholarship, over the Bible of other hermeneutical readings.  See, for example, Ayres & 
Fowl (1999) on the priority given to the Bible as an historically-based text in modern Roman 
Catholicism; and Sawyer (2013) on the priority of such readings which the academy has tended 
to impose upon the translating and interpreting of the Bible.  Barr (1977: 173-175) argues that 
even (or especially) fundamentalism is profoundly modern in its understanding of scripture, 
insofar as it insists on the inerrancy of Scripture as an historical and empirical reality. 
35

 See, generally, Lévi-Strauss (1955; 1966); Wyatt (1993; 1996; 2001; 2001a).  I critique their 
theoretical arguments, with more specific references, in 2.6. 
36

 Bahrani (2008: quotation from 63). 
37

 As suggested in several major theoretical works, apparently independently: particularly 
Wittgenstein (1979); C.A. Bell (1992; 1997: 72-83); Rappaport (1999: particularly 107-138). 
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many cultures.  Thus Cryer, in his monograph on magic in the Hebrew Bible, 

argues from comparative ethnographic evidence that magic can be attributed as 

a cause of the unfolding of events, even where the social group understands 

their empirical cause, and even where this combination of causation is 

incomprehensible in rationalistic or historical post-Enlightenment thought. 38  

And, as regards rituals of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent – their 

accomplishment can be understood by reference, analogously, to the 

anthropological model of ‘shamanism,’ which confounds ‘rational’ notions of 

space and reality. 

Application of ‘shamanic’ models to biblical texts is sparse. 39   As with the 

practice of magic, divination and manticism – which, until relatively recently, 

were rarely paid attention by biblical scholars40 – ‘shamanism,’ in the thinking of 

much of the twentieth century, was connotive of ‘pagan’ or ‘primitive’ religion in 

the sense of ‘undeveloped’ religion,41 and so sat uncomfortably with ‘Israelite’ 

religion as received in the West.42  Nevertheless, Barker has argued that the 

Hebrew Bible’s heavenly ascent rituals can be understood as reports of real 

                                                           
38

 On this point, see Cryer (1994: particularly 108-123), who draws extensively on 
ethnographies of divination in various societies – and, especially, Evans-Pritchard’s 
observations of the Azande (1937) – in order to argue that so-called ‘natural’ and ‘supernatural’ 
explanations of phenomena are not, in many societies, thought to contradict one another.  
Broadly, Cryer (1994) makes the case that the cultures in which the Hebrew Bible was 
produced did not perceive a contradiction in recognising both these ‘spheres’ as realities. 
39

 Carroll (1989) and Benjamin (1991) apply anthropological models of ‘shamanism’ to the social 
position of prophets in the Hebrew Bible.  Lawrence (2005: 35-54) applies ethnographies of 
‘shamanism’ to New Testament texts.  Broader phenomena of ‘out of body’ experiences and 
‘alternate states of consciousness’ are argued by Pilch (2011) to be present in the Hebrew 
Bible, New Testament, and related literature – cf. the edited volume by Collins & Fishbane on 
‘ecstatic’ religion within streams of early Judaism; and cf., also, Zaleski (1995: 390-398) and 
D.J. Davies (2002: 151-154.213-214) for social scientific discussions of ‘out of body’ or ‘ecstatic’ 
experiences across cultures.  Grabbe (2010) calls for the use of ethnographies of ‘shamanism’ 
in the study of the Hebrew Bible, while noting that they have rarely been used before.  Craffert 
(2011) and R.D. Miller II (2011) have applied ethnographies of ‘shamanism’ to the New 
Testament and to Hebrew Bible (and the Iron Age Levant) respectively.  However, these two 
articles came to my attention only shortly before re-submitting my dissertation, and so I was 
unable to take them fully into account. 
40

 After Guillaume (1938), who treated these practices as deriving from the more ‘primitive’ 
aspects of ‘Hebrew’ religion, they were not again the topics of any full-length study until Cryer 
(1994) and Jeffers (1996).  This hiatus seems to reflect a view that ‘magical’ practices were 
antithetical to ‘biblical’ or ‘Israelite’ religion – see Jeffers (2007) for an assessment of the 
literature on these subjects up until that point; cf., more recently, the general discussion in 
Niditch (2010). 
41

 See, for example, the classic study of ‘shamanism’ by Eliade (1964 [1951]), which treats it as 
the primitive source of all religion. 
42

 A point made by Grabbe (2010); cf. Iii. 
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experiences of ‘shamanic’ journeys through the cosmic realms.43   She thereby 

ascribes to practitioners of heavenly ascent one of the major characteristics with 

which anthropologists identify ‘shamanism’: so-called ‘ecstasy,’ ‘ecstatic 

experiences,’ ‘alternate / alternative states of consciousness,’ or ‘out-of-body 

experiences.’ 44   That is, although ‘shamanism’ is a construct of ‘Western’ 

anthropologists (it is a term which was taken from the Evenks who are a tribe of 

the Tunguistic people of central Siberia, before being applied with little nuance 

to all the ethnic groups of the vast Siberian wilderness, and all the ‘primitive’ 

religions of the world), the idea of a cultic practitioner moving through the 

cosmic thresholds while yet, in some way, being on earth, remains a cross-

cultural phenomenon.45 

Such a model of cultic practice is applicable to royal heavenly ascent in the 

Hebrew Bible partly because the temple (and, especially, its sanctuary, in which 

such ritual is represented as having been practised), is a liminal space, ‘betwixt 

and between’46 the cosmic spheres.  Furthermore – considering, with Foucault, 

47 and with ethnographies of shamanism,48 that access to privileged knowledge 

generates social power – anthropologies of ‘shamanism’ and power become 

highly relevant to this investigation.  Where royals are understood to have 

undertaken heavenly ascents, this manifests cultural remembering of their 

social power – of their knowledge of how to perform mimetically Yahweh’s 

power over the earth and cosmos.  This much is the case even where royal 

ascent and descent is subverted and parodied: the power and potency of 

                                                           
43

 Barker (1987: particularly 31-32). 
44

 Anthropologists have usually defined two phenomena which are labelled ‘shamanic’: 
‘ecstasy,’ and ‘possession’ (the latter being the phenomenon to which Barker (1987) refers) – 
see, for example, I.M. Lewis (1989); Humphrey (1994: 198-200); Bowie (2000: 198). 
45

 Specific ethnographic studies of ‘shamanism’ among the Tungus – and, specifically, the 
Evenks – include Shirokogoroff (1935) and Anisimov (1963 [1952]); see, however, Hutton 
(2001) on the problems with previous studies of Siberian ‘shamanism,’ including it being a 
‘Western’ construction – albeit, this latter point is one about which Shirokogoroff was very much 
aware (1935: particularly 268-269).  In spite of all this, Hutton (2001: 86-88) broadly recognises 
the two categories of ‘ecstasy’ and ‘possession’ in ‘shamanism,’ except that he adds a third of 
conversations with summoned spirits. 
46

 On this terminology for liminal spaces and entities, see 1.3.3. 
47

 Foucault (1991 [1975]; 1990 [1976]). 
48

 I develop this point further in 3.7, drawing on the ethnographic essays in the edited volume of 
Thomas & Humphrey (1994), and particularly that of Thomas (1994).  Barker (1987: 31-32) 
already pointed to acquisition of wisdom being features of ‘shamanism’ as well as in heavenly 
ascent texts including those of the Hebrew Bible; while Cryer (1994: 106.212) argues that - 
Evans-Pritchard’s ethnography of ‘witchcraft, oracles and magic’ among the Azande (1937) 
suggests is the case with their diviners – ability to acquire knowledge through divination brings 
social power. 
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Davidic royals as cosmically liminal cultic practitioners is reinforced, even as its 

re-presentation is negotiated in the light of more sceptical cultural remembering 

of ‘indigenous’ monarchy. 

Here, the biblical texts find a parallel in the ‘shamanic’ practice of the colonial 

context of the northwest Amazon, as studied and evaluated by Taussig.49  In his 

assessment the ‘shamans’’ rituals reflect their economic and political 

circumstances.  They incorporate, in varying ways, semiotics and fetishes50 

imposed by their colonial masters of ‘Western’ European descent because, with 

Marx, ‘religion is but a reflex of the real.’ 51   Against Marx’s rationalistic 

understanding of ‘the real’ we might say, in the light of the foregoing and of the 

arguments to come, that the religious dimension is one of the multiple realities 

recognised by ancient cultures such as those in which the Hebrew Bible was 

produced.   

Yet neither is the realm of religion, in ancient West Asian thought, discreetly 

separated from an empirically quantified ‘real world.’  As Bahrani argues, with 

reference to Neo-Babylonia, ancient West Asian cultural representations 

demonstrate multivalent and multivocal connections between the different levels 

and areas of cultural meaning and signification.52  Taussig discusses two broad 

cultural-political motifs which ‘shamans’ incorporate into their performances of 

healing rituals.  Some imitate what Taussig perceives to be a Dante-esque 

‘Western’ motif of the catharsis of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent.  

Others acknowledge this motif, but subvert it from within through montages 

incorporating multiple sensations and much laughter.53 

This investigation will suggest – pace many contemporary scholars of ancient 

West Asia and the Mediterranean, as well as pace Taussig – that motifs of 

descent and ascent catharses are attested in the Hebrew Bible, and in earlier 

contexts than those of the beginnings of Judaism and Christianity.  They cannot 

be limited to the development of Judaism and Christianity. 

                                                           
49

 Taussig (1991 [1986]). 
50

 Along with Taussig (1991 [1986]), I use ‘fetish’ in the Marxist sense of the word, as I outline 
and explain in 2.2. 
51

 Marx (1954 [1890]: 83). 
52

 Cf. Bahrani (2008). 
53

 See 1.3.3 for a discussion with references 
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Yet montage, comparable to that which Taussig identifies, is also present in 

many of the Hebrew Bible’s textual representations of heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent – subverting its idealistic cultural-remembering, while yet 

reinforcing it.  Communities producing biblical texts and remembering Davidic 

monarchy were also negotiating ambiguities in their cultural discourses: 

between, on the one hand, the mystification of monarchy within imperial 

contexts (especially monarchies of trading-provinces, such as Tyre); and, on the 

other hand, the prevalence of memories of exile within their cultural 

discourses.54 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
54

 See, further, Chapter 2, particularly 2.2. 
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1. Towards a New Case for Motifs of Royal Ritual Netherworld 

Descent and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 

1.1. Introduction 

My assessment of previous scholarship on royal ritual descent and ascent 

motifs will suggest that such motifs have often been accepted on the basis of 

controversial methodological approaches.  I will argue, however, that equally 

problematic has been the rejection of the presence of these motifs altogether on 

the basis of the methodology scholars had previously used to identify them, in 

spite of important insights that have been gained by identification of descent 

and ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible. 

In contrast to previous scholars involved in these debates, my focus is on these 

biblical representations of ritual as manifestations of cultural remembering of 

Davidic royal ritual praxis, as opposed to ‘liturgical’ texts or historical ‘records’ of 

such ritual.  My methodology will be more clearly articulated in Chapter 2.  In 

the meantime, I will propose that many assumptions underlying previous 

arguments for royal netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in the Hebrew 

Bible now need to be put aside; and I will set new parameters for the 

investigation of these motifs in this thesis.  Moreover, I will look at how previous 

questions brought to the lines of enquiry must be rephrased to reflect my shift in 

emphasis from reconstruction of historic royal ritual, to cultural memories of this 

ritual. 
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1.2: Waters Round about them: Royal Netherworld Descent Motifs in 

the Hebrew Bible 

In his first published work, A.R. Johnson made the original case for royal 

descent in the Jerusalem cult. 1  Heavily influenced by Mowinckel’s 

interpretations of the Psalms’ (supposed) cultic settings, 2  A.R. Johnson 

reconstructed a distinctly ‘Israelite’ Autumnal New Year Festival, with parallels 

to the Babylonian Akitu Festival and the New Year Festival as remembered in 

Rabbinic Judaism – as had Mowinckel.3  Combining Mowinckel’s reconstruction 

with the conviction that the king was the social body’s central focus, 4  A.R. 

Johnson’s New Year Festival involved a far greater role for the king than 

Mowinckel had allowed.5  Influenced by Baudissin’s work arguing for ‘dying and 

rising’ deities,6 A.R. Johnson suggested the festival also involved the king’s 

‘humiliation’7 and ‘“Death”’ (Pss. 18; 89:39-52; 118 – note his cautious inverted 

commas, which were to foreshadow the direction of his later work on royal 

descent).8  The king’s ‘humiliation’ and ‘“Death”’ was followed by his ‘salvation’, 

debasement and (negative) ‘confession’ of his conduct (Ps. 18:21-28),9  the 

restoration of his life by the hand of Yahweh (Pss. 18; 118), 10  and his 

enthronement (Pss. 2; 110).11  Since the king was the focus of society as a 

‘psychic whole’, his restoration was accompanied by that of nature, cult and 

society.12 

Soon afterwards, motifs of the ‘Israelite’ king’s netherworld descent were 

suggested much less ambiguously in Engnell’s comparative study of ancient 

                                                           
1
 A.R. Johnson (1935). 

2
 Cf. A.R. Johnson’s citations (1935) of Mowinckel (1922), which was unavailable to me; and cf. 
Rogerson’s brief discussion (1974: 77 n. 73).  For recent overviews of Mowinckel’s methodology 
and influence on British Psalm scholars including Johnson, see Gillingham (2008: particularly 
209-210); Smith & Domeris (2008: particularly 103-104). 
3
 A.R. Johnson (1935).   For Mowinckel’s understanding of the New Year festival, see 

Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 106-192).  
4
 A.R. Johnson (1935: 73-77). 

5
 Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 47-48.56-57.63-64; vol. 2, 132.153) only allows for the king’s 

enthronement as part of his role in the New Year Festival, referring to Pss. 2; 101; 110.  Cf. A.R. 
Johnson’s reflections (1950: 37-38; 1967: 106, n. 4) on his divergence with Mowinckel, 
regarding the king’s role in the Psalms. 
6
 As A.R. Johnson states (1950: 39). 

7
 A.R. Johnson (1935: 103). 

8
 A.R. Johnson (1935: 98-102.105). 

9
 On this term ‘negative confession’, see below. 

10
 A.R. Johnson (1935: 102.104-105). 

11
 A.R. Johnson (1935: 107-110). 

12
 A.R. Johnson (1935: 91-92.98.106.110-111). 
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West Asian divine kingship.13  Engnell attempted to demonstrate a common 

ancient West Asian ‘royal ideology’ of the High God having undergone a 

process of ‘life-victory-resurrection’, often involving an intermediate stage of 

(crucially) ‘humiliation-suffering-death’.14 The king, who was ‘identical’ to the 

High God, ritually re-enacted this process.15  Engnell understood the king to 

undergo ‘vicarious death,’ as suggested in individual lament psalms which 

describe the protagonist as עבד, a ‘servant’ (e.g. Pss. 22; 116).16  The ‘royal 

ideology’ in these ‘servant psalms,’ Engnell claimed, was also present in the 

songs of Deutero-Isaiah’s suffering servant,17 which also expounded this West 

Asian ‘royal ideology’.  Texts in the Hebrew Bible, he contended, uniquely 

added to the West Asian ‘royal ideology’ the concept of messianism.  Thus 

Christian claims that the Hebrew Bible testified to a suffering messiah were 

shown, by Engnell’s scholarship, to trump conventional Jewish understandings 

of biblical messianism.18 

Engnell’s arguments for royal descent/death motifs in the Psalms were 

therefore based on retrojection of his Christian reading of Deutero-Isaiah 

(whereby the servant comes to resemble somewhat the suffering of Christ) onto 

Jerusalem’s royal cult, in combination with his imposition of supposed wider 

ancient West Asian motifs.  He failed to carry out any analysis of the biblical 

texts themselves,19 and accordingly never managed to justify linking ‘servant 

psalms’ to the king’s cultic suffering.20  Despite all this, Engnell’s arguments 

were highly influential upon two major mid-twentieth century scholarly debates. 

                                                           
13

 Engnell (1967 [1943]: 170, n. 4; 210, n. 2).  Engnell’s points are made briefly here, and a 
further argument is briefer still in Engnell (1944: 12-13). 
14

 Engnell (1967 [1943]: see particularly 170, n. 4).  My emphasis. 
15

 Engnell (1967 [1943]: quotation from 37). 
16

 Engnell (1967 [1943]: 210, n. 2); (1970 [1962]: 91). 
17

 Engnell (1948: 11-13); cf. Engnell (1967 [1943]: 210). 
18

Engnell (1948), and see, particularly, (1948: 4.39) in which Engnell declares traditional 
Christian readings of the ‘suffering servant’ to have been proven, by his scholarly labours, to be 
superior to those of the Jews. 
19

 A.R. Johnson (1960 [1958]: 231) contended that Engnell’s application of his ideas to these 
biblical texts was too ‘fragmentary’ to afford analysis, since Engnell’s stated intention to analyse 
the relevant biblical texts more closely was never realised.  North, furthermore, in his 
commentary on Deutero-Isaiah (1964a: 97.138.222.236.258), frequently raised predominantly 
exegetical arguments against Engnell’s conception of the ‘suffering servant’ as a royal version 
of the supposed Tammuz typology, pointing chiefly to the paucity of any clear evidence within 
the text. 
20

 Following Engnell, Ahlström (1959: 145-146) attempted a defence of applying the ‘servant 
psalms’ to the ritual humiliation of the king, arguing that a petition for rescue from the 
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The first was the question of how closely Hebrew Bible and New Testament 

messianism are comparable.  Where Bentzen was broadly sceptical of the 

parallels Engnell drew between messianism, Deutero-Isaiah’s servant, and the 

Psalms,21 Ringgren developed these parallels, whilst admitting a certain lack of 

confidence in his conclusions.22  Ringgren perceived a suffering king in Psalms 

18; 22; 49; 69; 71; 86; 116; 118.  With A.R. Johnson, he reconstructed a New 

Year Festival from psalms he understood to be royal - adding to Johnson’s 

characterisation of the supposed festival the royal supplicant’s naming as 

‘servant,’ alongside ritual motifs of his despising and reviling.  Accordingly, the 

scholarly construct of ‘Israelite’ royal ritual humiliation took on decidedly more 

messianic and Christological overtones.23  However, the anachronistic nature of 

(confessionally) imagining the king as an historic prototype for both the 

‘suffering servant’ and Jesus could be called into question as a corollary of 

Rowley’s less speculative suggestion that these ideas finally came together only 

when New Testament writers combined representations of the humiliated king 

in the Hebrew Bible with those of the Deutero-Isaianic servant.24  That is, the 

amalgamation of the Davidic king and the ‘suffering servant’ is not attested until 

the reception of these typological figures in the New Testament.  Ringgren’s 

arguments have received almost no support in the past half century.25 

                                                                                                                                                                          
netherworld could be uttered by none other than the king.  If one considers, however, the 
widespread use of incantations in the ancient Levant, then it seems plausible that others would 
have been able to petition for Yahweh’s help from the most ghastly situations – indeed, Smoak 
(2012: particularly 219-235) demonstrates the close correspondence of many complaint psalms 
with ancient incantation texts of the sort commonly used.  Such situations would probably 
include the liminal continuum between life and death (1.2.1).  Furthermore, biblical 
representations of royal performance of ritual descent, which I will ascribe to the king in Ps. 
89:39-52 and other texts  sometimes resembles, I will argue, mourning rituals commonly 
depicted in the Hebrew Bible (see, particularly, 6.4.3). 
21

 Bentzen (1970 [1948]: 11-61). 
22

 Ringgren (1961 [1956]: 40-63, cf. 1-2.66-67; 1974 [1963-1966]): 187-200.234-237).  Ahlström 
(1963: 76-78) also followed Engnell’s conflation of the servant in Deutero-Isaiah with an 
apparent suffering king in the Psalms, but did not follow Engnell’s messianic interpretation. 
23

 Particularly Ringgren (1961 [1956]: 63-64). 
24

 Rowley (1952: 87, n. 1). 
25

 Eaton (1979: 26-28.76-82) and – to some extent – J. Day (1985: 123-125) later followed 
Engnell in suggesting that the Deutero-Isaianic servant suffered similarly to the Judahite king, 
but they did not so explicitly adopt the Christological undertones (or overtones) evident in 
Ringgren (1961 [1956]).  J. Day (1985: 123-125) argued in support of the idea that the portrayal 
of the ‘suffering servant’ drew on cultic royal suffering, by examination of psalms which A.R. 
Johnson had associated with the king’s ritual humiliation at the New Year Festival.  However, 
shortly afterwards, Day (1992: 105-106) was making the opposite argument: that there was no 
evidence for Johnson’s thesis for royal ritual humiliation (as referenced in the footnotes below).  
As for Eaton, he proposed only that the Psalms and Deutero-Isaianic (royally portrayed) servant 
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The second area of debate was initiated by several Scandinavian scholars 

arguing from a much greater range of biblical texts the idea that Yahweh (or an 

earlier Canaanite god) was a ‘dying and rising’ deity, whose descent (for some), 

was cultically represented by the king.26  The earliest pioneer of this approach, 

Haldar, was roundly condemned for his methodology.  He situated Yahweh in a 

context of ancient West Asian ‘dying and rising’ deities with often distorted use 

of secondary literature;27 and, as Mowinckel justifiably pointed out, he stretched 

vast portions of the Hebrew Bible to fit this reading.28  Ahlström was more 

measured in his approach, comparing Ps. 89:39-52 with the so-called ‘servant 

psalms,’ and claiming that the king cultically suffered, died and was resurrected, 

in a pattern originating with a vegetation deity.29  He drew on extra-biblical 

‘parallels’ not to suggest dependence, but merely in contention that such a 

pattern was possible in the Hebrew Bible.30  The Christological resonances 

thereby remained in Ahlström’s work with his use of resurrection imagery, 

though in less explicit form; while he was much more cautious in applying 

comparative evidence from supposed West Asian patterns of ‘dying and rising’ 

deities. 

However, the entire notion of a common cross-cultural phenomenon of ‘dying 

and rising’ deities, drawn from Frazer and Baudissin, 31  was already under 

dispute, with North, at this time, challenging the claims that the phenomenon 

                                                                                                                                                                          
undergo the full range of suffering, represented with a range of symbolism including death.  The 
supposed ‘dying and rising’ Tammuz merely provides parallels which ‘aid our sensitivity’ to the 
symbolism illustrating the servant’s ‘sufferings’, which has distinct characteristics in ‘Israelite 
royal ritual’ (Eaton 1979: quotations on 79).   
26

 Haldar (1945: particularly 154; cf. 1945a: 128ff; 1950); Riesenfeld (1948: 5ff); Ahlström (1959: 
139-154; 1963: 47-48; 1971: 43); Widengren(1945, which I was unable to consult; 1950: 
particularly 59-60); Morgenstern (1964).  I owe a great debt of gratitude to Sabrina Gröeschel 
for translating relevant pages from Ahlström (1959) for me.  Cf. May (1938), who claims that 
Joseph in Genesis is based on a ‘dying and rising’ deity. 
27

 Haldar (1945: 154) appeals to A.R. Johnson (1935) supporting the idea of Yahweh engaging 
in ritual combat as though this necessitated his dying, after the manner that Baal has been 
claimed as a ‘dying-rising’ deity who routes the netherworld’s forces of chaos; but see A.R. 
Johnson’s protestations (1950: 39-40) of having been misrepresented.  Haldar (1945: 154) also 
appeals to Hvidberg (1962 [1938]) though, in the work referenced, Hvidberg categorically 
refutes the idea that Yahweh is conceived as a dying-rising deity in the Hebrew Bible (1962 
[1938]: 136).  To do Haldar some justice, his written English was poor, and it is possible that low 
skills in foreign languages may have accounted for some of his misreadings of secondary 
scholarship. 
28

 Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 2, 253-255; cf. 1956: 21-56.86-88) in which he also criticises 
Engnell’s arguments on similar grounds. 
29

 Ahlström (1959: 139-154). 
30

 Ahlström (1959: 147-152). 
31

 Frazer (1906).  I was unable to consult Baudissin (1911).  
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was reflected in the Hebrew Bible. 32   Mowinckel rejected altogether the 

possibility even of mythological allusion to netherworld descent in the Jerusalem 

cult.33  Whether or not there were pre-Christian ‘dying and rising’ deities has 

continued to be subject to dispute. 34   Quite recently, however, Mettinger’s 

comprehensive and masterly study of west Semitic and ancient West Asian 

material has made a much stronger case in their favour.35  His case is bolstered 

especially by his identification of a plethora of indications that Baal dies before 

he is revived in Ugaritic texts.36  Nonetheless, he finds no evidence among 

depictions of West Asian deities of the vicarious suffering Christians have 

ascribed to Jesus.37  Neither should it be forgotten that West Asian deities may 

enter the netherworld for a variety of different narrative or ideological 

functions,38 and that allusions to divine or royal descensus in the Hebrew Bible 

must be assessed within their own language games,39 rather than according to 

a supposed common typology of ‘dying and rising’ deities.40   Indeed, I will 

propose that ‘Chaoskampf’ motifs are closely enmeshed with netherworld 

descent in texts from the Hebrew Bible which represent royal ritual, but also that 

automatic conflation of such motifs with the act of divine ‘dying and rising’ 

remains gratuitous. 

                                                           
32

 North (1950: 374). 
33

 Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 2, 253-255). 
34

 Among the most prominent examples over the past few decades are Barstad (1984: 146-
155); J.Z. Smith (1987); M.S. Smith (2002: 104-131). 
35

 Mettinger (2001).  
36

 Mettinger (2001: 55-81): Baal is mourned, his corpse is buried, a funerary sacrifice is made 
for him and he is succeeded by Athtar; and he is revived. 
37

 Mettinger (2001: particularly 221).  The association of ‘dying-rising’ deities with Jesus 
originates with Frazer (1906: 155-159), hinting that Easter may have been based on 
celebrations of the dying and rising of Adonis (on Frazer’s conflation, see M.S. Smith 2002: 
107.109). 
38

 See particularly J.Z. Smith’s survey (1987).  An especially clear example would be solar 
deities’ nightly sojourns in the netherworld.  Shapsh entrances the netherworld nightly at Ugarit 
(KTU 1.6 vi 42-53); see the commentary in Wyatt (2002: 144, n. 123). On Re’s nightly 
netherworld journey at Egypt, see Assmann (1995: 38-101). 
39

 On language games, see 2.3. 
40

 Indeed Mettinger (2001: particularly 218-219) is clear that the gods who he understands die 
and rise differ considerably from one another.  M.S. Smith (2006: 129) suggests, in response to 
Mettinger, that the absence of many of Frazer’s major components for identifying the motif (cf. 
Frazer 1906) demonstrates the theories’ inherent weaknesses.  Both Mettinger and M.S. Smith 
thereby demonstrate that discussion of netherworld descent needs to resist assumptions that it 
will necessarily be related to some monolithic ancient West Asian motif of ‘dying and rising’ 
deities.  I argue in 2.6 that, in general terms, such a monolithic view of ancient West Asian 
mythology is problematic. 
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The more extreme arguments for royal netherworld descent ostensibly 41 

resulted, shortly after the Second World War, in A.R. Johnson substantially 

demythologising his reconstructions of the New Year Festival.42  Clarifying his 

earlier ambiguous references to royal descent, he now understood them more 

baldly as symbolic or figurative.43  In an article criticising the methodology of 

Engnell and others in importing notions of ‘dying and rising’ deities into the 

study of biblical texts, he stated, ‘There is nothing whatsoever in [my] argument 

to suggest that Yahweh was regarded as a dying and rising god and that the 

king played His part or in fact that of any god…’44  Instead, whilst continuing to 

hold the view that the king was ritually humiliated at the ‘New Year Festival,’ he 

decided that the festival was not in fact related to cyclical renewal.  Rather, the 

king’s connection with Yahweh was potential – an eschatological proclamation 

at the festival.45 

That Johnson himself, who had provoked the arguments in favour of royal 

descent motifs, now explicitly rejected them, was highly significant.  After this 

time, scholars following his arguments usually focused on the king’s supposed 

cultic humiliation at the New Year Festival (and sometimes interpreted it 

eschatologically), rather than on motifs of netherworld descent.46 

However, this shift in focus was also problematic, insofar as it resulted in royal 

descent motifs being unnecessarily ignored or rejected out of hand.  Moreover, 

in continuing to argue for the king’s cultic humiliation, Johnson retained a 

particularly fallacious aspect of his original argument.  ‘Humiliation’ is perhaps a 

                                                           
41

 There are other likely causes of – and triggers for – Johnson’s shift in thinking, which I 
propose below. 
42

 A good example of A.R. Johnson’s work becoming increasingly suspicious of ‘myth’ is 
demonstrative in Shipp’s analysis (2002: 20-21) of his changing interpretation of Isa. 14:12-15, 
a text which will be discussed extensively in terms of its relationship with ancient West Asian 
mythological complexes in 7.3 and 7.4. 
43

 Cf. A.R. Johnson (1935) with Johnson (1960 [1958]: 233) and the previous footnote. 
44

 A.R. Johnson (1950: 40; cf. 1951: 197).  The capitalisation is Johnson’s. 
45

 A.R. Johnson (1950: 41-42; 1955: 93-126; 1958: 238-239; 1967: 106-135). 
46

 Famously this approach was taken up in great detail by Eaton, as an important 
presupposition in much of his commentary on the Psalms: see Eaton (1976; 1979a; 1984; 
2003); and see Croft (1987: 85) for a summary of the psalms Eaton proposed were 
demonstrative of royal ritual humiliation, in keeping with his understanding that a very large 
number of psalms were royal.  On Eaton’s prolific identification of royal psalms see J. Day (1996 
[1992]: 88-90); Haney (2002: 53-54); and see above in the footnotes on Eaton’s symbolic 
understanding of royal ritual association with death.  The possibility of royal ritual humiliation 
has also been supported by H. Gottlieb (1980 [1976]: 87-91) and Rodd (2001: 372-373).  I will 
look at additional psychoanalytic interpretations of ritual humiliation below. 
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misleading term: descent motifs tend to be misconceived if understood within 

paradigmatic discourses which had built up around the term ‘humiliation’ in the 

Modernist era.  Whilst the word ‘humiliation’ was apparently drawn from 

Protestant liturgical discourses,47 its semantic associations with sin and guilt 

attracted scholars with more psychoanalytic interests into the debate, creating 

discourses on the king’s ceremonial ‘confession,’48 for which Psalms 18:20-27, 

24, and 101, were understood to be examples.49  Engnell, similarly to A.R. 

Johnson,50 contended that the king performed a ‘negative confession’ across 

ancient West Asia51  – and he conflated this ‘confession’ with the ‘vicarious 

suffering’ of Deutero-Isaiah’s servant.52  Modernist ideas of humiliation are not 

necessary lenses for reading Psalms 18:20-27, 24, and 101.  Other paradigms 

for understanding royal netherworld descent are required.   

Mowinckel and A.R. Johnson, then, appear to have rejected the notion of royal 

netherworld descent in the Hebrew Bible in order to separate themselves from 

positions regarded as extreme.  Further to this, however, their rejection of royal 

netherworld descent motifs (and, specifically, motifs of royal ‘dying and rising’ in 

                                                           
47

 Any kind of pleading with God (or ‘humiliation’) in the Hebrew Bible, within an earlier context 
of Protestant readings, had been understood as penitential.  It is instructive that Thirtle (1904: 
95-103) –some time before Johnson (1935) inaugurated the debate about annual ritual 
humiliation in the Judahite cult – suggested that Psalms 56, 57, 58 and 74 may have been used 
for a ‘season of humiliation’ in times of national adversity.  Thirtle seems to be influenced by 
Protestant liturgical discourse, which in many contexts traditionally used this phrase for 
penitential seasons.  Among numerous examples, Gouldburn (1868: 32; cf. 4) uses the phrase 
in connection with a Lenten reflection upon the ‘depravity of our nature.’  So Thirtle’s thesis 
comes across as an eisegetical Protestant reading - cf. S. Miller’s (1831: 148) imposition of a 
generalised idea of a ‘season of humiliation’ upon the Bible.  Furthermore, as Thirtle understood 
to be a practice in the Hebrew Bible, Protestants sometimes inaugurated days of humiliation in 
times of communal disaster - see P. Miller (1983 [1953]: 20-21) on this practice among New 
England Puritans in the seventeenth century.  It is therefore interesting that Mowinckel’s 
alternative to Johnson’s paradigm of royal ritual humiliation – that is rituals performed in times of 
national disaster - is described as ‘days of humiliation’ in Ap-Thomas’ rendering (Mowinckel 
1962: vol. 1, 193-194) – the same loaded phrase that Thirtle uses.  By altogether removing 
these religious and (as I will describe them below) Freudian paradigms which refer to 
pejoratively construed confession, I propose an unambiguously positive reading of the relevant 
represented statements of the king.  A model of royal self-vindication, or protestation of 
righteousness, which will free up, for fresh readings, Pss. 18:20-27; 24; and 101 (see 5.4; 5.7; 
5.8). 
48

 Citing, among others, A.R. Johnson, Perry, in a psychoanalytical essay (1962: 859-862), 
argued that the New Year festival began with ‘the king’s confession of guilt on behalf of the 
people’.  Eliade (1958 [1948]: particularly 57-68) also understood there to be an ancient West 
Asian pattern of the king being ritually humiliated at new year festivals – humiliation which 
included his psychological confession. 
49

 On ‘confession’ or - as I term it – ‘vindication’ in these psalms, see 5.4-5.8. 
50

 See above. 
51

 Engnell (1967 [1943]: 48). 
52

 Engnell (1948: particularly 11-38). 
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imitation of the deity) appears to have reflected a certain discomfort with their 

own scholarship.  Kapelrud charted Mowinckel’s increasingly sceptical attitude 

towards ‘myth’ in royal Psalms. 53   The ‘mythical’ 54  interpretations of royal 

psalms which Mowinckel criticised were no great advance on his own 

understanding of ‘enthronement’ psalms (e.g. Pss. 2; 101; 110) which, for him, 

involved the making present of central ‘mythical’ ideas, through rites including 

ritual combat with the nexus of the king’s enemies.55  However, following his 

acceptance of Birkeland’s proposal that all the enemies in the psalms are 

foreign nations, 56  Mowinckel reacted strongly against further ‘mythical’ 

developments of his ideas.  Netherworld powers could not be included among 

the enemies assailing the king.57 

As for A.R. Johnson, two passing but generously candid statements give further 

and more personal reasons for his finally unambiguous denial that ‘real’ 

netherworld descent took place in the royal cult.  First, he qualified impressions 

that his early descent/humiliation thesis58 was rooted in Baudissin’s work on 

‘dying and rising’ deities – whilst, he wrote, he had been in disagreement with it 

in many ways, ‘it furnished a major crisis in [my] life in that it involved [me] in a 

complete reorientation of [my] views concerning the Old Testament and 

therefore, in many ways, the whole Bible.’ 59   And defending his new 

eschatological understanding of apparently ‘mythic’ tropes associated with the 

king, he claimed, after explicitly noting that his new arguments had emerged in 

a post-Second World War context: ‘It is worship which, if it exposes the 

                                                           
53

 Kapelrud (1965: 78-79); also Eaton (1976: 110); Mettinger (1976: 307).  The analysis to follow 
is loosely based on that of Kapelrud (1965: 78-79). 
54

 I use the term cautiously for now, but will set out my definition of myth in 2.6. 
55

 Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 116-192.245-246).  This seems not to have been lost on A.R. 
Johnson, who writes concerning Mowinckel’s criticisms of his arguments for the ritual 
humiliation of the king at Jerusalem in Johnson (1935): 

... what I have to say in reply may be summed up as expressing surprise at Mowinckel’s attitude 
to the Psalms in question in view of his early comment on the psalms which celebrate the 
kingship of Yahweh: ‘Daẞ die zeitgeschichtliche Deutung verfehlt ist, geht erstens aus dem 
völligen Mangel an konkreten geschichtlichen Hindeutungen und Reminiszenzen hervor’ ... 
(Johnson 1967: 106, n. 4, citing Mowinckel (1922: vol. II, 12) which I was unable to consult) 

56
 Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: 245-246), in this, followed his student Birkeland (1955) who argued, 

contrary to his mentor that every instance in which enemies are mentioned in the Psalms is a 
reference to non-‘mythological’ foe: the military assailants of Yahweh’s nation. 
57

 Cf. Kapelrud’s analysis (1965: 78-79). 
58

 A.R. Johnson (1935). 
59

 A.R. Johnson (1950: 39, n. 5), though referring to himself in the third person. 
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participants to all the dangers of an exaggerated nationalism, also reveals quite 

a lofty spiritual aim.’60  In view of his trepidation at his own departure from some 

basic tenets of his faith, and in response to the brutal jingoism of the mid-

twentieth century, A.R. Johnson had moved (to some extent) away from an 

ancient West Asian ‘mythic’ lexicon (the king was now much more clearly not 

divine),61 towards the use of Christianised and almost apolitical language to 

describe the ‘Israelite’ king’s cultic role: a ‘suffering Servant’ 62  imbued with 

eschatological potential.   

In dialogue with more recent critics, I now suggest that there persists a 

ubiquitous misunderstanding.  Johnson is thought to be at fault for his use of 

ancient West Asian mythological motifs in illuminating the Psalms. On the 

contrary, his arguments did not succeed because he failed to persist in his 

radical development of Mowinckel’s understanding of ‘enthronement’ psalms. 

Whilst Mowinckel and Johnson’s approaches to conceptualising the Judahite 

cult through royal psalms were somewhat problematic, any value in their 

approaches is often now dismissed wholesale.  A recent and woeful example of 

such a dismissal of their approaches (by brief footnote) runs as follows: 

The assumption is that the Israelites adopted both… ritual and mythology [from 

other West Asian cultures], adapting it, to a small degree for their god, 

Yahweh... Whereas the Israelites may have adopted some language and terms 

of other Ancient Near Eastern cultures, there is now the realisation that they re-

interpreted those expressions.63 

The author of this work is attempting to move beyond ‘myth’ and ‘symbol’ in 

order to understand biblical kingship in terms of ‘metaphor.’64  Mowinckel and 

Johnson did not have ‘sophisticated’ postmodern theories of metaphor, so 

apparently were not considered worth reading before being dismissed.  

Contrary to the implications of this quotation, even Hooke, founding father of the 

perspective that a myth and ritual ‘culture pattern’ was transmitted throughout 
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 A.R. Johnson (1960 [1958]: 235). 
61

 See, for example, A.R. Johnson (1967: 136-138), and note the terminology in the title of this 
monograph: ‘sacral kingship [rather than divine kingship] in ancient Israel.’ 
62

 A.R. Johnson (1967: 113).  Again, the capitalisation is his. 
63

 A. Moore (2009: 25, n. 3). 
64

 A. Moore (2009). 
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ancient West Asia, 65  allowed for reinterpretation of this pattern in specific 

contexts.66  Mowinckel and Johnson themselves contended that Hooke (along 

with various scholars whom he had influenced), 67  had in fact greatly 

exaggerated the extent to which texts in the Hebrew Bible could be explained 

by wider ancient West Asian evidence.68 

More accurately, Johnson followed Mowinckel in assigning to the Psalms a 

distinctive ‘Israelite’ cultic Sitz im Leben among ancient West Asian cultures, 

except that he insisted on beginning with the biblical texts themselves, as 

opposed to forcing them to conform to a wider West Asian culture ‘pattern.’69  It 

is, accordingly, manifestly incorrect to claim – as do some scholars – that 

Johnson’s ideas were simply imported from the ritual humiliation of the king at 

the Babylonian Akitu Festival.70 

Broadly, Johnson’s thesis has come to be judged according to how far it was 

plausible that the king was ritually humiliated in the Jerusalem cult – the general 

conclusion being that the thesis is most improbable.71  For many, it assigned 

                                                           
65

 See Rogerson (1974: 66-84) for a thoroughly-researched (and highly critical) overview and 
evaluation of the so-called ‘Myth and Ritual school’, as Hooke and those he influenced came to 
be known. 
66

 Hooke (1933: 5-7) suggests ‘degradation’ as one of three ways that this ‘pattern’ could be 
modified – that is, some original meaning is lost.  I cite Hooke not to defend his concept of an 
ancient West Asian culture ‘pattern’ (which I will critique in 2.4, in the course of methodological 
critique of A.R. Johnson) but to make clear that modern perceptions and portrayals of mid-
twentieth century scholars of the Hebrew Bible and comparative religion can amount to 
caricatures even of the most zealous comparativists.  
67

 Cf., paradigmatically, Hooke’s edited volumes on myth and ritual (1933; 1935; 1958). 
68

 Mowinckel (1956: 21-56); and A.R. Johnson (1950: 39-41; 1960 [1958]: 224-227), in which he 
explains his points of divergence from Hooke and scholars influenced by Hooke’s methodology.  
This divergence is discussed briefly in Rogerson (1974: 77, n. 3).  On fundamental differences 
between Mowinckel’s (early) methodology, and that of Hooke and other contemporaneous 
scholars, see Widengren (1958: 152-155). 
69

 See A.R. Johnson (1950: 41; 1960 [1958]).  Note Mowinckel’s comparative methodology in 
Mowinckel (1956: 57-95. 
70

 This claim is made by Croft (1987: 85-87) and Hilber (2005: 118, n. 76).  However, as 
Johnson pointed out (1967: 113, n. 3), his comparison with the Babylonian Akitu Festival was 
for the purposes of illustrating, rather than proving, his exegetical arguments for the ritual 
humiliation of the Davidic king in the Psalms.  It was brought in to explain his argument, but was 
not the basis of it (see, particularly, Johnson 1935: 100).  Some later scholars were explicit in 
stating that the limit of what they were trying to do was to show what was ‘possible’ in the 
Jerusalem cult on the basis of studies of the king’s ritual humiliation at the Akitu Festival (H. 
Gottlieb (1980 [1976]: 87-91; Eaton 1984: 133-134).  None of this equates to their arguments 
being entirely based on this comparative example; rather the comparison was affectively used 
as a hermeneutical lens. 
71

 Though see the exception of Steymans (2004), who is nonetheless careful explicitly to 
distance himself from the so-called ‘Myth and Ritual school’ (Steymans 2004: 168-169). 
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royal psalms an inappropriate historical context, 72  or was simply too 

conjectural.73  Then again, the range of texts from which potential arguments for 

his thesis have been taken has, as I will argue, been far too narrow.74  More 

damagingly for Johnson’s proposals, however, in the light of more recent focus 

on the nature of biblical psalms as literary creations,75 Hunter contends that 

even if references to royal cultic descent/humiliation could be found in psalms, 

this would not provide evidence for an historical ritual.76 

The changing nature of the critiques of the notion of an ‘Israelite’ New Year 

Festival, which Johnson understood to be the setting for the king’s rites of 

humiliation, has followed a similar trajectory.  In the 1940s, Snaith had insisted 

that evidence for an ‘Israelite’ New Year Festival – resembling the Babylonian 

Akitu or early Jewish New Year Festival, and involving the king – did not have 

sufficient basis in exegesis of the Hebrew Bible.77  By the end of the century, 

Peterson was contending that mythic motifs in literature could only be used to 

reconstruct such a festival if the historic framework and details for a ‘New Year 

                                                           
72

 Ward (1961); Mettinger (1976: 306-307); Goulder (1982: 88-91); Croft (1987: 88); J. Day 
(1996 [1992]: 106); Hilber (2005: 118, n. 26). 
73

 De Fraine (1954: 334, n. 6); Mettinger (1976: 307; cf. 61, n.30); Goulder (1982: 7-8); J. Day 
(1996 [1992]: 105-106; although cf. his opposite arguments in 1985: 123-125); A. Curtis (2004: 
xxix); more tentatively, Rodd (2001: 391.393.403); Grant (2004: 145, n. 8). 
74

2.5; Chapter 8. 
75

 On this sea-change in Psalms scholarship, see Rodd (2001: 357-358); Gillingham (2008); 
Smith & Domeris (2008); Sawyer (2013).  The methodological implications of these shifting 
scholarly paradigms will be further discussed in Chapter 2. 
76

 Hunter (1999: 9).  Earlier, Goulder (1982), though still wedded to the notion that psalms could 
be used for the reconstruction of ritual, criticised the thesis for ritual humiliation in the Jerusalem 
cult on the grounds of the literary structure of the Book of Psalms as a whole.  Reconstructions 
of cultic humiliation at the ‘New Year Festival’ relied, he argued, on grouping and arranging 
psalms in such a way as the book of Psalms gave no indication they ought to be grouped and 
arranged (Goulder 1982: 21-22).  This much was based on Goulder’s conviction that psalm 
headings, in spite of the late date scholars ascribe them (along with the position of psalms in the 
collection), can give information as to their original usage.  Goulder was rehearsing a very old 
opinion, which had reached its zenith in the early twentieth century (so, e.g., Thirtle 1904; 
Gunkel 1998 [1933]); nonetheless, minimalist attitudes to the possibility of psalm headings 
aiding understanding of the contexts of the psalms themselves (see, for example, G.R. Driver 
1970: xiv-xv; J. Day 1996 [1992]: 109-122) have been to some extent reassessed recently (e.g. 
Houston 1995; L. Jonker 2004; Steymans 2004; Sawyer 2013), and is consonant with the past 
thirty years’ focus on canonical studies of the Psalms (on which, see above and, particularly, the 
previous footnote). 
77

 Snaith (1947: 9-80). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

28 
 

festival’ – known in rabbinic texts, but never mentioned in the Hebrew Bible – 

were tautologically presupposed.78 

                                                           
78

 Peterson (1998: particularly 28-31).  See, similarly, Haney’s objections (2002: 34-48) to the 
reconstruction of an ‘Israelite’ New Year Festival, on the basis of his epistemological objections 
to the use of literature and comparative literature to reconstruct historical culture. 
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1.2.1. Conclusion: Drawing up Descent Motifs, and New Directions 

The cultic humiliation of the ‘Israelite’ king at an Autumnal ‘New Year Festival’ 

has been thoroughly discredited.  Scholarly discussion of motifs of royal 

netherworld descent in the Psalms, however, was abandoned for far more 

reactionary reasons.   

A.R. Johnson’s initial (and ‘cautious’) 79  assessment of royal netherworld 

descent motifs was drawn from close study of biblical texts.  His idea of royal 

netherworld descent was shunned only due to the emergence of questionable 

attempts to conform it to an ancient West Asian pattern of ‘dying and rising’ 

deities and kings, which seemed somewhat moribund even in their day.   These 

attempts were made with little regard to the specific narrative or linguistic 

contexts of the supposed descensi.  However, this does not render obsolete a 

more careful, and critically rigorous, approach towards identifying 

representations of royal ritual netherworld descent in the Hebrew Bible – 

avoiding reactionary demythologisation on one hand or, on the other hand, 

injudicious paralleling with other ancient West Asian representations of myth or 

Christian messianism.  

Also now at issue is the approach of Johnson and others towards reconstructing 

ritual from its textual representations in the Hebrew Bible.  More coherent and 

plausible discursive parameters will be required in order to find ways to speak 

meaningfully about descent rituals.  The Hebrew Bible may demonstrate little 

about historic ritual performance, but representations of ritual in text cannot 

summarily be ignored. 
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 As seen above, A.R. Johnson made sure initially to leave ambiguous his interpretation of the 
motifs.  His caution has been acknowledged by several scholars (Paterson 1956; Mowinckel 
2004 [1962]: vol. 2, 253-255; J. Day 1992: 105).  This ‘caution,’ however, was a response to 
interpreters pinning him down to a mythical reading of the descent motifs; whereas, as I have 
argued, the problem was not that A.R. Johnson was open to an overly-mythic interpretation, but 
rather that he rowed back from the radically-mythical interpretations of descent motifs in psalms 
that his exegesis could be interpreted as suggesting.  In general, it is reasonable to ask whether 
‘caution’, in this context, might be in some wise synonymous with questionable attempts to 
reinforce assumptions held by a contemporaneous scholarly or confessional consensus, by 
refusal or reluctance to interrogate these assumptions with difficult questions arising from 
historical-critical study of the biblical texts.  A further example of such an attitude towards 
scholarly ‘caution’ translating as reluctance to disturb an area of high theological and emotional 
investment, is Johnson’s stated refusal to explore the possibility of ‘Canonical Prophets’ being 
cultic prophets, in his otherwise often groundbreaking studies of cultic prophecy in ancient 
‘Israel’ (Johnson 1944; 1962). 
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Typologies of Netherworld Descent—Explorations of netherworld descent 

have often failed to bear fruit for another reason: the assumption that 

netherworld descent motifs necessarily entail an ideology of ‘dying and rising.’  

Ancient West Asian motifs of descending to the netherworld in order to 

subjugate the forces of chaos80 (which indeed continue within Christianity)81 

present a more plausible point of cross-cultural comparison for formulating 

paradigms of royal ritual descent in the Hebrew Bible.  It has long been argued 

that the king in the Hebrew Bible is responsible for continuing to subjugate the 

chaos that Yahweh confined at creation, and which is manifested in the form of 

human enemies: 

The enemies are manifestations of the intransigent elements which had to be 

quelled by Yahweh before creation could begin, and which must ever be 

defeated by him as he continues his activity in history.82 

This view, which continues to draw support,83 will inform my readings of the 

texts in this thesis.  My readings will suggest that subjugation of chaos is not a 

single divine event at the temporal point of creation; rather, king and royal deity 

collaborate in the ever present task of keeping order over chaos.  I will ask how 

                                                           
80

 For example, when Baal goes down to the domain of Mot in conflict with him (KTU 1.5-1.6), 
his dying and rising are only an aspect of the wider narrative of his subjugation of chaos; and 
descent motifs are very widespread indeed if at least a good portion of the ancient West Asian 
myths of deities bringing the chaotic forces of the netherworld under their control are held to 
involve their entering into the space of the netherworld – for one summary, among many, of 
these temporally and geographically-ubiquitous mythic complexes, see Wyatt (2005: 151-189).  
At any rate, I argue, in this dissertation, that on certain occasions subjugation of the cosmic – 
or, specifically, netherworld – foe by Yahweh and the king involves netherworld descent; 
furthermore, I will draw, throughout, on examples of many instances and kinds of ancient West 
Asian netherworld descent as points of comparison for my exegetical discussions of royal 
netherworld descent in the Hebrew Bible. 
81

 For example, in the tradition of Jesus harrowing Hell, and – as Wyatt (1996: 133; 2001: 106-
108) argues - in motifs of St Michael and St George slaying the dragon.  Williams-Forte (1983: 
38-39) contends that Mot in Syria, in the second millennium BCE is imaged as a serpent, as is 
the devil in Christian literature, and she associates the serpent with death in biblical passages 
such as Genesis 3.  Biblical signification of the serpent may be more ambiguous than Fortes-
Williams suggests – so, for example, in Num. 21:4b-9 Yahweh sends serpents to afflict the 
people, but a bronze serpent is the means by which they are healed (cf. Fretheim 1999: 126), 
and a number of biblical scholars ascribe serpents – which can be invoked for chthonic 
purposes, even though their bites cause illnesses (see Hurowitz 2004 on Num. 21:4-9)  a dual 
life-death signification in the Hebrew Bible (for example, Handy 1992: 1114-1115; Fretheim 
1999: 126); cf. Stuckey (2001) on the serpent in the Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic. I will discuss 
further the proposed links between concepts of netherworld descent in the Hebrew Bible and 
early Christianity in 1.3, when I look at the ‘temple as heavenly space.’ 
82

 May (1955: quotation from 11). 
83

 So see Clifford (1992: 59); Wyatt (1996: 188-194.277-278); Middleton (2004); Crouch (2011); 
Crouch & Strine (2013). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

31 
 

far royal netherworld descent is expressed in royal ritual representations, but 

not necessarily as the actions of ‘dying and rising’.  Rather, I will ask whether 

the Davidic king and his High God, in performing dominance over chaos – 

military and cosmic – in some instances enter into the sphere of the netherworld 

in a ritual process by which its antagonistic forces are subjugated.  I will also 

investigate whether this form of netherworld descent, if related to control over 

the subterranean forces of chaos (a crucial aspect of Yahweh’s acquisition of – 

and claim to – kingship in the Hebrew Bible),84 is also an aspect of the human 

king’s ritual enthronement, and thereby intrinsically linked with royal heavenly 

ascent.85 

The Boundaries between the Earth and the Netherworld – and Life and 

Death – in the Hebrew Bible—Finally, I acknowledge that reviving the notion 

of ritual netherworld descent goes ‘against the grain’ of contemporary scholarly 

conceptualisations and characteristics of netherworld space in the Hebrew 

Bible, and especially in the Psalms.  Gaining ascendance is Broyles and 

Johnston’s view that none of the Psalms’ supplicants who use the language of 

death and the netherworld to express their predicaments are – or can possibly 

be – actually in such a space.  As opposed to being literally dead, the psalmists 

are but near death.86  They are certainly not in the netherworld, else they would 

be unable to petition Yahweh.87   

Broyles and Johnston are reacting against the opinion – dominant in the mid-

twentieth century – that supplicants claiming to be dead had a ‘primitive 

mentality’, which understood only ‘totalities’, and were therefore unable to 

                                                           
84

 For numerous and wide-ranging examples of subjugation of chaos preceding Yahweh’s 
acquisition of kingship and dwelling in the temple, see Mettinger (1985).  His qualification that 
the ‘Israel’ demythologises and historicises this ancient West Asian constellation of motifs 
(Mettinger 1985: 33-35), need not be troubling, as I have critiqued these old paradigms of 
‘Israel’ and myth in Iii.  In any case, not long afterwards, Levenson (1988: 3-50) constructed a 
similar argument to Mettinger’s argument for the centrality of subjugation of chaos to Yahweh’s 
kingship, in which he robustly critiqued arguments that ‘Israelite’ religion was ‘distinctive’ by 
virtue of ‘demythologisation’ of such motifs found in other ancient West Asian cultures. 
85

See 1.3. 
86

 Broyles (1989: 85-100); Johnston (2002: 87-96).  Broyles’ conclusions seem to be 
presupposed by J. Day (1996 [1992]: 25-27); Bauckham (1992: 246-247); and, also, Olyan 
(2004: for example 86-87), although I will argue in 6.4that many of Olyan’s points about 
mourning rituals in the Hebrew Bible can be used to argue for more ‘real’ concepts of entrance 
into the realm of death in the Psalms. 
87

 See, especially, Johnston (2002: 87-96, particularly 87). 
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distinguish between particularities such as weakness, sickness and death.88  

Whilst Broyles and Johnston are justified in asserting that the old paradigm was 

based on discredited anthropology, 89  their alternative explanation is equally 

problematic, insofar as it imposes on the texts – in many cases, in the form of 

Christian apologetic (asserting uniformity, rationality, or even quasi-Protestant 

simplicity in the Hebrew Bible’s conceptualisations of the afterlife and 

netherworld)90 – the Modernist idea that there is an unambiguous dichotomy 

                                                           
88

 Pedersen (1959 [1926]: 151-181); A.R. Johnson (1950a: 85-87; 1961: 3-12; 1964: 7-11.88-
106); followed by, for example, Barth (1966: 49-55); Tromp (1969), though with major 
qualifications; A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: vol. 1, 127.315); Kraus (1989 [1978]: vol. 2, 193); 
and, still, Brown (1995: 93); Spronk (2004: 989); R. Watson (2005: 92).  Pedersen and 
Johnson’s arguments were presupposed even by scholars who made the (rather jarring) claim 
psalmists demythologised the ‘primitive’ understanding of death, or rendered it metaphorical.  
So Barth (1966: 53-55) needs to postulate that the ‘primitive’ understanding of death did 
underlie biblical thought, in order to claim that biblical authors demythologised these ‘primitive’ 
mythic notions by applying death imagery to historic instances of isolation from Yahweh.  
Similarly, Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 2, 253-255) and Ringgren (1966 [1963]: 181), in claiming 
that supplicants’ descriptions of death are metaphors for the ‘primitive’ understanding of death, 
by necessity accept that this ‘primitive’ understanding of death was the one extant (although to 
assert that ‘death’ could be understood metaphorically rather contradicts the idea that biblical 
authors would have been unable to distinguish different kinds of death).  On this last 
understanding of death in the Psalms, Cf. A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: 315); Baily (1979: 40-
41). 
89

 As demonstrated by Rogerson (1970: 7-9; 1978: 59-63); see, further, Kaminsky (1995: 26-
28).  Although A.R. Johnson sometimes qualified his use of ‘primitive’ in his influential 
expositions of the old ‘primitive’ paradigms of biblical attitudes to death (see the previous 
footnote), these qualifications were (as Rogerson noted) most unsatisfactory.  In fact, Rogerson 
understated the case.  Rogerson (1970: 12; 1978: 57-59) correctly pointed out that Johnson 
was continuing to base his arguments on by then discredited – or even misunderstood – 
anthropology, in the works of Lévy-Brühl (particularly, 1985 [1910]: 35-45), the biblical scholar 
Wheeler Robinson (particularly, 1981 [1935]), and others who defined ‘primitive’ societies as 
conceiving only totalities (cf. Johnson 1964: 1-3; 1967: 2-3).  So, although Johnson came to 
acknowledge the problems with these anthropologists’ methods and conclusions (1964: 1, n. 4; 
2, n. 1), he did not apparently allow this to develop into a critique of his own conclusions 
(Rogerson 1970: 12).  Rogerson (1970: 15) demonstrates that defining ‘primitive’ societies as 
those based on notions of ‘corporate personality’ begs the question if one then investigates a 
text, such as the Hebrew Bible, with the presupposition that it reflects a society dominated by 
ideas of ‘corporate personality.’  Whilst Johnson initially seemed wary of problems with applying 
the term ‘primitive’ to any particular societies (1935: 79), qualifying his use of ‘primitive’ with the 
claim that he followed Hooke’s definition (1933: 1-2) of the word as reflecting societies literally 
and historically at the beginnings of civilisation, he appeared later to recognise the (circular) 
definition, which Rogerson had attributed to him, when he had shifted his references insofar as 
he cited the same passage in Hooke as an alternative to his own definition of ‘primitive’, for 
which he cited Lévy-Brühl (A.R. Johnson 1964: 1, n. 1)!  For important exegetical (rather than 
methodological) criticisms of Johnson’s arguments, as they apply to biblical texts, see Porter 
(1965) – albeit, Porter himself draws problematically from Frazer’s anthropological-philosophy 
(on which, with citations, see 2.2). 
90

 It is interesting to note that Broyles (1989: 84-90) wishes references to death in the Psalms to 
be in harmony with one another.  He defines six categories into which he fits references to 
death in the Psalms – all constituting different ways of being but near death – without justifying 
the inclusion of each reference within these categories.  For instance, Broyles suggests death is 
merely comparable to the psalmist’s predicament, when it is described with the comparative 
preposition כמו or כ (Pss. 88:5.6; 143:3), and he then generalises this discovery to all the verses 
he chooses to categorise as demonstrating death being present insofar as the psalmist is but 
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between life and death.  Yet wide ranging ethnographies have shown this idea 

actually to be an unusual one91 with, for instance, many cultures treating illness 

as crossing a liminal spectrum 92  between life and death. 93   That the point 

                                                                                                                                                                          
near death.  The unquestioned presupposition remains that all the Psalms’ concepts of death 
and the netherworld must be mutually compatible.  This, in turn, is based upon the all too 
comfortable presupposition that the collection can be treated as the work of an author, by 
Foucault’s definition (1979), insofar as it has internal consistency.  The yoke of a text without 
dissonance is easy.  It is in Johnston’s more recent work (2002: 87-92) that the Christian 
apologetic aspects to such a reading of death and the netherworld in the Psalms become yet 
more glaringly apparent. He emphasises repeatedly that the psalmists cannot actually be within 
the netherworld, otherwise they would be unable to pray to Yahweh and to petition him for their 
rescue (Johnston 2002: 87-96, particularly 87).  However, the Hebrew Bible’s descriptions of the 
netherworld are not consistent, and so it cannot always be assumed that the netherworld is a 
space in which contact with Yahweh will be impossible.  Whilst all those below the ground 
sometimes do seem to be cut off from Yahweh, and unable to relate to him, equally, there are, 
in the Hebrew Bible, assertions of Yahweh’s presence in the domain of the dead (so see 
Stadelmann 1970: 165-176; Zevit 2001: 664; cf. T.J. Lewis 1989: 169-170.176 on contradictory 
statements in the Hebrew Bible as to how far the dead are cognitively aware of the living).  Even 
Johnston himself admits that texts such as Job 26:6, Ps. 139:8, and Amos 9:2 show that the 
netherworld was not entirely cut off from Yahweh, and he states that some biblical writers 
‘express a real if imprecise hope of some form of continued communion with God beyond death’ 
(Johnston 2002: 238).  However, it seems that in spite of this he is unable to accept anything 
other than a monolithic conception of the netherworld, in which the dead cannot petition 
Yahweh.  This is because Johnston (2002) is an exercise in proposing that the Hebrew Bible’s 
conceptions of the afterlife were forerunners of Christian ones, with Sheol being the forerunner 
of Hell.  Indeed, in Johnston (2002: 238), what is only a vague yearning ‘for some form of 
communion with God’ in the Hebrew Bible, finally becomes consummated in Jesus’ 
resurrection:  

As the New Testament asserts: ‘Christ Jesus…abolished death and brought life and immortality 
to light through the Gospel’(2 Tim. 1:10). 

So Johnston does not so much skew the Hebrew Bible to fit this confessional view, as 
acknowledge how awkwardly some texts actually sit with his dogmatically prescriptive reading – 
and yet adumbrates this reading in any case!  Johnston, writing from a distinctly protestant 
perspective, hereby aims to bring a simplicity to ideas of the afterlife in the Hebrew Bible which 
do not do the texts justice, but which (from the point of view of discourses within his Evangelical 
Protestant milieu) would rule out the more complex sorts of ideas of post-mortem existence 
expressed within Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy.   For a more nuanced proposal 
for the development of Christian ideas of Hell from Canaanite thought, see Wyatt (2009); and 
for further critiques of Johnston’s understanding of the biblical netherworld, its dead, and their 
relationship with the living, see T.J. Lewis (2002: 186-200); Lang (2004); and, critiquing more 
generally the ‘minimalist’ view of the place of death amongst the living in the Hebrew Bible, of 
which Johnston is a major proponent, see Stavrakopoulou (2010: 44-47; 2010a: 21-23); C.B. 
Hays (2011: 43-47). 
91

 For large comparative studies, reaching this view, see Aries (1981 [1977]); Metcalf & 
Huntington (1991); Walter (1994); Hallam, Hockey & Howarth (1999); Hockey, Katz & Small 
(2001).  For a study of an ancient West Asian society in stark contrast to our own, with death 
pervading every cultural institution and great fluidity between the realm of the dead and the 
living, see Assmann (2005 [2001]) on death in ancient Egypt. 
92

 On liminality, see 1.3.3. 
93

 For example, according to Metcalf (1991 [1982]: 57-65) the Berewan of Borneo believe 
humans possess a telenak, which is only awkwardly translated ‘soul.’  The telenak wanders out 
of the body during sleep, causing dreams.  If it wanders too far, until it is in the spirit worlds, this 
causes the person with whom it is identified to become ill, and a ‘shaman’ is required to retrieve 
it.  A person is not considered dead until they have lost breath – resulting from the ‘soul’ 
wandering as far as the land of the dead, at which point it will be unable to re-enter the corpse.  
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between life and death was considered ambiguous is supported by 

archaeological and anthropological studies of the ancient Levant. 94   But to 

suppose an unambiguous point between life and death is a simplification even 

within modern European societies, as the ethnographic evidence 

demonstrates.95  Furthermore, an extensive body of literature already points to 

an active relationship between the dead and living in the Hebrew Bible and 

ancient Levant,96 which undermines the claim that the world of the dead was 

entirely cut-off from the world of the living.  While proponents of this claim can 

cite the frequent biblical condemnations of necromantic practices and cults of 

the dead,97 it has been well established that these polemics are attributable only 

to a centralising minority, whom we know as the ‘Deuteronomists’, and whose 

programmatic centralisation of worship to the Jerusalem temple was aided by 

undermining those cults which involved ancestor worship: that is, localised and 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Metcalf’s reconstructions of the Berewan’s eschatological beliefs involve a certain amount of his 
own rationalising of the data (Mosko 1984), but this in itself is testament both to the complexity 
of many non-‘Western’ attitudes to death, and to the difficulties scholars from all kinds of 
modern North American or European milieux can face in trying to re-construct in simple terms 
culturally-distant attitudes to death and afterlife within their own cultural discourses.  See Hertz 
(1960 [1907]: 34-37.41-49) for theoretical-anthropological arguments concerning attitudes to 
death outside Western Europe, upon which Metcalf’s analysis is grounded.  By way of caution 
against simplifying the connection between life and death see, for example Shirokogoroff (1935: 
207-209), who describes, among the central Siberian Tungus, also, a mass of differing and 
complex ideas as to the various destinations of the souls of the sick and dead.  Also 
demonstrative of ambiguities and permeabilities between the spaces of the dead and living, see 
A. Gottlieb (2004) on the Beng, who believe that infants come from the world of the ancestors, 
and can move in and out of the worlds of ancestors and communities. 
94

 The decomposing corpse appears to have had a liminal and ambiguous role among the living.  
Despite being entombed it was provided with tools for living in the world, during its primary 
interment (Cooley: 1983).  See also Olyan (2005).  For an interesting parallel, see G. Jonker 
(1995: 191) on Mesopotamian ritual practice and attitudes towards the decomposing corpse.  
For an anthropological approach to understanding primary and secondary interment within early 
Judaism – and social relations between the living and the dead during this ritual period – see 
McCane (1990). 
95

 See the ethnographies in a European context by Hallam, Hockey & Howarth (1999); Hockey, 
Katz & Small (2001). 
96

 Schmidt (1996) famously argued that the dead had minimal involvement in the lives of the 
living – a position critiqued by Pope (1997); T.J. Lewis (2002: 186-200); Stavrakopoulou (2010: 
44-47; 2010a: 21-23); C.B. Hays (2011: 43-47).  Archaeology, anthropology and biblical texts 
have been used to demonstrate the importance of the dead in living society.  Examples of the 
social importance placed upon corpses include the special care taken both in their secondary 
interment and in affecting the destruction of enemies’ corpses, and this much seems to 
demonstrate their importance to the living (see Suriano 2010: 63-68; Stavrakopoulou 2010a: 
108-120), as I will discuss further in Chapters 7-9; cf., in the ethnographic context of Roman 
Catholic Argentina during the dictatorial rule of Pinochet, the politics of the disappearance of 
corpses and the prevention of their receiving proper interment (Robben 2004 [2000]).  Pope 
(1997) considers it impossible to study the archaeology of the period and reach Schmidt’s 
conclusions.  Stavrakopoulou (2010a: 21-23) argues that Schmidt uses inappropriate 
anthropological models for understanding an ancient West Asian society. 
97

 So Schmidt (1996); Johnston (2002). 
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familial cults.98  The ‘Deuteronomistic’ assaults on the concentration of religion 

within the family and, specifically, on ancestral cults did not equate to assertions 

that the dead were completely cut off from the living.  Their actions simply 

equated to attempts to prevent these forms of contact with the dead, which they 

still seem to have considered possible and even efficacious.  So, even where 

Saul is denigrated for visiting the woman of Endor (1 Sam. 28:3-25), Samuel is 

raised from the dead and gives Saul accurate information (vv. 15-16).99  It is 

also generally agreed that the ידעני, 'knowing ones', who appear in the Hebrew 

Bible are a certain kind of netherworld being who can be consulted for their 

special knowledge about the living, even if it is held that the word is sometimes 

used elliptically of practitioners who consult them.100 

Further research, beyond the scope of this thesis, is required to enable a more 

cogent and comprehensive understanding of death in the Hebrew Bible, and 

especially in the Psalms.101   Nonetheless, it is clear that scholars such as 

Broyles and Johnston have not succeeded in undermining arguments that there 

can be fluidity, interaction and movement between earth and netherworld in the 

Psalms.  Royal ritual netherworld descent remains possible. 

                                                           
98

 This case has been made by many scholars, including Lang (1988; cf. 2004); T.J. Lewis 
(1989; cf. 1999: 230-231; 1999a; 2002: 186-200); Halpern (1991); Ackerman (1992; 2012); 
Bloch-Smith (1992); Blenkinsopp (1995); Jeffers (1996); Nihan (2003); Niditch (2010); 
Stavrakopoulou (2010a). 
99

 So T.J. Lewis (1989: 116); Jeffers (1996: 171).  Blenkinsopp (2002) argues, conversely, that 
the reason for the woman being shocked to see Samuel rising from the netherworld (1 Sam. 
28:12) is that she has not successfully raised anyone from the dead before: in short, she is a 
fraud.  However, Blenkinsopp’s argument is anachronistic: whether or not a practitioner was 
considered ‘really’ to raise someone from the dead, this does not mean that they would not 
have gone into a trance-like state, resembling that of a ‘shaman’, and believed that they were in 
contact with the deceased (see Iiii).  Indeed, in the case of the woman of Endor, first of all only 
she can see Samuel (vv. 12-14), but immediately afterwards Samuel and Saul communicate 
together with direct speech (vv. 15-19).  This would seem to suggest that Samuel is speaking by 
means of the woman’s mouth, who is in something akin to a ‘shamanic’ trance – hence he can 
communicate with Saul without being seen by him: analogous to the way in which Yahweh in 
the Hebrew Bible often speaks through the mouth of a prophet (3.2).  
100

 See Lust (1974: 138); Mayes (1979: 281); Kuemmerlin-Mclean (1992: 469); Blenkinsopp 
(1995: 14); Jeffers (1996: 172); Schmidt (1996: 150); Tropper (1999: 907); Nelson (2002: 233). 
101

 However, I am researching this for a forthcoming article, ‘From Maw to Paw: Towards a 
Taxonomy of Death in the Psalms’. 
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1.3: Are such things done on Israel’s Shore?  Heavenly Ascent 

Motifs in the Hebrew Bible 

1.3.1. Introduction 

The question as to whether royal heavenly ascents, and heavenly ascent motifs 

in general, are present in the Hebrew Bible is, unlike the question of descent 

motifs, very much alive in current literature.  It is, however, a controversial 

question.  A brief survey of scholarly perspectives on Hebrew Bible ascent will 

outline how the motif has been understood.  In the course of this survey, I will 

address the following key features of the debate, which must be factored into 

any approach to studying royal ascent in the Hebrew Bible: 

1) Definitions of ‘heavenly ascent’ in scholarly literature are not monolithic. 

2) Support for – or opposition to – the notion that heavenly ascent is 

depicted in the Hebrew Bible, has been most heavily influenced by 

presuppositions as to how far early Jewish texts and (to some extent) 

wider ancient West Asian texts emerged within similar historical contexts 

to those of Hebrew Bible texts. 

3) Attempts to exorcise the presence of ‘ascent,’ as identified in other 

cultures, from the Hebrew Bible have contributed to the narrowing 

definitions of ‘heavenly ascent.’  In some cases, the phrase has been 

defined highly restrictively, in order to exclude texts in the Hebrew Bible 

from this category.  Definitions of ‘heavenly ascent’ can be narrowed to 

exclude textual productions from the particular cultures in which such 

biblical texts were produced, to the point that we might allude to a wry 

Blake,102 asking, ‘Are such things done on Israel’s shore?’ 

4) Some scholars arguing for heavenly ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible 

have suggested that an early Jewish apocalyptic tradition of heavenly 

ascent – undertaken before receiving esoteric knowledge of creation – 

underlay the context in which various Hebrew Bible texts were formed, 

but was suppressed by biblical editors.  How far, then, can and do 
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 ... And burn’d him in a holy place, 

 Where many had been burn’d before: 
 The weeping parents wept in vain. 
 Are such things done on Albion’s shore? (Blake 1996 [1794]: 100) 
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arguments for heavenly ascent in the Hebrew Bible rest upon identifying 

hypothetical ‘suppressed’ material or esoteric traditions? 
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1.3.2. The debate 

The wide diversity of definitions of royal heavenly ascent in the Hebrew Bible is 

well illustrated by its early appearances.  Skinner boldly equated Gen. 5:19-24 

with a Mesopotamian heavenly ascent motif, suggesting that Enoch received 

esoteric knowledge and ascended into heaven, as in Jewish tradition, and as 

did King Enmeduranki of Sippar at his enthronement.103  Royal ascent was 

initially discussed by Mowinckel, but he was less than explicit in forming a 

concept of ‘ascent.’  Mowinckel’s ‘mythic’ understanding of the king’s royal 

enthronement at the supposed New Year Festival 104  was promulgated with 

language of spatial ascent.  He suggested, for example, that the image of 

Yahweh giving birth to the king in Ps. 110:3 probably originated with Neo-

Assyrian imagery of the king’s coronation and mythic-ritual birth, in the manner 

of the sun god’s rebirth on the mountain.105  Mowinckel’s conclusions were, 

characteristically, based on attempts to identify a distinctly ‘Israelite’ form of 

enthronement from key Hebrew Bible texts,106 which he compared with other 

ancient West Asian cultures.107  In the light of later discussions (outlined below), 

however, it must be recalled that Mowinckel’s biblical interpretation drew 

considerable influence from early Jewish texts,108 and that he had a wider aim 

of demonstrating that certain Jewish concepts, such as messianism, to have 

been extant in First Temple times.109 

Some time after Mowinckel first formulated these suggestions,110 in the middle 

of the last century, Widengren argued much more systematically and 

uncompromisingly for royal ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible.111  Widengren 

was concerned with establishing myth and ritual patterns of sacral kingship 

extending through a spatially and temporally vast range of West Asian cultures, 

                                                           
103

 Skinner (1910: 131-132).  For a translation of the enthronement of Enmeduranki, see 
Widengren (1950: 7-8). 
104

 See 1.2b. 
105

 For example, Mowinckel (1956: 62-65).  On royal heavenly ascent in Psalm 110, with 
reference to Mowinckel’s arguments among others, see 3.5. 
106

 In addition to the Ps. 110, Mowinckel (1956: 62, n. 6) cites accounts of the king’s ‘anointing’ 
as key texts (2 Sam. 15:10-13; 1 Kgs. 1:32-53; 2 Kgs. 11:[12?]). 
107

 For the wider context in which Mowinckel’s arguments were characteristically made see, for 
example, Mowinckel (1956: 21-95). 
108

 See 1.2 on Mowinckel’s arguments for the Jewish New Year festival having been testified in 
texts from the Hebrew Bible which he associated with the First Temple. 
109

 Cf. Mowinckel (1956). 
110

Mowinckel (1922), which I have been unable to consult.  
111

 Widengren (1941: 19-20; 25-26;1950: particularly 22-35; 1951: 40; 1958: 165-168). 
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including early Judaism and Arab communities throughout history. 112   He 

understood ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible primarily by reference to 

Mesopotamian images of divine figures ascending to receive wisdom in written 

testimonies, and then departing with a divine commission. Such ascent he 

applied to Moses (Exod. 24:12); Joash (2 Kgs. 11:12); the Davidic king 

generally (e.g. Ps. 110:3); Solomon (1 Chron. 28:19); and the divinely 

commissioned prophets (Ezek. 2:9-3:2; 40-48; Isa. 6; Jer. 1; cf. Dan. 10:21).113  

As with most other highly generalised mid-twentieth century comparative 

work,114 Widengren’s arguments were largely ignored for many years, and his 

insights barely considered.   

Ascent motifs for half a century to follow would be considered present in the 

Hebrew Bible only by scholars specialising in study of the heavenly ascents of 

early Jewish apocalyptic.  Morgenstern did reconstruct elaborate rituals of the 

king’s annual netherworld incubation and subsequent ascent to resumption of 

divine status, in ‘enthronement psalms.’115   I, too, will argue that royal descent 

and ascent can be read together among the complex of motifs in Psalm 110, 

and many other biblical texts.  However, Morgenstern’s beautiful and vivid 

reconstructions had to resort almost exclusively to self-citation and highly 

imaginative application of extra-biblical (early Jewish) texts to the psalms.116 

Latterly, a body of scholarship has noted, in particular, similarities between 

heavenly ascent as depicted in early Jewish and Christian texts (especially 

Jewish apocalyptic),117 and in the Hebrew Bible.  Some scholars have recently 

                                                           
112

 Hence Widengren (1950) argues for royal ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible by comparison 
with cultures as wide-ranging as these.  This work was one of five volumes focusing on different 
aspects of sacral kingship, which Widengren understood to be traceable within such wide 
contexts as these (see also Widengren 1958). 
113

 Widengren (1950: particularly 22-35).  On royal ascent motifs see, further, Widengren (1951: 
40). 
114

 See 1.2. 
115

Morgenstern (1964). 
116

 See, for example, Morgenstern’s statement on the king’s incubation, conducted-ritually of his 
netherworld descent: ‘We have no direct evidence for this’ (1964: 21). 
117

 The body of literature in the area of early Jewish and Christian mystical texts (and, more 
specifically, heavenly ascent texts), both primary and secondary, is vast, such that already 
Scholem (1961 [1941]: 18) – in a monograph which Paul Rice initially drew to my attention and 
kindly lent to me – could write about ancient Jewish mystical texts, in which forms of heavenly 
ascent often occur: 
 

…we are in possession of a vast printed literature of mystical texts which I am inclined to estimate 
at 3,000.  In addition, there exists an even greater array of manuscripts not published yet. 
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argued for heavenly ascent in some – if not all – of Ezekiel’s visions. 118  

Comparisons from this large body of literature have also been applied more 

widely in the Hebrew Bible, chiefly by Barker.119  She proposes that Enoch’s 

ascent from the holy mountain in the apocalyptic Book of Watchers (1 Enoch 1-

36 – particularly 12-16)120 preserves a (Deuteronomistically suppressed) First 

Temple understanding that one could, while located in the Temple Sanctuary 

(itself built according to prophetic ascent experiences)121 ascend to Heaven, 

and receive the secret knowledge of the unity of ‘creation’ on the aboriginal 

day.122 Figures similarly ascending in the Temple, in the Hebrew Bible, include 

prophets (for instance, in Isaiah 6)123 and, significantly, kings, who could sit on 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 

Moreover, scholarship in this area, from Scholem onwards, has often covered astonishingly vast 
and broad-ranging subject matter.  I now give a very brief bibliography of just a few of the key 
early texts and secondary studies.  On The Book of Watchers (1 Enoch) 12-16, and related 
texts, see Barker (1987: 24-32; 1988: 49-64); Himmelfarb (1993: 9-28); J.J. Collins (1995; 
1999); D.W. Suter (2003); and, for a recent translation of 1 Enoch, see Nickelsburg & 
Vanderkam (2004).  On the heavenly ascents of early Rabbinic Merkeba mysticism (or 
exposition of the Merkeba) and the Hekhaloth literature, see Scholem (1961 [1941]: 40-79; 
1965); and the tremendous volume by Halperin (1988a); though see, further, the detailed critical 
responses to Halperin (1988a) in Elior (1990) and Himmelfarb (1993: 66-69), the latter of whom 
rejects his notion that the Merkeba is normatively to be understood as a form of dangerous 
invasion into the heavenly realm – it is beyond the scope of this thesis to conclude on such a 
matter but, suffice to say, Halperin’s hypothesis that such heavenly ascent was discouraged 
and rare on account of the fear associated with it (1988a), is not in accord with my reading of 
Isa. 14:12-15 in its pre-Rabbinic context (see 7.3-7.4), onto which Halperin (1988) extends 
some of his insights concerning Rabbinic understandings of the Merkeba, insofar as I will argue 
that such heavenly ascent is portrayed as normative ritual behaviour for Israelite and Judahite 
monarchs.  On heavenly ascent in Philo’s writings, see Borgen (1996).  I have benefitted from 
Conway-Jones’ research on biblical heavenly ascent according to Gregory of Nyssa (PhD 
thesis: 2011).  On the early Christian Ascension of Isaiah, see Hall (1990).  Amidst the 
increased interest in early Jewish and Christian ascent post-Scholem, there has been a 
proliferation of studies exploring the possibility of heavenly ascent motifs in the New Testament: 
Segal (1990: 34-71) famously argued that Paul underwent a number of ecstatic heavenly 
ascents (see, further, Segal 1995); and see, more recently, Rowland & Morray Jones (2009: 
137-165), who argue in their whole book for the influence of early Jewish mystical theologies of 
heavenly ascent upon the New Testament.  The many further examples of studies exploring 
how far the New Testament included apocalyptic heavenly ascent motifs, comparable to those 
in early Jewish literature, include the large monograph by Aus (2008). 
118

 Joyce (2007) argues specifically for ascent in Ezekiel 40-42 corresponding with that of The 
Book of Watchers; and is followed by Bunta (2011), who applies concepts of heavenly ascent 
further passages, namely Ezekiel 1; 8-11; 28:1-19; 40-48.  My thanks to Professor Paul Joyce 
for drawing my attention to these articles. 
119

 Barker (1987: 24-28.37.112-113.126-128; 1991: 150-177; 2004: 19-32).  Halperin (1988) 
argues that Isa. 14:13-15 presents motifs arising from the same psychological concerns as later 
Jewish ascent texts.  Pilch (2011), also applying a more general ‘Mediterranean’ and 
anthropological model, proposes that many texts in the Hebrew Bible (as well as the New 
Testament) can be understood as ‘alternate states of consciousness,’ a certain form of which 
may be equated with ‘shamanic sky journeys.’  
120

 Cf. Barker (1988: 49-64). 
121

 On ascent experiences as the origins of Temple imagery see Barker (1991: 150). 
122

 Barker (particularly 1987: 24-25; 2004: 21-32). 
123

 Barker (2004: 19-20). 
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Yahweh’s throne in the sanctuary (1 Chron. 29:23), and who are seen to have 

performed roles in the divine realm (e.g. Pss. 2; 89; 110).124 

These ideas reflect Barker’s understanding that early Jewish and Christian texts 

preserve suppressed ‘pre-Deuteronomistic’ First Temple theology, in many of its 

forms.  Most scholars of early Judaism and Christianity do not share these 

suppositions and, accordingly, many conclude that ascent motifs are not 

present at all in texts from the Hebrew Bible, which they contextualise as earlier 

and as emanating from very different contexts to heavenly ascent motifs in 

books such as 1 Enoch (especially chapters 12-16).125  Although some of these 

scholars have compared early Jewish apocalyptic to texts such as Moses’ 

mountain ascent (Exod. 24:12) and prophetic call narratives,126 they hold that 

the absence of descriptions of ‘actual’ heavenly ascent in these biblical 

depictions disqualifies them from the category.  Himmelfarb understands the 

relevant biblical texts to have been composed around the sixth century or 

earlier.  These texts are, for Himmelfarb, categorically separate from Jewish 

apocalyptic, on the very basis that they do not report heavenly ascent.127  The 

biblical texts, the source of which she identifies as the Jerusalem temple, reflect 

the belief that in this place the heavens and the earth coalesce, on the sacred 

inviolable Mount Zion/ Zaphon (cf. Ps. 48:3; 89:13 128 ). 129   Ascent to the 

astronomical heavens developed later, in response to dissatisfaction with the 

earthly Temple as a plausible meeting point with Yahweh’s heavenly Temple,130 
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 Barker (1987: 28.113; 2004: 23-24). 
125

 So see Himmelfarb (1993: 9-29); Collins (1995: 45-46.49-50); Nickelsburg (2001: 260); and, 
perhaps with reservations, M. Smith (1981: 405-410).  As Bunta (2011: 28-29) suggests this 
view appears to derive from formidable influence of Scholem (so 1961 [1941]: 43-46) on studies 
of Jewish mysticism and heavenly ascent, who understands early Jewish mysticism to have 
been characterised as experiences not sanctioned in the Hebrew Bible.  Many thanks to Ann 
Conway-Jones for discussing with me the objections within early Jewish scholarship to the 
presence of ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible, and for sending me her thesis in which she 
outlines these scholars’ arguments (Conway-Jones PhD Thesis 2011: particularly 45). 
126

 See above, on Widengren, for biblical references. 
127

 Himmelfarb (1993: 9). 
128

 I discuss this possible reference to the mythical Mount Zaphon further in 6.3.1. 
129

 Further discussion of the significance of the merger of Zion and Zaphon, and further 
references, are given in 1.3.3; and, in 7.3-7.4, I argue for the relevance of Zaphon in Isa. 14:12-
15 for understanding Davidic heavenly ascent in the Hebrew Bible. 
130

 Himmelfarb (1993: particularly 9-23). 
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and to the consequent cosmology of these heavens alone as the sanctuary of 

Yahweh’s Temple.131 

This bifurcation is cut upon two highly questionable assumptions.  First, a vast 

temporal hiatus between the major prophets and Jewish apocalyptic (including 

its supposed earliest expression in 1 Enoch) is assumed, which cannot be 

confidently asserted 132  beyond appeal to historic differentiation of ‘Western’ 

academic disciplines.133  Royal psalms expressing ascent motifs appear, as I 

will argue, to have developed throughout the Second Temple period even if they 

originated from the time of the First Temple.  So they cannot be assumed to be 

fully monarchic134 and to pre-date Enochic traditions.  Furthermore, the notion 

that parallel material in texts from the Hebrew Bible and early Jewish 

apocalyptic such as 1 Enoch always and necessarily implies the dependence of 

the latter upon the former has come under some challenge.  Some scholars 

hypothesise that these parallel traditions may have developed independently,135 

while others propose that they derive from a mix of shared and independent 

earlier material.136 

                                                           
131

 This is a major and important argument from Himmelfarb (1993), for which 1.3.3, below, 
constitutes an expansive critique. 
132

 Himmelfarb’s arguments, enumerated above, proceed on the basis that the Astronomical 
Book of Enoch (1 Enoch 72-82) and The Book of Watchers (1 Enoch 1-36) probably date from 
around the third century BCE, thence continually revised and developed; whilst the Hebrew 
Bible’s major prophetic books, such as Jeremiah and Ezekiel – which describe encounters with 
Yahweh in the Temple - are taken as substantially the words of the prophets (see Himmelfarb 
1993: 102-104).  This is in contrast to Wyatt’s approach (2001: 200-207) who classes the 
biblical references to heavenly ascent as ‘Jewish accounts.’  Even if Himmelfarb’s traditional 
dating of the texts were correct, third century Enochic texts compared with ca. sixth century 
texts from Ezekiel (so see Himmelfarb 1993: 22-29) would only represent a separation of 
around three hundred years (and so Joyce (2007: 32-36), whilst accepting a sixth century date 
for Ezek. 40-42, sees the Book of Watchers as nonetheless as continuing to reflect the former’s 
tradition of ascent).  Indeed, Himmelfarb considers ascent motifs in 2 Enoch alongside the early 
Enochic traditions, even though she concedes that it cannot be absolutely ascertained that 
anything less than seventeen centuries separates them (see Himmelfarb 1993: 38). 
133

 Cf. Wyatt’s remarks (2001a: 16) on the separation of the subject of ‘Biblical Studies’ from 
other approaches to studying myth: 
  

I reply that the boundaries of our present academic disciplines are administrative conveniences, 
established or at least maintained by university administrators…’ 

134
 As I argue in 2.1. 

135
 So Albertz (1994 [1992]: vol. 2, 563-597). 

136
 So Grabbe (2004: 344-345); Van der Kam (2007); P.R. Davies (2008a).  For proposals on a 

shared original tradition for parts of Genesis 1-11 and 1 Enoch 6-11, see Grabbe (2004: 344) 
and P.R. Davies (2006; 2008a: 418-419).  For an example of the view that 1 Enoch 6-11 is 
dependent on Genesis 6-9, see Nickelsburg (2001: vol. 1, 165-173); while J.J. Collins (1999) 
understands all the relevant biblical material to pre-date that of 1 Enoch. 
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Second, Himmelfarb, among others, defines the spatiality of ‘heaven’ on the 

basis of spatial assumptions in later Jewish and Christian texts.  It is the case 

that Himmelfarb’s argument that early Jewish ascent motifs developed from 

new attitudes to the temple and cosmos has been hugely important. 137  

However, I question the further conclusion she draws from this: namely that the 

cosmology, enumerated in the Hebrew Bible, of the temple on the holy 

mountain being the locus for the heavenly sanctuary, means that divine 

encounters in the temple do not involve heavenly ascent.  This is to assume an 

ontological difference between the temple and the astronomical heavens.  

Whilst perhaps deducible from certain examples of Jewish apocalyptic, such an 

ontological distinction in the Hebrew Bible should not be supposed without 

careful interaction with its concepts of cosmology, place and space.  Thus, as 

Rowland and Morray-Jones – and more recently, Bunta – point out, the 

(apparent) absence of astronomical loci in the Hebrew Bible’s ascents (a 

supposed absence I will, in fact, challenge)138 does not mean ascent in the 

Hebrew Bible need be fundamentally and categorically different to astronomical 

ascents.  Heavenly ascent loci of mountain and temple, in ancient West Asian 

texts and visual art (cf. Widengren, as discussed above), tend not to be 

absolutely ontologically different from heavenly spaces.139 

Whilst there are important differences between depictions of ascent in the 

Hebrew Bible’s temple cult and in Jewish apocalyptic texts, I still propose that 

‘royal ascent’ motifs are demonstrable, so long as they are analysed with an 

                                                           
137

 On the significance of Himmelfarb’s argument, see, for example, Rowland and Morray-Jones 
(2009: 303-339, particularly 309). 
138

 In Chapters 6 and 7 I argue that astral ascents are explicitly present, and are merged with 
imagery of temple ascent, in at least two passages in the Hebrew Bible. 
139

 Rowland and Morray-Jones (2009: 303-305); Bunta (2011).  For wide-ranging examples with 
references, see Bunta (2011: 33-34).  These scholars’ comments provide an important critique 
of ontological separation of temple ascent and heavenly ascent, as proposed by Himmelfarb 
(1993).  It is some measure of the rigour of the scholarship in Himmelfarb (1993) that her work 
has been so influential, but it is problematic that her particular division of temple space and 
heavenly space (itself possibly grounded in Scholem e.g. 1961 [1941]: 43-46), has continued to 
be a dominant scholarly view (see above).  I note, for example, that J.J. Collins (1995: 45) also 
flags up the differences between the locales of ascent in the Hebrew Bible and in early Judaism, 
arguing further that even Moses’ mountain encounter with Yahweh (Exod. 24) is a meeting mid-
way between the heavens and the earth (following M. Smith 1981: 405).  Whilst Collins is right 
to point out Yahweh’s downward motion to meet Moses, this does not mean questions cannot 
be asked as to how far the mountain is considered heavenly space in the cosmological and 
spatial premises of the biblical text (see below).  Indeed, Widengren (1950: 23, n. 2) suggests 
that Yahweh is already dwelling on the mountain when Moses is commanded to ascend to meet 
him in Exod. 24:12. 
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eye to their particular cultural cosmological and spatial discourses, which can 

be illuminated by reference to biblical notions of the temple as heavenly space 

on the holy mountain.  Later, I will argue that that there are biblical examples of 

the merging of explicit imagery of royal temple ascent and royal astral ascent.140 

Indeed, many years after Widengren’s research, ascent motifs are again being 

identified in texts from the Hebrew Bible by comparison with Mesopotamian and 

Ugaritic (as well as early Jewish) texts, in the work of Wyatt,141 who argues that 

the king undertakes a divine ascent, of which Moses’ ascent is a mythic 

version.142  At the king’s enthronement he would ascend to sit on Yahweh’s 

throne (1 Chron. 28:5; 29:3; Pss. 2:7; 110:1.5),143 and would see the mysteries 

and secrets of creation, including his own divine primordial birth (Prov. 30:1-4; 

Job 15:7-9; 38:4-7 – more broadly 38:2-40:2; Pss. 2:7; 110:3b) after which he 

would ritually descend.144  Thus, like Yahweh, the king is imaged as creator and 

as a divine warrior slaying the primordial chaos monster (Ps. 110).145 

Wyatt is able to so argue against the grain in scholarship on Jewish and 

Christian ascent, on the basis of two significant premises.  First, the widely-held 

understanding that the Hebrew Bible’s temple is a meeting point with the 

heavenly realm actually means it can act as a locus for ascent.146  Second, 

following Barker, he claims that the king’s ascent is similar to the personal 

ascent to the starry heavens of later mystics, except that it was believed that the 

king underwent a ‘“shamanic journey’” whilst yet present in the Temple.  That 

such esoteric knowledge persisted in the late stages of the Hebrew Bible’s 

compilation Wyatt finds demonstrable in non-royal mystical biblical contexts 

(Prov. 30:4; Job 15:7-9; 38:2-40:2), although he holds that the Deuteronomists 

attempted to render these texts esoteric for small communities ‘in the know.’147 

                                                           
140

 Ps. 89:37-38 (particularly, 6.2.2); Isa. 14:12-15 (7.3-7.4). 
141

 Wyatt (1996: 35.41-42.277-286.307-322.341; 2001: 5.1.4-7(23); 2005: 31-48; 2010: 72-73). 
142

 Wyatt (2005: 209-211; 2010: 72). 
143

 Wyatt (1996: 286.316-317; 2001: 5 (11); 2010: 73) 
144

 Wyatt (1996: 41-42.273-279.286-287.319-322). 
145

 Wyatt (1996: 316-317; 2001: 6.5.2). 
146

 Wyatt (2001: 5.1.4). 
147

 Wyatt (1996: 41-42).  He argues, further, that ascent was present in the ‘thought world’ of the 
late compilers of the Hebrew Bible, see Wyatt (2001: 5.3.7). 
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Wyatt’s work in re-opening texts in the Hebrew Bible to royal heavenly ascent 

readings informs the trajectory of this thesis.  His comments about the 

relationship of the motif with subjugation of chaos are particularly important – as 

I suggest above, 148  the enmeshment of these motifs will in turn aid 

understanding of royal netherworld descent motifs where they are enmeshed 

with representations of royal heavenly ascent.  Wyatt’s argument – along with 

and following Barker – that such motifs of ascent are deliberately obscured, and 

were understandable only to particular esoteric communities, is possible, given 

the apparent trepidation later Rabbinic writers had concerning access to 

knowledge of the Merkeba heavenly ascent vision. 149   However, within the 

space this thesis affords, I focus on texts which do not seem to obscure such 

motifs, but rather to re-present them; because much explicit imagery of royal 

ritual heavenly ascent remains in the canonical forms of the Hebrew Bible. 

Still, the relevant biblical texts are, I will suggest, often characterised by a 

tension between the reification of images of royal ascent rituals which are 

enchanting to biblical authors even – it would seem – long after the time of 

Israelite or Judahite monarchy, and the ostensible construction of subversive 

critiques of monarchic power. In Chapter 2, I will suggest methodologies to 

focus on the literary force of these demonstrable and ambivalent discourses of 

biblical ascent, asking how best to understand the cultural contexts and 

significance in which a narrative of monarchic power and potency is frequently 

subverted and rendered impotent. 150   Though bearing upon a discussion 

primarily on literary biblical sources, this is in part an anthropological question: 

Taussig observes in his study of ‘shamanic’ narratives of colonialism in the 

northwest Amazon that re-enchanting its reified representation was necessary 

in disrupting its narratives, because: 

…the intimate co-dependency of truth on illusion and myth on reality was what 

the metabolism of power, let alone “truth”, was all about.151 

                                                           
148

 1.2.1. 
149

 On which see, particularly, Halperin (1988a). 
150

 Particularly 2.5. 
151

 Taussig (1991 [1986]: quotation from 175).  On the important relevance of Taussig’s study of 
northwest Amazonian ‘shamanism’ for this investigation into royal ritual netherworld descent 
and heavenly ascent in the Hebrew Bible, see I.iii. 
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In Chapter 2, I will investigate the cultural contexts that are postulates for 

heavenly ascent texts, many of which present enchanting pictures of royal ritual 

heavenly ascent, while yet ambiguating and subverting them.152  This after I 

have set out the characteristics of these sorts of pictures, to which (with 

Taussig) I refer as ‘montages.’153 

The major division I have outlined between Himmelfarb’s position on one hand, 

and that of Barker and Wyatt on the other, is over how far the Jerusalem temple 

constitutes heavenly space.  This thesis will argue that a number of biblical texts 

reveal the Jerusalem temple to be a locus for dynamic integration of royal ritual 

heavenly ascent and netherworld descent.  This is possible because it is 

understood as a cosmically liminal space, as I will now discuss.   

For many scholars, there was no ascent to heavenly space on ‘Israel’s’ shore.  

This argument holds if ‘ascent’ is defined so restrictively as to exclude its 

specific representation in the Hebrew Bible, or if the Hebrew Bible’s ascent 

motifs are so reductionistically rationalised as to deny that they have any sense 

of movement into heavenly space.  I will maintain that the Temple, in 

cosmologies of the Hebrew Bible, is understood as a place where just such 

heavenly ascent can take place. 

                                                           
152

 A topic to which, furthermore, I return expansively in 9.1-9.4. 
153

 1.3.3.  With Bahrani (2008), as I will argue, I see the concept of ‘montage’ as highly relevant 
in the study of certain ancient West Asian cultures, and especially royal courts and cults. 
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1.3.3. The Temple as Heavenly Space 

Whilst no Biblical Hebrew word translates directly as ‘world’ or ‘cosmos’,154 

three tiers of the cosmos are frequently alluded to in the Hebrew Bible, as is 

well-known: the heavens; the netherworld, including the subterranean seas as 

well as Sheol; and the space, in the sphere between, inhabited by humanity155 

which, for convenience, I call ‘the earth.’ 156   A number of studies have 

demonstrated that certain cosmic mountains – in ancient west Asia and, 

specifically, the Hebrew Bible – were somehow understood to be places of 

convergence for this tripartite ‘structure.’ 157   Indeed, the Hellenistic 

understanding of the cosmic mountain as the ‘navel’ (or centre) of the earth is 

sometimes apparent in the Hebrew Bible.158 

Certain ancient West Asian cities, and cosmic mountain and cultic sites with 

which they were associated, appear to have been conceptually situated in the 

centre of the earth.159  Mount Zion seems to have been so conceived in the 

Hebrew Bible: it merges with Zaphon – understood to be the centre of the earth 

                                                           
154

 Stadelmann (1970: 1-2); Jacobs (1975: 67). 
155

 Examples are discussed in Stadelmann (1970: 9); Keel (1978 [1972]: 35-36); Jacobs (1975: 
67-70); Cornelius (1994: 201-204); Wyatt (1996: 20-26; 2001: 2.6.2(20)); Zevit (2001: 664); 
Walton (2007); Halpern (2009: 428-434); van Wolde (2009: 8-11).  Notwithstanding, by way of 
important qualification, such an understanding of the world and cosmos must be read foremost 
on the basis of each text’s own internally-evinced interactions with cosmological discourse, and 
cannot simply be assumed.  Some texts may well present exceptions, influenced by wider 
ancient West Asian and Mediterranean astronomical debates, as Halpern (2003) argues to be 
the case.  Furthermore, as van der Toorn (1992) contends, cosmological references and 
images will not necessarily be part of any attempt to build systematic models of the cosmos, nor 
will they necessarily be at all informed by any such endeavours.  
156

 See, particularly, Keel (1978 [1972]: 35-47); Stadelmann (1970: 166-170).  This remains a 
problematic term since ארץ, which it is necessary to translate throughout this dissertation, can 
be rendered ‘earth’ or ‘netherworld’ according to context (or sometimes marks the spectrum 
between the two), as I will continue to discuss; but there is no easy English expression for much 
of the Hebrew Bible’s cosmological concepts. 
157

 See Widengren (1951); Stadelmann (1970: 147-154); Clifford (1972); Cornelius (1994: 201); 
Wyatt (2001: 5.3.5); Walton (2007: 174-176); Smith & Pitard (2009: 673-674); Berges (2011: 97-
102).  The Hebrew Bible, along with most other ancient West Asian cultural artefacts, 
demonstrates little interest in providing a technical geographical appraisal of the cosmos (see 
Keel 1978 [1972]: 16-26; van der Toorn 1992; Cornelius 1994) and so modern visual 
geographical language – though probably unavoidable – is, wherever possible, best avoided 
when discussing the Hebrew Bible’s cosmology. 
158

 Hence, טבור הארץ in Jud. 9:37 can be read as ‘[Mount] Tabor of the earth’ but also, with the 
LXX, as υομφαλο τηϛ γηϛ, ‘navel of the earth’.  The extent to which this concept applies across 
the Hebrew Bible has been disputed.  For discussions, see Stadelmann (1970: 147-154); 
Terrien (1970); A. Robinson (1974: 121-122); Clifford (1972: 135); Wyatt (2001: 6(4.5)). 
159

 For discussion and iconographic representations, see Cornelius (1994); and, for wide-
ranging examples, see Wyatt (2001: 147-182).  On Babylon as the centre of the earth, see 
Noegel (2007: 16-17; fig. 3.1). 
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and cosmos  - not only in name (Ps. 48:3) but in many other features including 

its locus as a battleground and, nonetheless, its inviolability.160  Of particular 

significance, where Zaphon is the dwelling place of Baal (and, probably, El),161 

the temple on Zion is the dwelling place of Yahweh.162 

Whilst many passages state, without qualification, that Yahweh dwells in his 

temple,163 certain scholars have appealed to Solomon’s rhetorical address to 

his patron deity in order to demonstrate that Yahweh (or Elohim) is not present 

in the temple in the same way as in Heaven: 

Will Elohim really dwell upon the ground?  Behold, the heavens and the heaven 

of heavens cannot detain (יכלכלוך) you!  How much more so (אף כי) this house I 

have built? (1 Kgs. 8:27) 

Influenced by von Rad’s insistence that Yahweh/ Elohim was present in the 

temple only insofar as his name was invoked,164 the emphatic אף כי is taken by 

some to show that ‘the Israelites were careful, of course, to make distinctions 

between God enthroned in his dwelling in Heaven and his name which is in the 

Temple’. 165   Barker’s solution is to see the verse as a ‘Deuteronomistic’ 

refutation of a Temple theology of divine presence.166  Yet whatever the genus 

of this statement (which can be categorised by a phenomenon that I will 

articulate as ‘cosmic gigantism’ in this thesis),167 it is not any kind of statement 

to the affect that Yahweh is absent from the temple.  Were it the case that the 

negative of יכלכל (pilpel of כול) suggested that Yahweh were not present in the 

temple, then (given that יכלכל is here applied also to the heavens) this would 

seem to suggest that neither is he present in the heavens – which would be 
                                                           
160

 See Clifford (1972: 131-153) for a detailed comparison of the texts on Zion in the Hebrew 
Bible and the texts on Zaphon in the Ugaritic material.  See further the references in the 
footnote below. 
161

 I discuss this point of contention among Ugaritic scholars in 7.4. 
162

 Hayes (1963: 423-424); Clements (1965: 72-73); Clifford (1972: 143-153); Keel (1978: 192-
193); Stadelmann (1970: 192); M.S. Smith (1989: 70); Barker (1991: 134-137); J. Day (1998: 
79); Elnes & Miller (1999: 295); Wyatt (2001: 5(11).7(24.25)); and, for a dedicated study and 
argument, A. Robinson (1974). 
163

 E.g. Exod. 15:17; 1 Sam. 4:4; 2 Sam. 6:2; 1 Kgs 8:12-13; Pss. 11:4; 76:2-3; 132:13-15; Hab. 
2:20.  For discussions, see the previous footnote and, recently, Bunta (2011: 33-34).  
References to Yahweh as סלע, ‘rock’, or to his presence in the midst of Jerusalem (Pss. 18:3=2 
Sam. 22:2; Ps. 46) may also indicate his presence in the Temple.  For a discussion of such 
passages in this regard see Clifford (1972: 149-151). 
164

 See von Rad (1962 [1957]: vol. 1, 181-183). 
165

 Quotation from Clifford (1972: 178). 
166

 Barker (1991: 135). 
167

 I explain this terminology in 2.5. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

49 
 

inconceivable set against the rest of the Hebrew Bible.  The negated hiphil form 

of כול refers in Jer. 2:13 to broken cisterns’ inability to hold water.  So the 

negated pilpel form in 1 Kgs. 8:27 would refer to the uncontainability – and not 

the absence – of Yahweh; like broken cisterns, neither the heavens nor the 

temple can contain him, for too gigantic is his cosmic reach.168  After all it has 

already been stated in 1 Kings 8 (vv. 12-13) that Yahweh is to dwell in the 

temple. 

Yahweh occupies, specifically, both the heavens and the Temple as a dwelling-

place: 

Yahweh is in his Holy Temple (היכל קדש); his throne is in the Heavens (Ps. 

11:4a) 

 elsewhere refers most often to the temple in – or towards – which one היכל קדש

can offer worship (Pss. 5:8; 138:2; Jon. 2:5.7), and which can be destroyed in 

battle (Ps. 79:1).169  Yet it is also used to refer to Yahweh’s heavenly dwelling.  

Psalm 11:4 is just one example of a biblical text seeing no contradiction in 

Yahweh being present in this apparently earthly space, whilst also in the 

heavens.170  In Habakkuk 2:20, היכל קדש alone refers to Yahweh’s dwelling 

place.  It would appear, indeed, that both Yahweh and his temple are located 

both in the heavens and on earth.171 

One could therefore say that the temple is a liminal space,172 ‘neither here nor 

there…betwixt and between’ the heavens and the earth.173  It is a space, then, 

at once multilocative, yet holy (קדׁש) and therefore ‘set apart’ from all locations; 

                                                           
168

 Clements (1965: 67) argues that Yahweh is not bound by his Temple; rather Temple imagery 
in the Hebrew Bible represents his ‘creative and universal action’.  Or, it may be put: his gigantic 
temporality and spatial reach. 
169

 I discuss, further, the term היכל קדש in 4.3.1. 
170

 For further examples and discussion see Clements (1965: 63-76); A. Robinson (1974: 120-
122); Barker (1991: 134). 
171

 So Weinfeld (1981: 505-507); Barker (1991: 134); Bunta (2010: 33-35). 
172

 Classic studies on liminality include van Gennep (1960 [1909]: 1-11) and V. Turner (1967). 
For van Gennep, every passage from one stage of life to another, which is represented by a 
ceremony or ‘rite of passage’, entails a transitional period in which those undergoing the ‘rite of 
passage’ have a liminal status.  Turner (1967) developed the idea of ‘liminality’ further, applying 
the term to a wider range of situations where ‘Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they 
are betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and 
ceremonial’  (V. Turner 1967: 93-110).  Below, I will discuss more recent anthropological 
understandings of liminality, in studies examining the relationship between liminal entities and 
spaces, and social and ritual danger. 
173

 Quotation from V. Turner (1976: 93-110).   
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a space which blurs and mingles the boundaries of signification.  As such, one 

of the characteristics of the inner sanctuary where Yahweh dwells – the most 

holy and liminal space of all – is the threat of danger of death or illness to those 

who interact with it as a ritual and socio-symbolic space.174  This is because, as 

Douglas famously observed concerning the Levitical laws – and as supported in 

further anthropological studies - liminal entities and spaces tend to be socially 

viewed as posing danger to the community.175   

While Turner’s classical understanding of liminality is one of ‘communitas’ (in 

other words, a community’s liminal rituals and symbols render its heterogenous 

and socially stratified characteristics at one and united), Taussig dismisses this 

notion as befitting ‘fantasies of maleness and fascism.’176  He proposes that 

what are in fact disordered rituals of northwest Amazonian ‘shamanic’ healers 

challenge Turner’s ordered characterisation of liminality: social disorder 

imposed by colonialism is reified amidst ritual montages and metamorphosis of 

signs and images – a discourse healing colonial imposition, ‘tripping up the 

                                                           
174

 On the spatial stratification of status in the temple in Leviticus, which must not be 
transgressed, see Gorman (1994: 55-59).  The dangers of transgressing these boundaries are 
evident in the strict regulation that only the high priest may enter the sanctuary – and the 
complex instructions as to when and how Aaron may enter sanctuary, lest he should die (Lev. 
16:2).  The ark, moreover, can cause death if it is not treated according to strict regulations: 
Yahweh strikes Uzzah dead for touching the ark to stop it falling (2 Sam. 6:6-7).  This belief in 
the personal danger engendered by entering Yahweh’s sacred space is also enumerated in 
early Jewish and Christian texts.  A passage in the Mishnah describes the High Priest leading 
celebrations of his having emerged from the Holy of Holies unharmed (m. Yoma 7:4 – reference 
derived from Baumgarten 1999: 189).  The assembled crowd in Luke 1:22 recognise that 
Zechariah has seen a vision because he is unable to speak upon leaving the Holy of Holies.  
Given the restrictions and dangers of anyone other than the High Priest entering the Holy of 
Holies, the question as to how to remove the corpse of a High Priest should he die within it is a 
question debated in wide-ranging rabbinic texts, with the Zohar claiming that a gold chain was 
tied to his leg before he entered – see Zivotofsky (2009: website) for discussion and references.  
My thanks to Rakheli Chever and Victoria A. Raun for directing me to this last reference.  It 
became clear, also, from our online conversation, that the question of the High Priest’s corpse 
in the Sanctuary is a subject of yet more elaborate mythologising in modern Judaism and 
Christianity alike. 
175

 Douglas (2002 [1966]: 123-124); see, further, Douglas (2000: particularly 149-151.177-194).  
This argument has informed many subsequent ethnographies, and here I give just a few 
examples.  Sharman (2001: particularly 53-56) applies the notion of the relationship between 
liminality and danger to a survey of Costa-Rican social attitudes toward African-Caribbean’s.  
Surveying staff attitudes to school students’ internet usage in British schools, Hope (2006) 
argues that older students or ‘youths’ (who can be conceived as liminal entities, being neither 
child or adult), were often cast in narratives of threat, being seen as potentially posing a danger 
in their online activities.   The pleasure some marginalised young men in Mozambique take in 
dangerously transgressing liminal social boundaries, is the subject of an ethnography by Groes-
Green (2010).   
176

 Taussig (1991 [1986]: 442). 
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disorder of power in its own disorderliness.’177  Indeed, I will argue that the texts 

explored in this thesis, most of which have the Jerusalem temple as their locale, 

use representations of ritual performances in order to construct discourses of 

power.  These texts place royal bodies within potent yet dangerous liminal cultic 

space, and their ‘shamanic’178 ability to traverse its cosmic thresholds enables 

both enchanting power and socially-destructive danger.  Generally, these texts 

reify the ritual power and potency of monarchy in their imaging of heavenly 

ascent and netherworld descent rituals, in a display of enchanting ritual power.  

Sometimes, they simultaneously confuse and subvert this very imaging. 

Taussig refers to the intricate rituals of semiotic subversion which he charts as 

‘montage.'179  As Bahrani has demonstrated, with respect to an ancient West 

Asian context,180 the multivalent denotations of signs in the Neo-Babylonian 

world enabled those involved in the production of cultural artefacts to enact an 

‘infinite play of possible meanings.’  Ideology was affected through ritual 

performance and the performative production of cultural artefacts, 181  which 

morphed multiple representations by means of (among other things) 

‘homophony, metonymy, synecdoche, and metaphor.’182  The multi-locality of 

the temple in biblical representations – its cosmic liminality – is a space for such 

creative allusion through dynamic mingling of signification, and for the coming 

together of multiple realities alluded to in cultural discourses.183  It is in this 

space, too, that royals become, through ritual, cosmically liminal practitioners.  

Their multi-localised – yet holy, spatially set apart – identities manifest the 

characteristics of the cultic-space they inhabit.  And it is this space which, 

conversely, becomes a theatre for biblical montages which subvert the idealised 

sacred liminality of the royal performers. 

The temple then, and the royals who ritually perform within it, are loci for 

discourses about the enchanting, potent authority of culturally-imaged 

monarchy.  Yet they also offer resistance to this imaging, with discourses of the 
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 See Taussig (1991 [1986]: particularly 389-446, quotation from 390). 
178

 I continue to use this term with considerable qualification (see I.iii). 
179

 Taussig (1991 [1986]: particularly 287-335). 
180

 Bahrani (2008). 
181

 That is, Bahrani is speaking of the ritualised performance of making representation – ritual in 
a broad sense of the word (cf. Bahrani 2008: 69-70). 
182

 Bahrani (2008: 57-74, quotations from 63). 
183

 See I.iii, on multiple realities in ancient thought-worlds. 
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inherent fragility and social danger which can develop out of the very ritual 

potency of monarchs undertaking cosmic descent and ascent in the temple.  In 

the following chapter, I discuss methodologies for understanding and describing 

the cultural contexts that these discourses illuminate. 

Taussig offers the concept of ritual montage – a means of healing subjugation 

to enchanting power – as an alternative to motifs of cathartic descent and 

ascent.  These motifs are, he contends, especially ‘Western’ representations of 

healing, perhaps most famously expressed in Dante’s Inferno.184  And yet these 

biblical texts I will explore reify the imposition of order through rituals of descent 

and ascent, even where these rituals are critiqued with their subversive literary 

structuring as representation of ritual montage.  Psalm 24:7-10 was being used 

to express Jesus’ descent into – and ascent from – Hell by the fourth century 

CE or earlier.185   Yet integrated motifs of heavenly ascent and netherworld 

descent are, I will suggest, present much earlier in ancient West Asia.  Indeed, 

they are very much evidenced in the Hebrew Bible. 

I will argue that these motif complexes in the Hebrew Bible are comparable not 

just with early Jewish and Christian motif complexes of heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent, but also with motif complexes attested in other ancient 

West Asian cultures.  The biblical motifs are, however, developed in a wide 

ranging variety of multiple and multivalent discourses negotiating cultural 

tensions in how to understand a monarchy whose rituals continued to be 

surrounded by a powerful mystique, while yet so much of the political and 

economic circumstances surrounding the production of the Hebrew Bible 

militated against this enchanting perception of the Davidic monarchy.  The royal 

body politic is another example of cosmically liminal space: the king and royal 

women, like Yahweh and the Temple, inhabit and embody the liminal space that 

can straddle the bounds of the cosmic spheres. 

These ideas can only be explored if there is willingness to put aside the 

fundamental but artificial distinction, which has for some time been drawn in 

‘Western’ scholarship, between the temple-loving writers of the Hebrew Bible, 

and marginal apocalyptic communities.  In the Hebrew Bible, as well as in 
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 Taussig (1991 [1986]: particularly 287-335). 
185

 5.9. 
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certain Jewish and Christian apocalyptic, heavenly ascent is not only possible, 

but a fundamental corollary of the loci of various royal ritual performances.  The 

liminal temple at Jerusalem, bilocating between the cosmic tiers, is heavenly as 

well as earthly space.  Heavenly ascent is as much in the cultural lexicon of the 

Hebrew Bible as it is in that of The Book of Watchers. 
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2. Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and Heavenly Ascent 

Motifs as Cultural Memory: Reconceptualising the Royal Cult of 

Judah 

…common sense is both a more problematical and more profound affair than it 

seems from the perspective of a Parisian café or an Oxford common room.1 

2.1. Cultural Memory and the Composition of Royal Psalms2 

‘Collective memory’ – or ‘cultural memory’3 – is one among many challenges to 

the traditional methods by which the Hebrew Bible was used to ‘reconstruct’ 

history; 4  an especially strong challenge, so I will suggest in this chapter.   

However, I will also propose that judicious and critical reflection on such studies 

can provide tools for new discourses on the Judahite royal cult, as portrayed in 

biblical poetry. 

Of pivotal influence on recent studies of ‘collective’ memory in the Hebrew Bible 

has been Halbwachs’ proposal that ‘the past is not preserved but reconstructed 

on the basis of the present’. 5   This reconstruction is, in Halbwachs’ 

understanding, dependent upon shared social memory. 6   Social beliefs 

therefore recall pasts created by present social groups.7 

Such assertions have led a growing number of scholars to view biblical 

accounts of pre-exilic Judah and Israel as revealing much about the historical-

cultural context of their authors, and the ways in which their own social groups 

remembered the past.  The Hebrew Bible is not a mere window into the ‘historic 

events’ which these authors portray.  Scholars have tended to identify the 

remembering social groups on the basis of their own perspectives as to the time 

and context in which the Hebrew Bible’s texts were predominantly composed.  

So the more ‘maximalist’ Hendel, for example, situates the genesis of many of 

                                                           
1
 Geertz (1983: 77). 

2
 By ‘royal psalms’ I mean no more than Gunkel (1998 [1933]), defining them as psalms 

referring to the king. 
3
 The notions of ‘collective memory’ and ‘cultural memory,’ as I define and understand them, will 

be contrasted in 2.3. 
4
 On these challenges, see Iii. 

5
 Halbwachs (1992 [1941-1952]: 40). 

6
 Halbwachs (1992 [1941-1952]: particularly 167-173). 

7
 Halbwachs (1992 [1941-1952]: particularly 188). 
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biblical memories among social groups existing before the sixth century.8  In 

contrast, a growing number of ‘minimalist’ scholars – most prominently P.R. 

Davies9 and Ben Zvi – view the Hebrew Bible’s perspectives of the past as (at 

least mostly) emerging from Persian Yehud.10  For some of the scholars who 

hold this latter perspective, biblical descriptions of the kingdoms of Israel and 

Judah are therefore ideological constructions, without resemblance to their 

‘history’ as understood through studies of their material culture.11 

New pasts are recalled; old pasts are forgotten.  Certain philosophers of history 

long ago contended that accounts of the past are socio-ideological 

constructions,12 and that the emergence of such constructions depends upon 

forgetting contradictory knowledge of the past. 13   In the Hebrew Bible, 

injunctions to remember certain versions of the past entail forgetting other 

pasts.  Perhaps the paradigmatic example of this is the command to remember 

Yahweh as the sole divine patron and protector in his people’s history; this 

much necessarily entails forgetting that polytheistic worship had reigned 

unchallenged in the past as material culture attests (see, particularly, Deut. 

6:10-12; 8:11-18; cf. 18:11-19).14 

This dissertation focuses on biblical texts (and, predominantly, on certain 

psalms) depicting Judahite (and sometimes Israelite or Samarian) royal ritual 

                                                           
8
 See, for example, Hendel’s argument for some very early memories of the patriarchs (2005: 

45-55), and his reflections on his work on cultural memory (Hendel: 2011). 
9
 On the similarities and differences between Hendel and P.R. Davies’ approaches, see Hendel 

(2011: website) and P.R. Davies’ comments on this page. 
10

 P.R. Davies (2008: 105-122; 2009a: website; cf. 1992), who hereby uses the notion of 
Persian cultural memory as a springboard to forthright criticism of traditional methods of 
reconstructing pre-exilic history by means of studying the Hebrew Bible.  Note also, though, that 
P.R. Davies (2009; 2011) suggests alternative post-exilic perspectives on history in the Hebrew 
Bible, including Hellenistic communities (P.R. Davies 2011).  T.L. Thompson’s work (2010; 
2011) also explores the possibility of more Hellenistic contexts for this remembering of the past. 
The position that the Hebrew Bible’s memories are predominantly Persian is also presupposed 
by the contributors to Ben Zvi & Leven’s recent edited volume (2012) as well as many of the 
contributors to Ben Zvi & Edelman (2013).  Ben Zvi’s ideas have been especially prominent of 
late, influencing the lexicon of authors within his edited volumes, and that of the introduction to 
Carsten & Lemche’s edited volume on The Reception and Remembrance of Abraham (2011: xiii 
– xvi).  See also Liverani (2005 [2003]) whose are arguments for the late and invented nature of 
history in the Hebrew Bible are extensively drawn upon in P.R. Davies’ work on cultural memory 
(see, particularly, P.R. Davies 2008: 105-122). 
11

 See, particularly, Liverani (2005 [2003]); P.R. Davies (2008: 105-122; 2009: website). 
12

 So Plumb (1969: particularly 17-50). 
13

 So Nietzsche (1997 [1876]: second meditation, 1.3.4; 1989 [1887]: 2.1). 
14

 See, particularly, Yerushalmi (1996 [1989]: 105-117), followed by Assmann (2006 [2000]: 52-
62).  For recent studies, giving further examples of forgetting the past in the Hebrew Bible, see 
Jeremias (2012); Levin (2012); and, with specific reference to Ps. 78, Gärtner (2012). 
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performance.  As I will show, text by text, debate continues as to whether they 

are records of Judahite ‘liturgy’ or otherwise sixth century, or Persian, or 

Hellenistic compositions.   If originating from these later epochs, these texts 

utilise images of royals for purposes driven by ideologies which developed in 

very different contexts from those of the Judahite royals they purport to 

represent.  If the texts were not Judahite in origin, then unreliable ‘collective’ 

memories – not to mention forgetfulness – extant in these later communities 

would render it impossible to reconstruct from these texts the Judahite royal 

cult.  Those arguing for Judahite royal ritual ascent or descent have generally 

presupposed that royal psalms, and other texts in the Hebrew Bible, preserved 

Judahite ‘liturgy.’15  I have already outlined some of the epistemological issues 

which call into question this presupposition.16  Consideration of the nature of 

collective or cultural memory poses an additional problem, applicable even if the 

texts did emanate from the Judahite royal cult. 

Consideration of processes by which collective or cultural remembrance 

develops, poses the problem that memories incorporated into ritual are not 

‘cloned’ when such ritual is represented in text.  This is so even if texts are 

produced contemporaneously with the rituals they describe.  The corporeal 

practices intrinsic to ritual, so Connerton argues, are incorporated into the body 

of the ritual performer by the mimetic repetition which partly characterises ritual.  

Such practices are therefore unconsciously available for immediate habitual 

recall.  They require no conscious thought, and thus exert potent influence and 

staying power.17  Moreover, certain ritual theorists have drawn attention to the 

crucial role of the action of practising ritual: in creating, for its participants, 

symbolic and social structures; in affirming the authority of these structures; in 

creating meaning and performing strategies.18  All this is intrinsic to the ritual 

actions themselves; and not to ritual’s social ‘functions,’ to its effects, or to the 

reflective interpretations it invites.19  The powers, purposes and meanings of 

rituals are inseparable from ritual action.  Accordingly, a written representation 

                                                           
15

 Cf. Chapter 1. 
16

 See 1.2. 
17

 Connerton (1989: 72-104).  For further discussion on the importance of the body in ritual 
practice, see C.M. Bell (1992: 93-101). 
18

 C.A. Bell (1992; 1997: 72-83); Rappaport (1999: particularly 107-138). 
19

 C.A. Bell (1992; 1997: 72-83); Rappaport (1999: particularly 107-138). 
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of any ritual is fundamentally different to that ritual itself, and cannot generate 

the same kinds of epistemological meaning as can the ritual for its performers.20 

The nature of discursive writing itself also generates different kinds of memories 

from those incorporated into corporeally performed ritual.  Texts in ancient West 

Asia were subject to control from scribes, so do not reflect primarily the 

memories incorporated into the bodies of ritual specialists.21  In many, if not 

most, instances, such scribes are likely to have selected details from rituals 

which were relevant to the discourses in which they were engaged, rather than 

to have aimed at comprehensive representations of cultic practice.22  Perhaps, 

moreover, writing opens up more space for conscious innovation than does 

ritual praxis, with its characteristic mimetic repetition.23  Consequently, even if 

Judahite royal ritual were contemporaneous with its depictions in the Hebrew 

Bible, the conceptual and epistemological distance between ritual and text 

would sunder the contexts of each.24 

The distance with which we are dealing, however, is probably greater than the 

hiatus between contemporaneous ritual and text.  Judahite royal ritual and its 

representations in the Hebrew Bible were probably also separated by a 

considerable time-span, and by input from multiple remembering communities.  

                                                           
20

 So Rappaport writes:  

There are, in our possession, records of liturgies performed in the temples of Sumer and 
Akkad…but they are no longer enlivened by performance. Liturgical orders are realized - made 
into res - only by being performed (1999: 37) 

If one were to assume - along with most scholars who have argued for the presence of royal 
ritual descent or ascent in the Hebrew Bible – that the Psalms are indeed ‘records of liturgies,’ 
Rappaport’s point would be most applicable for arguing that the Psalms are absolutely different 
to any ‘liturgy’ they ‘record.’  Such arguments have already been applied to ritual in Leviticus: 
Bergen (2005: 31) and Watts (2007: 1-32) argue, partly on the basis of these developments in 
ritual theory, that the nature and ‘meaning’ of rituals in Leviticus are fundamentally different to 
rituals themselves.   
21

 See Schaper (2005; 2007); for a more generalised theoretical discussion, see C.M. Bell 
(1992: 136-140).  I use the term ‘scribes,’ rather than Schaper’s ‘literati,’ because – as outlined 
in 2.3 – I resist the idea that a single national ‘collective memory’ is anywhere represented in the 
Hebrew Bible. 
22

 A point made by Watts in his work on ritual and rhetoric in Leviticus (2007: 118-122), drawing 
on comparative sources from across ancient West Asia. 
23

 Assmann (2006 [2000]: 114-117); though, for an example of the opposite argument – that 
writing preserves memory more effectively than does oral media – see Schaper (2007). 
24

 As Gorman argues (1994: 20-22), anthropological study of ritual in the Hebrew Bible is 
impossible, for it can no longer be directly accessed; a model for understanding biblical ritual 
will always have to be able to take into account that it is influenced by how it understands the 
relationship between text and ritual, the relationship between text and reader, and the need for 
imagination.  For a more recent discussion of this problem, see Gudme (2008: 2-3). 
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Let us take the example of royal psalms, on several of which my thesis largely 

focuses.  Some scholars still believe (along with Mowinckel and those who 

followed his profoundly cultic interpretation of the psalms) that royal psalms 

should be classified as records of Judahite liturgies.25  Yet Starbuck’s detailed 

comparisons of royal psalms with a wide range of ancient West Asian texts 

(most of which were apparently produced in royal courts and cults) has 

rendered this idea most unlikely.  These texts use monarchs’ personal names, 

while the absence of such names in royal psalms implies that they were 

modified for later contexts26 - if, indeed, they did originate in a Davidic dynastic 

cult.  Contrary to long-held presuppositions, ancient West Asian texts were not 

reused verbatim for ritual after ritual.  Rather, re-appropriated texts were 

modified for new contexts – thus, when used in later contexts, it is highly 

probable that psalms underwent revisions.27 

Of course, many Psalms scholars have previously been alert to the possibility 

that royal psalms – even if they did originally prescribe ritual behaviour to 

personnel in the Judahite royal cult – underwent serious alterations in being 

(re)presented in writing, in being appropriated for probable ritual re-use and 

literary re-working in later contexts, and in their rearrangement into edited 

volumes and canons.  This is a commonly observed kind of process, which 

Rigney refers to as the ‘recursivity’ of memory across diverse forms of media.28  

One response to recognition of this probable process of diverse and multiple re-

membering (that is, making remembered works incarnate again) has been to 

                                                           
25

 Notably J. Day (1996 [1992]: particularly 90-91; 2004: 225-229). 
26

 Starbuck (1999: 67-83).  An exception, of course, is presented by references made to David 
in some of the royal psalms’ headings or, sometimes, even in the bodies of the psalms 
themselves (e.g. Pss. 89:4.21.36.50; 132).  However, this is not the same as referencing a living 
king, insofar as the headings are editorial and insofar as ‘David’ seems to stand for more 
general ideals, such as the Davidic monarchy or the community at large, even where stories 
about him might correspond to those elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible; certainly, the monarch 
portrayed as performing ritual in the temple cannot be David insofar as biblical authors claim the 
temple was not built in his time!  On the significance of references to David in the Psalms, see 
J. Day (1996 [1992]: 88-90); Houston (1995); Edelman (2013: 152-154). 
27

 Starbuck (1999: 84-98).  I do not draw from Starbuck’s research any further conclusions than 
those here enumerated: this is simply to say that compared with other texts from ancient West 
Asian royal courts, royal psalms in the Hebrew Bible do not seem to emanate from such a genre 
(pace criticisms of Starbuck in the reviews of Gillingham 2001; Kselman 2001).  Some of 
Starbuck’s reviewers (Eaton 2002: 145-146; Pardee 2005: 200) pointed out that this does not 
necessarily show that the psalms were (as Starbuck 1996 claimed) aboriginally royal court texts 
which were subsequently modified, because they could equally have originated from outside a 
royal context and never have been part of a royal court or cult at all.  Starbuck’s research does 
not, therefore, help with dating the composition of royal psalms. 
28

 Rigney (2005: 20-21). 
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ask wider-ranging questions as to how psalms can function as literature, without 

scholars’ conclusions being overwhelmingly dependent upon identifying their 

Sitz im Leben.  Such studies have drawn upon a diverse range of 

methodological frameworks.29 

In an alternative response (long before ‘collective/ cultural memory’ entered into 

the lexicon of biblical studies), questions as to how editors from the Persian or 

early Hellenistic periods viewed royal psalms began to be addressed 

extensively through studies of the literary-functions of royal psalms in the 

context of their positioning in – and intertextual relationships with – the 

canonical ‘Psalter’ as a whole.30  These more literary approaches select, for the 

purpose of analysis, a ‘fixed form’ or ‘final form’ of the texts. A further approach, 

recently pioneered by Gärtner (while indebted to more historical-critical 

approaches in recognising many psalms’ complex compositional developments) 

is highly attuned to certain Psalms being but representations of the past.  

Gärtner attempts to explore the significance of remembering time past from the 

point of view of the ‘worshipping community’ in Psalm 78.31 

These approaches are important in moving the study of psalms beyond 

assumptions that they will bear testimony to immediate cultic practices, or 

historic contexts or ‘events.’  However, the scope of these approaches is not 

wide enough for the purposes of this thesis, as they generally focus on the ‘final’ 

literary stages of the development of the Psalms.  This thesis will engage more 

fully with the multi-contextual presentation of ritual netherworld descent and 

heavenly ascent in the Judahite royal cult, which is apparent in certain royal 

psalms. 

Gärtner’s approach assumes that the text reflects the collective remembering of 

a ‘worshipping community’, and so does not engage with the problem of the 

                                                           
29

 See, for example, in recent years, most variant approaches to literary study of the Psalms in 
Hague (1995); Hunter (1999); Haney (2002); Alter (2009). 
30

 This approach was famously developed by Wilson (1986; cf. 1985 for more detailed 
methodological work), and has heavily influenced scholarly approaches to royal psalms, and to 
psalms in general (see, for example, Howard 1993; McCann 1993; Cole 2000; Edelman 2013); 
although this work has tended to take a particularly literary-analytical approach to understanding 
the ‘fixed’ or ‘final’ form of the book of Psalms, cf. Seybold (2013) for a more historical-critical 
approach to reconstructing the development of the book of Psalms as a whole.  For detailed 
analyses of the shift in psalm studies, since the 1980s, towards focus on canonical processes, 
see Gillingham (2008); Smith & Domeris (2008). 
31

Gärtner (2012). 
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distance between text and cult outlined above.  The question remains as to why 

there are psalms which are not themselves liturgies, but which are presented as 

though they are liturgies.  In the case of royal psalms (which many scholars 

held to have largely formed part of a ‘New Year Festival’ or ‘Enthronement 

Festival’), 32  many so resemble liturgy, that J. Day claims it ‘natural’ to 

understand them as contemporaneous with the kings they depict.33  Granerød 

endorses this claim, terming it ‘Day’s common sense argument against late 

dating of royal psalms.’34  Yet these signifiers of pre-exilic royal cult were extant 

within royal psalms – thereby giving impressions of royal liturgy – at all the 

points in these psalms’ editorial development, even down to their inclusion in 

the canons formed centuries after the Judahite monarchy.   

The sort of discourses which would require representation of such ritual in text, 

long after the Davidic dynasty had fallen, remain elusive so long as such 

representation is considered ‘natural’ only in the context of the monarchic era.  

It is therefore most unusual to find Becking wrestling with the possibility that a 

particular psalm was constructed to resemble the text of a ritual performance 

from the past, for the contemporaneous purposes of the cultural community 

producing it.  In his discussion of Psalm 137 as a ‘topical song’35  Becking 

acknowledges that it is implicit in the text that it should be understood as a song 

of neo-Babylonian exiles.  However, he argues that the psalm may better have 

served the ideological interests of בני הגולה, ‘the Sons of the Exile,’ in their 

endeavours to construct an exilic identity - contributing to this effort presenting 

the song as an exilic performative tradition (cf., for example, Ezra 4). 36   It 

should, certainly, not be forgotten that the literary portrayal of ancient ritual 

performance has its own significance in the context of remembering the past, 

                                                           
32

 Cf. 1.2. 
33

 J. Day (1996 [1992]: 90).  He then proposes, from the characteristics of particular royal 
psalms, their specific liturgical usage – as did have so many scholars since Gunkel and 
Mowinckel (cf. 1.2). So, for example, Psalms 2 and 110 are held to have been psalms used for 
a king’s coronation (J. Day 1996 [1992]: 92); Psalm 45 to have been used for royal marriages 
(J. Day 1996 [1992]: 93); and a number of psalms such as psalms 18 and 89 to have been 
recited upon the occasions of kings’ involvements in battles (J. Day 1996 [1992]: 93-95). 
34

 Granerød (2010: 188, n. 39), emphasis added. 
35

 Becking (2012). 
36

 Becking (2012: particularly 293-298). 
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which is quite a different matter from reading perceptions of the past 

represented in ritual performance itself.37 

Becking’s approach is also instructive in beginning to offer an alternative 

methodology to that of analysing psalms at fixed points in their compositional 

development.  Seriously considering the cultural resonances of a psalm in more 

than one possible historical context (so, for Becking, the possible neo-

Babylonian or Persian contexts of Psalm 137), enables exploration of a wider 

range of cultural discourses utilising the images and motifs found in the texts 

being studied.  Such an approach to royal psalms will allow a less constrained 

understanding of their ritual descent and ascent motifs, through examination of 

the similarities and differences of these motifs to a plurality of comparable 

motifs in other ancient texts and cultural artefacts.   

This approach need not result in a rigid redactional methodology, whereby 

different ‘stages’ in royal psalms’ developments are identified.38  My analysis of 

royal psalms will make clear the lack of consensus on – and difficulties with – 

positively dating much of the material.  The differing uses of royal ritual descent 

and ascent motifs in the Psalms can be more comprehensively discussed 

through exploration of their discursive possibilities across a range of different 

temporal and geographical contexts related to the Hebrew Bible.  Fortunately, 

certain scholars have for some time maintained that the nature of the Psalms’ 

poetry is such that it often resists confinement to particular ‘events.’  Rather, 

psalms in the Hebrew Bible (and other biblical poems) have been highly 

susceptible to continual redeployment and reconceptualisation in new cultic 

situations and historic contexts.39  Thus the Hebrew Bible’s poetry can be seen 

as a dynamic medium, not bound to single ‘events.’  Rather its literary forms are 

likely frequently to have been mimicked in cult, aspects of which they 

themselves are likely to have mimicked.  It is likely that this reciprocal process 

                                                           
37

 As I argue in 2.5. 
38

 So this is the approach of Starbuck (2004).  Cf. P.R. Davies’ criticisms (2011: 1-3) of such 
approaches. 
39

 Westermann (1981 [1965]: 21); Gillingham (1994: 186-189; see, further, Gillingham 2008: 5-
11); Brueggemann (1995: 3-32).  See also Hunter’s argument (1999: 46-53) that poetry, such 
as that found in the Psalms, tends not to map out the specifics of a place. 
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of development took place alongside their oral-literary development, up to the 

point of their canonisation.40 

Craven has fruitfully applied notions of memory to the idea that Psalm 71 exists 

beyond a single temporal context.41  Drawing on Hendel’s understanding of 

‘genealogical time’ in the Hebrew Bible - whereby the lives of present and future 

generations are directly determined by those of past generations42 – Craven 

contends that Psalm 71 petitions on behalf of future generations, not simply 

petitioning within an imminent identifiable context.43 

The distance between the Hebrew Bible’s poetry and the royal ritual which it 

purports to portray would appear to be immense, in terms both of medium and 

time. Our understanding of collective or cultural memory as constituted by 

ideologically-influenced reconstructions of the past makes a correspondence 

between this poetry and ritual all the more implausible.  The challenge 

presented by this conceptual and temporal distance, however, points towards 

the possibility of a methodology which will make discussion of royal ritual 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent more plausible, as a consequence of 

being subject to two key parameters. 

First, such a methodology will focus attention on ritual as depicted in text, rather 

than ritual as it is cultically performed.  Text is the medium of the Hebrew Bible 

– and I have proposed that text is fundamentally different from cultic practice. 

As I will argue below, such focus on textual depiction of ritual has derived 

intriguing results in Hart’s recent analysis of the cultic tent in the Pentateuch, in 

which she suggests that representations of the rituals performed in the vicinity 

of the cultic tent make its depiction more ‘real.’44  Indeed, the proposals by 

certain ritual theorists that the ‘purposes’ of ritual are the ‘meanings’ generated 

for the ritual actors45 - when considered alongside my argument in Iiii that, when 

discussing ancient texts, it is apposite to be aware of multiple constructs of 

                                                           
40

 On what I understand to be the oral-literary nature of the development of biblical texts, see 
2.3. 
41

 Craven (2009: 28-33). 
42

 Hendel (2005: 105-107). 
43

 Craven (2009: 28-33). 
44

 Hart (2008). 
45

 See above. 
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reality – prompt the corollary that ritual creates its own realities.  More on this 

later.46 

Second, this methodology would avoid viewing certain poems in the Hebrew 

Bible as crystallising a ‘cultic event,’ or as records of cultic responses to ‘historic 

events,’ or even as poetic chronicles of ‘historic events.’  This is important 

because it engages the problem of the unreliability of recall of specific events, 

whereas previous approaches to royal psalms have often used spurious details 

to connect particular psalms to entire cultic rituals or ceremonies, or to entire 

epochs in Judahite or Israelite history, even where these ceremonies or epochs 

are unmentioned in the texts themselves. 47   Halbwachs proposed that 

memories of the past (which are, in any case, composed of language and 

symbols extant within the present social group) can be understood together as 

a single ‘event’ only when they are arranged as such according to a socially-

constructed temporal framework. 48   Interestingly, neuro-scientific studies 

suggest a similar process takes place on a cognitive level.  Particular ‘events’ 

are cognitively reconstructed as representative episodic memories.  Usually, 

these episodic memories are quickly forgotten at the point when they are bound 

and organised into more generalised, and less specific, networks of 

autobiographical memories.49  Episodic memories are formed from a limited 

perspective, and witnesses are often liable to develop false or inaccurate 

memories in the production of more generalised autobiographical memories.50  

‘Events’ in the ancient world can be understood only via the limited perspectives 

of eyewitness accounts, which have become rearranged in the cognitive 

processes and cultural discourses (the latter, moreover, involving creative and 

imaginative reconstruction of the former by means of a variety of symbolic 

systems of representation)51 by which they are formed into metanarratives of 

events.  Or even, as is probable in the case of royal psalms, many ancient 

                                                           
46

 2.4; 2.5. 
47

 I have discussed this, with regards to assigning biblical texts a Sitz im Leben of a 
reconstructed New Year’s Festival, in Chapter 1.2. 
48

 Halbwachs (1992 [1941-1952]: 167-173). 
49

 Brockmeier (2002: 22-24); Conway (2009: particularly 2308-2311). 
50

 Brainerd & Reyna (2005: 33-42); Schacter & Addis (2007). 
51

 On the distance between simple episodic cognitive or cultural modes of perception, and 
complex semiotic articulations between thought, see Donald (1991) on the development of 
culture and cognition. 
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‘events’ are understood merely from perspectives far removed from such 

accounts.   

This presents epistemological difficulties not just for those wishing to associate 

royal psalms with imagined ceremonies (such as the Judahite New Year 

Festival); but also for scholars associating specific – and often spurious – 

details in the Psalms with entire historical epochs, for instance linking small 

details in the texts to ‘the death of Josiah’, or to ‘the Exile’, or even to memories 

within ‘Persian Yehud.’52  Rather, caution must be exercised in determining how 

far a small detail can be trusted as representative of such an ‘event’ or epoch.  

It is perhaps even more difficult to ‘map’ accurately the full broad and specific 

aspects of an ancient ‘event’ into which such a detail could be fitted. Modern 

impressions of spatio-temporal regions in the ancient world are formed from our 

deductions from limited perspectives, so we do not have such a view of ‘the 

whole event’ (such as ‘the death of Josiah’, ‘the Exile’ or ‘Persian Yehud’) as 

can enable us to pick out spurious details from ancient texts and ‘map’ them on 

to it.53  This is especially so when extracting details from a type of symbolic 

representation such as poetic material, which is particularly selective.54  Moving 

away from a discourse surrounding the temporal ‘event’ of a poetic text will thus 

be conducive to more fruitful discussions of the cultural formation of memories 

of royal ritual netherworld descent and heavenly ascent. 

A tension remains.  On one hand these memories are the products of particular 

scribes or scribal groups (even if such particular influences on any one text are 

legion).  On the other hand, such individual scribes or scribal groups will recall 

the past from wider nexuses of social and cultural perspectives.  I will entitle 

2.3, below, with a question, the answer to which will provide a method of 

                                                           
52

 Cf. my discussions of alternative readings of the royal psalms I explore in Chapters 3-6.For 
particularly egregious examples, see my discussions of debates concerning the date of 
composition of Psalm 18 (4.1) and of Psalm 89 (6.2; 6.4.1). 
53

 Cf. the note of caution sounded by Carstens & Lemche:  

The Persian Period is itself a lieu de mémoire, a place of memory; it exists only in the mind of the 
people who construed it. (2011: xiv) 

This argument is made more extensively in Lemche (2013: 159-162).  Not only are these 
epochs remembered from limited perspectives, but even the characteristics of stories of return 
from the Babylonian exile may have been derived from literary tropes, some time after the 
events they purport to chronicle (so T.L. Thompson 2010; 2011). 
54

 Cf. Hunter (1999: 46-53). 
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negotiating this tension.  First, however, I set parameters for discussing 

remembering in biblical texts outside the psalms. 
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2.2. Cultural Memory and the Composition of Depictions of – and 

Allusions to – Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and Heavenly 

Ascent outside the Psalms 

In addition to discussing royal netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in the 

Psalms, I will discuss certain representations of – and allusions to – such rituals 

in the major prophetic books and in the books of Kings.55  In studying these 

texts it is incumbent upon the researcher to reach a decision on the ever 

unsettled question as to when much of the Hebrew Bible was edited (in contrast 

to royal psalms, where such fixity is often so especially elusive as to render this 

task less than credible).  My conclusions on this matter will enable some 

tentative conclusions as to the relationship between the ‘remembering texts’ 

and their proposed specific cultural contexts – at least the contexts in which 

they reached something like their ‘final form.’56 

Whilst I will examine the possible specific contexts for each text when I come to 

discuss it, determining likely contexts for so-called ‘Deuteronomistic’57 editing of 

biblical texts will be of particular importance in assessing the context of 

passages discussed in Kings and Jeremiah.58  This enterprise relates also to 

the question as to when the bulk of the Hebrew Bible was edited. 

Proposals for relatively early contexts for the ‘Deuteronomists’ or 

‘Deuteronomist’ (so Noth’s proposal of the Babylonian exile, 59  or Cross’s 

proposed additional and primary Josianic Deuteronomistic redactor)60 still draw 

                                                           
55

 Chapters 7-8. 
56

 Given the variance of extant versions of many texts from the Hebrew Bible, as I discuss 
below, I find the phrase ‘final form’ highly problematic.  It is only used here to denote the texts 
as they can best be understood by biblical scholars today. 
57

 The idea of a discrete category ‘Deuteronomistic’ editors in the Hebrew Bible does not cohere 
easily with the argument of this thesis, which proposes a diversity of cultural memories in the 
Hebrew Bible.  Nonetheless, the question as to how far this term remains appropriate for 
discussing the editing of large portions of the Hebrew Bible is an enormous one, and beyond 
the scope of this thesis.  For convenience, the term ‘Deuteronomistic’ will be used in inverted 
commas throughout, in reference to the editing of texts, that scholars have for some time 
considered the product of ‘Deuteronomistic’ redactors.  For a critique of the notion of a 
‘Deuteronomistic’ history, see Knauf (2000 [1996]).  For proposals  severely limiting the use of 
the designation ‘Deuteronomistic,’ chiefly to certain literary expressions see Coggins (1995); 
Lohfink (1999). 
58

 On the ‘Deuteronomistic’ influence on Jeremiah, see Rӧmer (2000 [1996]; 1999); Rӧmer & de 
Pury (2000 [1996]): 77-79; Person (2002: 9-13); Leuchter (2013). 
59

 Noth (1981 [1957]). 
60

 Cross (1973: 274-289). 
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support.61  A number of scholars have continued to date large proportions of 

material in the ‘Deuteronomistic’ corpus to the monarchic period.62  Recently, 

however, other scholars, focusing on substantial variation in manuscript 

tradition (including manuscripts of texts referred to as ‘Deuteronomistic’), have 

argued that the variation across the ‘Deuteronomistic’ material suggests that 

substantial changes were made to biblical texts well into the Hellenistic period.63  

This lends some credence to the growing move 64  to date the period of 

substantial editing of the Hebrew Bible to the Persian period,65 with scholars of 

the ‘Copenhagen school’ moving this period forward to Hellenistic times.66 

Among those assigning late dates for biblical editors, significant debate has 

revolved around whether it would have been possible for literary activity to 

haven take place in early Persian Yehud.  Ben Zvi argues that biblical canons 

were not produced until late Persian Yehud, as Jerusalem earlier in the era was 

too small and undeveloped to support the scribal classes necessary for such 

activity.67  Some (albeit controversial) subsequent archaeological surveys have 

supported Ben Zvi’s assertions about the development of early Yehud: the 

population – at least in some areas – had been depleted during the sixth 

century. 68   Although Yehud was somewhat ‘re-populated’ under the 

                                                           
61

 For example, Geoghehan (2003) argues that ‘Deuteronomistic’ material is primarily 
monarchic, whilst Nelson (2005) continues to support Cross’s theory of a double 
‘Deuteronomistic’ redactor, including a Josianic redactor.  Sweeney (2007: 1-26) favours the 
hypothesis of a triple ‘Deuteronomistic’ redaction, with editions in the times of Josiah, Hezekiah, 
and the Babylonian exile.  Van Seters (2006), conversely, continues to support Noth’s argument 
that the ‘Deuteronomist’ was an ‘historian’ during the Babylonian exile. 
62

 So, for example, the Elijah and Elisha cycles and associated prophetic material in 1 and 2 
Kings, which is often referred to as ‘DtrP,’ are understood by a significant number of scholars to 
pre-date the ‘Deuteronomistic history,’ which may be referred to as DtrH (so Ben Zvi 1991; 
Na’aman 1997; Sweeney 2007: 26-30). 
63

 On variations in the manuscripts of ‘Deuteronomistic’ texts see Person (2002: 34-56); for a 
broader examination of biblical and second temple manuscripts more generally, see Carr (2011: 
153-203). 
64

 To which I have referred in 2.1. 
65

 For example, Davies (1992; 2006a; 2007: 105-122); Ben Zvi (1997; 2013); Person (2002); 
Liverani (2005 [2003]); most of the contributors to Ben Zvi & Leven (2012) and Edelman & Ben 
Zvi (2013); cf. already the arguments in Rofé (1988) for substantial developments to the 
‘Deuteronomistic’ corpus within the Persian period.  See also Ben Zvi’s arguments (2006; 2009) 
in favour of Chronicles belonging to the same Persian context as ‘Deuteronomistic’ books like 
Kings. 
66

 See, recently, T.L. Thompson (2010; 2011); Lemche (2013; 2013a). 
67

 Ben Zvi (1997). 
68

Lipschits (2003: 334-356) estimates the population fell drastically by 72.3%.  However, 
Barstad (2003) and Edelman (2005: 289-317)contend that a predominantly agrarian economy 
probably continued to function throughout the region under neo-Babylonian rule, meaning 
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Achaemenid Empire, even by the fourth century BCE it appears only to have 

numbered some 20,000-30,000 people. 69   It is probable that significant 

rebuilding of Jerusalem did not begin until the mid-fifth century BCE, during the 

time of Nehemiah.70 

While Yehud, as a whole, seems to have been sparsely-populated and largely 

agrarian,71 Jerusalem – as the ‘urban’ centre – probably could have supported 

literary scribal activity before the Hellenistic era.72  Whilst Jerusalem was not a 

large town (unsettled in many areas,73 and with a population unlikely to have 

numbered more than 3000),74 it would have required significant numbers of 

administrators and artisans in order to have been equipped to run the economy 

of the province for the Achaemenid Empire, and to ensure Yehud’s defence 

against growing threats from the west. 75   If literacy rates were low, 76 

concentrations of literate men were nonetheless required in Jerusalem, and in 

other military centres in Yehud. 77   It is at least conceivable, then, that 

considerable literary activity took place within scribal culture in Jerusalem in the 

early Persian period.  That said, this cannot be asserted with full confidence, as 

so little is known about these times, even to the point that it is not clear whether 

                                                                                                                                                                          
continuity of occupation in the region, even though some cities were destroyed and settlement 
patterns were somewhat altered. 
69

Carter (1999: 214-248) estimates that that the population rose from 13,350 in the early 
Persian period to 20,650 in the late Persian period.  Lipschits (2003: particularly 259-263), using 
some variant methodologies to Carter, and without making a distinction between early and late 
Persian Yehud, estimates the population at 30,125.  If Jerusalem had to recover during the 
Persian period from acute depopulation under neo-Babylonian rule, as Lipschits argues, then 
this would suggest the population took some time to increase over the Persian period.  See, 
however, apropos of any estimated population figures concerning this time, Edelman’s 
cautionary notes (2005: 281-331) about making too much of limited and incomplete 
archaeological data.  For a helpful overview of the debates up to Lipschits (2003), see Grabbe 
(2004: 199-202). 
70

 See the detailed arguments in Edelman (2005); see also Davies (2006a). 
71

 Carter (1999: 214-248), Barstad (2003), Lipschits (2003), and Edelman (2005: 281-331) all 
demonstrate that Yehud’s settlements were predominantly small rural communities. 
72

 Pace Lemche (2013; 2013a). 
73

 Ussishkin (2006: 161-163). 
74

 Carter (1999: 286-288) estimates there were 1250-1500 people resident in Jerusalem, or 5%-
10% of the region’s population according to his figures; Lipschits (2003: 364-366) estimates 
2,750, or just under 10% of the region’s population according to his higher figures for the 
population as a whole. 
75

 Carter (1999: 286-294); Person (2002: 61-63); Lipschits & Vanderhooft (2007: 88-89). 
76

 Grabbe (2004: 154) estimates even basic literacy not to have exceeded 3-5% of the 
population. 
77

 Neh. 3:12-19 refers to various men as holding the title שר of particular cities.  Edelman (2005: 
212-222) argues that the term here refers to a military commander.  On the literacy of military 
officials as suggested by the (albeit limited) evidence of the Lachish ostraca, see Na’aman 
(2003), followed by Schaper (2005: 328-329).   
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it was Jerusalem or Mizpah that was regional capital before the time of 

Nehemiah.78  So the scribal activity required to produce much of the Hebrew 

Bible was certainly feasible in Jerusalem from the mid-fifth century onwards, but 

it is uncertain whether it was possible for the best part of a century prior to this. 

In summary, all I have so far stated is: (1) that dating ‘Deuteronomistic’ texts is 

highly controversial; (2) that substantial manuscript variations suggest 

considerable editing of many of these texts continued long after the neo-

Babylonian exile; (3) that many scholars now understand the editing of 

‘Deuteronomistic’ books, ‘Deuteronomistic’ material (and, indeed, much of the 

rest of the Hebrew Bible) – to date to Persian Yehud; (4) that the necessary 

scribal activity for such production could have taken place in Persian Jerusalem, 

at least from the mid-fifth century onwards. 

Acceptance of the Persian context for the editing of much of the Hebrew Bible 

can be no more than tentative, in a thesis such as this which homes in only on a 

limited number of prose texts dealing with specific constellations of comparable 

motifs.  However, my analysis of these limited texts will demonstrate them to be 

congruent with a context of Persian period discursive tensions in the 

remembering of monarchy.  I now set out how a wider Persian period context 

could have created many of the cultural conditions in which these discursive 

tensions arose, before justifying in 2.3 the theoretical support for the contested 

claim that there was such diversity in Yehud’s cultural remembering. 

My proposals will act as a response to this pertinent comment concerning 

debates on the origins of the ‘Deuteronomistic History’: 

If we accept the existence of a first edition of DH in the period of Josiah, that 

work very likely displays a ‘triumphalist’ vision prompted by a promising 

international situation and the political energy of this monarch.  If we consider 

on the contrary that the first edition of DH dates from the exilic period, the work 

should then be considered a theodicy. 

                                                           
78

 I am grateful to Dr Ian D. Wilson for a conversation in which he explained to me some of the 
arguments against dating biblical editing to the early Persian period.  That Mizpah was 
administrative capital in neo-Babylonian-era Yehud, and possibly up to the re-building of 
Jerusalem, seems to be implied in Jer. 40-41 and Neh. 3:7 (Miller & Hayes 1986: 445; Edelman 
2005: 212.344-348; Lipschits 2005: 109-112.118-127.174-181.352-353; Davies 2006a; 2013: 
114). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

70 
 

What is surprising about the whole debate is that the same work could be 

perceived in two such opposite ways.  There is no doubt that the two readings 

find some points for support in the text itself.  The whole question, 

consequently, is to know how to explain the juxtaposition of these two 

aspects.79 

This comment was printed almost two decades ago, when the debate centred 

around these options for earlier dating, but I suggest that the dissonant 

characteristics of the ‘Deuteronomistic’ texts therein identified are relevant to 

the Persian-period context I am enumerating, following more recent 

contributions to the debate.  To follow the parameters I set out in 1.3, the texts I 

will explore present more specifically an enchanted perception of monarchy; yet 

depictions of the mystique surrounding the Davidic monarchy are often also 

imbued with imagery of its powerlessness. 

The community of Yehud, in which I propose that these discursive tensions 

arose, was not merely a small milieu of the most educated among the small 

clusters of the urban literary elite.80  Scribal practice was probably not a simple 

matter of copying from one scroll to another.  Rather, as Carr has argued in his 

recent extensive study of the problem, the Hebrew Bible was probably the 

product of ‘oral-literary’ composition.  Scribal education in ancient West Asia 

and the Hebrew Bible seems to have involved the memorisation of texts, for the 

purpose of being able to reproduce them from memory, but not necessarily as 

verbatim copies.81  With Ben Zvi, Carr argues for a characteristically limited 

                                                           
79

 Rӧmer & de Pury (2000 [1996]): 134-135). 
80

 I will discuss alternative views in 2.3. 
81

Carr (2011).  See also Carr (2005).  Other major works exploring the means by which scribes 
may have produced and edited biblical passages and books include the edited volume by Ben 
Zvi & Floyd (2000), the contributors to which deal with questions concerning oral media and 
literature in the transmission and development of Ancient Near Eastern and Biblical prophetic 
texts; and van der Toorn (2007: particularly 143-204) who has a more literary understanding of 
the development of biblical texts.  I am not convinced van der Toorn takes sufficient regard of 
the integral relationship between literacy and orality in ancient cultures (on which, see further 
2.5).  Most of his examples of the importance of the ‘integrity’ of a text – from which he argues 
there would have been a single ‘master copy’ of a scroll like Deuteronomy, which would have 
undergone only a limited number of revisions, when it needed to be reproduced (van der Toorn 
2007: 143-172); cf. Seybold’s similar argument for a ‘master’ copy or collection of Psalms in the 
Jerusalem temple which begun to be collected together in the fourth or fifth centuries BCE 
(2013) – rather go to demonstrate the characteristically oral nature of such a text as 
Deuteronomy: Deut. 4:2; 13:1, for example, make a point about the book being heard (ׁשמר).  
Van der Toorn (2007: 143-172) contends that Deuteronomy was only one scroll, available to the 
Levitical scribes (Jer. 8:8-9), with but a single duplicate copy, of which they were also 
custodians and which the king could request from them (Deut. 17:18).  I discuss, in 9.3, the 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

71 
 

literary community, as such a process of textual enculturation maintains a 

scribal elite.82  Yet two further implications may be drawn from Carr’s work, 

which broaden involvement in the scribal process beyond the literary elite. 

First, the Hebrew Bible itself frequently treats literature as an oral medium, 

commanding that it be promulgated widely.  Reading in the Hebrew Bible is a 

thoroughly performative and public act.83  Thus biblical texts would appear to 

address wider discourses, existing among those to whom they were 

performatively read.84  Second, scribes would not have cognitively reproduced 

texts in a vacuum, but would have formed their autobiographical memories of 

literature on subjects such as monarchy with episodic memories drawn from 

wider communal discourses concerning the same subjects.85  Thus literature 

was influenced not just by mentally recalling and reading texts produced by 

literary elites, but also by discourses with members of the scribes’ wider social 

groups and society.  Scribes would be in discursive relationships with ‘non-

literate’ people, as well as literate administrators and officials.  That is, they 

were in contact with all those who were part of an ‘oral-literary’ community 

insofar as they listened to public reading or in other ways interacted with the 

scribal community.  There were, therefore, wider discursive contexts in which 

                                                                                                                                                                          
restrictions placed on the power of the king in Deut. 17:15-20.  This passage alludes to 
paradigmatic Davidic kingship such as Solomon’s, as viewed through the lens of post-
monarchic subversion of mystified cultural memories of monarchy.  That is to say, the claim that 
the first temple in Jerusalem held the only two written copies of Deuteronomy was a myth which 
probably developed some time after the monarchy, in order to try to restrict what were in fact 
multiple oral (or oral-literary) ‘Deuteronomies’ to the version of the Levitical establishment.  This 
would suggest there were attempts, after the monarchic period, to deal with a problem of the 
proliferation of multiple versions of the ‘Deuteronomy’s’ law, which had developed amidst 
variegated complexes of oral and oral-literary discourse among many people, who were among 
the communities which heard (ׁשמר) recitations of its law – P.R. Davies (2014) makes similar 
arguments against the historicity scholars tend place on the notion of there being a single 
‘authoritative’ text of Deuteronomy kept at the temple.  Recently, Sanders (2015) has offered 
some general critiques of the arguments of scholars such as Carr (2005; 2011) and van der 
Toorn (2007), arguing in his introduction to a special issue of the Journal of Ancient Near 
Eastern Religions (2015.2) with reference to the proceeding essays on textual production in 
ancient West Asia, that studies such as theirs – being formed on the basis of specialist 
knowledge – have been unable to take into account generalities potentially derived from wider 
comparative studies.  The other essays in this journal were not available to me, so I am unable 
to evaluate affectively Sanders’ critique. 
82

 Carr (2005: 111-173). 
83

 As is well known, the root קרא, ‘to read’ also denotes crying out.  The Hebrew Bible frequently 
instructs that texts be read out to the community, from which developed the Jewish belief that all 
men should learn Torah (see Exod. 24:7; Deut. 31:11; Josh. 8:34-35; 2 Kgs 23:2-3; Neh. 8:1-8; 
Jer. 36:1-23).  For further discussion, see Boyarin (1993: 12-16); Carr (2005: 120.137-142). 
84

 I will discuss further the implications of this point for my argument in 2.3. 
85

 On episodic and autobiographical memories, see 2.1. 
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paradoxical or contradictory attitudes towards past monarchy could develop.  

This much necessarily influenced the cognitive memories of scribal elites who 

negotiated their own ways through them in their textual production, but which 

nonetheless were reconstructed according to the semiotic systems of oral-

literary communication within their cultures.86  It is this wider cultural context that 

I now discuss. 

The closest thing to ‘lived experience’ of monarchy, for discursive communities 

in Persian Yehud, was their ostensibly distant relationship with the imperial 

Achaemenid dynasty, and perhaps with royal monarchies of provinces with 

whom they traded, such as that of Tyre.87  Inhabitants of Persian Yehud related 

to these monarchies through the political and economic structures within which 

they operated. 

There is little evidence that the Persians forced religious or cultural changes 

upon Yehud.88  They were, rather, economically imperialist – a state of affairs of 

which there is great consciousness in biblical writings.  Epigraphic and 

archaeological evidence, as well as the Hebrew Bible, attests highly developed 

systems of imperial tax collection, 89  given greater sanction by its probable 

central administration in the temple90  which may also have minted regional 

(imperially sanctioned) coinage.91  Use of people as taxes in the form of corvée 

                                                           
86

 On the development from episodic memories to representation of these memories within the 
semiotic constraints of culture, see Donald (1991). 
87

 Although Tyre was no longer an imperial power in the Persian era, it maintained a vassal 
monarchy from the time of subjugation to the Persian Empire during the reign of Cyrus, and 
continued to be a centre of crafts and maritime trade (Katzenstein 1979).  Though in the 
shadow of Sidon, Tyre seems also to have been able utilise successfully its naval fleet under 
Xerxes (Elayi 1982: 94; I.D. Wilson 2013: 259). 
88

 There is disagreement over whether the Persian empire actively provided the stock for 
sacrifices at local cults (as claimed for the Jerusalem cult in Ezra 6:9-10), with Williamson 
(1991: 51-55) arguing that this is supported in the Persepolis tablets, whilst Grabbe (2004: 214) 
counters that the tablets in question are related to official state cults.  However, it does appear 
that local cults, including the Jerusalem temple were able to function without significant imperial 
control (Berquist 1995: 131-146; Grabbe 2004: 209-216; Edelman 2005: 332-351), with the 
exception of their use for imperial economic and administrative purposes which I discuss below. 
Moreover, the coins in the Persian sanctioned economy of Yehud are relatively free of imperial 
imagery, suggesting tolerance of local customs (so see Carter 1999: 249-285). 
89

 For a recent study of variety of taxes as apparent in epigraphic sources, see Lémaire (2007: 
56-62).  According to Lémaire, the Idumean Aramaic ostraca attest the Persian empire taxing 
land or, more specifically, agricultural commodities, and possibly attest also a ‘poll tax’ on which 
see, also, Schaper (1995: 537-539). 
90

 Schaper (1995) on temples as administrative centres for imperial tax collection in both extra-
biblical and biblical sources. 
91

 Knowles (2006: 118-119), with an extensive bibliography. 
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labour in the Persian Empire is attested in both biblical and extra-biblical 

sources.92  Persian economic imperialism additionally involved the regulation of 

pursuits and produce, which became the empire’s privilege to dispense.  For 

one, permission to travel (with provisions dispensed at storage depots en route) 

was granted by the imperial regime, which levied tolls and taxes at certain 

points on the ‘royal routes.’93  Meanwhile, in the fourth century BCE, the empire 

appears to have taken increasing control over Yehud’s stamp impressions, 

thereby creating a class of food produce deemed worthwhile utilities by the 

imperial authorities.94 

As for Tyre, her economic strength is apparent in biblical perceptions of the 

province.  Tyrian fish traders are said to be resident in Jerusalem (Neh. 13:15-

22).95  The international nature, and seductive beauty, of Tyre’s traded products 

is extolled in Ezek. 27:1-27, before splendour besmirches its own splendour 

(Ezek. 27:27-36). 96   And so ends what is a prolegomenon to paradisiacal 

heavenly ascents of Tyrian monarchs (Ezekiel 28), themselves corrupted and 

subverted in their own enchanting power.97 

Thus Yehud’s experiences of Persian and Phoenician monarchy were primarily 

through economic control and regulation dispensed by the former, and the 

import of commodities from the latter.  Imperial taxes and currencies measuring 

the output of land, produce and labour (and thereby laying imperial claim to their 

wealth), were economic means by which the Achaemenid dynasty claimed 

ownership over – and credit for – labour and production in Yehud.  Regulation 

of food and travel were additional ways of asserting ownership over – and 

controlling the output of – Yehud’s economic activities. 

                                                           
92

 On corvée labour in Idumea, see Lémaire (2007: 60-61); for a general discussion of the topic 
with regards to the Persian Empire as a whole see Briant (2002 [1996]: 401-402); and for a 
detailed argument that a levy of slave labour is raised provincially in Yehud in Neh. 3:7-19, see 
Edelman (2005: 212-222). 
93

 As Williamson (1991: 54-61) argues, drawing on wider ancient West Asian sources, as well 
as Neh. 2:7.9; and as discussed further by Briant (2002 [1996]: 364-377).  For a more recent 
assessment of this ‘royal route,’ see Silverman (2011: 159-160). 
94

 Lipschits & Vanderhooft (2007). 
95

 For discussions of the literary and contextual implications of this reference to the Tyrian fish-
traders, see Edelman (2006); Jigoulov (2007: 80-81). 
96

 As I discuss in detail in 9.2. 
97

 In addition to my discussion of Ezek. 28:1-19 here, I examine specifically its motifs of 
heavenly ascent and netherworld descent in relation to Isa. 14:4b-20, in 7.3-7.4. 
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I offer an interpretation of biblical Persian perspectives on monarchy within this 

context of economic imperialism, through the lens of Taussig’s ethnographic 

understanding of commodity fetishism within a colonial and ‘shamanistic’ 

society98 - a concept which he adapts from Marx.99  I will briefly outline how 

Yehud’s discourses on the Persian Empire can be related to Marx’s 

understanding of commodity, before setting out the parameters of my argument 

that commodity fetishism is evinced in the Hebrew Bible, in text which relate it to 

the ‘shamanic’ imaging of royals.100 

Marx distinguishes between three measurable aspects of products.  The first 

(the measure of labour required to produce the product) relates to the second 

(the measure of a product’s utility).  A society therefore requires a certain 

amount of labour time to produce products with the utility it desires.101  So, for 

example, Persia’s levy of corvée labour in Yehud ensured the utility of building 

works in the region that it needed, and in doing so expended the requisite 

labour time.  Marx understood utility to be the value by which products were 

predominantly measured in subsistence – that is feudal or ‘Asiatic’ 102  – 

societies.103  I have proposed that Persia controlled and extorted maximum 

utility from products in Yehud, in imposing something like this second measure 

of value.  A simple corollary of this could potentially be that the imperial 

monarchy was to be envied for being controller and beneficiary of the economy. 

                                                           
98

 Taussig (1991 [1986]); on the relevance of this ethnography to the context of the production 
of biblical texts, see Iiii. 
99

 Marx (1954 [1890]: 76-87). 
100

 My very grateful thanks to Martin Moorby for reading the original draft of my discussion of 
Marx’s theories in relation to understanding Yehudite cultural-remembering of royal ritual 
netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, and for his rigorous critiques and suggestions. 
101

 Marx (1954 [1890]: 43-53). 
102

 The ‘Asiatic’ society, in Marx’s understanding, is a subsistence society whereby workers tied 
to the land pay tithes to the temple which controls production.  Discussion as to whether or not 
the ‘Asiatic’ mode of production is an accurate economic category is not relevant here (though I 
note the problematically orientalising language of the generalisation).  Regardless, though, of 
the extent to which the term ‘Asiatic’ is justifiable or widely applicable, Persian Yehud does 
appear to have been characterised by something at least resembling this classic notion of the 
‘Asiatic’ mode of production: agricultural workers, although generally not slaves to the land, had 
ties of dependency to it, and paid tithes to the temple (Grabbe 2004: 191-197).  For a thorough 
and detailed source evaluation and discussion of the economy of the Persian Empire as a 
whole, within which this local economy operated, see Briant (2002 [1996]: 357-511). 
103

 Marx (1954 [1890]: 48.82-84.314-317, cf. Engels’ footnote at 48). 
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However, Marx’s third measure of products – the value of products exchanged 

at market 104  - suggests, I will argue, that rather more lies behind royal 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible.  For 

Marx, once products are valued according to their worth in exchange, they are 

transformed from their nature as products of labour: no more is their value as 

exchangeable commodities measured in labour.105  Commodities are therefore 

mysterious, quasi-magical things: they become fetishes. 106   Whilst Marx 

understood exchange value generally to be a product of post-subsistence 

capitalist societies, he also proposed that ‘trading nations…exist in the ancient 

world only in its interstices, like the gods of Epicurus in the Intermundia….’107  

Marx’s downplaying of the prevalence of trading nations in the ancient world 

may be tendentious, but the Hebrew Bible is sometimes marked in its singular 

fetishising of Tyre as a trading island among predominantly subsistent societies. 

Tyre’s mystique in Ezek. 27:1-15 is reified and fetishised by dazzling images of 

commodities.  Its very being is exalted and defined by its success in the 

exchange of commodities within the Persian Empire – indeed, the island (or 

city) is imaged as a trading ship.  The commodities – woven and inlaid even into 

the ship’s fabric – are a smorgasbord of colours: it is splashed in שן, ‘ivory’ (v. 

6); is dressed in fabrics coloured by the sought-after Phoenician dyes of תכלת

 purple and maroon’ (v. 7);108 and glints with an array of precious metals‘ ,וארגמן

(v. 12.13).  Meanwhile, Tyre’s commodities are valued in African currencies, 

ebony and ivory-coloured (v. 15).   

Taussig argues that colonial commodity fetishism is instilled by means of 

confusion and disruption, and can become imaged in a bewildering 

kaleidoscope of colours.109  In Ezekiel, the enchantment, yet sensory overload, 

of the multiplicity of represented rich colours – which constitute Tyre’s exchange 

                                                           
104

 Marx (1954 [1890]: 54-87). 
105

 Marx (1954 [1890]: particularly 47-48.61-66). 
106

 Marx (1954 [1890]: 76-87, quotation from 83).  In 2.5 I support the view that, conversely, 
human ritual often seems to be imitative or even mimetic of divine ritual.  However, the 
important point here is that conceptions of divinity and economic structures are closely 
interrelated, and it is beyond the scope of this thesis to enter into a debate about the primacy of 
religious or economic ideology and praxis. 
107

 Marx (1954 [1890]: 83). 
108

 Following the common translation of these words.  They will be discussed in more detail in 
9.2. 
109

 See, particularly, Taussig (2008). 
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of imperial commodities (27:1-27) – becomes, in the verses that follow, 

embodied in the ‘shamanic’ cosmically liminal bodies of its royals, in their ritual 

heavenly ascents (Ezekiel 28).  The text pericope of Ezek. 26:1-28:19, 

altogether, expresses a context whereby Yehud, manufacturing imperially-

approved currencies which enable more universal forms of commodity 

exchange,110 experiences Tyre profiting from the surplus of her cargos in the 

commodities market.111 

It is significant that ship-imaged Tyre is also imaged similarly to Solomon’s 

temple elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.112  Built by a glut of commodities, and 

expending not inconsiderable resources provided by King Hiram of Tyre,113 his 

temple is an embodiment of international royal wealth and a locus for 

paradigmatic Israelite kingship.  And so, also, the ritual bodies of Davidic 

monarchs are vessels for something analogous to this wealth and power, in 

their performance of heavenly ascent and concomitant netherworld descent.114  

Royal heavenly ascent and netherworld descent, then, when performed in the 

Hebrew Bible by ‘indigenous royals’ of the past, are best understood in 

conjunction with contemporaneous attitudes to foreign royals of trading-nations, 

who embody the power and potency of commodity exchange within the Persian 

Empire.  None of this is to say, of course, that the texts discussed in the thesis 

do not have long and rich compositional backgrounds, but simply to say that 

they were heavily worked or re-worked amidst the web of economic systems 

and political discourses into which the inhabitants of Persian Yehud were 

bound.115 

Taussig’s study of ‘shamanic’ healers in the northwest Amazon describes 

colonialism which is both economic and cultural: colonial images distort and 

confuse; they make fetishes of imperially-imposed commodities. 116   Some 

healers imitate this ‘magic’ of colonialism in attempting to resist it.  Yet 

‘shamanistic’ resistance, so Taussig understands, is wrought in reifying the 
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 Cf. Marx (1954 [1890]: 88-144). 
111

 These texts are analysed and evaluated fully in 9.2. 
112

 On this see, particularly, Geyer (2004: 39-56); I.D. Wilson (2013). 
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colonial imagery but in such a way as to ‘demythologize’ it, disordering this 

colonial imagery which it trips up in its own disorderliness.117  Strong evidence 

exists only for an economic (and not so much cultural or religio-cultural) 

imperialism in Yehud.  Yet, the enchanting potency of the imperial economic 

system, mystifying and fetishising commodity and exchange, is inscribed 

‘shamanically’ in the cosmically liminal bodies of the royals of Tyre.  This is so, 

too, of the Davidic monarchies within Yehud’s own ethnoscape of the past.  

That is to say, in the Yehudite discursive construction of an ethnic genealogy 

and of the ethnic ancestral home, Davidic royals embody the most successful 

machinations of their subjects in their remembered lands. Collectively or 

culturally remembered Judahite and Israelite royals, I will argue, are wrought in 

the image of foreign monarchies of the sort signified by Tyre in Yehud’s 

discourses.  It is this sort of idealised cosmically liminal monarchy that 

exchanges commodities and grows in wealth. 

However, in many of the texts examined in this thesis, resistance is offered to 

this model of monarchy which is so enchanting and pervasive, by means of 

subversion and confusion of the very motifs of heavenly ascent and netherworld 

descent which enchant and pervade the cultural contexts of these texts.  Biblical 

authors, I will propose, negotiate - in their own variegated ways – complex 

cultural discourses in which the royal body-politic is enchanted and fetishised; 

yet, often, their texts simultaneously reflect discourses of resistance concerning 

this ‘shamanistic’ imagery.  These complexities are best understood as 

manifesting memories of royals embodying exchange of fetishised commodities, 

modelled on those traded within organised imperial economic systems. 
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2.3. Who is Remembering, and how are they Remembering?  From 

Collective to Cultural Memory 

My argument, in 2.2, that scribes in Persian Yehud were integrating a range of 

conflicting cultural memories into their discourses on monarchy, is 

controversial. 118   Whilst some biblical scholars studying social or cultural 

memories from this period question the assumption of a shared view of the 

past,119 others – perhaps most prominently Ben Zvi and Edelman – argue that 

the ‘literati’ in Yehud shaped a shared social memory of the past, by means of 

their production of ‘authoritative’ texts which later developed into canon. Though 

polyvalent and multivocal, there was nonetheless a unified collective 

memory.120  So, for example, Ben Zvi writes: 

I would argue – especially in the case of very small communities – that this 

situation does not necessarily involve the creation of “sectarian memories” or 

“counter-cultural memories” opposed to the collective memory developed by 

and at the centre of a society.121 

The social theorist Schwartz has influentially argued that societal generations 

can hold collective shared memories.122  He comes to support this view on the 

somewhat neo-Geertzian grounds that societies require shared semiotic-cultural 

systems in order to communicate, and he understands collective memory to be 

such a semiotically shared cultural system.123  It is problematic, though, when 

scholars extend the concept of shared semiotic systems (the like of which will 
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 Although, as argued in 2.1, it is less contentious to assert the great difficulty of pin-pointing a 
particular context for royal psalms, beyond accepting the broadest drawn parameters within 
canonical or literary studies. 
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‘Benjaminite’ memories from Mizpah on the one hand being in conflict with biblical memories 
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include common terminology about the past) to include ideologies.124  Indeed, 

some social theorists argue that ideological counter-discourses necessarily 

accompany dominant ideological discourses.  D.S.A. Bell contends that social 

agents normally remember socially on a micro-level, as individual agents or 

small groups.125  Moreover, these individuals or small groups commemorate 

and narrate memories based on their own particular experiences, and these 

often challenge the hegemonic narratives of governing classes.126 

In this thesis, the temple and royal body (among others) will be considered as 

lieux de mémoire, or ‘memory sites.’  When discussing such memory sites 

(even ones so regularly mentioned in the Hebrew Bible as this), I will take into 
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 Discursive commonality should not be conflated with ‘collective memory.’  I acknowledge that 
it can be said, with Wittgenstein, that every discourse (or ‘language game’) relies on the 
participants’ using commonly understood words and symbols (see, below, for further discussion 
of Wittgenstein). Moreover, as Geertz argues (2000 [1973]; 1983), it can be said generally of a 
culture that symbolic systems are commonly understood, otherwise cultural systems of 
communication would be impossible.  However, Schwartz’s attempt (1996) to argue that 
‘memory’ is similarly a cultural system, is problematic.  Schwartz suggests that American 
propaganda has keyed into cultural systems of memories of Abraham Lincoln, in order to forge 
connections with contemporaneous politics.  This idea is drawn from Geertz’s assertion that 
new recognitions are formed by pairing the object with a symbol recognised within the cultural 
system (Geertz 2000 [1973]: 215-216; cf. Schwartz 1996: 911).  Yet Geertz, in his essay on 
‘ideology as a cultural system’  (2000 [1973]: 193-229) does not make a strong case for 
ideology ever having an effect on ‘collective’ thought – the extended example, illustrating his 
essay, is of a series of apparently failed attempts to change cultural ideology in Indonesia (2000 
[1973]: 222-229).  There are certainly challenging methodological issues in demonstrating 
ideological projects to have success in influencing ‘collective memory’ (Kansteiner 2002: 190-
195), and so Rigney suggests that ‘collective remembrance needs to be conceptualised as an 
agenda or project, rather than as something that is always fully achieved in practice’(2005: 22).   
For sure, a historical figure like Lincoln may enter the cultural lexicon, but specific memories of 
him (positive or negative evaluations, how far he is associated with specific events such as the 
civil war or the abolition of slavery, and so on) are necessarily going to be linked with cognitive 
associations, which are formed when particular people operate in small groups or specific 
contexts.  Thus Schwartz (and, perhaps, Geertz) move beyond the public knowledge inherent in 
discourse, to more individuated cognitive evaluations, interpretations and understandings of 
these discourses.  Or, to use a Wittgensteinian word, this is to conflate the ‘use’ of words with 
the ‘meaning’ a society is understood to draw from them (Wittgenstein 1958: §§22.49.380-
381.386-389.654; see, further, below).  The distinction between culturally-understood words or 
symbols and evaluative ‘collective memory’ can be demonstrated by the fallacy in Schwartz’s 
appeal (1996: 913) to a certain percentage of people holding a particular memory (in 1945, 61 
% of northern white Americans and 44% of southern white Americans naming Abraham Lincoln 
as one of the greatest Americans in history) as evidence of memory as a cultural system.  This 
is to speak of something much more subjective than culturally-understood words and symbols: 
Wittgenstein and Geertz, in the examples just given, discuss communicative signs which are 
generally understood within a discourse.  This is absolutely different from saying that a 
significant percentage of a society holds a shared opinion.  ‘Collective memory’ as shared 
evaluative perspectives – and, more broadly, shared ideological perspectives on the past – is 
therefore, by this analysis, a flawed concept. 
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 D.S.A. Bell (2003; 2008). 
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 Particularly D.S.A. Bell (2003).  I use ‘narratives’ instead of D.S.A. Bell’s ‘myths’, because I 
will define ‘myths’ differently (2.6). See also Rigney (2005: 23-24). 
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account not only that there will be ideological divisions in remembering the past, 

but also that any ‘one site’ may have multiple identities according to its 

representation in different discourses.  So, where Ben Zvi proposes that Yehud 

had, for instance, a ‘singular’ multivalent concept of the ‘temple,’127 whilst I 

would agree that there are semiotic similarities between texts interacting with 

discourses concerning the physical temple (such as its denotation by ליםירוש , 

‘Jerusalem’ and ציון, ‘Zion’), concepts of the ‘temple’ become increasingly 

diverse when it is imaged spatio-ideologically.  So, for example, Hag. 2:2-9 

describes an imagined future temple compared with an imagined past temple, 

whilst Ezekiel 40-42 imagines a heavenly temple. 128   These reflect diverse 

political and spatial ideologies concerning the concept of ‘temple,’ and the 

discourses need not be made to conform. 

As Olick argues, ‘collective memory’ is not a substance, but rather multifarious 

processes whereby social groups remember.129  There is a danger that some of 

the more varied discursive processes by which the Hebrew Bible remembers 

the past can be overlooked if too much emphasis is placed upon understanding 

‘Persian Yehud’ to be a monolithic ideologically and collectively-remembering 

unit.130  In other words, Yehud’s ideological memories can be understood as 

discursive and counter-discursive processes, rather than a single substantial, 

identifiable, collective memory.131 

Assmann’s conception of ‘cultural memory’132 is a useful tool in developing a 

less ‘collective’ understanding of remembering in the Hebrew Bible, focusing 

rather on the (albeit collective) discursive processes in which differentiated 

social agents interact.  Theorising memory through cultural artefacts133 - such 

as ritual performances, texts and monuments – Assmann proposes that their 

producers act as differentiated cognitive agents, making sense of their worlds 
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 Ben Zvi (2012: 26-27). 
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 So, Joyce (2007); Bunta (2011), as referenced in 1.3. 
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 Olick (2007). 
130

 Cf. Lemche’s criticisms (2013: 159-162) of discussing the remembering of a ‘Persian Yehud’ 
as a scholarly construction.  
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 Neither Ben Zvi nor Edelman would write about Persian Yehud in nearly such simplistic 
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 See Assmann (2006 [2000]). 
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 For a helpful discussion of the shift towards cultural theorising of memory in the work of 
Assmann and his wife, A. Assmann, see Tamm (2013: 461-463). 
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through media production, but nonetheless drawing upon memories embodied 

in other cultural artefacts and extant in the consciousness of their own 

generations.134  From one perspective, this is a most useful lens for studying 

royal psalms insofar as certain royal psalms invoke a multiplicity of memories of 

royal ritual and power, as I will suggest. 

I would differ from Assmann, however, with respect to his particular 

understanding of the embodiment of memories within these cultural artefacts, or 

in the consciousness of generation after generation.135  It is, of course, possible 

to see certain cultural symbols ubiquitously functioning as reference points for 

memories within discourses – so, for instance, the frequent invocation of a 

concept such as ‘the temple’ as a lieu de mémoire.136  However, the ideological 

and spatio-ideological specificities of memories of ‘the temple’ vary, as I have 

argued, from context to context.  Thus memories are ‘embodied’ in culturally 

shared sites, artefacts or cultural systems not in and of themselves, but only 

insofar as social agents or groups have interacted with these sites, artefacts 

and cultural reference points, in ways influenced by their particular – and, 

indeed, particularised – contexts or experiences. 

If memories can be powerfully evoked by repetitive ritual praxis, 137  or by 

eating,138 this seems to be because these are corporeal practises – whereby 

bodies kinaesthetically interact with their sensory environment or sensually-

interact with artefacts, rendering the objects of their sensory experiences lieux 

de mémoire.  For emigrants from Kalymnos, foodstuffs such as olives and olive 

oil trigger potent memories of home, partly because they involve the sensory 

experiences of taste and smell.139  These senses tend strongly to evoke other 
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 Assmann (2006 [2000]: particularly 5-9.92). 
135

 For an example of Assmann understanding memories to be embodied within culture for a 
long period of time, see his treatment of Moses in the Hebrew Bible (2006 [2000]: 51-61), where 
he argues that the trauma – which he believes inherent in biblical accounts of the development 
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experiences because of their mental synchronic convergence with the contexts 

in which they are remembered as having been sensed.140  Distinct experiences 

of the sensing agents (so in this example, they have come from Kalymnos, and 

are now living abroad) cause the foodstuffs to become objects of memory,141 

which would evoke very different memories for a native West-European who 

had sensed them only within their own society.  The exact connotations of lieux 

de mémoire thus depend upon the social agents utilising them, even where 

linguistically they can function within a publically understood discourse.  They 

do not have a memory in and of themselves – and, as in the case of ‘the temple’ 

in the Hebrew Bible, they often do not appear to have a discoverable ‘actuality’ 

or ‘reality.’ 142   Any form of cultural production brings to bear the unique 

experiences and memories of its performers and producers.  So too does the 

storage and editing of artefacts, and as does the (kinaesthetic, oral, aural or 

literary) consumption and interpretation of these artefacts.  

This point calls into question the idea that memories can be embodied in 

artefacts, or indeed in generations, in such a way as can be ‘cloned’ from one 

generation to another.143  Additionally, it seems unlikely that the ‘memorable’ 

qualities of biblical texts would mean they were remembered with ideological 

coherence by the ‘mindscape’ of the whole literate community.144  Further to my 

arguments above for diversity in Yehudite social remembering, the strong link 

between remembering and the pallet of human senses suggests that texts 

would have been received differently by different scribes, dependent upon their 

particular micro-contexts. Their reception and ‘memorable’ qualities will 

invariably be affected by other senses, for instance, those related to the way 

texts are recited or – as Ben Zvi suggests – the cognitive processes of scribes.  

These would have been dependent upon cultural variables, such as whether or 

not they recited texts as they wrote.145  As discussed in 2.2, it is likely that much 

of the time texts would have been oral media among scribes, which developed 
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through cognitive processes before being written or re-written.  Also significant 

would be culturally recognised taste, eating, smell, kinaesthetics or touch (and 

so on) evoked in the texts.146  All these elements will have influenced the ways 

in which scribes assimilated, negotiated and interacted with discourses and 

counter-discourses by means of oral-literary processes.  

An intrinsic part of biblical texts, therefore, is their materiality and material 

context.  They were and are always changing in their (oral, literary, and oral-

literary) development, modification and (re)production.  What is now 

experienced as ‘a text,’ or as ‘a set of words,’ may have been extant as a 

metamorphosis and plurality of ancient ‘texts,’ transmitted in cognitive, oral and 

oral-literary – as well as literary – forms. 

When it comes to royal psalms it is far less controversial to say that they could 

not have been ideologically embodied in a constant and continuous form.  But 

nor could the difference between, say, Psalm 18 read in Judah and Psalm 18 

read in a Persian or Hellenistic context be understood merely by somehow 

finding out how far it was edited between the two time periods.  Readers and 

editors would bring to the texts’ cultural references of their own very different 

(socially, cognitively, sensually and culturally dependent) experiences. 

Heavily influenced by Assmann, and yet helpful in moving away from the idea 

that memory can be embodied in such cultural artefacts as texts in and of 

themselves, is the work of Rigney, and some other contemporary literary 

scholars.147  Rigney focuses on cultural referents.  Each cultural artefact or lieu 

de mémoire refers to many other aspects of culture, and will itself be referenced 

in subsequent cultural artefacts.  The Mona Lisa is culturally significant because 

of its reception. 148   The interaction of different communities with cultural 

artefacts – according to their unique situations and modes of ‘working’ with 

artefacts as objects of memory – influences the character of the memories.149  
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Thus cultural memory is dynamic and ever-changing, extant in the unique 

interactions between – and metamorphosis of – cultural artefacts.150 

Rigney is predominantly considering intertexts in the modern world, for which 

there is far greater evidence for influences and specific cultural referents.  Her 

concept of cultural memory must be applied to the Hebrew Bible only with 

greater qualification, where claims for the influences on – and literary 

dependencies of – texts are rarely uncontested.  I am arguing that royal 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible are 

polyvalent.  They are often at variance with such (nonetheless comparable) 

motifs in representations deriving from other ancient West Asian, and early 

Jewish and Christian, cultures. 151   So such biblical motifs will be better 

understood in terms of their relationships with comparable motifs when read 

synchronically alongside them, than they will be if treated as memories 

preserved or replicated through embodiment within – or transmission via – 

cultural artefacts. 

Whilst contextualisation will sometimes be possible, I am arguing that the 

contexts in which compositions and revisions took place are often unclear.  This 

is so especially in the case of royal psalms. 152   In any case, while direct 

influence can rarely be proven (particularly when it comes to comparing biblical 

texts with cultural artefacts from disparate ancient West Asian cultures), coming 

to understand cultural memories by reading biblical texts intertextually with 

other cultural artefacts will usually have to exclude the task of trying to establish 

direct influence. 

Considering some insights in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations will aid 

the development of such a comparative approach.  For Wittgenstein the 

‘meanings’ of words are always dependent upon their specific grammatical 

contexts,153 because people communicate according to ‘language games.’154  

That is, all the participants in a specific discursive context will understand the 
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 On cultural memory as the interaction of morphing intertexts, see also Lachmann (2010: 
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words and symbols, as the customs of the specific context dictate.155  The 

‘meaning’ of a particular language game can therefore be fully understood only 

by its participants.156  This does not preclude outsiders from any understanding 

of the functioning of grammar within another cultural context (for instance, 

modern researchers looking at the contexts of the Hebrew Bible’s composition), 

but an understanding can only be reached by comparing these grammars with 

contexts more familiar to the outsiders, so that they can come to understand the 

less familiar language games by drawing out the ‘family resemblances’ with 

those more familiar.157 

If discursive netherworld descent and heavenly ascent motifs in, for instance, 

royal psalms, are so compared (by reference to their ‘family resemblances’) with 

other cultural representations of similar motifs,158 this will deepen understanding 

of the discourses which royal psalms are constructing, and of the discursive 

contexts within which they are interacting.159  Any given pericope or cultural 

artefact – whether within the Hebrew Bible, or coming from ancient West Asian, 

or early Christian or early Jewish cultures, or from modern anthropological or 

ethnographic studies – may be able to illuminate another if similarities in the 

cultural discourses are discerned through careful analysis of each artefact.  At 

the same time, all are unique productions emanating from their own producers’ 

unique experiences within networks of distinct micro-cultural contexts.  So 

differences, also, will inevitably become evident as a result of this mode of 
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 Wittgenstein (1958: §§29-30). 
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 Wittgenstein (1958: §§22-23.83.584.591). 
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that is, to describe the procedure into which words are woven in a certain fashion (1995: 406). 
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comparison – this much has, moreover, been strongly asserted within 

comparative anthropology.160 

Therefore applying a more Wittgensteinian lens to biblical discourses on motifs 

of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent does not achieve a picture of 

coherently collective (even if shifting and multivalent) ideas and memories. 

Rather we are presented with different motifs of ascent and descent in every 

instance, because each text and cultural artefact has undergone its own unique 

production within unique micro-cultural contexts – even though there are some 

similarities in the discursive motifs, drawn from wider cultural systems; and even 

if they have been substantially edited within a similar macro-context (i.e. 

Persian or early-Hellenistic Yehud).  This is crucially important in challenging 

the methodologies underlying many previous arguments for ritual netherworld 

descent and heavenly ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible, as well as the 

methodologies of many of those denying the presence of such motifs in the 

Hebrew Bible. 
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2.4. Cultural Memories and Paradigms of Royal Netherworld Descent 

and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 

I have outlined how the earliest systematic arguments for the presence of 

ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible were formulated by Widengren, who 

attempted to demonstrate the cross-cultural prevalence of the same patterns of 

ascent.161   The supposition that the same patterns of motifs appear in the 

consciousness of many cultures over vast periods of time is the sort of 

‘sameness’ which I have been arguing is problematic.162 

A.R. Johnson, conversely, proposed that the Hebrew Bible’s descent motifs 

were culturally distinct.163  Nonetheless, his formulation of the conviction that 

‘Israelite’ culture was distinct from other ancient West Asian descent motifs 

demonstrated that he had not entirely left behind the idea that there was indeed 

a ‘culture pattern’ transmitted throughout ancient West Asia.  For in proposing 

that ‘Israelite’ culture was ‘distinct’ from any such ‘pattern’ which Hooke claimed 

existed in ancient West Asia, he necessarily had to presuppose a ‘pattern’ from 

which it could distinguish itself. 164   The attempts in his post-War work to 

separate ‘Israel’ from the supposed ‘culture pattern,’ and his increasing 

tendency towards expressing descent motifs in symbolic and demythologising 

language, 165  revealed all the more that he thought the ‘literal’ netherworld 

descent of deity or king to be a singular entity from which ‘Israelite’ religion must 

be separated.   

Wyatt, in a critical overview of scholarly tendencies towards seeing ‘Israel’s’ use 

of myth as historicised and therefore fundamentally different from its use in 

surrounding cultures, points out that this would somewhat implausibly create a 

fundamental dichotomy between the Hebrew Bible’s cultural contexts and the 

entirety of the rest of the ancient world. 166   Flawed, moreover, was A.R. 

Johnson’s means of excluding ‘Israel’ from Hooke’s ‘culture pattern’ model, by 

trying to demonstrate that it had lost too much of the model’s aboriginal 
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 As discussed in 1.2.  See Widengren (1950: particularly 22-35; 1951: 40; 1958: 165-168).  
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 See 2.3. 
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 A.R. Johnson (1950: 39-41; 1960 [1958]: 224-227), in response to Hooke (1933). 
165

 I have outlined and critiqued A.R. Johnson’s modified post-War arguments in 1.2. 
166

 Wyatt (2001a: particularly 12-13).  See, also, Wyatt (2010a: 83-91). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

88 
 

character.167  This argument was premised on a questionable idea which, as 

Foucault demonstrated, does not stand up to consideration of the selective 

nature of historical discourse: this idea being that complete systems of cultural 

representation are transmitted in ever diminishing form,168 rather than being 

constantly reconstructed according to new and different contexts169 – as I am 

arguing is the case with cultural memories. 

The most crucial point in all this is that it makes for much more fruitful 

discussion to be open to the possibility that biblical discourses of descent and 

ascent are both similar to and different from those of other cultures, rather than 

to define a paradigm of descent or ascent, and then decide whether the cultures 

of biblical authors were either included in it or excluded from it. Himmelfarb took 

this latter approach to ascent motifs.  As I have shown, she reinforced a popular 

scholarly tendency to make artificial separations between the ontology of texts 

in the Hebrew Bible and those in Jewish apocalyptic works, with ontological 

differences between their ascent motifs being the distinguishing feature par 

excellence.170 

More helpfully – but still without entirely taking into account the importance of 

unique social agents and cultural contexts – Barker and Wyatt’s arguments for 

the recurrence of ascent motifs across cultures, including the contexts of the 

Hebrew Bible, were adumbrated partly in reaction to this separation.171  Wyatt 

uses ascent motifs as an example of ‘myth’, 172  in his proposal that ‘myth’ 

equates to ‘pre-modern’ narratives imposing ‘structure, meaning and coherence 
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 See, particularly, A.R. Johnson (1950: 39-41; 1960 [1958]: 224-227). 
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 For Hooke, a ‘primitive’ ‘culture pattern’ emanated from the Mesopotamian source of 
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on events.’173  He argues that these mythic narratives recur with many changes, 

but their symbolic meaning – whether they recur in Mari, in the Hebrew Bible, or 

in less ancient times – remains fairly constant. 174   Recently, Wyatt has 

conceptualised his theories with particular reference to Connerton’s 

understanding that ‘social memory’ is embodied in myth as a ‘reservoir of 

meaning’ whereby myth, and its fairly constant symbolism, will continually be re-

applied from these reservoirs to new contexts.175 

I will shortly apply an adaptation of Wyatt’s understanding of myth to the 

questions in hand176 but, before doing so I note that – in spite of manifold 

critiques of old methods of generalisation – there has really been little 

consideration, in the course of debates of biblical descent and ascent motifs, of 

the dynamic and multivalent relationships between generalities and 

particularities, as conceived in cultural discourse in the worlds of the Hebrew 

Bible.177  A.R. Johnson, Himmelfarb and others before and after them, in their 

own ways, failed to break away from static generalities.  Some replaced vaguely 

Orientalist generalisation with generalisations constructed within Modernist 

disciplines.  Study of the Hebrew Bible as a distinctive body of literature, which 

developed within academies under the cultural influence of Protestantism,178 is 

kept separate from Jewish apocalyptic ascent and ‘antediluvian’ Christian 

beliefs in the harrowing of Hell.  However unwittingly, these scholars have 

bought into – and in their writings enforced and reinforced – the ideological 

constructions of European academies.   

And so also the scholarly construction of a collectively remembering late-

Persian Yehud.  Following years of scholarship suggesting the united ‘Israel’ of 

the Hebrew Bible to be an ideological construction,179 the great Davidic nation is 

replaced by the unified ideologising that is carried out by Yehud’s putative 

‘literati’.  In this manner, an ideological narrative of unity is reinforced, not unlike 
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 Wyatt (2001a: 35). 
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 Wyatt (2001a: 35-46; 2005: 151-189). 
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 Wyatt (2010a: 87-88), quoting Connerton (1989: 56). 
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177

 Cf. Iii. 
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that reinforced in scholarly paradigms of unified ‘official’ central religion. 180  

There remains, therefore, a construction of a Hebrew Bible largely bound 

together by a unified ideology.  In some respects, then, an old idea is revivified, 

predicated on the newer notion of a monolithic Hebrew Bible emanating from 

late-Persian or early-Hellenistic Yehud.181 

A final problem with attempts to decide whether or not ascent or descent motifs 

in the Hebrew Bible are within the same ‘category’ as ascent or descent motifs 

attested in other ancient West Asian cultures, or in Judaism or Christianity, can 

be comprehended by reference to Wittgenstein’s criticisms of Frazer’s 

comparative methodology in The Golden Bough. 182   A seemingly non-

negotiable frame of reference for most previous debate so far has been the 

question of whether or not a shared underlying ideology is evident when extra-

biblical ascent or descent motifs are compared with the relevant passages in 

the Hebrew Bible.  However, as Wittgenstein notes: 

…an explanation as a hypothesis of the development [of a religious ritual] is 

only one kind of summary of the data – of their synopsis.183 

This is to say that if the criterion used for comparing rituals is the underlying 

motivation for practising (or, I would add, textually representing) them, then only 

one among many possible criteria has been considered. This raises further 

difficulties for the dismissal of the possibility that descent or ascent motifs are 

discernible in the Hebrew Bible, on grounds of perceived ideological variation 

with descent and ascent motifs attested elsewhere.   Such dismissal may be 

based on the grounds that any possible biblical descriptions of the netherworld 

and netherworld descent are understood in a ‘demythologised’ manner (so A.R. 

Johnson); or on the grounds that any possible biblical descriptions of ascent are 

underlain by ideologies of temple space not found in the heavenly ascents 

represented within early Jewish apocalyptic (so Himmelfarb).  Both these 
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 On scholarly criticisms which have been formulated against this sort of paradigm of Israelite 
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arguments employ but one mode of comparison – that is a comparison of 

ideologies of the cosmos and how far ancient rituals are understood to be 

aimed at circumventing them – in order to argue for a fundamental ontological 

difference between two ‘categories’ of texts.  The mode of comparison cannot 

justify such a far-reaching conclusion.  Fundamental ontological difference 

could be established only by demonstrating the motifs within the different 

cultures to differ across the full range of significant and relevant points of 

comparison – if such a demonstration were even possible! 

Wittgenstein goes on to suggest an alternative methodology, known as 

‘perspicuous representation,’184 which will be a useful tool in this study, and 

which he explains as follows: 

We can equally well see the data in their relations to one another and make a 

summary of them in a general picture without putting it in the form of a 

hypothesis regarding the temporal development.185 

Comparative studies, Wittgenstein contends, are not obliged to focus on the 

supposed development of ideas underpinning rituals.  Accordingly, one does 

not have to limit oneself to their development across their various 

representations in the Hebrew Bible, or across different ancient West Asian 

cultures, or through the epochs of Jewish apocalyptic, and so on.  Wittgenstein 

goes on to propose that the results of such an enterprise will tend more to 

reflect the imagination of scholars than the minds of those practicing or writing 

about rituals.186  ‘Perspicuous representation’, however, is a process whereby 

the comparativist considers only those aspects of rituals which are at the level 

of appearance (appearance in the broad sense of that which can be sensually 
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 Wittgenstein’s conceptualisation of ‘perspicuous representation’ is discussed at length in 
Clack (1999: particularly 79-92) – with grateful thanks to Dr Gorazd Andrejc for directing me 
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discerned), 187  thereby limiting the need to postulate imaginative ideas 

concerning their underlying cultural meanings, ideologies and beliefs. 

It is, indeed, unusual for performers to give any practical reasons as to why they 

are engaged in rituals; and ritual theorists have rigorously contested the view 

that theory or reason generally motivates ritual practice. 188   So descriptive 

comparative analysis of how rituals appear would seem to be a more solid basis 

for determining whether descent and ascent motifs comparable with descent 

and ascent motifs in other ancient texts can be said to be present in the Hebrew 

Bible.  Such analysis is also well-supported by theories within the field of ritual 

studies, that it is in the action of ritual praxis itself that meaning is generated for 

ritual participants.189  Ritual praxis creates realities of its own. Thus ritual cannot 

simply be reduced to a practical activity aimed at influencing outcomes. It is 

therefore, predominantly, neither an indication of underlying beliefs as to how 

outcomes can be influenced, nor an expression of social beliefs. 190   Ritual 

creates meaning and reality in and of itself, perhaps particularly among cultures 

in which multiple kinds of realities were recognised and even presupposed.191  I 

will examine, below, how to apply my discussion, here, concerning the 

importance of the ‘perspicuous’ (or ‘appearance level’) representations within 

rituals and their importance as a comparative tool, specifically to written 

representation of ritual. 

The emphasis I have placed on the uniqueness of specific acts and 

representations of cultural remembering suggests that inner-biblical descriptive 

comparative analysis of cultural memories – as well as bringing wider-ranging 

comparisons to bear on the texts and their apparent contexts – is likely to result 

in observing distinctions as well as similarities, in instance after instance.  The 

characteristics of memories of royal ritual descent and ascent will differ from 

text to text, dependent upon their use and application within specific cultural 

contexts.  However, without attempting a prescriptive definition of ‘myth,’ 
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 I discuss, in 2.5, the complexities if the sensoria in the Hebrew Bible. 
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Wyatt’s use of the word to demonstrate cross-cultural similarities will – with 

qualifications - be helpful in this investigation.192  If the Hebrew Bible’s cultural 

remembering of royal netherworld descent and heavenly ascent rituals is 

defined by comparison with different cultural discourses representing such 

motifs, it will be instructive to see similarities between motif complexes.  Yet this 

always needs be tempered by the consideration that particular biblical 

manifestations of myths will have been formulated within their authors and 

editors’ own specific micro-cultural contexts, and so necessarily differ in some 

ways to manifestations of comparable myths elsewhere. 

Comparison according to perspicuous representation (which I have suggested 

can be equated with comparing those features of rituals which are evident on 

the level of ‘appearance’ in its broadest sense) addresses some of the 

difficulties in talking meaningfully about ritual in royal psalms, as proposed in 

2.1.  My conclusions implied that we can often be clearer about what these 

psalms’ specific cultural contexts are not, than about what they are.  We are 

dealing not with ritual performance itself, but with representation of ritual 

performance. Nor can royal psalms generally be contextualised to one ‘event.’  

As I will continue to argue in this dissertation, royal psalms can be illuminated 

by comparison with a range of other cultural artefacts.  This includes a wide 

range of those artefacts produced by cultures which scholars have often 

thought apposite for comparison with specific biblical texts they have dated 

among the broad sweep of Israelite, Judahite, Persian or Hellenistic contexts.  

In this cultural sense, royal psalms transcend specific ‘events’.  That these 

psalms exist in such a weak relationship with ‘events’, is all the more a reminder 

that their specific language games of descent and ascent can be carefully 

analysed by comparison with the perspicuous representations of similar myths 

within other cultures, without the need to establish direct or even indirect 

influence. 

This comparative methodology will cast light on a multiplicity of cultural 

memories of royal ritual descent and ascent, since scribes brought to bear 

different cognitive memories on the texts they produced and reproduced.  They 
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were working in ever-changing micro-cultural and sensory contexts, and ever 

engaging with variant aspects of cultural discourses and counter-discourses. 

The claim that these psalms are not themselves Judahite liturgies is scorned by 

the ‘common sense’ perspective.193  That this perspective ignores indications to 

the contrary would be explicable by Geertz’s observation that ‘common sense’ 

is a notion conditioned by – and differing among – cultures, and is invoked to 

silence challenges to ideas which one’s culture believes to be the way things 

always and obviously are. 194   Thus J. Day (under the cultural influence of 

Mowinckel and the prevalence throughout the twentieth century of cultic 

interpretations of the Psalms), presupposing royal psalms necessarily to 

originate in the royal court or cult, discounts critical objections to his 

presuppositions, and does so by simply invoking the ‘natural’ (or, as Granerød 

approvingly puts it, ‘common sense’) reading.195  However, these psalms, I am 

arguing, are literary representations of ritual, as are the Hebrew Bible’s 

narrative depictions of descent and ascent. 
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2.5. ‘Perspicuous Representations’ of Royal Ritual Netherworld 

Descent and Heavenly Ascent in Texts Representing Ritual in the 

Hebrew Bible 

I have argued for significant dichotomies between ancient texts that describe 

ritual (which are still available to us), and ancient rituals (which can no longer be 

observed).  The dichotomies become even more pronounced where no specific 

‘instructions’ are given for ‘actual’ ritual performers, or where there appears to 

be a long temporal distance between ancient texts and the rites they purport to 

depict.  How, then, can we understand text which has the appearance of 

archaic ritual?  Moreover, how can such texts in the Hebrew Bible aid 

understanding of cultural memories of royal ritual netherworld descent and 

heavenly ascent? 

Recent studies have drawn attention to the ritualistic treatment accorded to 

certain texts in ancient West Asian, and to biblical texts. 196   Of particular 

importance, for this study, is Watts’ reminder that the Hebrew Bible’s texts were 

(as often described in the Hebrew Bible itself) 197  written to be read aloud, as 

was apparently usual in the ancient world. Watts provides examples of the 

formalised reading of legal texts to congregations in Hebrew Bible narratives 

(albeit details of specific rites are not provided).198  So, for Watts, Leviticus – 

though having the appearance of an instruction manual for ritual practices –

rather utilises rhetorically, for the purposes of its public reading, images and 

representations of formal ritual, to serve the vested interests and ritual 

privileges of the Aaronite priesthood.199 

It seems that representation of ritual (and especially representation of spoken 

ritual) in texts intended to be read aloud communally can be an effective and 
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affective vehicle for rhetoric because, as Bloch suggested, the formal nature of 

ritual speech limits possibilities for contradiction and expression of dissent.  

Bloch’s contention is that such speech can be understood to constitute 

controlled, restrictive speech acts200 which, in any given ritual, are generally 

accepted by all the ritual participants.  Thus ritual performativity is a medium 

through which authority is exercised.201 

Royal psalms, as I will show, include ritual speech affirming the king in the 

strength of his relationship with Yahweh and in his political and cosmic power.  

If royal psalms were ritually performed in Persian or Hellenistic contexts, then 

their characteristic appearance of being the speech acts of monarchic-period 

royal ritual would have made their authority all the more affective.  These 

implications of such culturally remembered ritual speech, (re)created in text 

then (re)performed as ritual (that is, through the ritual performativity of reading a 

text), 202  are therefore likely to have been accepted without challenge on 

rationalistic grounds by ritual participants, insofar as this is the nature of ritual 

speech.   

Of course, as I have consistently argued, we cannot know for sure how royal 

psalms were performed, or even if they were performed word-for-word.  

However, given that ancient texts were read aloud – and, moreover, probably 

developed in oral as well as literary form over the course of their composition203 

- it can, at least, be asserted that ritual is portrayed in these texts for persuasive 

purposes within rhetorical discourse, despite the necessary uncertainty of how 

this was done.  Persuasive rhetoric would have been an important aspect of the 
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texts’ engagement with communities if their authors were, indeed, negotiating 

with – and responding to – cultural discourses and counter-discourses. 

Yet the implications of Bloch’s arguments for understanding ritual netherworld 

descent and heavenly ascent motifs in royal psalms – and in other biblical texts 

representing ritual – may be more complex than this, as Berger’s study of 

Spencer’s The Faerie Queene (which draws on Bloch’s concept of ‘speech 

acts’) demonstrates.  The Faerie Queene, also, was probably read aloud, when 

perused by Spencer’s contemporaries. 204   The poem’s narrator is a textual 

representation of a Renaissance storytelling rhetorician, and the reading aloud 

of this text (which itself was imitating rhetoric) would have had the rhetorical 

function of reinforcing controlling conventions of Renaissance ritual storytelling 

and its intrinsic ideologies.  This much resembles Watts’ treatment of Leviticus, 

but Berger’s interpretation of rhetoric in The Faerie Queene is more complex.  

He proposes that close analysis of the text – without regard to the rhetorical 

impact which he supposes oral delivery of the text would have had – shows the 

rhetoric of the literary-oral work consistently to be riddled with internal irony and 

contradiction.  Spencer thereby represents, by means of a text conventionally 

read aloud, the persuasive authority of Renaissance ritual and rhetoric, but in 

such a way as to critique subtly his contemporaneous culture, insofar as The 

Faerie Queen can be closely examined as an ironic literary text.205 

On the one hand, I will contend that the representation of ritual in Psalms 2, 18, 

24, and 110 serves rhetorically to promote the sense that the Judahite king was 

ritually powerful and divinely blessed, to the extent that he shared, in some 

ways, in his potent patron deity’s divinity.206  On the other hand, I will propose 

that additional biblical texts (Psalm 89; 2 Kgs 9:30-37; 11; Isa. 14:4b-20; Ezek 

19; and Jer. 13:18-20) enter into more subtle discourses, from which analogies 

with Berger’s interpretation of The Faerie Queen can be drawn.  Psalm 89 

represents royal ritual speech acts in a similarly idealised way to the other royal 

psalms I focus on in the thesis; yet in a context of looking back at culturally-
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remembered exiles, this psalm’s speech acts are so arranged as to disorder 

and subvert the disorderliness of the potent authoritative ritual, even as the 

speech acts themselves reify it.  As for mawkish carnivals of debased and 

desecrated royals (2 Kgs 9:30-37; 11; Isa. 14:4b-20; Ezek 19; and Jer. 13:18-

20) – even in these, I will suggest, there are illustrations analogous to the 

seductive enchantment of the power displayed in some of the royal psalms’ 

representations of descent and ascent, which are affirmed by ritual speech acts. 

Royal ritual descent and ascent are not only adumbrated discursively through 

textual speech, and the texts’ visual picturing of these rituals, as so far 

discussed in this section.  These represented actions are, by nature, spatially 

grounded and kinaesthetic.  So, throughout the thesis, attention will inevitably 

be paid to spatiality and kinaesthetics.  Also, a wider palette of senses, such as 

taste, touch and smell will be important in analysing the Hebrew Bible’s textual 

representations of ritual.  Probably due to Modernist pan-Atlantic (or 

‘Ocularcentric’) tendencies to privilege sight and hearing, biblical scholars have 

rarely considered the relevance of other sensory experiences.207  Only recently 

have studies of biblical sensory perception attempted systematically to move 

away from focus on the so-called ‘high senses.’208  Scholars arguing for descent 

and ascent motifs in the Hebrew Bible have tended to focus on reconstructing 

visually how texts may have been recited in the cult, and how ritual speech 

concerning netherworld descent and heavenly ascent may have been orally 

delivered.209  In this sense, their concerns have not moved far from trying to 

retrieve the visual, auditory and (visual-)kinaesthetic aspects of descent and 

ascent within royal cults.210  As with biblical studies at large, rarely are other 

senses discussed.211 

                                                           
207

 On this omission in biblical scholarship, and its ethnocentric, ‘Occidental’ background, see 
Lawrence (2013: 10-22).  She notes that scholars have continued to refer to sight and hearing 
‘high senses,’ and to other senses as ‘low senses.’  My grateful thanks to Dr Louise J. Lawrence 
for sending me the proof of this monograph, prior to its publication. 
208

 So see Ritchie (2000); Malul (2002); Avalos (2007); Avrahami (2012); Lawrence (2013). 
209

 See 1.2-1.3, in which I discuss multiple attempts to reconstruct the visual-ceremonial 
contexts of royal psalms, with particular reference to heavenly ascent and netherworld descent 
motifs. See, further, the discussions referenced in 3.2 as to which particular cultic personnel 
were likely to have spoken lines of psalms supposedly performed in Jerusalem’s royal cult. 
210

 Perhaps the most ambitious attempt to reconstruct the sensory experience of the Judahite 
royal cult is Eaton’s The Psalms Come Alive (1984), which is innovative and intriguing, in spite 
of its ‘textbook’ style.  Eaton attempts to evoke the world of the psalms by illustrating their 
speculated liturgical usage as though it were theatre or performing arts.  His focus is on making 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

99 
 

Such approaches limit the means of understanding how rituals are represented 

and evoked in texts, and culturally remembered.  As mentioned in 2.3, senses 

such as smell and taste are especially evocative of strong (but particular and 

varied) responses based on personal memories.  And yet (to give an example 

of the ‘back seat’ this neurological insight has taken), MacDonald’s detailed and 

perceptive study of the relationships between food and memory in 

Deuteronomy, based on Sutton’s ethnographic work on Kalmynos islanders, 

does not include any sustained discussion related to Sutton’s important 

observation that the taste and smell of Kalmynos’ foodstuffs are instrumental in 

their central role in the islanders’ remembering.212  Weitzman’s focus on the 

feeling of eating for the purpose of filling the stomach, and its relevance for the 

multiple references to food in Deuteronomy,213 would appear to be unique.  A 

significant aspect of the inclusion of foodstuffs in Deuteronomy is thereby 

missed in most studies of Deuteronomy: that is, the powerful prandial memories 

evoked, and the mnemonic practices for which the text rhetorically argues.  

What, say, is the mnemonic significance of the deprivation of taste and appetite 

inherent in eating unleavened bread for Pesach (Deut. 16:2)?214 

As regards the passages I examine in this thesis, greater understanding of the 

ways in which rituals are represented will be possible if a fuller range of 

sensoria are considered.215  So, for instance, whilst commentators on 2 Kings 

                                                                                                                                                                          
accessible, to his contemporary English speaking audience, the psalms as something gazed 
upon, with words recited to visual actions. 
211

 Though see, for a refreshing alternative, Hart (2008), who demonstrates that the cultic tent in 
the wilderness (Exod. 24:15 – Num. 10:36), and the burnt offering in Lev. 1:1-9, is evoked with 
descriptions drawing on a multiplicity of senses, including smell and touch. 
212

 MacDonald (2008: 70-99).  On Sutton (2001), see 2.4. 
213

 Weitzman (2003: 132-136). 
214

 The luxury of leavened bread was generally for the wealthy in many ancient societies – see 
Tyldesley (1994: no page numbers) on Egypt; and Wilkins & Hall (2006: 2.16.57) on the Greek 
and Roman empires.  The command to eat unleavened bread could be invoked to develop 
Wietzman’s argument that Deuteronomy is an attempt at programmatic retraining of the senses, 
including the people’s supposed forgetting of the sojourn in the wilderness as a result of full 
stomachs in the land Yahweh has given them (Weitzman 2003: particularly 132-136).  The 
command to observe a week’s eating of unleavened bread would serve as cultural-
remembering of dependence on Yahweh in the wilderness, through hunger.  As Nietzsche 
argued (1999 [1887]: 40-42), memories are inscribed through inflicting pain – as followed by 
Assmann (2006 [2000]: 51-59), and applied to the programmatic development of ‘Israelite’ 
monotheism. 
215

 It is not my intention to define systematically the Hebrew Bible’s sensorium – which appears 
to be considerably more complex than Aristotelian or neo-Aristotelian notions of the ‘five 
senses.’  This much is demonstrated by the high numbers of senses identified in previous 
attempts to categorise the sensoria in the Hebrew Bible, and the complex arguments required in 
order to relate them to one another and to speak meaningfully about them as ancient cultural 
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9:30-37 have been preoccupied by the material properties and visual impact of 

Jezebel’s make-up (and thereby re-imaged it visually) – could the power and 

‘enchantment’ of this ritualistically-represented royal ascent and descent not be 

more fully understood if the androcentric gaze on this woman at her tower 

window were less privileged, and attention were drawn to imagining Jezebel’s 

sensations as she prepares herself for Jehu?  Whilst much has been said of 

Jehu’s supposed standoffish contempt for the fallen Jezebel, what about 

Jezebel’s extreme corporeal experience of being trampled, mauled, dissected 

and swallowed?  What does this express about her hubristic royal ascent, and 

its shocking inversion depicted in her descent?216 

To appreciate more fully the rhetorical strength of the Hebrew Bible’s textual 

representations of ritual, therefore, partly requires moving beyond the visual, 

auditory and kinaesthetic foci of most scholarship on ritual descent and ascent 

in the Hebrew Bible.  Scholarship limiting itself in this way in turn limits its 

means of demonstrating the textual presence of these motifs.  Moving beyond 

these foci requires, also, attention to ritual actors previously marginalised in 

such scholarship.  The king– and, to some extent, the supposed cultic prophet 

delivering the ‘liturgy’ in royal psalms – have received much attention in debates 

on ritual and ascent and descent, as I will outline when discussing royal 

psalms. 217   However, Lawrence calls for focus on the perspectives of 

marginalised biblical characters, when seeking to understand biblical 

representations of rituals more fully.218  In this thesis, I draw attention also to the 

role, in the represented sensory rituals which I discuss, of two kinds of othered 

ritual actors: royal women and Yahweh. 

In spite of a number of explorations of the possible political or cultic roles of 

powerful royal women in the Hebrew Bible having been carried out – revolving 

especially around the question of what is meant when a royal woman is called 

                                                                                                                                                                          
and social phenomena (so see the categorisations of Malul 2002: particularly 99-231; Avrahami 
2012).  In the present project, such an attempt at categorisation would prove highly superficial, 
and my ‘observing eye’ would certainly ‘flatten these literary texts into neat sensory 
compartments’ (Lawrence 2013: 15).  My aim is rather to draw attention to the embodied 
sensory responses evoked in each text analysed, thereby demonstrating the rhetorical force by 
which cultural memories of royal rituals are represented. 
216

 This sets the parameters for much of my discussion in 8.5. 
217

 See Chapters 3-6. 
218

 Lawrence (2013).  In her research, she therefore foregrounds the sensory experiences of the 
sensory-disabled in healing incidents in the Gospels. 
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gebirah ,גבירה 219  - the question of whether or how far royal women were 

involved in rituals of descent and ascent remains almost entirely unexplored.220  

My investigation will not find identical motif complexes in the representations of 

royal women performing ritual to those found in representations of the king’s 

ritual descent and ascent in royal psalms. I am arguing, rather, for both 

discursive similarities and discursive differences between the biblical texts in 

which I identify these ritual motif complexes.  My thesis proposes a 

considerable increase in the number of texts relevant to exploring royal ritual 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, by the inclusion of texts relating to 

the ritual behaviour of royal women.  2 Kgs 9:30-37, 2 Kings 11, Ezekiel 19, and 

Jer. 13:18-20 all suggest compelling variations of these motifs of netherworld 

descent and heavenly ascent, demonstrable in the representations of their 

ritualised performance by four or five221 royal women (two of whom are called 

gebirah, 222.(גבירה 

In treating Yahweh as a ritual actor, I draw some support from Patton, who 

argues that ancient Greek pottery, which appears to depict gods performing 

rituals which include sacrifice, does just that.  Gods can be subjects and agents 

(and not just objects) of ritual.223   Yahweh, too, in the Babylonian Talmud, 

observes mitzvoth, prays in the appropriate ritual garments, and studies Torah 

for three hours a day.224  In the Hebrew Bible, furthermore, Yahweh is a sensory 

                                                           
219

 See Pederson (1959 [1940]: 71-72); S. Yeivin (1953: 161-163); de Vaux (1961: 117-118); 
Ahlström (1963: 57-79); Terrien (1970: 330-331); Ishida (1977: 156-169); Andreason (1983); 
Ben-Barak (1991: 23-29); Ackerman (1993); Leith (1993: 635); Spanier (1994: 187-195; 1998); 
C. Smith (1998: 144-148); Schroer (2000: 58-59); Bowen (2001: 597-615); Marsman (2003: 
362-398); Solvang (2003: 73-78); Wyatt (2005: 5-6; 2010: 75-76); Cushman (2006); M.S. Smith 
(2006: 101); Wiggins (2007: 218); and see, further, 8.2, for my discussion of this matter. 
220

 Albeit, with the exception of Ahlström (1963: 76-77), who makes some intriguing 
suggestions.  Unfortunately, though he looks only at the possible role of royal women in 
Engnell’s so-called ‘servant psalms.’  Engnell’s arguments for netherworld descent in these 
psalms were based purely on a tenuous and Christological-Messianic reading of Deutero-
Isaiah’s servant psalms, as I have argued (see 1.2 for discussion and references).  Whilst 
Ahlström (1959: 145-146) makes his own case for the ritual humiliation of the king in the 
‘servant psalms,’ I have argued that the case for the ritual humiliation of the king in the royal cult 
has been thoroughly discredited (1.2). 
221

 As I will discuss in 8.4.1, it is debateable whether or not the royal mother of Ezek. 19:2-9 is to 
be identified with the royal mother of Ezek. 19:10-14. 
222

 The ritual descent of Jer. 13:18 is ‘performed’ by [ה]מלך והגבירה, ‘The King and the gebirah.’  
Jezebel performs the royal ascent and descent of 2 Kgs 9:30-37, and she too is (elsewhere) 
described as הגבירה, ‘the gebirah (2 Kgs 10:31). 
223

 Patton (2006: 1-180). 
224

 Patton (2006: 249-281). 
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participant in ritual.  He smells the odour of sacrifice (for example, Gen. 8:21).225  

The senselessness of cult statues is on several occasions given as a reason 

not to worship them (Deut. 4:28; Pss. 115:4-7; 135:14-17),226 in contrast to 

Yahweh whose senses give him the power to participate in ritual, thereby 

making ritual worship of him worthwhile.  His ritual performance of his power, in 

the royal psalms which I will focus on, is portrayed by invocation of a range of 

sensory images.   

My analysis of these psalms will suggest that his dominance of the cosmos is 

expressed through his manifestation in a plurality and multiplicity of 

meteorological phenomena, which play a role in his represented rituals and 

which invoke senses beyond those of sight, sound and kinaesthetics.227  This 

plurality and multiplicity, I will contend, performatively makes real his power, 

because his ritual identity is actualised through his ritual performative praxis in 

these psalms.  Similarly, Zeus can be called by a variety of epithets, dependent 

upon his role in a given ritual, demonstrating the importance of certain deities’ 

ritual practices in forging their identities.  When petitioned for rain, Zeus is called 

Ombrios or Hyetios.228 

Yahweh’s power, in the royal psalms which I will analyse, is made manifest 

through appearances in multiple storm and solar phenomena in the 

(represented) royal cult.  Portrayals of royal deities’ powers, performed by 

means of manifestation in these dual phenomena, have both archaeological 

and textual parallels.  Judahite iconographic representations of storm deities229 

from around 1000-600 BCE transformed Baal from a storm god overlooked by a 

distant sun-disc, to a deity who began to take on many of his own additional 

                                                           
225

 Ritchie (2000: 60); Malul (2002: 133-134). 
226

 Avalos (2007: 154); Avrahami (2012: 67-69). 
227

 Although, the idea of ‘kinaesthetics’ as a ‘sense’ would not fit with any neo-Aristotelian 
understanding of the sensoria, I have discussed, above, the breadth and complexity of sensual 
categories.  Furthermore, Avrahami (2012) demonstrates at length that references to walking, in 
the Hebrew Bible, are within the semantic field of the senses. 
228

 Burkert (1985 [1977]: 184); followed by Patton (2006: 17). 
229

 Schwemer (2007: 125-129) cautions against over-use of the label ‘storm god,’ on grounds 
that mere association with storm phenomena does not mean a god can meaningfully be 
categorised as such.  However, I am not concerned with attempting an ontological 
categorisation or definition of Yahweh, or any god with whom I compare him.  Rather, if I use a 
term like ‘storm god’ to describe Yahweh or another deity, then I am describing him as he acts 
within particular ritual contexts (i.e. manifesting with storm imagery, and this manifestation 
thereby being among the perspicuous representations of the rituals). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

103 
 

astral features, possibly as Baal-Shamen, ‘Lord of the Heavens.’230 Yahweh 

himself, who appears to have been the high god of Judah’s wealthier classes,231 

was represented at this time not only with storm imagery, but also solar 

imagery.  A good proportion of the evidence that Yahweh became imaged as a 

sun god comes from Israelite and Judahite royal seals, linking the astralised 

(and, especially, solarised) high god with royalty.232  In the wider context of 

ancient West Asia, storm deities began to add to their previous repertoire of 

astral or solar features as dynasties developed, and there was a frequent royal 

impetus for this tendency.  M.S. Smith has compared the merging of solar and 

astral categories in Psalm 50:1-3 and Ezek. 43:1-5 with similarly merged 

depictions of other national deities in ancient West Asia,233 while Dion proposes 

such merging of motifs in Psalm 104.234 

The conferring of solar characteristics upon national high gods in ancient West 

Asia often took place in contexts where royals were also being described with 

solar imagery.235  In the texts discussed in this thesis (especially royal psalms), 

therefore, I do not speak of ‘ontological monotheism,’ but rather of Yahweh 

ritually adopting a multiplicity of characteristics, by his participation in sensual 

ritual – invading the boundaries of the cosmic spheres, demonstrably through 

                                                           
230

 Keel & Uehlinger (1998 [1992]: 77-78.114.260-261.401); M.S. Smith (2003: 272-273).  On 
Baal-Shamen, see also Niehr (1995: 68). 
231

 This case is made by Edelman (1995: 18-19), noting the heavy dominance of Yahweh’s 
name in Judah’s material culture.  
232

 Keel and Uehlinger (1998 [1992]: 274-276); Taylor (1993: particularly 42-58); Niehr (1995: 
68).  The question as to whether Yahweh has solar characteristics in the Hebrew Bible is 
controversial, but will be explored further, and defended, but with firm qualifications, in 5.5.1. 
233

 M.S. Smith (1990: 33-34; 2002: 152) – citing Gudea Cylinder B, V 09, an enamelled tile likely 
to be from the reign of Tukulti-Ninurta II, and Marduk in Enuma Elish (1:101-2, 157; 11:128-
129).  Assmann (1995: 30-31) implies that links are forged between Osiris (as a solar deity in 
the Egyptian royal mystery sun hymns) and other deities, insofar as he enfolds his relatives to 
such an extent that they become part of his identity.  Moreover, at Armarna, the ‘“scorching 
heat”’ of the uraeus and Seth’s power, according to Assmann (1995: 68-69), become the 
radiating power of the sun, thus subduing other divine entities. 
234

 Dion (1991).  This observation is all the more compelling if Psalm 104 derives originally from 
Akhenaton’s Hymn to the Sun, an important attestation of Akhenaton’s programmatic 
subservience of all worshipped divinity to the person of Aten.  This idea has, however, proved to 
be a point of some contention.  For example, Assmann (2006 [2000]: 51-61) favours the 
argument for Psalm 104’s dependence upon the Akhenaton hymn; while J. Day (2013), argues 
that only Ps. 104:20-30 are dependent upon it; and Dion (1991), for his part, understands the 
Hymn to the Sun to have been mediated to biblical authors via a Canaanite context. 
235

 M.S. Smith (2002: 153-158), citing numerous examples.  Assmann (1995: 134-142) 
reproduces and discusses texts from the First Ramesside period in Egypt which demonstrate 
the ‘oneness’ of god, and argues that this is not related to monotheism but to the national high 
sun god, Aten, appearing as ‘the one in many, a hidden power… which assumes form… in the 
many gods and makes them into gods.’ 
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his representation in diverse meteorological phenomena.236  He performs power 

through his control of such diverse aspects of the weather, and through his 

ability as a storm – and often solar – deity to wield authority across the 

structures of the cosmos.  

I term this characterisation of Yahweh, in the specific contexts of his exercising 

his power through a wide range of weather phenomena, ‘cosmic gigantism,’ 

rather than ‘monotheism’, or any other substitutionary verbal-noun for any kind 

of divine ontology, such as ‘aloneism’237  (‘monolatry’ will simply be used to 

describe a particular kind of cultic praxis – that in which only Yahweh is 

worshipped).  Yahweh is acting through represented ritual as a cosmically 

gigantic royal high god 238  and, in this sense, as I have suggested, he is 

comparable to other (archaeological and textual) testimonies of royal high gods.  

So Yahweh is represented ritually performing his cosmic power by embodiment 

in the processes of wide-ranging meteorological phenomena, and (I will argue) 

through other rites in royal psalms under discussion.  I now suggest two ways in 

which this affects the rhetorical force of the Hebrew Bible’s representations of 

the king’s ritual praxis. 

First, as in the many examples Patton gives of humans imitating divine ritual, 

the king imitates aspects of Yahweh’s ritual behaviour. 239   In royal psalms, 

                                                           
236

 Lang (1983: 11.30-36.41-45), in his reconstruction of a four-fold development on 
monotheism.  Lang rightly smashed through the old consensus that the Hebrew Bible reflects a 
unique early conception of monotheism.  This was, as his preface subtly implies (Lang 1983: 9-
12), a consensus which had generally been accepted unquestioningly.  It was for the good, 
therefore, that Lang’s immediate influence was momentous (see the discussion in Keel and 
Uehlinger 1998 [1992]: 2-3). Lang’s model of a development from prophetic ‘Yahweh aloneism’ 
to full-blown monotheism, however, has the disadvantage of postulating that monotheism was 
some sort of goal to which these stages were heading, in that he connects ‘aloneism’ in the 
Prophets and Deuteronomistic history to total monotheism which he sees as rare and late (Lang 
1983).  However, it is perhaps more judicious to speak of different ideas of Yahweh’s nature 
emerging in different texts in the Hebrew Bible – not fundamentally tied to historic chronology, 
but based upon the nature of his actions in each text.  So, Dr Casey Strine, in an as yet 
unpublished paper given at the Summer meeting of the Society for Old Testament Study in 
2012, entitled, ‘YHWH is as YHWH does …’argued that the Hebrew Bible (including even 
Deutero-Isaiah) does not ascribe ontological monotheism to Yahweh.  Rather it defines him by 
his actions.  See, also, MacDonald (2003) for a number of arguments as to why ‘monotheism’ 
seems not to be an appropriate category for Deuteronomy – a book classically associated 
strongly with monotheism. 
237

 See the previous footnote on the issues with ascribing ‘ontological monotheism,’ in any 
sense, to any texts in the Hebrew Bible.   
238

 Lang himself (1983: 14) is clear that the Royal High God falls outside (and is separate to) his 
model of the ‘development’ of monotheism. 
239

 Patton (2006). 
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specifically, kings imitate Yahweh by ascending – and entering – into his 

heavenly sphere, where he also enables them to imitate his rituals of cosmic 

domination.  Thus kings effectively perform mimesis of Yahweh, and do so as 

‘shamanic’ figures who can traverse the cosmic boundaries and dominate the 

cosmos,240 as can their patron deity.  That is, Yahweh and the king ritually 

construct, co-operatively, real power structures, as a result of which the king 

becomes characterised by his performative praxis of many of Yahweh’s powers.  

Patton approaches her comparative study of ritually performing gods with a 

predominantly Hellenistic lens, and therefore with an especially transcendental 

understanding of the pantheon.  So, although mortals imitate gods, their rituals 

remain fundamentally distinct from the rituals of those whom they imitate.241  I 

will, however, suggest that the picture in the Psalms is more ambiguous, as 

mortal kings are permitted to enter Yahweh’s heavenly space, and Yahweh 

gives his approval to their rituals – and makes real their high and potent ritual 

status – by conferring characteristics of his divinity upon them.  Other royal 

attempts to perform mimesis of divinity by performing ritual ascent, in passages 

outside the Psalms which are more critical of the monarchies of Israel and 

Judah,242 result in the most ghastly forms of descent, and thereby make foolish 

the wise that consort with the divine.  Yet, even here, though heavenly ascent 

and sharing-in-divinity often has in fact been achieved, and the pejorative 

manner in which such ascent is portrayed, only strengthens and reinforces 

notions of its reality. 

Second, there is also a sense in which royals perform ritual in participation with 

Yahweh.  He rescues kings from the netherworld and affects their heavenly 

ascents.  However, the danger for royals in so traversing the limina of the 

cosmos is apparent in texts where the accomplishment of ritual ascent reverses 

into irreversible netherworld descent – such that even post-mortem participation 

in subterranean royal cults is sometimes rendered impossible. 

In such texts, representations of royal ritual descent and ascent negotiate 

difficult and often conflicting discursive cultural memories.  Yahweh’s 

performance of his cosmic gigantism, when portrayed in conjunction with the 
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 On kings in the Hebrew Bible as ‘shamanic’ figures, see Iiii; 2.3; 9.3. 
241

 Patton (2006). 
242

 These texts will be discussed in Chapters 7 and 8. 
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king’s heavenly ascent and imitation of the Royal High God (Psalms 18; 24; 

110; cf. 2), reifies the grandeur of monarchy by means of the culturally 

remembered ritual ‘shamanic’ bodies of Davidic kings who perform mimesis of 

him.243  Here Yehudite discourses perceive the Davidic monarchy through the 

lens of their contact with contemporaneous prosperous and monarchic trading 

economies such as Tyre.  Yet idyllic cultural memories of Davidic kingship will 

prove to be extremely precarious, when observed in conjunction with much of 

the cultural semiotics of exile, which are arranged so as to break apart the order 

of royal ‘shamanic’ heavenly ascent by means of ironic and subversive 

representation (Psalm 89).244  Finally, pictures of royals performing cosmically 

liminal mimesis of deities which continue to enchant in later contexts than the 

era of the Babylonian exile, are evident in the remaining texts examined in this 

thesis (2 Kgs 9:30-37; 2 Kings 11; Isa. 14:4b-21; Ezekiel 19; Jer. 13: 18-20), but 

the enchantment is to a greater extent demystified (even as it is reified); it is 

unravelled and dismembered.245  Enchantment, and the liminal ritual spaces in 

which gods and royal mortals create new and idealistic ritual worlds together, 

are portrayed as sources of danger and deception for the community, which put 

at risk its order and security.246  As a consequence of the ways in which these 

royals are understood to have interacted with divinity beyond the boundaries of 

the human realm (in the netherworld and the heavens), they are monstered, 

and monstrously associated with the culturally remembered destructions and 

exiles of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. 

In this section, I have argued that a range of sensoria is invoked in the Hebrew 

Bible in order to reify cultural remembering of royal ritual netherworld descent 

and heavenly ascent.  Ritual power-structures, made real by authoritative 

speech acts and a range of other stimuli on the sensory palette, are (re-

)presented in text – that is, represented anew so as often to give the impression 

that the texts themselves are ‘liturgical’ – in order to invoke and connote cultural 

memories of power gained and, sometimes, power lost. These culturally 

remembering texts, by their representation and consequent reification of ritual, 
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 Chapters 3-5. 
244

 Chapter 6. 
245

 Chapters 7-8. 
246

 On the social danger presented by liminal entities, see1.3.3. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

107 
 

engage in discursive rhetoric which forms differing impressions of royal power. 

The ritual and political successes and failures of the dynasties of Judah and 

Israel are represented amidst ideological discourses and counter-discourses of 

monarchy in Persian Yehud, which different biblical texts enter into and 

negotiate in their own unique ways.  I have argued that the sensory perceptions 

invoked in these biblical representations of ritual can be understood most fully if 

their close textual analysis is carried out alongside comparison with similar 

representations in other texts and cultural artefacts.  Thus netherworld descent 

and heavenly ascent motifs need not be assigned to some monolithic 

underlying ideology or pattern.247  Rather, they have unique discursive functions 

in each text discussed, and can therefore be compared for both similarities and 

differences with any other relevant discursive text. 

Finally, as I have already touched upon, these representations of ritual can also 

be understood as representations of ritual performance of myths. That is, they 

create meaning and noetic structure by means of developing narratives which 

allude to cultural mythic motifs.248   These processes are, more specifically, 

carried out through narrating performances of ritual heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent, which draw upon cultural notions of interactions with the 

netherworld and the heavens.  Descent and ascent myths alluded to in 

represented rituals (as is the case with the represented rituals themselves) can 

be elucidated by comparing their specific constructions in biblical texts with 

those of other texts and cultural artefacts.  This is comparison at the level of 

rhetoric or literary appearance, and so examining the ‘perspicuous 

representations’ of descent and ascent motifs; attention will be drawn to both 

similarities and differences. 

It remains only to establish a method for carrying out such comparison with 

mythic motifs attested in other cultural contexts, without missing the specific 

ways in which the various biblical texts interact with their own unique cultural 

memories and discourses.  I have suggested that such specificity has eluded 

many previous approaches.249 
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 As argued, particularly, in 2.4. 
248

 See my comments on myths and multiple realities in Iii-iii. 
249

 2.4. 
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2.6. Perspicuous Representations of Myth, and the Example of 

‘Cosmic Rebellion’ 

As I have outlined, Wyatt has elucidated discourses on heavenly ascent in the 

Hebrew Bible by demonstrating their structural and symbolic similarities with 

other ancient West Asian texts.250  Approaches such as Wyatt’s are influenced 

by Lévi-Strauss’ theories on myth. 251   According to Lévi-Strauss, all myth-

makers attempt to impose order and structure on objects and events, through 

the reconciliation of multi-dimensional binary opposites.252  In so doing, they 

make use of their limited cultural repertoire of signifying images, by ordering 

these images into mythic narratives, which make systematic sense of them 

within new contexts.253  Were we to say, with Connerton and Wyatt, that ritual 

and mythic memory restructures some extant – and seemingly somewhat 

shared – ‘reservoir of meanings,’254 then we could (along with Lévi-Strauss) 

analyse how the same signifiers are organised in differing orders among closely 

corresponding cultures.255 

Nonetheless – and without denying the importance of Lévi-Strauss’ 

structuralism as a methodological tool for cultural analysis – an important 

element of his theorising is in conflict with the Wittgensteinian methodology with 

which I am approaching my subject matter.  Namely, Wittgenstein begins with 

the assumption that the meanings of signs are dependent primarily upon the 

specific context of language games.256  Fishbane, approaching the study of 

myth from an epistemological perspective somewhat similar to Wittgenstein’s, 

questions the possibility of a discrete myth existing across cultures.  Differing 

from those who argue that the Hebrew Bible’s texts are separated from some 

general or pure category into which all myths of descent or ascent are moulded 

(for example, Himmelfarb),257 he writes: 
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 1.3; 2.4. 
251

 See the references to – and discussion of – Lévi-Strauss on myth in Wyatt (1993: 552-553; 
2001: 7.1.2; 7.4.2). 
252

 See, particularly, Lévi-Strauss (1955). 
253

 Lévi-Strauss (1966 [1962]: particularly 16-26). 
254

 Connerton (1989: 56); followed by Wyatt (2010: 88) 
255

 So see, for example, Lévi-Strauss (1955). 
256

 For an outline of the theories of comparative analysis in Wittgenstein (1958; 1979) with 
references, see 2.3. 
257

 I have discussed this problem with the comparative assumptions in Himmelfarb (1993) in 1.3 
and 2.4. 
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…there is no abstract myth, but rather this or that text or context.  Hence the 

form and content of the myths are concrete features of specific settings, and 

occur in specific acts of literary discourse or fabulation at a specific point within 

them.258 

As for Lévi-Strauss’ alternative generalisation (that is, claiming generality of the 

signs upon which myths in closely corresponding cultures are structured), 

Fishbane counters that this denigrates the significance of other aspects of 

myths – so, crucially, the unique ways in which each myth is performed – 

because structure alone is made the essence of myth.259  This is important, 

because it is another reminder that evaluating cross-culturally how texts 

structure signs is, though a valid means of comparative analysis, equally only 

one way of comparing texts.260  The quest to include or exclude texts in the 

Hebrew Bible from netherworld descent or heavenly ascent paradigms, by 

defining descent or ascent motifs as shared ideologies or structures of shared 

signs, thus draws on limited tools of analysis.  So a mythic taxonomy created by 

evaluating the symbolic structuring of texts in the Hebrew Bible which represent 

royal netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in the light of comparative 

references to such myths in extra-biblical contexts, though potentially useful, 

cannot be the be-all and end-all of the matter.  Once again, our attention is 

drawn to ‘performative particularity,’ as Fishbane puts it.261  Or, in the case of 

the texts under discussion, we might say that the performatively particular ways 

in which rituals are represented are related to the unique mythic and ideological 

expressions that they manifest and create. 

Again, these texts are composed, creatively, on the basis of specific cultural 

and cognitive memories. Hence close textual analysis of biblical texts, in this 

dissertation, will continue to demonstrate differing myths and mythic signifiers.  

However, these myths and mythic signifiers will be juxtaposed with perspicuous 

representations of myths from comparable cultural contexts.  As with 

comparisons drawn between any other language games, comparison of these 

myths (manifested in perspicuous representations of ritual in text), will aid 

                                                           
258

 Fishbane (2003: 16). 
259

 Fishbane (2003: 22), drawing on Jacopin (1988), who critiques Lévi-Strauss in a study 
focused on the Yukuna of the Columbian Amazon. 
260

 See my arguments in 2.4, which follow from the proposals in Wittgenstein (1979). 
261

 Fishbane (2003: 22). 
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understanding of the particular cultural discourses from which they have arisen.  

Applying this approach will demonstrate a richness and diversity in the ways in 

which biblical texts draw on ‘cultural reservoirs’ of descent and ascent myths – 

perhaps as great as the ideological discourses and counter-discourses they 

each variously assimilate.   

In this approach (with Lévi-Strauss, Connerton and Wyatt), the view that 

mythmakers necessarily assimilate pre-existing signs from their politico-

ideological – as well as theological – cultural reservoirs is retained.  However, in 

contrast with these scholars, and in agreement with Fishbane, I propose that 

these (necessarily political and theological) myths are fabulations of their own 

unique cultural settings, and so cannot be said to be products of a single mythic 

structure. This approach therefore begins with the unique conspicuous features 

of each particular textual representation of myth, before comparing the 

representation with other cultural artefacts.  The latter task will be undertaken 

without presupposing or disqualifying the existence of an underlying mythic 

structure.  This methodological approach is particularly useful in illuminating the 

variety of dynamic interactions between netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent motifs among the biblical texts which manifest cultural memories of royal 

ritual. 

The Myth of ‘Cosmic Rebellion’—To apply the approach outlined above to 

one example of a passage discussed in this dissertation, Isa. 14:12-15262 is 

understood by Page, Halperin and others to be a myth of ‘cosmic rebellion’263 – 

this ‘category’ of motif which Halperin understood to characterise interpretations 

of heavenly ascent in the Hekhaloth literature.264  Wyatt, however, counters that 

this is not an applicable paradigm.  Rather, he suggests that alternative myths 

are present.265  Also with respect to his studies of Hekhaloth literature, Halperin 

– following on from Scholem’s emphasis on the mystic’s task being to reach the 

Seventh Heaven where he would take on the power and wisdom of the 

                                                           
262

 Isa. 14:12-15 is analysed, in detail, in Chapter 7. 
263

 Halperin (1988); Korpel (1990: 575-576); Page (1996), applies this ‘category’ of myth more 
widely, and argues that the myth of cosmic rebellion is constituted by the story of Athtar’s 
heavenly ascent in KTU 1.6 i 47-63; cf. Pope (1955: 27-32.55-58) on the supposed cosmic 
rebellion against El in Ugaritic texts. 
264

 Halperin (1988a). 
265

 Wyatt (2001: 40; 2009: 168-170). 
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numinous God266 - here, too, homes in particularly on the mythic motif of cosmic 

rebellion (or, as Halperin terms it, cosmic ‘invasion’ into the heavenly realm) as 

the characteristic of the literary corpus.267  Himmelfarb, however, argues that 

the purposes of ascent cannot be so singularly narrowed, as the Merkaba or 

‘throne’-mysticism of the Hekhaloth texts includes the development of union 

with the heavenly angelic chorus. 268   Similar problematic tendencies to 

‘straitjacket’ cross-cultural fabulations of myths into a single paradigm – from 

which a text is either to be included or excluded – are evinced by the reading of 

a supposed heavenly rebellion or invasion motif (if not from the Hekhaloth 

literature) from Ugaritic mythology into Isa. 14:12-15.269  A case is built up, but it 

falls down if the paradigm from the culture being drawn upon for comparative 

purposes is discredited.  Supposed motifs of cosmic invasion at Ugarit have 

been disputed, and so paralleled heavenly ascent is held to be altogether 

fallacious,270 and absolute alternatives are proposed.271  However, when I come 

to analyse Isa. 14:4b-20, I will argue that there is no need to choose one 

‘category’ of myth over another.  Rather, complexes of mythic paradigms drawn 

from many cultural discourses supplement and subvert each other, in their 

particular fabulations within this oracle.272 
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 Scholem (1961 [1941]: 40-79; 1965). 
267

 Halperin (1988a). 
268

 Himmelfarb (1993: 66-69). 
269

 So Korpel (1990: 575-576); Page (1996); cf. Pope (1955: 96-97). 
270

 The proposal that El was ousted from his position by Baal, as head of the Ugaritic pantheon 
(Pope 1955: 27-32.55-58), has been widely rejected (for a bibliography, see Herrmann 1999: 
276).  So, too, the contention of Page (1996) that Athtar attempts to usurp Baal (KTU 1.2 iii 1-
24; 1.6 i 43-67) is contested by Heiser (2001) and Wyatt (2009: 168-170) who, on this basis, 
reject Page’s parallel. 
271

 E.g. Wyatt (2009: 169-173) instead argues that Isa. 14:4b-20, as a whole, is a satire of 
Canaanite royal ideology as evidenced in the apparent funerary rites of KTU 1.161, whereby it 
is held that a deceased monarch will be received into the company of the enthroned Rephaim in 
the netherworld. 
272

 7.4. 
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2.7.Conclusion 

I have suggested that the so-called ‘natural’ or ‘common sense’ dating of royal 

psalms – as contemporaneous with the Judahite monarchy – is indicative of 

little more than biblical scholars justifying their own cultural norms.  Those 

representations of the king which we now choose to call ‘the royal psalms’ are 

products of continual processes of development, transformation and 

metamorphosis of poetic representations of royal ritual, which rhetorically 

(re)present and (re)image textually the cultically performing king.273   

By contrast, the bulk of biblical texts outside the Psalms to be examined in this 

thesis, can probably be said, more specifically, to have been predominantly 

composed within the Persian or late Hellenistic eras.274  Even here though, the 

texts all vary in the ways in which they represent cultural memories of dynamic 

interactions of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in Israelite and 

Judahite royal ritual.  Wide ranging factors in the composition of texts would 

have affected the means by which scribes assimilated discursive and counter-

discursive cultural remembering of monarchy, which had developed in the 

shadow of the Achaemenid Empire and under the influence of trade in 

fetishised commodities with vassal states such as Tyre. 275   All the texts 

negotiate their own responses to these discourses.  They often do so through 

representations of the cosmically liminal space of the temple, the cosmically 

gigantic body of Yahweh, and the ‘shamanic’ body of the king who interacts with 

his patron deity and performs ritual mimesis of him.276  Royal women, too, 

though they have generally been sidelined in these debates, will evidence 

further diversity in such discursive interaction, upon analysis of representations 

of their ritual performance of heavenly ascent and netherworld descent in the 

Hebrew Bible.277   

With this diversity in mind, I will not attempt to define discrete ‘categories’ of 

ancient West Asian netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, but rather will 

compare ‘perspicuous’ features of descent and ascent in these passages with 
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 2.1. 
274

 2.2. 
275

 2.3. 
276

 2.3; 2.5. 
277

 2.5. 
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other biblical and extra-biblical texts and cultural artefacts.278  Similarly – rather 

than define general ‘categories’ of descent and ascent myths and decide into 

which ‘categories ‘various biblical myths fit or do not fit – I will try to illuminate 

the particular discursive and dynamic interactions of these motifs in each text, 

drawing on comparable representations of these motifs in order to illuminate 

both similarities and distinctions.279 

Representation of ritual in text is a powerful rhetorical tool, involving a compliant 

audience, especially where (as in the ancient world) it is ritually (re)presented in 

its development, teaching and ritualised performative public reading.  Textual 

representations of royal ritual netherworld descent and heavenly ascent 

therefore make real the enchanting power of culturally remembered Israelite 

and Judahite royals through their (re-)ritualised speech acts, and also through 

evoking a veritable pallet of sensory perceptions. Often, however, in these very 

representations, the vulnerability and disorderliness also inherent in this ritual 

power is exposed and made real, through subversion and reversals of royal 

descent and ascent rituals.280 
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 2.4; 2.5. 
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 2.6. 
280
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Chapter 3. Mountain Alighting and Cosmic Smiting: Royal 

Heavenly Ascent in Psalm 110 

3.1. Introduction 

Psalm 110:3 derived its language from the ancient West Asian myth of a king’s 

birth on a mountain at his investiture – according to Mowinckel,1 who was so 

often sceptical about the presence of myth in the Hebrew Bible. 2   A small 

number of later scholars have argued more unambiguously for heavenly ascent 

motifs in the psalm.3  Both the themes of netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent motifs are somewhat integrated in A.R. Johnson’s analysis of Psalm 

110, insofar as he suggests that the king’s exaltation follows his deliverance 

from the mouth of the netherworld during the ‘New Year festival.’4  Mowinckel 

and Johnson, though linking these psalms to heavenly ascent and netherworld 

descent motifs respectively, stop short of explicitly stating the king performs 

such ritual motifs in the psalm. 

I propose that notions of royal heavenly ascent are, indeed, compellingly 

evinced in the psalm.  Psalm 110 further stands out due to the extent of its 

depiction of the ascended king performing ritual subjugation of the cosmic 

forces of chaos.  These forces are portrayed, vaguely and ambiguously, as 

something akin to the whole mass of the earth’s military might.  I will suggest 

that it cannot be so confidently stated that these portrayals extend, in this 

psalm, to that of the king vanquishing the forces of the netherworld, nor to his 

descending to the netherworld to do so.  However, in the excursus appended to 

this chapter,5 I will show how the crafted poetic ambiguity may point towards 

this possibility – an extension of the imagery of the royal foe which is more 

conspicuously evinced in the psalms which will subsequently be analysed in this 

                                                           
1
 Mowinckel (1956: 62); cf. Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: 54-55), which is, however, couched amidst 
a ‘demythologising’ discussion of royal enthronement psalms (2004 [1962]: 50-61). 
2
 As discussed in 1.2. 

3
 Widengren (1950: 34); Wyatt (1996: 270-274; 2001: 7(24)); Barker (2003: 68-72); cf. Booij 

(1991:399-401). 
4
 A.R. Johnson (1967: 130-131), although he does not refer explicitly to ‘ascent,’ and of course 
is careful not to imply that an ‘actual’ netherworld descent has taken place (cf. 1.2). 
5
 2.8. 
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dissertation. 6   The case for heavenly ascent, also, nonetheless needs to 

address two major points of contention in the interpretation of the psalm. 

First, the pointed Hebrew text in verse 3 (and at other points in the psalm) 

differs considerably from the LXX.  Interpreting verse 3 is key to understanding 

how far mythic ascent motifs are present in the psalm.  Unlike the LXX, the 

Masoretic pointing – in this verse especially – effaces mythic motifs such as 

Yahweh begetting the king.  And yet, lectio difficilior, because the LXX reads 

more clearly than the MT, it is often held that the LXX tried to explain or to 

‘correct’ unclear Hebrew (both here and elsewhere in the psalm).7  Accordingly, 

most scholars favour the consonantal MT (making only relatively minor 

modifications),8 but many modify the pointing according to the LXX.9  Some 

scholars, however, believe it is speculative to deviate from ‘the text,’ and so 

retain the MT pointing in its entirety.10  It is not clear, though, exactly what pure 

‘text’ exists that should be retained, not least given that even the Masoretic 

manuscripts of Psalm 110 vary from  one another at points (even 

consonantally), in significant ways.11   

The differences between the versions may suggest that the textual (or oral-

literary) traditions informing the versions, may not have been monolithic, which 

would even further call into question the validity of assuming that contemporary 

readers can access ‘the text.’12   And yet this cannot be the full story, for it is – 

as I will argue – demonstrable that the Masoretes struggled with the ambiguities 

of the consonantal expressions of Ps. 110:3 (whether or not it existed in broadly 

identical versions), which appear to have been further complicated within their 

post-Talmudic contexts, and which influenced the choices they made in pointing 

                                                           
6
 Chapters 3-6. 

7
 F.L. Horton (1976: 26); Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 141); cf. Granerød (2010: 176-178) 

on v. 4b. 
8
 For example, Dahood (1968: 112-120); F.L. Horton (1976: 26); Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 

[2008]: 141); Allen (1983: 78-87); Rendsburg (1998); W.P. Brown (1998: particularly 93); Haney 
(2002: 113-129); Collins & Collins (2008: 16-19). 
9
 On problems with the MT in verse 3, especially the pointing, see particularly A.R. Johnson 

(1967: 131); J.T. Tournay (1991: 213-214); Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 141). 
10

 Rendsburg (1998: 549); Haney (2002: 113-114). 
11

 As I will discuss in 3.4, the Masoretic manuscripts vary, in verse 3, between בהדרי־קדש, lit. ‘in 
holy splendour / rooms’ (or, ‘in the splendour of my sanctuary,’ or ‘in my holy room’?) and 
 on holy mountains.’  Moreover, as I will discuss in 3.5, the Masoretic manuscripts‘ ,בהררי־קדש
differ on the first word of verse 5, with some writing אדני, ‘my lord,’ and some, יהוה, ‘Yahweh.’ 
12

 I am grateful to my external examiner, Professor Nick Wyatt, for pointing out to me that I had 
not sufficiently taken into account this possibility in the first submission of my dissertation. 
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the text.13  So I will generally favour the more ‘mythic’ LXX as a means to 

interpret the vocalisation of the MT consonants, instead of the MT pointing.14  

Still, there are – as I will argue – occasions in which both the MT and LXX seem 

to attest confusion over the vocalisations on the part of scribes, and in these 

instances exegetes simply have to make sense of the text as best they can.  In 

such instances, I will make use of the methods for comparison that I developed 

in Chapter 2. 

Second, as I will discuss, while most scholars understand Psalm 110 to have 

originated in the Judahite cult (either from a coronation or annual 

enthronement),15 this does not prevent motifs associated with royal heavenly 

ascent being interpreted by some as mere symbols.16  As discussed in Chapter 

2, however, ritual creates its own realities.17  So, when reified in text, ritual 

rhetorically makes anew the realities it (re)presents.  Speech acts and ritual 

praxis create realities, and it is such realities that texts which are presented as 

they are ritual texts represent and reify.  The ‘literal’/ ‘symbolic’ binary is 

senseless when applied to ritual or textually represented ritual: these are 

cultural media which, conversely, create ritual realities.  Indeed, the 

authoritative making real of ritual represented in text will be especially well 

demonstrated by the motifs in Psalm 110, because in its uncritical acceptance 

                                                           
13

 See 3.5.  The possibility that the MT is deliberately obscured, in order to limit its 
understanding to certain esoteric reading communities, is suggested by Barker (1987: 255-256; 
2003: 68-72; 2004:10.20); followed by Wyatt (1996: 270-274); cf. Gerstenberger (2001: 267).  
Without discussing the possible conscious motivations of the Masoretes, my argument in 3.5 is 
that they had contextual reasons for the changes they made: within their contemporary 
discourses it would have seemed obvious to many of them that the verse – though difficult and 
obscure – certainly could not refer to divine begetting.  Moreover, as discussed in 2.3, the oral-
literary production of texts complicates attempts to demonstrate direct scribal errors or 
deliberate changes in reproducing texts.  It is conceivable that changes in the vocalisation of the 
MT took place in oral processes.  It is, furthermore, possible that there was a degree in variation 
between their sources and those of the editors of earlier versions of Ps. 110:3, such as the LXX 
versions.  Nonetheless, as I will argue, cultural influence is discernable in the radical vocal 
changes evident in the MT, when their probable contexts are taken into consideration. 
14

 See, most recently, taking this approach Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 141). 
15

 For example, A.R. Johnson (1935: 109-110; 1967: 130-132); Hardy (1945); A. Cohen (1945: 
371); Mowinckel (1956: 62-67; 1962: 47); Weiser (1962 [1959]: 693); Cooke (1961: 203-204); 
Bowker (1967); Eaton (1976: 124-125); Emerton (1990: 100-101); Booij (1991: 401); J. Day 
(1996 [1992]: 88-92; 2004: 225-229); Nel (1996: 4); W.P. Brown (1998: 93); Reiling (1999: 560); 
Rodd (2001: 196); Hilber (2003; 2007); A. Curtis (2004: 218-219); Granerød (2010: 178-188); 
tentatively, Carr (2011: 387-388).  At some variance with this, Dahood (1968: 112) and Allen 
(1983: 83) understand the psalm to commemorate a Monarchic military victory.  Still earlier 
origins are proposed by Jefferson (1954). 
16

 As I will outline in 3.5. 
17

 Particularly 2.1; 2.5. 
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of the king’s triumphant ritual heavenly ascent, it offers precious little resistance 

to Bloch’s contention that ritual is an instrument of authoritarian control, which 

forces acceptance of its own speech acts on all its participants.18 

Throughout the discussion, comparisons will be drawn with Psalm 2.  Although 

interactions of motifs and of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent are 

especially striking in Psalm 110, a number of points of comparison with the 

depiction of enthronement in Psalm 219 will aid understanding of these motifs in 

Psalm 110. 

                                                           
18

 Bloch (1989: 19-45).  For a discussion of the theories Bloch develops in this essay, see 2.5. 
19

 Specific motifs will be compared throughout this chapter.  On Psalm 2 as a ‘coronation’ psalm 
see, for example, Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: 62-63); Eaton (1967: 31-34); Craigie (1983: 64-65; J. 
Day (1996 [1992]: 92); Gillingham (1998: 212-213); Hilber (2007).  For an alternative 
interpretation and Sitz im Leben, see Gerstenberger (1988: 45-49).  In general terms both 
enthronement psalms are presented as the speech act of a cultic prophet addressing a king – 
on Pss. 2 and 110 as ‘cultic prophecy,’ see 3.2).  



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

118 
 

3.2. Introducing Motif Structure in the Psalm 

 A prophetic oracle of Yahweh to my Lord… (Ps. 110:1a) 

The introductory formula describing the psalm as נאם, ‘a [prophetic] oracle’ (v. 

1),20 accords best with a picture of a cultic prophet addressing a monarch.21  In 

spite of changes in speech and the switching between first and third person 

(note especially the formula introducing divine speech in v. 4a) the oracular 

formula (v. 1a) nonetheless portrays the whole psalm as a single prophetic 

speech.22  Hilber has shown that neo-Assyrian oracles which are said to be 

from the mouth of a single prophet follow a similar structure to Psalm 11023 

                                                           
20

 See Gerstenberger’s assessment that נאם appears elsewhere almost exclusively in oracular 
prophetic contexts (2001: 264).  Cf. Hilber’s comparison of this introductory formula with those 
of Neo-Assyrian prophetic oracles (particularly Hilber 2003). 
21

 See Hilber’s comparative work (2003; also, 2005; 2007) between Neo-Assyrian prophecies 
(SAA 9) and royal psalms.  The long-standing contention that Psalm 110 involves to some 
extent a cultic prophet (Mowinckel 1956: 62; 2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 62-63; A.R. Johnson 1967: 
130; 1979: 81-83; F.L. Horton 1976: 27; Gerstenberger 2001: 64-65; A. Curtis 2004: 218; 
Granerød 2010: 174-176) seems vindicated up to a point in the light of Hilber’s work, although 
this does not rule out the text having been composed in the style of cultic prophecy or, more 
broadly, representing cultural memories of cultic prophecy – and it is as a reflection of cultural 
remembering of monarchic ritual that this psalm is of interest to the dissertation of this thesis.  
To qualify these remarks further at this point, as I clarify also below, to not the remarkable and  
parallels between many of the Neo-Assyrian court prophecies and biblical royal psalms – as 
demonstrated by a formidable body of scholarship, and especially by Hilber (2003; 2005; 2007) 
– is not claim direct literary dependence of the latter upon the former, or even that the two were 
broadly contemporaneous in origin.  Rather, it is to propose that the biblical literature bears 
sufficient similarities to the Neo-Assyrian prophecies that it may be considered to be of the sort 
of literary format which represents cultic prophetic speech. 

Detailed and considered cases for cultic prophets being personnel in the first temple 
were made by Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: 52-63) and A.R. Johnson (1962; 1979).  Whilst some 
contemporaneous scholars differed, claiming that prophecy and cult were antithetical (von Rad 
1962 [1957]: vol. 2, 51-52; J.G. Williams 1969), Mowinckel and Johnson demonstrated well that 
the Hebrew Bible depicts prophets working for the monarchic temple, especially in the Book of 
Jeremiah.  The Temple appears both to have condemned and legitimised certain prophets (Jer. 
29:24-28); and Jeremiah himself is from a priestly family (Jer. 1:1), and much of his work takes 
place within temple contexts (e.g. Jer. 26; 36:1-10).  Some more recent studies have asserted 
these associations of prophets with the first temple (e.g. Floyd 1992; Edelman 2010); while 
others have concluded that that the appointment of temple personnel was a development which 
followed Jerusalem coming under imperial control (so Blenkinsopp 1996: 222-226); or that the 
emergence of cultic prophecy was connected to the development of written prophecy (so 
Schaper 2005).  Of particular relevance to this thesis is Carroll’s argument (1989; cf. Edelman 
2010) that such instances of temple prophecy – indeed any biblical accounts of prophecy – may 
serve literary functions, so cannot be generalised to establish historic social norms.  In Psalm 
110, the prophetic voice functions within cultural discursive remembering of cultic prophecy. 
22

 Pace Briggs (1907: 376-378); Weiser (1962 [1959]: 693); R.J. Tournay (1967: 37); Dahood 
(1968: 113); A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 770); Eaton (1976: 124); Rowley (1950: 470-
472; 1976); J.T. Tournay (1991: 214); Gerstenberger (2001: 263-266); Haney (2002: 115-116); 
Terrien (2003: 751-753).   
23

 Hilber (particularly 2003: 355-356) on SAA 9, followed by Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 
141); Granerød (2010: 174-176).  Cf. SAA 9 as introduced and edited by Parpola (1997).  Nel 
(1996: 4-5) argues independently that the psalm is a single prophetic oracle. 
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(and, indeed, Psalm 2).24  The formulaic similarities between these bodies of 

literature are helpful in identifying the biblical psalms as indicative of cultic 

prophetic speech, even while a direct literary dependence cannot be 

demonstrated.25  The psalm therefore represents a court oracle, delivered by a 

prophet and addressed to a king.26  For this reason, I translate the psalm as a 

whole before discussing motifs of both netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent which dynamically interact with one another throughout. 

 

                                                           
24

 Ringgren (1983); Hilber (2003; 2007); cf. Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: 62-63). 
25

 See my methodologies for comparing ancient cultural artefacts, as set out in 2.4-2.5.  
26

 On the grounds that the psalm does not explicitly mention a king, Treves (1965:85-86) 
questions whether it is delivered to a king at all.  However, on the basis of all the royal motifs I 
will identify in 3.4 and 3.5, I suggest there is sufficient reason to consider the addressee a king.  
Treves’ argument is made in support of his general contention that the psalm is addressed to a 
Hasmonean ruler.  I am, to some extent, supportive of this argument (see 3.6), but Treves is 
mistaken in thinking this would mean the psalm would not be ‘royal’: it is not clear that there is 
any way in which the Hasmoneans did not consider themselves to be kings (or, for that matter, 
were not kings) and, moreover, if this psalm representing Davidic dynastic ritual was edited (or 
even composed!) within a Hasmonean context, then this would constitute strong evidence that 
the Hasmoneans were imitating the Davidic dynasty as they perceived it (see, further, 3.6). 
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3.3. Translation27 

  1b-d. ‘Sit by my right hand 

While
28

 I make your foe 

  A footstall for your feet.’ 

 2. The staff of your strength 

  Yahweh sends out from Zion. 

  Rule in the midst of your foe! 

 3. Authority is yours 

  At the day of your birth; 

 On holy mountains 

  From the womb of Dawn (משהר), 

  With the dew, I have begotten you. 

 4. Yahweh has sworn 

  And will not retract: 

 You are a priest forever 

  After the order
29

 of Melchi-Tsedek [= My King is Righteous]. 

 5. My Lord, at your right hand, 

Pulverises kings on the day of his wrath; 

6. He passes judgement on the nations, 

(They are piled up
30

 with corpses) 

Pulverising (מחץ) heads,
31

 

Upon the expanse of the earth. 

 7. He drinks from a wadi by the way
32

 

  Therefore he lifts up his head. 
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 There are multiple textual issues in the psalm, and those which are significant and which are 
not footnoted are discussed in 3.4 and 3.5. 
28

 It is not clear how עד should be rendered here, and this has been so throughout the history of 
Psalm 110’s reception.  For various alternative suggestions see Dahood (1968: 114); Rogerson 
& McKay (1977: 67); Haney (2002: 121); Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 141). 
29

 This – or a similar – translation of the hapax legomenon על־דברתי, is favoured by most 
scholars who, reading with the LXX’s κατατηνταξιν, treat it as having some sort of modal sense 
(for discussions, see for example Dahood 1968: 117; Allen 1983: 81-82; J.T. Tournay 1991: 
213; Haney 2002: 117; cf. English Bible translations: AV; NRSV; NIV etc.).   Thus future regents 
are to be of like manner to the modal of kingship identified with the Davidic ruler. Granerød 
(2010: 196-203) argues, on the basis of biblical use of the phrase על־דברי, that על־דברתי should 
be translated with a causal sense, such as ‘because of’ (see also Booij 1991: 402).  However, 
the usage of a similar phrase does not constitute sufficient support for disputing the more lucid 
language of the LXX.  Starbuck (1996: 155-156) suggests, alternatively, that the phrase is a 
corruption from baʿal dibrōty, ‘Lord of my command.’  Though an interesting possibility, this 
lacks evidence from within the text. 
30

 The Hebrew verb, מלא, is singular. 
31

 Reading, with the LXX and all the major English Bible translations, רוש as a collective plural 
(κεφαλας). 
32
 may be translated literally into French as en route (A.R. Johnson 1967: 132, n. 6), so בדרך 

does not necessarily denote a specified journey with a specified water source (pace Starbuck 
1996: 159). 
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3.4. Cosmic Smiting 

The king tramples and pulverises military enemies, but these represent more 

than the literal foes he is to face in battle.  Those who are a footstall for his feet 

(v. 1b) have often been understood as military enemies,33 and this motif is well-

attested in ancient West Asia, both in Egypt and Mesopotamia.34  In the Hebrew 

Bible, while it is Yahweh who generally presses enemies under foot (rather than 

the king, or military leaders),35 Joshua does order his captured enemies to be 

crushed under his warriors’ feet (Josh. 10:24; cf. also Isa. 51:23).36   

The foes who function as a footstall for the Davidic king’s feet in Ps. 110:1b are, 

however, something more than the defeated forces of an historic battle or 

battles.  This much is clarified in verse 2, in which מטה־עזך, the ‘staff of [the 

king’s] strength’, is brandished from Zion.  It has been suggested, variously, that 

the image is of Yahweh handing the staff to the king (as part of a coronation 

rite)37 or, alternatively, of Yahweh stretching out an item of regalia symbolising 

his world domination38 (Yahweh’s and/or that of the king).39  Given that the staff 

is moving out from Mount Zion,40  and that Zion and its temple are among 

mountainous spaces that can be considered the centre of the cosmos (and 

thereby the centre of Yahweh’s cosmic dominion),41 the latter suggestion is 

most relevant to the cosmic-geographical context.  Whilst Yahweh is therefore 

the subject of the verbal stretching out (שלך) of the מטה, ‘staff,’ this item of 

regalia – according to the second person possessive suffix – belongs to the 

king: ‘the staff of your strength’.  The image, then, is of the king stretching out 

his מטה (since it is the regalia with which he is adorned upon enthronement),42 

                                                           
33

 Leslie (1949: 101); Dahood (1970: 114-115); Buttenweiser (1969: 795); Allen (1983: 83). 
34

 See, for example, parallels listed by Dahood (1970: 114-115); Starbuck (1996: 143-144). 
35

 On this basis F.L. Horton (1976: 29) proposes that Yahweh is the trampler here as well.  
There is no need to harmonise this text consistently with the rest of the Hebrew Bible – 
especially since both Yahweh and humans are attested performing this behaviour in the Hebrew 
Bible (see next footnote).  In any case, I will argue below, and in 3.5, that the king performs 
mimesis of Yahweh in this text so, indeed, performs ‘god-like’ behaviours. 
36

 Haney (2002: 120). 
37

 A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 768-769); Rogerson & McKay (1977: vol. 3, 67); del Olmo 
Lete (1992: 154, n. 2). 
38

 A.R. Johnson (1967: 130, n. 6); F.L. Horton (1976: 29); Haney (2002: 116).  Eaton (1976: 
124) suggests it is stretched out as part of the coronation rite. 
39

 Haney (2002: 122). 
40

 Note the ablative מ in מציון, ‘from Zion.’ 
41

 Haney (2002: 116) points this out in this context.  As Zion and the temple as cosmic centre 
and dwelling place of Yahweh, see 1.3.1. 
42

 I discuss further images of the king’s enthronement in 3.5. 
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but he does so by the power of Yahweh.  This is reminiscent of Yahweh’s right 

hand and Moses’ staff both simultaneously being credited with extinguishing the 

Egyptian enemy in the waters. 43   The human figure, in both incidents, 

dominates the cosmic forces as well as subjugating military enemies, but in the 

cooperative role of instilling cosmic and military rule alongside Yahweh.  In 

stretching out the מטה, then, the king performs mimesis of Yahweh’s kingly 

rituals – namely rituals instilling cosmic and military control. 44   The king’s 

mimesis of Yahweh will be key to understanding his heavenly ascent rituals, in 

3.5. 

Indeed, the king performs subjugation of the battlefield enemies on a cosmic – 

rather than a specific historical – level.  Far from acting as the head of a minor 

Levantine city state, the psalm goes on to state that he  passes‘ , ידין בגוים

judgement on the nations’ and throws his dismembered foe down , ארץ־רבהעל  

‘on the expanse of the earth’ (v. 6).  Their objectified bodies therefore signify the 

entire mass of the possible global threat to the Davidic king’s society, and they 

are objectified with explicit and macabre language: they are pulverised (מחץ) in 

the specific loci of מלכים, ‘kings’ or רוש, ‘heads’45 (vv. 5.6) with the violent ironic 

ambiguity that רוש could refer to the smashing of ‘chiefs’ as well as the 

anatomical heads of their fighters.46 

And still the enemies whom the king ritually overpowers are not fully definable 

as even the full possible variety of the earth’s militia.  The resonances of 

Yahweh (and then Moses) ordering about the cosmic waters by means of the 

staff in the monarch’s action of extending the staff outwards (v. 2), along with 

the limitless expanse of his brutal rule (vv. 5-6), demonstrate his military 

enemies not only to be such, but also to signify the fullness of the cosmic chaos 

ever present as a threat to Yahweh and to his king and people.  For it is the 

very unknowability of these enemies – their unspecified and cosmically non-

localised identities, and the linguistic slippage from their anatomical human 

                                                           
43

 Wyatt (2005: 184-185) referring to Exod. 14:16.26; 15:1-8. 
44

 On Yahweh’s kingship and cosmic control of chaos, see 1.2.1. 
45

 On the pluralised rendering, see the footnotes to the translation in 3.3. 
46

 As Raabe (1991: 216-217) argues, the interpreter need not make a choice between ‘chief’ 
and ‘heads’ if poetic ambiguity is a part of the Hebrew text.  LXX also preserves the ambiguity of 
heads and (figure)heads (to draw a parallel with a similar ambiguity in English), rendering 
κεφαλας. 
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heads to their ‘heads’ of their armies – which makes them all the more a 

menace47 that calls for exercise of power in bringing about their defeat:  

You don’t know [who] the actual [enemy] is, but you know there is one, and it is 

that knowing which inflames your imagination and scares you.48 

This space of fear is no smaller than the circumference of all possible military 

threats, and it is into this space that the king’s ‘shamanic’ body steps, in a ritual 

defence including the fantastic ritual reality that their totality is defeated.  His 

ritual body mimics that of Yahweh.  He does not smite his foe as an end in itself, 

for in doing so he also mimics Yahweh’s quelling of cosmic chaos. 

Psalm 2 contains motifs similar to the foregoing.  In Ps. 2:6 the king is also 

enthroned on the holy mountain Zion ( הר־קדשי על־ציון ), from which position of 

ascent he, too, proceeds to smash the nations with an item of royal regalia: the 

 sceptre’ (v. 9).  Gerstenberger, resisting the dominant opinion that Psalm‘ ,שבט

2 is a coronation psalm, 49  sees this action as an eschatological messianic 

aspiration, as opposed to a coronation rite: 

… the ideology of world domination seems strangely out of place in any Israelite 

historical context, an observation that is stressed by all the commentators.50 

However, the king’s action is not ‘historical’ in the sense in which Gerstenberger 

seems sceptically to be using the word (i.e. corresponding to monarchic-era 

historical realities, as contemporary scholarship understands them).  Rather, the 

action, again, represents a ritual reality: the psalm reifies and claims to replicate 

a speech act establishing the king’s domination of the whole earth – to its very 

mythical bounds, denoted by the king’s dominion extending to אפסי־ארץ, ‘the 

ends of the earth’ (Ps. 2:8)51 - in the reality created by and for ritual participants.  

                                                           
47

 Cf. Haney’s argument (2002: 128-129) on the ambiguity of enemies in Ps. 110.  
48

 Taussig (2008: 106); see further 1.3.1. 
49

 3.1. 
50

 Gerstenberger (1988: 48). 
51

 If the proposal by Terrien (2003: 84) that אפסי־ארץ, ‘extremity of the earth’ (Ps. 2:8) refers to 
Zion, then the psalm would state that the holy mountain is given as the king’s possession, 
suggesting cosmic domination through his ritual ‘shamanic’ body politic.  While Becking, in his 
study of the term (1999b), notes that in other ancient West Asian and Mediterranean cultures, 
he extremities of the earth have ‘mythical’ connotations of chaos-waters, he also states that ‘in 
the OT, the ‘ends of the earth do not have a mythological bias’ (1999b: 301).  However, the ‘two 
rivers’ motif applied to Yahweh – and sometimes to the king – is employed in the Hebrew Bible 
in order to suggest ritual control extending to the limina with the waters of cosmic chaos (as I 
argue in 6.3.1 and 7.4), and so it is not implausible that ‘ends of the earth’ could also have this 
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So, also, Psalm 110 extends the Davidic monarch’s ordering ritual power over 

the nations and, indeed, over the entire cosmos.  The represented ritual reality 

is cosmic control wielded by the king’s ‘shamanic’ ritual body. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
sense in biblical texts, especially given the similar topography inherent in this phrase: that is the 
furthest reaches of the cultural international mindscape. It also possible that the phrase could 
refer to the extremities of the netherworld, being in parallel with the speech act proclaiming the 
kings possession of the גוים, ‘nations’ of the earthly realm (on ארץ as a word for the netherworld 
see 6.4.3).  
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3.5. Mountain Alighting: Royal Heavenly Ascent Motifs 

From the outset, the oracle is situated in a space of heavenly ascent in which 

the king performs ritual mimesis of Yahweh, who orders him to שב לימיני, ‘Sit at 

[his] right hand’ (v. 1).  There are representations across ancient West Asia of 

the king sitting beside his patron deity.52  So (whether it is envisaged that the 

king sits beside the Ark of the Covenant in the Jerusalem temple’s sanctuary,53 

or on Yahweh’s throne in that same space)54 this represents more than a mere 

symbol or mere metaphor for their close relationship. 55   Rather Yahweh 

commands the king to take a position which will index his share in divine rule.  

This is, at least, analogous to Solomon sitting on Yahweh’s throne at his 

coronation (1 Chron. 29:23).56 

 

From this divine space, the king’s morphing into Yahweh’s likeness is imaged in 

additional ways to that of his performing mimesis of Yahweh’s subjugation of 

chaos.  There is also a playful poetic ambiguity about the king’s naming in 

verses 1 and 5.  First the king is addressed by יהוה, ‘Yahweh’ as אדני, denoting 

‘my lord’ (v. 1), but אדני can also denote the divine name. In verse 5 it is unclear 

whether the narrative voice of the ‘cultic prophet’ is now addressing the king or 

Yahweh, and it is consequently uncertain which one is called אדני, ‘my lord,’ and 

is thereby pummelling the nations.57  (The informal Masoretic pointing in verse 

1, and formal Masoretic pointing in verse 5 would suggest it refers to the king in 

the former verse and Yahweh in the latter verse but, as I argue below, the 

Masoretic pointing in verse 5 may be unreliable.)  Most commonly, it is held that 

 in verse 5 must refer to Yahweh, acting as a warrior deity58 - perhaps giving אדני

                                                           
52

 Such Egyptian iconography includes Pharaoh Horemheb sitting to the right of Horus (Booij 
1991: 396, n. 2) and an image in the temple of Ramses II of Pharaoh sitting beside Re, Amun 
and Ptah (Hossfeld & Zenger 2011 [2008]: 147, pl. 1).  The Neo-Assyrian kings are to rule from 
Ninurta’s lap in SAA 1.10.19 (Hilber 2003: 356). 
53

 So A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 768); Terrien (2003: 752) 
54

 So Wyatt (2001: 207). 
55

 Pace Allen (1983: 80); Terrien (2003: 752). 
56

 Wyatt (2001: 207). 
57

 The switch from between addressees is a feature of neo-Assyrian prophecy in the royal cult 
(Hilber 2003; 2005; 2007), so not surprising in this psalm which, I have argued, represents the 
speech acts of a prophet in the royal cult (3.2).  For an extended discussion of the problem of 
the identity of the subject of verses 5-6, see Granerød (2010: 174-176). 
58

 Among those in favour of the action being Yahweh’s are Treves (1965: 67); A.A. Anderson 
(1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 771); Mettinger (1976: 264); Allen (1983: 86); Booij (1991: 403-404); Haney 
(2002: 115-116); A. Curtis (2004: 219); Hossfeld and Zenger (2011 [2008]: 143). 
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military assurances to the king, as similarly attested in Egyptian texts.59  This 

argument, however, goes beyond the spatial dimensions of the text: it has 

already been stated that the regent (called אדני) is at the right hand of Yahweh 

(v. 1), and in verse 5 the ritual actor referred to as אדני is still at the right hand.  

It is therefore most likely that אדני in verse 5 refers, again, to the king.  It 

appears scholars have been uncomfortable with the ambiguity and confusion of 

the king’s identity, as he takes on aspects of Yahweh’s identity in a being 

designated by a name often applied to Yahweh, and in sharing with Yahweh the 

duties of maintaining cosmic order.  Ostensibly, discomfort with the psalm has 

been expressed as objection to the triumphal destruction of the king’s enemies: 

It is an Oriental picture… unattractive but thoroughly understandable in the 

primitive times from which the psalm comes.60 

Few would doubt that the twentieth century academy was conscious and fearful 

of the presence of violence in Modernity, and that this was retrojected into a 

notion of ‘primitivity.’61  And yet biblical scholars of the twentieth century may 

well have been reacting to the supposedly primitive and irrational ‘mythological’ 

idea of the king taking on the characteristics of a god.  So Treves claims that in 

verse 5 the king and Yahweh have changed places, and airily dismisses this 

supposed inconsistency – as well as the supposed inconsistency that Yahweh 

is now אדני even though he and the king were distinguished as יהוה and אדני 

respectively in the first verse – as down to the poet’s lack of skill.62  That the 

king is twice addressed as אדני, thereby subjugating the forces of cosmic 

                                                           
59

 Starbuck (1996: 157-158). 
60

 Leslie (1949: 101).  Similarly Buttenweiser (1969:  794-795) describes the psalm as 
‘overrated’ and remarks that vv. 5-6 relate the crushing of the enemies with ‘delight.’ 
61

 Whilst imagery of divinely-sanctioned crushing of human enemies is probably rare now and 
can accordingly be othered, the motif of crushing monstrous forces under foot – which also 
seems present in the psalm - has persisted in the New Testament (e.g. God is to put Satan 
under his feet (Romans 16:20)) and in Western Christian iconography of St Michael and St 
George treading down the dragon (see 1.2).  That post-enlightenment societies construct 
sacred spheres to carefully conceal violence was argued by Girard (1977 [1972]: 20-27) and, 
indeed, the wide popularity and influence in the twentieth century academy of works arguing 
that original acts of violence were the foundation of cultural institutions (e.g. Hubert & Mauss 
1964 [1898]; Frazer 1933 [1922]; Girard 1977 [1972]; Burkert 1983 [1972]) is indicative of the 
uncomfortable awareness of that existed of human tendencies towards violence, among 
academics who would at the same time freely speak of ‘primitive’ people.  The tension to 
sacralise vicious blame for suffering has not left the cultures of Christian commentators – an 
issue with which Gerstenberger (1982: 67-68) wrestles, in the light of these tendencies in the 
Psalms. 
62

 Treves (1965: 87). 
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disorder in the manner of a storm deity, 63  is not even entertained as a 

possibility.64  If Yahweh were the intended subject of verses 5-6, it would follow 

more logically if he were referred to by the Tetragrammaton again, in order to 

distinguish him from the king, as is the case in Verse 1.65  It is bad exegesis, not 

bad poetry, which dismisses uncomfortable aspects of the psalm by reference 

to its ‘primitivity’ or bad poetry. 

 

The ritual space of the king’s ascent to a seat beside Yahweh is given first as 

 Zion’ (v. 2),66 before the location is given another name (v. 3c).  The MT' ,ציון

manuscripts are not unanimous on the latter. The locale is either  , בהדרי־קדש

literally ‘in holy rooms’;67 or בהררי־קדש, ‘on holy mountains.’68  בהדרי־קדש can be 

understood as referring to an ascent to the divine assembly if, following the 

LXX’s rendering of קדש as ἀγιων, ‘holy ones’ (the LXX presumably reading 

’.one renders with Barker and Wyatt, ‘courts of the Holy Ones ,(קדשים 69  

However, בהררי־קדש is supported in Symmachus and Jerome,70 and the resh 

was likely modified to dalet – perhaps not merely because of their 

interchangability, but also as an ‘interpretative relecture’ of the sort that appear 

to be present in the LXX version of verse 3.71  There is perhaps uncertainty as 

to how the ritual stage could be two mountains. 72   The LXX also may 

demonstrate relecture in its pluralisation, perhaps achieving a clear 

                                                           
63

 For further arguments in favour of the king being the subject of verses 5-6, see Wyatt (2005: 
179, n. 80) and see also the discussion below. 
64

 A further example of the reluctance to accept that the king’s characteristics merge with those 
of Yahweh is Mowinckel’s statement that ‘Even in Ps. 110 where the king sits on Yahweh’s own 
throne and at his right hand, a clear distinction is made between Yahweh and the king’ 
(Mowinckel 2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 59).  And yet the distinction is not so ‘clear,’ given that, as I 
have illustrated, scholars are in disagreement as to whether verses 5-7 refer to Yahweh or the 
king or – at different points – both. 
65

 My thanks to Rebekah Welton for pointing this out to me. 
66

 For further discussion of the significance of the Zion location, in comparison with Psalm 2, 
see 3.4. 
67

 Or, ‘in the splendour of the sanctuary’ (Wyatt 1996: 270); or ‘in my splendid sanctuary’? 
68

 Supported by Allen (1983: 80); Booij (1991: 398); Collins & Collins (2008: 17); Hossfeld & 
Zenger (2011 [2008]: 142). 
69

 Wyatt (1996: 271); Barker (2003: 73).  This is also sometimes taken as referring to the 
splendour of holiness (Starbuck 1996: 152; W.P. Brown 1998: 96; cf. AV).  Rendsburg (1998: 
551) translates ‘In the manifestation of holiness.’  A further alternative would be to follow the 
LXX’s λαμ  οτη ιν τον α γιων, and to translate more directly with ‘in holy splendour,’ or with 
similar alternative renderings (cf. AV; W.P. Brown 1998: 96; Rendsburg 1998: 551). 
70

 W.P. Brown (1998: 96, n. 21). 
71

 Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 141), and see my basic outline of the differences between 
the versions (3.2). 
72

 This can be a point of disclarity, at any rate, for modern exegetes (e.g. Haney 2002: 210). 
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personification with the phrase, through introducing   αγιων.  And yet בהררי־קדש 

is comprehensible enough (even while the biblical scholar ponders how the king 

could be situated on more than one mountain, spread-eagled beyond Zion) if 

understood in the light of Syrian and Anatolian impressions of the storm deity 

with feet astride two mountains.73  Some of these impressions depict the king 

slaying a serpent beneath the mountains.74  In Psalm 110, then, the king’s entry 

into the cosmically liminal space of the holy mountain, in the temple sanctuary 

on Zion, incorporates his body into the cosmic space of the two mountains, in 

which he performs mimesis of Yahweh’s subjugation of cosmic chaos.75  The 

motif of Yahweh giving birth to the king, attested in verse 3,76 provides further 

demonstration of relationships between netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent motifs.  Before proceeding to draw these links, I outline my reasons for 

translating the verse with ubiquitous birthing imagery. 

The grammatically problematic and otherwise unattested opening clause of 

verse 3aα reads ַעמָך נִָדבֺת 'your people are willing/ness’,77 and as such could 

refer to the people coming to the king’s aid in a military context.78  Grammatical 

issues (and, moreover, the question as to why ‘the people’ are mentioned here 

but nowhere else in the psalm)79 are resolvable, however, by appeal to the LXX 

which apparently understood the phrase to be vocalised ׅעְמָך נְׅדבֺת, ‘authority is 

yours’, rendering μετα  ου ᾑ α   η, ‘authority/ initiative is yours.’ 80   The 

                                                           
73

 Williams-Forte (1983); Dijkstra (1991). 
74

 Williams-Forte (1983: particularly 28. Figs 10.11, cf. figs 1.2).  As I will discuss in 8.3, Wyatt 
(2010: 71) proposes that the ‘two mountains’ imagery plays a part in Joash and Josiah’s 
coronations, apparently on one of the pillars of Jachin and Boaz (2 Kgs 11:14; 24:3).  However, 
as I will argue also in 8.3, the imagery in 2 Kings 11 and 24 plays a very different discursive 
function to the imagery in Psalm 110.  In Psalm 110, the cosmological space of the two 
mountains seems to be located in the temple sanctuary, whilst the narrative constraints of 2 
Kings 11 and 24 necessitate a shift to an alternative space. 
75

 I am indebted to my supervisor, Francesca Stavrakopoulou, for originally suggesting to me 
that the ‘two mountains’ motif may be at play in Ps. 110:3. 
76

 This motif is discussed, in detail, below. 
77

 This apparently awkward construction (Hossfeld & Zenger 2011 [2008]: 142-143) may, 
according to Haney (2002: 123-124), not be entirely unique, as he identifies similarities with the 
usage of the root נדב (which often refers to willing actions) in Jud. 5:2 (בהתנדב עם, ‘the people 
willingly offered themselves’) and Jud. 5:9 (המנתנדבים עם, ‘the people willingly offering 
themselves’).  Despite the conjunction of נדב and עם, however, the clauses in Judges 5 are very 
different to that of Ps. 110:3: their hithpael verbal tenses explicitly indicate the ‘voluntariness’ of 
the people, whereas in the verse under discussion נדב is simply a noun, with none of the verbal 
sense of acting willingly. 
78

 So Treves (1965: 89); A. Curtis (2004: 218). 
79

 A problem noted by Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 142-143). 
80

 BHS, followed by Booij (1991: 398); Starbuck (1996: 149); Wyatt (1996: 271); Eaton (2003: 
518).  For an alternative suggestion for re-pointing, see A.R. Johnson (1967: 131, n. 3).  The 
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construction would then refer to the king’s high status – which would be 

appropriate not just for a represented coronation, but also if the motif of the 

king’s birth to Yahweh and the concomitant conferral of Yahweh’s fatherhood of 

the king is present in this verse (a matter to be addressed shortly).  The LXX’s 

reading of the clause as suggesting the king’s nobility is more reliable than that 

of the Masoretes since, as I will show, this is the first of several incidences in 

the verse where their pointing has avoided giving the impression that Yahweh 

gives birth to the king. 

The MT and LXX are roughly unanimous on the subsequent clause (v. 3b), both 

rendering with a sense of ‘day of strength’ (so MT reads ילךח  as ך  ח    your‘ , יל 

might’ and LXX seems also to recognise this vocalisation).  A.R. Johnson, 

however, suggests re-vocalising  ׅיְלָךח , ‘your birth.’81   If Johnson’s reading is 

judged plausible, this would provide the occasion for the conferral of noble 

status in the initial parallel clause.82  If the LXX’s reading of the immediately 

preceding עמך נדבת is also preferred,83  this sense of authority would be in 

parallel with the sense of strength.  Johnson’s emendation would also achieve a 

parallel with the use of the root ילד for ‘begetting’ in v. 3bγ, if this understanding 

of 3bγ for which I will argue, below, is correct.  This parallelism between the root 

 as strength also appears in Isa. 45:10.84  On חיל as ‘begetting’ and the root ילד

balance, then, the emendation suggesting that this clause also refers to birth is 

the most probable reading. 

The fourth clause (3bβ) is especially problematic.  That there is apparently a 

mem particle before each of the successive nouns רחם, ‘womb’ and שחר (‘dawn’ 

or ‘shahar’=dawn deity) 85  has resulted in abundant theories as to how the 

                                                                                                                                                                          
sense in the LXX’s α   η, as Wyatt (1996: 270) and Botha (2014: 401), point out, may be one of 
‘beginning’ – a reading supported in the Syriac of the Peshitta (Botha 2014: 401).  Or, perhaps, 
as my alternative rendering suggests, the LXX and Syr. understand the king to be ascribed 
authority in the sense of original (or ‘divine’) initiative. 
81

 A.R. Johnson (1967: 131, n. 4), followed by Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 142). 
82

 The emendation must contend with the fact that both the MT and LXX appear to have 
perceived the same alternative vocalisation, even though they both read much of the verse very 
differently.  Then again, options for vocalisations are finite. 
83

 See above. 
84

 A.R. Johnson (1967: 131, n. 4). 
85

 I discuss, below, the relationships between ׁשהר as ‘dawn’ and as a ‘dawn’ deity.  Scholars 
generally understand Shahar at Ugarit to be the deity identified with the dawn – more 
specifically the morning star.  On Shahar, see Parker (1999a) and, for more detailed discussion 
and further references, see 7.3 and 7.4.  
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Hebrew grammar should be understood in order to achieve an unproblematic 

translation, but none entirely succeeds, and neither does the LXX interpret it 

unproblematically. 86   However, it may simply be that the second mem is 

erroneous, whether by dittography87 or by an error in the oral process of the 

text’s production.88  It is adequate, therefore, to continue to read ‘from the womb 

of Shahar/the dawn’89 (albeit Shahar may not ever have been viewed as a 

feminine or androgynous deity).90  So the king is understood to emerge from the 

‘womb’ of the dawn or of the deity Shahar. I will discuss what this reading may 

imply, once I have examined the textual issues in the final clause (v. 3bγ).  

The first problem with 3bγ is the introduction of לך טל, ‘there is dew for you,’ 

which does not bear any explicit relation to the rest of the verse, perhaps 

accounting for its omission in the LXX.  Various emendations of the MT’s 

consonants have been suggested91 but, regardless of whether or not they are 

                                                           
86

 The LXX reads   ο εω φο ου, ‘towards the morning star,’ on which grounds W.P. Brown 
(1998: 93-94.96) takes the mem as a directional preposition, thereby translating ‘towards the 
dawn.’  Such use of the mem is possible (cf. Num. 32:21), as Haber (2010) argues.  
Nonetheless, the focus of the verse (demonstrable by the rest of the birthing imagery) is on the 
generation of the king and – as I will argue in 7.3 and 7.4 – Shahar seems to play a role in the 
generation the unnamed king in Isa. 14:12, as proclaimed in ritual speech acts, whilst Shahar’s 
dusk ‘counterpart’ Shalem seems to have been related in biblical narratives to the generation of 
both Solomon and Absalom.  I would argue, therefore, that it is more likely in the context of Ps. 
110:3 that the king emerges from Shahar (or from the dawn) as opposed to moving towards it.  
An alternative explanation is that משחר makes for a hapax legomenon, as an alternative 
construction for ‘dawn’ (Allen 1983: 80; Rendsburg 1998: 550), but the lack of any other 
attestation makes this claim difficult to establish in the context of such a heavily contested 
verse. Rendsburg (1983: 358; 1998: 549-550) understands םחמר  as a term for ‘rain.’  His 
argument rests on supposed parallelism between ‘rain’ and ‘youth’ – the latter being his 
rendering of ילדתיך in the final clause (v. 3e).  However, the rendering ‘youth’ follows the 
Masoretic pointing of ילדתיך which, as I will argue below, is highly unreliable; furthermore, as I 
have argued above, there are good reasons from Hebrew parallelism elsewhere, in the case of 
the vocalisation of ילדתיך, to reject that of the MT. 
87

 So BHS; Cooke (1961: 220.221); A.R. Johnson (1967: 131, n. 6); McKay (1970: 458); F.L. 
Horton (1976: 25); Collins & Collins (2008: 17-18). 
88

 I would suggest, very tentatively indeed, that the mem might have been added as a 
colloquialism in the process of the oral-literary development of the poem (on the probable oral-
literary development of biblical texts, see 2.5). There is already, in the two words of the clause, 
a satisfying alliteration of רח and חר, and extension of both the duo-syllabic words with a 
prefixed mem lends the clause greater euphonic quality. 
89

 With, for example, A.R. Johnson (1967: 131); Mettinger (1976: 264); Nel (1996:3-4); 
Gerstenberger (2001: 265); Haney (2002: 113); Terrien (2003: 752); Collins & Collins (2008: 
17). 
90

 The idea that the womb of the deity Shahar is here in view is called into question because – 
in spite of McKay (1970: 456-460), followed by W.G.E. Watson (1980: 334-335) among others, 
having put forward strong arguments that the masculine noun שהר could also refer to a female 
west Semitic deity in the Hebrew Bible – some scholars continue to view the feminisation of 
Shahar as implausible (see, for example Wyatt 1996: 226-228; tentatively, Parker 1999a).  
91

 It is suggested that the text may have become corrupted from an original כטל, ‘like/as dew’, 
because Yahweh gives birth to the dew (טל) in Job 38:28-29 (BHS; Starbuck 1996: 150-151; 
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accepted, it can at least be said that dew is in some wise involved with – or 

present at – the king’s birth.  The clause may be rendered ‘like the dew’ or ‘with 

the dew’,92 neither of which impact upon the fuller interpretation of the verse 

which I give below.  

Finally, the last word of the verse (3bδ), ילדתיך, is pointed יְַלֻדֶתיָך, 'your youth'; 

whereas the LXX’s ʾεξεγεννη α  ε reads it as though pointed יְׅלְדׅתיָך, ‘I have 

begotten you’, along with the Syr. and Secunda.93  Accordingly, most scholars 

read with the LXX.94  It is, indeed, this pointing that is used for יְׅלְדׅתיָך in Ps. 2:7 

when Yahweh proclaims that he has begotten the king – in a context resembling 

that of the king in Ps. 110:3, insofar as the king is on the ritual space of holy 

mount Zion, where he performs mimesis of Yahweh’s subjugation of chaos.95 

Taken together, this forms my translation (also given above) thus: 

 3. Authority is yours 

  At the day of your birth; 

 On holy mountains 

  From the womb of Dawn96 (שחר), 

  With the dew, I have begotten you. 

In the introduction to this chapter,97 I noted that among some scholars there is 

resistance to making any emendation to the Hebrew ‘text’ (whatever that 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Wyatt 1996: 271; Hossfeld & Zenger 2011 [2008]: 142; Wiggins 2008: 135-138) – the Joban 
verses provides parallels to Ps. 110:3 in other ways, which I will discuss below, and there is 
good reason to accept this resolution to the apparently distorted Hebrew syntax.  Alternatively, 
Booij (1991: 398) suggests corruption in the medial letters from an original למשל, ‘as a ruler’ or 
‘to rule.’  Cooke (1961: 221-222) proposes retaining the consonants and division, but reading לך 
as the imperative of הלך, ‘Go forth as the dew’ – this relies on supplying a כ, but Cooke believes 
this may have been implicit, so did not need to be added. 
92

 See the previous footnote. 
93

 For a summary of the differences in the versions, see Booij (1991: 397-398). 
94

 E.g. A.R. Johnson (1967: 131, n. 7); F.L. Horton (1976: 25); Booij (1991: 397-398); Nel (1996: 
3-4); J. Day (1998: 82-83); Starbuck (1996: 149); Wyatt (1996: 271); W.P. Brown (1998: 94-95); 
A. Curtis (2007: 55-56); Collins & Collins (2008: 17); Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 142).  
Some scholars do follow the Masoretic pointing over the Greek (Gunkel 1998 [1933]: 111; 
Dahood 1970: 116; Allen 1983: 81; J.T. Tournay 1991: 213; Rendsburg 1998: 549-550; Haney 
2002: 209-210).   
95

 The resemblance between Pss. 2:7 and 110:3, as two verses referring to birthing from the 
father-deity, was recognised early on in the reception of these psalms – see Botha (2014) on 
the links drawn between these two verses by Ephrem of Syria, and other interpreters in the 
early Syrian church 
96

 Dawn is capitalised, ׁשהר being a proper name for dawn itself, albeit probably not for the deity, 
as I am arguing. 
97

 3.1. 
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means).  So, before making suggestions as to how the images in the verse 

interact with one another and contribute to understanding the dynamics of 

motifs of heavenly ascent and chaos subjugation throughout the psalm, I draw 

attention to some likely contextual reasons for the excising of the king’s birth 

from the MT, which scholars have overlooked and which suggest that the MT is 

not a reliable witness to how this difficult verse ought to be vocalised. 

Hossfeld and Zenger have recently offered the explanation that Psalm 110 was 

given a more militaristic tone by redactors, in order to cohere the text to the 

‘trilogy’ of Psalms 108-110 which expressed programmatic ‘post-exilic’ 

restoration, with a new David-figure.98  The king’s birth, they argue, was judged 

too mythical.99  However, several of the textual issues discussed above relate to 

the choices made in the versions concerning vocalisation of words and phrases 

which could be associated either: (A) with the king’s military achievements; or 

(B) with his birth:  

(A) ַעְמָך ְנָדבֺת ‘Your people are 
willing/ness’ 
(being the armies of the king) 

(B) ִעְמָך ְנדבֹת, ‘Authority is yours’ 
(‘authority’ being bequeathed upon 
the king’s birthing by – and 
sonship of – Yahweh) 

MT LXX 

 

(A) ְבי֗ום ֵחיֶלָך, ‘on the day of your 
strength/power’ 

(B) ְבי֗ום ִהיְלָך, ‘on the day of your 
birth’100 

MT; LXX  

 

(A) יְַלֻדֶתיָך, ‘your youth’ (B) יְִלִדִתיָך, 'I have begotten you’ 

MT LXX (also Syr. and Secunda) 

So, out of three phrases in the verse which could be vocalised to be suggestive 

either of the king’s sonship of Yahweh or his marshalling of his forces, the LXX 

twice favours birthing imagery (closely supported by the Syr.),101 whereas the 

MT does not do so at all.  For the context of the MT’s obscuring of birthing 

                                                           
98

 Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 142.146.149). 
99

 Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 142).  My thanks to Dr Philip J. Botha, for pointing out the 
significance of this to me. 
100

 An emendation suggested by A.R. Johnson (1967: 131, n. 4). 
101

 See, Botha (2014: 403-404), who argues that the closeness of the LXX and the Syr. in their 
readings of Psalm 110:3, suggests there was a proto-MT version of the verse which referred 
clearly to the birth of the king by Yahweh. 
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motifs in the pointing of ילךח ,עמך נדבת , and ילדתיך it is necessary to look much 

later than do Hossfeld and Zenger – to the time of the Masoretes themselves. 

The extent to which Jewish biblical interpretation was formed in conflict with 

Christianity before the famous anti-Christian polemic of the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries is unclear.102  Earlier anti-Christian interpretation was probably less 

explicit,103 although early Christian interpreters readily criticised Jewish readers 

who did not perceive certain Christian doctrines concerning Jesus in Psalm 

110.104  What is known is that by the eleventh to thirteenth centuries Rashi and 

R. David Kimchi, among others, openly denounced Christian readings of Psalm 

110.105   Kimchi criticised Christian scholars for understanding Ps. 110:3 as 

referring to Jesus’ birth from the womb and to Jesus’ sonship of Yahweh.  

Furthermore, Kimchi protested against Christians reading the vocalisation of 

 supposed in the Vul. (as well as the LXX), rather than following the עמך

Masoretic vocalisation. 106   Though from a later context than that of the 

Masoretes, 107  Kimchi’s arguments show that the Masoretic vocalisations of 

words referring to birth in the LXX contradicted Christian opinions that the verse 

referred to Jesus’ birth.  Given that the use of Psalm 110 as anti-Jewish polemic 

dates back to the Talmudic period, 108  it is not unlikely that the Masoretic 

reception of Psalm 110 would have taken place in a context in which there was 

a sharp Jewish-Christian dichotomy in its interpretation, before the appearance 

of the anti-Christian rabbinic polemic of the Medieval era.109 This does not mean 

that the Masoretes intentionally excised references to Yahweh’s birthing in the 

verse.  The muddled nature of the consonantal Hebrew, and the apparent need 

                                                           
102

 See Rosenthal (1960); Gillingham (2008a: 83-87). 
103

 See, for example, Visotzky (1990) on critiques of Christian theology in Leviticus Rabbah. 
104

 So, for example, Isaac of Syria’s interpretation of Psalm 110 in which, as Botha 
demonstrates (2014), he claims that David calls Jesus ‘Lord’; thus, Isaac argues, Jewish 
interpreters had failed to take notice of David’s Messianic prophecy that Jesus was the Messiah 
and Son of God.  
105

 Rosenthal (1960). 
106

 Rosenthal (1960: 131-132). 
107

 Although little is known about the Masoretic scholars, such Masoretic tasks as the pointing of 
Hebrew in the Tanaach are associated chiefly with Tiberius, and understood to have taken 
place between the eighth century CE and the first half of the tenth century CE (I. Yeivin 1980: 
131-144).  That is, these editorial processes probably took place in the post-Talmudic period; 
and also prior to the period of explicit Jewish critiques of Christian readings of the Psalms (on 
which, see Berlin 2013). 
108

 For a discussion and references to a range of Patristic theologians (though with particular 
focus on Ephrem the Syrian), see Botha (2014). 
109

 On which, more generally, see Berlin (2013). 
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for interpretative relecture in the LXX, suggests that the meaning of Ps. 110:3 

had been unclear for many centuries.  In having to make a decision about the 

‘meaning’ of a difficult verse, the cultural and discursive semiotics of Masoretic 

scholars working on it did not even permit the possibility that it might refer to 

Yahweh giving birth to a human being,110  and so ‘common sense’ dictated 

finding alternatives to vocalisations that referred to such a thing.   

Further support can be offered from Kimchi’s counter-Christian interpretation of 

Psalm 110 for the argument that the Masoretic pointing of the psalm is, for 

contextual-discursive reasons, not always reliable. His reading coheres with 

another choice the MT makes in vocalising the two appearances of אדני: the 

informal אדֺנִי, i.e. ‘my lord [king]’ (v. 1) and אדֺנָי, i.e. ‘my lord [Yahweh] (v. 5).  

The LXX, conversely, makes no distinction, rendering both appearances of the 

word κυ ιος, ‘L/lord.’  This suggests that the Masoretic vocalisations of these 

words, too, may emanate from counter-Christian discourse; even though, as I 

have already outlined, historical-critical commentators have tended to accept 

them.  Kimchi contends that Christians wrongly claim אדני in verse 1 refers to 

Jesus as God, because this is to read it as though pointed with a qamats even 

though its pointing in ‘all the books from east to west’ is informal. 111   The 

Masoretic vocalisation, on the one hand, of אדני in verse 1, then, ensured that 

the kingly or messianic figure addressed would not appear to be divine.  On the 

other hand, the Masoretes’ formalised vocalisation of the word in verse 5 

ensured that it was Yahweh, rather than a human with divine characteristics, 

who was harrowing the forces threatening disorder. This figure was thus 

unambiguously made to be Yahweh, rather than a human as well as ‘divine’ 

figure which a Christian perspective could equate with Jesus, routing the forces 

of the Devil on Holy Saturday.  It appears, from variations among the Masoretic 

manuscripts, that some of the Masoretes even followed a tradition that had 

amended אדני to יהוה in verse 5,112 unambiguously preventing the king from 

being the subject of verses 5-6 as a whole. 

                                                           
110

 Indeed, Jewish interpretations of Psalm 110 as relating to war long pre-date Rashi and 
Kimchi – see, for example, Midrash Tehillim (Psalm 110), tr. Braude (1959), which understands 
the psalm to refer to Abraham’s military victories. 
111

 Rosenthal (1960: 131-132, quotation from 132). 
112

 Cf. the critical apparatus in BHS. 
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Having established that the vocalisations of Ps. 110:3 which were presupposed 

by the LXX (and Syr., Secunda and Vul.) which suggest that Yahweh gives birth 

to the king, are more to be relied upon than the MT’s vocalisations, it remains to 

suggest how they cohere with the rest of the verse, and with heavenly ascent 

motifs in the psalm generally. 

The birth involves not just Yahweh, but the womb of שחר, ‘Dawn’ (v. 3bγ).113  

Various mythic parallels have been drawn with this phrase, and it possible that it 

reflects a myth of El begetting with a deity or pair of deities (Shahar and, 

perhaps, Rehem/ Rahmay),114 and yet there is limited support within the psalm 

itself for the obscure references to שחר/מ  (or, indeed, רחם) pointing to a 

personified deity or deities.115  The explicit focus throughout verses 1-4 is on the 

relationship between Yahweh and the king, and after the grammatically-difficult 

verse 3bγ the focus immediately returns to this relationship, with ילדתיך, ‘I have 

begotten you’ underlining that it is Yahweh who is divine progenitor.  There is no 

indication that any other personified beings are introduced into the cultic 

prophetic speech, whether as sexual partners for Yahweh or otherwise.  The 

implication is rather, then, that it is with the dawn and with something imaged as 

                                                           
113

 Notwithstanding the grammatical difficulty of the ablative mem apparently appearing before 
the two consecutive nouns of  רהםdna ׁשהר , I have argued above for this particular reading. 
114

 Wyatt (1996: 224-229) tentatively proposes that the king is begotten by cooperation with a 
pair of goddesses whom he understands, on the basis of KTU 1.23, to be hypostases of the 
solar deity (who, at Ugarit, is Shapsh), who herself geminates into Rahmay and Athirat (though 
this understanding of the Ugaritic text is contested by M.S. Smith 2006: 10-14). The king, 
according to Wyatt, comes ‘from Rahm[ay]’ and ‘from the dawn(-goddess [=Asherah]),’ as 
opposed to the translations ‘from the womb’ and ‘dawn’ (Wyatt 1996: 272; cf. Starbuck 1996: 
151). Wyatt thereby renders both the mems in v. 3d ablative, which coheres with their most 
common usage (cf. above on the problems with grammatical construction in this phrase).  In 
Gen. 49:24-26 שדי ורהם, ‘Breasts and Womb’ (or ‘Shadday and Rehem’) seem to be paired with 
‘Your Father [El?],’ as divine entities bringing about fertility (See M.S. Smith (2002: 48-52) – for 
a discussions of Ugaritic and biblical traditions of El and Yahweh as ‘father,’ see M.S. Smith 
(2003: 268-272); A. Curtis (2007).  Alternatively, if ‘El Shadday’ is a fertility god - the ‘God with 
Breasts’ – (so, Biale 1982; Knauf (1999: 75; and see, further, 8.3) El and Shadday would seem 
to be the same deity, with Shadday also associated with ‘Rehem’ in Gen. 49:24-26; thus Wyatt’s 
view that the king’s birth is affectively an extension of a cosmogonic myth of the birth of many 
deities (1996: 224-229), could be modified to an argument that Rehem in the biblical contexts 
has generally become subsumed into the ‘father-god’ El/Yahweh, and so the same may be the 
case with respect to Rehem’s paired deity, Shahar.  In which case Yahweh would be begetting 
more ‘asexually,’ which is closer to my argument that the role of Yahweh in the birthing in 
paramount in Ps. 110:3.  Becking (1999a: 178), however, suggests שדי ורהם might originally 
have referred to Asherah, which could support Wyatt’s argument that Yahweh procreates with 
Asherah and births the king (albeit indirectly?) through her in Ps. 110:3 (Wyatt 1996: 224-229).  
115

 Pace McKay (1970: 458), for whom an original personification of Shahar has been excised 
by the versions, which is no more than an argument from silence. 
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a womb116 that Yahweh procreates – objects not exactly personified as deities.  

Yahweh’s identification with the dawn thereby associates him with this weather 

phenomena often the province of a host of specific gods in Semitic texts117 – it 

is a cosmically gigantic deity who is fathering the king, perhaps androgynously, 

by means of meteorological manifestations associated with his own divine 

personality.  So it seems that Yahweh gives birth to the king by means of a 

space imaged as the womb of ‘Shahar’ – that is, the divine dawn identified with 

Yahweh.  

He does so within a represented ritual which, as I have argued, is situated 

within the temple sanctuary which is biblically represented as a dark inner 

room, 118  and which acts as the spatial-symbolic centre of the cosmos. 119  

Topographically, it can be said to be at a meeting point with the cosmic ‘womb’ 

– in their central cosmic position, the sanctuary and temple both join and 

contain the cosmic waters.120  A number of other biblical texts speak of birth 

taking place from a uterine netherworld, with cosmic sea itself being imaged as 

having been born from a womb,121 with Yahweh acting in a role akin to that of 

divine midwife (Job 38:8-9).122  It is from and to such a womb in the earth that 

passages in the Hebrew Bible (Job 1:21; later Sir. 40:1; cf. Ps. 139:13.15; Qoh. 

5:14123) – and, possibly, archaeological records from burial sites in the Levant – 

suggest a human being is both born and returns in death.124  The idea that the 

Urmensch, along with the rest of humanity, came from and returned to עפר, 

                                                           
116

 I argue, below, for a particular understanding as to what is imaged as a ‘womb’. 
117

 Insofar as deities were identified with meteorological phenomena in ancient West Asia (see 
Cornelius 1994: 196-197); cf. my discussion, in 2.5, concerning biblical texts portraying Yahweh 
manifesting in a range of weather and solar phenomena, which are often the province of 
multiple West Asian deities – a point I will continue to underline in my exegesis of biblical texts, 
throughout this thesis. 
118

 See Terrien (1980: 322-323). 
119

 See 1.3.3. 
120

 See Kapelrud (1950); Mettinger (1985: 27-29); Holloway (1991); Creach (1999: 41-43); 
Wyatt (2001: 6.4-6.7.6(32-33)); Berges (2011).   
121

 Pope (1965: 293-294). 
122

 Benjamin (1989: 115), with further proposed examples of Yahweh as divine midwife in the 
Hebrew Bible; followed by Simkins (1995: 48). 
123

 The grammar in the last reference is unclear – note the counter-arguments in Vall (1995: 
340); C.B. Hays (2012, particularly 615). 
124

 Ricciotti (1955); Clines (1989: 37); Simkins (1995); Keel & Uehlinger (1998 [1992]: 367-368, 
fig. 357b).  Some scholars, in particular Ricciotti (1955), while arguing that the womb in the 
Hebrew Bible and in the archaeological data of the Levant represents the tomb or netherworld, 
understand this to be a different notion to the Hellenistic concept of ‘mother earth.’  Regardless 
of the derivation of the image of the uterine netherworld, my arguments here suggest that it 
does indeed give birth to Yahweh’s created order. 
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‘dust’ (Gen. 2:7; 3:19; Job 10:8-11) has been argued, within some of the most 

recent relevant studies, to be different from the conception of birth and death as 

that of entering and exiting a womb, and it has further been held that late texts 

(Qoh. 5:14; Wis. 7:1-6; cf. 1 Tim 6:6-8), through their focus on oscillation from – 

and back to – the dust of the earth alone, make clear the separation of the two 

motifs.125  So the wombed netherworld is one of at least two distinct biblical 

conceptions of the subterranean origin of human beings.  In Ps. 110:3, for 

reasons I will now give, it can be said the king is born by Yahweh from the 

waters which also sprang from the primordial uterus – in a creation myth which 

Job 38:8-9 holds in similarity with certain Greek texts, which attest the created 

order being born from the primordial surge along with the chaotic oceans.126 

Yahweh’s full reply to Job (38:2-39:30/40:2) bears some significant contextual 

similarities with Ps. 110:3, and with the wider psalm as a whole.   Amidst a 

series of rhetorical questions which presuppose an answer in the disaffirmative 

or a denial,127 Yahweh’s long interrogation of Job includes rhetorical enquiries 

as to whether he was present at the creation of many of the world’s wonders, 

including, of course, the subterranean birthing of the sea (38:8-9).  Barker and 

Wyatt consequently understand Yahweh’s speech to refer to a ‘shamanic’ 

heavenly ascent whereby the ascendant person experiences primordial 

creation.128  The negative responses presupposed in the rhetorical questions 

are, according to Wyatt, presupposed precisely because Job is not a king: it 

was monarchs who undertook such heavenly ascents to aboriginal creation,129 

in which he would acquire wisdom and would witness not only the formation of 

the ‘world’, but also his own generation by the deity, as in Ps. 110:3 and, as I 

will argue shortly, as in Ps. 2:7.130 

The discourse on the birth of various forms of precipitation in the extended 

Joban passage is also illuminating in comprehending Ps. 110:3:  

                                                           
125

 So Simkins (1995); Vall (1995); C.B. Hays (2012). 
126

 See Hesiod, Theogony (131-136), tr. Caldwell (1987).  Cf. Plato, Menexenus (237e-338a), tr. 
Bury (1929), on the earth as the mother who gave birth to human beings and to the crops which 
nourish them. 
127

 The rhetoric of this pericope as recently been analysed in detail by van Wolde (2006); 
Fokkelman (2012: 301-305); Fox (2013). 
128

 Barker (1987: 24-25; 2003; 2004: 21-32); Wyatt (1996: 41-42; 2001: 5.3.7). 
129

 Wyatt (1996: 41-42). 
130

 See Barker (1987: 28.113; 2004: 23-24); Wyatt (1996: 41-42.273-279.286-287.319-322).  
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 Does the rain have a father? 

Or by whom were the dew (טל) drops begotten?131 

 From whose womb (בטן) did the ice come forth? 

  And the heavenly rime, who bore it? (Job 38:28-29) 

The origin of the rain and dew is assumed to be male (it is from אב, ‘a father’ 

and is הוליד, ‘begotten’).  The ice and rime, conversely, are assumed to derive 

from a feminine origin (that being בטן, a ‘womb’ and birthing (ילד)).132  Given the 

negatives presupposed by the rhetorical questions throughout Yahweh’s 

monologue, answers in the disaffirmative are presupposed here also, although 

scholars diverge on the exact nature of the negative answers.  If the pericope 

rejects a cosmogonic myth of male and female deities as the biological 

antecedents of meteorological phenomena, then one may concur with the long-

held understanding that the answer is that they come not from the pantheon, 

but from Yahweh alone.133  However, as other scholars have demonstrated 

from wider rhetorical and contextual factors, the specific answer presupposed in 

these verses is most likely “no” followed by “nobody”: no, the rain does not have 

a father; and nobody begot the dew, the ice emerged from nobody’s womb, and 

nobody bore the heavenly rime.134  Yahweh wrestled into place his created 

order, including the threatening but restricted seas (v. 10), but forms of 

precipitation are not begotten or born by Yahweh or any other deities.  Rather 

they come about through processes left entirely mysterious for Job.135 

The divine knowledge affirmed and authoritatively imparted by Yahweh to the 

king in Ps. 110:3, by means of the cultic prophet’s speech acts, differs to that 

given to Job, even though three of the same biological concepts are invoked in 

the birth of the king.  He is, as I have argued, begotten (ילד) by Yahweh, he 

emerges from the womb (רחם in Ps. 110:3; בטן in Job 38:29a), and his birth is 

with טל, ‘dew’, which has also been invoked in the context of discourse of divine 

generation in the Joban passage.  Yahweh not only begets the king, but 

apparently gives birth to him, by means of his province of the cosmic womb 

                                                           
131

 Hebrew אגלי, which is a hapax legomenon of contested etymological derivation; however the 
LXX, in agreement with the other major versions, renders βωλους, ‘drops’ (Driver & Gray 1921: 
vol. II, 305; Vall 1995a: 504, n. 2). 
132

 As Vall (1995a: 505-506) argues. 
133

 So, for example, Driver & Gray (1921: vol. 1, 333); Fox (2013: 5). 
134

 Vall (1995a); van Wolde (2006: particularly 367). 
135

 Vall (1995a). 
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which, in the context of the temple, are the depths, contained and walled in, and 

which were also born from מרחם, ‘the womb’ (Job 38:8-9).   

Yahweh might be considered to be performing an androgynous birth, insofar as 

he gives birth, by means of the womb from which the primordial waters sprung, 

to the king and to the whole creation.  He is begotten (ילד) with (or perhaps 

‘like’) 136 שחר/מ dew’, therefore, insofar as he born from the womb of‘ ,טל  , 

‘Dawn’, because טל, also, is begotten at dawn (cf. Job 38:28b).137  Dawn which 

begets, and Womb which births, are both the province of the cosmically gigantic 

royal high deity Yahweh.  Such pairing of water from the heavens with the 

watery netherworld closely reflects not only Job 38:28-29 but also Gen. 49:24-

26, a passage which images – in common with Ps. 110:3 – the fertility of a 

father-deity in conjunction with רחם, ‘Womb’, also alludes to the fecund 

properties of the paired heavens and the subterranean waters. 138    In Ps. 

110:3γ, טל, which is at least sometimes understood in the Hebrew Bible to 

                                                           
136

 See the footnote to my translation, above, of  לך טל. 
137

 It is highly uncertain as to what is signified by טל, ‘dew’, especially given the fragmentary 
nature of the apparently senseless clause by which it is introduced into the psalm (see above).  
Accordingly, a high number of alternative explanations can be found in the relevant literature.  If 
the Masoretic vocalisation of ילדתיך were to be accepted it could represent the king’s youth (so 
Gunkel 1998 [1933]: 111).  Some scholars suggest, in a somewhat similar vein, that it refers to 
his strength and vitality, similar to Ps. 133:3 (so Hossfeld & Zenger 2011 [2008]: 149; 
tentatively, A.A. Anderson 1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 770; cf. A.R. Johnson 1967: 131).  A.A. Anderson 
1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 770) also makes the tentative proposal that it might symbolise the mystery 
of Yahweh.  Haney (2002: 123-124), who is wedded to all the Masoretic vocalisations and 
therefore understands עמך נדבת (v. 3a – see above) to refer to the kings willing subjects, 
suggests dew-drops represent their numerousness.  I have, however, rejected the reliability of 
these MT decisions to vocalise in ways which excise the presence of divine begetting from the 
verse (see above).  Eaton (1976: 124) proposes that the dew may be a reference to the king 
being submerged in the Gihon as part of his enthronement ceremony at the ‘New Year Festival’, 
a rite which he understands also to be evinced later in the psalm (v. 7) – I shall examine verse 7 
and its relation to verse 3 in 3.8. Among scholars interpreting the verse according the 
vocalisations understood by the LXX and a number of other major versions, Wyatt (2001: 7(24), 
n. 3) and Wiggins (2008: 137-138) suggest that the dew may refer to divine semen.  It is, 
indeed, possible that the dew may serve as another province of Yahweh’s domain through 
which he generates the king, especially given the biologically sexual way by which I am arguing 
that the king is generated. 
138

 On the pairs of the agents who give out fertility blessings in this Gen. 49:24-26, and on the 
apparent resonances of Canaanite deities in the construction ׁשדים ורחם, ‘Breasts and Womb’, 
see Habel (1973: 330-332); M.S. Smith (2002: 49-50). For an alternative but contested 
interpretation – but one which would, in fact, make the similarities between the texts stronger, 
because it posits an apparently androgynous deity – see Biale (1982: 247-248), who 
understands this section of the blessing of Jacob to associate El Shaddai with breasts and a 
womb.  I will briefly examine the question of whether Yahweh/ Shaddai/ Yahweh Shaddai is 
considered to have breasts in the Hebrew Bible in 8.3; although full exploration of this disputed 
matter, which arises in the context of 8.3 from a novel interpretation which I put forward for 2 
Kgs 11:2-3, is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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emanate from the heavenly light (Isa. 26:19),139 here acts in the generation of 

the king at the lumen of the cosmic womb in the ritual space of the temple: the 

primordial waters.  Both waters from the heavens and the watery deeps 

therefore suffuse the ritual space of the king’s birth. 

Two further details in the psalm support this conclusion.  First, the birth of the 

king is from the ‘womb of Shahar/ Dawn.’   The Hebrew Bible at points, as 

attested elsewhere in ancient West Asia, appears to suppose that the sun 

emerges from the netherworld with the dawn, after its nightly sojourn through 

the lower cosmos.140  If the king is born from the womb of the dawn, then the 

image would seem to be of the dawn as the cosmic procreator of day – the 

netherworld womb from which the sun and ‘dawn’ (שחר), which is associated 

with the Morning Star,141 are flung.  A number of Egyptian texts attest not only a 

belief in the king having been born from the womb of Nut or otherwise Hathor, 

but also imagery of this birth as emergence from the tomb, to which he will 

return.142  Hathor, who was associated with night, would gestate the sun god Re 

during the night for his daily re-birth.143  Although Hathor was associated with 

the heavens rather than the netherworld, the conceptual distance with Ps. 110:3 

is not great, for here it is also the womb which opens to birth the king with 

Dawn.144 

Second, there is the image of the king (not Yahweh)145 slaking his thirst from 

the wadi (Ps. 110:7).  There is disagreement as to why he does so.  The view 

that he is refreshing himself after battle146 is to be rejected in favour of the 

proposal that he drinks from the Gihon as part of his enthronement ritual, which 
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 On the genesis of dew, as understood in the Hebrew Bible, see Stadelmann (1970: 117-
118); Healey (1999a: 249); Wiggins (2008: 135-136). 
140

 As I discuss in 5.5 and, more extensively, in 6.3.2.  
141

 On שחר as a label specifically for the morning star, see 7.3. 
142

 Hays (2012), with examples and references. 
143

 Hays (2012: 619-620). 
144

 Pace Hays (2012) who argues, on this basis, that the reference to Job’s birth from the womb 
(Job 1:21) refers not to birth from the netherworld but from the womb of such a goddess, as in 
Egyptian mythology. 
145

 Scholars tend to regard the person drinking to be the king (for example, Cohen 1945: 373; 
A.R. Johnson 1967: 132; Rogerson & McKay 1977: vol. 3, 68; A.A. Anderson 1989 [1972]: vol. 
2, 772; Eaton 1976: 124-125; Gerstenberger 2001: 265; Terrien 2003: 753; A. Curtis 2004: 
219); however, Booij (1991: 404-405) conversely believes the subject to be Yahweh.  Given 
that, as I have argued above, the king is the subject of verses 5 and 6 who smites the military 
enemies, he is probably the subject of verse 7 also, in the absence of any indications of a 
change in subject. 
146

 Pace A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 772); Starbuck (1996: 159); Haney (2002: 127). 
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reflects the depiction of Solomon being taken down to this river during his 

coronation ceremony (1 Kgs 1:33).147  The latter better fits a context in which 

the battle with the whole expanse of possible national enemies is an aspect of a 

larger ritual of heavenly ascent and enthronement.  Furthermore, it means that 

the king is specifically given life, in his birth as the son of Yahweh, by the 

heavenly waters, as well as by the cosmic waters – the Gihon spring at 

Jerusalem having been conceived of as the very primordial source of the full 

mass of waters which encircle the earth (cf. Gen. 2:13).148 

Certain scholars who accept the birthing imagery have argued that, in various 

ways, Yahweh is not to be thought of as ‘literally’ giving birth to the king.149  So 

also in Ps. 2:7, although the MT vocalisation does not demur that Yahweh here 

speaks of begetting the king (יְִלְדִתיָך) and calls the king בני, ‘my son’,150 there 

remain scholars insistent upon understanding the statement only 

metaphorically. 151   Yet insofar as ritual creates its own realities, Yahweh’s 

represented speech act stating that he has begotten his king and (in Ps. 2:7) 

that the king is his son, constitutes the authoritative conferral of the ritual reality 

that this is the case.  If, as Granerød has recently proposed, Yahweh states by 

his use of נסכתי מלכי, lit. ‘I have poured out my king’ in Ps. 2:6 that he has 

procreated the king, 152  then ritually this is the case.  How much more 

                                                           
147

 So, Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 64); A.R. Johnson (1967: 132); Eaton (1976: 124-125); 
Wyatt (1996: 54); Gerstenberger (2001: 65); Terrien (2003: 753). 
148

 See Wyatt (1996: 96-101); Stolz (1999: 708-709).  On ancient West Asian king’s palace and 
temple gardens as meeting points with the life-giving cosmic waters which revived them, see 
Widengren (1951). 
149

 It is argued extensively that this is a metaphor for adoption, employed as part of a coronation 
ritual (so von Rad 1966 [1958]: 222-231; Cooke 1961; Mettinger 1976: 259-268).  On Psalm 
110, in particular, see Mettinger (1976: 264-265). Weinfeld (1970: 90-92) claims that not only in 
the Hebrew Bible, but across ancient West Asia as a whole, such birth claims merely express 
the convening of a contractual relationship concerning land, as between a lord and vassal; but 
see the close critique of Weinfeld’s arguments offered by Knoppers (1996).  For further 
discussions of these matters, see also Nel (1996: 3-4); Eaton (2003: 31); A. Curtis (2007: 55-
56). 
150

 For recent arguments that Ps. 2:7 speaks of Yahweh’s actual birthing of the king, see Wyatt 
(1996: 284-286; 2005: 95-100; 2010: 72-73); Otto (2004); Granerød (2010a). 
151

 The reference to the king’s birth from Yahweh and sonship to him is interpreted as referring 
to the king’s ‘adoption’ as Yahweh’s son, with whom a covenant is made (so G.W. Anderson 
1962: 432b; Mowinckel 2004 [1962]: 62-63; Watts 1990: 78; Gerstenberger 2001: 46-47; Rodd 
2001: 367; on the motif of covenantal-adoption in royal psalms more generally Cooke 1961; 
Mettinger 1976: 259-268) or as a ‘metaphor’ for the forming of a legal covenant (so Craigie 
1983: 67).   
152

 Granerød (2010a) argues that Yahweh’s declamation נסכתי מלכי, should be understood as 
Yahweh pouring out his semen in order to procreate the king.  This might create a further 
parallel between Ps. 2:6-7 and Ps. 110:3, insofar as the dew of Yahweh’s begetting in Ps. 
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authoritative, indeed, the spoken act of Yahweh (by the instrument of a cultic 

prophet), when he holds the highest of ritual statuses – being the one who 

cultically commandeers the cosmic and global forces of chaos and natural 

phenomena? 

The connection between Yahweh begetting the king, and giving the king a 

formal status as his son, is further apparent in Psalm 110, I suggest, in 

Yahweh’s naming of the king:  

You are a priest forever 

  After the order of Melchi-Tsedek [=My King is Righteous] (v. 4c-d). 

Deferring, until 3.7, discussion of the unique biblical reference to a Davidic king 

as 153,כהן I now argue that Yahweh’s proclamation here, by means of a cultic 

prophet, tells that the king who is מלכי־צדק, that he will perform a filial ritual 

relationship with his patron deity.  There is no consensus as to who or what is 

meant by מלכי־צדק.  The term appears elsewhere only once in the Hebrew Bible, 

and there as a personal name (=Melchizedek) for the simultaneous king of שלם, 

‘Shalem’ and priest of El Elyon, who meets with Abraham (Gen. 14:18-20).  For 

some time, certain scholars have identified Shalem with Jerusalem (as in Ps. 

76:3),154 and suggested that Ps. 110:4 invokes this legendary ancestor of a 

supposed line of Jerusalem’s Jebusite priest-kings – a line which David adopted 

to legitimate his rule in Jerusalem.155  Archaeologically, though, the existence of 

this ‘Jebusite’ line is highly questionable. 156   This makes identification of 

                                                                                                                                                                          
110:3, may be understood as his semen (Wyatt 2001: 7(24), n. 3; Wiggins 2008: 137-138)    Or, 
perhaps, the verb – in this sense – could be understood as referring to Yahweh birthing the king 
– in begetting the king on the holy mountain, Yahweh pours him out in labour.  Either way, in 
both verses Yahweh begets and/or births the king in a ritual sense and, therefore, in a real 
sense. 
153

 Cf. the discussions in F.L. Horton (1976: 42-45); Allen (1983: 82); Haney (2002: 117). 
154

 See, for example, J.T. Tournay (1991: 211-212); Mullen (1997: 133-134); Hendel 2005: 32-
33.  Arguments against the identification of Shalem with Jerusalem have focused on the 
historical improbability of such a ‘pre-Davidic’ link.  For instance, this identification is not attested 
in any pre-biblical evidence (Gammie 1971: 389; Margarlith 2000: 506-508).  
155

 A.R. Johnson (1935: particularly 110-111; 1967: 47-53.131); Leslie (1949: 102); Clements 
(1965: 43-44); Emerton (1990a: 55-57); Nel (1996: 5-6); J. Day (1998; 2004: 226, n. 1); Reiling 
(1999: 560-561); Eaton (2003: 20.30); Collins & Collins (2008: 16); cf. Rowley 1950; 1967 – 
proposing that Melchizedek is identified, in Ps. 110:4b with Zadok, supposedly a Jebusite priest. 
156

 The Armarna letters suggest that King Abdi-Hepa of Jerusalem was installed as a vassal-
king by the Pharaoh, rendering the idea of a line of Jebusite priest-kings most unlikely (F.L. 
Horton 1976: 38-42).  See also Finkelstein (2003) on the apparent mismatch between ideas of 
the Jebusites and the archaeological records.  Much earlier, however, J. Gray (1956: 443) felt 
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Shalem’s priest-king in Ps. 110:4 all the more dependent upon Gen. 14:18-20, 

but it does not seem likely that Melchizedek, as attested in this text, could have 

been utilised as a common memory site in cultural discourses dating to very 

long before the first century BCE.  Before this time, there are no known extra-

biblical (nor, indeed, any other biblical) references to him.157  The Melchizedek 

episode in Genesis 14 – generally regarded as a Vorlage independent of the 

rest of the chapter158 – appears, therefore, either to be an obscure legend, or a 

late innovation in the creation of biblical texts.159  Whilst the LXX translates 

 as the personal name, Μελ ι εδεκ, ‘Melchizedek’, it seems that even מלכי־צדק

as mythologies of Melchizedek the person developed in the first century CE, 

 could still be separated, as well as amalgamated, in referring to a צדק and מלכי

mythical figure, suggesting that these words may have been understood in 

                                                                                                                                                                          
that far too much was being made of the so-called ‘Melchizedek’ cult of pre-Davidic and Davidic 
Jerusalem, which he described as ‘hypothetical.’ 
157

 As Granerød (2010: 205) points out. 
158

 Form-critical scholarship has tended to regard the entrance of Melchizedek as one of a 
range of traditions combined for the narrative of Genesis 14, but exactly where the Melchizedek 
‘source’ begins and ends has been subject to debate.  See Emerton (1990: 73-91) for a detailed 
reflection on – and bibliography for – this issue.  Melchizedek’s blessing of Abraham, in the 
name of ים וארץמקנה ׁש/ אל עלין , ‘El Elyon/ Creator of Heaven and Earth’ (Gen. 14:19b-20), has 
close parallels with an inscription on a 7

th
 century BCE storage jar (and, extraordinarily one 

discovered in Jerusalem), and so can still be regarded as most likely to have originated in a 
context such as this (van Wolde 2009: 19).  Nonetheless, the Melchizedek pericope appears, 
itself, to be incorporating yet another separate Vorlage, insofar as it appears to have quoted a 
blessing before it was, as a whole, incorporated into Genesis 14; accordingly the blessing in the 
name of El Elyon may long pre-date the reference to Melchizedek, who speaks the blessing, but 
is not himself included in it.  Indeed, though there is much evidence to suggest that El was 
commonly attributed the characteristic q-n-h in the seventh century BCE and earlier, such 
epithets to El are attested as late as the second century BCE (see Becking & Korpel 2010: 14-
15) for a discussion of the primary sources. 
159

 Granerød (2010) argues extensively that the Melchizedek episode post-dates the Babylonian 
exile, including among his contentions  the very strong point that there is unlikely to have been a 
great and ancient tradition of a priest-king Melchizedek, given his lack of mention in any other 
texts in the Hebrew Bible related to kingship (Granerød 2010: 205).  For further arguments 
supporting the views of Granerød (2010), see J.T. Tournay (1991: 210-211); Nel (1996: 7-8).  
Gammie (1971: 385-386) contends that the text must be of great antiquity because of its 
‘primitive’ religious elements, but such arguments have been rendered problematic by the 
subsequent paradigmatic shifts in biblical scholarship, in which it has been underlined that the 
Hebrew Bible is not fundamentally different from so-called ‘primitive’ Canaanite literature. 
Emerton (1990: 97-101) dates the Melchizedek section to the time of the Davidic monarchy, 
taking it to have been composed as a justification for the adoption of Melchizedek’s office by the 
Davidic king in Ps. 110:4.  This argument, however, only works if it is presupposed that Psalm 
110 must, in its entirety, be a monarchic cultic liturgy, which I argue to be a false presupposition 
(2.1; cf. 3.7); and moreover if the biblical narrative of David’s adoption of Jebusite priestly 
institutions is taken as historically accurate, something I have questioned above, following 
various archaeologists and biblical scholars. Carr (2011: 388) understands the address to the 
king as מלכי־צדק to derive from pre-monarchic contact with the Egyptian idea of Pharaoh’s 
responsibility to uphold the maat, ‘righteousness’ of the kingdom (on maat, see 5.5(a) below).  
However, as I will argue in 2.7, associations between the monarch, צדק, and the regnal seat in 
Jerusalem appear to have been extant throughout the entire period of biblical composition.  
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some discourses as an epithet – and not only a personal name – for the 

figure.160  All this taken together, it is unlikely that Melchizedek the person would 

have been invoked in Ps. 110:4 as any sort of lieu de memoire in 

contemporaneous cultural discourse.  The vague, obscure reference to מלכי־צדק 

is, therefore, most unlikely to signify any important personality of the past. 

Even if the Melchizedek episode provides a false lead in understanding מלכי־צדק 

in Ps. 110:4, the particular discursive usage of this construction as phrase in Ps. 

110:4d can play a significant role in aiding understanding of cultural 

remembering of the royal cult at Jerusalem, as manifested in the Hebrew Bible. 

If not a personal name, מלכי־צדק could be rendered ‘king of righteousness’ or 

‘my king is righteous.161  The former, which has recently enjoyed some favour, 

is closer to the etymologies of the name from around the first century CE.162   

However, the context favours the latter because, I suggest, such a phrase is 

similar to the sort of prophetic pseudo-epithet that biblical prophets sometimes 

grant to their children, which do not seem necessarily to be intended for general 

social usage (Isa. 7:3; 8:1-4; Hos. 1:4-5.6.8.11). 163   There is an obvious 

difference: prophets themselves confer oracular names on their own sons at 

birth; whereas Yahweh in Ps. 110:4 confers the name on his newly begotten 

son, the king, by means of a cultic prophet.  When Yahweh names Solomon 

 Beloved of Yah[?]’ (2 Sam. 12:25) – an epithet not applied to Solomon‘ ,ידידה

                                                           
160

 The words seem to be separated at Qumran.  In first century Jewish and Christian literature, 
the name was generally explained etymologically as ‘the righteous king’ or ‘king of 
righteousness’ (Granerød 2010: 198.209-210). 
161

 See the discussion of this range of possibilities in Granerød (2010: 197-198.204-205).  An 
intriguing alternative is that it is a theophoric name for the then ancient (though also 
hypothetical) Jerusalem deity Zedek, meaning ‘My King is Zedek’ (Nel 1996: 5-7; Reiling 1999: 
560; Margarlith 2000: 505-506).  Albeit Zedek may well have been a West Semitic deity, little is 
known about him beyond his presence in personal names (e.g. supposedly Melchizedek), and 
there is certainly no extra-biblical evidence for Zedek having been a deity in Jerusalem, nor are 
there such indications in the Hebrew Bible beyond his speculated presence in personal names.  
For a summary of the evidence available, see Batto (1999). 
162

 R.J. Tournay (1967: 37); Astour (1992: 684); Granerød (2010: 210-211.213).  On the one 
hand, this interpretation has, to some extent, in its favour the king’s judging (דין) of the nations in 
v. 6, given the often-attested pairing of the concepts of righteousness and justice (see below): 
‘le nom << roi de justice >> preparé le verbe << il jugera >>’ (R.J. Tournay 1967: 37).  But cf., 
on the other hand, the similarities between ‘My King is Righteous’ and Batto’s interpretation 
(1999: 930) of some other biblical and extra-biblical west Semitic names incorporating the root 
tsedek; moreover, if צדק is incorporated into an epithet affectively translating ‘My King is 
Righteous’ this does not preclude it from relating to the king judging the nations in verse 6. 
163

 The likelihood that this is so with the naming of Hosea’s sons (Hosea 1:4-5.6.8-11) is alluded 
to by Landy (1995: 26-28), who makes a number of suggestions regarding the metaphorical 
force of their names. On Isaiah’s naming of his sons with prophetic epithets, see J. Day (1981) 
on Isa. 7:3; 8:1-4; and the possible reference to another of his sons in 7:14-16. 
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elsewhere – this may also demonstrate him to be Yahweh’s son, 164  and 

Yahweh confers the epithet by the intermediation of Nathan, the cultic prophet.  

All these instances, involve, a prophet pronouncing a pseudo-epithet for a new 

son.  The prophetic conferral of these pseudo-epithets upon Psalm 110’s 

Davidic king and upon Solomon, would seem therefore to demonstrate their 

sonship to Yahweh. 

The signification of the pseudo-epithet itself is two-fold.  Not only can מלכי־צדק, 

at Qumran, refer to one who vanquishes the cosmic subterranean forces of 

chaos,165 but for a very long period of time – dating from before the beginnings 

of the composition of the Hebrew Bible, and continuing long afterwards – there 

was an understanding that the king at Jerusalem was responsible for 

maintaining his צדק, ‘righteousness’ and that of the nation166 (and, as Psalm 72 

among other biblical texts shows, these are mutually inclusive).167  The king, in 

Psalm 110, seated at the cosmic centre of Jerusalem, is to ‘pass judgement’ 

 ;on the nations (v. 6) in the somewhat frenzied sense of annihilating them (דין)

or, rather, pass judgement on them from his position of wisdom at the 

destination of his heavenly ascent, perhaps into the midst of the divine 

assembly (cf. Ps. 89:37-38;168 Isa. 14:12-15).169  Administering justice, then is 

part of his role as a ‘righteous’ king.170  In upholding world-wide righteousness 

and justice, the king performs mimesis of the kingship of Yahweh, the 

foundations of whose throne are said to be צדק and משפט, ‘justice’ (Ps. 

89:15).171   The human monarch’s kingly dispensation of righteousness and 

justice is mimetic of divine kingship in the Hebrew Bible and, more widely, in 
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 Wyatt (1996: 285-288; 2004: 19-36). 
165

 See 3.4. 
166

 The imperative for Jerusalem’s monarchs to maintain צדק dates back to at least the 
fourteenth century BCE, with a Jerusalem king protesting his tsedek in the Armarna letters (S.A. 
Cook 1924: 397-398; A.R. Johnson 1935: 76).  In the Hebrew Bible, the term is theophoric 
name of pre-Davidic Jerusalem king Adonizedek (Josh. 10:1.3) which, if not historical, 
nonetheless shows an association between Jerusalem and צדק in biblical remembering.  The 
Hebrew Bible also refers to Jerusalem as עיר הצדק, ‘The City of Righteousness’ (Isa. 1:26) and 
 Pasture of Righteousness’ – see, further, Batto (1999: 932-933).  See B. Johnson‘ ,נוה־צדק
(2003 [1988-1989]: particularly 246-247) for many biblical examples of the king’s responsibility 
for ensuring the צדק of his kingdom.  Associations between Jerusalem and ‘righteousness’ 
continued to be drawn in Rabbinic texts (see Morgenstern 1929). 
167

 As Mowinckel (2004 [1972]: vol. 1, 61) argues, the king’s צדק results in that of the nation and 
its fecundity and health. 
168

 6.3.2. 
169

 7.3. 
170

 Tournay (1967: 37). 
171

 See, further, 6.3. 
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ancient West Asia.172  So, for example, the Egyptian pharaoh was understood 

to embody maat and to dispense it to his kingdom, maat being the 

righteousness initially divinely embodied and dispensed.173  The king’s throne is 

founded on צדק (Prov. 25:5), and so in Psalm 110 the king’s militaristic means 

of bringing ‘righteousness’ and ‘justice’ to the world are mimetically based on 

those kingly actions of Yahweh, whose own kingship is profoundly rooted in 

subjugation of disorder.174   Furthermore, these responsibilities of the king are 

brought about from Mount Zion – the centre of the cosmos, and in the midst of 

Jerusalem, which is the urban beacon of righteousness.175 

                                                           
172

 On royal dispensation of justice in ancient West Asia, and of מׁשפט in the Hebrew Bible, see 
Neihr (2006 [1994-1995]).  The concept of צדק as a property of royal divinity, outflowing to the 
royal subjects, will be discussed further in 5.5.1. 
173

 So Carr (2011: 388-389) connects the king’s designation as מלכי־צדק in Ps. 110:3 with the 

pharaohs’ embodiment of maat.  Ramesside hymns – which praise Amun-Re’s rule over the 

‘Two Lands’, and see him as upholder of maat and judge of the wicked – grant his divine 

responsibilities also to pharaoh (Assmann 1995: 190-210).  Assmann (1995: 206-207) argues 

that this is not to be thought of as the pharaoh being Amun-Re’s earthly representative; rather, 

the pharaoh is god’s ‘image’ in dispensing justice and realising maat. The notions of royal צדק 

and royal maat will be further compared in 5.5.1. 
174

 As Mettinger (1985) has demonstrated; I have discussed this in more detail in 1.2. 
175

 The concept of צדק as a property of royal divinity, outflowing to the royal subjects, will be 
discussed further in 5.5.1. 
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3.6. Structure of Cosmic-Military Subjugation and Heavenly Ascent 

Motifs 

The motifs of cosmic-military subjugation and heavenly ascent which I have 

identified in the psalm suggest that – in spite of scholarly judgements that it is of 

a poor literary quality – the structure resolves in an organised manner into two 

groups of motifs, the second repeating the first but enlarging the cosmic reach 

of Yahweh and the king’s power.  Each group of motifs is preceded by a 

representation of, specifically, performances of Yahweh and the king’s close 

ritual relationship, and these representations I put in parenthesis. 

(v. 1a: Superscription in which the king is called אדני, ‘my lord’ compared with 

the ritual actor who speaks to him by the mediation of the cultic prophet who is 

called by the also lorldly, if obviously superior, יהוה); 

vv. 1b-2: The king performs ritual heavenly ascent, enthronement and - in 

mimesis of Yahweh – subjugates the forces of chaos; 

v. 3: Yahweh begets and births the king from the netherworld, with the dew; 

** 

(v. 4: Yahweh gives the king a pseudo-epithet, recognising his sonship to 

Yahweh and his mimesis of Yahweh in subjugating the subterranean and 

earthly forces of chaos); 

vv. 5-6: From a position of enthronement and ritual heavenly ascent, in mimesis 

of Yahweh the king subjugates the world-wide (i.e. military) enemies; and, 

v. 7: the king’s thirst is ritually quenched from the subterranean waters. 

Thus the king is enthroned in a heavenly ascent, which facilitates his first ritual 

performance of subjugating the foe.   At the end of the first motif complex, he is 

born, and begotten with the dew as Yahweh’s son on the two mountains.  In the 

second motif complex, once again from a position of heavenly enthronement, 

the king subjugates his enemies. Following this, the king ritually wets his throat 

from what are apparently the cosmic waters of the Gihon.  More will be said 

about the exact relationships between the waters of verses 3 and 7 in 3.8, but 

suffice to say, they both have a role, in similar linguistic contexts elsewhere in 

the Hebrew Bible, in the generation of life.  Taken together, the two ‘sections’ of 

the cultic prophet’s represented speech act, repeat a cycle of ritual actions: the 

development of a bond of mimetic relationship between Yahweh and the king, 
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followed by the latter’s heavenly ascent, subjugation of the cosmic forces, and 

generation. 
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3.7. Discursive Contexts for Rhetorical Representation and Cultural 

Remembering of Rituals of Heavenly Ascent and Subjugation of the 

Enemies 

Among the large number of scholarly works contending that Psalm 110 is a 

monarchic liturgy,176 strong arguments in favour of at least some aspects of the 

‘oracle’ dating to this time have been advanced.177  Still, whether or not there 

was once a monarchic form of psalm 110, this does not explain its continued 

use or re-use, probably by means of a range of oral and/or literary media,178 

long after the neo-Babylonian exile.179  Possibly, indeed, it was incorporated 

into full collections of Psalms only at a relatively late stage in the editing of the 

‘canon’.180 

                                                           
176

 See 3.1. 
177

 The manifold difficulties with intelligibly rendering the language in the psalm – and the 
significant variations among the manuscripts – suggest a lengthy process of transmission or 
development (Hardy 1945: 385-386; Rodd 2001: 196; J. Day 2004: 226).  Carr (2011: 388-389), 
as discussed in 3.5, suggests ideas in the psalm derive from Egyptian concepts of maat, 
demonstrating the antiquity of at least portions of the psalm, given the strength of Egyptian 
cultural influence on the Levant in the second millennium BCE.  Whilst I too have argued for a 
close correspondence between צדק in Psalm 110 and maat in Ramesside hymns from the 
second millennium BCE (3.5), this does not prove direct dependence; nor is it certain that 
Egyptian influence could not have been mediated at later dates, especially given that people 
identified as of the ethnos of biblical writers were exiled from Judah to Egypt under Jehoahaz (2 
kgs 23:31-34), and that there were communities in Egypt such as, most famously, that in 
Elephantine.  As I also argued in 3.5, associations between צדק, Jerusalem, and Jerusalem’s 
monarchy are attested from the fourteenth century BCE, through the periods of the Hebrew 
Bible’s composition and into Rabbinic times. 
 Other arguments in favour of a monarchic date are more questionable.  I have already 
argued that proposals for concepts in Psalm 110 having being derived in the early monarchic 
period are problematic (3.5). Neither does the claimed high proportion of Ugaritic words in the 
psalm demonstrate its great age (contra. Jefferson 1954; cf. Dahood 1970: 112).  This line of 
reasoning presupposes that Hebrew developed from older ‘coastal Canaanite’ languages, which 
is uncertain (for an important argument to the contrary, see Rainey 2007).  These issues are 
complex, controversial and beyond the scope of my thesis.  Nonetheless, Rainey (2007) 
demonstrates, at the very least, that this method of dating the text rests upon markedly unsure 
philological assumptions.  Claims that it is the most ‘natural reading’ (J. Day 1996 [1992]: 90) or 
‘natural interpretation’ (Emerton 1990: 100) to suppose the psalm is referring to a living king 
cannot be maintained in the light of the problems with this ‘common sense’ presupposition (see, 
particularly, 2.1).  
178

 Cf. my arguments that royal psalms developed via oral-literary processes over a long period 
of time (2.1; 2.5).  
179

 Many scholars argue that the psalm was monarchic, but redacted shortly after the neo-
Babylonian exile (Jefferson 1954; Cooke 1961: 204; Wyatt 1996: 270-274; Hossfeld & Zenger 
2011 [2008]: 141-152.  Gerstenberger (2001: 263-267) and Tournay (1991: 209-216) date the 
psalm to the early ‘post-exilic’ period. 
180

 Psalm 2 seems to form part of the introduction to the book of Psalms, along with Psalm 1 
(Carr 2011:388). For proposals on the integrated nature of Psalms 1 and 2 see, for example, 
Cole (2002); Howard (2013). Psalm 110, with its similar material, may well have been 
incorporated at a similar time if, as Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 142.146.149) argue, it was 
incorporated to cohere thematically and ideologically with Psalms 108-109.  
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There are, moreover, compelling reasons to think the psalm was edited as late 

as the Hasmonean period,181 even if some arguments advanced for this position 

have been spurious.182  Although biblical kings sometimes appear to perform 

priestly rites,183 Ps. 110:4 is the only instance where כהן, ‘priest’ is applied to a 

Judahite king.184  However, Simon Maccabeus is referred to as τον α   ιε εα ει ς 

τον αι ωνα, ‘The High Priest forever’ (1 Mac. 14:41); similarly, in the LXX, the 

oracular addressee in Ps. 110:4b is  ε ευς ει ς τον αι ωνα, ‘priest forever’ – and 

so Treves understands the reference to the Davidic king as כחן to support a 

Hasmonean date for the psalm.185  Against the idea that Psalm 110 arose from 

Hasmonean ideology, some scholars suggest that this and other royal psalms 

long pre-dated the Hasmoneans, and were used as models for their 

governorship.186  Yet if the psalm was a live inspiration to the Hasmonean 

establishment, it is plausible that there was a symbiotic relationship between 

their drawing memories of the Davidic dynasty from the psalm to legitimise 

                                                           
181

 This argument is found in older commentaries such as Briggs (1906: 374-376); Addis (1919: 
391); but has also been promulgated relatively more recent times by Treves (1965); Astour 
(1992: 685). 
182

 Detailed arguments, formulated by Treves (1965: 85-90), for situating the psalm in the reign 
of Simon Maccabeus, were in turn heavily scrutinised by Bowker (1967).  It is the assessment of 
J. Day (2004: 226, n. 1) that Bowker ‘thoroughly rebuts’ Treves.  It is fair to say that Bowker 
takes Treves to task well on his somewhat wild and totally unverifiable conjectures as to what 
one might expect a psalmist to write or not to write in particular eras.  However, as I will set out 
below, there remain strong arguments in Treves’ favour.  As for Day’s contention – contra 
Treves – that psalms cannot possibly have been produced after all the psalms had supposedly 
been included in the Septuagint supposedly fixed in the pre-Hasmonean period (Day 1996 
[1992]: 91; 226-227) – this is mere conjecture, given that the earliest attested manuscript of the 
psalms collected together as a ‘book’ is 4QPs, which dates to around the mid-second century 
BCE (Seybold 2013: 172-173), so within the Hasmonean period; and it is an unlikely conjecture 
at that, given that 4QPs may only ever have included Psalms 3-72 (see Seybold 2013: 172-173 
on the debates concerning the original number of psalms in the scroll).  While Day (1996 [1992]: 
91; 2004: 226-227) may be right that there was some form of a book of Psalms – or, even, 
books of Psalms – by the late Persian period, this would not necessarily mean it had been 
created in its more expansive forms.  Thus the closely related psalms of 2 and 110, which 
Treves (1965) dates to the Hasmoneans, were likely (if not necessarily) never a part of the 
‘canon’ of the psalms until late into the Hasmonean period; and so, even scholars who ascribe 
early dates to the material in Psalms 2 and 110 can continue to claim that they were not added 
to the book of Psalms as a whole until the late-Hellenistic era (see, for example, Carr 2011: 
388-389). 
183

 For a discussion, see F.L. Horton (1976: 45). 
184

 With, perhaps, the exception of Solomon, as I will discuss in 9.3.  I will argue in 9.3, however, 
that the ‘priestly’ or quasi-priestly roles that Solomon performs are demonstrative of the uniquely 
divine but intrinsically-ephemeral nature of his kingship – that is, it is an exception, not a 
precedent or general practice for Davidic monarchs. It is unclear as to what sort of cultic role is 
envisaged, and he is probably not to be understood to exercise the same kind of priestly office 
as Aaronite or Levitical priests (F.L. Horton 1976: 42-45; Allen 1983: 82; Haney 2002: 117). 
185

 See Treves (1965: 85-86); cf. F.L. Horton (1976: 30); Hardy (1945: 386). 
186

 Hardy (1945: 386); Day (2004: 226, n. 1). 
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themselves as indigenous ‘Davidic’ rulers, and its continued literary 

development through its use in this context. 

Further to all this, an acrostic, identified by Treves, beginning at v. 1b (or, we 

might say, after the superscription and therefore at the immediate beginning of 

the cultic prophet’s speech act),187 reads שמען אים, ‘Simon the Terrible,’188 an 

argument which has found some support again in recent times.189  Bowker 

objects to the legitimacy of identifying such an acrostic, partly on grounds that 

there is no evidence that Simon Maccabeus had such a title,190 but I suggest 

that images of Hasmonean monarchs in the books of Maccabees do show that 

they could be lauded in similar ways.  Although אים is a rare adjective,191 it is 

always used of military prowess,192 and so suits the role of the protagonist 

smashing the enemies (whether or not he is to be identified as Simon 

Maccabeus). It is also revealing that the far more common nominal form of the 

root יָמה) אים  the terror of a king’ (Prov. 20:2), which is‘ ,אימת מלך is used of (א 

 refers in other instances to אימה like the roar of a lion.’  The nominal‘ ,נהם ככפיר

the terror of beasts of prowess, including the horse – a royal animal in which 

bestial, royal and military imagery (and imagery of terror) coalesce.193  Judas 

Maccabeus is compared with a lion cub roaring for his prey (1 Mac. 3:4) and he 

and his army attack their foe like lions (2 Mac. 11:11).  Strawn contends that 

lions are a paradigm of the righteous in much of the literature of the 

Apocrypha.194   So it is certainly in keeping with ideologies in the books of 

Maccabees (and in wider contexts in the late-Hellenistic era) for Simon not just 

to be called כהן but also אים.  It would seem that either during or after Simon’s 

reign he was identified with the Davidic king as portrayed specifically in Psalm 

110, which was edited accordingly, manipulating the text to include the acrostic: 

                                                           
187

 Bowker (1967: 31-33) objects to the claim that the acrostic begins after the superscription, 
because the acrostic is included in what he sees as the superscription to the ‘second part’ of the 
psalm (v. 4a-b).  However, as I have argued (3.2) the psalm represents a single cultic prophetic 
oracle, and so v. 4a-b cannot be considered a superscription, as such. 
188

 Treves (1965: 86). 
189

 See L.A. Turner (2013: particularly 187), amidst his wider argument for acrostics in the book 
of Esther. 
190

 Bowker (1967: 32-33).  See, further, on Bowker’s criticisms of Treves (1965), above, in the 
footnotes. 
191

 DCH lists only three instances of its use (Hab. 1:7; Qoh. 6:4.10). 
192

 See the previous footnote for references. 
193

 So the horse’s snorting is אימה as it rides into battle (Job 39:20), as is Leviathan (Job 41:6). 
194

 Strawn (2007: 45). 
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portraying him as ‘My King is Righteous’ and as an eternal priest, routing the 

foes in battle with the terror of a lion. 

I advance this theory only tentatively.  The apparent relecture in the LXX 

version of Psalm 110 suggests that its consonantal basis was, though not 

entirely the same as that of the MT, at least relatively similar.195  Consequently, 

if the Hasmoneans did edit Psalm 110, the LXX version of Psalm 110 would 

have to be very late (and the full ‘Canon’ of the book of Psalms seems to have 

been formed at a late date, with Psalm 110 as a late incorporation).196  And yet, 

whether or not the psalm was edited by the Hasmoneans, its rhetoric reifies the 

sort of confident outlook that hard-won independence from the Seleucids might 

have been expected to afford them; the sort of context affording a re-mapping of 

their ethnographic past, by which they had become imitators and successors of 

David’s dynasty. 197   Whatever the cultural contexts in which Psalm 110 

discursively remembered the Davidic monarchy, a ‘context of confidence’ 

remains a fruitful lens for reading cultural memories of heavenly ascent and 

cosmic subjugation in the psalm.  So represented ritual speech acts reify the 

king taking on aspects of Yahweh’s divinity through heavenly ascent; and, 

moreover, performing and making real this divinity through subjugation of the 

cosmic-military foe, and through the maintenance of order intrinsic to these 

ritual actions.   

This rhetorical representation of ritual speech acts enables potential 

involvement of the text’s ‘audience’ in a thoroughly (to use Bloch’s terminology) 

‘authoritarian’198 dictation of the perspective that the king is to be remembered 

as sharing in Yahweh’s cosmically gigantic ritual power.  The psalm reifies ritual 

of the sort which creates this reality of the towering statuses of Yahweh and the 

                                                           
195

 Particularly, 3.5. 
196

 I have noted above, in the footnotes, that it is unclear whether any psalms outside of 3-72 
were included in 4QPs, the earliest ‘book of Psalms’ discovered (see Seybold 2013: 172-173).  
For a recent discussion of the incorporation of Psalm 110 (and Psalm 2) into the book as a 
whole, as having taken place at a late date, see Carr (2011: 
197

 Pace J. Day (2004: 226), who contends that the reference to the Davidic line in some of ‘the 
royal psalms,’ precludes their being a Gattung of the Hasmonean-era, since ‘the Maccabees/ 
Hasmoneans could not claim to be’ descendants of such a line.  On the contrary, the 
Hasmoneans’ re-creation of a royal Judahite dynasty gave rise to the opportunity to claim that 
they were re-forming a royal line in imitation of the ethnic patriarchal-royal figure, David 
(regardless of wider debates as to the dating of all royal psalms, as discussed in 2.1). 
198

 Bloch (1989), as outlined in 2.5. 
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king, and offers no critique of the ritual statuses it creates through these 

representations of the past. 

The speech acts proclaiming the king’s heavenly ascent – with concomitant 

subjugation of the cosmic enemies (v. 1c-d), birth from Yahweh (v. 3e), and 

acquisition of a new epithet demonstrating his world-wide and cosmic kingship 

of righteousness (v. 4c-d) – hold ultimate ritual authority, because they are 

spoken by the cosmically gigantic Yahweh himself, even if by the instrument of 

a cultic prophet.  Indeed, given that the whole oracle is attributed to Yahweh (v. 

1a), in spite of changes in person and address,199 all the assertions in the psalm 

of the divine power embodied in the ritual heavenly ascent of the king are 

effectively spoken by this cosmically gigantic ritual performer.  The represented 

ritual makes real Yahweh’s power and authority, and it is by this power and 

authority that he ritually declares in speech acts the divine, ‘shamanic,’ 

cosmically liminal potency of the king. 

An edited volume by Thomas & Humphrey, drawing on multiple ethnographic 

and historic examples, reaches a plurality of conclusions concerning the 

interplay between ‘shamanism’ and politics.200  Thomas’ essay on the Eastern 

Oceanian context suggests that weakening of the chieftains’ powers would tend 

to accompany the transfer of these powers to ‘shamans’, and vice versa.  These 

powers included forms of communication with the divine.201  As for context of 

the Hebrew Bible, the ‘canonical prophets’ (that is, we might say, those who 

challenged the doomed monarchies of Israel and Judah and who, as a result, 

are said to have been marginal figures) are, as is well-known, the most fondly 

recalled of all the prophets.202  The biblical understanding that there can be 

‘false’ prophets (for example, Hananiah in Jeremiah 28) unlike the ‘true 

canonical’ prophets203 limits those from narratives of the past who were worthy 

to possess knowledge of the divine.  Huffmon’s contention that denunciations of 

‘false’ prophets are intended to ensure that prophecy is sourced only from 

                                                           
199

 3.2. 
200

 Ed. Thomas & Humphrey (1994). 
201

 Thomas (1994). 
202

 The relationships between prophecy and divination, and power in the Hebrew Bible, have 
been explored by Cryer with reference to comparative ethnographies (1994: particularly 
106.212).  Benjamin (1991: 136-138) attempts anthropological explanations of this biblical 
phenomenon.  However, I am offering a contrasting anthropological reading. 
203

 A phenomenon recently studied by Huffmon (2012); Jeremias (2012). 
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Yahweh204 is no more than part of the story.  Considering, with Foucault, that 

affirmation of knowledge constitutes power205 (and power and ability to receive 

divine revelation are closely enmeshed in the Hebrew Bible),206 I would argue 

that power is embodied in ‘true’ prophets such as Jeremiah, who – for many 

biblical writers – correctly challenged the monarchy.  ‘False’ prophets, such as 

Hananiah, and the monarchs who listened to them, were impotent because they 

did not possess divine knowledge.  Psalm 110 recalls ‘real’ prophecy to have 

been the possession of Jerusalem’s royal cult.  It is this represented (or ‘re-

presented’, insofar as it is presented as though it is the voice of the cultic 

prophet itself) ritual prophecy which, by virtue of its own self-real-ising praxis, 

performs and makes real the remembered power of the Davidic king.  Thus his 

cosmic ‘shamanic’ power is made real anew, re-presented as the authoritative 

mediated ritual voice of Yahweh.  The ‘shamanic’ ritual body is the king’s.  It is 

not, as it seems to be in various passages in Ezekiel, that of the prophet.207  

The potent revelation of the cosmic peregrinations he performs by it is mediated 

through his court prophet. 

With the later ‘canonisation’ of prophetic texts, it seems that biblical editors 

began to undermine the idea that direct oral prophetic revelation could take 

place in their own times.208  This would have given all the more power to those 

portraying prophets from the past, when representing and reifying their 

prophetic speech acts the authoritative declamations of Yahweh.  Thus the 

culturally remembered prophet in Psalm 110, speaking of the king sharing in 

Yahweh’s divinity through his ‘shamanic’ heavenly ascent, is a potent discursive 

functionary.  His ritual speech acts reify the terrible ritual power of monarchy, 

and its ability ritually to maintain cosmic order.  Through authoritarian rhetoric 

(that is, authoritative rhetoric which limits possibilities for challenges), the psalm 

                                                           
204

 Huffmon (2012: particularly 76-81). 
205

 See, for example, Foucault (1991 [1975]; 1990 [1976]). 
206

 See G.P. Miller (2011: 120-135). 
207

 See Joyce (2007) for an argument for heavenly ascent in Ezekiel 40-42; and see Bunta 
(2011) for an argument for heavenly ascent in Ezek. 1; 8-11; 28:1-19; 40-48.  See, for an outline 
of their perspectives, 1.3.2. 
208

 See the arguments of Sommer (1996); Schaper (2005); Jeremias (2010).  This is not to claim 
(pace Sommer 1996) that prophecy ceased altogether in the Second Temple period; rather than 
the possibility that contemporaneous ‘false’ prophets were omitted by the biblical writers.  On 
the problems with assuming that ideological memories expressed in the Hebrew Bible are the 
properties of whole communities, see 2.3-2.4. 
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thereby makes real a sense of the intrinsic benefits of monarchy modelled after 

the Davidic dynasty. 

 3.8. Excursus: Netherworld Descent Motifs in Psalm 110? 

In 2.2.1, I proposed – following many scholars – that representations of 

heavenly ascent from ancient West Asia frequently incorporate motifs of 

subjugation of the enemies to the High God’s divine order and to the order of 

the kingdom.  I have argued that, in Psalm 110, the enemies extend beyond the 

kingdom’s immediate hostile neighbours.  Rather, they are portrayed as an 

ambiguous onslaught, shifting and morphing; they embody the full sum of 

threats to Yahweh and the king’s royal order, military and cosmic (cf. v. 2).209  

Among the central questions which I am addressing in this dissertation, is that 

of whether these enemies over which the king performs violent domination can 

include subterranean forces of disorder and, in addition, that of whether the king 

descends to the netherworld in order to do battle with them.210  While this case 

will be made in following chapters, in which netherworld descent is more 

explicit, it can only be tentatively shown for Psalm 110 how the king’s 

subjugation of cosmic enemies might extend to those of the netherworld. 

In the foregoing analysis of the king’s foe,211 I observed their cosmic-military 

nature in the second ‘section’ of the psalm (vv. 4-7, particularly 5-6), and 

discussed the royal military resonances of the command in verse 1b that the 

king make the enemies a footstall for his feet.  I did, however, suggest a role for 

the netherworld in the generation of the king (v. 3), with Yahweh begetting and 

birthing him by means of the cosmic womb (רחם).212  This much, on its own, is 

not sufficient to demonstrate that the king undergoes a ‘shamanic’ ritual 

descent.  A few further ritual motifs in the psalm, however, may support this 

conclusion. 

First, I have argued that waters from the heavens (i.e. the dew, v. 3) and from 

the cosmic deeps (i.e. the wadi, v. 7) can coalesce in the Hebrew Bible as joint 

agents in the generation of life.213  Belief that the dead can be raised with טל ,

‘dew’ is attested in the Hebrew Bible (Isa. 26:19),214  hence A.R. Johnson’s 
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 3.4. 
210

 See 1.2.1. 
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 3.4. 
212

 3.5. 
213

 3.5. 
214

 As pointed out, in connection with the reference to dew in Psalm 110, by Leslie (1949: 101); 
Jefferson (1954: 155); Barker (2003: 73). 
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contention that, in Ps. 110:3, טל represents his vitality following his rescue from 

the clutches of the netherworld.215  Thus far, I have not so much argued for a 

rescue from the netherworld’s hostile forces (or, as Johnson would have it, from 

nearness to them), so much as a birthing from the cosmic womb.  Nonetheless, 

water in ancient West Asia could play a role in revival from the realm of death.  

Ishtar is revivified by means of the sprinkling of water. 216   If the dew of 

Yahweh’s begetting arrives with the king’s birth at Dawn from the heavens, then 

the image of the heavenly waters being sprinkled over him as he leaves the 

cosmic womb is strongly implied.  Similarly, the king raises his head (v. 7b)217 

as a direct result ( כן־על , ‘therefore’) of drinking from the Gihon,218 in an apparent 

act of revival.219  If the king is emerging from the netherworld then, by this 

reading, he is revived from a space of death by the cosmic waters beneath the 

centre of Jerusalem, much as the waters beneath Mesopotamian royal gardens 

could be understood to bring life to the king.220  The watery cosmic womb, along 

with the heavenly dew, would thus become a space which brings life to the king 

in his ritual birth from the netherworld. 

Second, and demonstrative of a purpose for any royal descent into the 

conceptual space of the cosmic deeps, is that the trampling of enemies (Ps. 

110:1b) is an ancient West Asian motif not only of royal victory on the 

battlefield, but also of the defeat of netherworld foe.  Among numerous 

examples,221 Noegel notes not only that Apep is crushed by Re, but that the 

pharaohs were said to take on the nature of Aten, and imitate the sun deity in 

crushing the forces of chaos welling up against their kingdom.222  In the Hebrew 

                                                           
215

 A.R. Johnson (1967: 161). 
216

 Ishtar’s Descent to the Netherworld, Akkadian version 114, tr. Dalley (1996). 
217

 Reading, with some LXX versions, an additional vav suffix to ראש.  
218

 As I suggested in 3.5, the reading that the king ritually drinks from the Gihon in verse 7 is to 
be preferred. 
219

 So Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 64); A.R. Johnson (1967: 132); Rogerson & McKay 
(1977: vol. 3, 68); and, particularly, R.J. Tournay (1967); pace Dahood (1968: 119), who reads 
the image as that of the king’s exaltation upon enthronement; pace Wyatt (1996: 54), who 
contends that the expression is one of the king raising the heads of his subjects by his 
elevation, with the pluralisation of  ראש, ‘head/ heads’ also drawing support from some 
manuscripts; and pace Starbuck (1996: 159-160) who similarly favours the pluralisation of רוש, 
but who takes the ‘heads’ as being dismembered from the king’s enemies, and held high by the 
king in a display victory. 
220

 On which, see Widengren (1951); Parpola (1993: 184); on the life-giving properties, more 
generally, of the waters beneath the ancient Near Eastern temple, see Holloway (1991: 332-
333). 
221

 So, for example, in the latter Ur III period the leonine dragon is depicted under the deity’s 
foot or footstall (Green 2003: 31).  Marduk is said to stand on the defeated Tiamat’s neck, as 
A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 768) points out in relation to Ps. 110:1b.  Further, and 
particularly relevant examples, will be discussed in the main text below. 
222

 Noegel (2007: 22-23). 
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Bible itself, Yahweh’s cosmic power is demonstrated by his trampling on 

ים־  lit. ‘high ,במתי the great waves of the sea/ Yam’ – and standing on‘ ,במתי

places’ can be a significant aspect of heavenly control of cosmic chaos in the 

Hebrew Bible, as I will further argue.223  A further example of the action of 

treading having such a resonance is of particular relevance to this psalm in 

which, as I have argued, situates the king who is ritually performing cosmic 

domination (v. 2) before his birth (v. 3), astride the mythical ‘two mountains’ 

 Syrian and Anatolian deities represented with their feet astride and 224:(חררי)

dominating two mountains, while they crush serpentine creatures located 

beneath the mountains. 225   The king’s birth from the cosmic waters can 

consequently be viewed as his deliverance from the realm of chaos, his having 

crushed the forces of disorder therein.  

Third, there is an example of a similar reading in the early (apparent) reception 

of the psalm.  At Qumran, the designation מלכי־צדק, ‘My Righteous King’ is 

given to the monarch in Ps. 110:4d,226 and this is the name of the one (possibly 

from among the heavenly forces) who slays בליעל, ‘Belial’ (11Q13).  In this text 

in particular, in which ‘My Righteous King’ is leading the forces of light, Belial 

takes on a far broader identity as the leader or embodiment of the mass of 

cosmic evil, rather than solely representing the ‘worthlessness’ of political 

enemies, as he/ it apparently does elsewhere at Qumran.227  There do appear 

to be instances, in the Hebrew Bible at least, in which בלעיל refers to the 

(worthless) powers of the netherworld.228  Regardless of whether or not Belial in 

any way represented subterranean foe, it is striking that a community, in 

temporal terms not far removed from the probable latter stages of the 

development of Psalm 110,229 chose to ascribe a far more cosmic role to him in 

a text where ‘My Righteous King’ was viewed as the one tasked with defeating 

the forces of chaos.  This adds some degree of support to the notion that the 

                                                           
223

 4.4.3; 7.3-7.4. 
224

 3.5. 
225

 For examples and discussion, see Williams-Forte (1983: 25.28.29. fig. 5.9.13); Dijkstra 
(1991); Wyatt (2010: 71). 
226

 I have discussed the nature of this epithet further in 3.5. 
227

 For a detailed comparative analysis of the references to בליעל at Qumran, see Daoust 
(2016).  The parallels are all the more notable if מלכי־צדק in 11Q13 is identified with the 
heavenly dimension, from whence the ascended king of Psalm 110 exercises dominion.  That 
11Q13 is referring to a heavenly figure is a commonly held view (see Nel 1996: 8-9; Vermes 
1997: 500; Daoust 2016; tentatively, Brooke 1992: 685).  Rainbow (1997), however, argues that 
he is not a heavenly figure. 
228

 As I argue, with regard to Ps. 18:5b in particular, in 4.3.1. 
229

 I.e. the Hasmonean era (3.7). 
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king in Ps. 110 – as מלכי־צדק to his father, Yahweh (v. 4) – is charged with 

smiting the broad forces of chaos and not just the enemies. 

These points would allow more detail to be added to the representation of the 

structure of the psalm, as set out in 3.6.  While the threats to Yahweh and the 

king’s ordered rule are represented in cosmic-military form in verses 5-6,230 in 

verses 1b-2 they may more have the nature of subterranean foe.  So the king 

takes on the nature of a storm deity (cf. e.g. Baal in KTU 1.5-1.6), routing the 

forces of chaos associated with the cosmic deeps, before he is begotten and 

born from here (v. 3), confirmed as Yahweh’s son who is prophetically a fighter 

against the forces of chaos (v. 4).  Finally, he ritually subjugates the cosmic-

military threats (v. 5-6), before sensing the waters from the Gihon in his gullet 

once again (v. 7) – another powerful image of his revival, following the earlier 

image of his birth from the netherworld. 

This suggests an even more ambiguous and amorphous enemy than that for 

which I argued in 3.4.  The enemies in the first ‘section’ of the psalm can be 

judged to be netherworld foe by inference; while those in the second ‘section’ 

resemble foreign armies, yet only indefinitely and ambiguously so.231  That the 

king refreshes himself from the cosmic waters at the psalm’s conclusion (v. 7) 

shows that any netherworld ascent he performs in the psalm is not necessarily 

a part of a linear narrative.  Rather, there is a metamorphosis from ambiguous 

enemy to ambiguous.  The authoritative represented ritual speech reifies both 

the royal power affirmed and constructed in the speech, and the fear inherent in 

the known to be unknown qualities of the enemies.  The latter, in turn, 

strengthens the sense of the need for the king’s ‘shamanic’ powers and 

mystically insightful knowledge. 

I tentatively make my case in this excursus in order to illustrate where the king’s 

subjugation of the cosmic forces, in mimesis of Yahweh, might possibly extend 

so far as to the subjugation of the foe of the chaotic subterranean realm.  More 

definite cases for such an extension – or, rather, similar extensions – will be 

made in the following chapters. 
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 3.4. 
231

 3.4. 
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4. From Bound and Constricted to Broad and Cosmic: Royal 

Netherworld Descent and Heavenly Ascent in Psalm 18:1-20.30-

52 

4.1. Introduction 

A.R. Johnson (followed by others) included Psalm 18 in his reconstruction of the 

‘New Year Festival’, understanding it to be one of the cultic texts composed for 

it, expressing the king’s delivery from ‘“Death”’1 and from the cosmic waters.2   

Conversely, the psalm has more generally been understood, very differently, as 

a thanksgiving hymn for a king’s delivery from battle.3  Many scholars have 

attempted to find an appropriate historic occasion or, more broadly, an historic 

period in which such a battle could have taken place.  Their task has become 

less credible as the number and range of possible candidates increases 

exponentially, with commentators becoming increasingly vague as to what 

manner of battle the psalm may refer – and rarely even suggesting a specific 

war.4  If the psalm refers or alludes to specific events, then it does so only 

extremely vaguely.  Following Johnson’s lead, but with all this thesis’ 

methodological qualifications remaining in place, I argue that the psalm 

                                                           
1
 See 1.2, on Johnson’s so-called ‘cautious’ use of this word. 

2
 A.R. Johnson (1935: 109-110; 1967: 116-123); see also Dahood (1966: 104-111); Eaton 

(1976: 113).    
3
 Briggs (1907: 140-141); Oesterley (1937: 162); Cross & Freedman (1953: 15-20); Hertzberg 

(1964: 392-393); Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 2, 100); Dahood (1966: 104); A.A. Anderson 
(1989 [1972]: vol. 1, 153-154); Habel (1972: 424); Kraus (1988 [1978]: 263); Eaton (1976: 113); 
Stuart (1976: 171); Craigie (1983: 176-177); Kuntz (1983: 19); Berry (1993: 75); Klingbeil (1999: 
60-61.68-69). 
4
 The linguistic arguments of Cross & Freedman (1953) – especially the archaic orthography 

that they proposed was evident in the version of the psalm in 2 Samuel 22 – caused them to 
view the psalm as a song of thanksgiving for deliverance in battle from the early Davidic 
monarchy, around the tenth century (see, particularly, Cross & Freedman 1953: 15-20).  This 
view has been followed by a number of scholars (even if some understand Psalm 18 to have 
been substantially edited at a later point in the monarchic period, or during the second temple 
period) including Dahood (1966: 104); Stuart (1976: particularly 171); Kraus (1988 [1978]: 257-
258); Craigie (1983: 176-177); Kuntz (1983: 19); Berry (1993: 71-75); Klingbeil (1999: 60-61.68-
69); Terrien (2003: 194).  These scholars tend not to offer particular ‘events’ as candidates for 
the recitation of the song, since if there are any allusions to actual events then they seem to be 
rather vague. A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: vol. 1, 153-154) settles for a context of a battle some 
time or other between the reigns of David and Josiah; while Gunkel (1998 [1933]: 220) dates 
the psalm substantially towards the end of the Davidic monarchy.  A. Curtis (2004: 35-36) thinks 
the psalm could refer to any Davidic king and, for Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 2, 100), the 
psalm could refer to any of David’s descendants, although he states that it speaks of ‘an actual 
incident’, whatever actual incident this may be.  A related idea is that the psalm was a set 
‘liturgy’ for recitation in times of battle (so, Day 1996 [1992]: 93-95; Gillingham 1998: 213-214); 
however, as I argue in 2.1, it is unlikely that Davidic dynastic cults would have used ritual texts 
in this sort of repetitive way.  Alternatively, Gerstenberger (1988: 99-100) typically dates the 
psalm later than most scholars, understanding it to be a messianic hymn and therefore 
composed relatively late in the second temple period. 
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represents royal ritual netherworld descent.  These representations are, 

moreover, integrated with those of royal ritual heavenly ascent and, specifically 

with the cosmic domination performed variously by both Yahweh and the king. 

Verses 1-16 and 17-50 contrast in tone.  The former verses predominantly 

image a supplicant’s petitions to Yahweh, without obvious references to 

kingship; whilst the latter verses appear to express a king’s song of 

thanksgiving.5  There is, however, a broad consensus that most of the psalm is 

a compositional unity.6  Kuntz demonstrates that divine appellatives are fairly 

consistent, and are evenly spread throughout the two ‘sections.’7  With others, 

he understands verses 1-17 to refer to the king’s petitions and rescue in battle, 

with verses 18-50 being the king’s song of thanksgiving for deliverance. 8  

However, I will argue that dynamic complexes of netherworld descent and 

heavenly ascent motifs – embodied in the ritual performative praxis of Yahweh 

and the king – more readily explain both the differences between the two 

‘sections,’ and the protagonist’s apparent lack of royal characteristics in the first 

‘section.’  I will, therefore, be treating the psalm as a representation of ritual 

performance, rather than an account of battle.  Nonetheless, as I will underline 

in 4.2, any distinction between represented descent and ascent rituals, and the 

machinations of the battlefield, need be drawn with care. 

Verses 20-29, with their claim that Yahweh rewarded the king for his 

righteousness, add a distinct dimension to the psalm.  Scholars have 

sometimes understood this pericope to be an ‘entrance liturgy’ before the 

temple,9 or a sort of ‘negative confession’ as part of the ‘New Year Festival.’10  

In this chapter, I focus on the relationships between motifs of ritual netherworld 

descent and heavenly ascent in verses 1-20.30-52.  Verses 21-29 add an 

important dimension to these motifs, but a dimension that will best be 

                                                           
5
 See the discussion in Kraus (1988 [1978]: 256-257). 

6
 For arguments for unity of composition, see Eaton (1976: 113); Kuntz (1983: particularly 3.19-

21); Terrien (2003: 194); Shnider (2006).  More non-committal are Cross & Freedman 
(1953:21); Berry (1993: 88). 
7
 Kuntz (1983: 19-21). 

8
 Kuntz (1983: 11); see also Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 2, 100); Shnider (2006).  The division 

that Kuntz and others draw between verse 17 and 18 I do not accept precisely. As I will argue in 
4.3.3, there is a hint of the king’s royal status already in verse 17, by virtue of an action which 
confers it. 
9
 So Kraus (1988 [1978]: 262). 

10
 So A.R. Johnson (1967: 116-117.120-121). 
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understood when explored alongside the similar texts of psalms 24 and 101, in 

chapter 5.11  Verses 21-29 will, accordingly, not be examined in any detail in this 

chapter. 

                                                           
11

 For my analysis of Ps. 18:21-29, specifically, see 5.7. 
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4.2. Editions and Intertexts: Motifs in Literary Context 

The text of 2 Samuel 22 is almost identical to that of Psalm 18.12  Here, the 

song follows accounts of David’s final military victories (2 Sam. 21:15-22), an 

editorial decision which does suggest an understanding that the poem was a 

military victory song.13  Further to this, the heading to the Psalm 18 version (v. 

1) reads (almost identically to that of 2 Samuel 22): 

For the musical director, for the servant of Yahweh, for14 David: who addressed 

to Yahweh the words of this song, on the day of Yahweh springing him from the 

clasp (כף)15 of all his foes (איביו), and from the hand (יד)16 of Saul ( לָׁשאּו ).17 

Ancient editors of the book of Psalms ostensibly seem, therefore, to have read 

the song in much the same way as editors of the books of Samuel: as a military 

victory song.  Alternatively, Dahood’s suggestion that אּול -Saul’ be re‘ ,ש ָ

vocalised ְשאֹול , ‘Sheol’18 is plausible in the immediate literary context, insofar as 

the protagonist’s travails in the netherworld are about to be detailed (vv. 2-19).  

This would also be in keeping with the language of its clause and of the clause 

which immediately precedes and parallels it.  איבי does seem, in some 

instances in the psalms, to refer to enemies from the domain of ‘death’, 

although this is not necessarily always the case. 19   Nonetheless, a subtle 

indication that this foe in the initial clause amount to more than just human or 

military enemies is evident from the impersonal, even monstrous, imagery by 

                                                           
12

 Cross & Freedman (1953) remains the comprehensive comparison of linguistic variation 
between these two texts. 
13

 Hertzberg (1964 [1960]: 393); Craigie (1983: 168). 
14

 2 Sam. 22:1 lacks this opening to the heading. 
15
  ’.lit. ‘palm’ or ‘hand’ – hence Craigie (1983: 166.168), for example, renders ‘hand ,כף

However, as I will argue below, there may be synchronic imagery insofar David is in the ‘palm’ 
(so ‘clutch’) of his adversaries before being in their יד, so ‘hand.’  Similarly, as I will also argue, 
imagery of the sphere of death is built synchronically by it being the clutch of the איבי and then 
the hand of שאול within which David is trapped. 
16

 2 Sam. 22:1 reads כף, ‘palm’ a second time.  However, יד in Ps. 18:1 creates a satisfying 
‘synchronic’ parallel with כף.  Craigie (1983: 168) suggests that the two words are alternate 
variants which arose ‘in an alternate transmission of the text.’  Or, indeed, such variation could 
easily arrive in an oral-literary process of textual transmission, on which see Carr (2011: 13-
149); see, further, my discussion of Carr’s oral-literary understanding of the development of the 
Hebrew Bible in 2.2. 
17

 Ps. 18:1; cf. 2 Sam. 22:1. 
18

 Dahood (1966: 104). 
19

 Dahood (1966: 105) suggests that the plural אויבי, ‘foes’ is used in the Psalms as ‘a plurale 
excellentiae describing Death, the adversary par excellence’, in a number of instances including 
Ps. 18:4.  It is not clear, however, that Dahood is generalising this to all instances – or even all 
plural instances – of the word in the Psalms.  So, for example, in this particular instance Dahood 
does not assert that these enemies are personifying ‘Death’. 
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which they are depicted.   Though they are unnamed, we hear of their כף, lit. 

‘palm’, paralleling the יד, ‘hand’ of שאול in the following clause.  Apart from 

signifying power, these parts of the body can appear amidst such wild bestial 

imagery as in Ps. 22:13-22, as follows: 

 Rescue the person who I am20 from the sword; 

  My one and only21 from the paw (יד) of the dog! 

 Deliver me from the maw (פי) of the lion! 

  You have answered me from the horns (קרני) of the oxen. (Ps. 21-22) 

Here, in a wilderness which embodies the death inherent in the supplicant’s 

isolation,22 his enemies take on animalistic forms.  The is focus on their lethal 

body parts: יד (lit. ‘hand’) being the paw of the dog and פי (lit. ‘mouth’) being the 

maw of the lion.  As for the heading to Psalm 18, the repetition with variation of 

יד and כף  23 hints unsettlingly at the animate yet undefined form of the foe and, 

perhaps therefore, also the animate and undefined forces of Sheol, rather than 

a concrete person such as Saul. 

Militating against Dahood’s suggestion, however, is not only the context of the 

placement of the poem in 2 Samuel,24  but also the lack of support for his 

vocalisation in any of the versions.25  Probably, then, the Masoretic vocalisation 

אּול  Sheol’ would do justice to the sense‘ ,ְשאֹול Saul’ is accurate; and yet‘ ,ש ָ

inherent in the two clauses that the foe are a more indefinable threat than a 

human king or army.  It seems, therefore, that the heading plays on the double-

meaning of the root (1) :שאל ‘Saul’ (i.e. derived from the verb ‘consult’); and (2) 

‘Sheol.’  Indeed, word play on the mantic associations of the sense of 

consultation in Saul’s name is attested in 1 Sam. 28:6.15, in which the root שאל 

                                                           
20

 which is generally best translated as something akin to ‘identity’ – see my footnote to my ,נפש 
translation of the word in Ps. 24:5, as given in 5.4. 
21

 .’lit. ‘my only me ,יחדתי 
22

 I set out at length, in 6.4.3, the case that social isolation and ritual mourning (the latter of 
which is also present in Ps. 22) can be conceptualised as a form of death on the death-life 
continuum in the Hebrew Bible.  I will be making the case for the presence of these motifs of 
death in Psalm 22 in my forthcoming article ‘From Maw to Paw: Towards a Taxonomy of Death 
in the Psalms’.  
23

 Which is preferable to the simple repetition in 2 Sam. 22:1, as justified in the footnote to my 
translation, above, of Ps. 18:1. 
24

 As Craigie (1983: 168) argues. 
25

 As Berry (1993: 26) argues.  Dahood’s claims for various and many re-pointings of Hebrew 
words – thought they ought not be dismissed out of hand – need always be approached with 
particular caution, as was demonstrated by the critiques of his methodology in Craigie (1983: 
48-56). 
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is used repetitively both as the king’s proper name and for divinatory or mantic 

inquiry, in order to underscore the former’s involvement in such illicit practices 

as the latter.26  So David is understood, in the headings to Psalm 18 and 2 

Samuel 22, to flee from Saul, but also to flee from the netherworld and perhaps 

from a temptation to consort with netherworld deities (an aspect of royal 

netherworld descent which I will explore further).27  

Of course, in spite of this, the editors of the books of Samuel appeared to have 

viewed the psalm as suitable for the narrative of David’s political life.  Yet it is 

the very ambiguity of the enemies which gives the psalm the malleability to 

serve in multiple contexts.  The representation of the enemies, and also the king 

and Yahweh, shift throughout the psalm.  As I will argue, it is the transformative 

authority of the represented and reified ritual, which allows this fluidity of identity 

and, consequently (and crucially), a (re)creation of real transforming power 

dynamics between all the represented ritual actors. 

 

                                                           
26

 Saul, having lost Yahweh’s favour is unable to consult (שאל) him (2 Sam. 28:6).  Instead he 
turns to Samuel who, upon rising from the netherworld, is described by the woman of Endor as 
 him. On this play on (שאל) a god’ (v. 13).  Samuel then asks Saul why he has consulted‘ אלהים
words, see Alter (1999: 175); Bodner (2008: 293). 
27

 Chapter 5. 
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4.3: Descent Motifs in Ps. 18:2-17, and the beginning of the 

Transformation in Ps. 18:17-19 

This pericope portrays a supplicant’s netherworld descent and helpless 

beholdenness to its powers.  Alongside this, Yahweh is portrayed in spatial and 

power antithesis, as dominator of the cosmos from the heavens.  I will argue for 

these power motifs from the text, before making the case that in later verses the 

status of Yahweh and the supplicant coalesce.  

4.3.1. Yahweh’s Cosmic Gigantism and Subjugation of the Netherworld 

The heading is followed by acclamations of praise to Yahweh (vv. 2-3), which 

themselves precede imagery of the supplicant petitioning from the netherworld 

(vv. 4-6).  Scholars who understand the psalm to be a royal ‘liturgy’ recited 

during the ‘New Year Festival’ have tended to treat the netherworld imagery as 

‘symbolic’ of the king’s death. 28   Alternatively, in keeping with the usual 

militaristic interpretation of the psalm, most scholars have seen the imagery as 

a metaphor for the king’s struggles in battle.29  Although I am arguing that the 

psalm is represented ritual, rather than a description of battle, this makes 

imagery in the psalm no less ‘real.’  A wider argument of this dissertation is that 

represented ritual, characteristically, images and reifies the making of reality 

which is intrinsic to the ritual it represents.   So I will identify ways in which ‘real’ 

– rather than merely ‘symbolic’ – ritual netherworld descent is imaged in these 

verses, which read as follows: 

 4. I call upon Yahweh who is greatly magnified,30 

  And he delivers me (ישע) from my foes (איבי). 

 5. The waves31 of death enclose me (אפפוני)32 

                                                           
28

 So A.R. Johnson (1967: 116-117); Eaton (1976: 113).  Exceptional is a scholar like Ahlstrӧm 
(1959: 142-143) whose interpretation goes well beyond mere symbolism in seeing these verses 
as a testament to the king’s having undergone an actual ritual death, after the manner of a 
dying and rising deity.  However, these sorts of arguments have not played a positive part in 
scholarly discourse on the Psalms over the past half century (see 1.2).  See, also, in particular, 
Mowinckel’s long and scathing - or, one might say less charitably, aggrieved – analytical review 
of Ahlstrӧm (1959), and the complexes of myth and ritual it proposes (Mowinckel 1960). 
29

 So Cross & Freedman (1953: 21); Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: Vol. 1, 100); A.A. Anderson (1989 
[172]: vol. 1,153-154); Kraus (1988 [1978]: 256.262); Craigie (1983: 174); Kuntz (1983: 11.26); 
Berry (1993: 71-75).  
30

 Reading the pual מהלל as intensifying. 
31

 Reading משברי־מות with 2 Sam. 22:5.  חבלי־מות, ‘bonds of death’ (so Ps. 18:5) appears to be 
an emendation of בליח  in verse 6 – perhaps a case of haplography (so Cross & Freedman 1953: 
22, n.4; Dahood 1966: 105; A.A. Anderson 1989 [1972]: 155-156; A. Curtis 2004: 37), or a 
conflation of the clauses in the cognitive remembering process of the text during its oral-literary 
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  And the torrents of emptiness (בליעל) horrify me. 

 6. The bonds of Sheol surround me (סבבוני); 

  The snares of death confront me. 

The supplicant is situated in a similar space to that of the petitioning supplicant 

in the subterranean waters of Jonah 2.  In both texts the supplicant is ‘enclosed’ 

 by the cosmic forces (Ps. 18:5.6.; Jon. 2:6), and (סבב) ’and ‘surrounded (אפף)

these forces are explicitly imaged as waters in both instances (Ps. 18:5; Jon. 

2:6).  In Ps. 18:6 the waters are described as 33(משני־)מות ‘waves of death’ and 

 is among a group of words used of the בליעל  ’.torrents of emptiness‘ ,נחלי בליעל

emptiness or worthlessness of netherworld deities, 34  further of which I will 

discuss in 5.6 and 5.8, with which Terrien’s rendering ‘good for nothing’ 

corresponds well.35  These worthless forces which confront the king are, in this 

instance, not only associated with the subterranean waters, but also with שאל, 

‘Sheol,’ the abode of death, as reinforced by the parallelism of the word with 

 foes’ who, in this and certain‘ ,אויבי death,’ and possibly by the presence of‘ ,מות

other instances in the psalms, may image death as the enemy. 36    The 

supplicant is trapped on one hand by the consuming power of the waters and, 

on the other hand, by the חבלי, ‘cords’ and מוקשי, ‘snares’ of the netherworld.  

                                                                                                                                                                          
transmission.  My analysis of the pericope here, suggests there is a host wide field of chaotic 
sea-imagery, which would support the reading in 2 Samuel.  However, for an argument for 
retaining חבלי, see Craigie (1983: 169). 
32

 The logic of the order of the psalm, whereby verses 17-20 and 30-52 present a contrast to the 
prior predicament of verses 4-16 – that is, they image the king as he ‘was’ in comparison to how 
he ‘is now’ (4.4) – would call for the rendering of these verbs in the past tense; except that their 
imperfect forms in the Hebrew give a sense of immediacy in the text’s rhetorical reification of the 
ritual (4.5). 
33

 See the footnote to the translation. 
34

 Dahood (1966: 105), followed by Kuntz (1983: 26) and Wyatt (1996: 111-112), argue from the 
root of the word (בלע), denoting swallowing, that the verse alludes to the mythic characterisation 
– attested at Ugarit – of the netherworld as an entity of rapacious hunger (on this see Healey 
1999: 599).  Indeed, Job 18:13-14 portrays the devouring terror of the netherworld (T.J. Lewis 
1992: particularly 923; c.f. 1989: 152-153; 2002: 184-185).  Conversely, for arguments against 
the presence of a masticating Mot in the Hebrew Bible, see Barstad (1999); Emerton (2013).  
Whilst the word may well derive, originally, from a similar mythic idea to this Ugaritic 
characterisation, discourses in the Hebrew Bible in which the king is depicted under the power 
of the netherworld it seems, often use words in this sort of semantic field, in order to denigrate 
these netherworld forces as worthless or empty in comparison with Yahweh, as I argue in 5.6-
5.9. 
35

 Terrien (2003: 197); cf. BDB. 
36

 So Dahood (1966: 105) with particular reference to this verse, and also referring to Pss. 7:6; 
13:3; 30:2; 31:9; 41:3; 61:4.  
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These are the dual subterranean powers from which he requires Yahweh’s 

deliverance (ישע).37   

In his predicament, the supplicant cries to Yahweh who hears him (שמע) from 

his היכל, ‘temple’ (v. 7).  A ritual dialogue between the king and Yahweh of 

speaking and hearing is thus set up, and it is significant that Yahweh 

participates initially from his היכל.  Yahweh’s היכל קדש, ‘holy temple’ often 

expresses his dwelling-place as a liminal one, bilocating the earth and heavens, 

while yet neither entirely one nor the other.38  Another feature which Jonah 2 

has in common with Ps. 18:4-7 is Yahweh’s location when he hears Jonah’s 

petitions: the היכל קדש (Jon. 2:8).39  היכל and היכל קדש both seem to indicate that 

Yahweh hears from the heavens (his temple being cosmically liminal space, 

‘betwixt and between’ the heavens and the earth).40  In Ps. 18:7, the היכל cannot 

be a temple characterised as purely of the earth, insofar as verses 8-12, which 

are set out below, demonstrate that Yahweh’s response to the king’s petitions is 

launched from the cosmic heights of the heavens.  It is further apparent in these 

verses that it is ארץ (v. 8) in its nature as the netherworld (in which the king is 

trapped) which is challenged by Yahweh’s response from the vertical distance 

of the heavens.  ארץ here is paralleled with מוסדי הרים, ‘the foundations of the 

mountains’.41  ארץ is paralleled with these elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible: Ps. 

89:40.45, as I will discuss in 6.4.3; Deut. 32:22; Mic. 6:2; and, significantly, 

given the parallels I am drawing between motifs of netherworld descent in this 

text and the ‘Song of Jonah’ Jon. 2:8,42 suggesting that these two images can 

act together as loci for conceptualising the netherworld. 43   So the spatial 

dynamics of Yahweh’s travel through the cosmic spheres are set out as follows: 

                                                           
37

 Representations of royal supplicants trapped in these dual powers of the netherworld, and 
requiring deliverance from their bonds or bars, will be further explored in 5.8. 
38

 As I argue in 1.3.3. 
39

 As further discussed in 5.8. 
40

 Pace A. Curtis (2004: 36). 
41

 Reading, with Ps. 18:8, הרים, instead of 2 Sam. 22:8, שמים, ‘heavens.’  As discussed above, 
in the footnote to ‘netherworld’ in my translation of this verse, the foundations of the mountains 
would correspond with the mention of ארץ as the netherworld.  The reading in Ps. 18:8, 
moreover, was apparently favoured by the Vul. and Syr. (see Cross & Freedman 1953: 23).  
Scholars who a read with Ps. 18:8 against 2 Sam. 22:8 include Dahood (1966: 106) and 
Klingbeil (1999: 57, n. 89). 
42

 See further, and in comparison with Psalm 24, 5.8. 
43

 Pace Dahood (1966: 105) who, in the course of his comments asserting that Psalm 18 refers 
to the Davidic king’s role in battle, treats this instance of ארץ as an example of the term when it 
does not have connotations of the netherworld; pace, also, Johnston (2002: particularly 102), 
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8. And the netherworld shook (געש) and quaked (רעש),44 

  Even45 the foundations of the mountains were disturbed (רגז) 

  And forcibly shaken (געש),46 because of his burning wrath. 

 9. Smoke ascended (עלה) from47 his nostrils 

  And devouring fire from his mouth; 

  Embers48 flamed forth from him. 

 10. And he stretched out (נטה) the heavens and descended (ירד) 

  With49 thick cloud beneath his feet. 

 11. He sat astride (רכב) his cherubim throne50 and he flew (עוף): 

  Swooped down (דאה) on the wings of the wind. 

 12.51 He established (שית) Darkness52 as a cover round about him - 

                                                                                                                                                                          
who contends that here, as in the rest of the Hebrew Bible, the word does not ever have such 
connotations, in keeping with his minimalist view as to how far death and the dead were 
considered to play a role in the lives of the living in the Hebrew Bible and its contexts (on which, 
see, further, 1.2.1).  In the case of Dahood, his assertion here appears to contradict his remarks 
elsewhere in which he notes the correspondence between the foundations of the mountains and 
 :as the netherworld in the verses cited (so Dahood 1968: 106); furthermore, Dahood (1968 ארץ
106) provides a list of additional examples of ארץ referring to the netherworld in the book of 
Psalms.  While it is fair to say that Dahood would be correct in his reading if הרים is read with 2 
Sam. 22:8, שמים itself is paralleled with ארץ־  .the foundations of the earth’ in Jer. 31:37‘ ,מוסדי
44

 The Hebrew of געש and רעש is a rhyme (Cross & Freedman 1953: 23, n. 15) and possibly 
onomatopoeia, but this is not readily expressible in English translation.   
45

 Reading the second and third cola as intensifiers of the first colon.  This removes the problem 
of repetition of the root נעש (for a discussion of which, see Cross & Freedman 1953: 23), as I 
will justify in the footnotes below. 
46

 The hithpael form, in relation to Yahweh’s shaking (נעש) of the mountains’ foundations, in 
comparison with the qal form of נעש in the first clause (albeit some manuscripts point this also 
as hithpael – see Berry 1993: 31) both intensifies the extraordinary nature of the action, and 
emphasises Yahweh’s causative power in the dynamics of the mountains.  These twin themes 
of extraordinary spatial incongruence, and of the establishment of Yahweh’s power, will prove in 
the analysis in the main text, below, to be crucially important in understanding these verses. 
47

 The beth is best read as ablative.  Cross & Freedman (1953: 24) explain this by the great age 
they ascribe to the psalm, although Haber (2010) has argued that use of the beth in place of the 
mem particle is extant throughout the development of biblical Hebrew.    
48

 The pronominal suffix is omitted from the translation for stylistic reasons. 
49

 Reading the vav consecutive as ‘with’. 
50

 The Hebrew reads כרוב, ‘a cherub.’  Cherubim are frequently associated with Yahweh’s 
throne in the Hebrew Bible (1 Sam. 4:4; 2 Sam. 6:2; 1 Chron. 13:6; 2 Kgs. 19:16; Isa. 37:16; Ps. 
80:2; 99:1).  Yahweh sets out from his heavenly palace (Ps. 18:7 – see above), and thus the 
suggestion that the vehicle here – which is simply described as כרוב, ‘cherub’ - is Yahweh’s 
cherubim throne is probable (see Barrik 1982: 494-495; cf. Kapelrud 1950: 154; Mowinckel 
(2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 132; J. Day 2007: 74-75 on the cherubim throne in the Psalms). This 
militates against J. Day’s identification (1985: 32-33) of Yahweh’s vehicle as a horse-drawn 
cloud chariot.  Given that I am rejecting suggestions that Psalm 18 refers to the king’s military 
triumphs, the image of Yahweh scattering the enemies with his battle chariot would also be 
inapplicable (contra Shnider 2006: 388); although it would be conceivable that this be some sort 
of represented image of Yahweh’s ritual scattering of the forces of disorder which inveigh 
against his people (cf. May 1955; this dissertation: passim).  The singular כרוב may therefore be 
read as an ellipsis of ‘Cherubim Throne’ (cf. the pluralisation of כרוב in Cross & Freedman 1953: 
24).  Thus the image presents something rather akin to the image in Ezekiel 1 and the 
Hekhaloth literature (on which, see Scholem 1961 [1941]: 40-79; 1965; Halperin 1988a; Elior 
1990; Himmelfarb 1993: 66-69), in which Yahweh’s throne is merged into an image of a ridden 
chariot. 
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  His booth was dark waters53 …54 

As Klingbeil’s valuable survey of the verbs in Ps. 18:8-16 has shown, the 

passage is highly kinaesthetic.55  Building on Klingbeil’s work, I now propose 

more specifically that the verbs, in the discursive context of this passage, 

demonstrate Yahweh’s gigantic cosmic motion, and therefore his gigantic 

cosmic reach and power.  It is from this perspective that, initially, he ritually 

encounters the supplicant in the netherworld, contrasting (at this point in the 

psalm) with the supplicant’s utter helplessness. 

 געש, ‘shook’: Always suggests motion. This can be highly dramatic: in 

Job 34:20, געש describes being suddenly taken away to the realm of the 

dead.56  Before its repetition in the final clause of the verse, it rhymes 

and is in conjunction with the following verb: 

 רעש, ‘quaked’: It is widely agreed that רעש, in this and similar contexts, 

represents the movement of vast objects – denoting even the earth itself 

                                                                                                                                                                          
51

 This entire verse has baffled scholars.  For example, multiple textual difficulties are discussed 
by Cross & Freedman (1953:25); Dahood (1966: 108); Craigie (1983: 169); Wyatt (1993: 547-
548.552).  Nevertheless, in being receptive to the possibility that Yahweh is descending to the 
netherworld to rescue the king (see below), I am able to suggest some resolutions to the 
difficulties in this text – as translated with footnotes below. 
52

 The Hebrew, חשך, is a term which can refer to the netherworld.  We find  שךחארץ , ‘Land of 
Darkness’ in Job 10:21.  See also Dahood (1970: 323) and T.J. Lewis (1989: 142) on the use of 

שךח  to refer to the netherworld in Ps. 143:3.  חשך seems to be a proper name for the 
netherworld here in Ps. 18:12 which, in this context, is invaded by Yahweh with dramatic force, 
as I will argue below. 
53

 2 Sam. 22:12 reads מים שרתח , ‘his booth [was] waters,’ against Ps. 18:12’s חשכת־מים, 'dark 
waters.’  Feigin (1950: particularly 42) argues that the phrase attested in 2 Sam. 22:12 had 
been miscopied from  תשרחשמים , ‘the heavenly sieve.’  Cross & Freedman (1953: 25), though 
not concurring that there was an interchange of ת and ש, still render שרתח  ‘sieve’, against Ps. 
18:12, and agree with Feigin that the phrase probably refers to rain distilling from clouds.  
However, rendering שרתח , ‘booth’ (in common with the use of the word in, for example, Lev. 
23:34.42.43; Deut. 16:13.16; 31:10) is not problematic – and so no amendment of the phrase in 
2 Samuel is necessary – if it is supposed that the image of Yahweh making Darkness his booth 
is a depiction of his entry into the enclosure of the netherworld, here imaged as entry via the 
waters (cf. the imagery in Jonah 2 (5.8)), which is a conclusion for which I will argue, below, in 
the main text.  Cross & Freedman’s reading (1953: 25) is not necessarily lectio difficilior (pace a 
remark of Klingbeil 1999: 59, n. 101).  It is possible, rather, that 2 Sam. 22:12 represents a 
modification in a context very separate from the text, where the concept of Yahweh’s 
netherworld descent was not understood from the text; and, with Rashi (quoted in Feigin 1950: 
41-42), the word was understood to denote a cosmic sieve distilling rain. 
54

 The end of the verse in the manuscripts probably belonged metrically to the beginning of 
verse 13 (Feigin 1950: 41; Cross & Freedman 1953: 25; Stuart 1976: 184) or is a gloss (Wyatt 
1996: 217-218), given the lack of a conjunction to link it to the rest of the clause and given its 
irregular meter. 
55

 Klingbeil (1999: 62-63). 
56

 Cf. Klingbeil (1999: 62). 
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quaking (e.g. Amos 1:1).57  The term also refers to tremendous shaking 

caused by the onslaught of vehicles: chariots (Jer. 47:3) or charging 

horses (e.g. Jer. 8:16).58  So געש and רעש in verse 8 create the awful 

image of the subterranean sphere of the cosmos – the very foundations  

of the mountains (מוסדי הרים) and ארץ, the ‘netherworld’59 (cf. v. 16a)60 -  

being shaken and split apart, probably not just by Yahweh’s fiery wrath, 

but also by the sheer noise61 of the approach of his cherubim throne (cf. 

v. 11).   From the heavenly sphere,62 Yahweh in his power is able to 

rupture right through the tripartite cosmos,63 in order to penetrate into the 

netherworld. 

 רגז, ‘disturbed’: usually has emotional, as well as physical, connotations 

(e.g. Exod. 15:14).64  If Job is to be believed, the disturbance denoted by 

 is not experienced by those in the netherworld, under any regular רגז

state of affairs (Job 3:17).  Rather, it is a condition of life (Job 14:1).  

When applied in a netherworld context in the Hebrew Bible, רגז tends to 

have the implications of ‘transgressively’ rousing the dead. 65   When 

Samuel protests at having been ‘disturbed’, רגז (1 Sam. 28:15), this 

reflects use of rgz in Phoenician for tomb desecration.66  Contrasted with 

biblical language games presupposing זרג  to refer to the emotions of 

those who are living, Yahweh’s action in, (at least physically) disturbing 

the netherworld, represents an extraordinary invasion into the cosmic 

sphere of death. 

 עלה, ‘ascended’: an extremely common verb.  The upward motion of the 

smoke contrasts with the downward realm into which Yahweh is about to 

move, and draws attention to his upright posture (discussed below). 

                                                           
57

 Childs (1959: particularly 188-189); Schmoldt (2004 [1990-1992]: 589.592); S.L. Cook (1992: 
89). 
58

 Cf. Childs (1959: 188). 
59

 See the footnotes to the translation above, on this rendering of ארץ in this context. 
60

 See below. 
61

 Kuntz (1983: 25-26).  Cf. the noise of Yahweh’s approach as he rides upon his heavenly 
throne in Ezek. 1:24. 
62

 See above. 
63

 On biblical and ancient West Asian conceptions of the tri-partite cosmos, see 1.3.3. 
64

 Klingbeil (1999: 62). 
65

 Vanoni (2004 [1992-1994]: 307).  
66

 As T.J. Lewis (1989: 116) argues.  Isa. 14:9 does use רגז in order to refer to the disturbance 
of Sheol at the entry of the tyrannical king.  However, as I will argue in 7.3, here the root is used 
in parody as an ironic contrast to formal dignified reception of kings into the netherworld. 
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 נטה, ‘stretched out’: Habel has shown that נטה, applied to Yahweh 

stretching out the heavens, expresses his establishment of the vast 

domain of his kingship over the earth (see, for example, Isa. 40:21-23).67  

Use of נטה establishes the horizontal vastness of Yahweh’s heavenly 

kingship, and his vertical dominance over the earth.68  Indeed the verb is 

used in Genesis of the ‘stretching out’ of the tents of patriarchs, 

establishing the claim of their ethnos to the land. 69   In the Psalms, 

Yahweh’s ‘stretching out’ (נטה) is preliminary to his manifesting himself in 

various storm phenomena; as regards Psalm 18, this is about to take 

place in verses 10-1270 (see also Pss. 104:1-4; 144:5-7).71  Use of נטה 

suggests that not only is Yahweh descending with great might into the 

netherworld; but that he has already established his dominance over the 

cosmic realms below by stretching out the heavens. 

 ירד, ‘descended’: in a general sense, but frequently netherworld descent 

in particular (e.g. Gen. 37:35).72 

 רכב, ‘sat astride’, and עוף, ‘flew’: scholars have disputed whether רכב 

denotes ‘driving’73 or ‘mounting’74 a vehicle, or both these actions.75  Ps. 

18:11 is one of a number of verses where רכב is followed by a verb 
                                                           
67

 Habel (1972: 417-423). 
68

 Yahweh נטה the north (Job 26:7), perhaps representing his dominance over the divine abode 
of the north at Ugarit, Zaphon (Habel 1972: 421-422).  At any rate, when Yahweh נטה the 
heavens, this demonstrates vast domination high above the earth and netherworld (see Job 
26:5-7), so ‘stretched out’ is a preferable translation to ‘bowed’ (as rendered by Kuntz 1983:17; 
Ringgren 1998 [1984-1986]: 387); for further adjudication between these two possible verbs, 
see McCarter (1984: 466). 
69

 Wyatt (1996: 218, n. 180; cf. 1993: 550-552) suggests הטנ  in this verse may have overtones 
of Yahweh pitching his tent to affirm his power.  Wyatt (1996: 213-218) furthermore contends 
that imagery of Yahweh’s tent pitching in the verses Habel (1972) cites (see the previous 
footnote) are mythic expressions of Yahweh establishing dominance over chaos, in his 
trampling of Yam and pitching a tent with Yam’s skin.  Similarly, I suggest, pitching one’s tent by 
 is a sign of establishing ones dominance over the land on which it is erected. Jacob pitches נטה
his tent by נטה on a piece of land he buys in Shechem (Gen 33:18-20) – see Cooper and 
Goldstein (1993: 88) on the sense of gaining possession of the land in this text; cf. the use of 
 in the account of Israel pitching his tent at Migdal-Eder; and in the narrative of Absalom נטה
pitching his tent on the roof of David’s palace before going into David’s concubines (2 Sam. 
16:22), thereby attempting to occupy the space of his authority – for a spatial analysis of 
Absalom’s sedition of David in this text, see I. Müller (2012: 150-151). 
70

 4.3.2. 
71

 Habel (1972: 421-425). 
72

 Mayer (1990 [1980-1982]: particularly 319-320); Klingbeil (1999: 62).  In Gen. 39:35, the 
reference is to Jacob ‘going down’ to the space of mourning in identification with Joseph whom 
he believes to be dead (T.J. Lewis 1989: 43; Olyan 2004: 42) – on biblical rites of mourning the 
dead as forms of identification with the netherworld and the realm of the dead, see 6.4.3. 
73

 So Mowinckel (1962). 
74

 So Barrik (1982); Barrik & Ringgren (2004 [1990-1992]). 
75

 So Klingbeil (1999: 62-63). 
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denoting motion: thus Yahweh ‘mounts’ the cherubim throne in order to 

fly.76  His ‘mounting’ here suggests a confident exalted posture77 (much 

as ability to ride astride horses or chariots demonstrates military 

strength)78 in contrast to the shaking, quaking and disturbed netherworld 

which has been trapping the supplicant in its power.  Furthermore, 

elsewhere, riders going confidently into battle and Yahweh militarily 

churning the cosmic chaos-waters with his horses mirror one another 

(Hab. 1:18; 3:8-10.15).79 

 דאה, ‘swooped’: elsewhere denotes the swooping of a bird of prey (Deut. 

28:49; Jer. 48:40; 49:22),80 as a simile for calamities brought about by 

foreign invaders.  In Ps. 18:11 the verb portrays Yahweh as the invader, 

swooping down on the netherworld as one launching at his prey.81 

 שית, ‘established’: only sometimes suggests imposition (e.g. Exod. 

21:22.23),82 but possibly has a forceful sense insofar as it is used a 

disproportionate number of times with reference to divine action.83  In the 

context, Yahweh establishes himself in the חשכת־מים, ‘dark waters’ – 

themselves closely associated with the subterranean sphere in this 

psalm84 – having caused the great tremouring and disturbance of the 

netherworld, and so the establishment seems to be one of enforced 

dominion. 

The warrior imagery attributed to Yahweh, therefore, expresses his onslaught 

against the netherworld, as opposed to military enemies on a battlefield.  The 

overwhelming imagery is of Yahweh invasively descending to the netherworld 

                                                           
76

 Barrik (1982: 482.494). 
77

 Barrik (1982: 494). 
78

 See, for example, Deut. 20:1; 2 Sam. 15:1; Jer. 4:13; Hab. 1:8. 
79

 Setting aside the question of the historical relationship of Habakkuk 3 with the rest of the book 
of Habakkuk, in the forms in which the book can now be studied, following the confident charge 
of the Assyrian horsemen – leaving destruction in their wake (Hab. 1:18) – Yahweh, in his burst 
of annihilation, treads down the seas with his horses.  On the mythological Chaoskampf motifs 
in Yahweh’s militaristic actions in Habakkuk 3:8-10.15, see May (1955); J. Day (1985: 104-109); 
Smith & Pitard (2009: 677-678). 
80

 Klingbeil (1999: 63). 
81

 So this fits the context well, and is therefore preferable to ראה, ‘seen’, in 2 Sam. 22:11.  
Further arguments against the reading in 2 Sam. are given by Berry (1993: 32). 
82

 Vanoni (2004 [1992-1993]: 653); Klingbeil (1999: 63). 
83

 Vanoni (2004 [1992-1993]: 653-654). 
84

 See, below, on the association between the waters (מים or, more specifically, מים רבים, ‘many 
waters’) and subterranean cosmic chaos. 
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and subjugating its chaotic forces.  This is no display of divine condescension.85   

The forceful imagery of upward, downward and horizontal motion portrays 

Yahweh (whilst he maintains a generally downward trajectory)86 as dominant 

over the full reach of the cosmos;87  and so, in spite of this emphasis on his 

downward motion, he remains dominant from within the space of the heavenly 

realm.  In verse 17, it is ממרום, ‘from a height’, that Yahweh delivers the 

supplicant from the waters, and so his spatial dominance, following his descent 

during which he has remained ‘sat astride’ his cherubim throne, remains 

unassailed.  Verse 13 makes it clear that he has continued to be situated בשמים, 

‘in the heavens.’   His name עליון, ‘Most High’ in these verses perhaps 

emphasises his spatial dominance, as well as his supremacy among all the 

heavenly deities (cf. Ps. 89:6-19). 88   Finally, Yahweh establishes the full 

dimensions of the netherworld as his domain: his cover being חשך, ‘Darkness’ 

as the proper name of the netherworld89 and, if the reading in 2 Sam. 22:12 is 

favoured, then his ‘booth’ (חשרת)90 is the cosmic waters.  חשרת as a name for 

his dominion over the Darkness and the waters, in which he performs the 

rescue of the king, to mirror his dominion of the earth, over which he has 

stretched out (נטה) the heavens as though they were the canvas of the tent.91  

The rescue Yahweh affects shows this cosmically gigantic deity to be 

triumphant over the netherworld’s powers, while yet he rules from the heavens.  

                                                           
85

 Pace Kraus (1988 [1978]: 260). 
86

 See Klingbeil (1999: 70-74) for a different interpretation of the dynamic imagery in these 
verses. 
87

 This is, perhaps, to go further than Kuntz (1983: 27) who contends that the rescue is ‘a bold 
affirmation on behalf of the God whose sovereignty embraces creation and history alike.’ 
88

 See 6.3.1 on the word play on עליון, as denoting superlative height as well as being a proper 
noun. 
89

 See the footnote to my translation of the word in verse 12, above. 
90

 See the footnote to ‘booth’ in my translation of verse 12, above. 
91

 This link is made by Wyatt (1993: 550-552). 
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4.3.2. Yahweh as Deliverer: Storm and Warrior Deity 

Yahweh affects all these actions as a warrior deity subjugating the netherworld 

to a sort of ‘military campaign.’  This is especially demonstrable in verses 8-16, 

where he is a warrior operating by means of a wide range of storm categories.  

His identity as a cosmically dominant storm-warrior deity will be important in 

understanding the supplicant’s subsequent actions in the psalm.  Scholars have 

certainly identified, in Yahweh’s actions in these verses, motifs of a storm 

deity’s victory over the sea,92 as in paradigmatic biblical Chaoskampf motifs 

such as those in Hab. 3:8-10.15,93 which are made most explicit in Ps. 18:16a: 

And the wellsprings of the sea94 were exposed 

And the foundations of the earth were uncovered…  

Yahweh subjects to his dominion the earth and the paralleled sea (representing 

the mouth of the conceptual space of the netherworld): he flings these covers 

wide, opening the deepest parts of the cosmos to his penetrating and 

objectifying gaze.95   The meteorological phenomena through which Yahweh 

ritually performs his power as warrior are legion. His approach is accompanied 

by something like an earthquake (v. 8).96  Possibly, the embers (גחלים) flaming 

forth from him (v. 9b) equate to lightning.97  In any case, ברק, ‘lightning’ later 

appears explicitly in the depiction of his assault of the netherworld (v. 15).   He 

directs, at his feet, ערפל, ‘thick cloud’ (v. 10) – thereby demonstrating kingly and 

divine domination over them.98  ערפל often appears in contexts of Yahweh’s 

                                                           
92

 On links between Ugaritic Baal’s victory over Yam and these verses, see Craigie (1983: 173-
174); J. Day (1985: 124-125).  I have, however, suggested a different interpretation of בליעל to 
that of Craigie, who here understands the term as originating with Ugaritic descriptions of Yam.   
93

 See my survey of the verbal references to Yahweh’s kinaesthetic action to these verses; or, 
more generally, see, for example, May (1955: 14); J. Day (1985: 122-125); Wyatt (1996: 217-
218); Klingbeil (1999). 
94

 Manuscripts reading ים, ‘ocean’ are to be preferred to those reading מים, ‘waters’, due to the 
parallel תבל, ‘world’ (Briggs 1907: 155; Craigie 1983: 170).  An enclitic mem may have become 
amalgamated with the beginning of ים if it were part of an original construct ים אפיקים, in some 
relatively early stage in the editing of the text, which was later edited out of 2 Sam. 22:16 
altogether (see Cross & Freedman 1953: 26; Dahood 1966: 109-110; Freeman 1980: 339; and, 
particularly, Hummel 1957: 93).  The enclitic mem is frequently found in early Semitic poetry 
(Albright 1944: 219; Hummel 1957), and regardless of the date of the psalm, it certainly 
contains much archaic language especially in the version in 2 Samuel 22, as Cross & Freedman 
(1953) demonstrated. 
95

 Note the niphil forms of ראה, ‘seen’ and גלה, ‘exposed.’ 
96

 See in the footnotes to my translation of vv. 8-12, above. 
97

 Klingbeil (1999: 73, n. 45). 
98

 On the association of feet with divine or royal domination, see 3.4. 
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epiphany in clouds and darkness.99  It is by means of רוח, ‘the wind’100 that 

Yahweh invasively swoops down on the netherworld (v. 11).  As he makes his 

way into the waters and Darkness (v. 12)101 עביו עברו, ‘hail passed by him’ (v. 

13).  His voice becomes the רעם, ‘thundering’, of the storm (v. 14).102  One 

passage which scholars relate to Ps. 18:8-16, for its similar archaic (or 

archaistic) features, is Exodus 15,103 which portrays Yahweh’s dread power 

through an account of his destruction of the enemy in the waters.  Ps. 18:8-16, 

too, combines legion storm motifs in its portrait of Yahweh who controls the 

power of the watery deeps.  It is such cosmically gigantic power as this which is 

portrayed by his identification with a range of meteorological phenomena 

(although as yet there are only storm, rather than solar, motifs in his 

portrayal).104 

Yahweh is in command of weapons which are embodied in numerous forms of 

meteorological phenomena, when he descends to rescue the supplicant: 

shooting out his arrows (v. 15), while he commands the lightning.  His 

identification with storm imagery thus images him as a warrior deity.  This much 

is supported by comparative reference to representations of delivering storm 

deities elsewhere in ancient West Asia.  A number of scholars have remarked 

on the similarities between the imaging of Yahweh in Ps. 18:8-16 and the storm-

warrior imaging of Ugaritic Baal.105  In one remarkably similar depiction of Baal 

(KTU 1.4 vii 28-35), he: 

                                                           
99

 See Exod. 20:21; Deut. 4:11; 5:22; Ps. 97:2. 
100

 May (1955: 14, n. 19) sees the wind as storm god imagery. 
101

 See in the footnotes to my translation of verses 8-12, above in 4.3.1. 
102

 Klingbeil (1999: 73). 
103

 As mentioned above, see Cross & Freedman (1953: 16-21); cf. Cross & Freedman (1955) on 
Exodus 15.  This is without, for now, entering into the question of the dates of the texts, but 
simply to follow Cross & Freedman’s identifications of archaic (or, it might also be said, 
archaistic) Semitic features in these texts (see Cross & Freedman 1953). 
104

 The imagery of fire and embers is light imagery (and perhaps even contrasted with the 
Darkness/ netherworld, in which the supplicant is situated (pace A.R. Johnson 1967: 120; Kuntz 
1983: 23); certainly, I have argued above (with specific reference to spatial imagery) that, whilst 
Yahweh descends into the netherworld, imagery describing him is kept appropriately separate 
from that describing the netherworld.  The light imagery here is explicable as lightning (see 
above) and may also be related to Yahweh’s fiery anger (cf. v. 9; Klingbeil 1999: 57, n. 90).  
Yahweh’s appearance with light imagery need not be related to solar characteristics, for 
lightning is readily categorised as storm phenomena – for further discussion of biblical light 
imaging of Yahweh, see 5.3.1. 
105

 For example, Craigie (1983: 173-174); J. Day (1985: 124-125); Shnider (2006: 387); Smith & 
Pitard (2009: 672). 
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 opens a rift in the clouds, through which he is to be heard – 

corresponding with Yahweh’s spatial location above the clouds (Ps. 

18:10b) and his stretching out of the heavens (Ps. 18:10a); 

 gives voice to a great noise by means of thunder,106 at which the 

earth (or perhaps netherworld) quakes and the mountains are afraid – 

corresponding with the quaking and shaking of the netherworld (Ps. 

18:8), which is possibly responding to the noise of his advance atop 

the cherubim (v. 11),107 which is manifested as the sound of thunder 

(v. 14); 

 appears (by means of the auditory, visual and kinaesthetic 

represented ritual image of a rift being made in the clouds, through 

which his voice is heard) to act as lightning, clearing the way for him 

to act as thunder108 – similarly, in Yahweh’s descent to deliver the 

king, he advances as חלי־אשג , ‘embers of fire’ (i.e. ‘lightening’) and he 

thunders (רעם); 

 like Yahweh, performs these actions in order to begin to undertake a 

successful descent for the purposes of conducting a militaristic 

campaign against his foe; 

 brandishes divine weapons while he carries out his descent and 

military campaign,109 as does Yahweh.110 

The correspondences between these two passages are especially important 

when it is considered that Baal’s imaging in the Ugaritic text expresses his 

dominion over topographically-dominant features of the cosmos, such as the 

clouds and mountains.111  Baal therefore, as a royal deity, is being identified 

with meteorological forces spanning the cosmos and able to exercise its spatio-

symbolic powers, and it is by these means that he subjugates the forces of 

                                                           
106

 Pardee & Pardee (2009: 122-123); Smith & Pitard (2009: 674). 
107

 Kuntz (1983: 25-26) argues that the response is to the noise of Yahweh’s approach.  Cf. the 
noise of Yahweh’s approach in Ezek. 1:24. 
108

 Pardee & Pardee (2009: 122-123).  Cf. Psalm 29. 
109

 On Baal’s weapons here, see Wyatt (2002: 110, n. 164; 111, n. 165). 
110

 On Yahweh’s divine weapons, see 4.4.3. 
111

 Smith & Pitard (2009: 676-678). So Wyatt (2002: 109, n. 155) argues that the imagery 
‘shows that Baal transcends nature.  He is not a ‘“nature god”’.   At the same time, Baal’s 
actions are affected by means of meteorological phenomena which reach down vertically across 
the cosmos from the heavens (on the concept of the sort of tripartite cosmos that the deity is 
covering here, see 1.3.3) and dominate the enemies in the vast expanse of the world, and 
therefore acts vertically and horizontally as a cosmically gigantic deity. 
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disorder.   The storm god in a fragment from the Sumerian royal archives – the 

so-called ‘Liturgy to Rammon as God of Thunder’ – effects a descent from the 

heavens with further similarities to the descents of Baal and Yahweh: 

 When the lord is angered the heavens tremble before him. 

 Rammon, when he rages the earth quakes before him; 

 The great mountains are shattered before him. 

 At his raging, at his wrath, 

 At his roaring, at his thunder, 

 The gods of heaven ascend unto heaven, 

 The gods of earth enter unto the earth, 

 Shamash on the eastern horizon of heaven is shrouded in darkness, 

 Nannar passes into obscurity on the western horizon (8-24).112 

Also manifesting in the roar of the thunder, like Baal and Yahweh he causes the 

cosmos to tremble with the power of his voice: the earth and the mountains and, 

in this case, the heavens.  Rammon does not seem to take on the features of as 

many meteorological phenomena as Yahweh in Ps. 18:8-16; but he establishes 

his dominance over the deities of the heavens and the earth by means of 

eclipsing them through his control of the weather, and causing them to recede 

in terror. 

Yahweh, too, is acting as a cosmically dominant storm and warrior deity, in 

subjugating the supplicant’s enemies by his terrorisation of the cosmos.  He 

establishes his wide-reaching power by means of his identification with 

proliferating storm phenomena.  This preformed identity – in keeping with the 

frequent tendency, more widely, for patron deities of ancient West Asian royals 

to be identified with proliferating meteorological phenomena113 – will be crucial 

in understanding the actions performed by the king’s transformed body, in the 

latter verses of the psalm. 

                                                           
112

 Translated by Langdon (1927: 31-32). 
113

 I have discussed this tendency in 2.5. 
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4.3.3. The King’s Deliverance and Transformation (vv. 17-19) 

Until now, the supplicant has been portrayed in fundamental contrast to the king 

who is imaged in Psalm 110.  There have been no explicit signifiers of his 

possessing royal status and – surrounded by the netherworld forces – far from 

battling any forces of chaos, the petitions Yahweh from his position of 

helplessness amidst cosmic foe.  Nor, unlike the king in Psalm 110 who battles 

the cosmic-military enemies, has the supplicant cooperated in Yahweh’s 

subjugation and dominion of the cosmos.  It is Yahweh alone who has made the 

netherworld shake, quake and be disturbed; it is Yahweh alone who has 

dominated the cosmos from his heavenly dwelling place; and it is Yahweh alone 

who now subjugates its forces as he rescues the king: 

 17. He stretches out (שלך) [his hand]114 from a high space, he takes me, 

  He draws me (משה) out of many waters. 

 18. He snatched me from the mighty foes (איבי)115 

And from those who hate me (ומשנאי), because they are prevailing 

against me. 

 19. They confront me in the day of my calamity, 

  But Yahweh was my stay. 

Yahweh continues to perform his deliverance from a spatial position of cosmic 

domination, reaching down to the king ממרום, ‘from a high space.’  The king, 

however, is beholden to the איבי, ‘foes’ and those who ‘hated’ him (root: משן), as 

he founders in מים רבים, ‘many waters.’  His location in the מים רבים – which so 

frequently represent, in the Hebrew Bible, both the cosmic and military enemies 

of Yahweh116 - reflects the dual characterisation of his enemies.  In verses 4-6, 

 has referred to the enemies as the great cosmic subterranean forces of the איבי

chaotic waters and of Sheol.117  משנא, however, finally hints at the presence of 

more military enemies (‘military’ insofar as the root שנא commonly refers to 

                                                           
114

 Cross & Freedman (1953: 26, n. 42) insert ידו, ‘his hand’ in conformance with this common 
biblical idiom of Yahweh’s delivering action, which corresponds with the similar verse Ps. 144:7. 
115

 The pointing אֺיְִבי appears to suggest the word is singular with a first person singular suffix, 
and it is followed by the singular adjective עז, ‘strength’ (so Craigie 1983: 170). However, LXX 
and Syr. read the clause as plural, rendering איבי a plural in construct with עז, which is in accord 
with the pluralised enemies of the following paralleled clause (Cross & Freedman 1953: 26, n. 
47). 
116

 For a discussion, and many examples, see May (1955).  This is discussed further in 1.3.3. 
117

 4.3. 
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hatred from within humans, human haters or the human-hated).118  The rootsאיב 

and שנא, elsewhere (and especially in the psalms), are used in parallel to refer 

to enemies who, due to the ambiguity of context, are themselves ambiguous.119   

These paralleled foes include the ambiguous enemies of the king (Ps. 21:9). 

Yahweh affects his rescue of the supplicant and domination of his enemies by 

stretching out (שלך) his hand120 which, as discussed in 3.4, is an action he 

performs in order to perform ritual subjugation of the cosmic and military powers 

of chaos.121  It is striking that the root משה is used, in parallel with שלך, stating 

that Yahweh ‘drew out’ the king from the משה  .מים רבים is a rare biblical root.  

Apart from the parallel passage in 2 Sam. 22:17, it is used elsewhere only once, 

and there in order to explain the origin of Moses’ name: 

Now the child grew and she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, and he 

became her son.  And she pronounced his name to be Moses (משה), saying,122 

‘For I drew him (משתיהו) from the waters (מים).’ (Exod. 2:10) 

While there are substantial indications that the biblical etymology is fallacious, 

and that Moses’ name probably derives from Egyptian rather than this rare 

Hebrew verb,123 Marks’ literary study of this verse in relation to Moses’ portrayal 

in the rest of the Pentateuch has shown that the Moses’ naming is of greater 

narrative significance than a mere etymological aetiology.124  Most of the details 

of the motif complex in Exod. 2:1-10 – Moses’ conception, his being hidden 

                                                           
118

 This much is especially clear in Gen. 24:60; 26:27; 29:31.33; 37:4.5.8; Exod. 1:10; 18:21; 
20:5; 23:5; Lev. 19:17; Num. 10:35; Deut. 4:42; 5:9; 7:10.15; 19:4.11; 21:15.16.17; 22:13-16; 
24:3; Jud. 11:7; 14:6; 15:2; 2 Sam. 5:8; 13:15.22; 19:7; 1 Kgs 22:8; Chron. 18:7; Est. 9:1.5.16; 
Ps. 34:22; 44:7; 81:15; 101:3; 105:25; 106:41; 119:104.113.128.163; 139:21.22; Prov. 1:22; 9:8; 
11:15; 12:1; 13:5.24; 14:17.20; 15:10.27; 19:7; 25:17:21; 26:24.28; 27:6; 28:16; 29:10.24; 
30:23; Qoh. 2:17.18; 3:18; Isa. 66:5; Jer. 12:8; Ezek. 16:27; 23:28; 35:6; Amos 5:10.15; Mic. 
3:2. 
119

 Lev. 26:17; Deut. 32:41; Ps. 25:19; 35:19; 38:20; 55:12; 69:5.  On the other hand, the 
parallelism of the two words in Ps. 83:2 is imaged by national enemies (vv. 6-7).  In Ps. 106:10-
11 this parallelism refers to the drowning of the Egyptian army in the waters, a representation of 
a past ‘event’ which (as discussed in 3.4 and discussed further below), depicts Yahweh’s 
control over the threats of both cosmic and military forces of disorder.  This parallelism is also 
used in Psalm 68 - albeit there are many critical and exegetical issues in this psalm (see, 
recently, Knohl 2012), so I do not here suppose anything about its literary context. 
120

 On the assumption that Yahweh’s ‘hand’ should be read here, see the footnotes to the 
translation, above. 
121

 As Kraus (1988 [1978]: 260) and Terrien (2003: 198) argue. 
122

 The vav has been omitted for ease of translation. 
123

 See Powys Smith (1919); Griffiths (1953); such earlier etymological arguments are followed 
by, for example, Childs (1965: 114.116); M.P. Carroll (1985: 75); Marks (1995: 30); Houtman 
(1999: 593-594); Hendel (2001: 604). 
124

 Marks (1995: 29-33). 
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away in secret, being stowed away on a river in a reed basket, his discovery, 

his ‘drawing out’ of the river, and his adoption – are also attested, in similar 

form, in the legend of Sargon’s exposure.125  A further similarity between these 

two passages is their royal nature: Moses is to be adopted by Pharaoh’s 

daughter, in order to become something of a proto-royal figure;126 Sargon is to 

become a great king.   Moses is only called the son (בן) of Pharaoh’s daughter 

in the final verse (v. 10) – that is, his preliminary treatment prepares him for 

adopted royal status.  Partly, he is prepared by his weaning on a wet nurse (vv. 

7-8) which has come to an end,127 insofar as royals in ancient West Asia were 

suckled by the deity in the embodied action of weaning by their wet nurses128 

(that the wet nurse is his Hebrew mother is important, because this ensures that 

he is not suckled within the Egyptian cult and therefore by a deity of the 

Egyptian royal cult).129  He is also prepared for his royal adoption ‘drawing-out’ 

 of the river by Pharaoh’s daughter (cf. vv. 5-6) insofar as Pharaoh’s (משה)

daughter names him after the remembered ‘drawing out’ upon his assumption 

of sonship to her (v. 10).  It is conceivable then that the use of this rare verb in 

Ps. 18:17 implies an action preliminary to kingship: being ‘drawn out’ of the 

waters (מים) of subterranean chaos.130 

As already discussed, the supplicant of Psalm 18 has, before verse 17, been 

described without recourse to any royal imagery or, indeed, any signifiers of 

status.  Only now that he is removed – or ‘drawn out’ – from his position of 

netherworld descent is there a hint of his performing royal status.  The 

supplicant is finally beginning to take on a royal identity like that of Yahweh 

who, in verses 8-16, has been performing the kingly role of subjugating the 

forces of chaos.131 His mimesis of the royal High God is performed by virtue of 

his rescue from netherworld descent, enacted specifically by his being drawn 

out of the waters.  The supplicant’s represented ritual performance can 

                                                           
125

 See, for example, M.P. Carroll (1985). 
126

 On Moses as proto-royal, see Wyatt (2005: 151-189). 
127

 See Childs (1965: 112-114). 
128

 For a discussion of this, with references, see 8.3. 
129

 As I will argue in 8.3, Joash is suckled by a Yahwistic wet nurse (2 Kgs 11:2-3a) and 
therefore by Yahweh, rather than one among the sorts of deities which biblical authors tend to 
associate with the ‘apostate’ Omrides.  This may suggest Moses in Exod. 2:7-8 is suckled by 
Yahweh, although no particular deity is identified in the text. 
130

 Moses has been drawn out of המים, ‘the waters,’ whilst the supplicant in Ps. 18:17 is drawn 
out of מים רבים, ‘many waters.’  On the מים רבים, see above, and see May (1955). 
131

 See Mettinger (1985); see, also, my discussion in 1.2.1 of this motif of divine kingship. 
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therefore be called royal – even if the only explicit reference to his royal status 

is in the final verse, which may be part of an editorial superscription.132 

                                                           
132

 For arguments for verses 50-51 being editorial, see Cross & Freedman (1953: 32, n. 116); 
Kuntz (1983: 15). 
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4.4. Royal Heavenly Ascent Motifs: The Oppositions, and the 

Reversals (Verses 20.30-52) 

4.4.1. Introduction 

As I have argued, the represented ritual performers are imaged in almost binary 

opposition to one another in the earlier part of the psalm (particularly vv. 4-17).  

The contrasts between them may now be summarised as follows: 

1) The cosmic enemies and the king (vv. 4-7): flailing beneath the power 

of his subterranean foes, the king is helpless and at the mercy of their 

forces which enclose (אפף) and surround (סבב) him. 

2) Yahweh and the cosmic enemies (vv. 8-17): with verbs of motion 

emphasising both his command of the heavens and dominance of the 

tripartite cosmos, Yahweh then renders the netherworld enemies with 

characteristics which are his opposites in every way as they shake 

 .before him (רגז) and are violently disturbed (רעש) quake ,(געש)

3) Yahweh and the king (vv. 4-17): The king is helpless and utterly 

dependent upon Yahweh’s cosmically gigantic power, in order to be 

delivered from his enemies.  Spatially, he is also diametrically 

opposed to Yahweh: he languishes in the netherworld, whilst Yahweh 

retains his command of the heavens. 

The king’s delivery from the netherworld (vv. 17-19) begins to bring about 

fundamental reversals in the oppositional imagery of the psalm. 133   This 

reversed imagery is to be introduced after the deliverance imagery (v. 20) and 

to continue after the king’s vindication of his righteousness (vv. 21-29), 134 

through verses 30-52.  The reversal in imagery reconfigures the relationships 

between the ritual performers, which results in two new diametric oppositions, 

and one new equivalence.  I now explore the motifs which demonstrate these 

three new and reversed ritual power relationships, one by one. 

                                                           
133

 So, as Berry writes, ‘Practically every image in the Psalm indicates a reversal of fortunes 
[Berry’s emphasis] and Yahweh himself assumes the role of reverser of fortunes’ (1993: 101). 
134

 This royal vindication of righteousness, as a preliminary to represented royal heavenly 
ascent, will be discussed in 5.7. 
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4.4.2. The King as he ‘was’ in his Netherworld Descent, versus the King as 

he ‘is now’ in his Heavenly Ascent 

Immediately, the king is taken to מרהב, ‘a broad place’ (v. 20), in contrast with 

the psalmist’s former conditions, which he labels צר־לי, ‘my contractedness’’ (v. 

7).135  Having undergone netherworld descent, he now stands במתי, ‘in the high 

places’ (v. 34).  In this action he resembles Yahweh treading down the surging 

of the waters (or Yam) in Job 9:8, insofar the enemy of order is there described, 

similarly, as במתי־ים .136   Moreover, in contrast to his helplessness and lowliness, 

he is now at liberty in his spatial height: 

 You have enlarged my stride137 beneath me 

 And my ankles have not faltered (v. 37). 

From the king’s new expansive motion, he will have cosmic dominion (vv. 44-

46), as I will discuss in the following section: 

4.4.3. The king in his Heavenly Ascent, versus the Cosmic and Military 

Enemies 

In subjugating his foe, the king dominates enemies who are not only embodied 

in military forces, but who are understood to exist on a more cosmic level.  The 

paralleled איבי, ‘foes’ and משנא, ‘haters,’ who had previously besieged the king 

(v. 18), 138  are now crushed by him (v. 41).  The king thereby subjugates 

generalised unidentifiable enemies,139 in their entire universal mass.  In part, 

they include the primordial deeps which formally assailed him.140 

It is repeatedly asserted in Psalm 18 that the enemies – who enclosed him in 

the netherworld with their משברי, ‘waves,’141  bonds,’ and‘ ,חבלי ’,torrents‘ , נחלי

 snares’ (vv. 5-6) – are vanquished underneath him.  Not only does the‘ ,מוקשי

king subjugate the cosmos insofar as he treads over its heights with his רגלי, 

‘feet’ (v. 34) and קרסלי, ‘ankles’.  He can also announce that the enemies are: 

                                                           
135

 Kuntz (1983: 27-28). 
136

 My thanks to my External Examiner Professor Nicolas Wyatt for pointing this out in his 
comments and corrections to my manuscript. 
137

 Reading with Craigie (1983: 171) following the singular form צעד in the MT.  The plural form 
in other manuscripts may suggest the plural ‘footsteps’ (Craigie 1983: 171).  Still, both 
constructions can suggest motion, as I will take צעד as doing, below. 
138

 4.4.2. 
139

 See 4.3.3. 
140

 In 4.4.5, I will make this point more expansively than in this section. 
141

 On this reading, see the footnote to this word in my translation of verses 4-6, in 4.3.1. 
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‘... fallen underneath my feet (v. 39)’ and ‘submissive142 underneath me’ (v. 40), 

and in addition he can say to Yahweh ‘…you have given me the neck of my 

foes (איבי)’ (v. 41a). 

The response of the enemies, to an extent, recalls the helplessness of the king 

under onslaught in verses 4-19: 

 They pleaded, but there was no deliverer – 

  To Yahweh, but he did not answer them (v. 42). 

The king himself, previously, had cried in his distress to Yahweh (v. 7).143   

Nonetheless, there is an important difference.  Yahweh listened to the king’s cry 

(v. 7), and responded by rescuing him (vv. 18-20), but now he declines to 

answer the enemies’ cry beneath the feet of the king.  Yahweh has delivered 

the king but there is ‘no deliverer’ (אין־מושיע) for the king’s enemies. 

There is more to be said about the ascended king’s subjugation of the chaotic 

powers of the earth and cosmos, but this is best understood by illumination of 

the most fundamental changed relationship in the status-transforming praxis of 

the ritual, which facilitates the two reversals for which I have just argued: 

                                                           
142

 The hiphil תכריע literally reads ‘made to bow.’ 
143

 As discussed in 4.3.1. 
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4.4.4. The King upon undertaking his Heavenly Ascent, and his 

Equivalence with Yahweh 

The means by which the king reaches a stage of ascent to the heavens, and 

thereby performs powers similar to those of Yahweh, is at variance with the 

king’s ritual performance in Psalm 110.  In Psalm 110, regardless of whether or 

not my tentative suggestion that Yahweh may beget and birth him out of a 

netherworld descent, 144  it can at least be said that he begins to rout the 

enemies without any prior rescue, and so any subjugation of the cosmic 

enemies is initiated ultimately by his heavenly ascent (v. 1).145  In Psalm 18, 

however, netherworld descent is a prelude to heavenly ascent in which the king, 

far from a victorious warrior, is helpless.   He requires Yahweh’s rescue before 

performing heavenly ascent. 

In common with Psalm 110, however, the king in Psalm 18:30-52 performs 

mimesis of Yahweh’s war-waging actions.  It is from this ritual status of divine 

warrior that he subjugates the enemies.  I have observed that Yahweh’s 

behaviour as a storm deity – earlier on in Psalm 18 – has included warrior 

motifs and his command of weapons (vv. 15-17).146  The king now performs 

similar warrior gestures.  Shnider argues that a close relationship between 

Yahweh and the king is demonstrated through their common command of a 

bow.147  It is the similarities between the portrayal of Yahweh and the king that I 

now discuss, before arguing that these demonstrate more than just a close 

relationship. 

Earlier, it was Yahweh who שלח חציווי , ‘sent out his arrows’ (v. 15).  Now the 

king is depicted in command of קשת־נחושה ‘a bronze bow’ (v. 35b).  A number 

of scholars, asserting that a bronze bow could not possibly have been used in 

battle, have suggested alternative explanations, more than one of which is 

plausible.148  However, such explanations are only necessary if it is assumed 

                                                           
144

 3.8. 
145

 See Chapter 3, especially 3.6. 
146

 4.3.2. 
147

 Shnider (2006).  I discuss the bow further, below. 
148

 There are numerous issues in the interpretation of this verse, and for summaries of the 
possible ways of rendering verse 35, see Shnider (2006: with his own suggestion at 396-398).  
It can though, at least, safely be said that the king is imaged in possession of the bow, which is 
sufficient for the purposes of my argument here.  More prescient, for present purposes, are the 
multiple alternatives scholars have suggested to rendering קשת־נחושה itself ‘bronze bow.’ 
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that the king’s bow need be a utilitarian device for waging military campaigns.  

The bow, in one sense, is a signifier of the equivalence of Yahweh and the king: 

several scholars have compared the image to depictions – from across ancient 

West Asia – in which both king and Royal High God are depicted holding a 

bow.149  Materially, I suggest, the represented bronze bow is best explained not 

as a functional battlefield weapon, but as a divine weapon of the storm deity 

(Yahweh).  The divine weapon, here, is handed to the king; and such a motif of 

a storm god passing his divine weapon to the king he patronises is attested in 

represented coronation and enthronement rituals across at least a few ancient 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Dahood (1966: 115) derives from נחשות the form of the root נחש which expresses some 

form of ‘magic’ or divination, and he reads the phrase in light of the bow which Aqhat discovers.  
In favour of this reading, it appears that arrows could be imbued with divinatory qualities.  קסם, 
representing ‘divination’  - the exact nature of which is, though, disputed (see Jeffers (1996: 96-
98) for a survey of debates on the term) – is generally agreed to derive from the Arabic root 
itiqsam, which refers to a kind of belomancy (Iwry 1961; Ruppert 2004 [1990-1992]: 72-73; 
Jeffers 1996: 96), although the root in the Hebrew Bible may well be applied to a much broader 
range of oracular activities (Jeffers 1996: 96-98).  Inscribed arrowheads from the ancient Levant 
may have had some kind of ‘magical’ mantic – or at least extraordinary – function (Iwry 1961: 
27-28).  It is thus plausible that a bow could have had extraordinary qualities. Nonetheless, 
Dahood’s argument (1966: 115) is not without problems.  The exact lexicographical meanings of 
the root נחש, in connection with magical practices, are difficult to ascertain, given that it usually 
appears merely in lists of illicit prohibited practices (Lev. 19:26; Deut. 18:10; 2 Kgs. 17:17; 21:6; 
2 Chron. 33:6), or is mentioned broadly as some form of divination without comment on how 
exactly the divination is carried out (Gen. 30:27; 44:5.15).  The most revealing use of the verb 
comes with the indication that Balaam is able to identify נחשים in natural phenomena (Num. 4:1; 
cf. also 1 Kgs 20:33), so the root may well denote omens or divining for omens (Jeffers 1996: 
77). 

Pinker’s suggestion (2005) that קשת־נחושה is a ‘snake-like’ bow, which would be 
appropriately pliable, is possible insofar as נחש also refers to a serpent or snake.  However, this 
reading is only necessary if it is assumed that the bow need be pliable and practical in battle 
which, I argue below, the bow need not in fact be.  Similarly, G.R. Driver’s suggestion (1951: 
247-248), with reference to Job 20:24, that the mention of ושהחקשת נ  denotes not a bow, but the 
arrow ‘tipped with bronze’ presupposes a problem with the bow being impractical in a ‘real’ 
military situation.  In fairness, G.R. Driver argues further that, unlike the קשת נהושה of Job 20:24, 
bows ‘do not pierce their victims!’  This seems a somewhat pedantic argument: colloquially a 
bow could conceivably pierce a victim, given that an arrow can only inflict an injury by virtue of a 
bow being fired, as much as how in English one can be ‘killed by a gun’, though physically only 
by a bullet it has fired.  Cross & Freedman’s view (1953: 31) that the bow is probably inlaid with 
bronze rather than being solid bronze rests, again, on the supposition that the bow need be a 
practical battlefield weapon.  So Pinker (2005), G.R. Driver (1951), and Cross & Freedman 
(1953) all unnecessarily complicate what is actually a straightforward compound noun, with no 
mystery as to the object it denotes, as I propose in the main text immediately below. 
149

 Cross & Freedman (1953: 31); Keel (1978 [1972]: 264-265, figs 356.358); Shnider (2006: 
particularly 388-389).  I disagree with Shnider’s argument (on the basis of the presence of wings 
in verse 11) that Psalm 18 presents the ancient West Asian motif of a winged sun-disc together 
with Royal High God and king holding a bow.  The phrase in verse 11 על־כנפי־רוח, ‘on the wings 
of the wind’, conspicuously images the means of flight as the wind extraneous to Yahweh’s 
body, even if Yahweh is portrayed to some extent as bird-like (cf. J. Day 2007: 76).   In any 
case, as I argued in 4.3.2, the poem images Yahweh performing storm actions of a storm deity, 
with light or solar imagery being used of Yahweh only once, in verse 29 (see Dahood 1966: 
113).  There seems to be little in the way of solar-imaging of Yahweh in the psalm, in contrast 
with Psalm 24, which I will discuss in 5.5.1. 
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West Asian civilisations.150  Divine weapons – which were kept at cultic centres 

and which may have had a range of ritual uses – were considered to belong to 

the storm deity himself, and to be instruments with which he battered the forces 

of chaos.151  So, for instance, a letter from Aleppo to King Zimri-Lim of Mari 

conveys the gift of weapons which Adad has used to smite the cosmic waters.   

The weapons of Adad were afterwards kept in a shrine at Terqa.152 

Significantly, the one other biblical appearance of a bronze bow (קשת נחושה - 

Job 20:24) is among weapons which eliminate a figure who has previously 

undertaken heavenly ascent, described as follows: 

 Though he ascends (עלה) to the heavens in his height 

  And his head reaches the clouds… (Job 20:6) 

The ascendant figure in Job is slain by weapons in the heavens (vv. 24-25) 

because, as Job’s comforter understands it, this figure has committed 

oppression and robbery (v. 19).  In 7.3-7.4 I will analyse a number of biblical 

texts which describe such heavenly ascents, aborted by weapons.153  For the 

purposes of illuminating Ps. 18:35b, it needs only be pointed out that he is slain 

for principles of justice in the space of the heavens (see, particularly Job 20:19), 

implying that it is a deity who administers his dispatch by weapons including a 

bronze bow – an implication confirmed by the assertion in Job 20:29 that justice 

is apportioned by אלהים, ‘Elohim/ Most High’ and אל ‘El.’  The divine judge these 

whom appellatives reference may be assumed to be to Yahweh, as he is 

commonly identified with bows and arrows.154 

Thus, in Psalm 18:35b, the bronze bow appears to be a divine weapon.  An 

aspect of the king’s mimesis of Yahweh upon ritual heavenly ascent, therefore, 

is the use of this divine weapon to continue maintenance of cosmic and military 

order.  This much can be applied in support of the argument I presented in 3.4, 

                                                           
150

 For an evaluation of texts from Akkad, Mari, Ugarit, and the Hebrew Bible itself, suggesting 
that this was a prevalent ancient West Asian ritual motif, see Wyatt (2005: 151-189).  For a 
more minimalist interpretation of such texts, see Tӧyrӓӓnvuori (2012: 151.154-155). 
151

 Nissinen (2003: 22, n. d); Tӧyrӓӓnvuori (2012: 147-148). 
152

 Malamat (1998:27); Wyatt (2005: 158-160; 2010: 69); Töyräänvuori (2012: 150-151).  For a 
translation of the letter, see Nissinen (2003: 21-22). 
153

 These are, furthermore, tabulated in the Appendix. 
154

 Tӧyrӓӓnvuori (2012: 167-168).  The use of אלהים (and parallel use of the phonetically parallel 
 emphasises the height of Yahweh in contrast to the ascendant figure ,יהוה rather than ,(אל
whose high ascent is coming to an abrupt end.   
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that the king, in wielding the מטה־עזך, ‘staff of [his] strength’ (Ps. 110:2) and the 

 sceptre' (Ps. 2:9) – smites the chaotic enemies of the kingdom in mimesis' ,שבט

of Yahweh.  In the light of the representation of the king in Ps. 18:35b 

commandeering Yahweh’s cultic weapon, it is plausible that the king’s mimesis 

of his patron deity‘s subjugation of the enemies with a cultic implement in texts 

such as Psalms 2:9 and 110:2 amounts to ritual use of a divine weapon.155 

In the clause which follows the king receiving the divine bronze bow (v. 36a), 

Yahweh gives him מגן ישעך, ‘a shield of [his] salvation.’  Whilst this image tends 

to be understood as a metaphor for Yahweh’s protection of the king,156 there is 

good reason to think that Yahweh’s shield, too, is a divine weapon.  Not only is 

this likely because it is handed to the king immediately after he appears to 

receive Yahweh’s bronze bow; in addition, bronze shields were kept in the first 

Jerusalem temple, according to the Hebrew Bible.  Solomon places golden 

militaria in the Temple’s Forest of Lebanon (1 Kgs. 10:16-17; 2 Chron. 15-

16.20), Shishak of Egypt removes them, and Rehoboam reinstalls them as 

 bronze shields’157 (1 Kgs. 14:25-28; 2 Chron. 12:9-11), which are‘ ,מגני נחשת

carried processionally at the entrance of the king (2 Chron., 12:11).158  It is, 

therefore, probable that the king in Ps. 18:35b-36a is represented as 

ceremonially receiving a bronze shield that is Yahweh’s own, as well as 

receiving Yahweh’s bronze bow.  

                                                           
155

 Del Olmo Lete (1992: 254, n. 2) makes this suggestion – namely that the שבט is a divine 
weapon, handed to the king on his coronation, in Ps. 110:2. 
156

 See, for example, Craigie (1983: 176); Shnider (2006: 396). 
157

 Rehoboam’s shields are denigrated for being נחשת, since (so it is said) Solomon had items 
only of gold, because ‘silver was counted as nothing in the days of Solomon’ (see Wyatt 2005: 
182-184), but it does not at all follow from this that the bronze bow in Ps. 18:35b is viewed at all 
pejoratively – there is a great ambivalence towards bronze and other metals in the Hebrew 
Bible.  Rehoboam’s cheap replica shields are not the only cultic items of bronze which are 
denigrated in the Hebrew Bible as debased of their former glory; debased in spite of once, it is 
said, having been associated with a national hero.  נחשת נחש, ‘the Bronze Serpent’ which 
Moses creates under Yahweh’s command in order to heal the Israelites from the affects of 
snakebite (Num. 21:8-9) is destroyed by Hezekiah, because it has become the focus for 
condemned practices (2 Kgs. 18:4).  On the one hand, 1 Kgs 14:25-28; 2 Kgs 18:4 and 2 
Chron. 12:9-11 seem to demonstrate a ‘Deuteronomistic’ negativity towards bronze cultic 
objects (cf. J. Robinson 1976: 167 on ‘Deuteronomistic’ ideology in 2 Kgs 18:4).  On the other 
hand, Ps. 18:35-36 would seem, like Num. 21:8-9, to be more positive about bronze cultic 
objects.  This is probably a reflection of the ambivalence with which metals including bronze are 
viewed in the Hebrew Bible (see 9.2; 9.3) – a consequence of which is the fundamentally 
contrasting signification it can have within different ideological biblical contexts. 
158

 On this ritual image, see Wyatt (2005: 182-184). 
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Also significant in establishing equivalence in the king’s power relationship with 

Yahweh is the clause preceding the conferral of the divine weapon to the king, 

which states למלחמה מלמד ידי , ‘[Yahweh,] training my hands for war’ (Ps. 

18:35a).159  This idea that the king receives military education under Yahweh’s 

pedagogy is strongly present in Psalm 144.  This psalm, as is generally 

recognised, is closely paralleled to Psalm 18, and indeed most scholars happily 

understand Psalm 144 as a representation of Davidic royal liturgy160 (‘Davidic 

royal liturgy’ is often understood to be an appropriate sort of label for other royal 

psalms, but I am arguing these are also most accurately described as 

representations of liturgy).  Psalm 144 tells of the king’s deliverance ממים רבים, 

‘from many waters’ by Yahweh who stretches out (שלך) his hand (v. 7), having 

‘stretched out’ (נטה) the heavens in his descent in the forms of storm imagery, 

during which he also fires arrows (vv. 5-6) – closely corresponding, thereby, 

with the storm imaging of Yahweh bringing deliverance in Ps. 18:8-19.161  Most 

significantly, Psalm 144 begins with the claim that Yahweh instructs the king in 

order for him to go to war (which amounts to performing mimesis of Yahweh’s 

battle against the cosmic forces of disorder): 

 Blessed be Yahweh, my rock –  

  Who teaches my hands for war, 

  My fingers for battle (v. 1). 

This foregrounding of the image of Yahweh instructing the king in combat 

demonstrates the importance that could be placed upon the notion that the 

king’s identity as a warrior is learned from his patron deity.  His military action 

                                                           
159

 The link between this image of war and iconography of enthronement rituals is discussed by 
Keel (1978 [1972]: 265-266). 
160

 See Gillingham (1998: 220-224), who contrasts Psalm 144 with other royal psalms: she sees 
psalm 144 as an imitation of these, which she considers generally to have originated the cult of 
the Davidic monarchy.  See also Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 583-587); Holtz (2008).  
Some earlier scholarship was more enthusiastic about the possibility that some or parts of the 
psalm dated to the monarchic period, even if some of the psalm was adapted from Psalm 18.  
So, for example, Allen (1983: 290-291) dated verses 1-11 predominantly to the monarchic 
period; whilst others dated the whole psalm to the royal cult of Judah (e.g. Eaton 1967: 308-
309; 1976: 127-128; A.R. Johnson 1967: 89-90; Durham 1984: 429; J. Day 1996 [1992]: 88.93-
95). 
161

 See 4.3.2.  In Psalm 18 itself, Yahweh draws the king ממים רבים, ‘from many waters’ when 
 the heavens (v. 10) and ‘fired his (נטה) he stretched out’ (v. 17), having stretched out‘ ,ישלך
arrows’ (v. 15) amidst his appearance in storm imagery.  For a recent close textual analysis of 
the similarities between Psalm 144 and Psalm 18, see Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 584-
587). 
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therefore constitutes mimesis of his master.  This is the case in the event of the 

king’s heavenly ascent, in Psalm 18 as in Psalm 110.   

Eaton describes Yahweh’s instruction of the king as demonstrative of a ‘fatherly 

bond,’ 162  and education does appear to have been largely a parental 

prerogative in ancient West Asia (cf. Proverbs 1-9).163  Successful enculturation 

of knowledge ensured the maintenance of social status; while failure to follow 

instruction could be understood to result in public opprobrium (Prov. 5:12-14).164  

So, although there is no explicit motif of divine sonship in Psalm 18 (unlike a 

number of the other representations of royal heavenly ascent which I treat in 

this thesis), the king’s receipt of Yahweh’s pedagogical instruction (vv. 35-36) 

suggests a conferral of status – the status conferred by a teacher onto his 

student, and perhaps even the status of a father conferred by education onto 

his son.  In the specific context of the represented ritual heavenly ascent, 

Yahweh’s instruction of the king makes real the king’s high ritual status.  He 

shares in Yahweh’s divinity, by virtue of the mimesis he performs of his patron 

deity. 
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 Eaton (1976: 147-148). 
163

 Crenshaw (1985); Carr (2005: 129-131.135-136). 
164

 Carr (2005: 129-131). 
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4.4.5. Conclusion: The Dynamics of the Ritual Stratification of 

Relationships and Inter-Relationships 

This mimesis of Yahweh constitutes the ritual praxis, already observed, by 

which the king performs his changed ritual status.  The contrast between the 

‘king-as-now’ with the ‘king-as-before’ – moving from the low constricted space 

of the netherworld, to the broad high space of the heavens165 - is a mimetic 

representation of Yahweh’s command of the heavens, and of his ritualised 

performative praxis of power over the vast expanse of the cosmos (vv. 8-12).  

This much is evinced, especially, in the king taking on the warrior identity of his 

patron deity, emblematic of which is his reception of the gift of the divine 

weapon.166 

Furthermore, the imaging of the new and reversed relationship between the 

king and the enemies (cosmic and military) – whereby the king, once engulfed 

by them (vv. 5-6), ‘now’ tramples them (vv. 39.40.42)167 – resembles biblical 

and wider ancient West Asian imagery of a deity treading on the forces of 

chaos; as well as that of kings trampling military enemies.  This much is 

particularly suggested by the paralleled reference to the subjugated enemies as 

 – haters’ (v. 41): the indiscriminate mass of the forces‘ ,משנאי foes’ and‘ ,איבי

both cosmic and military – which had previously beset the king (v. 18). 168  

Those forces, indeed, included the subterranean powers of chaos, to which 

Yahweh descended in order to affect his rescue of the king. 

It is these indiscriminate and undiscriminated enemies, cosmic and military (v. 

41), whose pleading goes unanswered (v. 42),169 and who are then trodden 

down and dismembered – the king proclaiming ‘I grind them down (שחק) like 

dust before the wind’ (v. 43).  That this action is a form of mimesis of the deity is 

suggested by comparison with Marduk’s objectification of Tiamat’s corpse in 

Enuma Elish, according to Noegel’s interpretation.  Marduk’s dismemberment of 

her cadaver out of which he then creates the cosmos, Noegel argues, is the sort 

of divine action imitated in depictions of the dismemberment of military enemies 
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 4.4.2. 
166

 4.4.4. 
167

 4.4.3. 
168

 4.3.3. 
169

 4.4.3. 
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at the hands of Mesopotamian armies.  The forces of chaos are dismembered, 

and divine order continues to be restored by the king.170  Perhaps, also, in Ps. 

18:43, the king in imitation of Yahweh keeps order by vanquishing disorder, by 

virtue of his abuse and  dismemberment of the bodies not just of his military 

enemies, but of those embodied in the deeps in which he was originally 

imprisoned. 

The following verses (in keeping with the sequential order of the enemies who 

appear in Psalm 110)171 move from subjugation of ambiguous enemies, with 

both cosmic and military characteristics, to a less ambiguous depiction of the 

king’s military domination, being directed towards the armies of the earth.  His 

enemies are now עם, ‘people,’ גוים, ‘nations’ (v. 44), and בני־נכר, ‘sons of 

foreigners’ (vv. 45.46). 

                                                           
170

 Noegel (2007: particularly 18-19). 
171

 See, particularly, 3.6. 
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4.5. Representations of the Davidic Royal Cult in Psalm 18 

I have so far focused on the cosmic imagery of royal netherworld descent and 

heavenly ascent.  However, the multivocal nature of much of the language in 

the psalm enables representations of the king’s presence in the netherworld 

and in the heavens also to be read as performance of ritual within the royal cult.  

I have argued that the king is represented as receiving, in the course of ritual 

performance, divine weapons of the sort kept in ancient West Asian temples.  It 

is with these weapons that he performs the sort of ritual subjugation of cosmic 

and military enemies that is intrinsic to his mimesis of Yahweh upon heavenly 

ascent.   

It appears that the king is also represented as performing his netherworld 

descent within the cultic context of Jerusalem.  He appears to be in close 

proximity to the temple: Yahweh hears the king from his היכל, ‘temple,’ which 

refers to the cosmically liminal space of the temple which meets both the earth 

and Yahweh’s heavenly abode.172  Yahweh’s descent to deliver the king (Ps. 

18:8-16) resembles extremely closely Baal’s storm manifestation in KTU 1.4 vii 

28-35,173 and this text also merges together images of the heavenly palace of 

the storm god (here Baal) with the temple on the holy mountain (here Zaphon), 

by means of concrete depictions of meteorological phenomena.174  It is also 

significant in Ps. 18:8-16 that Yahweh, in his descent, disturbs a netherworld 

topographically imaged as מוסדי הרים, ‘foundations of [the] mountains.’175  The 

pluralisation of the nouns, to an extent, images the netherworld which Yahweh 

invades in its full universal space;176 but on a localised level it may situate the 

king in the space of chaos beneath the two cosmic mountains – indeed, it is 

apparently in such a locale that the king is birthed before smiting the forces of 

chaos in Ps. 110:3.177  In Psalm 18, then, the king is in close proximity to the 

temple – among the cosmic enemies of the netherworld and, perhaps, 

                                                           
172

 As discussed in 4.3.1; see, further, 1.3. 
173

 These two texts are compared in 4.3.2. 
174

 See the analysis of the analysis of the Ugaritic text and the conclusions of Smith & Pitard 
(2009: 672-674). 
175

 There is a variant reading in 2 Sam 22:8, but see my footnote to the translation of verses 8-
12 in 4.3.2. 
176

 See 4.3.1. 
177

 See 3.4. 
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specifically beneath the two mountains – from which space he is elevated to the 

heavens, by means of ascent in the multi-locative liminality of temple space.178 

The king’s new location – מרהב, ‘a broad place’ – reflects that he is now in the 

sphere of Yahweh’s regnal dwelling place: the seat of cosmic power.  The king, 

therefore, is now associated with the cosmically liminal temple, as opposed to 

being constricted by the threshold of the netherworld.  His changed status 

would, then, be performed by a diametric transition from the depths of the 

cosmic mountains to their heights, which are characterised as the temple.  The 

temple, therefore, is the ritual space for the king’s performance of heavenly 

ascent.  That the king moves into the temple is further suggested by verses 21-

30 which, as I will argue in 5.7, represent a royal vindication recited as a 

preliminary formula to ritual entrance into the temple; and recited in space 

ritually constructed as the province of the netherworld. 

The king’s cosmic motion, then, is also represented as ritual performance, 

played out alongside other ritual participants:  Yahweh, and the enemies. 

Representations of the king’s body engaged in both cosmic motion and ritual 

performance are congruous within a linguistic game of ritual representation.  

This is because Psalm 18 is a represented ritual performative praxis:179 that is 

to say, performances in the royal cult are portrayed as affecting real changes in 

the king’s ritual status – specifically in his ritual relationship with Yahweh, and in 

relation to the forces of disorder. 

The vast cosmic imaging of the cultic stage augments and heightens the palette 

of sensoria represented in the psalm, thus reifying with strong mnemonic 

resonance the ritual realities that the stage creates.  In his initial distress, the 

supplicant is trapped in the cosmic waters (vv. 5.17) – an image of deprivation 

and pain.  Yahweh’s descent to deliver him, with his concomitant laying bare of 

the netherworld by violent force, is reified by the sensory anguish evoked in the 

descriptions of the advance of the meteorological phenomena with which 

Yahweh identifies.  This includes the terrifying roar of thunder (v. 14), and the 

forces of the cosmos that he harnesses for divine weapons – his arrows 
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 On the temple as, in the phrase of V. Turner (1967) ‘betwixt and between’ all the cosmic 
dimensions of the tripartite universe, see 1.3.3. 
179

 On this idea see 2.1; 2.4. 
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scattering the enemies as lightning which lashes down from the heavens.  

Then, once the king has undertaken cosmic heavenly ascent, the pleasure 

taken in his violent ordering of the cosmos – performed by his vanquishing and 

dismembering  of disorder – are underscored by the complementary 

counterpoise of the searing pain dealt out to these forces of disorder: his 

enemies, who are pulverised like dust (v. 43).  Pulverisation, whilst indicative of 

extreme suffering is, on an anthropological and physiological level, also 

indicative of sensory deprivation, in the extreme sense that in many cultures it 

annihilates the person’s sense of their own self and own identity.180  These 

multi-sensory cosmic actions reify sensoria in the representation of ritual, 

connoting the rich breadth of sensoria intrinsic to ritual itself, but which cannot 

easily be evoked in the very different medium of text – even text composed to 

be recited ritually.181 

                                                           
180

 Scheper-Hughes (2011) argues, from cross-cultural ethnographic data, for a widespread 
tendency towards ‘body-love,’ characterised by appreciation of the body’s design and the 
inalienability of its parts.  She gives many examples of less major dismemberment, such as the 
loss of a limb, being understood as a form of death. 
181

See 2.1 and, particularly, 2.5, in which I discuss the distinctions between ritual, ritual 
represented in text, and ritual represented in text composed for ritualised performance. 
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4.6. Conclusion: Cultural Memories of Royal ‘Shamanic’ Power 

I have argued that there is much to suggest that the king’s enemies constitute 

the entire force of disorder: they are a cosmic and subterranean foe – they are 

not merely military.  The common supposition that Psalm 18 is a royal 

thanksgiving song for military victory rests, therefore, on far too narrow an 

understanding of the enemies’ identity.  This much goes some way towards 

accounting for the lack of any positive identification of the psalm with an 

historical battle.182  Nonetheless, the intrinsic connection between divine and 

royal subjugation of chaos on the one hand and royal military victory on the 

other hand – both being means of maintaining politico-cosmic order – has leant 

Psalm 18 to battlefield interpretations, even if this is but one element in the 

psalm’s imaging of violent struggle.  The whole mass of the enemies of order 

are subjugated, in a psalm representing the king’s ritual netherworld descent 

and heavenly ascent.  It now remains to suggest the possible cultural contexts 

in which such ritual a ritual as this was remembered in literary or oral-literary 

form. 

Scholars have generally followed Cross & Freedman’s linguistic arguments in 

dating Psalm 110 to the context of the early Davidic monarchy, even if they 

have understood the psalm to have been substantially edited in the late-

monarchic or Persian period.183  If Cross & Freedman’s methods for dating 

Hebrew poetry are accepted, then it nonetheless remains most likely – as with 

other royal psalms – that Psalm 18 was considerably re-edited. 184   The 

difference between the two apparent biblical interpretations of the psalm, 

whereby it appears to have been treated as part of a narrative of David’s regnal 

career,185 at the same time as it continued to reify ritual from the royal cult, 

suggests it was being used and edited over a long period of time and in varying 

circumstances. 

The context of the Psalm 18/2 Samuel 22 as received, indeed, is explicable as 

a post-monarchic reification of the ‘shamanic’ ritual performative praxis of the 

                                                           
182

 I note the vagueness of attempts to identify an historical military context for the psalm in 4.1. 
183

 Cross & Freedman (1953), followed by (among others) Dahood (1966: 104); Stuart (1976: 
particularly 171); Kraus (1988 [1978]: 257-258); Craigie (1983: 176-177); Kuntz (1983: 19); 
Berry (1993: 71-75); Klingbeil (1999: 60-61.68-69); Terrien (2003: 194). 
184

 See Chapter 2, particularly 2.1. 
185

 4.2. 
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king.  He is portrayed – while coursing the cosmic limen in which he acts – as 

performing ritual which affects real cosmic change.  In the course of the ritual, 

he is delivered by Yahweh from his helplessness in the netherworld and from 

the cosmic and military powers of disorder, and ascends to heavenly space in 

order to perform mimesis of Yahweh.  From this new cosmic space he 

dominates the forces of disorder that had previously beset him.   

Although I have argued for similarities between representations of the king’s 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in Psalm 18 and Psalm 110, I have 

also drawn attention to the differences.  Rather than affecting his own 

netherworld descent from a position of heavenly ascent, the king in Psalm 18 

requires rescuing from the netherworld, before imitating Yahweh’s domination of 

the cosmos and the earth.  Yahweh, in Psalm 18, initially acts as an exemplar 

for the king’s destruction of the enemies by his domination in the netherworld; 

whereas, in Psalm 110, Yahweh simply instructs the king to subjugate the foe 

under his feet (v. 1).  Nonetheless, as in Psalm 110, speech acts reified in 

textual representation of ritual confer authority to the depictions of the king 

sharing in Yahweh’s status, and exercising control of the earth and cosmos by 

means of mimesis of him.  The king is thereby remembered ideologically by 

cultural representations of his ‘shamanic’ ability to traverse the liminal bounds of 

the cosmos in the space of the temple and – in mimesis of Yahweh – to take 

command of the cosmos from a position of heavenly ascent.   

So the king – in the course of his mimesis of Yahweh – performs divinity, 

cosmic power, and control of chaos.   Insofar as he is able to do this because of 

his ‘shamanic’ ritual abilities, the king himself is remembered as one who 

possessed knowledge of the divine realm, and as having had the power and 

authority intrinsically linked with such knowledge.186  Indeed, with the exception 

of the (editorial) heading and conclusion,187 the entire psalm is spoken in the 

first person singular: the king confers authority to the proclamations of the 

psalm, by speaking them as a character of authority in the ritual.188  Such 

                                                           
186

 I have discussed the link between knowledge and power in the king’s ‘shamanic’ ritual body 
in 3.7. 
187

 On the probable editing of the heading, see 4.2.  On verse 51 as an editorial edition to 
conclude the psalm, see Cross & Freedman (1953: 32, n. 116); Kuntz (1983: 15). 
188

 This is not, of course, to say that the king may not be envisioned as speaking by the 
instrument of another cult functionary, such as a cultic prophet (cf. 3.2). 
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authority is derived from his ritual sharing in the divinity of a cosmically gigantic 

deity.    

While this ritual seems to be represented as taking place at the locale of the 

cosmic mountains at which the temple is situated (that is, on Zion), the temple 

imagery is less explicit than in Psalm 110 which, for example, refers to 

Yahweh’s throne (v. 1) and mentions the mountain by name (v. 2).  The focus 

on the socially and cosmically transformative power of royal ritual in Psalm 110, 

I argued earlier, suggests a confidence in the Davidic monarchy, based on 

memories of its ‘shamanic’ ritual power.189  In Psalm 18, cultic and cosmic 

images do mutually strengthen the force of one another in the text.  However, 

the cultic context serves more as a literary vehicle for expressing the 

remembered cosmic and military might of Davidic monarchy.  The psalm 

predominantly represents transformed cosmic and military realities, as opposed 

to the rites which cultically create these represented transformed realities.  

Whereas Psalm 110 – possibly culturally interacting with contexts close to the 

Hasmonean dynasty – reifies the ‘shamanic’ power of the Davidic ritual,  the 

discursive contexts from which and into which psalm 18 has spoken, appear to 

have been at some distance from concerns about the technical specificities of 

royal cultic praxis.  

Although Persian imperialism in Yehud seems to have been predominantly 

economic, rather than cultural,190 the administrative presence of the Persians in 

Yehud – along with the widespread proto-Jewish diaspora – provided social 

contexts for considerable cultural interaction with other peoples in the empire.191  

It is apparent, moreover, that biblical writers could understand and appreciate 

the practices of foreign monarchy.  This much is particularly evinced in 

Nehemiah. 192   Similarly, Ezekiel 27-28 demonstrates understandings within 

Yehud that ‘shamanic’ ritual heavenly ascents were performed by Tyrian 

                                                           
189

 Chapter 3, particularly 3.6. 
190

 See 2.2. 
191

 On this see, further, Silverman (2011). 
192

According to Neh. 1:11; 2:1, Nehemiah was an important official, as the cupbearer to 
Atraxerxes.  Regardless of the reliability of this claim, the importance of cupbearers in the 
Achaemenid court is well-established (see Yamauchi 1980: 295-297; Briant 2002 [1996]: 295-
297; Silverman 2011: 143.145-146; cf. Dan. 1:5; Tob. 1:22).  In addition, Silverman (2011: 158) 
suggests that when the Achaemenid king moved about the regions of the empire on campaigns 
(including Yehud) he would do so with his court, who would have continued to perform its rituals 
and ceremonies. 
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kings.193  Given these contextual factors within Persian Yehud, and given the 

apparent distance of the context of Psalm 18 from concrete royal cult, it is likely 

that the cultic images in the psalm are drawn from cultural discourses and 

representations of foreign royal ritual. 

The cosmic domination that elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible is performed by the 

‘shamanic’ body of the Tyrian king – a locus for what I describe in a Marxist 

sense as the ‘fetishism’ of a province which could, in the linguistic games of 

Yehud, be perceived as a successful trading nation – is projected to the 

culturally remembered Davidic monarchy at Jerusalem. 194    A culturally 

remembered context of cultic praxis at Jerusalem’s cosmic mountain and 

cosmically liminal temple helps to build a topos of the past for the ethnos, in 

which the economic dominance elsewhere ascribed to Tyre (fetishised as the 

cosmic dominion of the king) can be ascribed also to the royal ancestors of the 

economically subjugated and colonised ethnos from which the Hebrew Bible 

substantially emerged. 
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 On which, see 1.2; 7.3-7.4; Appendix A. 
194

 See 2.2 – arguments which I will build on in detail in 9.2-9.3. 
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Chapter 5. Royal Descent and Royal Deliverance in Psalm 24, 

Psalm 18:21-29, and Jonah 2:3-10 

5.1. Psalm 24 as ‘Liturgy’ or Literature? 

Most scholars have understood Psalm 24 to be a ‘liturgical text.’  Verses 7-10 at 

least, it is held, were originally recited during an annual ceremony, just before 

the Ark was carried in through Jerusalem’s city or temple doors.1  These verses 

are, furthermore, sometimes imagined to have been performed as an antiphonal 

liturgy.2  Even scholars who generally favour literary over liturgical readings of 

the Psalms have tended to concur with this view, if with some nuance.3  Some 

commentators, also reading these verses liturgically, understand them 

alternatively to have been recited ritually on the occasion of a specific historical 

‘event,’ even if Psalm 24 was later adopted into an annual ceremony in the cult.  

Possible historic occasions include the Ark entering with David through 

Jerusalem’s city gates (cf. 2 Sam. 6), or entering with Solomon through the 

Temple or Sanctuary doors (cf. 1 Kgs. 8).4   Verses 3-6 are generally taken also 

to be a ‘liturgy,’ either derived from a separate Sitz im Leben in which they were 

recited by pilgrims before entering the temple, or from the same ceremony in 

which they were spoken before the Ark was carried into the temple.5  Although 

                                                           
1
 Gunkel (1998 [1933]: 315-316); May (1937: 317-318); Oesterley (1939: 186); Leslie (1949: 

114-115); Treves (1960: 343); Mowinckel (2004 [1962] vol. 1: 177); Henton Davies (1963: 51); 
Westermann (1981 [1965]: 258); Cross (1973: 93-99); Kraus (1989 [1979]: 312-313); Goulder 
(1982: 226); Mettinger (1982: 121); Craigie (1983: 211-212); Rodd (2001: 131); Broyles (2005: 
152); J. Day (2007: 79-80).  Even scholars who believe that very few of the Psalms equate to 
Monarchic cultic ‘liturgy’ tend to understand Psalm 24 as an exception to the rule (for example, 
Westermann 1981 [1965]: 258). 
2
 An especially detailed case for this is made by Slotki (1932). 

3
 As I discuss below, Hunter (1999: 202-206; 2007), who is otherwise minimalist in how far he 

understands aboriginal liturgies to be discernible in the Psalms (Hunter 1999, as discussed in 
2.1), nonetheless argues for a (cautious) liturgical interpretation of Psalm 24, writing of it: 
 

I do not propose the kind of festival reconstruction which has so dominated Psalms study in the 
20th century; but this does not rule out appropriate readings based on the strong indications of 
the psalm itself (Hunter 1999:  203). 
 

See also Alter (2009: 82-83), whose remarks strongly contrast with his minimalist comments as 
to the possibility of reconstructing particular liturgies or ceremonies from the Psalms (2009: xv-
xviii). 
4
 See the suggestions in Briggs (1906: 213-214); Slotki (1932: 220-221); Buttenweiser (1969: 

210); Craigie (1983: 214); Broyles (1999: 131). 
5
 So Leslie (1949: 114-115, 188-189); Mowinckel (2004 [1962] vol. 1: 177-178); Craigie (1983: 

211); Cooper (1983: 49-50); Hunter (1999: 198-217; 2007); Limburg (2000: 77); Rodd (2001: 
374).  According to Broyles (1999: 128-129) and Terrien (2003:247), these lines were spoken 
liturgically on behalf of the whole covenant people. 
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a few exceptions to the tendency to read the psalm liturgically are attested,6 

most scholars are unwilling to divorce the psalm and its constituent parts from a 

speculated Sitz im Leben of the cult at Jerusalem’s temple.7 

Given the theoretical problems, already discussed, with reconstructing liturgies 

on the basis of the texts of psalms,8 any festivals (or even simple ritual actions) 

reconstructed by use of Psalm 24 will be speculative.  Hunter, although 

eschewing such a task, nonetheless suggests that the text can still be called a 

‘liturgy,’ based on the ‘liturgical’ nature of the text itself: 

It clearly presupposes a festival procession; it falls naturally into three strophes 

which appear to represent three different stages in its progress, and relate to 

three distinct ‘places of God’ (the world, ‘the hill of the Lord’ and the city or 

temple); and the question-and-answer pattern of the language powerfully 

suggests an antiphonal or contrapuntal mode of recital.9 

Hunter’s approach certainly removes much of the speculation from discussions 

of the psalm.  He argues that the text is ‘liturgical’ in nature and recited by 

pilgrims in the second temple period, but he is clear that conclusions he draws 

as to how the ‘liturgy’ may have been performed (for instance, he suggests that 

an iconographic representation of the Ark may have been carried in procession) 

are merely speculative. 10   Hunter’s distinction between the possibility of 

identifying a text as ‘liturgical,’ and the possibility of understanding its original 

usage, is important.  Even if the psalm did emanate from the Jerusalem’s royal 

                                                           
6
 Before the increasingly cultic understanding of the Psalms (for further discussion of cultic 

interpretations of the Psalms, see 1.2) advanced by Gunkel and, especially, Mowinckel, Cheyne 
(1904: 102, 104) could describe the poem as a poetic description of Yahweh, as divine warrior 
returning to Jerusalem’s city gates.  The alternative – and ‘non-cultic’ – interpretation of verses 
7-10 advanced by Cooper (1983), which I discuss below in 5.3, has received only limited 
support, although some is provided by Sasson (1990: 189-190) and Friedman (2001: 45).  
Some additional alternatives have been suggested, which are founded upon some substantially 
divergent understandings of the nature of the portals described in Ps. 24:7-10, and these are 
referenced in 5.3. 
7
 For further summaries of the scholarship see Cooper (1983: 37-41); see, also Cross (1973: 

93), who both sums up and supports the arguments for Psalm 24’s cultic Sitz im Leben thus:  

The Psalm is an antiphonal liturgy used in the autumnal festival.  The portion of the psalm in 
verses 7-10 had its origin in the procession of the ark to the sanctuary at its founding, celebrated 
annually at the cult of Solomon and perhaps even of David.  On this there can be little 
disagreement. 

8
 Chapter 2; particularly 2.1. 

9
 Hunter (1999: 203).  Many thanks to Dr Alistair Hunter for sending me the manuscript of this 

chapter. 
10

 See, particularly, Hunter (1999: 211-212). 
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cult, why should any dialogue necessarily have been antiphonal, or the psalm 

necessarily have been accompanied by a ritual procession – and one involving 

an Ark?  The idea that the Ark was regularly carried in procession (or, indeed, 

that an image of it was ritually carried) does not is without biblical support, 

beyond imaginative reconstructions built in the course of the reception of biblical 

texts.11  Niehr’s alternative suggestion which preserves the idea of a procession 

with a ceremonial object, but without recourse to the Ark, namely that Psalm 24 

had its basis in a procession with Yahweh’s cult statue, is grounded somewhat 

in realia from the text, but the procession he proposes nonetheless relies 

                                                           
11

 Cooper (1983: 41) points out that – although Rabbinic commentators constructed a liturgical 
procession of the Ark from Psalms 24 and 132 and from Num. 10:35 and 1 Sam. 4:21 – 
nowhere in the Hebrew Bible is it stated that the Ark was regularly processionally carried after 
Solomon is said to have installed it in the Temple in 1 Kings 8 (see also Rogerson & McKay 
1977: vol. 1, 108).   Henton Davies (1963: 51), Cross (1973: 93), Broyles (2005: 145) and J. 
Day (2007: 66-68) deduce a procession with the Ark from their reading of Ps. 132:6-9 – cf. 
Morgenstern (1964: 2.37-39), who similarly reconstructs an early Second Temple procession 
with the Ark.  Yet these verses give no specific details of the Ark’s movement – the supposed 
reference in Ps. 132:8b to the Ark being ceremonially moved to the sanctuary was 
comprehensively demolished by Hillers (1968); while J. Day’s critique of Hillers, in which he 
argues that the latter ignores that the Ark somehow has to get from the fields of Jaar in verse 8 
to the temple in verse 13 (J. Day 2007: 67-68), presupposes that Psalm 132 depicts a ritual 
procession rather than simply drawing upon the story the Ark’s transition at some point in the 
past.  In general, the presupposition that the Ark was regularly ritually carried therefore falls 
down for the same reason that reconstructing historic ritual performances from the psalms 
generally proves to be an unconvincing enterprise: as I argued in Chapter 2, the distance 
between text portraying ritual and ritual itself is so wide – and the variability of memory so great 
– that rituals, and let alone whole ceremonies, cannot be reconstructed on the basis of a few 
details represented in cultural artefacts.  Kinaesthetic descriptions of the Ark cannot therefore 
be used to reconstruct its supposed regular ritual usage.  Alternative linguistic arguments for 
regular processions with the Ark have been raised in recent times, most notably by Broyles 
(2005), who identifies texts in which he claims the Ark was carried in procession on the basis 
theophoric words which he associated with the Ark elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, in the 
manner of Henton Davies’ detailed study (1963).  Yet language referring to divine encounters in 
the presence of the Ark can also be used of divine encounters which take place without the Ark 
being present, given that the Ark is only one of many ways in which the divine is encountered in 
the Hebrew Bible – for a summary of which see G.P. Miller (2011: 122-124); and, for a detailed 
study of Yahweh’s manifestations as viewed in the Psalms, see J.T. Tournay (1991).  For 
instance, Broyles associates the divine epithet  צבאות  see below, in the main text, for my) יהוה
translation of this term in Psalm 24) with the Ark, but see Tournay (1991: 83-84) on the vast 
range of contexts in which this appears as a theophoric referent in the Psalms alone.  Broyles’ 
understanding of theophoric language is therefore extremely reductionist.  He may be correct, in 
fairness, that the Chronicler uniquely implies (if not explicitly states) that the Ark was carried 
processionally until Josiah abolished this practice (Broyles 2005: 143-144 - referring to 1 Chron. 
35:3, cf. 1 Chron. 16: 8-36).  However, this ‘memory,’ which is not present in Kings, is almost 
certainly ahistorical: Chronicles contains a number of references to – and ideas about – the Ark, 
which have no parallels elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, and which seem to be integral to the 
Chronicles narrative.  For a treatment of the subject of the Ark in Chronicles, see Begg (2003); 
and, further, Kleinig’s work demonstrating the unique importance of represented royal ritual 
drama of many kinds in Chronicles (Kleinig 1993). 
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problematically on the procession being imaginatively and conjecturally 

reconstructed.12 

Hunter’s conclusion, namely that Psalm 24 was composed for a ritual 

procession on the basis that it has the appearance of a processional liturgical 

text, is not itself without problems.   As I argued in 2.5, texts can be composed 

as literary works but with ritual characteristics, which serves the literary function 

of giving them affective rhetorical force.  The literary features of Psalm 24, 

which resemble ritual, and which Hunter summarises in the above quotation, 

may well be rhetorical: reifying a procession incorporating performative recitals 

of the text.  Even the proposed group procession to the temple may not, then, 

have been an aspect of the text’s original performance.  Rather, it may be that 

ritual is represented in the psalm in order to strengthen rhetorically cultural 

remembering of cult; to make real its authoritative speech acts and sensoria.   

In this chapter, I argue that understanding the psalm as characteristically royal 

(rather than representing pilgrims and/ or the Ark) facilitates a plausible reading 

of the ritual represented in and by it.  This reading will be based on identifying 

general royal motifs, as well as more specific motifs of royal deliverance from 

netherworld descent.  Psalm 24 opens with a hymn of praise to Yahweh, 

followed by two further ‘sections.’  It is the second section (vv. 3-6) that has 

usually been identified as a pilgrims’ ‘liturgy’ recited before the entrance to the 

temple; and the third section (vv. 7-10) that has been read as a prelude to the 

gate opening to admit the Ark.  I will identify royal motifs in all three sections, 

arguing that it is by royal ritual motifs that these sections cohere.  Some 

scholars understand the three sections to emanate from a single hand; others 

ascribe them different Sitze im Leben, 13  although something closer to 

                                                           
12

 See Niehr (1997: 86).  An alternative explanation of Ps. 24:7-10, based on that of Cooper 
(1983), which does not involve the Ark, or even any kind of reconstructed procession, is 
critically discussed in 5.3, and then developed throughout the remainder of this chapter.  Further 
alternative explanations for these verses, which do rely on the problematic notion of a 
procession, will also be noted in 5.3. 
13

 Arguments for Psalm 24 being a unitative composition are advanced, for example, by Galling 
(1929: 129-130); Smart (1933); Oesterley (1939: 184-185); Treves (1960); Mowinckel (2004 
[1962] vol. 1: 177-178); Kraus (1988 [1978]: 125-127); and Rodd (2001: 374).  Arguments for 
separate traditions are set out, for example, by Briggs (1906: 212-213), Buttenweiser (1969: 
206), Craigie (1983: 211) and Cooper (1983: 49-50). 
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consensus still holds around verses 7-10 being part of a liturgy (somehow) 

facilitating a procession with the Ark.14 

I will look first at motifs in the first section, and then at motifs in the third section, 

before exploring the second section.  The verses in the second section (vv. 3-6) 

will be understood as a ‘prelude’ to the third and final section, bearing close 

correspondence with Ps. 18:21-29, as well as Jonah 2:3-10.  I will then be in a 

position to discuss motifs of deliverance from netherworld descent in the three 

intertexts of Ps. 24:3-6, Ps. 18:21-29, and Jon. 2:3-10. 

                                                           
 
14

 See above, though not the minority opinion which seeks to find alternatives, as outlined, 
below, in 5.3. 
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5.2. The Cosmically Gigantic Storm Deity (vv. 1-2) 

 (1) For David. A Psalm. 

 The earth15 is Yahweh’s in all its fullness: 

  The world and her inhabitants. 

 (2) It is he (כי־הוא) who laid foundations on the seas (ימים) 

  And established her on the ocean’s currents (נהרות). 

Various scholars have noted the resemblance between this description of 

Yahweh’s creative activity, and that of other ancient West Asian deities forming 

the earth out of chaotic matter, Marduk’s creation of the cosmos from Tiamat’s 

carcass being especially apposite.16   Here, in Ps. 24:1-2, Yahweh makes the 

chaotic waters into a cosmic underpinning for the land.  It appears that these 

waters – referred to as paralleled ימים, ‘seas’ and נהרות, ‘currents’ (v. 2) –  are 

personified as chaos defeated by the warrior deity, given the Ugaritic reference 

to Baal’s enemy as the paralleled y-m and n-h-r (KTU 1.2 iv 12-13).17  Without 

speculating as to how far the psalm refers to a myth corresponding to neo-

Babylonian or Ugaritic Chaoskampf narratives,18 Ps. 24:2, as many scholars 

argue, does appear to establish the kingship of Yahweh as a warrior deity,19 

and the remarkably similar language used of Yahweh’s subjugation of chaos 

amidst references to his kingship in Ps. 89:12 further supports this.20  I will 

argue in 5.3-5.4 that motifs of Yahweh’s kingly subjugation of chaos are 

manifested in all the following verses of the psalm.21  Yahweh’s introduction, 

then, as one who holds sway over the entirety of the cosmos and the earth (v. 

                                                           
15

 The Hebrew is ארץ, which refers either plainly or ambiguously to the netherworld in a number 
of instances of the word that I discuss in the thesis.  However, here it is paralleled with תבל, 
‘world/earth’ (cf. 1.3.3 on the difficulties with translating such terms) – and both these of these 
topographical features are contrasted with the subterranean waters (see below) in the following 
two strophes, these waters being the foundations on which they are placed.  It is not to be 
doubted, therefore, that ארץ here refers to the realm we call ‘earth.’ 
16

 Cross (1973: 93-94).  See also Wyatt (1996: 213-218) for a proposal that the Hebrew Bible 
echoes Ugaritic myths of the earth being formed from Yam’s skin. 
17

 Albright (1950: 8-9); Dahood (1966: 151); A.R. Johnson (1967: 67, n 1. 73, n. 1); Craigie 
(1983: 212); J. Day (1985: 37-38).  Earlier commentators (for example, Oesterley 1939: 186) 
noted parallels with Marduk’s subjugation of the chaotic waters in Enuma Elish. 
18

 Cf. the last but one footnote.  Cross: (1973: 93) justifies comparison with Enuma Elish on the 
grounds that the neo-Babylonian chaos myth may have shared with Psalm 24 an origin in 
earlier Canaanite mythologies.  The question of the origins and transmission of chaos myths in 
ancient West Asia is beyond the scope of the thesis, but see J. Day (1985: 7-18) and Wyatt 
(2005: 151-189) for discussions of this wider question. 
19

 See Cross (1973: 93-94); J. Day (1985: 37-38); Mettinger (1985); Barker (1991: 66). 
20

 See 6.3 for my comparative exegesis of Ps. 24:1-2 and Ps. 89:12. 
21

 On the relationship between Yahweh’s subjugation of disorder and his kingship, see 
Mettinger (1985), as discussed in 2.2.1. 
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1),22 due to his ordering from disorder – subjugated and built upon – introduces 

the divine king who is to interact ritually with the earthly king whom he 

patronises.23 

                                                           
22

 See the footnotes to the translation, above. 
23

 For an argument that the psalm has a consistent, characteristically-royal structure throughout, 
see Mettinger (1985). 
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5.3. The Gates of Sheol (vv. 7-10) 

 (7) Lift up your heads, O Gates! 

  And be lifted up, O Everlasting Doors (פתחי עולם)! 

  The King of Glory is coming. 

 (8) Who is this King of Glory? 

  Yahweh, mighty and heroic; 

  Yahweh, hero of war! 

 (9) Lift up your heads, O Gates! 

  And be lifted up, O Everlasting Doors (פתחי עולם)! 

  The King of Glory is coming. 

 (10) Who is this King of Glory? 

  Yahweh of Armies24 –  

  It is he25 who is King of Glory!  selah   

While these lines have tended to be taken as confirmation that Psalm 24 is a 

processional ‘liturgy’ in which the Ark is carried,26 among the few alternative 

explanations, all of which have received little support, 27  Cooper proposes 

                                                           
24

צבאות    though traditionally rendered ‘Lord of Hosts’ (see, for example, AV; NRSV) it is ,יהוה
translated more literally here in order to reflect the war-like imagery, on which see Mettinger 
(1982; 1999). 
25

 Treating הוא as emphatic. 
26

 See 5.1. 
27

 Taylor (1993: 246-247) draws on an early Christian, and possibly Talmudic, tradition that 
Psalm 24 refers to the eastern gates of the Temple; thus the exhortation is for the gates to be 
raised to let Yahweh, as a solar deity, enter under them (Taylor 1993: 246-247).  The 
controversy over Taylor’s equation of Yahweh with a solar deity will be discussed (and in 
relation to this psalm) in 5.5.1, but (more immediately problematic) the idea that Temple gates 
were exposed to allow the entrance of the rising sun (see Taylor 1993: 68-88; see, also, Hollis 
1933; May 1937; Morgenstern 1964: 33-34) is contested, prominently by Wiggins (1996: 96-97).   

Terrien (2003: 248-249) provides a further alternative.  Whilst accepting Cooper’s 
arguments that the portals of Ps. 24:7-10 are both spatially and temporally eternal, he connects 
these of their features with the language of ascent in verse 3, and suggests that the portals are 
the eschatological portals of Heaven.  Similarly, Rogerson & McKay (1977: vol. 1, 110) and 
Kraus (1988 [1978]: 315) explain the upward motion of the gates as their rising to admit Yahweh 
into Heaven, when Sanctuary and Heaven merge into one.  However, given the already 
cosmically liminal nature of the temple (1.3.3), a joining together of the heavens and the earth in 
the psalm does not necessarily imply an eschatological vision.  In any case, Cooper’s 
demonstration of the connection between the netherworld and specific words and phrases in the 
psalm, as outlined in the main text above, shows it is far more likely the portals are of the 
netherworld than of the heavens.  Moreover, I will argue for further indications that the 
supplicant is in the netherworld (5.5-5.6) and, accepting verse 3 as a reference to heavenly 
ascent, I will account for the integration of both netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in 
Psalm 24.  Similarly, Cooper’s explanation of the use of עולם, and the arguments for the 
netherworld as the supplicant’s locale in Ps. 24 advanced in this chapter, allow for clearer 
comparisons to be made between the psalm and other ancient cultural artefacts than those 
which form the suggestion of Treves (1960: 429-430) that the doors’ description was written by 
a Maccabaean poet and based on those in Callimachus’ Apollo: 6-7 – cf. Addis (1919: 377) for 
a more classical argument in favour of this view.  
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alternatively that it is a ‘fragment of a myth’ referring to a deity’s descent into – 

or ascent from – the netherworld.28   Cooper understands the command to the 

gates ראשיכם...שאו  ‘lift up your heads’ (vv. 7.9) as a call to the gatekeepers of 

the netherworld (rather than a command for the gates, which are an ellipsis for 

the gatekeepers) to stand proud.  He notes Baal’s similar command to gods at 

Ugarit (KTU 1.2 i 28).  Moreover Horus, according to Cooper, uses an 

equivalent Egyptian phrase in his command to the wardens of Osiris’ 

netherworld dwelling, ensuring his safe passage: fɜy ḥr.tn, ‘lift up your faces’.29  

In Ps. 24:7-10, then, the gatekeepers of the netherworld are addressed 

metonymically by the gates.  They must stand proud, raising their heads 

towards the earth.30  Whilst the יחפת עולם , ‘Everlasting Doors’ have usually been 

identified either as Temple or city doors,31 Cooper suggests that the Ugaritic 

ʾlm, along with the Egyptian d.t and nḥḥ, denote eternality in both a temporal 

and spatial sense.   These meanings converge also in a Hebrew phrase for the 

realm of the dead: בית־עולם, ‘Eternal House’ (so, Qoh. 12:5).  Thus the יחפת עולם  

are the doors of the eternal netherworld32 (which are mentioned, at points, in the 

Hebrew Bible).33  The set of questions and answers in Ps. 24:7-10, mirrors the 

questions and answers in the Egyptian Book of the Dead 125, in which the 

petitioner attempts to gain access through gates within the netherworld at the 

entrance to the ‘Broad Hall of Two Truths.’34 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Finally, Smart’s argument (1933) that Psalm 24 expresses Yahweh’s messianic 

eschaton has, in fairness, probably been ignored (with the exception of the similar but 
significantly divergent eschatological explanations enumerated above), like Cooper’s theory, for 
not being ‘liturgical’.  However, Smart (1933: 167) need not interpret the divine warrior language 
as eschatological.  I will suggest the full variety of epithets for Yahweh in the psalm imply 
something quite different, within its own discursive frameworks (see 5.5). 
28

 Cooper (1983). 
29

 Cooper (1983: 45-48).  Cooper here understands fɜy ḥr.tn to denote standing proud, as well 
as raising the face (Coffin text #312 – I was unable to consult this text); similar to the Ugaritic 
and Hebrew expressions.  He also suggests ראשיכם…שאו refers to standing proud (‘rear the 
head’) in biblical Hebrew (cf. Jud. 8:23; Zech. 2:4; Ps. 83:3; Job. 10:15). 
30

 Cooper (1983: 43-48). 
31

 For Briggs (1906: 213-214) and Cross (1973: 97-99) they are city gates.  For Gunkel (1998 
[1933]: 316); May (1937: 317-318); Oesterley (1939: 187); Leslie (1949: 114-115); G.W. 
Anderson (1962: 366b); Mowinckel (2004 [1962] vol. 1: 177); Buttenweiser (1969: 208); Taylor 
(1993: 244-248); Limburg (2000: 77); Rodd (2001: 374); and J. Day (2007: 69)they are Temple 
gates. 
32

 Cooper (1983: 42). 
33

 For a recent study of references to the netherworld gates in the Hebrew Bible, see Paul 
(2010). 
34

 I am indebted to the translation by Budge (1898). 
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In the Egyptian text, the petitioner’s climactic final answer acts as a ‘key’ to 

open the gate; similarly, the answer to the final question in Psalm 24 (v. 10) 

appears to be the ‘password’ to open the netherworld portals.35  Indeed, the 

climactic nature of the last colon of the final answer is perhaps demonstrable by 

the emphatic הוא before מלך הכבוד, forming the phrase that I translate, ‘It is he 

who is the king of glory.’36  

Even these close resemblances between Book of the Dead 125 and Psalm 24 

do not in themselves prove that a netherworld locale is represented in the latter, 

given the difficulties inherent in attempting to translate discourses cross-

culturally, and the caution which must be exercised in extrapolating multi-

sensory concepts from ritual texts.  However, Cooper’s explanation of the 

questions and answers as being a means of unlocking portals does at least 

draw on comparative ancient West Asian material.  This seems more relevant to 

the context than appeal to antiphonal speech37 - a supposition perhaps drawing 

on later Jewish and Christian liturgy.   Furthermore, I will argue throughout this 

chapter that there is considerably more to be said for Cooper’s thesis. 

Probably the most significant challenge to the grain of readings of Psalm 24 out 

of those raised by Cooper’s proposal is his identification of the שערים, ‘Gates’ 

and י עולםחפת , ‘Everlasting Doors’ as netherworld portals, and his consequent 

disagreement with the commonly understood Sitz im Leben of the city or temple 

gates38 (with only a small number of deviations).39  Even if Psalm 24 is not 

                                                           
35

 Cooper (1983: 42.49-52). 
36

 Cooper’s arguments are rarely acknowledged (let alone discussed) in subsequent analyses of 
Psalm 24, with a few exceptions – Cooper (1983) is followed, for example, by Sasson (1990: 
189-190) and Friedman (2001: 45); while Bauckham (1992: 146) briefly counters his 
conclusions.  J. Day (2007: 69-70) offers, perhaps, the most sustained critique.  However, his 
assertion that the references to Yahweh’s holy mountain in verse 3, ‘make it natural to assume 
that it is the gates of the Jerusalem temple which are in mind’ (Day 2007: 70), seems to 
represent a misreading of Cooper (1983) whose argument is that verses 7-10 derive from a 
separate Vorlage than the rest of the psalm, being a ‘mythic fragment.’  As it happens, I am 
arguing with Day that the psalm is a unitive composition, but the point I make below is that it is 
perfectly possible for the portals in verses 7-10 to refer to the gates of the netherworld and of 
the Jerusalem temple as entirely one and the same thing. Taylor (1993: 244 n. 4) dismisses 
Cooper’s arguments as unconvincing, although he does not explain what makes them so. 
37

 See, for example, Cross (1973: 93). 
38

 See 5.1. 
39

 Some commentators understand the gates to be those of heaven.  Terrien (2003: 248-249) 
understands the psalm eschatologically: the entrance through them is therefore an 
eschatological ascent.  Rogerson & McKay (1977: vol. 1, 110) and Kraus (1988 [1978]: 315) 
understand the gates to be the meeting point between the temple and the heavens, which rise 
up to admit Yahweh’s entrance into his heavenly realm. 
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considered a cultic text, it is possible that it represents a procession with the Ark 

through city or temple doors; as opposed to representing the opening of 

netherworld portals.  In later times, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim writings all 

appear, to some extent, to support identification of Jerusalem’s eastern ‘golden 

gate’ with Ps. 24:7-10, and also with שערי־צדק, 'the Gates of Righteousness' 

through which the delivered supplicant of Ps. 118:19 passes.40  However, even 

if gates in such passages as Ps. 24:7-10 correspond with descriptions of city or 

temple gates, this does not preclude their being netherworld portals.  Indeed – 

as I will argue when I have completed my analysis of all Psalm 24’s verses41 – it 

is similarities between discourses and conceptualisations of city/ temple gates 

and these netherworld gates which indicate and index many of the latter’s 

characteristics.  

The deity who is entering or exiting is manifestly royal.  The five-fold repetition 

of מלך הכבוד, ‘King of Glory,’ demonstrates his royal nature not only by explicit 

reference to him as כבוד  .מלך connotes divine as well as human kingship, and 

the throne of both Yahweh and the king.42  If Yahweh successfully unlocks the 

netherworld portals, then he demonstrates his supremacy over even the lowest 

tier of the cosmos, and does so as a royal deity performing power over the 

subterranean sphere.43 

                                                           
40

 See the impressive number and range of references accumulated by Morgenstern (1929).  
Many of the links he draws are based on vast contextual, temporal and etymological leaps of 
logic, and as such should be treated with considerable caution, but it is apparent nevertheless 
that his references reflect that Jerusalem was seen, throughout much of psalm’s historic 
reception, as having a liminal boundary associated with righteousness. 
41

 5.6. 
42

 Kraus (1988[1978]: 315); and Mettinger (1982: 117-118) who gives a number of examples 
including כסה כבוד, ‘Throne of Glory’. 
43

 Cf. 1.2.1.  
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5.4. Royal Vindication upon Entering the Temple (Ps. 24:3-6) 

 (3) Who will ascend (עלה) on the mountain of Yahweh (בהר־יהוה)? 

  Or who will rise up in his holy place (במקום קדשו)? 

 (4) Clean hands (נקי כפי) and a pure heart (בר־לבב) 

  ]One[ who (אשר) has not elevated his identity44 towards emptiness (שוא) 

  Nor sworn on behalf of deceit. 

 (5) Blessings (ברכה) from Yahweh will elevate him, 

  And righteousness (צדקה) from Elohim his Deliverance (ישה). 

 (6) Herein is the community (זה דור)45 that seeks: 

  The ones seeking your presence (פניך), [God of] Jacob.46  selah  

                                                           
44

 This is my preferred translation of נפש, which I justify in a forthcoming article: ‘From Maw to 
Paw: Towards a Taxonomy of Death in the Psalms.’  Suffice to say, for now, that the huge 
semantic range of the word cannot adequately be encompassed by a translation such as ‘soul’ 
or ‘spirit.’  DCH gives twelve variant ‘meanings’ for נפש, HALOT gives nine, and Seebass’s entry 
in TDOT gives six (1998 [1984-1986]).  The semantic field of the term ranges from the sick 
person expressing identification with the netherworld to the human corpse; from ‘livestock’ to 
the ‘throat,’ ‘gullet’ or ‘neck,’ from which anatomy etymologists say the term derives.  For 
detailed philological discussions of נפש, see A.R. Johnson (1964: 3-22, particularly 3, n. 4); 
Wolff (1974 [1973]: 10-25); Seebass (1998 [1984-1986]: particularly 508-510).  In my 
forthcoming article, I will argue that the semantic range of the word encompasses the broad-
range of socially-relating identity, based on more recent anthropological research.  
45

 most often refers to a ‘generation’ – so, here, could refer to the generation who seek (so דור 
example, Buttenweiser 1969: 206; Broyles 1999: 130).  The translation ‘community’ makes the 
phrase more specific to the context of all of verses 3-6 in which the third person singular shifts 
to the third person plural (see below): I explain my understanding of the shift in person in 5.5.  
Crucially, moreover, דור as part of a definite construction (so, in 26:6, זה דור) appears to refer 
chiefly to the wider community, set against its similar usage elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible – 
see the detailed study of the word in relation to this verse in Hunter (2007).  For an alternative 
reading, see Dahood (1966: 151-152) who reads, ‘One of Eternity’ on the basis of a parallel in 
the Sinai inscription   l d  lm, ‘El, the One of Eternity’; which fits well with his reading of the 
following clause (see the next footnote). 
46

 The strophe is difficult, and a satisfactory reading has yet to be reached.  The previous 
footnote, taken alongside my arguments for the subject of Ps. 24:6 being the community, 
support rendering דור as such: namely, ‘community.’  Dahood’s alternative reading, as 
discussed in the previous footnote, sees the address to the presence of Jacob (פניך יעקב, lit. 
‘your presence, Jacob’) as an address to the deity himself: identifying ‘the Presence of Jacob’ 
(the כ being enclitic and for emphasis); a reading he also employs in Ps. 75:10 (Dahood 1966: 
151-152).  Dahood’s conclusions rely upon too great an unsupported supposition to be 
accepted – namely, he applies the supposed early linguistic construction of the enclitic מ (see 
4.3.2 for a discussion and references) to כ, without apparent philological justification.  
Widengren (1937: 71) suggests that יעכב on its own is a deity’s name – an old tribal deity 
perhaps.  Without attestations of a deity called ‘Jacob’ elsewhere, however, this is only 
speculation.  However, it can still be maintained that the MT ought to be amended to  פני אלהי
 the “face of the God” of Jacob’ on the basis of the versions: specifically  the LXX’s του‘ ,יעקב
θεου Ιακωβ, and also the Vul. (so Kraus 1988 [1978]: 110-111).  Conversely, it is sometimes 
argued that verse 6 is abbreviated with certain repetitions having been omitted – in particular, 
repetition of דור, thus rendering the final clause דור מבקשי פניך, ‘the company of those who seek 
your face’ (Hunter 2007: 204-205, following Slotki 1932: 215-223) – with the ones seeking 
Yahweh’s face being identified with Jacob (see, further, Hunter 2007: 198-199).  In translating 
the verses I have had to reach a decision, but insofar as attempts to render the clause 
intelligible tend to need to supply words to the Hebrew, any decision will rest on some leaps in 
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Partly due to similarities with Psalm 15, these verses have generally been used 

to identify the psalm as a liturgy for pilgrims – processing with (or without) the 

Ark.47  There are certainly close correspondences with the illustration of the 

righteousness (צרק) required of those who would enter the temple in Psalm 15.   

Thus Psalm 15 begins with similar questions as to who can enter Yahweh’s 

sacred space: referred to as Yahweh’s אהל, ‘tent’ and הר קדש, ‘holy mountain’.  

Here, Ps. 24:3 asks who can ascend his הר, ‘mountain’ and מקום קדש, ‘holy 

place.’  Both passages enumerate the ethical qualities required of the one 

entering this sacred space (Pss. 15:2.4-5; 24:3a).  Both discuss the 

characteristics which such a person must shun (Pss. 15:3; 24:3b-c).  The one 

entering in Ps. 15:2 must ‘do righteously’ (פעל צדק); in Ps. 24:4 the one entering 

is elevated by divinely ascribed ‘righteousness’ (צדקה).  Scholars have argued 

for yet further parallels,48 and so it cannot be ignored that verses 3-6 have a 

strong appearance of being lines which were recited before entrance to the 

Jerusalem temple.49 

Given the similarities between Psalm 15 and Ps. 24:3-6, even Cooper – 

although arguing that verses 7-10 relay a myth of a deity’s entrance or exit 

through netherworld portals – does not consider verses 3-6 to be related to this 

                                                                                                                                                                          
logic.  A number of readings are possible.  I have endeavoured to avoid such an unclear verse 
from impacting on my argument in this chapter. 
47

 This view is held by Leslie (1949: 114-115, 188-189); Craigie (1983: 211); Cooper (1983: 49-
50); Hunter (1999: 198-212; 2007); Limburg (2000: 77); Rodd (2001: 374); cf. Brueggemann 
(1995: 42).  Mowinckel (2004 [1962] vol. 1: 177-178) argues that an earlier entrance liturgy has 
been incorporated into the psalm for usage in the ‘New Year Festival.’ 
48

 See Hunter (2007) for a relatively recent and detailed study of Ps. 24:3-6 in relation to the so-
called pilgrimage ‘liturgy’ of Psalm 15; as well as its relation to Psalm 14, which he also 
identifies with this genre. 
49

 I gave a rather sketchy paper on my reflections on Psalm 24 and its wider implications for 
understanding cultural remembering at the European Association of Biblical Studies’ 
Postgraduate Symposium at Hamburg in 2012, after which Professor Diana Edelman 
questioned my assumption that the psalm is to be associated with the Jerusalem temple at all.  
Edelman is right to say that the usual assumption that the psalm pictures Jerusalem (see 5.1) 
does not find a basis in the text itself – that is, except that the heading in the LXX directs its use 
as part of the Sabbath liturgy at Jerusalem (Cooper 1983: 39, n. 12), and early Jewish sources 
attest the development of cultural memories of Psalm 24’s place in the historical and ritual life of 
the Ark at Jerusalem, for which details and references are given in Cooper (1983: 41, 
particularly nn. 28.29).  The psalm, then, was embodied in the literary production and discourse 
– and ritual praxis – of Jerusalem at least by the time of the editing of the LXX.  One further 
reason to understand the earlier-remembered (or early locale as remembered) to be Jerusalem 
is that among the rewards of the supplicant who is to ascend the holy mountain (v. 3) will be 
 righteousness’ (as I discuss in 5.5.1) – a quality associated with Jerusalem and her‘ ,צדקה
leaders from before the first millennium until long afterwards (see 3.5).  My thanks to Professor 
Edelman for these and other constructive comments. 
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myth.  Rather, he proposes that verses 7-10 are a mythic fragment, while 

verses 3-6 are of a separate origin, representing worshippers’ recitations before 

entering the temple.  Cooper acknowledges that what he describes as a 

‘negative confession’ is recited in The Book of the Dead 125 before the words 

that unlock the gates are spoken, and notes that it includes a similar petition for 

access, grounded on the assertion that the supplicant is ‘“clean of mouth, and 

clean of hands.’”50  Cooper, however, supports his claim that that verses 3-6 

would not be relevant to a netherworld descent, as is the ‘“negative confession”’ 

in the Book of the Dead on three grounds: 

A) Verses 3-6 are related to worshippers’ entrances into the earthly 

temple, whereas verses 7-10 are related to the deity’s entrance into 

the netherworld.  It is unclear why Yahweh should have to endure a 

challenge to enter his own temple.51 

B) The Book of the Dead is unrelated to admission to an earthly temple: 

‘the requirements for entry into the abode of the dead are not 

necessarily relevant to the lustration purportedly required for 

admission into the temple.’52 

C) It is knowledge of names, rather than the ‘confession’, which actually 

enables the supplicant in the Book of the Dead to move through the 

gates.53 

I will address each of these arguments in turn, by re-examination of motifs in 

Ps. 24:3-6 and, to some extent, the Book of the Dead 125.  In so doing, I will 

build a new interpretation of these verses, which will also illuminate cultural-

remembering of royal ritual in the psalm as a whole. 

A. Who enters into what?—Cooper’s first argument assumes, in common 

with many other scholars, that verses 3-6 comprise a ‘liturgy’ recited prior 

to entering the temple – either as part of a first temple ceremony also 

                                                           
50

 Cooper (1983: 49-50). 
51

 Cooper (1983: 50). 
52

 Cooper (1983: 50). 
53

 Cooper (1983: 50). 
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incorporating verses 7-10, 54   or in the context of second temple 

pilgrimage to Mount Zion.55  This much seems logical when scholars 

postulate that the verses are a call to worshippers in the plural; 

sometimes, it may be suggested that these verses have theological 

implications for all the faithful.56  And yet the matter of whether a single 

worshipper or plural worshippers are addressed is not straightforward.  

While the worshippers in verse 6 are indeed referenced in the third-

person plural as מבקשי, ‘seekers’, a single worshipper is described in 

verses 4-5: we hear of his plural נקי כפים, ‘clean hands’ and his single 

 pure heart’ (v. 4a); following which, he is unambiguously‘ ,בר־לבב

referenced in the third-person singular (4b-5).  אשר, ‘who,’ the first word 

of verse 4b, makes verse 4a the object of verse 4b, therefore making it 

explicit that the hands and heart of the former are the possessions of the 

singular latter.  There is, therefore, a literary-procession in the description 

of the worshipper/s which runs from singular to plural, thus: 

 

 vv. 4-5: Singular worshipper; 

 v. 6: plural worshippers. 

While some attempt to alter the verses so as to refer, in the plural, to a 

group throughout, 57  these verses only need refer to the same 

worshipper/s throughout if one presupposes that the same ritual 

participant/s be conceived as speaking the words throughout.  Thus the 

change in person need not be explained away at all (the LXX, after all, 

does not ‘modify’ it).  Rather, verses 4-5 refer to a single worshipper; and 

verse 6 to his connection with the entire community, as he performs his 

                                                           
54

 For example, Gunkel (1998 [1933]:315-316); May (1937: 317-318); Treves (1960: 343); 
Henton Davies (1963: 51); Cross (1973: 93-99); Kraus (1989 [1979]: 312-313); Mettinger (1982: 
121); Craigie (1983: 211-212); Broyles (2005: 152); J. Day (2007: 68-70). 
55

 For example, Leslie (1949: 114-115, 188-189); Craigie (1983: 211); Cooper (1983: 49-50); 
Limburg (2000: 77); Rodd (2001: 374).  Mowinckel (2004 [1962] vol. 1: 177-178) argues that an 
earlier entrance liturgy has been incorporated into the psalm for usage in the ‘New Year 
Festival.’ 
56

 For example, Broyles (1999: 128-129) claims that these are ‘moral conditions’ for Yahweh’s 
worshippers in general; whilst Terrien (2003:247) understands the verses to have a general 
message for human beings – namely that cultic worship is not ‘a substitute for pure and inner 
devotion’. 
57

Buttenweiser, whilst translating the singular and plural clauses with formal equivalence, 
attributes to the verses a universal ‘ethical’ application (1969: 205-206).  Others render the 
entire section plural (e.g. Limburg 2000: 75; NRSV). 
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cultic entrance into Yahweh’s sacred space (cf. v. 3).58  This shift needs 

be born in mind especially when I address, below, the royal 

characteristics of the psalm.59 

This much shows that it need not be supposed that the identity of those 

who are to be ethically-acceptable to enter the temple is foremost a 

community of worshippers.  However, Cooper’s assertion (and the 

general supposition) the entrance is into the temple, and therefore it is 

not an entrance into or exit from the netherworld 60  needs also be 

addressed: 

B. Requirements at the Netherworld Portals; Requirements at the 

Temple Gates—Cooper draws a dichotomy between two such 

requirements, and therefore an ontological distinction between 

netherworld and temple portals.  However, ancient Egyptian evidence 

(and it is from Egypt that Cooper finds the main evidence for his theory 

on Ps. 24:7-10), as well as biblical evidence, suggest this is not 

necessarily the case.  There are attestations from Egypt of naos (inner 

temple) doors apparently being flung open at dawn every day, in order to 

admit the sun god Re upon his ascent from his nightly voyage through 

the netherworld.61 

Similar cosmological conceptions of the Jerusalem temple are evinced in 

the Hebrew Bible.  It is frequently viewed, in common with other ancient 

West Asian temples, as a liminal meeting point for the three broad 

cosmic realms.  Thus it extends beyond the earthly and heavenly 

realms62 to the limen of the netherworld as well.63  The presence of the 

temple as a space which subjugates and contains the primordial deeps64 

ensures ever present fulfilment of the imperative that Yahweh’s people 

                                                           
58

 See the footnotes to verse 6a, in my translation of Ps. 24:3-6, above. 
59

 5.6. 
60

 This point is also made by J. Day (2007: 70) 
61

 Blackman (1918: 154); Finnestad (1997: 210); Wyatt (2001: 190). 
62

 See 1.3.3. 
63

 3.5. 
64

 3.5; 9.3. 
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assist him in his continual victories over the forces of disorder.65  The 

danger of disorder inherent in the cosmic liminality of the temple 66 

therefore includes the ever present danger of the netherworld’s forces of 

chaos.  That is to say, the cosmic order, which the temple constructs, 

intrinsically contains the threat of the disorder upon which it is built.  So 

the temple’s sacred liminality represents both social protection and 

danger, and its dual apotraic and combative roles are evident in the 

cherubim fiercely guarding inner-temple boundaries (1 Kgs 6: 23-35; 8:6-

7; 2 Chron. 3:7.10-13; 5:7-8); and, apparently, in the role of gates in 

protecting the world from the sea as it emerges from רחם: the ‘womb’ of 

the earth (Job 38:8).67 

The gates ‘betwixt and between’ the netherworld and the earth are 

conceptualised in the Hebrew Bible, at times, as something resembling 

the bolted doors of cities;68 to the point that, as in Ps. 24:7-10, the root 

 is applied to the netherworld’s (as used of the portals in Ps. 24:7-10) שער

gates (Jer. 15:7).69  City walls and gates, furthermore, stand – like the 

boundaries of the temple – at liminal points.  Biblical texts acknowledge 

that these boundaries mark the ambivalent point between safety and 

danger.70  Equally, they mark the liminal space between the spheres of 

life and death.  The mundus, a sacrificial pit for the dead was dug at city 

entrances in the Roman world;71 and biblical scholars also have identified 

notions of city boundaries in the Hebrew Bible as points where the earth 

joins the netherworld.72 

                                                           
65

 See 1.2.1and, particularly May (1955); Middleton (2004); Crouch (2011); Crouch & Strine 
(2013). 
66

 See 1.3.3. 
67

 See Kapelrud (1950).  This is discussed in detail in 3.5. 
68

 As I discuss further, in 5.7, Jonah finds himself trapped beneath the בריחיה, ‘bars’ of the 
netherworld (Jon. 2:7a).  According to Job 38:8-10, Yahweh caused the watery deeps to be 
covered by doors (ויסך בדלתים) and to be shut in by בריח ודלתים, ‘bars and doors’ (so A.R. 
Johnson 1950a: 88; Sasson 1990: 189-190).  ברחיה, ‘bars’ are said in Deut. 3:5 to be affixed to 
city doors, and are specifically attached to those of Jerusalem (Neh. 3:3.6). 
69

 See Sasson (1990: 189-190). 
70

 Blomquist (1999: 16).  Note further that the very definition of עיר, ‘city,’ in the Hebrew Bible, is 
a settlement which has gates at its boundaries (Otto 2004 [1992-1993]: 373), marking the point 
between city and othered space. 
71

 Rykwert (1976: 115-127). 
72

 Stavrakopoulou (2010a: 104-105) points to the mapping of Jerusalem with a surrounding 
valley, and its roots in the sphere of the dead – I discuss the liminality of Jerusalem’s borders 
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So, saying that the supplicant makes statements in Ps. 24:3-6 before 

moving through the netherworld gates is not to contest that he enters the 

temple.  Rather, I argue that the netherworld gates here are themselves 

portals into the temple.  Verses 3-6 are consistent with verses 7-10, 

being a representation of that which I will call a ‘Vindication of 

righteousness.’  Thus verses 3-6 act as a prelude to the represented 

speech acts which enable the gates to open (vv. 7-10).   

In order to conceptualise this, we will deepen our understanding of the 

nature of the ‘vindication’ in following sections of this chapter.  It is clear from 

the outset that we will not be dealing, pace Cooper, with a kind of confession 

or ‘lustration.’73  As I argued in 1.2, the language of ‘negative confession,’ 

which is said to have been part of the supposed ‘ritual humiliation’ of the 

king,74 is over-reliant on certain Christian paradigms (even if used for want of 

a better phrase).  Nothing the supplicant says is anything like a confession, 

but rather a self-vindication.   In order to ascend (עלה) on the mountain of 

Yahweh (בהר־יהוה) the supplicant must have נקי כפים, ‘clean hands’ and 

 a pure heart’ and must have refrained from indulging in certain‘ ,בר־לבב

‘illicit’ practices (vv. 3-4).75  His rewards will include validation as a person of 

 righteousness’ (v. 5).76‘ ,צדקה

C. Name or Profession?—I do not demur from Cooper’s claim that it is the 

speech act of naming the gatekeepers that enables the gates to open for 

the supplicant of the Book of the Dead 125, and his passage into the 

Broad Hall of Two Truths.  Nonetheless (and as Cooper outlines)77 this 

speech act of the supplicant follows his recitation of his righteous 

qualities.  Similarly, in Psalm 24 a ‘vindication of righteousness’ is 

required before the relevant speech acts will open the gates to the 

sacred space.   

                                                                                                                                                                          
further in 8.3.  Blomquist’s suggestion (1999: 189-200) that the certain responsibilities are given 
to deceased ancestors in judicial procedures held at city gates (see Exod. 22:8-9) is possible. 
73

 Cooper (1983: 50) and see above. 
74

 While I have outlined some of general theoretical problems with the scholarly construct of 
‘negative confession’ in 2.2, in 5.5 I will discuss the construct in specific relation to its 
application royal speech acts as represented in the Psalms. 
75

 See 5.7 on these ‘illicit’ cultic practices. 
76

 See 5.5.1 on the role of צדקה in the psalm. 
77

 Cooper (1983: 49). 
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5.5. Royal and Divine-Royal Imagery in Psalm 24 

Psalm 101, which almost certainly portrays a king78 performing a speech act (or 

having a speech act performed on behalf of him)79 addressed to Yahweh (vv. 1-

8), has – in common with Ps. 24:3-6 – often been mislabelled a ‘negative 

confession’ and, as such, been considered to have formed the ritual text for a 

part of the king’s ‘ritual humiliation’ at the Judahite ‘New Year Festival.’  As 

noted in 1.2, the idea that the king would have performed such penitential 

practices at an annual festival, found its basis more in the religious and 

psychoanalytical assumptions in biblical scholars’ cultural milieu, than in the 

biblical texts themselves.  The problem with phrases incorporating terms like 

‘confession’ is that they have frequently given the misleading impression of 

pejorative speech, of the sort which is related to humiliation or debasement.80  

                                                           
78

 The king is not explicitly mentioned in Psalm 101.  However, insofar as good conduct in his 
house (ביתי, ‘my house,’ of which the supplicant speaks in verses 2 and 7) is related to the good 
conduct of his the whole land (verses 5-6) it is highly probable that the king is the supplicant and 
subject of the psalm – such arguments, among others, are made in a numerous commentaries 
and articles which go on to demonstrate the represented ritual performer’s royal identity (see, 
for example, A. Cohen 1945: 326-327; Weiser 1962 [1959]: 648-649; A.R. Johnson 1967: 114; 
Eaton 1976: 122-123; Kraus 1989 [1978]: 277-279; Allen 1983: 3; A. Curtis 2004: 201-202; 
Mein 2010). 
79

 I.e. as in Psalm 110, which appears to represent the speech of a cultic prophet, uttering on 
behalf of Yahweh (see 3.2), as well as reverting to his own first-person speech in order to 
address his king (see, particularly, 3.5). 
80

 Cf. 1.2.  So the term ‘negative confession’ is employed by A.R. Johnson in his first edition of 
Sacral Kingship in Ancient Israel (1955: 93-126) on Psalm 101 and the wider context of the 
‘New Year Festival;’ somewhat qualified by the time of the book’s second edition (Johnson 
1967: 115, n. 3).  The beginning of his use of such language is evinced in his seminal essay 
‘The Rôle of the King in the Jerusalem Cultus’ (for a critical appraisal of which, see 1.2) in which 
he writes of the ‘quasi-confession’ of Ps. 18:21-29 (Johnson 1935: 103-104) – a passage which 
I analyse in 5.7.  Eaton (1976: 123), though using at least here the more accurate term ‘plea of 
righteousness’ for the speech in question ascribed to the king, yet more often appears taken by 
the idea of ‘confession’ – see, for example, his development of the concepts of (negative, but 
rather psychological) confession and royal ritual humiliation which he develops and builds on in 
his work on the ‘suffering servant’ in Deutero-Isaiah (Eaton 1979), in which both these 
categories are said to be present.  As I outlined in 1.2, the idea, framed quite conspicuously 
within Christian paradigms of its own age, that the king made a ‘negative confession’ at the New 
Year Festival (perhaps incorporating Psalm 101) formed a basis in other academic works for 
unhelpful psycho-analytical interpretations which deviated far from the text (as I argued in 1.2) 
in Engnell (1967 [1943]: 48, cf. 33); Eliade (1958 [1948]: particularly 57-68); Perry (1962: 859-
862).  By removing altogether these negative religious and Freudian paradigms, I am proposing 
in this chapter an unambiguously positive reading of royal self-vindication, which will free up, for 
fresh readings, Psalms 18:20-27; 24; and 101. 
 A further relevant remark and qualification, which relates also to the supposition that Ps. 
24:3-6 is a kind of ‘confession’ is that Eaton, like Johnson, became more ‘cautious’ in the claims 
he made about Psalm 101 in his later work (even though the former’s output on the subject 
came sometime after the latter’s – see 1.2).   For sure, in Eaton’s ‘theatrical’ reconstruction of 
the supposed physical ritual performed with the psalm, he continued to follow Johnson (1935: 
100; 1967: 113, n. 3) in understanding Psalm 101 by reference to the king who is stripped of his 
regalia and pleads his righteousness before Marduk at the Babylonian Akitu Festival, saying 
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Crucially, the short psalm moves from the king’s (almost boastful) ‘apologia’ for 

his own good conduct (Ps. 101:2-4), to his concluding assurance of the 

consequent worthy behaviour of his household (בית) and of everyone in his 

community (Ps. 101:5-7).81  Psalm 144, a ‘royal psalm’ which scholars more 

commonly accept to be a later representation of monarchic ‘liturgy,’82 has a 

similar structure to that of Psalm 101.   The psalm focuses initially upon military 

success, which is embodied in the actions of the king himself (vv. 1-11); then 

closes with proclamations of the prosperity of his people and the agricultural 

fecundity of his realm (vv. 12-15).  The ideologies of monarchy, here, are 

reflected in diverse Mesopotamian sources, in which the agricultural prosperity 

                                                                                                                                                                          
that Psalm 101’s monarch similarly ‘pleads’ in ‘pathetic lamenting style’ (Eaton 1984: 133).  He 
qualified his claims, nonetheless: 

Such a comparison with a leading Semitic people of the period does not of course prove anything 
for Israel, but it should give us more insight to interpret the biblical data (Eaton 1984: 134). 

Eaton was eventually to be much more doubtful about linking such passages as Psalm 101 to 
the historic ritual humiliation of the king, acknowledging that many scholars had not accept the 
views of A.R. Johnson concerning ritual humiliation, which he himself had promulgated 
extensively (cf. Eaton 2003: 34.254, particularly 515; see 1.2 for a bibliography of Eaton’s 
arguments in favour of the ritual humiliation of the king in the Hebrew Bible).  As discussed in 
1.2, ideas of ritual humiliation had become increasingly unpopular due to rejections of the 
mythological ideas which had become associated with them. The notions imported from the 
Babylonian Akitu Festival for culturally comparative discourses concerning Psalm 101 were 
becoming problematic for biblical scholars, because the Babylonian king’s ritual performance 
before Marduk was understood as ‘humiliation’ and a ‘sort of “negative confession”’ (Gadd 
1933: 53), ‘penance and confession’ (Frankfort 1965 [1948]: 320) or – most uncomfortably – 
‘symbolic death… “humiliating” or “suffering”’ (Engnell 1967 [1943]: 33); cf., more recently, 
Sommer’s phrase, following that of Gadd but with somewhat less caution(!), ‘negative 
confession’ (2000: 83).  Again, the categories seem to owe much to Christian paradigms, in 
spite of their tentativeness.  With respect to Psalm 101 itself in comparison with the Babylonian 
Akitu Festival, the problems with the terminology seem to remain unquestioned, with one 
distinguished scholar writing recently that, ‘Psalm 101 (cf. Ps. 18:20-25) exemplifies the genre 
of negative confession used by the king at the Babylonian Akitu festival; possibly it was used at 
a similar ceremony of the renewal of the king’s office’ (Houston 1999: 349). 
 This much is likely to have had implications for the way in which scholars have 
investigated Ps. 24:3-6.  While ideas of quasi-‘confessions’ have been substantially rejected 
with respect to psalms such as 101 – due to wider debates surrounding Johnson’s thesis of 
ritual humiliation (so see 1.2) – the problems with such language have not been so much 
exposed in discussions of Ps. 24:3-6, probably because it is assumed not to be ‘royal’ and so 
the debates surrounding ‘ritual humiliation’ have not been considered relevant.  Hence words 
like ‘lustration’ and ‘confession’ will continue to appear in discussions of these verses (see 5.4) 
and so, in turn, it has been necessary for me to focus attention on critiquing such terminology, in 
order to understand how verses 3-6 play a wider role in the psalm: one which scholars have 
previously overlooked due to an understanding that the verses are about debasing the 
supplicant, rather than positively distinguishing him on ethical grounds. 
81

 Weiser (1959: 649); Kraus (1989 [1978]: 279).  The ‘community’ may be more narrowly-
defined than that of Yahweh’s people, referring simply to the court (Mein 2010) although see, 
conversely, Houston (1999: 346). 
82

 See 4.4 for a discussion with of the dating of Psalm 144, with a bibliography. 
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of the whole nation is dependent upon the warrior-king’s successful 

enthronement.83 

This structure is mirrored in a further royal psalm, which also asks that the king 

will receive the sorts of qualities that the supplicant protests to deserve in Ps. 

24:5.  Psalm 72:1-2 petitions for a king who is granted ‘righteousness’ 

-The rest of the psalm pictures the mutually  .(משפט) 'and ‘justice (צדקה/צדק)

reinforcing qualities of the king exercising a righteous and just rule, and of the 

prosperity of his people and the fecundity of the flora and fauna in his kingdom 

(vv. 3-17). 84   The dependency of the land’s fruitfulness upon the king’s 

righteousness and justice, as expressed in Psalm 72, is attested widely across 

ancient Syro-Phoenician, Egyptian and Mesopotamian cultures.85 

Along with Ps. 24:3-6, then, in Psalms 72, 101 and 144 protestations of a 

figure’s good conduct precede the granting of prosperity and blessings to the 

whole community; and the latter is conditional upon the former.  In Psalms 72, 

101 and 144, the figure from whom the fecundity of the kingdom proceeds is the 

king.  I propose that in Ps. 24:3-6, too, the good conduct and blessings of a king 

(vv. 4-5) outflow into the community as a whole (v. 6).  I now argue that this 

good conduct which is royal is expressed in two broad ways in Ps. 24:3-6, 

which are also echoed in the three other intertexts from the Psalms:  

 5.5.1: the administration of righteousness and justice, and the blessings 

which the exercise of these royal qualities necessarily brings for king and 

community. 

 5.5.2: and the king, in cooperation with – and mimesis of – the deity, 

overcoming the forces of chaos. 

                                                           
83

 Holtz (2008) with discussion concerning – and reference to – Mesopotamian examples. 
84

 So A. Curtis writes of Ps. 72:1-2.4, ‘The psalmist here suggests that the king’s justice is God’s 
justice.  The king is to reflect God’s attitude to those who cannot defend themselves’ (2007a: 
85). 
85

 As Dietrich (2012) argues with a wealth of references, especially to Syro-Phoenician cultural 
artefacts. 
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5.5.1. Righteousness, Justice and Blessings 

The king’s צדקה/צדק, ‘righteousness’86 was, for A.R. Johnson, a quality proven 

by his ritual ordeal during Jerusalem’s ‘New Year Festival,’87 and through which 

the prosperity of his people and fertility of his land was assured.88  Without 

accepting Johnson’s historical claims about the Jerusalem cult, 89  I propose 

nonetheless that צדקה/צדק plays an important part in the Davidic king’s ritual 

performance and bringing-into-being of his power, in the rituals which he is 

represented as performing in Jerusalem. 

צדק  is a common root in the Hebrew Bible.90  Yet in biblical and other West 

Semitic texts it appears especially prolifically as a quality of both human and 

divine kingship.  Many passages in the Hebrew Bible connect it with society’s 

righteous functioning, under the king’s auspices.91   It establishes the king’s 

throne (Prov. 25:5)92 and – along with משפט, ‘justice’ – is the foundation of the 

throne of Yahweh (Ps. 89:15).93  The word משפט, unlike ,צדקה/צדק  does not 

appear in Psalm 24, but verse 6 implies that the good conduct of the king 

includes such qualities.  In more general terms, the outflowing of a monarch’s 

good standing with Yahweh into the community as a whole is a result his 

administration of right justice (i.e. משפט), as also in Psalm 72, in which the 

successful king will judge (ישפט) on behalf of the afflicted (v. 4; 94  cf. Ps. 

101:1).95  As in Psalms 72, 101, and 144, in Psalm 24 it is the favour granted to 

the one of good character, possessed of righteousness and justice – that is, the 

favour expressed as ברכה, ‘blessings’, which are received from Yahweh 

                                                           
86

 I have discussed this concept, in relation to the royal characteristics of Yahweh and the king 
in Ps. 110:4, in 3.5. 
87

 Cf. 1.2. 
88

 See, particularly, A.R. Johnson (1935). 
89

 See 1.2; 2.1. 
90

 See B. Johnson (2003 [1988-1989]) and Scullion (1992) for summaries. 
91

 See, for a plethora of examples, B. Johnson (2003 [1988-1989]: particularly 246-247); 
Scullion (1992: 727-731). 
92

 B. Johnson (2003 [1988-1989]: 252).  As I discuss in 8.4.1, it is fair to say that the Hebrew 
Bible often suggests that ensuring justice for the afflicted is a responsibility of the prosperous 
classes in general, and not just the monarch.  This does not detract, however, from the specific 
biblical and ancient West Asian injunctions for the monarch to take such a responsibility. 
93

 Batto (1999: 933).  B. Johnson (2003 [1988-1989]: 240-241) notes the parallels with the 
Egyptian concept of mɜʿ.t (which is discussed further below), and also notes that Egyptian art 
visualises the throne founded upon these letters. 
94

 See the detailed discussion of the role of the king’s משפט in Psalm 72 in A.R. Johnson (1967: 
4-13). 
95

 As discussed in A.R. Johnson (1967: 114-115). 
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alongside צדקה (v. 5) – that outflows to the whole דור, ‘community’96 of those 

who seek Jacob’s deity.97 

In addition to the structure of Ps. 24:3-6, then, the qualities enumerated as 

belonging to the central figure – and which outflow to the community as a whole 

– appear to be those apposite to a vindication of a specifically royal person’s 

right conduct.  The chaos discourse in the psalm as a whole, to which I now 

turn, further reinforces this impression. 

                                                           
96

 See 5.4.1; and the footnotes to my translation, in 5.4. 
97

 See the footnotes to my translation, in 5.4. 
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5.5.2. Yahweh and the King as Royal Vanquishers of Chaos 

The epithets ascribed to the deity in Ps. 24:7-10 are those of a royal warrior 

god.98  The five-fold repetition of the epithet מלך הכבוד, ‘the King of Glory’ – 

apart from its explicit reference to the kingship of Yahweh – may also connote 

royalty in its incorporation of כבוד, ‘glory.’99  The translation of the immediately 

preceding clause (v. 6b) is highly uncertain,100 but it can at least be said that פני, 

‘presence’ or ‘face’ is somehow ascribed to the deity.  Seeing the divine face 

often denotes king-deity encounters in Akkadian texts.101  The face could also 

stand as a synecdoche for the king in ancient West Asia, 102  and so the 

reference to the divine presence or face in Ps. 24:6b may imply the kingship of 

the deity.  כבוד itself may suggest that Yahweh’s divine royal presence is shining 

forth, insofar as the word often seems to refer to his manifestation as light.103  

The word is used of the manifestation to Ezekiel of Yahweh on his throne (Ezek. 

3:12-13; 9:3; 10:4.18.20; 11:22).104 

Given how far Yahweh’s kingship is characterised by his subjugation of 

chaos, 105  it is not surprising that Psalm 24 depicts him also with warrior 

imagery.106  He is given the epithets: יהוה גבור מלחמה, ‘Yahweh Mighty in Battle’ 

                                                           
98

 For discussion on the imaging of Yahweh as a warrior deity, in addition to my comments 
below, see G.W. Anderson (1962: 366b); Buttenwieser (1969: 209); Cross (1973: 99); and 
Craigie (1983: 210).  
99

 So, Kraus (1988 [1978]: 315-316). 
100

 See the footnote to verse 6b in my translation of verses 3-6 in 5.4. 
101

 Seow (1999: 323).  In addition to the explanations of the clause given in the footnote to the 
translation of verse 6b in the translation to verses 3-7 in 5.4, it is tempting to refer to an 
explanation from the reception history of the verse – namely that of Brandenbach, that in an 
address to Jacob it is said that the divine face or presence that is sought is that which Jacob 
saw in the course of his night struggle, in Gen. 32:24-32 (quoted in Neale & Littledale 1874: vol. 
1, 331).  This would place the emphasis on beholding the divine presence, which would support 
the comments I am making in which ideas of divine presence operate.  However, as I pointed 
out in the footnote to the translation of verse 6b in 5.4, the phrase is too difficult for any 
explanation to be stated with certainty. 
102

 Niehr (1997: 83), with discussion and references. 
103

 See Mettinger (1982), who distinguishes between the Hebrew Bible’s representations of 
Yahweh’s manifestations in כבוד, kabod ‘theophanies’ and עון, cloud ‘theophanies’.  He 
understands the former to refer to manifestations as cloud; and the latter to refer to 
manifestations as light. 
104

 Notwithstanding, there are various biblical indications – which may be drawn from, among 
others, verses in Ezekiel – that references to כבוד are far more complex and multi-faceted than 
simply denoting light.  For example, Ezek. 1:26 possibly builds on a root sense of כבד as 
‘weightiness,’ in referring to the body of Yahweh – an idea well attested in Rabbinic texts (on 
which, see Quispel 1980).  On the range of concepts denoted by כבוד – which is said, at its most 
‘basic’ to have a sense of ‘weightiness’ – see Fossum (1999: 348-349). 
105

 See 1.2.2; see, also, Mettinger (1985), in which this point is first cogently argued. 
106

 In addition to the points I make below, see Buttenwieser (1969: 209); Cross (1973: 99); and 
Craigie (1983: 210), on Yahweh’s warrior imagery in the psalm. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

224 
 

(v. 8) and יהוה צבאות, ‘Yahweh of Armies’ (v. 10).  The psalm as a whole 

underscores his role in containing the chaotic forces.  As discussed in 5.2, 

Psalm 24 opens with the emphasis that it is Yahweh who has established order 

over the chaotic deeps.  The application of the emphatic כי־הוא to this ordering 

activity of Yahweh (v. 2a),107 is matched by the emphatic כי־הוא of the climactic 

final epithet which concludes the psalm (v. 10c), and which is the ‘password’ to 

open the netherworld portals:108 ‘It is he who is King of Glory.’ 

The divine kingship imagery of the glory and presence of Yahweh, as well as 

the depictions of Yahweh as warrior, are associated also with the supplicant of 

verses 3-5/6.109  Many of the words and concepts used to describe Yahweh’s 

kingship in these verses are used also of human monarchs: 110;צדקה/צדק the 

gravitas of presence;111 מלך (being ‘king’); and the word with which מלך is in 

compound in verses 7-10, 112.כבוד 

The topography of the psalm further suggests a monarch cooperating with – 

and performing mimesis of – a royal warrior-deity who strives to contain the 

forces of subterranean chaos.  As Stordalen argues, Psalm 24 portrays Yahweh 

– in common with Ugaritic El – as ‘righteous judge’ sitting over the streams at 

the centre of the cosmos.113  Indeed, Yahweh’s subjugation of the deeps – the 

seas and the נהרות, the ‘ocean’s currents’ (vv. 1-2)114  – is followed by the 

monarch’s portrayal as custodian of the cosmically central holy mountain,115 

and as ‘divine’ king116 performing blessings by dispensing his royal qualities, 

                                                           
107

 Oesterley (1939: 188) and G.A. Anderson (1962: 366b) note the emphatic use of the phrase 
here. 
108

 See 5.3. 
109

 See above on verse 6 as making an identification between king and subjects, as opposed to 
focusing in on the monarch himself. 
110

 As discussed above. 
111

 As discussed above. 
112

 ;are brought together as terms expressing royal exaltation in Pss. 97:6; 112:9 כבוד and מלך
Prov. 8:18; 21:21; Isa. 58:8; 62:2.  That כבוד refers both to human and divine kingship is noted 
by Kraus (1988[1978]: 315); and by Mettinger (1982: 117-118), who gives a number of 
examples including כסה כבוד    ‘Throne of Glory’. 
113

 Stordalen (2000: 361).  The (disputed) location of El’s dwelling-place is discussed in 7.4.  
Whilst this classic understanding that El lives at the source of the cosmic streams has been 
called into question, I will maintain, along with and following various other scholars, that 
counter-arguments to this idea have not succeeded in undermining it. 
114

 See 5.2. 
115

 On the cosmic-centrality of Yahweh’s holy mountain and temple, see 1.3.3. 
116

 5.3-5.5. 
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including צדקה and – by implication therefore – 117.משפט  It is thus significant 

that the supplicant ritually vindicates himself as worthy to ascend הר־יהוה, ‘the 

mountain of Yahweh’ and מקום קדשו, ‘his holy place’ (v. 3): that is, Mount Zion 

and the Jerusalem temple.118  The ritual status to be conferred on the supplicant 

is therefore to be actualised at the sacralised and cosmically central point from 

which Yahweh himself has performed his power over cosmic chaos. 

So the supplicant is characterised as one who manifests the royal 

characteristics of his deity – the latter being portrayed as a warrior-king and 

storm god in his ordering of the forces of cosmic disorder.  Some of the divine 

royal qualities alluded in the psalm also resemble those of a solar deity.  

Additional to the connotations of shining deducible from the concept of royal 

presence in the encounter between deity and king, and from the use of כבוד, 

solar characteristics may be implied by use of צדקה when considered in the 

wider context of the psalm as a whole.119  In the Hebrew Bible itself, the root is 

found the noun or epithet צדקה שמש , ‘Sun of Righteousness’ (Mal. 3:20).120  The 

sun at Egypt was the source of maat, which was conceptually very similar to 

that of צדקה/צדק in the Hebrew Bible, insofar as it is sourced from the deity, and 

dispensed by the king;121 righteousness similarly emanated from the ancient 

Syrian royal solar deity.122  Furthermore, the sun in Egyptian mythology was a 

patron of both the earth and netherworld as ‘the primaeval one of the Two 

Lands/lord of Maat’123 and, as is well known, Re would make a nightly sojourn 

through the length of the netherworld – indeed, entering and exiting through 

portals, which needed to be opened for him. 124   nḥḥ and d.t – which (as 

                                                           
117

 See above. 
118

5.4. 
119
If ‘Zedek’ were an actual Canaanite god, it may be that he is to be identified with Ishar/Kittu, 

who was associated with the solar deity Shamash, whose attendants at Babylon were kânu and 
mīšaru.  The roots of their names, too, are thought to correspond withצדקandמׁשפט, which I 
discussed as paired-roots in 5.5a (Batto 1999: 929-930). 
120

 Batto (1999: 932), citing also Mic. 7:1, Isa. 45:8.19, and Hos. 10:12 as suggestive of a link 
between צדק and ‘vestigial images of a solar deity’. 
121

 B. Johnson (2003 [1988-1989]: particularly 240-241).  In one remarkable parallel to the 
biblical claim that  צדק, ‘righteousness’ and משפט, ‘justice’ are the foundations of Yahweh’s 
throne (Ps. 89:15), Egyptian pharaohs who dispensed divine maat are attested as having had 
the word inscribed on the foundation of their royal seat. 
122

 Craigie notes, in relation to Ps. 24:7-10, that the ancient Syrian sun god Shapsh bears the 
epithet ‘Righteous King, King of Kings’ at Ras Ibn Hani (1983: 213). 
123

 So see, for example, Copenhagen A 72, translated in Assmann (1995: 118). 
124

 See, for example, the Morning Text of Re Harakhty (Assmann 1995: 18-20); for a general 
discussion of Re’s journey, see Assmann (1999). 
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discussed in 5.3) refer to the eternality of netherworld portals, as does עולם in 

Ps. 24:7-10 – are used of those portals through which Re passes.125  In the 

course of his daily cyclical-cosmic journey, Re repeats the creation patterns of 

degradation and regeneration – he must pass through the chaos and danger of 

the netherworld.  At the turning point, he ‘reunites’ with Osiris, thereby re-

forming fragmented identities.126 

So, in Psalm 24, the characteristics of Yahweh, which are largely re-formed and 

re-embodied by the royal supplicant (in the latter’s becoming a locus for 

bringing righteousness and blessings to wider community, and in his relocation 

to the space of Yahweh’s holy mountain), are analogous to those of Re.  

Yahweh has solar characteristics; he dispenses divine righteousness through 

the person of the king; and he is acknowledged as a royal deity by the 

gatekeepers of the netherworld, who admit him in order for him to (re)establish 

his dual-spheres of order.  The first of these is an ordered kingdom, in which the 

monarch ascends Yahweh’s holy mountain (v. 3) in order to dispense his deity’s 

divine צדקה, and thereby ensure the flourishing of the wider community (v. 6).  

The second sphere over which Yahweh asserts his power is that source of 

much cosmic disorder: 127  the netherworld (vv. 7-10).  And he continues to 

establish order over it, just as he did when he established the world on top of it, 

as expressed in the opening paean to Yahweh as cosmic and earthly creator 

(vv. 1-2).128 

Thus the ברכה, ‘blessings’ which are to be bestowed on the supplicant along 

with the characteristically royal צדקה, are granted by a cosmically gigantic deity, 

who exercises ritual power through both storm and solar characteristics.129  In a 

literary reification of cult,130 therefore, Yahweh’s potency is expressed in his 

cosmic reach which multiplies his meteorological roles; he is not limited to a 
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 See the Graffiti of Oskoron (quoted in Assmann 1995: 182). 
126

 See Assmann (1999). 
127

 This much is discussed throughout the thesis but see, particularly 1.2.1; 3.4. 
128

 See 5.2. 
129

 Cf. 2.5. 
130

 On the debate as to whether Psalm 24 should be regarded as ‘liturgy’ or ‘literature,’ see 5.1, 
in which I propose that the psalm need not be regarded as a ‘liturgy,’ in spite of its having a 
strong appearance of being so. For my theoretical argument that psalms which appear to be 
‘liturgy’ need not – and even ought not – be regarded as such – see 2.1. 
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category such as ‘solar deity.’131  His raising of the king’s status – in the re-

presented space, and re-presented speech acts – consequently creates for the 

king, too, immense power in the cosmos, for he is ritually confirmed in his might 

by one who acts not just with formulaic speech that has the unquestioning 

command of the netherworld gatekeepers, but also – as in Ps. 18:8-12132 - with 

the wide palette of sensoria evoked in manifestations of storm deities.  The 

 by virtue of this cultic formation of power relations, expand to ,צדקה and ברכה

include the ethical conduct and prosperity of the whole community (Ps. 24:6).  

So is made apparent an idealised ethnoscape of the monarchic past (that is to 

say an idealistic and culturally constructed vision of the land associated with the 

ethnos’ past),133 in which blessing and prosperity were reflected out from the 

ritual praxis of Yahweh and the king from the cosmic centre of the holy 

mountain.   Cultural memories of Yahweh and the king therefore perceive them 

to have embodied power at the very centre of the cosmos. 

                                                           
131

Pace Taylor (1993: 244-248).  The argument in Taylor’s important and controversial 
monograph (1993), based upon studies of a significant body of both archaeological and textual 
material, is that Yahweh was considered a solar deity in the ancient Levant, cults to whom 
originated in the area which would become the Northern Kingdom.  The epithet Yahweh Sabaot 
designated the chief and solar deity among the pantheon of stars, who was originally 
worshipped as a sun god at Gibeon (Taylor 1993).  Taylor’s thesis, though well-argued, is not 
without severe problems.  The extrapolation of a history of the evolution of the theology of 
Yahweh from (often unclear or ambiguous) biblical texts gives reason to question the extent of 
Taylor’s claims.   Wiggins (1996; 1997a) formulates a number of criticisms of Taylor’s approach, 
contending that many of his texts fail to make his case (and see, further J. Day 2000: 156-163, 
for his critiques of proposals that biblical texts evince Yahweh’s identity as a solar deity), and 
also that Taylor extrapolates too much from the archaeological evidence – see Taylor (1996) for 
a response to Wiggins (1996).  The rarity of theophoric names incorporating a solar deity – both 
in the biblical texts and archaeological material of the Levant – renders yet more problematic 
the notion of a proto-Yahwist solar cult (Lipiński 1999: 764-765).  A criticism particularly relevant 
to the argument here is that in many instances where Taylor (1993) identifies solar motifs, other 
divine motifs such as storm motifs are also identifiable – so, for instance, Psalm 104 (Wiggins 
1996: 104-105; following Dion 1991: particularly 56).  Thus, as I am arguing here (and have 
discussed in greater theoretical detail in 2.5), many biblical texts manifesting cultural 
remembering of monarchic Israel and Judah describe Yahweh as a cosmically gigantic deity, 
able to manifest and act in multiple spheres which could be the province of multiple deities in 
many ancient West Asian cultures – be they storm or solar phenomena &c. 
132

 See 4.3.2. 
133

 In my use of the concept of ‘ethnoscape’, I am following the terminology of the cultural 
anthropologist A.D. Smith (1999: 149-159), whose work in this area has been applied to the 
study of cultural memory in the Hebrew Bible by Hendel (2001: 604-608; 2005: 31-33).  I do so 
with the caveat, however, that A.D. Smith’s notion that such an ethnoscape is constructed by 
the nation as a whole is problematic and that – as I set out in 2.3, in the light of the criticisms of 
such ideas of ‘collective memory raised by D.S.A. Bell (2003; 2008) and others – I understand 
the cultural memories which I am identifying in this dissertation to be the products of smaller 
discourses or counter-discourses. 
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The represented ascent of the mountain, from which real cultic transformation is 

effected, follows cathartic netherworld descent, as in Psalm 18.  There are, 

however, notable differences in Psalm 24’s representation of the ritual actions 

of the king and Yahweh in the netherworld.  It is these I explore in the following 

section, in which I argue that the specificities of these two ritual actors’ roles in 

the netherworld are pivotal in the development of interacting descent and 

ascent motifs in the psalm as a whole.  
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5.6. Royal Triumph over the Forces of Death 

The ethical behaviour which justifies the king receiving ברכה and צדקה (v. 5), 

and which is enumerated in verse 4, is expressed as a negative or restraint.  

That is to say, it is the absence of his disapproved behaviour (which is 

replicated in the actions of the community) justifies the king’s worthiness 

mimetically to receive these divine gifts, as in various other paradigmatic 

protestations of righteousness in the Hebrew Bible.134  The resulting gifts of 

 reveal a subtle two-fold denotation of the behaviours that the צדקה and ברכה

monarch is said to avoid in the previous verse, as already translated above: 

[One[ who (אשר) has not elevated his identity towards emptiness (שוא) 

  Nor sworn on behalf of deceit (v. 4) 

In one respect, this is an enumeration of the characteristics of a king worthy to 

embody – and to be a conduit of – צדקה in his community.  The good biblical 

king is not to swear falsely, for he must not deny righteousness and justice to 

the afflicted.135 

In addition to the king’s avoidance of disapproved political action, in the context 

of a netherworld locale, Verse 4b-c expresses the his analogous good cultic 

actions.  This much can be understood by reference to Jer. 2:5-19.  The royal 

protagonist in Ps. 24:4 has shunned identification with שוא; he has refused to 

give himself over ‘for emptiness’ (לשוא).שוא  136 may refer to ‘idols’ or to gods 

who are ‘vain’ or ‘idle’137  – that is,  ‘empty gods.’138  The polemic in Jer. 2:5-19 

is directed against those who have doubly transgressed: having abandoned 

(root: מים ייםח Yahweh, source of ( עזב , ‘living waters’; turning, instead, to broken 

wells which יעכלולא־  ‘do not fill’ (2:13).  Given the subterranean context, this 

                                                           
134

 See, for example, Mein (2010) on the ethics of kingship in Psalm 101 (on which, see 5.7). 
135

 To deal deceitfully in the process of the ministration of justice is to support the persecutors of 
the righteous (the root being צדק), according to Isa. 5:23; cf. Ps. 17:1-15; Amos 2:6; 5:12.  
Indeed, the embodiment and actioning of צדק affects the defence and redress of the poor and 
afflicted, and the widow and the orphan (Ps. 94:6; Jer. 22:3-17; Ezek. 18:5-9.  See Scullion 
(1992: 727-731) for a discussion of these and related senses of the root in the Hebrew Bible. 
136

 On this negating denotation of לשוא, see Dahood (1966: 151); Kraus (1988 [1978]: 314); 
Craigie (1983: 214); Broyles (1999: 129). 
137

 Kraus (1988[1978]: 314).  Dahood (1966: 151) provides many biblical examples suggesting 
 .here particularly refers to cult statuesשוא
138

 In addition to being associated sometimes with cult statues, שוא its sense of worthless 
emptiness is intensified by its appearing in construct with הבלים, ‘Empty Ones’, in Jon. 2:9 (cf. 
Limburg 1993: 69; Sasson 1990: 195-197), in the context – as I will discuss in 5.8– of a 
netherworld descent, bearing a number of similarities of Ps. 24:4-6. 
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verse seems, in part, to be directed against deified netherworld beings – 

perhaps ancestors.  Indeed, similarly, Yahweh in Jer. 17:13, described here, 

too, as  for those who ,(עזב the root is again) should not be abandoned , ייםחמים־

are recorded בארץ, ‘in the earth/netherworld’.  The man who trusts in Yahweh 

has, earlier in Jeremiah 17, been compared to a tree that draws its strength 

from the waters (vv. 7-8); as opposed to those who are rooted in the parched 

desert.  Yahweh is life-giving water, as opposed to the deities who provide 

nothing from beneath the ground; and, given the ancient West Asian motif of 

revival from the dead with water, the passage seems to suggests that Yahweh 

is the only deity who can effect a rescue from the realm of the dead (ארץ 

therefore denoting ‘netherworld’ here).139  So, in Jer. 2:13 these empty and 

worthless gods (cf. Jer. 2:11 – they are לא אלהים, ‘not gods’) produce nothing 

worthwhile from the subterranean sphere, whereas Yahweh is said to provide 

the very waters of life.  Nonetheless, as Halpern argues, the wider context of 

the polemic suggests this to be a polemic against astral deities, as well as 

ancestral gods, for the former are but two-dimensional objects on the ‘canvas’ 

of the heavens, leaching out the heavenly waters.140 

In Ps. 24:4, therefore, the royal ritual actor has shunned the ‘empty’ deities of 

the netherworld, which would contrast with the waters of life which flow from 

beneath the temple,141 which I have argued is broadly the locale of the king in 

this represented ritual, hence it is possible that there is an implication here too 

of the virtue of following Yahweh, the god of living waters.  Moreover – given the 

implication that the king is of good conduct both in the political sphere, and in 

exercising his role in the cosmos – he has shunned the variety of other deities 

which a monolatrist view of Yahweh might see as his rivals.  The root of מרמה, 

                                                           
139

 Sasson (1990: 188) links the passage to Inanna/ Ishtar’s revival by water (The Descent of 
Ishtar to the Netherworld 114, tr. Dalley 1996).  See also A.R. Johnson (1950a: particularly 99) 
who argues that a contrast is set up between these empty alternative gods, on the basis of 
multiple biblical references to Yahweh affecting revival from death in water, stretching up to the 
Pauline texts.  I have discussed the motif of revival from the dead by water in 3.5. 
140

 Halpern (2003: 329-332), whose argument is grounded in ancient West Asian and 
Mediterranean discourses on cosmology, following the developments in astronomy emerging 
from Babylonian scholars in the eighth century BCE.  Halpern’s proposal, more specifically, is 
that the stars, in Jeremiah, are understood to be gaps in the two-dimensional barrier between 
the heavenly waters and the fire of Yahweh who animates the universe. Thus they are not gods, 
for they do not themselves animate the universe, but simply enable the heavenly waters to leak 
away. 
141

 On which see 3.5; 3.8. 
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‘Deceit’ (רום, ‘be lofty’), is used, elsewhere, not only of abuse of the afflicted, but 

of cultic observance at condemned sacral ‘High Places,’ nominalised as 1) ָרָמה 

Sam. 22:6; Ezek. 16:24.31.39). 142   The ritual actor has therefore shunned 

various behaviours often associated with the cults of various kinds of deities, 

and so the netherworld, in which he awaits Yahweh’s rescue, is the space of his 

resistance to the broad range of the forces of cosmic disorder (from ‘deity to 

demon’) that threaten Yahweh’s order.   

This much deepens the significance of the epithets applied to Yahweh in the 

verses concerning his triumphant entry to the netherworld (Ps. 24:7-10),143 

following the king’s vindication of his righteousness (vv. 3-6).144  Their war-like 

overtones – including יהוה עזוז וגבור, ‘Yahweh, mighty and heroic’ and  יהוה גבור

 ’king of glory‘ ,מלך הכבוד Yahweh, hero of war (v. 8) – culminate in this‘ ,מלחמה

being named with the ‘password’ יהוה צבאות, ‘Yahweh of Hosts/Armies.’  This 

key epithet plays on a double sense of צבאות as the heavenly host and as 

armies.  Thus Yahweh is seen to marshal the whole astral host in his rescue of 

the royal supplicant, who has shunned the patronage of all deities considered 

empty or worthless.145  Yahweh sweeps them away with his command of all the 

astral phenomena, which he has made his own.   

Dynamic constellations of represented ritual descent and ascent in Psalm 24, 

then, index cultural remembering of Yahweh’s cooperation with the king, by 

which he affects his triumph over the forces of chaos and his continual 

restoration of order.  There are, however, important differences with Psalms 18 

and 110.  The king’s approved character does result, as in these psalms, in the 

demonstration and cultic actualisation of Yahweh’s victories over the forces of 

disorder; but the means by which they are accomplished differ to those in 

previously explored psalms.  In Psalm 24, the cosmic forces bow to the prowess 

of Yahweh who rescues a more passive king than the one who needs no 

rescue, save only a possible birth from the netherworld (Ps. 110:3) which would, 

in any case, follow his own subjugation of cosmic forces (vv. 1-2);146 or than the 
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 See, further, on ‘high places,’ 7.3. 
143

 These verses are discussed, above, in 5.3. 
144

 These verses are discussed, above, in 5.4. 
145

 On the royal connotations of יהוה צבאות, and on the epithet’s designation of Yahweh as 
enthroned among the divine assembly, see Mettinger (1982: 19-37; 1999). 
146

 See 3.4. 
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one who, though passively within the grip of the cosmic subterranean forces of 

chaos when rescued by Yahweh, proceeds to trample enemies who are like 

them himself following this rescue and his ascent (Psalm 18).147  Psalm 24’s 

royal protagonist is passively rescued by Yahweh following his vindication of 

righteousness (vv. 3-6).  It is Yahweh acting alone who ensures that the 

netherworld submits to the speech acts proclaiming his ceremonial entrance 

into it, which unlocks its portals (vv. 3-6).148  It is Yahweh, and none other, who 

laid the foundations of his own created order (vv. 1-2).149 

It is the case that – following his descent, rescue and ascent – the king is to be 

set as a ruler in Yahweh’s sacred space (v. 3), as in Psalms 18 and 110.  Yet 

there is no indication that his cooperation with – and mimesis of – Yahweh, from 

this ritual stage, will extend beyond the political duties of maintaining order and 

quelling disorder, through the embodiment and distribution of Yahweh’s 

righteousness and blessings. 

The magnification of Yahweh’s exercise of cultic authority in the psalm, over 

that of the king, does not necessarily diminish the idealising of Davidic 

monarchs, in this manifestation of cultural remembering.  Rather, Psalm 24 

underscores the ritual potency and grandeur of the remembered royal high god.  

His taking on a cosmically gigantic role in his ritual relating with the king 

coincides with an emphasis on his power over and above alternative powers in 

the cosmos.  The realm of the netherworld is populated not so much by known-

to-be-unknown foes of Yahweh’s ordered domain (so Pss. 18; 110);150 rather, 

they are identifiable as netherworld or ancestral gods in concert with astral 

deities.  The gigantism of Yahweh is such that that these are all subject to his 

control exercised through cosmic kingship (notwithstanding that the king is, it 

seems, to perform mimesis of the political kingship of יהוה צבאות, upon being set 

on Yahweh’s holy mountain).  The reality of Yahweh’s power is thereby re-

presented and (re)created through the written (or oral-written)151 imitation of 

ritual. 

                                                           
147

 4.4.2. 
148

 5.3. 
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 5.2. 
150

 See, particularly, 3.4. 
151

 See 2.5 on oral-literacy and its relationship to the production of texts from the Hebrew Bible. 
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Ps. 18:21-29 is placed, as I have argued, 152  between a representation of 

Yahweh rescuing the king from the netherworld in order to place him in a 

position of ascent (vv. 2-20), and the king’s ritual mimesis of Yahweh – whereby 

he crushes cosmic and political forces of chaos.  It bears many similarities with 

Ps. 24:3-6, even though the enemies of the surrounding verses in Psalm 18 

differ to those in Psalm 24, insofar as they manifest as the military foe and the 

chaos from the deeps.  Analysis of Ps. 18:21-29 will support the notion that 

royal assertions of righteousness can be included in psalms as representations 

of ritual speeches which are preliminary to rescue from the netherworld and 

heavenly ascent. 
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 See Chapter 4. 
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5.7. An Intertextual Reading with Psalm 18:21-29 

On account of the similarities these verses bear to other passages in the 

Psalms frequently called ‘entrance liturgies’ (so, for example, Pss. 15; 24:3-6), 

some scholars have identified them with this genre.153   The genre, however, is 

identifiable as a royal vindication of righteousness, when considered in the light 

of my analysis of Psalm 24 and a number of its relevant intertexts.  Ps. 18:21-29 

does, indeed, correspond to Ps. 24:3-6 on a number of the points which, I have 

argued, suggests that the latter is a royal vindication of righteousness. 

Neither text contains an admission of wrongdoing (or ‘confession’).154  Where 

Ps. 24:4 gives as a requirement for ascent to the sacred space םנקי כפי , ‘clean 

hands’, the opening verses of the royal vindication of Psalm 18 (vv. 20-25) 

framed by the repeated assertion that the supplicant is restored כבר ידי, 

‘according to the cleanness of my hands’ (vv. 21.25).155  In Ps. 24:5, צדקה, 

‘righteousness’ is received by the faultless supplicant; in Ps. 18:21a.25a the 

supplicant states that he is rewarded כצדקי, ‘according to my righteousness.’156  

Also, in Ps. 18:23a, Yahweh’s משפט, ‘justice’, is נגד, ‘before’, the supplicant.  In 

addition to צדק ideally underlying the king’s seat (Prov. 25:5) both משפט and צדק 

are the foundations of Yahweh’s throne (Ps. 89:15).157  So, as in Ps. 24:3-6, the 

supplicant and his patron deity are bound together by royal qualities.   Psalm 

18:20-25 amounts to a royal apologia, far from evoking any sense of 

‘confession.’ 

The following verses (26-28) move the trajectory of the vindication’s focus – as 

does verse 6 in Psalm 24 – away from specifics concerning the royal supplicant, 

and onto a set of propositions concerning Yahweh’s people more generally.  

That they are generalised references to the sum of human behaviour is evident 

from the contrast they set up between those behaviours which are rewarded by 

Yahweh, and those which he spurns.  So, for example, Yahweh’s favour is upon 
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 For example, Kraus (1988 [1978]: 262). 
154

 So comments Terrien (2003: 195) on Ps. 18:21-29. 
155

 On the rhetorical force of this repetition, see Berry (1993: 26); contra Cross & Freedman’s 
view (1953: 28, n. 59) that verse 25 is ‘out of place’. 
156

 On this statement, see Berry (1993: 67). 
157

 See 5.5.1. 
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 .crooked’ (v. 27).158  As with Pss‘ ,עקׁש the pure one’; while he shuns the‘ ,נבר

24:3-6 and Ps. 101, then,  the royal vindication progresses from a king’s 

personal apologia onto an affirmation of all those who act ethically under the 

king’s auspices.159 

As discussed in my analysis of the surrounding motifs of netherworld descent 

and heavenly ascent in Psalm 18, this particular self-vindication comes 

immediately after the king’s thanksgiving for his deliverance (vv. 17-19.20) from 

the ordeal of the netherworld (vv. 2-17a),160 and before his heavenly ascent and 

subjugation of the foe (vv. 30-52).161  Along with performative thanksgiving, 

then, as in Psalm 24, vindication of righteousness is part of a ritualised entry 

into a position of ascent into the domain of Yahweh.  In contrast with Psalm 

110,162 but in common with Psalm 24, the initial defeat of the forces of chaos 

and the assurance of royal ascent is dependent upon the royal subject justifying 

his character as one which embodies and distributes the divine quality of ה/צדק  

and, consequently, as one capable of instilling political order and its chaotic 

opponents. 

The major difference between the vindications of Ps. 18:21-29 and Ps. 24:4-6 

consists in the typologies of the enemies from whom Yahweh rescues the 

monarchs on account of their vindications, in order to be set over these self-

same foes.  The royal protagonist of Psalm 24 is, as I have argued, to be set on 

Yahweh’s holy mountain in order to instil order,163 but this order is not of an 

explicitly cosmic kind as in Psalm 18.  The language games, in this respect 

seem to be quite distinct.  Psalm 18 draws upon discourses imaging the 

overwhelming and confusing forces of the subterranean waters.  This is the 

case, too, at the beginning of Psalm 24 (vv. 1-2), but the king himself is not said 

to have such a role, and the psalm would seem to cohere with May’s model of 

                                                           
158

 See, furthermore, Mein (2010: 62-63) who, in a discussion of the ethics of kingship in Psalm 
101, suggests that עקׁש is a general term for any behaviour opposed to the good conduct of the 
(what he understands, in this case, to be the royal) community.   
159

 Verse 29 has been excluded from this analysis, as it is notoriously opaque and baffling.  For 
a detailed discussion of the exegetical issues see, for example, Cross & Freedman (1953: 29, n. 
66). 
160

 See 4.3. 
161

 See 4.4. 
162

 See 3.4. 
163

 5.6. 
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the ordering of chaos in the Hebrew Bible,164 whereby Yahweh subdues the 

forces of cosmic disorder, while his monarch ensures politically that the order 

continues.   

Nonetheless, although the king does not himself vanquish subterranean chaos, 

he does retain a certain role in the maintenance of cosmic order.  As I have 

proposed, the cosmic enemies whom he resists are understood to be 

netherworld deities or, perhaps, deified ancestors.165  Psalm 24, accordingly, 

evinces the sort of mingling of discourses which is enabled by a rich history of 

oral-literary psalmic development.166  The motif structure (of rescue from the 

netherworld, followed by vindication of righteousness, followed by heavenly 

ascent) reflects that of Psalm 18, except that the encompassing chaos waters 

from which Psalm 18’s supplicant is plucked167 are ‘substituted’ for netherworld 

or ancestral gods.  The idealistic, ritually righteous, and vindicated king in Psalm 

24, therefore, is strengthened by speech acts rejecting cults of the dead.  It is 

this adversary of centralising, monolatrist ‘Deuteronomistic’ religious praxis 

which embodies the enemies of Yahweh’s order.168 

Thus the king repudiates worthless anti-Yahwistic religion.  Although the focus 

is on deities seemingly identified with cults of the dead, the myth nonetheless 

connotes the wealth of ancient West Asian fabulations of king and royal deity 

co-operatively crushing the insurgence of the cosmic waters.  This much 

functions to lend support to Psalm 24’s especial emphasis and rhetoric 

concerning Yahweh’s cosmic gigantism – with the assertion of his supremacy 

over the empty gods of the netherworld, and the poetic climax underscoring the 

belief that Yahweh exercises power through the entire astral host.   While the 

Davidic king of Psalm 24 may not perform such close mimesis of Yahweh as 

the royal protagonists of Psalms 18 and 110, he nevertheless embodies and 

enacts, in other ways, Yahweh’s divine instillation and maintenance of order. 

                                                           
164

 May (1955), followed by multiple others, as detailed in 1.2.1. 
165

 5.6. 
166

 See 2.1. 
167

 See 4.3. 
168

 See 1.2.1 on the close relationships communities in the Levant (including those from which 
much of the Hebrew Bible emerged) had with the dead and ancestral cults, and on 
‘Deuteronomistic’ suppression of localised cults of the dead. 
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5.8. An Intertextual Reading with Jonah 2:3-10 

I now offer a further passage which represents both a vindication of 

righteousness (vv. 8-9), and a rescue from the realm of the netherworld. With 

these representations, the song of Jonah 2:3-10 attests close resemblances 

with the motif complexes in Psalms 18 and 24.  It appears to demonstrate, 

moreover, discursive combining of both the chaotic forces of the sea and the 

enemies associated with cults of the dead, which subtly interplay and 

metamorphose into one another, to some extent bridging the bifurcation in the 

morphology of Psalms 18 and 24 which I have offered above.169 

Almost certainly an independent Vorlage to the rest of Jonah, although playing 

an integral editorial role in the book’s narrative as a whole, 170  there are 

implications in Jon. 2:3-10 – as in the psalms already discussed – that the 

imagined ritual locale is within the vicinity of the Jerusalem temple.171  There is 

general agreement that the song constitutes a retrospective thanksgiving psalm 

for deliverance. 172   This deliverance is from a predicament described with 

netherworld imagery. 

The netherworld foes do not appear as the ‘worthless’ objects of extra-temple 

cultic devotion until the vindication of righteousness (vv. 9-10).  Initially, the 

forces which the netherworld exercises upon the supplicant are imaged as the 

cosmic chaos waters – in verse 4 they are בלבב ימים 'the heart of the seas’ (cf. 

                                                           
169

 5.7. 
170

 See Horton (1904: 208); Bewer (1912: 22-23); A.R. Johnson (1950a: 82-83); Limburg (1993: 
66).  Old disagreements concerning whether this song was incorporated into Jonah as a single 
pre-existing composition (so Bewer 1912: 24; A.R. Johnson 1950a: 83) or drawn from several 
psalms and/or stock poetic phrases (so Horton 1904: 208; Limburg 1993: 66; Watts 2005: 290) 
– and newer suggestions, such as that of Pyper (2007), arguing that the narrative of Jonah as a 
whole was largely based on the song – do not materially affect my investigation here. The 
relevant question is how the – partly congruent, partly incongruous – nature of this 
composition’s presence in the narrative elucidates the nature of cultural memories within it, and 
within the language games of Psalm 24. 
171

 As suggested by the reference to the supplicant’s prayer reaching the קדשחיכל, ‘Temple’ (v. 
8d), and his offering a sacrifice and paying a vow (v. 10).  The cultic imagery is noted by A.R. 
Johnson (1950a: 82-83).   
172

 See, particularly, Westermann (1981 [1965]: 102-118).  This view is also expressed by 
Horton (1904: 208); A.R. Johnson (1950a: 82-83); Sasson (1990: 163-164); Limburg (1993: 66); 
Achtemeier (1996: 271).  Whilst a literal application of the imperfect yqtl verbs could suggest at 
times that deliverance has not yet taken place, this has been alternatively explained as the 
poetic evocation of an emotional immediacy (A.R. Johnson 1950a: 84, n. 11; Sasson 1990: 
179). 
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Ezek. 28:8). 173   These are the great subterranean streams or currents, 

paralleled as ימים and נהר (v. 4), as in Ps. 24:2.174  Being אולמבטן ש , ‘in the Belly 

of Sheol,’ the supplicant appears to be in the clutches of a cosmic enemy 

personified, like the Ugaritic netherworld deity Mot, as a voracious, devouring 

beast (e.g. KTU 1.5 i-ii).175  Or, perhaps, this much is reflective of the dual 

nature of the netherworld as it is sometimes portrayed in the Hebrew Bible: as 

the womb or belly of both birth and death.176  In verse 6, the supplicant relates 

that he was ‘surrounded’ (אפפ) and encompassed (סבב) by the subterranean 

waters.  These exact verbs are used also of the king’s ritual ordeal in the 

cosmic waters in Ps. 18:5a.6a.  Subsequently, the imaging of the netherworld is 

even balder: 

 To the feet177 of the mountains178 - 

I descended through179 the netherworld;   

Bars above me forever (Jon. 2:7a). 

That ארץ, here, refers to the netherworld, rather than the earth, has generally 

been recognised,180 and is made clear by the context.  For one, there is the 

locale of the feet of the mountains.  עולם in Ps. 24:7.9 describes the eternal 

netherworld doors; 181  here it seems to refer to the eternal position of 

netherworld, fixed in by the barriers which prevent the surge of the primaeval 

waters.182  ברחיה, ‘bars’ are often parts of city doors (Deut. 3:5; Neh. 3:3.6).183  

                                                           
173

 On this phrase as an image of the cosmic deeps, see Callender (2000: 188-189); for further 
discussion, see 9.2. 
174

 On their cosmic connotations, see 5.2. 
175

 See Allen (1976: 216, n. 15).  On Mot’s ravenous appetite, see Tromp (1969: 25-27; cf. 107-
109); T.J. Lewis (1992); Healey (1999: 599); and Wyatt’s translation and textual notes to KTU 
1.5 i-ii (2002: 115-121).For an argument against the notion that biblical Sheol reflects Ugaritic 
mythologies of Mot, see Barstad (1999).  See, further, J. Day’s argument that the great fish who 
has swallowed Jonah in Jon. 2:1 is to be identified as a chaos-monster (1985: 111). 
176

 See 3.5. 
177

 is a rare word and its sense, in this context, is unclear.  For a discussion of the word with קצב 
particular reference to this context, see Allen (1976: 214, n. 4). 
178

 Sometimes לקצבי הרים, which I have rendered ‘to the feet of the mountains,’ is taken (contra 
the MT), as the close of v. 6 (for example, A.R. Johnson 1950a: 84; Allen 1976: 214, n. 4).  
However, as Sasson maintains (1990: 187), images of the bases of the mountains as situated in 
the netherworld is a plausible feature in ancient West Asian cosmology. 
179

 There is no conjunction prefixed to ארץ, ‘netherworld’; there is only a definite article. 
180

 See, for example, Tromp (1969: 27-28); Allen (1976: 68); Sasson (1990: 187); Limburg 
(1993: 66). 
181

 5.3. Sasson (1990: 190) links עולם here to the netherworld, by reference to Cooper’s 
understanding of Ps. 24:7-10. 
182

 See my discussion of עולם in 5.3. 
183

 Limburg (1993: 68). 
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The contention of certain scholars that these are the bars of the doors to ארץ, 

the ‘netherworld’ (cf. Jer. 15:7; Sir. 51:9),184 is therefore highly probable.  Thus 

the supplicant is trapped in a netherworld conceptualised as beneath the sea,185 

encased by a fast barrier of doors and bars (cf. Job 38:8-10).186 

So the topos of Jon. 2:3-10 coheres closely with that of Psalm 24. In both, the 

supplicant is jammed behind the portals of the netherworld, and the petitionary 

prayer in both pericopes is an address to Yahweh to release the supplicants 

from the subterranean snares.  This space, in Jonah 2, is most like that of the 

netherworld in Psalm 18, with its evocations of the deeps – from its belly, to its 

watery nature, to its conspiracy to encompass and surround, and finally to its 

mythic-geographical features of protective doors and bars, it menaces and 

bewilders with this monstrous montage of images.  And yet this montage is 

mingled with yet more represented constellations of enemies, and these are 

more like the empty deities to which Ps. 24:5 alludes. 

The theme of the supplicant’s worthiness to be released from his predicament 

and to enter the temple cult is echoed throughout the song.  In the throes of his 

peril, he expresses his fear that he never again will be able to look towards 

Yahweh’s היכל קדׂש, ‘holy temple’ (v. 5).  Yet it is from here that the poet’s 

represented speech act claims that Yahweh answers him (v. 8d), that is, from 

his cosmically liminal, multi-locative dwelling; 187  just as in Ps. 18:6, the 

supplicant cries to Yahweh, who hears him from his היכל קדׂש before descending 

from the heavens to rescue him.188  In Jonah 2, this answer is immediately 

followed by the vindication of righteousness: 

                                                           
184

 So Tromp (1969: 28); Sasson (1990: 189-190). 
185

 Rudman (2001) argues that Sheol is entirely metaphorical in Jonah 2:3-10.  It does not, he 
contends, describe anything like a post-mortem journey across the water, as attested in 
Mesopotamian mythology (Rudman 2001: 243).  However, it need not be assumed that mythic 
topologies are the same in the Hebrew Bible as in Mesopotamian cultures and, consequently, it 
is not at all improbable that a biblical description of entry into the netherworld could involve 
sinking beneath – and entrapment in – the cosmic waters.  The case seems to present, once 
again, the fallacy of assuming an ‘essential’ or ‘ideal’ category of myth extant across a vast 
cultural and temporal field, which either includes or excludes particular manifestations of 
mythology.  I have discussed this in detail in Chapter 2, particularly 2.6. 
186

 A.R. Johnson (1950a: 88); Sasson (1990: 189-190).  On the boundaries of the netherworld in 
Job 38:8-10, see Pope (1965: 293-294). 
187

 For a discussion of this phrase, see 1.3. 
188

 4.3.1-4.3.2. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

240 
 

 Those who uphold189 Empty Vanities ( ואהבלי־ש ) 

  Abandon (root: עזב) divine devotion;190 

 But as for me,191 I will raise a noise of thanksgiving,192 

  I will make sacrifices to you, 

 I will pay my vows (נדר). 

  Deliverance is Yahweh’s (Jon. 2:9-10). 

The unworthy and unrighteous work for ואהבלי־ש , ‘empty vanities,’ instead of 

accepting Yahweh’s devotion (חסד).  ואש , as I have outlined, in passages 

including Ps. 24:4-6,193 can refer to worthless or ‘empty’ netherworld deities.  

Given the similar sense inherent in the root הבל, the compound seems 

effectively to be a tautology,194 and my translation ‘Empty Vanities,’ reflects this.  

As I further argued, this sense of worthlessness and emptiness can denote 

ancestral deities in polemic set in a netherworld context, and so ואהבלי־ש  would 

be a reference to these kinds of gods specifically.  Where in Jer. 2:13 and 17:13 

those who worship the empty gods have abandoned (root: עזב) Yahweh; in Jon. 

2:9 it is Yahweh who initiates the abandonment (עזב) – abandoning those who 

hold the empty gods in patronage.  And still, a similar point is being made: 

obeisance to ancestral cults results in the cessation of relationship with 

Yahweh.  It is, once again, a rehearsal of a certain ‘Deuteronomistic’ theology.  

This is not a theology which denies the power of the netherworld and its 

inhabitants to affect the living; rather, its ‘deities’, though very real, are held 

ultimately to be empty vanities set against the titanic power of Yahweh.195 

Although there is no clear indication as to the role of the supplicant in the 

temple cult, and so he cannot be said with any confidence to be royal, in 

common with so many of the royal vindications of righteousness discussed in 

this chapter, the supplicant’s behaviors render him worthy to participate in the 

                                                           
189

 The MT’s nominalised conjugation of מרש , ( מרמש ), is a hapax legomenon and, accordingly, 
there have been various attempts in manuscripts and scholarly discussion to ‘correct’ it, as 
summarised and referenced in detail by Sasson (1990: 196-198).  I have retained the MT 
reading.  The following phrase is important to my argument, here, but the conjugation of the 
verb presently under discussion does not make a material impact either way. 
190

 appears, here, to apply to the devotion of Yahweh (‘devotion for them’) as opposed to חסדם 
any devotion they practice (see Allen 1976: 217, n. 18). 
191

 Reading ואני as emphatic, with Sasson (1990: 70). 
192
That is, a ‘thanksgiving song’ (Westermann 1981 [1965]: 110-111). 

193
 5.6. 

194
 Sasson (1990: 69-70). 

195
 As discusses, in general terms, in 1.2.1. 
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ritual space of the temple, in contrast to those labeled pejoratively (cf. Pss. 

18:21-29; 24:4-6; 72; 101).196  For, now, following the supplicant’s fear that he 

will never again be able so much as to look towards Yahweh’s היכל קדׂש (v. 5), 

and following Yahweh hearing his petition from this very place, he will – on the 

strength of his assertion of righteousness – be admitted onto its ritual stage 

himself.  He is to perform cultic activities that centralising ‘Deuteronomistic’ 

biblical ideologies reserve for the temple: offering sacrifices (זבח), and fulfilling 

his vows (נדר).197 

Thus the imaging of the foes in the poem as a whole is developed according to 

a clear structure.  The supplicant is initially trapped amidst the subterranean 

enemies of order, while he expresses his distance and exclusion from the 

temple cult (vv. 3-8).  However, once he recites his vindication of righteousness, 

it becomes apparent that subterranean enemies are also the hollow vanities of 

the objects of death-cult worship.  The supplicant is worthy to participate in the 

community because he worships Yahweh alone, and his only other option 

would have been to bow to the netherworld deities.  Cosmic enemies are as 

much those who lie in the dry dust as they are encompassing mass of the 

subterranean waters.  Once again, we witness a poem which appears to have 

lived through multiple representations within multiple cultural communities; 

resulting, for one, in the analogical shift from enemies that evoke those of 

‘Chaoskampf’ myths, to those which threaten the monolatrist purity of a 

‘Deuteronomistic’ worshipper.   

This complexity of metamorphosing imaging subsequently enlivens the Jonah 

narrative as a whole.  Jonah is hereby spatially set among the conceptual 

interweaving of the subterranean waters and the ocean: the cosmically and 

geographically liminal maritime space which lies ultimately in the direction of the 

distant, mysterious fetish of Tarshish, with her metallic commodities.198  Jonah, 

indeed, has fled Yahweh’s command to go to Nineveh (Jon. 1:1-3) by means of 

a ship bound for Tarshish; and now, having been ejected from the ship, he has 
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 5.5-5.7. 
197

 For recent discussions of vows in the Hebrew Bible, see Gudme (2008a; 2013a). 
198

 See 9.2, in which I make a detailed case that certain passages in the Hebrew Bible ‘fetishise’ 
(in the Marxist economic sense of the word) Tarshish and her metallic commodities. 
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been cast adrift in the mighty waters (v. 15)199 and swallowed by a big fish (Jon. 

2:1).   

The poem of Jon. 2:3-11, then, opens with apposite imagery of the menacing 

chaos of the netherworld, with overwhelming waters and devouring Sheol 

morphing out of the narrative’s locales of the sea and the belly of the fish within 

it.  Jonah’s lament at separation from the temple cult (v. 5) is resonant of the 

distance between Jonah and Yahweh at this point in the narrative.  The shift 

from this separation to a vindication of righteousness – which suggests unity 

with the temple cult – points towards the following shift in the larger narrative in 

which Jonah will begin (grudgingly) to obey Yahweh’s command to go to 

Nineveh.  His promise at the close of his protestation of righteousness (the 

finale of the poem as a whole) to offer sacrifice (זנח) and pay his vows (נדר) at 

the temple echoes the cultic action of the sailors who have just cast him 

overboard, insofar as in Jon. 1:16 they too have performed these two kinds of 

actions on board the ship, for which exactly the same roots have been used 

 And yet his promise also separates him from his othered  .(נדר and זבח)

familiars, even though Yahweh is the recipient of their rites.  The sailors have 

performed the cultic actions not at the temple but on board the ship, and there is 

no suggestion that they have abandoned their own gods (cf. Jon. 1:7-9) – that 

is, put away ‘vanities’ for worship of Yahweh alone.200  Jonah alone is, so to 

speak, ‘a good Deuteronomist’. 

This interplay and interconnection between cosmic and ancestral-enemy 

imagery – which performs an important role in the structure of the poem, and 

also of the narrative as a whole – serves to demonstrate the potential that both 

kinds of foe have in illustrating biblical representations of Yahweh’s ritual 

deliverance of the righteous supplicant from the netherworld.  Though Ps. 

18:21-29 and Ps. 24:4-6 differ in their representations of the feared forces of the 

netherworld’s feared forces, by variously imaging them they nonetheless both 

build similar constellations of motifs of royal netherworld descent, vindication of 

                                                           
199

 So Bewer (1912: 23). 
200

 The making of vows to Yahweh appears to be a cultically-appropriate reflex in the light of the 
events that have just unfolded, in which they ask the deity Yahweh who rules the seas (cf. Jon. 
1:9) to ensure their safety for the rest of their journey (Gudme 2008a: 75-76) and to enter into 
relationship with him (Gudme 2013a).  This does not preclude their continuing to worship the 
deities of their kin and regions (cf. Jon. 1:8). 
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righteousness with Yahweh’s deliverance, and consequent ascent into 

Yahweh’s sacred dwelling place.  Yahweh’s cosmically gigantic nature is 

underscored in both Psalm 18 and Psalm 24, but it is the latter which merges 

discourses of the worthlessness of ancestral deities with motifs of his 

subjugation of chaos, and it is Jonah 2 which really makes these two 

‘categories’ of foe morph each into the other. 
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5.9. Myths of Ascent with Descent to the Realms of Chaos 

Commentators have often sought to ‘demythologise’ Psalm 24.  In spite of the 

ancient West Asian cosmogonic myths paralleling verses 1-2, 201  some 

unconvincing arguments have been put forward for the ethical elements of the 

poem (so, vv. 3-6) somehow diminishing the strength of the opening verses, 

which are viewed as ‘primitive’ mystification.202 

Furthermore, the common understanding that verses 7-10 (and possibly the 

earlier verses) form a ‘liturgy’ for the procession of the Ark draws from the 

lesser mythological readings in the psalm’s reception history.203  My argument 

for a dynamic constellation of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent motifs 

in Psalm 24 – which I have further supported with a comparison of verses 3-6 

with Ps. 18:21-29 and Jonah 2:3-10 – is closer to the more mythic aspects of 

the psalm’s historical interpretation.  For sure, I have proposed that cultic-

political ideologies are especially evident in Psalm 24 and Jonah 2, but it does 

not follow from this that myth has been ‘historicised’ or ‘de-mythologised.’  

Rather, complex webs of cultural fabulations of myths interact with a variety of 

discourses linking past and present.  Such dynamic interweaving of mythologies 

strongly resists impoverished hermeneutics of reductionist rationalism,204 which 

includes readings which seek to ‘demythologise’ the image in Ps. 24:1-2 of 

Yahweh founding the world on top of the chaotic waters.205  There is also much 

to profit from reflecting upon the possible reasons why critical scholars have 

most frequently interpreted Ps. 24:7-10 as ‘liturgy’ of a procession with the Ark, 

even though this necessitates explanation of the pericopes of verses 1-2 and 

verses 3-6 which are not obviously related to such a ritual.  The prominence of 

this view within rabbinic texts explains its influence upon Modernist 

                                                           
201

 As discussed and referenced in 5.2. 
202

 See, for example, the arguments of Briggs (1906: 215); Craigie (1983: 213.214). 
203

 See 5.3 for references.  However, in 5.3 I followed Cooper’s argument that it is indeed the 
gatekeepers of the netherworld who are called to raise their heads (i.e. stand proud), for they 
are addressed elliptically through the gates (so Cooper 1983: 45-48). 
204

 See Iiii. 
205

 See 5.2.  Cross, for example, is at pains to point out that the myth has been ‘modified 
somewhat in the Israelite context’ (1973: 93-99, quotation from 93).  The application of 
paradigms of ‘demythologisation’ to these verses is long established, with scholars being rather 
apologetic for the otherness of ideas found in the verses to a Modernist intellectual climate – 
see, for example, Briggs (1906: 215), who writes that the verses present more developed ideas 
of provenance than Gen. 1-2, ‘although the primitive conception of the subterranean seas and 
streams is still retained’.  Thus Leslie (1949: 189) is similarly apologetic for the inclusion of 
‘Semitic mythology’, asserting that, nonetheless, ‘ethical theism has triumphed’ over it. 
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commentators working within Jewish traditions. 206   What is perhaps more 

unexpected, however, is that the culturally Protestant academy has tended to 

favour this explanation.  Early Christian receptions, as Cooper points out, 

tended to connect the psalm to Jesus’ breakout through the gates of Hades, 

following his ‘Harrowing of Hell’; 207  and this much remained the case in 

Christian theology and within liturgical rubrics throughout the ages.208  And yet 

this is consonant with the propensity for the biblical academy to write off the 

possibility of mythologies, and specifically the possibility of myths of netherworld 

descent and heavenly ascent.209  For one thing, the doctrine of the Harrowing of 

Hell, though not necessarily rejected by the classical Reformation theologians, 

is nonetheless associated with Roman Catholic (as well as Eastern) views of 

post mortem destiny.  It speaks of a complexity in the dimensions of the afterlife 

which certain evangelical protestant commentators, such as Johnston, have 

suggested is not extant in the biblical corpus.210 

Yet I have argued that Psalm 24 represents a ritual which combines 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent.  As in Psalm 18, the release from the 

netherworld is an important part on the ritual journey towards heavenly ascent.  

This sort of descent-ascent dynamic, therefore, is comparable with the cathartic 

descensii of Jesus’ Harrowing of Hell, Dante’s Inferno, and the fantasies of 

‘Western’ colonial explorers in South America and Africa.211  While a montage 

of manifestations of analogous cultural discourses is evinced in Psalm 24; the 

motifs of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, specifically, are ordered 

according to this idealistic trajectory. 

It is now time to explore a text in which cathartic descent, as an aspect of 

heavenly ascent, is present; but is also disrupted and confused. 

                                                           
206

 E.g. Buttenweiser (1969: 210). 
207

 Cooper (1983: 55-60). 
208

 For references and a discussion, see Neale & Littledale (1874: 332-337); Canabiss (1953). 
209

 As discussed 1.2; 1.3; 2.4. 
210

 See 1.2.1. 
211

 Cf. Iiii. 
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Chapter 6. Psalm 89 – Or the Art of Being a Little Confusing 

6.1. Introduction 

Few psalms can more explicitly associate Yahweh’s cosmological power with 

the power of the Davidic king than does Psalm 89.  Verses 6-19, which focus 

chiefly on Yahweh’s mighty acts in creation, are centred amidst represented 

speech acts whereby Yahweh enumerates David’s everlasting covenant (vv. 2-

5.20-38).1  These latter verses incorporate representations of idealised royal 

ritual heavenly ascent, as I will argue.  Then verse 39 introduces a sudden 

change.  Yahweh appears to have revoked David’s covenant, and the song of 

praise immediately becomes one of mourning (vv. 39-52).2  These verses, as 

A.R. Johnson, Ahlstrom and others argued, describe something which appears 

to be close to netherworld descent,3 quite in contrast to the represented ascents 

of the previous verses. 

6.2. The Question 

For the best part of a century, two competing groups of explanations have been 

defended by scholars in order to account for the immediate change in the psalm 

following verse 38, and for the apparent abnegation of the Davidic covenant.  

The two explanations are divided in terms of what is thought to be represented 

in verses 39-52.  Following Johnson, some scholars contended that verses 39-

52 mark a shift, during the ‘New Year Festival,’ from celebratory tones to the 

humiliation or ritual netherworld descent of the king. 4   Some went further, 

                                                           
1
 For a detailed study of concepts of covenant in Psalm 89, and its place in the ‘canon’ more 

generally, see Cole (2000); and for the relationship between the Davidic covenant in Psalm 89 
with 2 Sam. 7:1-16 and other similar biblical texts, see Dumortier (1972: 193-196); Fishbane 
(1985: 466-467); Floyd (1992: 452-454); Heim (1998: 299-306); Knoppers (1998: 111-114); 
Gerstenberger (2001: 150-153).  The latter question will be discussed in 6.3.2. 
2
 On the omission of verse 53 from this schema, see 6.7.  See Ward (1961); Floyd (1992: 442-

449); Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 406-408); Mitchell (2005: 513-517) for detailed 
discussions not only on the major divisions, but on further subdivisions in the psalm.  I will 
discuss, in 6.5, the particular internal structure of the intra-referential pericopes of verses 2-
5.29-30.34-36.37-38.40.45.50-52. 
3
 See 6.2. 

4
 A.R. Johnson (1935: 97-98; cf. 1967: 106-113) followed by Haldar (1946: 154); Ringgren 

(1956: 64; 1966 [1963]: 237); Widengren (1955), which I was unable to consult; Ahlstrӧm (1959: 
particularly 143-153), Eaton (1976: 121-122; 1984: 137); and, much more recently, Steymans 
(2004) – although his specific understanding of the Sitz im Leben differs considerably from 
those of his earlier counterparts, as I will outline in 6.4. 
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claiming that the verses were the ‘liturgy’ for a part of the festival in which the 

king played the role of a ‘dying and rising’ deity.5 

Mowinckel, conversely, in accord with his increasing scepticism concerning 

such forms of mythology, 6  proposed instead that imagery of netherworld 

descent in Psalm 89 is used in its common ancient West Asian ‘metaphorical’ 

sense of expressing some historical event: a disaster or defeat, juxtaposed with 

the earlier promise. 7   The Psalm would have been composed and ritually 

performed, he argued, as an instant response to such a catastrophe, although 

(taking up rather Puritanesque language, after the fashion of scholars surveying 

so-called ‘negative confessions’ in the Psalms),8  he suggested it may have 

been re-enacted annually on a ‘day of penance.9   Mowinckel’s position drew – 

and continues to draw – overwhelming support.10  ‘Events’ suggested include 

the Assyrian conquest of 701 BCE, 11  the death of Josiah, 12  the exile of 

Jehoiachin,13 or a reflection (perhaps immediate; perhaps later) on the general 

                                                           
5
 Haldar (1946: 154); Ahlstrӧm (1959: particularly 143-153). In a study focusing on the literary 

structure of Book III of the Psalms, Cole (2000: 200-203) discusses imagery of the king’s death 
in the psalm. Steymans (2004: particularly 184-189) – while supporting a ‘liturgical’ 
interpretation of the psalm, as well as the idea that the king undergoes death and netherworld 
descent – suggests alternatively that the psalm may have originated as a funerary lament for a 
dead king, petitioning for a successor.  These scholars go considerably further than A.R. 
Johnson, for example, who argues far more confidently for the king’s humiliation than for his 
netherworld descent, – even in his early work (cf. 1.2) – speaking of the king’s death only in 
inverted commas (see, for example, Johnson 1935: 94). 
6
 See 1.2. 

7
 Mowinckel (1956: 85-87; 1960: 294-295; 1962: vol. 1, 70.219.225). 

8
 I have discussed apparent cultural-Protestant influences upon the ways in which biblical 
scholars speak of such concepts as ‘penance’ and ‘days of humiliation’ in 1.2; 5.4. 
9
 Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 70), cf. Ward (1961: 336). 

10
 The idea that Psalm 89 laments an historical ‘event’ finds further support, both before and 

after Mowinckel, from scholars including Briggs (1907: 253); Addis (1919: 388); A. Cohen 
(1945: 289); Bentzen (1970 [1948]: 29-31); Leslie (1949: 273); Birkeland (1955: particularly 
47.49); Weiser (1962 [1959]: 591); Ward (1961); H. Gottlieb (1967: 198-199) – many thanks to 
Dr Brad Arnold for his help translating the German in this article; Dahood (1968: 310-311); 
Buttenweiser (1969: 243-244); A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: 631);  Mettinger (1976: 224-228. 
255-256.306-307); Rogerson & McKay (1977: vol. 2, 197); Kraus (1988 [1978]: 202-203.210); 
Clifford (1980); G.H. Wilson (1986: 90-91); Tate (1990: 413-418); J. Day (1996 [1992]: 95); 
Gillingham (1994: 236); Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 414-415); A. Curtis (2004: 183-184); 
Middleton (2004: particularly 345); R. Watson (2005: 169-174).  Bentzen (1970 [1948]: 29-31) 
and A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: 631), though broadly in agreement with Mowinckel, do 
tentatively accept the possibility of cultic humiliation, but not the possibility of the king’s ritual 
netherworld descent. 
11

 Leslie (1949: 273). 
12

 Goulder (1982: 212-238), although he argues that additions to have been made in order to 
apply it to the circumstances of the exile of Jehoiachin, along with others cited below in the 
footnotes; tentatively, Terrien (2003: 639). 
13

 Briggs (1907: 253); A. Cohen (1945: 294); Rogerson & McKay (1977: vol. 2, 197); Carr (2011: 
240-241). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

248 
 

or final14 collapse and exile of the Judahite monarchy.15  Given the lack of any 

clear reference to a specific historical ‘event,’ 16  and the consequent 

smorgasbord of suggestions as to which event might be alluded (as with 

attempts to date Psalm 18 to a particular military occasion),17 it is perhaps 

unsurprising that appeal has frequently been made vaguely to some apparently 

unattested pre-exilic military defeat.18 

The difficulty in assigning a psalm the context of a particular ‘event’ is once 

again apparent.19  Yet, in correlative relationship with the Post-Mowinckel drift 

away from mythical interpretations of psalms, scholars have tended to privilege 

imagery of an ‘historic’ military defeat over that of ritual netherworld descent.  

The latter becomes a mere metaphor for the former.  I propose, however, that it 

is possible to take both these ‘categories’ of imagery seriously, when 

considered in the light of the constellations of dynamically interacting 

representations of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent  for which I  have 

already argued in Chapters 3-5. 

                                                           
14

 I.e. the exile of Zedekiah in 586/587 BCE. 
15

 Addis (1919: 388); Gunkel (1988 [1933]: 100.103); H. Gottlieb (1967: 198-199); Buttenweiser 
(1969: 243-244); Kraus (1988 [1978]: 202-203); Tate (1990: 413-418); Floyd (1992); J. Day 
(1996 [1992]: 95); Gillingham (1994: 236; 1998: 214-216); Heim (1998: 295-298); Hossfeld & 
Zenger (2005 [2000]: 414-415); A. Curtis (2004: 183-184); Middleton (2004: 345);R. Watson 
(2005: 169-174). 
16

 This much is pointed out by Ahlstrӧm (1959: 140) following A.R. Johnson (1955: 103); Eaton 
(1976: 121-122; 1984: 137); (2004: 187) – in support of their cultic-‘liturgical’ interpretations of 
the psalm. 
17

 As outlined in 4.1. 
18

 Cohen (1945: 289); Weiser (1962 [1959]: 591); Ward (1961: 336); Dahood (1968: 311); 
Clifford (1980: 47); Mullen (1983: 208-209); Fishbane (1985: 466); G.H. Wilson (1986: 90-91). 
19

 Cf. 2.1. 
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6.3: Chaos, Creation and Covenant: Royal Heavenly Ascent as 

Mimesis of Yahweh (Verses 2-38) 

In this first ‘section’ of the psalm, the framing of the discourse on divine 

creativity and its concomitant subjection of chaos (vv. 6-18) between two 

represented speech acts in which Yahweh binds himself in a covenant with the 

Davidic king (vv. 2-5.20-38), cohere well if they are considered together with the 

king’s heavenly ascent and mimesis of his patron deity. I will focus first on the 

pericope which describes Yahweh’s kingly creativity and subjugation of chaos, 

before presenting arguments that the Davidic king’s heavenly ascent and 

mimesis of Yahweh is represented in the surrounding discourse on covenant. 

6.3.1 Yahweh’s Divine Kingship, Creation and Chaos-Subjugation (vv. 6-

19) 

These verses present an especially striking demonstration of Yahweh’s divine 

kingship being manifested through the maintenance of order, and the bringing 

of order out of disorder.20  They are introduced by a proclamation of Yahweh’s 

superior might, even in the heavenly sphere (vv. 6-8).  None in the heavens are 

comparable to him, who is greatest among  קדׁשיםקהל  the assembly‘ ,סור־קדׁשים /

of the Holy Ones’ (vv. 6.8), and among בני אלים, ‘sons of El’ (v. 7).   Thus, 

explicitly and repetitively, these verses emphasise Yahweh’s supreme power 

and incomparability among the members of (the frequently attested ancient 

West Asian theological construction of) the divine assembly.21 

                                                           
20

 In 1.2.1, I noted that Yahweh’s divine kingship is practised through the smiting of chaos and, 
perhaps especially, that which is associated with the subterranean sphere – a point made with 
particular comprehensiveness and cogency by Mettinger (1985).  Furthermore, I have 
discussed with close exegetical analysis the roles of the Davidic king, with Yahweh his divine 
royal patron, in cooperatively crushing the forces of chaos and disorder including the forces of 
the netherworld, in Psalm 18 (Chapter 4), Psalm 24 (Chapter 5) and tentatively in Psalm 110 
(3.8).  See, particularly, 5.5-5.6 on relationships between biblical royal language and triumph 
over chaos. 
21

 As argued by many scholars, including Ward (1961: 325); J. Gray (1965: 287); A.R. Johnson 
(1967: 108); A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: 634); Dumortier (1972: 180); Mullen (1983); Kraus 
(1988 [1978]: 206); Wyatt (1996: 347; 2010: 73); Knoppers (1998: 111); Parker (1999: 798); J. 
Day (2000: 22); Gerstenberger (2001: 149); A. Curtis (2004: 186-187); Geyer (2004: 59); Venter 
(2005: 540).  In addition, a detailed and valuable discussion of the אלהים/בני אלים , with respect to 
their relationship to the divine assembly at Ugarit is provided by Cho (2007: 112-117), who 
concludes that they retain – among other Ugaritic characteristics – their identification as 
members of a divine assembly; see, further, Cho (2007: 52-54); cf. Isa. 14:12-15 and Ezek. 
28:2, as discussed in 7.3-7.4.  Cf. also Ps. 82:1, in which the divine patron of the Davidic king is 
again evoked as the greatest amongst the divine assembly: 

 Elohim rules in the assembly of El 
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The clarity with which the divine assembly is here referenced perhaps explains 

why much mental acrobatics have gone into arguing that the passage is not to 

be associated with such mythology.  Such arguments, which include the claim 

that the references are invoked in order to make a case for ‘monotheism,’ are 

less than credible.22  The emphasis on Yahweh’s incomparability among the 

                                                                                                                                                                          
  Among the gods (אלהים), he judges ... 

See Levenson (1988: 6-7) for a refutation of those Judeo-Christian apologists who have tried to 
use the more pejorative appraisal of Yahweh’s heavenly colleagues in verse 6 in order to 
counter suggestions that this verse can be compared with other ancient West Asian references 
to divine assemblies; and, for a detailed argument that those who fall from the heavens in 
verses 6-7 are Davidic kings who had previously ascended to the heavens where they joined 
the divine assembly, see Wyatt (1996: 357-365; 2010: 72-73).   See Trotter (2012), however, for 
an alternative interpretation of the references to אלהים, which I have here translated ‘gods’ in its 
second (but not its first) appearance in Psalm 82.  For a detailed discussion on the difficult 
question as to how far and/ or how often אלים or אלהים should be translated singularly or in the 
plural, and for how far this may have implications for understanding theologies of the divine 
assembly in the Hebrew Bible, see Parker (1999: 794-796).  For more comprehensive 
discussions of the relevant biblical passages, see Parker (1999); J. Day (2000: 22-24); A. Curtis 
(2007: 50-55); Joosten (2007). 
22

 Concerns about the portrayal of Yahweh as one among many gods are perhaps evinced as 
far back as in editorial changes to the manuscripts: in Targums and the Syr., as A. Cohen 
(1945: 289) notes, the בני־אלים, ‘sons of gods’ seem to have been relegated to ml’k’, ‘angels’ – 
although one may, with Barker (1992: 70-96) argue that angelologies attested in Enochic 
literature and early Jewish and Christian writings bear considerable similarities with discourses 
on divine beings in the Hebrew Bible.  In the MT itself, it is probable that ראלבני יש , ‘sons of 
Israel’ either was originally from this same phrase, as attested in 4QDeut (J. Day 2000: 23), or – 
as Joosten (2007) has compellingly argued – may originally have read,  שר אל  sons of Bull‘ ,בני
El’.  Joosten (2007) further contends, following Tur-Sinai (1955: col. 131) which I was unable to 
consult, that  מישראל מי שר אל  for from Israel’ in Hos. 8:6 may originally read‘ ,כי  For who is‘ ,כי
Bull El’, and that both the probable emendation of Deut. 32:8 in 4QDeut and the probable 
emendation of Hos. 8:6 in the MT are likely to have resulted from embarrassment at El being 
referred to as a bull, given that Yahweh had come to be associated with El.  It is, at least, 
possible that reference to the ‘sons of El’ in the former was also excised on the grounds that it 
could be seen as diminishing the power of Yahweh; certainly, a monolatrist understanding of 
Yahweh was unlikely to have been served either by his association with characteristically the 
characteristically ‘Northern’ cultic image of the Bull, given the systematic ‘Deuteronomistic’ 
attacks on the Omride dynasty for their involvement in stereotypical ‘Northern’ religion’, as I 
discuss in 8.3. 

In more recent times, Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 408) accept that the language of 
Ps. 89:6-8 is not ‘monotheistic.’  However, they attempt to defend monotheism from the text, by 
inventing an authorial intention (which presumably the author did not intend to communicate), 
arguing that ‘monotheistic tendencies’ are clothed in language which is indeed not 
‘monotheistic’ Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 408); Cf. Tate (1990: 420).  Leslie (1945: 78) 
rather confusedly argues that these verses make the point that Yahweh is incomparable before 
the ‘Pagan gods’, but the similarities between the picture of the divine assembly as a whole and 
other ancient West Asian depictions of pantheons suggests that biblical references to the divine 
assembly are to a coherent body of divine beings: as the highest among them, Yahweh heads 
the council.  Cole (2000: 200-201.203.210.212-214), on the basis of his discussion of Psalm 89 
in the context of Book III of the Psalms, as a whole, suggests that the divine beings in verses 6-
8 are the resurrected dead as are, he further suggests, those who have stood in Yahweh’s 
council (Jer. 23:22).  He does not, however, offer any evidence for his unconventional 
contention that a resurrection (as attested relatively rarely in the Hebrew Bible, in passages 
such as Ezekiel 37) is envisaged in Ps. 89:6-8. 
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gods relies on the asserted notion that he is one among many deities.23  It is 

further possible that the references to those who יהלכון באור־ּפניך יהוה, ‘walk in 

the light of your face, O Yahweh’ and בשמך יגילון כל־היום, ‘Joyfully shout 

[Yahweh’s] name all day long’ (v. 16) are being represented as engaging in a 

solar worshipping ritual,24 which would suggest that Yahweh’s gigantism as a 

royal high god is such that he is being ascribed solar as well as storm 

characteristics.25 

Yahweh’s dominance of the spheres of the heavens and the earth is further 

indicated in verses 11-12.  In language very close to that in Ps. 24:1-226 (verses 

already discussed),27 this head of the divine assembly is told: 

 The heavens (שמים) are yours, the very earth (ארץ)28 is yours!29 

The world (תבל) and all its fullness (מלאה) – it is you (אתה) who founded 

them!  

(Ps. 89:12) 

As in Ps. 24:1, מיםש , ‘heavens’ and ארץ, ‘earth’ are paralleled as those which 

belong to Yahweh.  Further to this the tripartite structure has all been created at 

his direction.  The verse underscores, as does Ps. 24:1, Yahweh’s sovereign 

role in the founding of the תבל, ‘world’ and its fullness (מלאה) – the emphasis 

here consisting in the use of אתה ‘it is you who ....’30  ‘Founded,’ expressed by 

the root יסד, as in Ps. 24:2 suggests that Yahweh underpins the world with the 

                                                           
23

 Cf. the discussion in S.B. Parker (1999).  See, also, my discussion of the problems of the 
category of ‘monotheism’ in biblical scholarship (2.5). 
24

 Hossfeld& Zenger (2005 [2000]: 409).  For a detailed argument that such biblical descriptions 
of Yahweh ascribe him solar characteristics, see Taylor (1993: 233-239); for a discussion of the 
critiques of the claims in Taylor (1993), see 5.5(a).  There are alternative explanations of such 
descriptions.  Taking, for example, אור־ּפניך, ‘The light of your face’, Niehr (1997: 83-84) 
contends that, given similar ancient West Asian formulae, the term refers to looking upon 
Yahweh’s cult statue.  Or, as Keel & Uehlinger (1998 [1992]: 172) suggest, perhaps such 
manifestations in light are aniconic representations of the deity. 
25

 See my discussion in 2.5 citing, in particular, M.S. Smith (1990: 33-34; 2002: 152-158); Dion 
(1991). 
26

 Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 409). 
27

 5.2. 
28

 It is tempting, with Wyatt (1993: 544), to translate ארץ in this verse ‘netherworld’ (and cf. my 
discussion of ארץ in 6.4), given the subterranean resonances in the verse, as discussed below, 
but the parallels with Ps. 24:1-2, which I am outlining, suggest the topographical features ought 
to be translated in common with my those in my translation of these verses in 5.2.  The verse 
does, moreover, incorporate all three spheres of the tripartite cosmos regardless. 
29

 Note the emphatic אך, which is particularly apparent given the emphatic אתה in the following 
clause, which I discuss below. 
30

 For a discussion of the stylistic implications of repetition of אתה in the pericope (other 
instances are cited in my exegesis below) see Gerstenberger (2001: 149-150). 
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lower cosmic sphere. That the foundations are, as in Ps. 24:1-2, the mass of 

subterranean chaos31 has been clarified immediately beforehand in verse 11: 

 It is you (אתה) who has pummelled Rahab (רחב), like one slain 

  With your mighty arm (זרוע), you have scattered your foe (אויביך) 

Once again, the emphatic אתה demonstrates Yahweh to be the one who 

brought order to the chaotic forces of the netherworld.  Rahab, here embodying 

the chaos of the deeps, being a monster like Baal’s cosmic adversaries at 

Ugarit,32 is paralleled with the אויבי, ‘foe’, which therefore seem, in this context, 

to represent the raging waters.  This is especially so given that in the previous 

verse (v. 10) is said to still the turbulence of הים, ‘the sea’ and גלי, 'waves,’ his 

role in it again being underscored by his emphatic second person reference, 

twice, as אתה.  In verse 11, Yahweh subjugates these foes with the strength of 

his arm (זרוע), displaying the common West Asian and biblical motif of the royal 

god using his arm as part of his arsenal for enacting the militaristic control of 

chaos.33  Yahweh’s mighty זרוע is praised again in verse 14 which, along with יד, 

                                                           
31

 Commentators sometimes overlook this third aspect of a tripartite conceptualisation of the 
cosmos.  Tate, for example, speaks only of the ‘two’ great objects of creation – the ‘natural 
world’ over which Yahweh is portrayed as sovereign (1990: 410).  I am here following Wyatt 
(1996: 146), however, who conversely understands the references to the deep waters and to 
mountains (v. 13, as discussed below) to refer to the full span of the tripartite cosmos.  See 1.3 
on this trope in biblical cosmologies. 
32

 Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: 144-145); A.R. Johnson (1967: 108, n. 4); J. Day (1985: 41); Wyatt 
(1996: 122); Middleton (2004: 345).  Biblical descriptions of the features of רהב, ‘Rahab’ 
correspond closely with those of the chaos monster יתןול , ‘Leviathan’ in the Hebrew Bible, who 
is also mentioned at Ugarit (KTU 1.5 i 1) – see J. Day (1985: 6) on common descriptions of the 
two monsters in the Hebrew Bible.  This is not to use the Ugaritic myth to make an unqualified 
argument for a Chaoskampf motif in biblical texts, but rather to illuminate the language in 
biblical texts of power used of Yahweh in relation to the forces of the sea.   

 insofar as it can refer either to a chaos-monster or to Egypt, has often been argued ,רהב
to have originated as the former and historicised as the latter (e.g. J. Day 1985: 39; Wyatt 1996: 
89; Spronk 1999).  R. Watson (2005: 173-174), conversely, makes a good argument for רהב as 
a name for Egypt having preceded any mythic or symbolic use of the word, but regardless of the 
original usage, it need not follow either that a ‘mythical’ monster took on a ‘symbolic’ reference 
to Egypt nor that a term symbolising Egypt’s hubris (so Watson 2005: 174) developed into a 
symbol of chaos or into a mythic chaos motif.  Rather, mythic connotations of netherworld 
descent are evident in the biblical portrayal of Egypt as ‘Rahab’ as well as in biblical 
representations of the chaos monster, as I will discuss in 8.4.1 – that is to say, analogies are 
drawn in the conceptualisation of the mythic ‘realities’ of the realm of chaos and the realm of 
Egypt, in those biblical processes of cultural reality making which are resonant of those attested 
elsewhere in ancient West Asia (see 1.3).  It is instructive, in this regard, that A. Curtis (1978: 
249-250) suggests that Rahab in Ps. 89:11 is a double image, playing on the shifting 
associations of Rahab as a monster and as Egypt, in order to demonstrate that Yahweh has 
control over both the cosmic waters, but over the possibility of delivering the Israelites from 
Egypt. 
33

 I have discussed the motif of king and royal high god reigning over the forces of disorder with 
the rod and staff in 3.4, and with the divine bow in 4.4.4.  The divine weapon performs the sort 
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‘hand’, suggests that Yahweh exercises power over the forces of chaos in its 

use throughout the psalm.34 

Yahweh’s royal character, as vanquisher of chaos, is expressed explicitly in the 

pericope.  צדק, ‘righteousness’ and פטמש , ‘justice’ are the foundation of his 

throne (v. 15).  These qualities are those of a royal deity, which the king whom 

he patronises is obliged to embody and dispense to his community.35  The 

people, moreover, are exalted by means of Yahweh’s  צדק (v. 17), and he is their 

 from its embodiment by a royal figure צדק king’ (v. 19).  The out-flowing of‘ ,מלך

to his subjects is often perceived as an essential characteristic of good biblical 

kingship.36 

The motifs of Yahweh’s cosmic gigantism, dominance over the chaotic deeps, 

and royal characteristics converge in verse 13: 

 It was you (אתה) who divided (ברא) Zaphon (צפן) and the seas (ימין/ ימים), 

  Tabor and Hermon sing joyfully of your name! 

Interpretation of v. 13a is difficult.  If the MT is preferred, צפן and ימין refer to the 

‘north’ and ‘south’ respectively,37 but then it is very difficult to make sense of any 

possible parallelism in the second clause, since the two mountains named 

(Tabor and Hermon) are both northern.38  Some commentators take צפן to refer 

to Mount Zaphon and ימין to refer to Mount Amanus in Anatolia, thus four great 

mountains (possibly sites for assemblies of the gods) are mentioned in the 

verse.39  However, the LXX reads, alternatively to ימין, θαλα  ος,40 ‘ocean’ (i.e. 

 This suggests a reading of Mount Zaphon as the central locus of the  .(ימים

                                                                                                                                                                          
of role also attributed to the royal arm in Chaoskampf mythologies, as a divine and royal 
member for crushing chaos (see Wyatt 2005: 151-189). 
34

 On the imagery of Yahweh’s arm in the Psalms (including Ps. 89:11) as an instrument in the 

battle against chaos, see Ginsberg (1958). For arguments that the references toיד, ‘arm,’ in 
Psalm 89, specifically, are demonstrative of Yahweh’s power over the forces of chaos, see 
Steymans (2004: 174.182); Mitchell (2005: 517-518). 
35

 5.5(a). 
36

 5.5(a). 
37

 So Briggs (1907: 207); A.R. Johnson (1967: 109); A.A. Anderson (1989 [1972]: vol. 2, 636-
637); Kraus (1989 [1978]: vol. 2, 198.206); J. Day (2000: 111-112); A. Curtis (2004: 184); 
Becking & Korpel (2010: 14). 
38

 J. Day (2000: 111-112) suggests that Tabor and Hermon may be mentioned as mountains of 
the west and east respectively, and so the verse refers to north, east, south and west.   He does 
not, however, demonstrate any other biblical examples of Tabor and Hermon signifying these 
directions. 
39

 So Dahood (1968: 314); Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 409). 
40

 Or, in some LXX manuscripts, την θαλα  αν. 
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cosmos and the earth (thus Mount Zion),41 amidst the seas which stretch to the 

outer reaches of both;42 thus the theme of the obeisance of all created things, 

which dominates the passage as a whole, is expressed here too.  The presence 

of Tabor and Hermon, too, point to Yahweh being praised by the full extent of 

the cosmos – perhaps the depiction of these particular mountains may be 

accounted to the presence of ‘Northern’ discourse at some point in the psalm’s 

(oral-)literary development.43  Ugaritic texts attest Zaphon as the dwelling-place 

of El, in which he sits enthroned, among the council of the gods, dispensing 

justice.44 

The image in verse 13a, therefore, is of Yahweh forming the holy mountain 

Zaphon for his servile divine council, dividing it (ברא) from the cosmic chaos of 

the seas, as at creation (cf. Gen. 1:1.21.27; 2:3.4),45 and – as verses 1-18 then 

                                                           
41

 On the Zaphon as Zion in the Hebrew Bible, see 1.3.3. 
42

 So Wyatt (1996: 29), who sees Zaphon and Yamin=Yamim as proper names; see, for a 
similar argument, Venter (2005); cf. Roberts (1973: 334).  R. Watson (2005: 185-186), with 
Wyatt, takes ימין to refer to the seas, but argues that verses 11-13 collectively suggest that 
Yahweh ‘created’ the mountains and seas (indeed the whole cosmos), thus purging the 
aetiology of the topos of any ‘Canaanite mythic material’ in which creation results from a battle 
with chaos uncreated.  However, I do not think Watson justified in her leap from the reference to 
creation in the verse to a presumption of creatio ex nihilo.  As I argue, below, in accord with 
both the major current lexicographical readings of ברא in Gen. 1:1-2:4a, and from its situation 
the wider context of Ps. 89:6-19, the root of the verb refers to some kind of reformulation of pre-
existent material. 
43

 Cf. Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 2, 152); Goulder (1982: 226-227). 
44

 I argue this contested point in 7.3, with regard to Zaphon as mentioned in Isa. 14:13. 
45

 The translation of ברא is a matter of intense disagreement in biblical lexicography.  Van 
Wolde (2009), in a significant article which has received much attention, argued that the verb – 
in Gen. 1:1-24a, in particular – refers to divine creation of spatial separation within an existing 
unit.  This is a more specific definition than the more generalised ‘to cut,’ as other scholars had 
understood the word (for example, Wyatt 2001: 72, n. 1).  Becking & Korpel (2010) responded 
with a critique which drew in more detail upon the verb’s wider etymological and semantic field, 
and concluded that ברא has the same denotation as קנה, which refers to building when applied 
to divine activity, but which had to be replaced by a more ‘demythologised’ verb.  The sense of 
the verb, for Becking & Korpel (2010), is therefore the fashioning of something new out of 
something pre-existent.  Van Wolde & Rezetko (2011) defended van Wolde’s lexicographical 
approach, as well as critiquing the argument of Becking & Korpel (2010), thereby providing 
much more expansive support for van Wolde’s original proposal (2009).  More recently, 
Wardlaw (2014) has argued against the lexicographical arguments in van Wolde (2009) and van 
Wolde & Rezetko (2011), concluding that Becking & Korpel (2010) are to be supported in their 
definition of ברא.   

My translation and conclusions have reflected more closely the arguments of van Wolde 
(2009) and van Wolde & Rezetko (2011), in particular their proposal that ברא in Gen. 1:21, 
interpreted in the light of Gen. 1:20, expresses separation of a pre-existent general category of 
creatures in the chaotic deeps into creatures in their three kinds (see, particularly 2011: 5), an 
idea which coheres with the myth that the world was born from the watery deeps at the limina of 
the cosmic womb, for which I argued in 3.5.  Wolde and Rezetko also contend that the division 
of the creatures of the deeps into spatial categories is further suggested by ברא in Pss. 74:13; 
148:7; Isa. 51:9-10.  The sense, here in Ps. 89:13, would thereby be of the chaos which 
Yahweh orders being divided from the mountain which is located in all three tiers of the cosmos: 
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clarify – utilising the ordered, sacrally-centred universe and earth as his seat for 

the dispensation of royal duties.  This, in summation, is the divine ritual partner 

of the Davidic monarch, who actualises their eternal covenant with speech acts 

addressed to him. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
the mountain is rooted in chaos (cf. Jon. 2:7a, as discussed in 5.6) at the centre of the earth 
from which it joins the heavens, while the personified embodiment of the chaotic seas is 
assigned the outer reaches of the earth and cosmos, in keeping with the surrounding verse 
referring to particular ways in which Yahweh orders chaos (vv. 10-12.14), as discussed above.  
While this would not satisfy the biblical usage of ברא as understood by Becking & Korpel (2010) 
and Wardlaw (2014), these scholars agree, at least, that ברא certainly does not refer to creatio 
ex nihilo.  It can therefore confidently be stated, on the basis of the recent and distinguished 
scholarship which has been focused on the lexicographic field of ברא that Yahweh either 
‘created spatial separation between’ or ‘built/fashioned’ the mountains and seas, (producing 
order) out of the disorder of the primordial deeps. 
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6.3.2. Covenant, Mimesis and Royal Ascent (vv. 2-5; 20-38) 

Much analysis has been carried out concerning the specific differences between 

this proclamation of the Davidic covenant, and the parallel passage in which 

Yahweh actualises his promise with David and an unnamed successor, in 

speech acts mediated by the prophet Nathan (2 Sam. 7:5-15).  It has often been 

concluded that the psalm quotes ‘liberally’ from the oracle in 2 Samuel.46  The 

presence of the two related texts is very useful in understanding the contrasting 

cultural memories manifested in each discursive representation of a ritual 

speech act. 

The differences between the two pericopes add to – rather than make sense of 

– the disjunction between the covenant in Psalm 89 and its abrogation in verses 

39-52.47  Ps. 89:4.29 (followed later by verses 35 and 40) explicitly makes the 

promise a ‘covenant’ by use of ברית.  Yahweh magnifies his promises to the 

Davidic dynasty, pledging his unending ‘devotion’ (חסד) to it (v. 29).  A specific 

son of David (so 2 Sam 7:13-15) goes unmentioned in Psalm 89; the focus is, 

instead, entirely on David’s everlasting royal dynasty (vv. 31-35).  Yahweh’s 

following rescission of the covenant (vv. 39-52), 48  becomes all the more 

shocking and inexplicable.   

I propose that this disjunction – this paradoxical contradiction of the covenant 

actualised by Yahweh’s speech acts – is explicable if attention is paid to the 

king’s mimesis of Yahweh by the praxis of his ritual performance in verses 2-

5.20-38.  I argue, furthermore, that verses 31-33 point ahead playfully to 

representations of ritual netherworld descent in verses 39-52.  These latter 

verses will mischievously re-image the discursive cultural remembering of 

heavenly ascent from which verses 2.5.20-38 emerge. 

                                                           
46

 For example, Dumortier (1972: 193-196); Fishbane (1985: 466-467); Floyd (1992: 452-454); 
Knoppers (1998: 111-114); Gerstenberger (2001: 150-153); and, extensively, Heim (1998: 299-
306), on whose assessment of the two intertexts my following comparative analysis is especially 
indebted.  Hilber (2007: 32), however, holds what seems to be a minority position: namely that 2 
Sam. 7:5-15 derives from a separate Vorlage, and that each text rather expresses independent 
traditions of cultic prophets’ formularies.  In this, Hilber can draw support from his wider 
research into the recurrence of similar motifs in apparently ‘independent’ cultic-prophetic texts 
from both the Assyrian royal archives and the Hebrew Bible (Hilber 2003; 2005; 2007). 
47

 With Heim (1998: 301-303); pace Dumortier (1972: 195); Fishbane (1985: 466-467); 
Gerstenberger (2001: 150-153); cf. Buttenweiser’s remark that the two ‘parts’ of Psalm 89 are 
so incongruous that they must originally have been two separate poems (1969: 240).  The 
abrogation of the covenant in verses 39-52 will be discussed further in 6.4. 
48

 On which, see 6.4. 
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Representations of Ritual Heavenly Ascent (vv. 20-38)—Verses 2-5 is the 

first section which extols Yahweh for the covenant he has formed with the 

Davidic monarch.  When discourse concerning the covenant is re-introduced it 

is done so with an oracular formula: 

 Then you spoke to me in a vision 

  And to your devotee you said ... (Ps. 89:20)  

As in Psalm 110,49 this suggests that the represented ritual speaker is a cultic 

prophet, whose words concerning the revelation from Yahweh are delivered on 

behalf of the king.50  Here too, then, prophet and king are ‘shamanic’ figures; 

and the power and special knowledge recognised within the text’s discursive 

framework is that of the culturally remembered royal cult of Jerusalem.51  The 

ideological suppositions are such, therefore, that the king performs royal 

heavenly ascent and mimesis of his high god Yahweh, as I now argue. 

For a reader open to the possibility of such ascent in biblical representations of 

monarchic era rituals, it is notable that the spatial sense of vocabulary referring 

to the king in these verses is that of travel in a heavenward direction.  As soon 

as the psalm returns to focusing upon him, in order for him to be ‘anointed’ 

( חמש ) and for the rest of the promises in the covenant to be fulfilled, he is 

‘raised up’ (hiphil of רום) by Yahweh (vv. 20-21).  Similarly, at the conclusion of 

Yahweh’s creation of his covenant with the monarch, he declares:  

 (37) His seed (זרע) shall remain forever (לעולם) 

  And his throne (כסא) like the sun ( מׁשש ) before me;52 

 (38) (The)53 Eternal One (עולם)54 will be established like the moon (ירח) 

  And a witness (עד)55 in the topmost clouds (ׁשחק)56 will be faithful. 

                                                           
49

 See 3.2. 
50

 See, most recently, Hilber (2007: 32).  A larger discussion, with further references, is provided 
by Floyd (1992: 450-454), who addresses in particular the question as to whether the ‘speaker’ 
is the king or a prophet.  I have discussed, in 3.2, ancient West Asian and biblical phenomena 
of cultic prophets speaking on behalf of monarchs. 
51

 Cf. 3.7. 
52

 ’.before him‘ ,נגדו In an alternative reading, some Targums attest  .נגדי 
53

 I argue below that עולם is affectively a proper name, so the English definite article is, in a 
sense, redundant. 
54

 Translating עולם has been a source of intense disagreement – my translation is justified 
below. 
55

 Some commentators have suggested emendations to וְֶעד, ‘and... a witness,’ which would 
remove the difficultly of attempting to identify him – though I do undertake this task, below.  
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Identifying the mysterious עד, ‘witness’ has proved a task worthy of several 

dedicated studies, all of which reach differing conclusions.57  Another difficulty 

lies in translating עולם, in the word’s second appearance in the two verses 

(38a).  Scholars have generally expressed bafflement at the omission of the 

preposition ל, which biblical Hebrew usually, though not always, prefixes before 

the abstract noun (לעולם = ‘forever’ – as in v. 37a!).  Many of the versions 

suggest a ל has been lost in a scribal error, but the metre of the verses would 

suggest otherwise.58  A proposed resolution for the latter puzzle, however, will 

go some way to explicating the former, and my conclusions will support my 

argument that the king is represented as a cosmically-liminal ritual practitioner, 

undertaking cosmic ascent in mimesis of Yahweh. 

To begin with, I propose that עולם (v. 38a) is paralleled with לעולם, ‘forever’ in v. 

37a.  The idea inherent in Yahweh’s promise that the Davidic monarch’s זרע, 

‘seed’ will remain לעום points towards widely-attested ancient West Asian and 

Levantine ideologies of monarchy.  The perpetuation of a royal dynasty (a 

crucial aspect of the covenant),59 and the associated holding-in-remembrance 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Kraus (1988 [1978]: 199.200), close to the BHS qere, reads   ד ׁשחקּוְבע , ‘as long as there are 
clouds,’ though without apparent justification, except for a vague appeal to ‘context’ (Kraus 1988 
[1978]: 199.200).  Clifford (1980: 46, n. 28), building on Dahood (1968: 317.318), reads עד in the 
light of Ugaritic ‘d, ‘throne room’ which fits a context in which the permanence of the king’s 
throne has just been affirmed (v. 37b), but Mullen (1983: 211-212) disputes both his philological 
arguments concerning the Ugaritic, and the metrical result of his emendation.  Yet another 
amendment is suggested by Clifford (1980: 46, n. 28).  As Mullen points out, however, in his 
thorough analysis of the renderings to the MT (1983: 211-213): 

It should ... be noted that the versions do not recognise any problems with the MT reading ... and 
that all emendations of this term have been made for conceptual and not textual reasons.  
(Mullen 1983: 211) 

The task of the exegete, then, is first to approach the possibility of providing a plausible 
explanation of the reading which all the versions attest. 
56

 ;is to be identified with the area of high cirrus or cirrostratus cloud (Mosca 1986: 28 שחק 
following Stadelmann 1970: 98). 
57

 So Mullen (1983) concludes the witness to be an unidentified member of the divine assembly, 
probably to be loosely associated with the sun and moon; Mosca (1986) proposes the witness 
to be the king’s throne; and Veijola (1988) argues that the witness is Yahweh, as more recently 
do Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 411).  Further possible candidates include the moon (so 
G.W. Anderson 1962: 432b; A. Curtis 2004: 186), both the sun and the moon (so Delcor 1966: 
17-19), or a rainbow (so Ahlstrӧm 1959: 130). 
58

 See Mullen’s discussion of whether or not the MT ought to be amended (1983: 213-214), in 
which he concludes that the MT reading ought to be retained due to the problems with the 
alternatives, but is unable to provide any support for it otherwise (see, further, the previous 
footnote).  For the alternative view that the exegete should supply the preposition, see Clifford 
(1980: 41, n. 13). 
59

 See Mullen’s comparison with Ugaritic texts in which El and Baal bless the kings with the 
promise of enduring progeny (1983: 217-218). 
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of its ancestral line, bequeaths a kind of immortality to those remembered.60  So 

the covenantal promise applies not only to the ‘individual’ Davidic descendants, 

but also to the particular king represented as being ritually bound into the 

covenant.  He becomes, therefore, a continual ‘divine’ presence, in relationship 

with those who will remember him and invoke his name.61  Verse 38a, for its 

part, is intelligible only if a decision is made as to whom its עולם (or 

conjectured  refers.  If the preposition is supplied,62 or if preposition-less ( לעולם

 in verse 37a, then לעולם is taken as having the same field of reference as עולם

the word probably refers to one of the enduring signs already mentioned, and it 

is this sign which is to be viewed as the ‘faithful witness’: the royal seed;63 a 

member the divine assembly, or the sun and/or moon;64 or the royal throne of 

verse 37b.65  Or, if Veijola’s differing proposal to read 37a-38b as a tricola were 

accepted, then even if עולם refers to the foregoing, these do not necessarily 

illuminate what he understands to be the final stand-alone strophe (28b) which, 

on the basis of such a reading, Veijola understands to refer to Yahweh.66 

The ‘problem’ of עולם in verse 38a, however, need not be the cause of such 

interpretive difficulties if it is rendered as a divine epithet: Eternal One.67  This is 

an epithet not unattested in covenantal references in Phoenicia and even in the 

Hebrew Bible itself, insofar as in 2 Sam. 23:5 El is apparently referred to as 

such.68  Dahood suggests that  lm in Semitic languages is an epithet for Shapsh, 

                                                           
60

 On the continued familial remembrance and life of kings and other patriarchal antecedents in 
the Hebrew Bible, see Olyan (2005: 607-610) and, particularly, Stavrakopoulou (2010a; cf. 
2006; 2006a; 2010b).  On wider the contexts of the remembrance of royal dynasts in ancient 
West Asia, see Suriano (2010).  These matters will be discussed further, and in the context of 
Isa. 14:4b-20, in 7.3. 
61

 See, further, 7.3. 
62

 As in the MT qere. 
63

 So Clifford (1980: 46). 
64

 So Delcor (1966: 17-180); cf. Mullen (1983). 
65

 So Mosca (1986). 
66

 Veijola (1988).  His grammatical analysis is in an earlier work (Veijola 1982:  33-34), which I 
was unable to consult.  In 6.5 I argue for both inter and intra-parallelism in verses 37-38. 
67

 Dahood (1968: 311-312) so renders עולם in verses 3 and 37a, although he does not so render 
it for this verse (38a) for which, instead, he vocalises ulim, ‘descendants’, who will live on כירה, 
‘like the moon’ (Dahood 1968: 310.318). 
68

 Cross (1973: 236, n. 78) suggests עולם in 2 Sam. 23:5b, which does not have a prefix but 
which can be taken to be in compound with the preceding ברית, ‘covenant’ may in fact be the 
subject, in parallel with אל in verse 5a.  He also refers to a 7

th
 Century BCE Phoenician/Aramaic 

incantation from Arslan Tash, which reads krt ln  lt  lm, which he and Saley translate, ‘The Eternal 
has made a covenant with us.’  They identify ‘the Eternal,’ here, with El on the basis of its 
parallel with an invocation of Asherah (Cross 1973: 236, n. 78; with analysis of the incantation in 
Cross & Saley 1970: particularly 44-46).  See, further, the footnote below on the identification of 
El with  lm. 
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and so applies it as an epithet for the sun god in this pericope (although in its 

first, rather than second, instance) to the sun.69  Yet, as I will now outline with 

examples, it seems the epithet can be applied to more than one deity, and I 

suggest a further candidate for many of the Semitic references to     lm, one who 

would better fit this context:  rāpi’u is addressed repetitiously as mlk    lm, ‘King of 

Eternity’ (KTU 1.108 i 20-24).70  Some, on the basis of the application of   lm to El 

elsewhere, have suggested it is he who is mentioned here in the Ugaritic text, 

referred to as ‘Healer’ and ‘King of Eternity’. 71   However, most recent 

scholarship has rejected this suggestion, along with Spronk’s understanding 

that rpu, mlk  lm is to be applied to Baal,72 understanding rpu instead to be an 

independent deity. 73  Alternatively, it is sometimes suggested that rpu is an 

epithet for Milik, who is the ‘king’ (m-l-k) of the netherworld,   lm indicating the 

non-temporality of his kingdom.74 

Two particular observations, especially prescient for this discussion, may be 

drawn from this debate, which I have only briefly summarised here.  First, 

L’Heureux supports identification of rpu with El by reference to the Psalm 89.  

Noting the designation of Yahweh’s divine assembly as plural יםקדש  in Ps. 

89:6.8,75 he points to the biblical designation of Yahweh as singular ראלש ישקד , 

‘Holy One,’ concluding that the Holy One (קדׁש) is the chief deity among the 

‘Holy Ones’ ( יםקדש ).76  In supporting his wider argument that rp’m at Ugarit is 

sometimes a collective name for the High God El and all his council at Ugarit, 

he suggests that rp’u refers to El as the chief deity. 77   L’Heureux’s wider 

                                                           
69

 Dahood (1968: 312.318), with references to a number of ancient texts; cf. Cross (1962: 236-
237). 
70

 See Wyatt’s translation (2002: 395-398). 
71

 Cross and some of his collaborators treat biblical and other Semitic references to  lm, as 
though synonymous with El (so Cross & Freedman 1948: 196.209, n. 85; Cross & Saley 1970: 
44-46; Cross 1962: 232-241; 1973: 236, n. 78).  The identity of rpu  mlk  lm, specifically, with El 
is argued for in Cross (1962: 235-236).  The arguments of Cross, and others, are developed in 
detail by L’Heureux (1974), who argues that rpu  mlk  lm specifically refers to El (1974: 271). 
72

 Spronk (1986: 187-188). 
73

 So Wyatt (2002: 395, n. 2); tentatively, Suriano (2010: 153); C.B. Hays (2011: 113); cf. the 
summary of the relevant literature in Cho (2007: 219). 
74

 So Rouillard (1999: 694-695); Pardee (2002: 204-206). 
75

 On epithets in verses 6-8 as references to the divine assembly, see 6.3.1. 
76

 L’Heureux (1974: 268-269) referring to Hab. 3:4; Isa. 40:25; Job 6:10.  He also draws 
attention to ראלש ישקד , ‘Holy One of Israel’, a common designation for the national high deity in 
Isaiah. 
77

 L’Heureux (1974). 
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conclusions are generally disputed: rpu is probably not an epithet for El,78 and 

rp’m both in Ugaritic and Hebrew is now generally understood to have 

originated as a term for ancestral kings existing post mortem in the 

netherworld.79  This leads, however, onto the second observation, which is that 

rāpi’u may well be the chief deity of the rp’m in a relationship analogous to that 

of קדש to קדשים.  Yet still, as Hays argues (against Spronk’s suggestion that 

Baal is rāpi’u to the rp’m),80 he need not be a major deity at all, especially given 

the heavily polytheistic nature of Ugaritic theology.81  Perhaps rāpi’u, then, is 

indeed Milik, or a wholly independent deity; even, perhaps, the deceased royal 

patriarch.82 

Whatever the exact identity of Ugaritic rāpi’u, however, rāpi’u mlk  lm, ‘Rapiu, 

King of Eternity’ corresponds closely with עולם, ‘Eternal One’ in Ps. 38a.  I have 

suggested that the paralleled לעולם in verse 37a evokes the eternality of the 

deceased Davidic monarch, through the perpetuation of his dynastic seed and 

his being held in remembrance in ancestral cultic devotion.  So, in verse 38a 

also, Yahweh continues to address a Davidic royal figure who will be the 

‘Eternal One’ by virtue of the perpetual veneration of his royal descendents.83  

As such, he will be among the Rephaim – the royal dead.84  is a particularly   םעול

appropriate epithet for one who will dwell in Sheol, given the application of this 

word to its temporal and spatial expanse, and its boundaries (cf. Ps. 24:7-10).85  

The represented royal ritual performer, as a prototypical or paradigmatic 

ancestral monarch (note his epithet, דוד, ‘David,’86 in vv. 4.21.36.50),87 will be 

                                                           
78

 See above. 
79

 As I discuss in 7.3, in relation to Isa. 14:9-10. 
80

 Spronk (1986: 187-188). 
81

 C.B. Hays (2011: 113, n. 111). 
82

 Cf. the remarks of J. Day (2000: 220-222); Wyatt (2007a: 494-495). 
83

 Pace Dahood (1968: 312.318) who, as outlined above, understands it to be עולם in verse 37a 
which is the proper name for a deity. 
84

 Cf. KTU 1.161 20-24; Isa. 14:9-10.  On the Rephaim in the Hebrew Bible (and in Ugaritic and 
Phoenician texts) as royal ancestors, see 7.3. 
85

 As I discuss in more detail in 5.3. 
86

 Alternatively, Ahlstrӧm (1959: 163-173) proposed that dωd was aboriginally a ‘dying and 
rising’ ancient West Asian vegetation deity, whose death and revivication the Davidic king 
imitated in the Jerusalem cult.  This view has – unsurprisingly, given the trajectory of scholarly 
assessment of such ideas – been poorly regarded in subsequent biblical scholarship (see, in 
general, my evaluation of the literature on the Davidic king’s supposed ritual death, in 1.2), 
although I will analyse it with regard to Ps. 89:39-52 in 6.4.   The etymology of דוד is uncertain 
and highly contested, and scholars have extensively repudiated the notion that there ever was 
an ancient West Asian deity with the epithet dωd – for an extensive discussion of the debates, 
and a bibliography, see Barstad (1999a). 
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the most venerated of the ancestral deities, so far as discourse like Psalm.  For 

this reason, too, the epithet ‘Eternal One’ is appropriate.  All in all, as the most 

venerated of the eternal (and, by nature, royal) Rephaim, the king’s 

relationships with the deceased royals and with those who will cultically observe 

them are to be analogous to the relationships between Rapiu, the Rephaim, and 

their devotees. 

So in spite of the earlier depiction of the royal High God and his divine assembly 

(vv. 6-8), the king is not portrayed, in verses 37a and 38a specifically, as 

performing mimesis of El in his heavenly reign.  Rather, he is to perform the role 

of a sort of ‘chief deity’ of the netherworld, on account of his eternal royal line, 

into which he has been inaugurated through his heavenly ascent and anointing 

as king (vv. 20-21).  This reading of verses 37a and 38a does, however, enable 

the psalm to echo the earlier representations of the king’s patron deity in his 

superiority over the divine assembly, as I will argue once I have offered an 

interpretation of the other (complementary) set of parallel lines in verses 37-38: 

37b and 38b. 

Before looking at the differing ideas expressed in these two sets of parallel 

verses, I examine the semiotic overlap between them.  Where, in verse 38a, the 

Eternal one is to be established כירח, ‘like the moon,’ in verse 37b his throne 

מׁשכש is to be (כסא) , ‘like the sun.’  This pairing of the sun and the moon is a 

common biblical and West Asian indicator of constancy,88 probably having its 

basis in one or the other always remaining in the sky – the moon in place of the 

sun at night,89 as the latter perhaps follows its regular nocturnal course through 

the netherworld.90  The myth of the banquet of the gods at Ugarit attests the sun 

                                                                                                                                                                          
87

 References to David in the Psalms tend to be paradigmatic or representative of collective 
identities, rather than specifically referring to David himself, as a number of surveys which I 
have discussed and referenced in 2.1 have shown.  On the references to David in Psalm 89, 
specifically, as indexing the extent of the Davidic line, see Mitchell (2005: 517-518). 
88

 Delcor (1966: 17-18); Mullen (1983: 214); Veijola (1988: 414).  The biblical and extra-biblical 
examples they cite include Psalms 72:5; 136:8-9; KTU 5.2 ii 8-12. 
89

 Cf. Gen. 1:14-19 in which the sun and moon are set in the heavens, as the greatest of the 
astral bodies, to rule the day and night respectively (Schmidt 1999: 590). 
90

 This cosmological conception, widely attested in ancient Egyptian cultural artefacts (see 5.3), 
in all probability was also – as indicated in the corpora of both Ugaritic and biblical texts – extant 
across wide temporal and spatial continua in Semitic cultures.  The Ugaritic sun-goddess 
Shapsh is understood to exercise dominion and mastery over the netherworld.  She appears to 
act in a role describable as ‘psychopompos’ to deities travelling into it (see KTU 1.6 i; 1.3 v 15).  
Shapsh is possibly even said to be the ruler of the netherworld deities, as Wyatt suggests 
(though with qualifications) in translating from KTU 1.6 v 45-49: ‘Shapsh, you rule the saviours/ 
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standing alongside the stars, as emblematic of the entire divine assembly in its 

constancy – being the focus of all the sacrifices: 

 Make an offering to Lady Sun, 

And to the stationary stars (KTU 1.23 54).91 

So the throne is as constant as the sun (Ps. 89:37b); the Eternal One endures 

as the moon (v. 38a), and they corporately bear witness to Yahweh’s covenant 

with the king throughout every day and night (cf. v. 38b).  If the subject of 38a, 

who is called עולם, is the same as that who in 37a is to remain לעולם (both being 

the ‘divinised’ Davidic patriarch of the eternal abode of the Rephaim), then it is 

reasonable to propose that the subject of 38b is the king’s throne, as in 37b.  

Mosca has already offered this identification of the ‘witness,’ 92  arguing that 

thrones can stand as witnesses to covenants in ancient West Asian contexts,93 

as can inanimate objects in the Hebrew Bible.94  As for the throne’s location in 

the topmost clouds, Mosca suggests that such a thing is possible due to its 

quasi-divination (and he cites many ancient West Asian examples of cultic 

obeisance to thrones), as well as its affective incorporation in Psalm 89 into the 

divine assembly – which is evinced by promises of immortality granted to it (vv. 

5b.30b.37b). 95   At this point in his argument, Mosca has taken an oddly 

reductionist-literal turn, in limiting the covenantal promises merely to the throne 

in its material nature as a piece of furniture.  In the context of a pericope 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Shapsh, you rule the chthonian gods’ (Wyatt 2002: 144, particularly nn. 120.121).  Indeed, 
Wyatt (2002: 128-147) appears to understand Shapsh as something of the hero-figure in Baal’s 
netherworld descent in KTU 1.6 – able to act as psychopomp on account of being the deity who 
makes a nightly sojourn through it.  The matter is far from settled when it comes to biblical texts: 
Rashi understood Eccl. 1:5 to refer to the sun retreating to the netherworld at sunset, from 
whence it arose at sunrise.  Other views are attested, however, and a multiplicity of 
cosmological perspectives might have been extant among the differing discursive contexts with 
which biblical writers were involved (van der Toorn 1992: 237-238).  But unless one postulates 
one coherent authorship for the biblical texts, uniformity of cosmological thought need not be 
expected, and it is instructive in this context to note Halpern’s comparison of Mesopotamian 
cosmologies with those of the Hebrew Bible, in which he proposes very different conceptions of 
the universe for different chronological periods in the Hebrew Bible’s composition, as he 
understands the chronology (Halpern 2003). 
91

 The translation is taken from M.S. Smith (2006: 23).  He suggests that the 'recipients of the 
offering are Shapsh the sun-goddess and the stars, perhaps because of their astral affiliation 
with Dawn and Dusk’ (M.S. Smith 2006: 100).  In this sense they are corporately at watch in the 
heavens through day and night, the stars being visible while the sun is coursing the netherworld 
(see the previous footnote). 
92

 Mosca (1986). 
93

 Mosca (1986: 32). 
94

 Mosca (1986: 32). 
95

 Mosca (1986: 33-35). 
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concerning Yahweh’s covenant with the Davidic dynasty, the latter will be the 

recipient of the promise of eternality.  Indeed, every explicit mention of the 

Davidic כסא, ‘throne’ thus far has been paralleled with reference to his זרע, 

‘seed’ (vv. 5a.30a.37a), and scholars have frequently noted that verses 38-39 

echo – in expanded form – verses 5, 30 and 37.96  The throne is therefore a 

metonym97 of the Davidic lineage.  If the throne is ‘immortal’ or ‘divine’, it is so 

only as the witness (who will remain faithful as such)98 to the covenant with 

David.  Mosca does, however, refer to a text which illuminates more clearly why 

the Davidic throne might be associated with the highest clouds: 

... a muted reflex of [the concept of the throne being amidst the heavenly 

beings] is to be discerned in the work of the Chronicler, who has Solomon 

succeed not to the “throne of David his father”, as does the Deuteronomistic 

Historian (1 Kgs 2:12), but to the very “throne of YHWH” (1 Chr 29:23; cf. 28:5).  

Here the alien ideology has been almost completely tamed; the Davidic throne 

retains its heavenly and immortal associations, but only by being assimilated to 

the throne of the divine king.99 

Pace Mosca, the verses from 1 Chronicles portray represented ritual 

performative praxis of the sort which is actually quite explicit in Ps. 89: 2-5.20-

38.  Mosca appears to be arguing that the ‘Chronicler’ has made sense of the 

‘divine’ character of David’s throne by assimilating it with Yahweh’s throne.  And 

yet, rather than import a comparative ideology in a somewhat strained manner, 

in order to explain a text, when the point of comparison is one Mosca admits is 

                                                           
96

 For example, Mullen (1983: 209-210); Mosca (1986: 30-32); cf. Dumortier (1972: 190-191); 
Clifford (1980: 45-46); Gerstenberger (2001: 152-153), who carefully associate vv. 29-30 in their 
entirety with verses 37-38.  It is, however, the repetition of the parallelism of זרע and כסאwhich is 
clear and explicit, and so I would concur with Mosca’s nuancing of Dumortier (1972: 190-191), 
in arguing that verses 37-38 are an expansive rhetorical re-working of verse 30 alone.  
However, as I will argue in 6.4.3, verses 29 and 36 echo one another; moreover, as I will argue 
in 6.5, verses 30.37-38 are parts of larger clusters of verses which present and re-present the 
same motifs to playful affect. 
97

 That is not to say a mere metonym. 
98

 Mosca accepts the translation of the NJV: ‘a faithful witness in the sky’ (1986: 30), which 
maybe strengthens his assertion (which I am, to some extent, following) that the ‘witness’ is the 
throne.  This would, however, render the clause an idiosyncratic grammatical structure in 
Hebrew, to say the least (Veijola 1988: 414).  Further to this, my analysis of the literary structure 
of the related verses of Ps. 89:2-5.29-30.34-39 (see 6.5) shows that each verse contains two 
paralleled concepts, thus rendering implausible the merged conceptualisation favoured by 
Mosca and other commentators and translators.  Nonetheless, the ‘witness’ remains the 
subject, and therefore in parallel with verse 37b, so the argument stands, even if we follow the 
usual – and less problematic – manner of translating verse 38b. 
99

 Mosca (1986: 35). 
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‘alien’ to this text’s ideology, far fewer leaps of logic are needed if it is supposed 

that the Davidic throne in Psalm 89 is Yahweh’s throne, as is the case in 1 

Chron. 29:23.100  This would account also for the persistent parallelism in the 

psalm of כסא with 101:זרע David, as a paradigmatic or prototypical king of his 

dynasty, is everlasting by virtue of his mimesis of Yahweh, which crucially 

involves mimesis of Yahweh’s kingship, which the Davidic monarch performs 

through being anointed and sitting on his High God’s throne.102 

So, as in Ps. 110:1, the king’s throne is not separated from Yahweh’s throne.  It 

is Yahweh’ throne: the throne which is a witness – and a faithful one at that – in 

the topmost clouds amongst the heavenly assembly.  It is this shared throne 

which closely resembles that of Ugaritian El, in which he sits amidst the divine 

assembly as he administers justice (cf. Isa. 14:13).103  The Davidic monarch 

therefore shares in the full vertical extent of Yahweh’s power; the parallels in 

verses 37-38 underscoring his unending kingship in both the netherworld and 

the heavens: 

                                                           
100

 Cf. 3.5. 
101

 Which I analyse more closely in 6.5. 
102

 Mosca’s assertion that the equation of Yahweh’s throne with the dynastic throne in 1 Chron. 
29:23 is a later development of the ‘Deuteronomistic’ 1 Kgs 2:12 (1986: 35) would have been 
difficult to dispute at the time he was writing, when the general consensus in biblical scholarship 
held that the ‘Deuteronomist’s’ writings were re-worked by the ‘Chronicler.’  This matter is no 
longer so clear-cut.  One might now argue, with Ben Zvi (2003; 2009), that though Chronicles is 
a re-working of Samuel-Kings, both were substantially edited in the late Persian-period. Yet 
even if one accepts the long-held redactional consensus on the chronologies of authorship of 1-
2 Kings and 1-2 Chronicles, it does not have to be supposed that Chronicles ‘distorts’ the 
‘Deuteronomistic history’; rather, it is preferable to say that the narratives in Chronicles provide 
theological/ ideological perspectives on the past in a way which sometimes differs to Samuel-
Kings – see, for discussions and bibliographies, Stavrakopoulou (2004: 46-49); Duke (2009); L. 
Jonker (2014: 132-136); and, for an example of a recent defence of the older hypothesis, see 
van Seters (2007).  1 Kgs 2:12 does not mention that the king’s throne is the throne of Yahweh; 
but then it cannot be said whether this is because it is not Yahweh’s throne, or whether this is 
because it is taken for granted that it is Yahweh’s throne.  The verse in 1 Chronicles (29:23), 
however, chooses to mention that it was Yahweh’s throne in which Solomon sat; for the 1 
Chronicles account of Solomon’s enthronement programmatically emphasises his closeness to 
the ‘Divine King’ (see Wyatt 1996: 278-279.316).  Again, much can be gained by comparing the 
‘family resemblances’ of two discursive texts, each with their own linguistic games, rather than 
relying solely on a chronological account of the redaction of a Vorlage. 
103

 As I will discuss, in detail, in 7.3. 
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37a: His seed will remain forever due to the perpetuation of his name by virtue 

of the unending Davidic dynasty = netherworld and earthly kingship 

 37b: His throne will remain as the sun = heavenly kingship 

38a: The Eternal One (the chief among the royal ancestors) will be established 

as the moon = netherworld (and earthly)104 kingship 

 38b: His throne, a witness in the topmost clouds, will be faithful = 

heavenly kingship 

The parallels present his cosmological kingship not in terms of ‘binary 

opposites’, but as a continuum, insofar as 37b and 38a, too, are linked together 

by the concept of the Davidic monarch’s endurance being as constant as the 

rule of the sun and moon; possibly this alludes to these two planetary bodies’ 

cohesive command of the entire cosmos with (as I have argued) the moon 

‘deputising’ for the sun as the latter wends its nocturnal subterranean round.   

So, in both these verses, 105  the comparisons of the Davidic monarch and 

dynasty with one of the two great planetary bodies are paralleled internally with 

other references to the descendants’ eternal favouring by Yahweh as discussed 

above, thus creating intra-parallelism also between the two verses.   Verses 6-

19, as I argued in 6.3.1, portray the monarch’s patron deity performing power 

from a suitably cosmically liminal and multi-locative position: exercising kingship 

among the divine assembly, subjugating the full extent of the cosmos, and 

doing so as the one who arranged his holy mountain in the midst of the earth 

and cosmos (v. 13).  The king, now performing heavenly ascent, ritually joins 

Yahweh in his seat at the midst of the divine assembly, and thereon exercises 

dominion over the forces of disorder throughout the cosmos in cooperation with 

his royal deity.  This much has already been attested in my interpretation of 

Psalm 110.106  However, Ps. 89:37-38 draws out the implications of this co-

operative heavenly kingship more explicitly.  The king – in mimesis of his patron 

deity – is enthroned like El/ Yahweh ruling the divine assembly (cf. vv. 6-8); and 

                                                           
104

 Insofar that, as I have argued above, his netherworld kingship is, on certain levels, 
contingent upon the perpetuation of his dynasty and his continued cultic veneration. 
105

 As I will show, in 6.5, when I analyse the literary structure of these and other more widely-
related verses in the psalm. 
106

 Particularly verses 1-2 and 5.  See Chapter 3. 
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yet he is also the Eternal One of the netherworld, like Rapi’u among the 

Rephaim.107 

A consequence of verses 37-38 echoing some of the discursive assumptions 

underlying Psalm 110 is that the king’s represented cultic action of sitting in the 

royal throne, and thereby performing mimesis of Yahweh, indexes his 

undergoing a ritually created reality of astral ascent within the temple’s 

sanctuary.  This presents a considerable challenge to those scholars who claim 

that entry into the divine realm in the space of the biblical space of the temple is 

categorically different from astral ascent.108  The king’s throne in Ps. 89:37-38 is 

Yahweh’s throne, which is both in Zion’s temple and amidst Zaphon’s divine 

assembly.  Though it is the sanctuary throne, it is flanked by the sun and moon, 

and remains faithfully in the topmost clouds.  It is to this place betwixt and 

between multiple cosmic locations that the Davidic monarch undertakes both 

temple and astral ascent, with neither one excluding the other. 

That the introduction and conclusion to Yahweh’s actioning of the covenant is 

located in the space of the temple between and within both the earth and 

heavens is further supported by the omission of any reference to the king’s 

subsequent building of the temple, in contrast with the literary intertext of 2 

Sam. 7:10-13. This enables conceptualisation of the oracle as being cultically 

actualised within post-David monarchic time, with the temple built,109 and the 

king therefore enabled to perform heavenly(-astral) ascent in the sanctuary of 

the holy mountain Zion, in mimesis of Yahweh who initially performs his cosmic-

dominance in this space (Ps. 89:6-19).110 

The actualisation of heavenly ascent is further represented in the speech act in 

which Yahweh decrees, ‘In my name is his horn (קרןו) raised up’ (v. 25b).  This 

follows an acclamation, earlier on and during the eulogy to Yahweh – at the 

                                                           
107

 Cf. L’Heureux (1974), and my critical discussion of his arguments, above. 
108

 This claim is discussed in 1.3. 
109

 Cf. Mullen (1983: 208-209) and Floyd (1992: 452-453), who argue that the absence of 
reference to the building of the temple dates the oracle to post-Solomonic monarchic period.  I 
am proposing that the oracle manifests discursive cultural remembering of Jerusalem’s Davidic 
royal cult, so the pertinent question for the purposes of this investigation is that of which time 
the represented cultic performance set. The absence of the temple-build would seem to be a 
semiotic indication that the time-frame is after the building of Solomon’s temple. 
110

 As discussed in 6.3.1. 
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point at which the praise-song focuses upon the represented devotions of his 

congregation (vv. 16-18) – which similarly mentions the raising up of a קרן: 

 Nay more, you are the glory of our strength! 

  And by your favour our horn (קרננו) is raised up. (v. 18) 

Some manuscripts pluralise ‘our horn’ to קרנינו, probably implying reference to 

‘horns’ used in congregational worship.111  This emendation would seem to be 

aimed at ‘correcting’ the sudden change from references to the congregation 

(so, vv. 16-18a) to a reference to a ‘horn’ as a single object (v. 18b).  Given, 

however, the reference to the raising of the king’s קרן in verse 25, it is likely that 

his singular קרן   is in view in verse 18 too.  In his being raised up, he embodies 

and outflows the glory, strength, and favour that Yahweh bestows upon the 

whole congregation.112  That such ideologies of kingship inform these verses is 

apparent from the notion that the צדק which undergirds Yahweh’s throne (v. 15) 

– which is to become the king’s throne also – raises up the whole congregation 

as well (v. 17).113  The king’s קרן, ‘horn’ in verse 25, to which verse 18 has 

already alluded, may indicate his divinity upon ascent to the mountain and his 

imitation of his patron deity, as such an an image could so in the case of 

Mesopotamian monarchs such as Naram-Sin ascending the holy mountain and 

crushing their enemies.114   This much would be in common with Moses who is 

said to have had קרן עור פניו ,   ‘horns115 of light on the skin of his face’, following 

his ascent to meet Yahweh on the holy mountain of Sinai (Exod. 34:29-30).116 

                                                           
111

 So Tate (1990: 407.410). 
112

 Pace A. Cohen (1945: 292), who suggests that the singular-figure is the author of the psalm, 
taking on the collective identity of the congregation. 
113

 See my discussions of these verses in 6.3.1. 
114

 Pace Kraus (1988 [1978]: 207) and Cole (2000: 214), who suggest it represents his strength.  
Eaton (1976: 158.204) had already suggested that קרן in Ps. 89:25b, and in other references in 
the Psalms (75:11; 92:11; 132:17) refers to the king taking on divine characteristics, after the 
manner of Naram-Sin – on which see, below, in the footnotes. 
115

 is in the singular, so it is not entirely clear whether it is appropriate to translate in the קרן 
plural, as an idiomatic expression for a pair of horns.  Albright, for his part, renders ‘horns’ on 
the colourful grounds that ‘keren in Ex. xxxiv 29ff may most naturally be interpreted as meaning 
simply horny...’ (1950: 14). 
116

 On Moses’ horn or horns as indicative of his divinity, see Wyatt (1996: 321; 2010: 72-73) 
drawing on Mesopotamian imagery of horned royal-divinity, including the victory stela of Naram-
Sin on which he is depicted with horns as he ascends the mountain, trampling enemies in his 
wake.  Significantly, Wyatt (2010: 72) suggests that horn-imagery is indicative of the Davidic 
king’s divinity in Ps. 132:17.  I render ‘horn of light’ in Exod. 34:30 on the basis of Sanders’ 
demonstration (2002) that, in Mesopotamian sources, light is regarded as material and capable 
of embodiment.  Light’s material nature meant it could be regarded as shining as a horn (hence 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

269 
 

The first mention of the king’s ‘horn’ in Psalm 89 comes at the close of solarised 

descriptions of Yahweh (vv. 16-18),117 and if his horn is materialised as light – 

as Moses’ may well be in Exod. 34:29-30118 -  then this may indicate that the 

king performing mimesis of Yahweh’s solarised characteristics.  Apropos of 

Yahweh’s manifestation in meterological phenomena, however, the Davidic 

monarch performs mimesis of his cosmically gigantic command of storm 

categories – which has been the major focus of the eulogy to Yahweh.119  It is to 

this mimesis that I now turn. 

More about Mimesis—The king’s mimesis of Yahweh, in Ps. 89:2-5.20-38, 

performed within the sphere of politics, has long been accepted by scholars of 

the psalm.  Dumortier’s summarisation of their comparative roles may be taken 

as paradigmatic: 

Le roi, véritable lieu-tenant de Yahvé sur terre, possède une puissance 

directement proportionnelle à la puissance divine ...120 

A metamorphosis of Yahweh’s appellatives into those of the king are attested in 

verse 28b, in which Yahweh states that he will make his Davidic protégé 

‘Elyon/Most High (עליון) to the kings of the earth (ארץ).’121  For some scholars 

                                                                                                                                                                          
si, in Sumerian, denotes both ‘horn’ and ‘light’).  Thus, Moses, now divinely embodies torah, 
which shines out as a horn of light; cf. Hab. 3:4, though note also Albright’s critique of reading 
 קרן ,here as denotative of light imagery (1950: 14).  Alternatively, for Propp (1987: 385-386) קרן
is a skin condition Moses contracted by looking at Yahweh; for Dozeman (2000: 22-24) the 
word denotes a ritual mask radiating light; and for Wyatt (2010: 72), with Albright (1950: 14) it 
simply refers to Moses’ ‘horns’.  However, these scholars are all in agreement that it 
demonstrates Moses extraordinary closeness to Yahweh, in having looked at him, even where 
they differ over the extent to which it can be said Moses is ‘divinised’ in the process.   
117

 Which I have discussed in 6.3.1. 
118

 See the previous footnote. 
119

 See 6.3.1. 
120

 Dumortier (1972: 187).  Examples of similar statements include, ‘David is YHWH’s vicar on 
Earth’ (Levenson 1988: 23). Clifford (1980: 44-45) directly quotes this same statement of 
Dumortier, rendering ‘véritable lieu-tenant’ as ‘true lieutenant’. Heim opines that ‘Clifford’s 
translation (“lieutenant”) of Dumortier’s original word “lieu-tenant” obscures that the full force of 
Dumortier’s expression (lit. ‘place-holder’) is a theological wordplay on the Davidic king as 
vicarius dei’ (1998: 315).  Middleton describes the Davidic king in Psalm 89 variously as ‘God’s 
image on earth’ (2004: 346), and ‘the chosen representative of the divine on earth’ (2004: 347). 
121

 I have translated as literally as possible here but I will offer a differing translation, below, 
when I discuss verses 27-28 as a whole, with reference to the king’s sonship of Yahweh.  

As referenced in the following footnote, scholars have tended to view ארץ, here, as a 
reference to the king’s earthly political domain, an understanding which I have followed in my 
translation.  It is tempting to suggest that this may be an additional reference to the prototypical 
or paradigmatic Davidic king’s dominion within the ‘netherworld’ and the consequent veneration 
of him above all other dead monarchs.  However, I am not aware of exegetical evidence strong 
enough to make this case. 
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this, too, suggests a particular role for the king on earth which is imitative of 

Yahweh’s exercise of incomparable rule in the divine assembly.122  This reading 

of royal mimesis of the deity can be taken further.  As A.R. Johnson suggested, 

when he was still constructing more mythical interpretations of biblical texts, 

 is ambiguous insofar as it may denote either the king’s magisterial height or עליון

his taking on the epithet ‘Elyon’, as with the king’s becoming like Elyon in the 

heavenly ascent of Isa. 14:12-15. 123   Ancient Semitic languages nowhere 

unambiguously attest  elyôn as an independent deity, but rather as an epithet for 

various gods, including El, Elohim and/or El-Yahweh of the Hebrew Bible.124  So 

the king is coming to share in this epithet of Yahweh(-Elyon), who is Most High 

god over the divine assembly. 

Indeed, the king’s mimesis of Yahweh goes beyond that of worldly exercise of 

governance, into the sharing of Yahweh’s power over the cosmic forces of 

disorder.125   Yahweh’s hand (יד) is marshalled on behalf of the king in his 

conquest of his enemies (vv. 23-24).  The foe are not only the enemies who 

threaten the kingdom through military conquests.  The cosmic dimensions of the 

order which the king is to uphold are confirmed explicitly in verse 26, in which 

the speech act proclaims, concerning him: 

 I set his hand (ידו) upon the sea (ים) 

  And his right hand (ימינו) upon the great currents (נהרות) 

                                                           
122

 In addition to those scholars cited in the previous footnote as in broad agreement with 
Dumortier (1972: 187), see Mettinger (1976: 263-264); A. Curtis (2004: 186-187).  The promise 
of likeness with עליון echoes that made to Israel in 26:19; 28:1 (so Briggs 1907: 260-261), but 
this does not prove any sort of triumph of ‘history’ over ‘myth’ in interpreting the phrase in Ps. 
89:28b.  As I will go on to argue shortly, the king’s people are exalted by virtue of the realities 
constructed by the represented ritual actions of his body. 
123

 See Chapter 7 for my extensive discussion and analysis of royal heavenly ascent motifs in 
Isaiah 14:4b-21 (particularly vv. 12-15).  Although A.R. Johnson (1935: 81-83) understood the 
reference in Ps. 89:28b to refer to the same ‘Jebusite’ myth as Isa. 14:12-15, this view of the 
king becoming like Elyon was absent from his later work, in spite of Psalm 89 being covered 
extensively in A.R. Johnson (1967: 25-29.106-113), in which he translated without qualification 
‘the highest of earthly kings (1967: 111).  I have referenced the scholarship which calls into 
question such constructions of pre-Davidic Jebusite cult and mythology in 3.5, but in retreating 
from his view altogether that the king is given a divine appellative in Ps. 89:28b, A.R. Johnson 
appears once again to have been reacting against mythological interpretations of his earlier 
scholarship.  The view from which he appears to have retreated nonetheless seems to have 
undergone something of a resurgence in more recent years (see, for example, Wyatt 1996: 285; 
Elnes & Miller 1999: 293). 
124

 Elnes & Miller (1999).  elyôn is applied to Yahweh in, for example, Pss. 7:18; 83:19; 91:1-2; 
97:9.  It is applied to Elohim in, for example, Pss. 57:3; 78:56.  It is also paired with El (e.g. Gen. 
14:18-22; Ps. 107:11). 
125

 As some scholars have further argued in recent years – so Wyatt (1996: 301-302); Knoppers 
(1998: 112-114); and, tentatively, Middleton (2004: 348). 
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The king’s (left) hand (יד) and right hand (ימין)126 are set forth in an image of 

mighty subjugation, exercising the characteristic behaviour of his patron deity.  

And, as with Yahweh’s arm in verse 11, the king’s hand is set forth against the 

forces of cosmic disorder. 127  stand in parallelism as ancient נחרות and ים  

Semitic and biblical signifiers of the deeps which contain cosmic chaos,128 and 

there is wide acceptance that the king’s posture over the waters demonstrates 

his kingship over the expanse of the earth, from water to water: placing his 

physical mite on the ‘two rivers.’129  He also has the cosmic role of keeping the 

great waters in check: I have argued that Psalms 18, 24, and 110 all represent 

the ritual stage of the Jerusalem temple, which joins and contains the great 

subterranean waters,130 it being at the centre of the cosmos.131 

This cosmically liminal represented cultic stage intensifies the drama of ritual-

actualisation of the real. 132   Enthroned and anointed above the great 

subterranean deeps flowing from Jerusalem, 133  within the temple which is 

betwixt and between the cosmic spheres, the ascended king makes real his 

control of subterranean chaos in mimesis of Yahweh.  At the same time the 

ritual speech act proclaiming the monarch’s kinaesthetic domination from sea to 

sea – reflecting Yahweh’s promise to Israel of the acquisition of empire across 

the known world134 – demonstrates, as in Psalm 110, the king’s domination and 

ordering of the earth’s entire political realm being made as real in the ritual, as 

is his mimetically divine cosmic power by this image.135  Thus the king, through 

                                                           
126

 See Wyatt (1996: 82; 2002: 43, n. 23). 
127

 See 6.3.1. 
128

 5.2; Cf. particularly, Ps. 78:2. 
129

 So May (1955: 15); Ahlstrӧm (1959: 108-111); Dahood (1968: 317); A.R. Johnson (1967: 10-
11.27, n. 3); Dumortier (1972: 188); Keel (1978 [1972]: 21); Cross (1973: 258, n. 177); Ludwig 
(1973: 348, n. 15);A. Curtis (1978: 247-248; 2004: 185); Clifford (1980: 45); Mullen (1983: 216); 
Mosca (1986: 33); Levenson (1988: 22-23); Wyatt (1996: 81-82; 2001: 118-119; 2005: 71); 
Heim (1998: 315); Knoppers (1996: 684; 1998: 113); Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 410); 
Middleton (2004: 343.347-348); Roberts (2013: 114).  On similar imagery in Ps. 24:1-2, see 5.2; 
on this imagery as applied to Solomon’s kingship in 1 Kgs 5:1, see 7.4. 
130

 Chapters 3-5. 
131

 1.3.3. 
132

 Cf. Schechner (2006: 66-67), whose theoretical arguments, here, I will apply to Jezebel’s 
ritualised performance before Jehu in 2 Kgs 9:30-32 (8.5). 
133

 For an argument that these are referenced in Ps. 89:26 specifically, see A.R. Johnson (1967: 
10-11). 
134

 I.e. from the Euphrates to the ‘brook of Egypt’ – see, for example, Gen. 15:18; 1 Kgs 5:1.  
For a discussion of the latter verse, see 7.4. 
135

 Some scholars have understood Ps. 89:26 purely in geographical terms, as the promised 
Davidic kingdom stretching from the Euphrates to the Nile, or to the edge of the known world – 
so Briggs (1907: 260); Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 55); Weinfeld (1975: 125-127); Anbar 
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his heavenly ascent and enthronement, joins co-operatively with Yahweh in his 

embodiment and bringing-into-effect of both cosmic and political order.  As in 

Psalm 110, this is realised through the particular realities of the re-presented 

cultic discourse.136 

A further means by which the king performs mimesis of Yahweh, is expressed 

and actualised in the (re-)presented prophetic speech act proclaiming his 

sonship to him: 

 He will cry out to me, ‘You are my father: 

  My god and Rock of my Deliverance!’ 

 Be sure,137 I will make him the firstborn: 

  Elyon138 for the Kings of the Earth.139 (vv. 27-28)  

The Royal High God becoming father to the king here, as in Pss. 2:7; 110:3 

(albeit, without the explicit imagery of physical birth in Psalm 89), echoes wider 

ancient motifs of this taking place upon royal enthronement.140  His ‘god’ (and 

the term used is אל,  el) hereby acts in a similar manner to Ugaritic El – as 

                                                                                                                                                                          
(1982: 51-52); Gerstenberger (2001: 150); R. Watson (2005: 169), citing others who support 
this reading.  The long list of scholars opposed to the reductionism to geography, as cited above 
in the footnotes, demonstrate a somewhat differing assessment of the verse than that offered by 
Watson: 
 

Even should the attribute of victor over chaos be accepted for Yahweh himself ... it seems most 
unlikely that it should be transferred to the human king, as has been recognised by most 
commentators (2005: 169, n. 131). 

Pace Watson, the king’s identity both as cosmic victor and as one who rules the entire known 
world (so Mowinckel 2004: vol. 1, 55) are likely, even highly probable, once Ps. 89:26 is 
understood to be a part of a ritual speech act, represented as being spoken upon an ancient 
West Asian (or, specifically, biblical-Davidic) king’s enthronement. The speech act (re-)affirms 
and reifies West Asian ritual praxis, in which a monarch can authoritatively be proclaimed and 
real-ised as one who is sharing in his deity’s cosmic power, and as one who upholds his deity’s 
order across international politics in its entirety (cf. my discussion on Psalm 110 in 3.5; 3.7). 
136

 See the previous footnote. 
137

 Reading אך־אני as emphatic. 
138

 I have discussed this phrase above, in terms of the significance of the use of עליון as an 
epithet for the human king, but here I translate differently to the literal-as-possible translation I 
have given above, in order to analyse the clause more holistically.   
139

See the footnotes to the translation, above, on the rendering of ארץ as ‘earth’ rather than 
‘netherworld.’ 
140

 See 3.5, in which I discuss this motif in Ps. 110:3 against the background of debates as to 
whether or not the king’s ‘literal’ sonship of Yahweh is conceived in the Hebrew Bible.  Apropos 
of the sonship of the king to Yahweh in Ps. 89:27 specifically (cf. 2 Sam. 7:14), Weinfeld (1970: 
89-94) argues that the language used is that of a land treaty between a vassal and lord, rather 
than a literal father and son; Knoppers (1996), however, has shown that Weinfeld’s arguments 
do not take sufficient account of the different use of language and formulae in different 
discursive, ideological and rhetorical contexts. 
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Father of the gods.141  The king is to confirm, with a speech act, the authority of 

El/ Yahweh as  ,my father’ (v. 27a) while El/ Yahweh, in the parallel clause‘ , אבי

is to confirm in the prophetic speech act that the king’s status is בכור, ‘firstborn’ 

(v. 28a).  Similarly, in the heavenly ascent and enthronement represented in Ps. 

2:7, Yahweh tells the king: 

 I say to you,142 you are my son (בני) 

  This day I have begotten you. 

This cultic stratification of roles, in Ps. 2:7143 and Ps. 89:27-28 alike, confirms 

and creates Yahweh as the paternal authority to the one who takes on his 

patrilineal kingship as ‘firstborn’ son.   

The two other (parallel) cola in the strophe (vv. 27b.28b) also confer authority to 

the ritual creation of this power relationship.  First the king enumerates two 

formulae to describe his relationship with ‘his father’: אלי, ‘my god’ and (given 

the lack of an article) a formula which is probably an epithet, צור יׁשועתי, ‘Rock of 

my Deliverance’ (v. 27b).144  Once this relationship is made real through the 

king’s speech acts (which are possibly envisioned as being enumerated by a 

cultic prophet), the king himself is bequeathed what is – in the light of the 

parallelism with the epithet for Yahweh – probably also an epithet or pseudo-

epithet: עליון למלכי־ארץ, ‘Elyon for the Kings of the Earth’ (v. 28b).  As with Ps. 

110:4b, then, upon the king’s enthronement and heavenly ascent, from which 

Yahweh has conferred sonship onto him, a speech act of the represented cultic 

prophet realises a ‘pseudo-epithet for him.145  Here, the epithet declares his 

dominion over the entire political world, as a son of Yahweh – the cosmically 

gigantic deity who himself holds such power; but, also, as verses 30.37-38 

make clear, the enthroned king is re-born into the centre of the divine assembly, 

                                                           
141

 See A. Curtis (2007: particularly 54-56); cf. Wyatt (2007: particularly 556). 
142

 The imperfect אמר is best translated as continuing action: this is re-presented ritual, in which 
real changes in status are therefore being affected in the re-presented and re-ified present.  
This much is emphasised by the use of היום, ‘this day’ in the following cola. 
143

 For my discussion of the king’s enthronement, heavenly ascent, and sonship to Yahweh, in 
Ps. 2:7, see 3.5. 
144

 are commonly paired in reference to El / Yahweh in the Hebrew Bible, including יׁשוע and צור 
in royal descriptions of relating to him such as Ps. 18:3; 2 Sam. 22:3 (Knowles 1989: 308; 
Terrien 2003: 458), and in the contexts of fertility and bringing to birth (see Knowles 1989).  For 
general discussions of צור as an ‘metaphoric appellative’ or metaphor for El/ Yahweh in the 
Hebrew Bible see Knowles (1989: quotation from 322); Korpel (1999). 
145

 See 3.5, in which I discuss the pseudonyms, prophetically bequeathed in the Hebrew Bible 
with the establishment of sonship. 
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in mimesis of a deity who is portrayed with typologies of El – his father – whose 

dominion he has just taken on in his exercise of ritual authority over the political 

and cosmic realms (v. 26). 

Mimesis and Metamorphosis—It is on the basis of the king’s special mimesis 

of Yahweh, inherent in the former’s filial relationship with the latter, that the 

beginnings of subversive disenchantment are introduced to the psalm, from 

within its own literary re-enchanting of culturally remembered royal ritual 

heavenly ascent.  Some of the major divergences from the ‘parallel’ prophetic 

speech act of 2 Samuel 7146 are present in Yahweh’s mediated speech act 

warning of punitive, but temporary, consequences for any infidelity on the part 

of the dynasties’ future monarchs (Ps. 89:31-35).  Unlike 2 Sam. 7:14-15, these 

verses explicitly promise unending support to the entire Davidic dynasty, as 

opposed to one un-named descendant.  They also strengthen the agreement 

between king and Yahweh by referring specifically to it as ברית, ‘covenant’ (v. 

35).147 

At this point in the psalm – this solemn moment in the re-presented prophetic 

speech act, in which we witness the semiotics of covenantal discourse pointing 

toward conceptualisations of profound endurance, divine consistency and divine 

faithfulness – is introduced Yahweh’s hypothetical implement of chastisement, 

should a Davidic monarch be found wanting in fidelity to him, with two of the 

verses reading as follows: 

 If they pervert my laws, 

  Discarding my commandments, 

 Then I will visit their transgressions with a rod (ׁשבט), 

  Their iniquity with thrashings (vv. 32-33). 

Ancient West Asian attestations of education as a characteristic of the parent-

child authority relationship, in high status and (particularly) royal families,148 

suggest that Yahweh’s punitive threat is an extension of his ritually created 

paternal relationship with the king.  The בטש , ‘rod’ is often mentioned, in the 

                                                           
146

 See above. 
147

 As discussed above; ברית, ‘covenant’ will be analysed along with other repeated vocabulary 
and concepts in the psalm in 6.5.  Comparative analyses of the relationships between 2 Samuel 
7 and Ps. 89:2-5.20-39 are cited in the first footnote of this chapter. 
148

 Crenshaw (1985); Carr (2005: 129-131.135-136). 
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Hebrew Bible, as a tool (or metonym) of pedagogical discipline. 149   And, 

although this suggests that these verses are (in common with Pss. 18:35-36; 

144:1) enumerating Yahweh’s paternal instruction,150 one need not suppose 

that they depict some sort of cultic humiliation or chastisement.151  Rather, Ps. 

89:32-33 plays on the two concepts denoted by בטש .  It is not only a ‘rod’ of 

correction but also a sceptre, given to kings upon their heavenly ascent and 

enthronement, with which to smite the forces of disorder (Ps. 2:9; 152  Isa. 

14:5b;153 Ezek. 19:11.14;154 cf. Isa. 11:4).155 

                                                           
149

 So Exod. 21:20; Ps. 125:3; Isa. 10:24-25; and, most notably, in discourses in proverbs 
concerning instruction and discipline: Prov. 10:13; 13:24; 22:15; 23:13-14; 26:3; 29:15. 
150

 Cf. Eaton (1976: 147-148). 
151

 Pace Gottlieb (1980 [1976]: 90, n. 70) who also refers to Mic. 4:14; Lam. 3:1; 2 Sam. 7:14; 
Ps. 89:33; Isa. 10:5.  This proposal – along with many other proposals for reconstructions of 
rites of ritual humiliation undergone by Davidic kings – is undermined by the epistemological 
distance between biblical texts representing the royal cult of Judah, and the cult itself, as 
demonstrated by scholars such as Peterson (1998).  I have already discussed this problem 
extensively (1.2; 2.1; 2.5). 
152

 3.4. 
153

 7.3. 
154

 8.4.2. 
155

 A detailed discussion of Isaiah 11, for which there is extensive secondary literature, is 
beyond the scope of this thesis.  However, Isa. 11:4 is another example of this particular 
represented use of the בטש  especially when it is read in the light of the introductory Isa. 11:1.  
The case has been made by both Crook (1949: 221) and Barker (1991: 93), apparently 
independently, that the references to חטר מגזע יׁשי ‘a branch from the stem of Jesse’ and  נצר 

רׁשיומׁש  ‘a shoot from its roots’ in Isa. 11:1 refer to an offshoot of the royal branch of David 
becoming king at Zion – that is, a royal descendent ‘growing’ into the role of king through 
enthronement (I have followed, here, the translations of Stromberg (2008: 656), who studies, in 
his article as a whole, the different but semantically linked words for arboreal growth here in Isa. 
11:1 and in Isa. 11:10).  Barker (1991: 93) is drawing on Widengren’s larger argument that the 
king in the ancient Near East and Hebrew Bible was identified with dendritic growth at the 
temple, and therefore was a sacralised figure at the (liminal) centre of the tripartite cosmos 
(Widengren 1951; cf. 1.3.3 on the relevance of his thesis to cosmology in the Hebrew Bible).  As 
I will argue, in 8.4.2 (cf. 7.3), following Seitz (1989), both the royal שבט and מטה, ‘staff’ are 
synecdoches (in Isa. 14:5 and Ezek. 19:11.14) of the one Davidic prince among many who rises 
to undertake heavenly ascent and concomitant enthronement.  Both these references, as I will 
outline, come amidst larger pericopes representing the ascendant Davidic king as a branch from 
the wider dynasty; and there are similar dendritic images of the ascendant kings elsewhere in 
the biblical ‘prophetic’ corpus (8.4.2; cf. 7.3).  Thus Isa. 11:1 appears to refer to the Davidic 
prince who undertakes heavenly ascent in the course of his enthronement as the Davidic 
monarch; who, indeed, appears to be set in the locale of Yahweh’s הר קדׁש, ‘holy mountain’, 
which is to be the locus of idealised harmony among living creatures (vv. 5-8), echoing ancient 
West Asian ideologies that the king who is in mimetic possession of divine characteristics of 
righteousness ensures the flourishing of creation (on which, see 5.5.1).  It is in this context of 
the king’s heavenly ascent and enthronement that he is associated with the בטש  which, again, 
acts as a synecdoche of the right order inherent in his role.  Or, more precisely, he is so 
associated with שבט פיו, ‘the sceptre of his mouth’ (Isa. 11:4c) – it is with this that he will beat 
the earth into submission.  His שבט is, therefore, not only a signifier of his ascent but (as in Ps. 
2:7 – see 3.4), but also a symbol or analogue of his bringing of order among disorder in 
cooperation with his deity.  He does so by his ‘mouth’ because – consequent upon his ascent 
and mimesis of his deity – he is a king who embodies and out-flows to his people the ethical 
characteristics of good kingship (Isa. 11:4a-b), including the qualities of bringing justice (ׁשפט) 
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In spite, then, of the following assertion that Yahweh’s ברית with David is 

inviolable (Ps. 89:34-38), a disturbing image elides the (supposedly temporary) 

paternal chastisement which otherwise indexes the mimetic properties of the 

king’s heavenly ascent into the ritual position – and sonship – of Yahweh.  For it 

is the analogical sceptre, with which the Davidic kings ritually dominate the 

earth and cosmos in mimesis of Yahweh, that is threatened against them.  An 

implement or metonym of corrective pedagogy 156  thereby morphs into an 

instrument by which Yahweh and the king are supposed to smash the forces of 

chaos, only it is the Davidic kings who will be smashed as though they 

themselves embody chaos which threatens the order of the kingdom.  This is a 

hint of the carnival to come, in the shape of the ritual imagery of verses 39-52. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
and righteousness (צדק) as specifically enumerated in Isa. 11:4a.  On such ideologies of ethical 
kingship, see 5.5.1. 
156

 Albeit the ׁשבט is disciplinarian, but it does not follow from this that it is considered unkind (cf. 
Prov. 13:24; 23:13-14). 
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6.4. A Carnival of Ritual Netherworld Descent and Mourning 

Identification with the Dead (vv. 39-52) 

6.4.1. Returning to the Question 

In this sudden carnivalistic reversal of the foregoing verses, spatial imagery of 

exaltation turns to that of descent, and Yahweh has renounced (נאר)157 his 

supposedly unending covenant with the king (vv. 39-40a).  Here is the crux of 

the central question which has occupied scholars concerning the psalm as a 

whole: how is the immediate transformation, reversal and, indeed, contradiction 

to be explained?  The two dominant answers have been: (a) to situate the 

psalm historically amidst some national disaster, which challenges the promises 

which the worshipping community recalls were made to them through the 

institution of the Davidic covenant;158 or (b) to suggest that the psalm is to be 

understood as a ‘liturgy’ in which the king undergoes ritual humiliation or 

netherworld descent.159 

Verses 2-38 and 39-52 read as though they are in flagrant contradiction with 

one another, in terms of their opinion of Yahweh’s fidelity to the Davidic 

monarchy, and even more so than would be the case if a promise more like that 

of 2 Samuel 7 were to come before Yahweh’s renunciation of the covenant.160  

This state of affairs has provided support for arguments that Psalm 89 responds 

to an historical event, for it is contended that a cultic prophet exaggerates 

Yahweh’s previous promises while he hyperbolically intercedes with him.161  

                                                           
157

 This is an imprecise translation of נארתה.  I give a more precise one, below, when I discuss 
the root. 
158

 Some scholars, who take this as an explanation for verses 39-52, argue from this 
perspective that there is no explanation which coheres these verses with the foregoing, since 
they have simply been composed after a military defeat has shown verses 2-38 (which must 
have been composed earlier) to be wrong – for example, Buttenweiser (1969: 240); Mettinger 
(1976: 255-256); Gillingham (1994: 236).  Yet this does not really explain the incongruity.  If the 
two ‘parts’ of Psalm 89 are irreparably contradictory, then what end was served by the editors 
merging them?  Not even a ‘Deuteronomistic’ explanation of iniquity is provided for such a 
contradictory reversal in the psalm (as noted by G.W. Anderson 1962: 432b; Mettinger 1976: 
255-256).  Cole (2000: 188), though surmising that the king has been consistently protesting his 
innocence, does imply that the king’s transgressions become clear in the wider context of the 
book of Psalms (Cole 2000: 221-223).  However, while this is an important point concerning the 
book of Psalms as a whole, it does not account for the striking absence in Ps. 89:39-52 itself of 
any sense of the Davidic king having sinned. 
159

 See 6.2 for a more detailed breakdown of these perspectives on Psalm 89, with 
bibliographies. 
160

 Following Heim (1998: 301-303), I have made this argument already in 6.3.2. 
161

 See, for example, Clifford (1980); Fishbane (1985: 467); Floyd (1992); Mitchell (2005: 525-
526). 
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However, texts associated with ancient West Asian royal courts and cults can 

portray a deity as unfaithful or deceitful, without reference or allusion to 

contemporaneous politics.162 

There remains, also, the problem that very little in the psalm maps any 

particular historic ‘event’ 163  – if the psalm can even be assigned a fixed 

temporal context164 – while, as I will argue, the images in Ps. 89:39-52 are 

consistently explicable as representations of ritual netherworld descent.  

Scholars have tended, arbitrarily, to relegate such imagery to being 

representative of military defeat. 165   It does not follow from rejecting the 

explanation of military defeat – and by consequence taking seriously the 

imagery of death and the netherworld in the ‘second half’ of the psalm – that the 

king, alternatively, enacts the role of a ‘dying and rising deity,’166 nor that the 

verses mourn a dead king,167 although imagery of mourning the dead does play 

a key role in verses 39-52. 

Studies of the ritual mourning of death in the Hebrew Bible have shown that it 

involves ritual actions in which the participants use their bodies to identify with 

the dead. 168   Similar ritual behaviour has been identified elsewhere, in 

ethnographic studies. 169   Olyan has proposed numerous examples of ritual 

mourning of the dead being incorporated into other kinds of mourning rituals 

throughout the Hebrew Bible, including petitionary prayer in the Psalms,170 and 

                                                           
162

 So see Steymans (2004: particularly 183), who makes this point in comparing Psalm 89 with 
various Mesopotamian texts. 
163

 See 6.2. 
164

 See 2.1 and 2.5 of the epistemological problems inherent in any attempts to ‘map’ an ancient 
poem onto an entire event or meta-event, as defined according to cultural memories.. 
165

 As I will illustrate, below, in the analysis of the verses. 
166

 Pace Haldar (1946: 154); Ahlstrӧm (1959: particularly 143-153). 
167

 Pace Steymans (2004: particularly 188-189). 
168

 See, for some paradigmatic examples of particular ritual behaviours in which mourners 
identify with the dead, G.A. Anderson (1991: 89-93); Schmidt (1996: 177-178); Pham (1999: 17-
19.25-26); T.J. Lewis (2002: 180); Olyan (2004: 39-45.73-74).  Those reflected in Ps. 89:39-52 
will be discussed below. 
169

 See Metcalf (1982 [1991]: 104.147-150) on widows’ identification with their dead husband 
among the Berewan of Borneo; and, for a treatment of Berewan attitudes to the corpse in the 
light of wider cross-cultural studies, see Metcalf & Huntington (1991: 93-95). 
170

 Olyan (2004: 19-24.84-87), referring to psalms such as Psalm 22. 
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royal mourning.171  Again, biblical texts suggest that netherworld descent is 

made real by ritual actions.172 

Netherworld descent, as treated in previous chapters,173 constitutes entry to into 

a locus which provides Yahweh and the king – in varying ways – with 

opportunities to maintain their co-operative quest to maintain order and contain 

chaos.  In Ps. 89:39-52, however, it is portrayed through the king’s pathetic 

identification with those dispossessed of life.  As I will argue, while this imagery 

sometimes hints at motifs of exile, the impression is overwhelmingly one of the 

cultic actualisation of powerless identification with the dead. 

The complaint that Yahweh has revoked his ברית, ‘covenant’ (v. 40a) is 

introduced with the exasperated ואתה, ‘and now you,’ which emphasises the 

immediacy of the transition from Yahweh’s portrayal in the earlier part of the 

psalm,174 in which אתה expresses his supremacy in creating the universe and 

containing disorder within it175 – a supremacy to which he elevates the king.176  

Yet now the accusation is flung at Yahweh that it is he who is responsible for 

renouncing the covenant.  Furthermore, as the following verses demonstrate, in 

full contrast to the king exercising the divine power of his incomparable patron 

deity, this power is now turned against the king himself, as though he were 

among the forces of disorder which he – in cooperation with Yahweh – was 

covenantally commissioned to subjugate. 

So verses 41-44 certainly contain some military imagery.  Yahweh has 

breached his monarch’s walls and made his fortifications crumble (v. 41).  The 

king is pillaged by those who pass by and taunted by his neighbours (v. 42), 

while various enemies triumph over him (v. 43).  Yahweh has turned the blade 

of his sword back against him, and refused to let him stand up in battle (v. 44).  
                                                           
171

 Olyan (2004: 40-42). 
172

 G.A. Anderson (1991: 89-93) understands the ritual actors identifying with the dead to be 
making a strong connection with the netherworld.  Olyan (2004: 86-87), however – 
understanding G.A. Anderson to be suggesting the mourners undergo some sort of netherworld 
descent – contends to the contrary that Identification with the dead is, rather, only symbolic, and 
intended to draw divine attention to the supplicants’ plight.  Olyan insists, here, that the dead 
cannot be petitioning Yahweh, as they are cut off from him; but I have disputed that this is 
necessarily the case in the Hebrew Bible (2.2.1), and will make my arguments more fully in a 
forthcoming article: ‘From Maw to Paw: Towards a Taxonomy of Death in the Psalms.’ 
173

 Chapters 4-5; tentatively, 3,8. 
174

 Veijola (1988: 417). 
175

 See 6.3.1. 
176

 6.3.2. 
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These are, however, images attested in Mesopotamian texts produced in 

contexts other than the aftermath of military defeat,177 perhaps even in contexts 

of ‘dying and rising’ deities performing ritual netherworld descent.178 

Three characteristics of verses 40-45, as a whole, imply that Ps. 89:39-52 was 

composed for very different reasons than a desire to respond to a military 

defeat.  These characteristics are, as I will argue, attenuated when also read in 

the light of the following verses (46-52). 

                                                           
177

 For examples of neo-Assyrian laments portraying such imagery in a non-literalistic way, see 
Steymans (2004: 219-222), who compares the laments with Psalm 82. 
178

 A number of examples are proposed my Ahlstrӧm (1959: 147-149), in comparative analysis 
with Ps. 89:40-45. 
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6.4.2. The Temple and the King’s Body 

First, the verses which frame the imagery of military defeat of a king’s city in 

verses 41-44 (verses 40 and 45) – and which I now translate – are key to 

interpreting the imagery: 

 40. You have renounced (נאר) your servant’s covenant 

  You profaned (חלל) his crown (נזר) to the lower world (ארץ)179 ... 

 45. You have defiled180 the purity of his staff (מטה)181 

  And cast his throne (כסא) to the lower world (ארץ) 

 is a root otherwise attested only in Lam. 2:7 in which, as here, it (v. 40a) נאר

parallels חלל, and has sacreligious undertones.  In Lam. 2:7 these verbs, in root 

form, describe the profanation of the Jerusalem temple’s sanctuary and altar 

respectively.182  In the second part of Lam. 2:7, the enemies breach the walls of 

the temple and loudly triumph within it, in a mawkish imitation of a festival of 

Yahweh;183 resembling Ps. 89:41-43, in which the king’s foe breaches his walls 

and fortifications, and mock, revile and taunt him.  This is a motif to which the 

psalm returns in verses 51-52 when the king is once again portrayed as an 

object of reproach.  In both Lam. 2:7 and Ps. 89:40.45 it is Yahweh who is 

accused of desecrating that which he himself has made holy.  Nonetheless, 

whereas in Lam. 2:7 it is his temple which is defiled, in Ps. 89:40.45 that which 

is defiled is his covenant (ברית) with David.  So also the Davidic king’s crown 

 is profaned with the same language that is applied to the defiling of the – (נזר)

temple in Ps. 74:7;184  having been recognised to connote ‘holiness’ as early  נזר

                                                           
179

 On this translation of ארץ, see below. 
180

 The root is ׁשבה, indicating a termination.  Given that it is the ritual purity of the king’s staff 
that is brought to an end (see the footnote below), ‘defiled’ is an apposite term in English for 
expressing the bringing of an end to the staff’s action. 
181

 The Hebrew is the puzzling מטהרו.  With A.R. Johnson (1967: 112, n. 2) I understand this to 
be a result of haplography: מטה טהרו.  Johnson understands טהר here to have a sense of 
splendour, but I am translating it by the most common sense of the root (see BDB; DCH). 
182

 That נארis only used twice has caused obvious problems for exegetes; but, as Salters (2010: 
134) argues, its meaning may be adduced from the common vocabulary in both instances of its 
attestation.  Hence my suggestion that in Ps. 89:40, too, it has a sense of Yahweh desecrating 
that which he himself has made holy (see below).  Alternatively, Hossfeld and Zenger (2005 
[2000]: 412) suggest the use of this rare word avoids repetition of earlier language implying the 
covenant is inviolable (vv. 34-36), but their explanation is problematic as it assumes that the 
rarity of a root means its usage can be for the reason only that it is rare.  And yet, as 
comparison with Lam. 2:7 demonstrates, נאר has its own particular semantic fields. 
183

 As Salters (2010: 133-136) argues. 
184

 hence A. Cohen (1945: 294) proposes that Ps. 89:40b also refers to the ,הללו לארץ 
destruction of the temple. 
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as the LXX.185  So also the king’s מטה, ‘staff,’ which is defiled like the crown and 

the throne (v. 45).  Thus the royal body is desecrated as though it were a 

temple.  It is, indeed, a holy royal body, given that the king has performed 

mimesis of a deity who is the holy one [קדׁש] among the קהל קדׁשים, ‘assembly of 

the holy ones’ (vv. 6-8).186 

Verses 37-38 showed the king’s throne (כסא) also to be the royal throne of 

Yahweh. 187  Having been a sacralised cosmically liminal multi-locative 

instrument of heavenly ascent – this regalium by which the king joins 

(supposedly in perpetuity) with Yahweh’s divine rule, too, descends.  The seat 

of the greatest of the holy ones (El/ Yahweh), in which the king sits, is trounced.  

The holy royal body is desecrated as though it is the ransacked temple.  The 

holy city, and the temple which stands in its midst, are not only analogous to – 

but are identified with – the royal body.  It is already apparent that those 

scholars who have understood imagery of royal descent, in texts such as Ps. 

89:39-52, to be no more than illustrative of military disaster, have ignored its 

wider implications. 

                                                           
185

 See Gehman (1954: 338-339) for a discussion of the passages in the LXX in which נזרis 
translated by use of the noun ʽαγιος, ‘holy.’  He refers to Lev. 21:12 and Zech. 19:16, and notes 
that ‘in line with this development, Symmachus, 2 Kings xi 12, rendered hannēzer (the crown) to 
τ  αγιον, which is to be interpreted as “the crown”’ (Gehman 1954: 338-339). 
186

 L’Heureux (1974: 268-269); 6.3.2. 
187

 6.3.1. 
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6.4.3. Ritual Mourning, and Identification with the Dead 

This is the second indication that these verses do not refer to a military ‘event’.  

The descent of royal regalia – the crown and the throne – לארץ, 'to the lower 

world' reflects a common biblical representation of descent into the dust as 

ritualised mourning identification with the dead.188  ,in Semitic languages ,  ארץ

including Hebrew, refers to the netherworld as well as the earth,189 and it is 

similarly to  rṣ that King Ammurapi is commanded to descend, from his position 

on the throne, in order to perform a rite of royal mourning in identification with 

his dead predecessor Niqmad (KTU 1.161 19-22).190  Similarly, El descends 

from his throne in mourning identification with the dead Baal (KTU 1.5 vi 10-

27).191  The image in KTU 1.161 (and in KTU 1.5) differs somewhat to that in 

Ps. 89:40.45,192 but both passages share a concept of the decommissioning of 

the king’s throne indexing his entering a state of ritual mourning in identification 

with the dead.  It appears in both texts, furthermore, that the king’s ceremonial 

                                                           
188

 For some paradigmatic examples, see G.A. Anderson (1991: 89-93); Pham (1999: 25-26); 
Olyan (2004: 73-74). 
189

 This has been shown by a number of discussions, for example Dahood (1966; 1968; 1970: 
passim); (Stadelmann 1970: 167); Jellicoe (1973: 3-4); Ottoson (1977 [1970-1972]: 392-
393.399-400); Wyatt (2002: passim); C.B. Hays (2011: 177) and, particularly, Tromp (1969: 23-
44).  Johnston (2002: 98-114) argues that this is not so in biblical Hebrew, and supports his 
arguments by conducting a comprehensive survey of ארץ where scholars have claimed it has 
subterranean references, a task most scholars (with some exceptions, e.g. Tromp 1969: 23-44) 
have not systematically undertaken; however, I have questioned his minimalism concerning 
references to death and the netherworld in the Hebrew Bible (1.2).  Moreover, despite the 
number of verses he surveys in detail, his arguments nonetheless rely on his minimalist 
understanding of how far ארץ in each instance is in a context referring or alluding to the realm of 
the netherworld; that is to say, Johnston (2002: 98-114) repeatedly refers to contexts which he 
claims do not warrant a reading of ‘netherworld’ for ארץ, but this is hardly surprising given that 
he pursues a hermeneutic whereby only the most obvious references to the netherworld are 
taken as such.  To do full justice to Johnston’s survey, it would be necessary to examine each 
of his examples in turn, which is well beyond the scope of this thesis.  Nonetheless, two of his 
examples (Ps. 18:8 and Isa. 14:2) are in texts which I discuss in detail in this thesis, and to 
these I offer alternative readings of ארץ, arguing that it does refer to the netherworld (see 4.3.1; 
7.3). 
190

 The similarities between these passages are noted by Levine & de Tarragon (1984: 657); 
G.A. Anderson (1991: 65-66). 
191

 Wyatt (2002: 126, n. 52) discusses El’s mimicking of Baal’s ritual mourning (KTU 1.5), which 
constitutes the latter’s death and descent into the netherworld.  Wyatt (2002: 126, n. 52) further 
notes the parallels of El and Baal’s ritual mourning (in identification with the netherworld) with 
that of Ammurapi (KTU 1.161 19-22).  Moreover, Ahlstrӧm (1959: 147) draws a parallel between 
Baal’s shedding of royal regalia, and the royal regalia descending לארץ in Ps. 89:40.45. 
192

 It is tempting to follow de Moor (1987: 167) in his interpretation of the portrayal of 
Ammurapi’s rites of mourning (KTU 1.161 19-22), who renders the Ugaritic larṣ in the vocative, 
thus as part of an exhortation in the vocative to the throne: ‘descend to “the earth,” O throne’ as 
this would mean an even closer parallel with Ps. 89:45, with the throne – in both texts – 
descending to the ground/netherworld as part of a ritual of royal mourning.  However, the 
translations of most Ugaritic scholars to not concur with that of de Moor; rather, larṣ is read l’rṣ, 
with an ablative lamed, therefore, e.g.: ‘descend to “the earth” from your throne’ (see, for 
example, Levine & de Tarragon 1984: 653; Pardee 2002: 88; Wyatt 2002: 438, nn. 39.40). 
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furniture mourns,193 with the throne in Ps. 89:40 falling to the locus for the 

performance of ritual mourning for the dead.  The stripping away from the body 

of social status signifiers 194  upon netherworld descent is attested also in 

Mesopotamia, in the cases of Inanna-Ishtar195 and Gilgamesh (GE 8-10);196 

and, additionally, in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament (Ps. 22:18; Mat. 

27:35; Mk 15:24; Lk 23:34; Jn 19:23-24).197  in Ps. 89:40.45 therefore   ארץ

indicates a represented cultic stage for the performance of ritual mourning at 

‘ground’ level.  That is to say, it indexes the ‘lower world’ in its broad sense: a 

liminal meeting point of the space of the cult with the space of the dead. 

Thus the sundering of the king’s regalia from urban society through its ejection 

into the cultic space of mourning identification with death, actualises the 

separation from life of the king himself.  This is particularly so when it is 

considered that the Hebrew Bible sometimes portrays ritual entry into the 

wilderness – a space somewhat ‘antithetical’ to that of urban culture and 

society198 – as a coming, in mourning, into the cultic space of death (e.g. Lev. 

                                                           
193

 Notwithstanding that the throne is probably not commanded to descend to the netherworld in 
a rite of mourning (see the previous footnote), some scholars are of the view that Ammurapi’s 
furniture is extolled to weep for Niqmad in 1.161 13-16 (de Moor 1987: 167; Levine & de 
Tarragon 1984: 650).  For alternative readings, however, see Pardee (2002: 87.114); Wyatt 
(2002: 435-436). 
194

 In a cross-cultural evaluation of studies on the strip-searching of women in prison, McCulloch 
& George (2009: particularly 110-116.121-122) collate evidence that the practice damages 
women’s self-esteem to the extent that their ability to reintegrate into society is damaged.  This 
is found especially to be the case for those who come from social contexts indexing their 
clothing with religious significance, demonstrating the high social and indemnificatory 
significance with which clothing can be invested. 
195

 For a discussion of these representations of the divestment of Inanna-Ishtar’s jewellery upon 
entering through each gate in her netherworld descent (The Descent of Ishtar 39-69, tr. Dalley 
1996), and their signification of the loss of status in human society, see A.C. Cohen (2005: 46-
48). 
196

 Particularly GE 8:90-91; 9:1-17; 10:40-52.112-118.212-219, as G.A. Anderson (1991: 89-93) 
proposes in connection with biblical mourning and concomitant identification with the dead.  
Once Gilgamesh enters the wilderness in mourning identification with his friend Enkidu, he 
wears the skins of lions rather than the garments of an urban king.  Enkidu, also, was clothed 
like a wild animal before his induction into settled urban life (GE 1:105-109); a life he had 
renounced before his death (GE 7:96-131).  In Gilgamesh’s mourning separation from 
civilisation, it is remarked that his physical appearance is in opposition to his sumptuous 
appearance on the throne, in his life as regent of a populous city (GE 10: 266-277).  On the 
othering of the wilderness in the Gilgamesh Epic, see G. Jonker (1995: 100-102); George 
(2003: 54). 
197

 Cassidy (1991) reflects on these verses in the light of her personal experience of strip-torture 
during imprisonment in Chile under Pinochet’s regime, proposing that it this form of torture is a 
tactic aimed at breaking down the captive victim’s sense of identity and self.  See McCulloch & 
George (2009: particularly 110-116.121-122) on the removal of clothes as a form of torture 
corrosive of social identity, damaging possibilities of reintegration into society. 
198

 This is probably the case especially among cultural groups placing high ideological value on 
urbanity as indicative of civilisation, as attested in certain Mesopotamian cultural artefacts (see 
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14:45-46).199  The semiotics of municipal breakdown around the king, point 

towards just such a separation from city existence, and towards a 

corresponding movement into the wild and unconstructed periphery, with its 

liminal characteristics of order-disorder and life-death.200 

The king, then, is in more than a mere symbolic space of death, as 

demonstrated further in the psalm’s following verses.  Verse 46a reads literally 

‘you made shorter the days of his youth’ (הקצרת ימי עלומיו), thus in its literal 

reading states that the king is dead.201  His predicament is as one identified with 

the dead, as evinced most explicitly in verse 49: 

 Who among men lives, yet does not see death (מות)? 

  Shall his identity (נפש) escape the clutch of Sheol (מיד־שאול)? 

That the royal protagonist’s identity202 is closely associated with the realm of the 

dead is underscored by the parallelism of מות with יד־ׁשאול.  Such imagery is so 

overwhelming that it can only played down as mere symbolism and hyperbole 

under the presupposition that Ps. 89:39-52 is an account of a military defeat.203 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Stone 2000 [1995]: 235), including the aforementioned Gilgamesh Epic, in which the wilderness 
is othered (see G. Jonker 1995: 100-102).  However, it is also to a large extent the case in the 
Hebrew Bible that the wilderness is othered from the urban space, which is ideologically-
constructed as that of social-organisation (see Ahlstrӧm 1982: 27-35; P.R. Davies 2010: 104-
106). 
199

 This much is proposed, in certain qualified senses, in studies of the cleansing ritual in this 
passage for those with skin diseases, which prescribes entry into the wilderness and the 
shunning of human contact.  Gorman (1990: 151-153) writes of the afflicted supplicants moving 
from the conceptual space of life into the conceptual space of death.  Olyan (2004: 106-109) 
recognises the rites of mourning and, specifically, identification with the dead indicated by these 
instructions, but cautions against viewing them as constituting a total separation from social life, 
as they can result in the formation of new bonds of social solidarity.  Nonetheless, insofar as 
ritual creates its own realities (see 2.5), I would state that these texts portray a cultic reality in 
which the patient is understood to enter the space outside that of the living social community – 
the liminal space where life meets death and so the patients, on a continuum stretching from the 
world of life to that of death, begin to participate in the world of death.  
200

 I discuss the liminal nature of the city’s periphery in 8.3. 
201

 So Ahlstrӧm (1959: 140) reads it as a literal reference to the king’s ritual death – a part of his 
playing the role of a ‘dying and rising’ deity. 
202

 I discussed this rendering of נפׁש in the footnote to my translation of Ps. 24:3-6 (5.4). 
203

 Winton Thomas (1953: 220-222) identifies ארץ, in this context as an unusual Hebrew 
superlative, denoting a worst case scenario by allusion only to the netherworld.  He is followed 
by Tate (1990: 411) and, in spite of his cosmological interpretations of the word throughout his 
Psalms’ commentaries (1966; 1968; 1970), he is also followed by Dahood (1968: 202.318), as 
regards some particular verses in the Psalms, including Ps. 89:49.  Both these later scholars 
are essentially supporting their wider interpretations of the psalm as a depiction of military 
defeat (so Dahood 1968: 310-311; Tate 1990: 408-413).  Winton Thomas (1953: 220-224) 
justifies his understanding of ארץ in certain biblical contexts by reference to its use in Isaiah 
57:13, which he describes as his ‘exemple de plume’, arguing that the wider passage of Isaiah 
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6.4.4. Status-Reversal: The King as Enemy and Subjugated Force of 

Disorder 

This leads on to the third and final ‘non-military’ characteristic of verses 40-45, 

which is also a characteristic of the verses following on from them.  Although 

there appear to be several references to military enemies, these cannot  be 

separated from the militant forces of cosmic disorder.  And these powers 

triumph over the king at every point, in a dramatic reversal of his triumph over 

them in verses 2-5.20-38.204   This is quite the opposite of Psalm 18, in which 

the king comes to act out a reversal of the power the cosmic forces once had 

over him, by performing ritual subjugation of them.205  Now the passive object, 

in his rites of mourning identification with the dead he has gone from controller 

to controlled. 

So, the foes who overcome the king are the אויבי (vv. 42.51).  It is they whom 

Yahweh, who was to be joined by the king in his conquests of chaotic waters,206 

pummelled (v. 11).207  As I argued in 6.4.2, the enemies overrun something 

which is sacralised and holy, but not necessarily of Zion.  The success of the 

 consists in a playful convergence of discourses, by which the semiotics of אויבי

royal heavenly ascent and subjugation of cosmic chaos, on the one hand (vv. 2-

5.20-38), consistently morph, by way of mourning descent, into encounter with 

the netherworld and submission to chaos, on the other hand. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
57 is unrelated to any cultic participation with the dead; as for Ps. 89:40.45, he argues that the 
context of all the Hebrew references to death and the netherworld in Ps. 89:39-52 as a whole 
are symbolic.  His interpretation of Isaiah 57 has been heavily problematised by more recent 
research, which has demonstrated that the pericope is almost certainly to be understood as a 
polemic against death cults (so T.J. Lewis 1989: 146.282; Ackerman 1992: 194-202; Bloch-
Smith 1992: 119-121; Blenkinsopp 1995: 12-13; 2003: 164-165).  Winton Thomas’ arguments 
concerning ארץ in Ps. 89:40.45 itself are circular: a symbolic interpretation which relies on his 
symbolic reading of all the terms connoting death and the netherworld in its context.  Mowinckel 
(1956: 85-87; 1960: 294-295; 1962: vol. 1, 70.219.225) similarly contends that all the death-
netherworld language in Ps. 89:39-52 is symbolic, and similarly is also making a circular 
argument: that is the psalm uses symbolism of death in order to describe a military defeat, ergo 
all the language concerning death and the netherworld is symbolic.  So, even when Mowinckel 
concedes in his bristly rebuttal of Ahlstrӧm’s ‘mythical’ interpretation of the psalm that אולש  is a 
‘mythical’ reference to the netherworld, even here he proposes that it has become metaphorical 
hyperbole (1960: 295 – reviewing Ahlstrӧm 1959).  Mowinckel constructed his arguments for the 
symbolic nature of language connected with the netherworld in Ps. 89:39-52 on the basis of the 
view he came to hold, following Birkeland (1955), that the enemies in the psalms are never 
mythological (hence the king is beset by national enemies) – a view I have critiqued in 1.2. 
204

 As discussed in 6.3.2. 
205

 See, particularly, 4.4.2. 
206

 6.3.2. 
207

 6.3.1. 
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These cosmic enemies dominate him by the strength of their hands: by their 

 ’the clutch [lit. hand] of Sheol‘ ,יד־ׁשאול right hand’ (v. 43); and in the shape‘ ,ימין

(v. 49).208  In the earlier part of the psalm, the cosmically domineering ימין ‘right 

hand’ and זרוע, ‘arm’ has been that of Yahweh (vv. 11.14) which defends and 

strengthens the Davidic king (v. 22); and also that of the king who, himself thus 

upheld, subjugates chaos by means of his יד, ‘hand’ and ימין, ‘right hand’ (v. 

26).209 

A similar image of the king’s power reversal is that of his becoming the object of 

the ministrations of the חרב, ‘sword’ whilst Yahweh declines to come to his aid 

in מלחמה, ‘battle’ (v. 43), given the close relationship between the divine arm 

and divine weapons.210  The divine weapon, when bequeathed to the Davidic 

monarch by his paternal pedagogue, Yahweh, facilitates his joining mimetically 

in the divine trouncing of cosmic and political chaos (so Ps. 18:35).211  Yet in 

Ps. 89:43 – the בטש , ‘sceptre’ having already teasingly alluded to signifiers of 

the Davidic kings’ status being used against them, in a context enumerating the 

king’s sonship of (and instruction by) Yahweh (vv. 31-35)212 – the sword the 

king is supposed to use against the powers of disorder in mimesis of his father 

deity, is a weapon now turned against him.  Unsupported in battle, it is as 

though he is now numbered amongst the chaos which needs be crushed; but 

not in any kind of equal relationship with it, for even the chaotic enemies, which 

he was promised he would dominate, are overwhelming him.  Indeed, the sword 

is an ignominious means of despatch for kings who have fallen from heavenly 

ascent, and who are now treated as the enemies of order, elsewhere in the 

Hebrew Bible, as I will discuss later.213 

The  throne’ which are hurled down to the‘ ,כסא 214 crown’ and[ceremonial]‘ , נזר

lower world (vv. 40.45), are something of a synecdoche and metonym 

                                                           
208

 See above. 
209

 6.3.2.  For assessments of references to ‘arms’ as subjugators in Psalm 89, see Steymans 
(2004: 174.182); Mitchell (2005: 517-518). 
210

 See Wyatt (2005: 151-189); 6.3.1. 
211

 As I have argued in 4.4.3. 
212

 See 6.3.2 and note, as I also argued following Heim (1998: 301-303), the extent of Yahweh’s 
covenantal promise is heightened here by the unconditional nature of it being extended to all 
David’s dynastic descendants, and not just one particular Davidic monarch. 
213

 See 7.3; 7.4; Appendix. 
214

 When נזר is used in the Hebrew Bible of an object worn on the head, it tends to refer to an 
item of cultic regalia (Salvesen 1998: 123-126). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

288 
 

respectively for royal enthronement; yet here they function to traduce his status 

to that of one identified with the lower realms of disorder.  The כסא has 

previously acted as a witness in the stratosphere, faithfully testifying to the 

king’s heavenly ascent and consequent mimesis of Yahweh’s heavenly rule (vv. 

37-38).  But now it is hurled down from its heavenly locale into the regions of 

liminal interaction with chaos.215 

Verses 46.48-49 demonstrate not only that the king’s identity has (by virtue of 

acts resembling mourning rites) merged with that of the dead,216 but also that he 

has become one numbered among – yet overpowered by – those from the 

realm of death who are judged to embody disorder, as demonstrated with 

particular starkness in verse 48b: 

Why was it for such Emptiness (ׁשוא) that you divided up217 all the sons of man 

 ?(כל־בני־אדם)

The king’s ritual status is fundamentally diminished.  He has previously been 

portrayed as central to the caucus of the בני אלים, ‘sons of El’ (v. 7) as the one 

enthroned among them alongside Yahweh (vv. 20-38).218  Now, however, he is 

but one of the ‘sons of man.’  As such, he is destined to be overcome by death 

of which, here, ואש , ‘Emptiness’ is emblematic.  As in other contexts involving 

battle with the subterranean forces (e.g. Ps. 24:4; Jon. 2:9), ׁשוא would seem to 

denote the empty deities of the netherworld.219  Yet the king in Ps. 24:4 is 

vindicated by his speech act declaiming that he has not capitulated to these 

forces of worthlessness,220 whereas the king in Ps. 89:48b is now destined to 

be overcome by them; he who was once to be the chief among them by virtue 

of the unending cultic mortuary praxis of his dynasty (Ps. 89:37-38).221 

In the final statement of the pericope, Yahweh is told that his ‘Anointed’ (מׁשיחך) 

is taunted at the עקבות, ‘heels, footsteps’ (v. 52b).  Some commentators have 

                                                           
215

 So Mosca (1986: 36-37) suggests the throne is one that is hurled down from the very 
heavens, as opposed to being merely an earthly throne defiled. 
216

 See above. 
217

 The root is ברא, on which see 6.3.1. 
218

 6.3.2. 
219

 See 5.6; 5.8. 
220

 5.6. 
221

 6.3.2. 
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taken this as a reference to his fleeing in battle from his military foe.222  The idea 

is best understood, however, in the context of the foregoing verses (50-52a), as 

I now discuss. 

                                                           
222

 So Cheyne (1904: 73); Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 201); Dahood (1968: 320). 
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6.5. Leitmotifs in the Psalm (Verses 2-5.29-30.37-38.40.45.50-52) 

6.5.1. Introduction, and Translation of Verses 50-52 

50. Whither, O Adonai,223 your former devotions (חסדיך)  

  Which you swore to David by your faithfulness (באמונתך)? 

 51. Remember (זכר), O Adonai,224 the taunt of your servants – 

  Borne in my body are those of all the numerous peoples! 

 52. Thus your foes ( ביויא ) have taunted me, O Yahweh, 

  Thus they have taunted the heels (עקבות) of your anointed! 

These verses fuel the accusations towards Yahweh by protesting Leitmotifs in 

the psalm as a whole.  I have already discussed motif echoes between verses 

5, 30, 38-39,225 but if these pericopes are now extended, it can be seen that the 

final verses of 50-52, as well as verses 41 and 45, amalgamate and subvert 

four sets of motifs which are paralleled with one another in various 

combinations in verses 2-5; 29-30; and 34-38.    

The vocabulary indicating each set of motifs is listed first.  How the vocabulary 

indicates the motifs in each verse is then tabulated.  Following this, the structure 

of the motifs in the group of verses as a whole is summarised, after which I set 

out a discussion of the motif structure. 

                                                           
223

 Many manuscripts attest יהוה, ‘Yahweh’ in place of אדני, ‘Adonai / My Lord.’ 
224

 As with the previous footnote. 
225

 6.3.2. 
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6.5.2. Verses 2-5.29-30.34-36.37-38 

—Poetic Expression of Motif A.226  Vocabulary referring to the trustworthiness 

and faithfulness of Yahweh in his promise to the king: 

 חסד, ‘devotion’ (x4); 

 אמן, ‘faithfulness [of Yahweh]’ (x3); 

 ברית, ‘covenant’ (x2);227 

 ׁשבע, ‘swearing of an oath’ (x1); 

 מוצא ׁשפי, lit. ‘proceedings from the mouth,’ or ‘speech acts’228 (x1); 

  אכזב... אם , ‘do ... I deceive!’229 (x1). 

—Poetic Expression of Motif B. Vocabulary referring to the eternality of 

Yahweh’s promise to the king: 

 [עולם] עלם, ‘forever’ (x5); 

 דור [ לדור/ לדור ודור  ] ‘for generations [and generations]’ (x3); 

 אמן, ‘faithful [covenant or witness]’ (x2); 

 [לעד] עוד, 'perpetually' (x1); 

 [כ]ימי ׁשמים, ‘[as] the days of the heavens’ (x1); 

 [כׁשמׁש] ׁשמׁש, ‘[as the] sun’ (x1);  

 [כירה] ירח, ‘[as the] moon’ (x1). 

                                                           
226

 For the purposes of achieving clear comparative data, I refer only to the roots of the 
poetically-paralleled Hebrew vocabulary in this survey, except where I have added in 
parenthesis additions to the root which potentially affect their denotation substantially, or where 
a reference to a root alone would simply not make sense.  The roots in each motif-list are listed 
in order of first appearance; and those which are used differently in different clauses and 
therefore express more than one of the motifs will come under more than one list.  This survey 
is restricted to verses 2-5; 29-30; and 34-38. 
227

 As discussed in 6.2.2, ברית does not appear in 2 Samuel 7 (which parallels Ps. 89:2-5.20-
38), and so its use in Psalm 89 makes the promise all the more firm. 
228

 The ברית, ‘covenant’ which constitutes the promise proceeding from Yahweh proceeds – or, 
is mediated by – his represented ritual speech (vv. 2-5.20-38).  Hence the proceedings of his 
mouth are best labelled a ‘speech act,’ insofar as they create the cultic reality by which the king 
and his descendants are drawn into an everlasting relationship with – and mimesis of – the 
king-deity Yahweh. 
229

 In the context of Yahweh swearing an oath, אם has the sense not necessarily of 
conditionality, but rather the sense of reinforcing the very unconditional nature and consequent 
trustworthiness of the words Yahweh speaks in order to communicate actions he will take (see, 
e.g. 1 Kgs 3:14; Isa. 5:9). 
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In addition, paralleled expressions qualified by the negative לא express what 

Yahweh will not do (i.e. negated Motif B), these being actions which would 

render his promise temporal and conditional: 

 230,[אפיר] פרר ‘[make a] rupture’ (x1); 

 רׁשק , ‘deal falsely’ (x1); 

 חלל, ‘profane’ (x1); 

 ׁשנה, ‘pervert’231 (x1); 

  אכזב... אם , ‘will not lie’ (x1). 

—Poetic Expression of Motif C. Vocabulary for a favoured Davidic king: 

 בחיר, ‘elected’ (x1); 

 דוד[ דויד עבדי/ דויד  ], ‘David [my servant]’ (x2); 

 קדׁש, ‘sanctuary,’232 connoting the mimetic relationship of the Davidic king 

to Yahweh, and thus pointing to the king’s preferment to ‘divine’ kingship 

(x1). 

—Poetic Expression of Motif D.  Vocabulary for the Continuation of the 

Davidic dynasty: 

 זרע, ‘seed’ (x3); 

 כסא, ‘throne’ (x3).233 

—Poetic Expression of Motif C-D.  Finally, amidst the intricate parallelism of 

the conclusion of the first ‘part’ of the psalm (vv. 37-38), the final verse includes 

paralleled vocabulary which refers to the Davidic king specifically in his role as 

dynastic head:234 

 [עולם] עלם as an epithet, ‘eternal one’ (x1); 

 עד בׁשחק, ‘a witness in the topmost clouds’ (x1). 

                                                           
230

 The verb, here, is in the hiphil. 
231

 The verb, here, is in the piel. 
232

 is normally rendered ‘in my holiness’ but, as I will discuss below, ‘in my (Ps. 89:36) יLבקד 
sanctuary’ is to be preferred. 
233

 On כסא and זרע as indicative of the continuation of the Davidic dynasty, see 6.3.2. 
234

 On the following terms’ usage in this way, see 6.3.2. 
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Verses 2-5 

Verses 29-30 

                                                           
235

 With BHS qere, following the LXX among other versions.  The king is praising Yahweh, so it 
makes sense only as חסדיך, ‘your devotion,’ as opposed to חסדי, ‘my devotion.’ 
236

 While the statements refer to the eternality of the Davidic king’s praise of Yahweh – rather 
referring directly to Yahweh himself – the implication is that Yahweh will eternally be devoted 
and faithful, resulting in the king being able to sing his praises forever. 

Verse Statements Paraphrased Paralleled 

Vocabulary  

Paralleled 

Motifs 

2 The King will sing of Yahweh’s 

devotion235 forever; 

For generation upon generation he 

will declaim Yahweh’s faithfulness. 

 חסד

 עולם

 

לדר ודר       

 אמן 

 

A 

B236 

 

B 

A 

3 Yahweh will multiply his devotion for 

ever; 

 

His faithfulness will be founded in the 

heavens. 

 עולם

 חסד

 

 ׁשמים

 אמן

B 

A 

 

B 

A 

4 Yahweh has cut a covenant with his 

elected one; 

 

He has sworn to David his servant. 

 ברית

 בחיר

 

 zׁשב

 לדר־ודור

A 

C 

 

A 

C 

5 Yahweh has established his seed 

forever; 

 

And, for generation upon generation, 

built up his throne. 

 עולם

 זרע

 

 דר לדור

 כסא

 

B 

D 

 

B 

D 

29 Yahweh will forever hold him in his 

devotion; 

 

Yahweh’s covenant will remain 

faithful to him. 

 עולם

 חסד

 

 

 ברית

 נאמנת

B 

A 

 

 

A 

B 

30 Yahweh will perpetually install his 

seed; 

 

And his throne will be as the days 

of the heavens. 

 לעד

 זרע

 

 כסא

 כימי ׁשמים

B 

D 

 

D 

B 
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Verses 34-36 

Verse Statement Paraphrased Paralleled Vocabulary Paralleled 

Motifs 

34 Yahweh’s devotion goes forth 

and he will not make a rupture 

amidst it; 

 

And he will not deal falsely in 

his being faithful. 

 חסד

 לא־אפיר

 

 

 לא־אׁשקר

 אמן

A 

B 

 

 

B 

A 

35 Yahweh will not profane his 

covenant; 

 

And as for his speech act, he 

will not pervert it. 

 לא־אחלל

 ברית

 

 מוצא ׁשפי

 לא אׁשנה

B 

A 

 

A 

B 

36 Yahweh once swore an oath 

in his Sanctuary237 

 

He will not lie to David. 

 ׁשבע

 קדׁש

 

אזכב... אם   

 דוד

A 

C 

 

A 

C 

 

Verses 37-38 238  are separated in this survey from verses 34-36 in order to 

highlight the transformation of motif structures) 

37 The King’s seed will remain 
forever; 

 
His throne will be as the sun; 

 זרע
 לעולם
 
 כסא
 כׁשמׁש

D 
B 
 
D 
B 

38 As the moon will the eternal 
one be established; 
 
A witness in the sky will be 
faithful. 

 כירח
 עולם
 
 עד־בׁשחק
 נאמן

B 
C-D 
 
C-D 
B 

   

Motif Structure in the Related Pericopes 

2. AB BA 

3. BA BA 

4. AC AC  

5. BD BD 

29. BA BA 

30. BD BD  

 

34. AB BA 

35. BA AB 

36. AC AC 

 

37. DB DB 

38. BC-D   BC-D 

 

                                                           
237

 On this translation, see below. 
238

 These verses are discussed in detail in 6.3.2. 
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Commentary 

 A poetic interplay of the four motifs leads to their metamorphosis in the 

final couplet of the four inter-related ‘sections’ that I have analysed, 

representing in turn a ritual metamorphosis of power-relations.  

 The chief foci of vv. 2-5.29-30.34-36 are the trustworthiness and 

faithfulness of Yahweh (A) and the eternal endurance of his promise (B).  

In each of the three pericopes, the opening verse/s eulogise the royal 

high god, whose promise is sure to endure faithfully. 

 The close of each pericope adds paralleled poetic references to the 

endurance of the monarch (C) and/ or his dynastic descendants (D), 

expressing the movement in Ps. 89:2-39 as a whole from focus on 

Yahweh’s eternal dominion, to the mimetic domination performed by the 

king.   

 Finally, in the last two verses (37-38), Yahweh is not explicitly mentioned 

at all (motif A is omitted), with the focus shifting to the eternality (B) of the 

Davidic king (C) and his dynastic line (D).  These references to the 

perpetual dynastic line are constructed by the use of signifiers which are 

epithets for the king himself: עולם, ‘Eternal One’ and חקעד־בש , ‘a witness 

in the topmost clouds’ (the throne being a synecdoche of the king and his 

kingship).239  Signifiers of the Davidic monarch, then, merge with those of 

his royal descendents.  The qualities of Yahweh now going unmentioned, 

the focus falls on the eternality of the Davidic monarchy (with C and C-D 

both being paired with B) – for in their eternal identification with the 

throne of the sanctuary and of the heavens, its kings now mimetically 

exercise rule over all the cosmic spheres.  The poetic micro-structure 

thereby animates, in the oral-literary reification of the ritual, the cultic 

power dynamic whereby human king comes to merge with divine king, in 

a transformation actualised by the latter’s speech act, as probably 

instrumentalised by means of a prophetic cultic functionary. 

 This idea is further amplified in these pericopes by an increasing bias 

toward language indicating the shared cultic space of king and deity.  

                                                           
239

 On these terms, in Ps. 89:37-38, as references to the king and his dynasty’s eternal kingship, 
exercised from the heavenly / temple throne and mortuary lieux de memoires, respectively, see 
6.3.2. 
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The כסא, ‘throne’ – which I have argued to be the sanctuary heavenly 

throne, of both Yahweh and the king – is mentioned in the very final 

clause of both verses 2-5 and 29-30.  The same throne then appears 

twice in intra-parallelism in verses 37b and 38b respectively: first as כסא 

once again, then as חקעד־בש , ‘a witness in the clouds’.  As for verses 34-

36 – while, uniquely, the כסא is not mentioned – verse 36a makes 

reference to the sanctuary.  I propose יבקדש  is best translated ‘in my 

sanctuary,’ rather than ‘in my holiness,’ in keeping with the sense of the 

expression in certain other verses in the Psalms.  These include Pss. 2:6 

– and here, similarly, the reference is to the king on the holy mountain, 

indeed being birthed in a represented royal ritual heavenly enthronement 

and ascent;240 also 108:8, in which a number of scholars read יבקדש , as 

‘in my sanctuary’ with Ps. 2:6.241  This rendering takes into account that 

following parallel passages attest a sanctuary locale (Ps. 89:37-38. 

41.45),242 as well as my general argument that Ps. 89:20-38 portrays a 

heavenly ascent with the king being in the heavens and on the throne in 

Yahweh’s Sanctuary.  There is no variation between Ps. 89:36a and Ps. 

108:8a in the LXX (with the MT also attesting the same consonants and 

vocalisation in each ב  ָקְדִׁשי), with both rendering ’εντο ʽαγιω.  This is well 

within the semantic range of the singular ʽαγια in the LXX which on 

numerous occasions refers to the sanctuary, temple, or tabernacle of 

Yahweh.243 

It is the last two of these verses with sanctuary imagery which I will now analyse 

in the light of the motif structures identified in the previous verses, before 

returning to the final subversive echo of the motifs in verses 50-52. 

                                                           
240

 As I argue, following a number of scholars, in 3.5. 
241

 On the basis of the use of the same construct in Ps. 2:6 aforementioned ( יעל־ציון הר־קדש , ‘on 
Zion, my holy mountain’), Hossfeld & Zenger (2011 [2008]: 114) and Botha (2010: 577) read 
יבקדש  in Ps. 108:8a as a reference to Yahweh’s sanctuary at Jerusalem (‘in my sanctuary’), 
arguing that Psalm 108 is closely-related to Psalm 110, with its locale of the holy mountain / 
sanctuary.  Neither question whether Ps. 89:36a ought to be read accordingly (cf. Hossfeld & 
Zenger 2005 [2001]: 411). 
242

 6.4.2. 
243

 See Gehman (1954: 340-341) for examples. 
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6.5.3. Verses 40.45 

I argued in 6.4.2 that verses 40 and 45, insofar as they are frames for verses 

42-44, are pivotal in the interpretation of the verses they incorporate.  Beyond 

this, they are important in understanding the remainder of the psalm, and 

especially verses 50-52.244  I now analyse their internal literary motifs. 

Whereas vocabulary indexing Leitmotifs in the related pericopes was rigidly 

paired in each half-verse of 2-5.29-30.34-36.37-38, in 40 and 45 there are three 

motif signifiers for every half verse.  Noting at the outset that the effect of the 

motifs is entirely reversed in verses 40.45, the vocabulary for verse 40 is as 

follows: 

                                                           
244

 6.4.3-6.4.4. 
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Verse 40a.  Statement: Yahweh has blasphemed his covenant with his servant. 

Root / word / 

phrase 

Translation Number of 

times used: 

vv. 2-5.29-

30.34-36.37-38 

Number of 

times used: 

vv. 40.41. 

Motif type245 

 Renounced 0 1 Negated B נאר

 Covenant 2 1 Negated A ברית

 Servant 1 1 Negated C עבד

Verse 40b.  Statement: Yahweh has profaned the king’s crown to the lower world. 

 Profaned 1 1 Negated B חלל

 The lower world 0 2 Negated C ארץ

 Crown 0 1 Negated D נזר

Verse 45a.  Yahweh has defiled the ritual purity of the king’s staff.246 

 Defiled247 0 1 Negated B ׁשבה

 Ritual purity 0 1 Negated C טהר

 Staff 0 1 Negated D מטה

Verse 45b. The king’s throne is cast down to the lower world. 

 Throne 3 1 Negated D כסא

 Lower world 0 2 Negated C ארץ

 Cast down 0 1 Negated B248 מגר

Motif Structure in Summation 

40. Negated BAC Negated BCD 

45. Negated BCD Negated DCB 

                                                           
245

 As categorised in 6.5.2: 

 Motif A: vocabulary referring to the trustworthiness and faithfulness of Yahweh in 
his promise to the king. 

 Motif B: vocabulary referring to the eternality of Yahweh’s promise to the king. 

 Motif C: vocabulary for a favoured Davidic king. 

 Motif D: vocabulary for the Continuation of the Davidic dynasty. 
246

 The Hebrew is difficult – on my understanding of how it needs be reconstructed, see 6.4.2. 
247

 See the footnote to my translation of verses 41.45 in 6.4.2. 
248

 Insofar as the verb expresses Yahweh’s withdrawal of his promise of that the kingdom will 
endure forever, as embodied in the throne. 
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Commentary 

 The poetic structure is now less precise, corresponding with the 

breakdown in the authority of the remembered king, as made real in the 

representation of the psalm’s ritual speech acts.   

 The motifs, however, remain in these two verses, but each is reversed.  

 are mentioned for the third and fourth times respectively, in כיסא and ברית

the intertexts from Psalm 89.  Yahweh’s speech act which actualised his 

 with the Davidic king, and which was indicative of his eternal fidelity ברית

and trustworthiness, has now been renounced by him.  The כסא, once 

proclaimed a perpetual witness in the topmost clouds is flung to the 

diametrically contrasting level of לארץ, ‘the lower world’ (40b.45b).249   All 

in all, four concepts which once manifested Yahweh’s guarantee of 

eternal favour to the Davidic king and his dynastic descendants have 

been ruined by Yahweh, as the only subject of the verses in a 

grammatical sense, each with one of the four verbs used in the two 

verses (Negated B). 

 The less precise structure still does serve to accentuate reversed motifs 

with precision, and not just in the systematic way in which it expresses 

Yahweh’s rescission of Motif B.  The defiling of the royal regalia is 

poetically expressed by the repetition of motif order in verses 40b and 

45a (Negated BCD in each), which represent the king’s own loss of 

status, as well as that of his descendents, with the dynastic נזר and 

 .being the grammatical objects of profanation 250מטה

 Signifiers of the three motifs in verse 40b appear in verse 45b also, 

though in reverse order.  The effect, nonetheless, is to centre לארץ at the 

conclusion of each clause.  ארץ is the middle motif and the ‘destination’ in 

each of the concluding cola. 251   Where the כיסא once witnessed to 

Yahweh’s ברית with the king – a covenant which explicitly installed the 

king and his dynastic descendants as rulers of the entire vertically 

                                                           
249

 So Mosca (1986: 35-37). 
250

 On מטה (and ׁשבט, ‘sceptre’) as synecdoches of dynastic rule – referring ascendant princes, 
and kings descending ingloriously to the netherworld – see, particularly, 8.4. 
251

 The parallelism of the repeated לארץ has been noted previously (e.g. Mosca 1986: 36, n. 30; 
Mitchell 2005: 519-520). 
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tripartite cosmos, from the heavens to the netherworld (vv. 37-38)252 – 

now it is emphasised that it is spatially situated at the weak liminal point 

in which mourners are stripped of status signifiers, in order for them to 

enter into a state of identification with the dead.253  King and dynasty, 

who ascended to – and actualised – eternal cosmic control, have 

become the thoroughly cosmically controlled. 

                                                           
252

 6.3.2. 
253

 As a phenomenon of biblically represented ritual behaviour discussed in 6.4.3. 
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6.5.4. Verses 50-52254 

The thematic reversal and subjugation of the Davidic king and his descendants 

– as though they are themselves members of the forces of cosmic disorder – 

continues in the final three verses.  The disruption to the schema of motifs is 

greater, but they conspicuously re-occur, in verses 50a.50b.52b, as part of a 

wider poetic pattern in the pericope.  The structure is now too disturbed to be 

meaningfully tabulated in all these verses, but the vocabulary which indicates 

the key motifs in verse 50 is as follows: 

Root / word / 

phrase 

Translation Number of 

times used: 

vv. 2-5.29-

30.34-36.37-38 

Number of 

times used: 

vv. 40.41.50-

52 

Motif type 

 Devotion 4 1 Negated A חסד

 Former 0 1 Negated B הרׁשנים

 Swear an oath 1 1 Negated A ׁשבע

 David 2 1 Negated C דויד

 In your אמונתך

faithfulness255 

2 [5]256 1 Negated B 

Summation of Motif Structure in Verse 50 

Negated:  AB  ACB 

Commentary on Leitmotifs in Verses 50-52 

Though disrupted, and subversive of the rigorous structure of the vocabulary 

denoting the Leitmotifs in verses 2-5.29-30.33-36.38-39, there is a clear poetic 

logic in the development of negated notions in the verse.  The progression from 

focus on the [lack of] fidelity of Yahweh (A), and the [un]faithful endurance of his 

promises (B), develops (as in verses 2-5.29-30.33-36.38-39)257 into focus on 

the Davidic recipient of the power conferred by Yahweh’s speech acts (C).  In 

verse 50, the questioning of language expressing both A and B is echoed in 

parallel in both cola, but with the hapless Davidic monarch centred between the 

                                                           
254

 For my translation of these verses, see 6.5.1. 
255

 I.e. the faithful perpetuation of Yahweh’s oath, therefore connoting Motif B, as with נאמן in 
verses 4 and 29 (on which, see 6.5.2). 
256

 That is, 5 if the full number of times the root is used are counted, as opposed only to the 
times it is used as vocabulary to express Motif B. 
257

 6.5.2. 
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two in the second colon, as his descent to the space לארץ has been centred 

amidst the two parallel clauses of verses 40b.45b.258 

Verses 51-52a refer back less clearly to the structure of the earlier related 

pericopes, rather taking up the theme already explored in this chapter, of the 

king being numbered among and even overcome by the forces of disorder 

which he was supposed mimetically to subjugate.259  Both the forces of Yahweh 

and the forces of chaos appear to be overcoming him: the forces of Yahweh 

being עבדי, his servants (v. 51a); the forces of disorder being כל־עמים רבים, ‘all 

the numerous peoples,’ 260  over whom the king reigned ‘eternally’ as  עליון

 .foes’ (v‘ ,אויבי Elyon to the kings of the earth’ (v.28b);261  and the‘ ,למלכי־ארץ

52a).  The root חרף, ‘taunt, reproach’ is repeated in three of the final four cola 

(vv. 51a.52a.52b) emphasising his impotency and objectification, set against the 

promises alluded in verse 50. 

Finally, verse 52b returns to the Leitmotif repeated and centred for emphasis in 

verse 50b: the Davidic king is again named in such a way as to underscore how 

far his tremendous cultic status has been realised by the ritual actions of 

Yahweh (Motif C); his being the Lord’s ‘anointed’ ( יחךמש ).  This refers to 

Yahweh’s conferral of royal status upon him with the speech act: 

 I have sought out David (דוד) my servant; 

  In holy oil I anointed him (מׁשחטיו) (Ps. 89:21). 

And thus, in verse 52b, the Davidic king’s status as ‘anointed’ ( חשמ ) remains 

paradoxically as a ritually constructed reality alongside the re-presented cultic 

reality of his helpless subservience to the forces of order and disorder alike.   

At this point, I return to the question as to how the noun in compound with the 

root סחמ  verse 52a should be understood.  The proposal that עקבות מׁשיחך, ‘[the] 

heels of your anointed’ refers to the Davidic descendants,262 brings this final 

pericope into a fuller coherence with its internal Psalm 89 intertexts, by 

                                                           
258

 6.5.3. 
259

 6.4.4. 
260

 The phrase עמים רבים appears resonant of discourses of the מים רבים, ‘many waters’: the 
cosmic powers which threaten the order of Yahweh’s realm and that of his royal protégé, and 
which May (1955) long ago identified (see, further, 1.2.1). 
261

 See 6.3.2. 
262

 So Rogerson & McKay (1977: vol. 2, 197). 
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introducing reference to Motif D, which appears in the other pericopes,263 but 

has not appeared in the previous five cola of verses 50-52a.  In recognising 

both the Davidic king and his descendents (i.e. negated Motifs C and D), the 

phrase coheres with the general move in the intertexts toward merged 

expressions for the two (vv. 38-39.42.45).264  This explanation of the phrase – 

which looks increasingly likely in the light of studies emphasising the frequent 

connotations of fecundity in verses mentioning heels in the Hebrew Bible265 – 

concurs with the idea in verse 46a that the days of the king’s youth have been 

shortened, possibly because he enters the realm of the dead before he can 

beget heirs.266 

                                                           
263

 The exception is verses 33-36, which I have treated separately to verses 37-38, in order to 
draw attention to the literary development at the point of transition between the two.  However, 
these verses do consecutively follow and interact with one another, as I have proposed, so I 
have broadly treated them as a ‘unit’ (6.5.2). 
264

 See 6.5.2-6.5.3. 
265

 The root עקב has a sense of ‘supplanting.’  Both S.H. Smith (1990) and Malul (1996) argue 
that in its formulation as a word for ‘heel,’ and its use in biblical texts such as Gen. 25:36, can 
be somehow suggestive of fecundity in connoting the generations to come who will ‘supplant’ or 
‘inherit’; this in spite of the two scholars differing considerably in their wider conclusions.  
266

 See 6.4.3.  This much is possibly supported further by the following colon (46b), in which the 
MT reads that the king has been covered in ה  shame.’  Avrahami (2010) has conducted a‘ ,בּוׁש 
detailed survey of בוׁשה /בוׁש in individual thanksgiving and lament psalms, and concludes that it 
tends to express more of a sense of ‘disappointment’ than ‘shame’ – the latter being the more 
classic scholarly understanding of the word in the psalms (so, for example, Seebass 1975 
[1972-1973]: 58-59; Tucker 2007).  This would concur with reading the first half of the verse as 
a reference to the disappointment of the dynasty coming to an end insofar as the childless king 
enacts a ritual role of identification with the dead.  Also congruent with this argument would be, 
if accepted, Dahood’s suggestion that the word derives from the separate root בוׁש, ‘dry,’ and 
therefore expresses the monarch’s sterility (Dahood 1969: 319-320). 
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6.5.5. Conclusion 

Thus the king and his descendants are shown by the interplay of positive motifs 

later followed by their negatives to have had all Yahweh’s promises removed 

while yet, paradoxically, they remain realised.  Ostensibly, the king ritually takes 

on the low status/ role of infertility.  Further to this, however, verses 41.45.50-

52, in negating the claims made in verses 2-5.29-30.33-36.37-38, demonstrate 

that the king’s perpetual impotence refers negatively to the speech ac(t-

)clamations of verses 37a.38a – viz. the eternal remembrance of the king as 

‘chief netherworld deity’ in the mortuary and court cults of his dynastic 

descendants, signified by his seed (זרע); and the faithful, enduring witness of 

the heavenly-ascendant throne (כסא) of Yahweh and the Davidic monarchs, 

from which they are to exercise, without end, heavenly rule within the divine 

assembly. 

At verses 51-52a the schema entirely breaks down into an interlude which 

nonetheless underscores that the king – now the taunt of Yahweh’s servants, 

the many military forces of disorder, and the subterranean powers of chaos – 

does not experience the power and stability which flows from the 

trustworthiness of Yahweh and the enduring nature of his realised (that is, made 

real!) promise (Motifs A and B).  He is set-upon by those whom he and his 

descendents should beset; he is dominated by those whom they ought to 

dominate (according to Motifs C and D).  And yet he remains יחשמ , Yahweh’s 

‘anointed’ (v. 52b).   

The interlude begins with the imperative אדני זְכ ר , ‘Remember, O My Lord ...’ 

introducing the three-fold taunting of Yahweh’s anointed and  his dynastic 

descendants.  The re-presented ritual thereby calls upon Yahweh not to forget 

the pain of irreconcilable contradiction between the realities constructed by the 

king’s heavenly ascent, and the reproaches borne in his body by his descent to 

– and identification with – the realm of the dead.  I now explore how this call for 

Yahweh’s remembrance manifests memories developed in the cultural 

discourses through which Psalm 89 gradually came into being. 
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6.6. Cultural Remembering and Cultural Forgetting: Re-enchanting 

Disenchantment of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and Heavenly 

Ascent 

The imperative זְכ ר, introducing certain instructions given by Yahweh to his 

people in the Hebrew Bible, has drawn considerable interest from scholars of 

cultural memory.  The (often ‘Deuteronomistic’) imperative to ‘remember’ a past 

which would serve a monolatrist narrative is understood by these scholars to 

constitute a call to forget the inconvenient contradictions in cultural 

remembering within communities – specifically, a polytheistic past.267 

The petition to Yahweh to ‘remember’ in Ps. 89:51-52 significantly disturbs any 

such impression that this particular psalm might manifest a programmatic 

imposition of the cultural forgetting of contradiction.  This is no mere idealised 

reification of Jerusalem’s royal cult and its constructions of reality, unlike 

Psalms 2, 18, 24 and 110.268  Rather, the king draws attention to the searing 

paradox of his condition.  Made eternally royal and still the anointed – and, 

consequently, holding in his cultic speech the authority of one made into a 

likeness of the deity who reigns supreme over the cosmos – he calls upon this 

deity to remember his condition, as one subject to the reproaches of all.  And, in 

doing so, he affirms in his speech act the very antithetical status to the one from 

which he speaks.  There is no indication in the psalm of iniquities having been 

committed by Yahweh’s king or people;269 no ‘Deuteronomistic’ pedagogy for a 

still eternal king suffering the consequences of such is present (cf. the 

conditions of the temporary chastening in verses 31-35).  The proposed 

mnemonic for Yahweh’s remembrance then is suffering – the infliction of pain 

being an ancient pedagogic vehicle for the imposition of remembrance (and 

forgetting).270  The suffering is inscribed in the represented ritual body of the 

                                                           
267

 Yerushalmi, in his book named after this imperative, Zakhor (1996 [1989]), explores 
remembrance in the Hebrew Bible with reference to this imperative in Deut. 25:17; 32:7; Isa. 
44:21; Mic. 6:5.  Assmann (2006 [2000]: 52-62) draws upon Yerushalmi’s insights. 
268

 Chapters 3-5. 
269

 Briggs (1907: 262); Ward (1961: 364-365); Mettinger (1976: 224-228). 
270

 For theoretical discussions of the role of pain in controlling memory and forgetting in the 
Hebrew Bible, with particular reference to supposed programmatic monolatry, see Freud (1939: 
182-193); and, more recently, Assmann (2006 [2000]: 51-61).  Ancient Egyptian legal 
controversies, according to Crenshaw (1985: 607-608) attest harsh corporal punishment in 
scribal schools; and Proverbs, in 13:24; 23:13-14; 29:15, argues for the necessity of physical 
chastisement in pedagogical formation (Bland 1998: 228-229; W.P. Brown 2008: 69-72).   On 
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king, who is debased and rendered helpless at the threshold of the realm of 

death. 

What contemporaneous, concrete suffering can have been signified within the 

cultural discourses in which the psalm developed, making relevant for them the 

re-presented afflicted body of the king?  The vague and patchy allusions to the 

destruction and violation of the city, in verses 39-52, far from systematically or 

specifically describe any particular invasive military defeat.271   Instead, they 

serve to portray a desecration of holiness, enacted by means of the ritual drama 

of the abuse of the royal body politic – that is, the profaning of signifiers of the 

king’s status and of that of his dynastic descendants.272 

Taking all this into consideration, though, the allusions to the defiling of a holy 

city and temple cannot be dismissed as coincidental.  The re-presentation of 

ritually realised eternal and divinely characterised kingship (vv. 2-5.20-38) is in 

sharp contrast to a major theme recurring throughout the Hebrew Bible: that of 

exile.273  The psalm’s repetition of formulae denoting the Davidic monarchy’s 

eternality274 includes references to the unending extension of generations:  לדר

לדר־ודור, ודר , ‘for generation upon generation (vv. 2.5).275  Given the apparently 

                                                                                                                                                                          
the role of pain in educating youths in endurance in Stoic and Spartan ideologies, see Kennell 
(1995: 112-114); at Athens, see Golden (2015: 54-55); and cf. Paul’s similar understanding of 
suffering to that attested in Stoicism in Rom. 5:3-4. 
271

 6.2; 6.4. 
272

 I am drawing an analogy here with the ‘body politic’ as understood in mediaeval Western 
Europe. In England and France, the problem of the monarch’s mortality was addressed in the 
legal system by the recognition of a dual-natured royal body: the monarch had a ‘body natural’ 
which was mortal, but also a ‘body politic’ which was immortal, and the bodies separated upon 
the monarch’s death (see Metcalf & Huntington 1991: 162-172).  This is not to read any detailed 
ideas from one context into the other.  It is rather to acknowledge that, in Psalm 89 also, the 
king’s political body and political survival is necessarily and intricately linked with that of his 
dynastic descendants, as I have already argued (6.3.2; 6.5).  Frankfort (1978 [1948]: 34-35) 
makes a similar assessment of ancient ideologies of the body politic of Egyptian pharaohs in 
relation to their dynastic descendants. 
273

 For a recent argument for the high significance of motifs of exile and return in the Hebrew 
Bible, stretching through and beyond the exodus, see T.L. Thompson (2010; 2011).Psalm 89, 
itself, may well draw on Exodus-like typologies, in its depiction of the arm of Yahweh defeating 
the forces of chaos and subjugating Rahab (vv. 6-19), and of the arms of the king dominating 
the cosmic waters (Ward 1961: 321-322; also, 6.3.1).  This is not to say this is simply a 
reference to an historic or, at least, remembered ‘event.’  As discussed in Iii, the presence in a 
text of references to a culturally constructed and remembered ‘event’ do not by any means 
preclude the text being ‘mythological.’ 
274

 See 6.5. 
275

 For a survey of such terms’ use in expressing temporal extension of time in the Hebrew 
Bible, see Hunter (2007: 187-188). 
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temporally contiguous nature of royal psalm composition,276 and the eternality of 

Yahweh’s enduring promise as underscored in Psalm 89, it is probable that its 

authors were engaged in a temporally extensive range of discourses, which 

themselves considered ‘genealogical memories’: reflecting on the lived 

experience of generations past to generations yet to come.277  The enchanting 

nature of a culturally remembered eternal royal body and dynasty is juxtaposed 

with its profanation – evinced for later communities in memories of national 

humiliation, and a succession of imperial political systems entrenching 

Jerusalem’s status as a mere dependent provincial administrative centre. 

Contrasted with the semiotics of Psalms 2, 18, 24, 110 and, indeed, Ps. 89:2-

38, royal netherworld descent is of a sharply different typology in Ps. 89:39-52.  

Far from subjugation of the chaotic deeps, royal descent is manifested in the 

helplessness of mourning identification with the dead.278  Such ritual behaviour, 

in Ugaritic texts, sometimes precedes descensi in which the powers of the 

netherworld are pummelled.279  Yet in Psalm 89 it is indicative entirely of being 

subject, rather than of performing subjugation.  Idealised cultural memories, 

then, of cultic heavenly ascent – which may involve a netherworld descent for 

the ultimate glorious purposes of social, military and cosmic dominion leading to 

heavenly ascent – are carnivalistically subverted and reversed.  The psalm 

ironically homes in on the notion of descent, re-configuring it as identification 

with the dead through ritual mourning. 

Such subversion is made possible only by the reifying of the holiness and 

eternal potency of the Davidic monarchy in verses 1-38, in order for this to be 

playfully and seditiously reversed in the remainder of the psalm.  The seductive 

ideologies of culturally remembered Davidic monarchy are reinforced all the 

more in the process of their being playfully dismantled.  This is, after all, a 

psalm which not only reifies the eternal ritual authority of the king, but explicitly 

demonstrates his temple ascent to be indistinguishable from an astral ascent, 

by which in mimesis of – and cooperation with – Yahweh he exercises dominion 

                                                           
276

 As I argue in 2.1. 
277

 I have outlined, in 2.1., the concept of ‘genealogical memory’ as defined by Hendel (2005: 
105-107), and as applied to Psalm 71 by Craven (2009). 
278

 6.4.3. 
279

 In KTU 1.5; 1.161 19-22, as cited in 6.4.3. 
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even over the assembly of the gods; this is a psalm which represents the 

realisation of the Davidic dynasty’s eternal earthly and cosmic dominion; and 

this is a psalm which portrays the patriarchal king who is reified in the 

represented performance as the עולם, the Eternal One of the netherworld who, 

like his seed in their worldly dominion, will live on among the royal dead, as the 

most venerated among them all. 
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6.7. Is Verse 53 no more than a Croaky Doxology? 

The final verse of the psalm, in another sudden change of tone, follows verses 

39-52 with a surprising acclamation of praise: 

 May Yahweh be blessed for ever (לעולם)!  Let it be so, and let it be so (אמן ואמן)! 

The psalm has usually been taken to conclude on a despairing note given that 

verse 53, rather than being a part of it, is the concluding editorial ‘doxology’ to 

Book III of the Psalms.280  Even among scholars who have more maximalist 

views of the relationships between the individual psalms and the edited ‘final 

form’ of the Psalms, some have played down its relevance.  Book III, in ‘closing’ 

on Psalm 89, is generally to express a general tone of lament, or at least 

inconclusiveness, with respect to exile.281  Some scholars, however, have seen 

the verse as bringing the psalm, or more generally Book III, to an end on a note 

of hope.282 

That there is good editorial rationale in placing Psalm 89 at the end of the book, 

and so directly before the ‘doxology’, is more readily apparent when the nature 

of verses 39-52 as representation of ritual mourning is considered.  Rapid 

changes between praise and lament and vice versa may be attested in biblical 

psalms in general,283 but such switches between mourning and rejoicing are 

especially characteristic where such ritual behaviours are represented.284 

This sudden move from the paradoxical mourning and hopelessness of the 

sacralised Davidic king to the ejaculation of praise adds to the psalm’s sense of 

playfulness.  The psalm does not end as though a response to any particular 

catastrophic historic event.  The formulaic repetitious אמן reflects the frequency 

with which the root is used in the psalm to express Yahweh’s trustworthiness 

                                                           
280

 So Weiser (1962 [1959]: 590); A.R. Johnson (1967: 29 n. 1); Dahood (1968: 311.320); 
Buttenweiser (1969: 253); Rogerson & McKay (1977: vol. 2, 197); AA Anderson (1982 [1979]: 
648); Howard (1993: 109-110); Hossfeld & Zenger (2005 [2000]: 407.413); A. Curtis (2004: 
186).  
281

 For example, McCann (1993); Cole (2000: 181-230). 
282

 So G.H. Wilson (1986: particularly 91-92); Tate (1990: 428); Cole (2000: 181.207); Limburg 
(2000: 305); Eaton (2003: 321); Wallace (2011). 
283

 As Westermann (1981 [1965]) so successfully demonstrated. 
284

 Olyan (2004: 17-18.114-115). 
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and the faithful endurance of his covenant. 285   Although an inexpressible 

expanse of generations is portrayed as finding only contradiction between its 

idealised memories of the Davidic monarchy set against its lived political and 

economic experiences, the formulaic expression of praise – an affirming speech 

act in any recitation of the psalm286 - reinforces and realises the persistence of 

the enchanting memorialisation of the Davidic monarchy: through its 

remembrance with the cultural community, and through the perpetual presence 

of the dead kings in their netherworld abodes.  The Davidic monarchy would, 

then, be so remembered through the continuing use of such royal psalms as 

Psalm 89, even long after the monarchy had ended and its living cults had 

ceased. The satirical subversion and metamorphosis of descent motifs – 

transforming them from an intrinsic aspect of royal heavenly ascent to imagery 

of helpless mourning identification with the dead – though drawing out the 

painful ambiguities of experience through montage, continues to reinforce, re-

create and magnify the mystifying potency of culturally remembered monarchy. 

                                                           
285

 See 6.5.  The point concerning the connection of this root to the rest of the psalm is made by 
Cole (2000: 187-188), who gives the full list of occurrences of the root as verses 
2.3.6.9.15.25.29.34.38.50. 
286

 See 2.5 on ritual nature of reading-speech in the ancient world: the psalm was not written for 
silent study! 
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Chapter 7. Dethronement, Dismemberment and Descending 

Ascents in Isaiah 14:4b-20: The Re-enchantment and 

Disenfranchising of the Houses of Israel and Judah? 

7.1: Introduction 

It is widely accepted that motifs and myths of royal ascent, and subsequently 

royal descent, are present in Isa. 14:4b-20, in contrast with the texts already 

examined in this thesis.  In general, it has also been recognised that parodies of 

ritual are present in this poem.1   There has, however, been huge disagreement 

as to the nature of the myths upon which the verses draw, and their roles within 

the text.  Accordingly, the nature and character of the ascent and descent, 

which is represented with much mythic imagery, is greatly disputed. 

I will first discuss motifs of ascent and descent in Isa. 14:4b-20 through close 

textual analysis of the verses.  This will be followed by a discussion of a number 

of comparable ancient West Asian texts which scholars have invoked to explain 

the function of the mythic allusions in the poem. I will argue that many of these 

explanations mistakenly presuppose that if the poem does not present the same 

myth as found in another given culture then it must be utterly sundered from 

such a myth (as has been evident in many scholarly discussions of other texts 

studied in this dissertation).  The poem must not be forced to correspond 

structurally with entire paradigmatic myths from other contexts.2  Parallels will 

be drawn with other texts insofar as they can elucidate close textual analysis of 

the linguistic games only in Isaiah 14 itself. 

Having so analysed the poem’s mythic allusions, I will explore the identity of its 

ill-fated protagonist.  With comparative reference to a number of biblical texts, 

including portrayals of royal ritual netherworld descent and heavenly ascent – 

and without resorting to the usually unquestioned assumption that the 

protagonist is an historical Neo-Assyrian or Neo-Babylonian monarch – I will 

                                                           
1
 This will be clear from my discussions of the various interpretations of vv. 12-15, in 7.4.  

Notable exceptions to mythological interpretations, where it is claimed that myth in the pericope 
is ‘demythologised’, are provided by Childs (1960: 71-72); Habel (1967: particularly 520); and J. 
Day (2000: particularly 166). 
2
 See 2.6 on the theoretical problems with such an approach. 
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ask whether the object of the poem’s gloating parody is rather a culturally 

foundational ‘indigenous’ royal figure. 

I will propose that the forms of ritual heavenly ascent and netherworld descent 

performed by the royal figure are, in various ways, comparable with 

representations of such phenomena as already discussed in this thesis.  There 

is a particularly close correspondence, as I will argue, between Isa. 14:12-15 

and Ps. 89:37-38, because both are explicit in combining images of temple 

ascent with astral ascent.  Such imaging of heavenly ascent seems to represent 

an indigenous royal ascent which is particularly challenging to the categorical 

separation of biblical temple ascent and apocalyptic astral ascent, prevalent in 

scholarship of apocalyptic Judaism.3 

With comparative reference to a number of other biblical texts, I will then 

suggest ways in which such a portrayal of an indigenous monarch both reifies 

and breaks apart Israel and Judah’s culturally remembered monarchic past. 

7.2. Use of Intertexts 

My argument will include comparative references to wide-ranging biblical 

passages, most of which are ‘royal’ texts. 4   These I will draw into three 

categories.  Firstly, there are texts which represent Israelite/ Judahite ritual, and 

therefore suggest a play on such ritual imagery in Isaiah 14.  Secondly, there 

are stories of paradigmatic Israelite/ Judahite kingship which closely correspond 

with motifs in Isaiah 14.  Thirdly, there are texts containing polemical and 

subversive imagery against foreign rulers, which is reflected in Isaiah 14 – but 

the most similar of these (Ezek. 28:1-19) will be the main focus in my 

discussions.  These texts illustrate how this discourse on Israelite/ Judahite 

kingship could finally be incorporated into a polemic against a ‘foreign’ king.  I 

will refer to these texts in making conspicuous my close textual analysis of 

motifs in Isaiah, and tabulate the main ones as three ‘categories’ in the 

Appendix for the purposes of a more visual and synchronic representation of my 

conclusions.    

                                                           
3
 See 1.3.2 for a discussion with references. 

4
 That is, as I define royal psalms – referring to royal figures.  See the footnote to the title of 2.1. 
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7.3. Spatial and Sensory Motifs of Royal Ritual Ascent and Descent 

in Isaiah 14:4b-205 

4) (You will raise this mocking dirge concerning the King of Babel,6 and you will 

say:) 

  How the tyrant has rested! 

  [How]7 the frenzied one8 has rested! 

5) Yahweh has broken the staff of the wicked - 

 The sceptre of rulers - 

6) [That] furiously smote the people, 

 Wounding9 without respite, 

   Ruling the nations with rage – 

 Persecution without mercy. 

7) All the lands10 repose in silence 

 And burst forth into song, 

8) Nay, even the conifers rejoice over you, 

 The very11 cedars of Lebanon! 

    ‘Since you have lain low 

                                                           
5
 The justification for limiting the pericope to these verses will be set out in 7.3. 

6
 I.e. ‘Babylon.’  The quasi-transliteration will be explained later in 7.3, in the analysis of the 

verses, and further discussed in 7.4. 
7
 Applying the emphatic איך in v. 4c to both the clauses of 4c and 4d. 

8
 The MT’s מדהבה is a hapax legomenon.  Most commentators and translations suppose it 

occurred as a result of a scribal error in copying מרהבה (the dalet being mis-transcribed as a 
resh) which, on the basis of its use at Qumran, would have a sense of tyranny or fury (e.g. 
Oswalt 1986: 314; Spronk 1986: 213; Page 1996: 120; Holladay 1999: 639; Blenkinsopp 2000: 
284; Coggins 2001: 450; Shipp 2002: 129; NRSV; NIV).  Orlinsky (1957) argues alternatively 
that it derives from the Ugaritic root db’, with a sense of strength or might.  This root seems to 
appear in Deut. 23:25 as דאב, rather than דהב as in this verse, but Orlinsky (1957) suggests that 
there may nonetheless have been recognised as the same root.  Shipp (2002: 129, n.1) 
pertinently counters that there is no other attested instance of this root being written as dhb.  
Perhaps more plausible is the AV’s rendering ‘golden city,’ conforming to the Arabic דהב, ‘gold’ 
(when, in Hebrew, one would expect zhb) thereby recognising the Semitic interchange of d and 
z.  However, the common understanding of an error in conveying terror or fury remains most 
likely, given (as most of the scholars, cited above in support of this view, reason) the parallel 
with נגש, which I translate ‘tyrant’ (pace Shipp 2002: 139), rather than with an abstract noun 
such as ‘tyranny’ because, as Professor Nicolas Wyatt helpfully pointed out in his examiner’s 
comments, citing HALOT, it would make little sense for the parallel to the reference to a 
tyrannical figure (i.e. מרהבה, ‘the frenzied one’) to refer to an abstract concept of tyranny, rather 
than to the tyrant himself. 
9
 Rendering the nominal סרה verbally, for ease of English expression. 

10
 Reading ארץ, here, as referring to the ‘earth’ in the sense of human society (see 6.4.3).  

Although I will read it as ‘netherworld’ later in the poem, the context of the ruler having smitten 
the nations (v. 6) and invaded the forests (v. 8), disfavours this reading of its appearance in 
verse 7.  Albeit, as will become apparent, neither of these places is fundamentally sundered 
from the tiers of the cosmos beyond the earth – that is, the heavens and the netherworld (cf. 
1.3.3). 
11

 Reading the emphatic גם at the beginning of the previous clause as applying to both parts of 
the couplet.  Cf. Childs’ rendering, ‘Even the pines and cedars of Lebanon’ (2001: 119). 
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 No one ascends to cut us down.’ 

9) Sheol beneath was violently disturbed12 before you 

 To greet your arrival; 

    The Rephaim are stirred up for you - 

 All the bellwethers13 of the netherworld14 – 

    They rose up15 from their thrones: 

 All the kings of the nations. 

10) They all answer you,  

saying to you, 

    ‘Truly,16 you are weak like us 

 You are counted one of us.17 

11) ‘You have been brought down to Sheol in your titanic power,18 

 [With] the melody of your harps.19 

     The worm is laid out beneath you 

  And maggots are your grave-clothes…’ 

The editorial superscription (v. 4a)20 designates the poem משל, mashal, which 

translates literally as ‘likeness’.  The Hebrew Bible uses this term of a variety of 

                                                           
12

 This translation of רגז is based upon my understanding of the word as having the 
connotations both of physical disturbance and, in contexts of interactions with the netherworld, 
disturbance in the sense of interference with the dead (4.3.2).  On the use of the root rgz in 
tomb desecrations, and the relating of this use of the root to Isa. 14:9, see Spronk (1986: 214); 
T.J. Lewis (1989: 106); C.B. Hays (2011: 208). 
13

 This is a somewhat old-fashioned English word (so it is used in the translations of Box 1908: 
77; G.B. Gray 1912: 248), but it expresses better than any English word in contemporary usage 
 literally ‘he-goats.’  It is a term applied to human leaders with popular ,(in construct plural) אתודי
followings (e.g. in Jer. 50:8 – see Oswalt 1986: 315).  Male animal names often suggest nobility 
in the Hebrew Bible and at Ugarit (Cross 1973: 4, n. 6). 
14

 Most commentators alternatively render הארץ ‘the earth’ (e.g. Herbert 1973: 101; Kaiser 1984: 
29; Oswalt 1986: 315; Brueggemann 1998: 127; Blenkinsopp 2000: 283; Johnston 2002: 105; 
Wyatt 2009: 172).  However, I will argue, in the course of my analysis of these verses below, 
that ‘the netherworld’ is the more appropriate reading. 
15

 Or, ‘rousing up from their thrones,’ if the MT’s pointing of הקים is amended to ָהִקים (Holladay 
1999: 639). 
16

 Reading אתה as emphatic. 
17

 The word-play on משל, here, cannot adequately be rendered in English, but the Hebrew word-
play will be discussed further, below. 
18
 ;here, is rendered ‘pomp’ in most of the English Bible translations (e.g. AV; JPS; NRSV ,גאון

NIV), but it often denotes physical dominance as well (e.g. referring to powerful waves in Job 
38:11). 
19

 Or, perhaps, ‘the lifelessness of your corpse.’  Oswalt (1986: 315, n. 5) points out that this 
does not suit the parallelism of the verse well. As it stands, verses 11a and 11b express the 
descent from the king’s greatness; whilst verses 11c and 11d express his physical torment upon 
descent – thereby yielding ‘synchronic’ parallelism between verses 11a and 11b, as well as 
between verses 11c and 11d, and antithetic parallelism between verses 11a-b and 11c-d. 
20

 The question as to which parts of the poem in Isaiah 14 are editorial will be discussed below 
and, further, in 7.4. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

315 
 

literary genres.21  In the case of Isa. 14:4-20, the term may imply a riddle.22  

However, Shipp’s suggestion that משל indicates irony and parody by the literary 

process of making comparison23 is – as I will argue throughout – well supported 

in the text itself.  The poem is in the qinah metre, frequently used for funereal 

dirges.24  And yet, as I will argue, much of the poem’s content contrasts jarringly 

with the idea of mourning a royal death.  The poem also parodies cultural 

memories of the enchanting power of monarchy.  When read intertextually with 

the psalms analysed in the previous chapters, the poem subverts images of 

royal ascent and enthronement rituals to which I have pointed in the biblical 

texts. Where Ps. 89:39-52 breaks apart and confuses cultural memories of 

Judahite royal ritual with discourses of exile,25 this poem will be seen to portray 

royal ritual even more pejoratively, with acerbic irony steadily building up 

throughout, clause upon clause.  

Following the editorial introduction, the poem opens with paralleled repetition of 

the assertion that the tyrant has שבת, ‘rested’ (v. 4) – the assertion being 

underscored by the emphatic (if sarcastic) איך (i.e. ‘how’), indicating the 

beginning of a call to lament.26  שבת – the root denoting rest and ‘Shabbat’ – 

indicates a sanctified and temporary rest, because Yahweh himself observes 

temporary rest on the seventh day.27  When applied to the king, however, the 

                                                           
21

 For overviews of the application of משל to literary genres, in relation to Isaiah 14, see Shipp 
(2002: 33-46); Amzallag & Avriel (2012). 
22

 As Amzallag & Avriel (2012) argue in an intensive analysis of the structure of Isa. 14:4b-20. 
23

 Shipp (2002: 33-46.140-142). 
24

 Gowan (1975: 45-46); Shipp (2002: 51-66); C.B. Hays (2011: 210); Amzallag & Avriel (2012: 
643).  There are debates around whether or not Isa. 14:4b-20 can be considered to have the 
exact attributes of a qinah.  See Shipp (2002: 51-56) for an overview of this debate; and, for a 
general attempt to define the qinah ‘form’, see Garr (1983).   Since I will be arguing that Isa. 
14:4-20 parodies culturally remembered funereal practice, but does not detail an exact text or 
form of text which it parodies, it is not my concern to decide an exact literary drama.  From the 
point of view of this investigation, it simply is significant that the metre of 3 + 2 syllables is 
identified by many scholars in this poem, as it is in other funereal dirges (see the beginning of 
this footnote).  I use ‘qinah’ in no more specific a way than this. 
25

 Chapter 6. 
26

 Kaiser (1984: 33-34), who refers to this use of איך in the lament for Saul and Jonathan (2 
Sam. 1:19.25.27).  I will explore further biblical instances of this expression mockingly 
introducing laments in 9.2. 
27

 Gen 2:2.3; Exod. 20:11.There are numerous commands to rest on the Sabbath in the Hebrew 
Bible (Exod. 12:15; 16.23; 20:8; 31:13.14.16; Lev. 19:3.30; 26: 2.34.35.43; Deut. 5:12.15; Isa. 
56:4; Jer. 17:22.24.27; Ezek. 44:24). 
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root indicates a disjunction.  He has despotised unceasingly; now his fury 

comes to a definitive end.28 

Yahweh has brought this to fruition by breaking the royal מטה, ‘staff’ and the 

 is stretched out upon the king’s מטה sceptre’ (v. 5).  In Ps. 110:2, the' ,שבט

heavenly ascent, signifying that he shares in Yahweh’s domination of the 

cosmos.  In Ps. 2:9 the enthroned king smashes his enemies בשבט, ‘with a 

sceptre.’29  Yet here, in Isa. 14:5, both מטה and שבט are broken, which is 

reminiscent of the traducing of the king’s מטה in Ps. 89:45a in an image which 

reverses the prior imagery of his heavenly ascent.30  The broken שבט is that of 

 here sets up word-play yet to come in משל rulers’; and use of the root‘ ,משלים

the poem.  While it appears here as a cruel irony alongside the epithet of a 

magnificent ruler, משל will later indicate something quite contrary to this (Isa. 

14:10).31 

The assessment of how the protagonist wielded his (now extinguished) power is 

condemnatory, in contrast with those texts explored earlier which affirm the 

power the king wields over the nations upon his heavenly ascent (Pss. 2; 18; 

89:2-38; 110).32  Rather, his dominion has been characterised by relentless 

persecution (vv. 4.6), and now the lands are quiet, before breaking into singing 

(v. 7).  The celebrations (so verse 8 confirms) may be expressed by the root 

 which usually denotes the opposite state to mourning.33  The irony is ,שמח

sharp and unforgiving – the poem remains a royal dirge, yet it depicts rejoicing 

over the king’s predicament.34  A royal tragic dirge is imagined and reified, but it 

                                                           
28

 Brueggemann (1998: 126) also comments on the on the double-sense of ‘cessation’ and 
‘Sabbath’ in the verse: Yahweh, as ‘Lord of the Sabbath,’ brings the king into line.  This is as it 
maybe, but from the point of view of the implied visceral experiences of the king in the poem, 
there is a rupture between his persistent tyranny and his permanent quietening, signalled 
ironically by שבט.  The focus is on the experience of the king, from ascent to descent – Yahweh 
is mentioned only once in the whole song (v. 5), in what is possibly a secondary interpolation 
(Kaiser 1984: 28.31). 
29

 3.4. 
30

 See 6.4. 
31

See below. 
32

 See Chapters 3-6; 6. 
33

 See G.A. Anderson (1991:49-93); Olyan (2004: 16-18). 
34

 Gowan (1975: 47). 
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is the antithesis of tragedy in the Aristotelian sense: in which readers are to be 

moved to pity and fear by carefully constructed literary devices.35 

So this is not the sort of ‘tragedy’ which evokes sympathy with a ‘tragic’ figure or 

figures.  Some studies (which are commonly referenced by psychologists and 

ethicists in order to support the view that empathy leads to altruistic action)36 

have shown that the process of feeling empathy with literary characters often 

motivates people to respond altruistically to others, 37  suggesting some 

correspondence between literary emotion, and emotional empathy towards 

those with whom one comes into contact.  Yet, in this dirge, darker feelings are 

stirred.  It is prescribed that adulation will be felt over the king’s distress.  He 

does not escape the rejoicing even of the cedars of Lebanon, who are relieved 

that he will no longer cut them down (v. 8).   

Some commentators have understood the deforestation of the Lebanon to refer 

to a royal emperor’s military campaign in that region, and consequently tried to 

identify the poem’s protagonist as one or other Neo-Assyrian or Neo-Babylonian 

                                                           
35

 Aristotle, Poetics IX, XIII, XIV (Butcher 1895), which I cite not to suggest that the authorship 
of Isa. 14:4b-20 was, in any way, responding to Aristotelian discourse(!) but as an illustration of 
any ancient understanding of a literary genre (albeit one from a context which was probably 
considerably removed from those in which the poem was composed).   Indeed, the persons 
whose downfalls are depicted in tragedy must not be villains, in Aristotle’s understanding of the 
form, because villainous characters do not stir pity or fear: 

Nor, again, should the downfall of the utter villain be exhibited. A plot of this kind would, 
doubtless, satisfy the moral sense, but it would inspire neither pity nor fear; for pity is aroused by 
unmerited misfortune, fear by the misfortune of a man like ourselves. Such an event, therefore, 
will be neither pitiful nor terrible. (Poetics XIII) 

Such ideas were adopted into European thought, from at least the Renaissance onwards.  
According to Milton: 

Tragedy, as it was anciently composed [was] said by Aristotle to be of power, by raising pity and 
fear, or terror… (Quoted in Burke 1973: 65) 

Adam Smith puts it thus, with focus on reader responses: 

Our joy for those heroes of tragedy or romance who interest us, is as sincere as our grief for their 
distress, and our fellow-feeling with their misery is not more real than with their happiness. (A. 
Smith 1812 [1759]: 4) 

These categories have continued to be an integral feature in debates on the nature of tragedy 
up to the present day as, recently, Eagleton (2003: 153-177) outlines.  Eagleton himself prefers 
to speak of ‘pity’ as a sense of identification with tragic figures (‘this could be me’); and ‘fear’ as 
‘pity’s’ oscillating counterpart of otherness (‘this is not me’ or ‘this cannot be me’).  This is not, 
however, to reject the categories of ‘fear’ and ‘pity.’ 
36

 On this, the ‘empathy-altruism hypothesis,’ see Batson & Ahmed & Lishner (2009). 
37

 For a summary, see Harrison (2008: 258-259). 
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king who invaded that region.38  It is more likely, however, that the statement 

operates within a discourse of the king’s schemes to enter the realm of the 

gods. 39   Entry into the cedar forests characterises entry into divine space 

elsewhere:  Gilgamesh and Enkidu ascend to the pine mountain – the dwelling-

place of the gods – and slay its guardian Huwawa, triumphantly bringing back a 

great tree which they have felled (GE V).40  As scholars have previously noted 

in relation Isa. 14:8, ability to fell trees in sacred forests (not least the sought-

after cedars of Lebanon)41 was a symbol of cosmic dominance for kings across 

diverse temporal and spatial contexts in ancient Mesopotamia, as attested in 

Akkadian literature and visual arts.42  The image of hewing down the cedars, in 

this verse, is described as ascent (עלה), which ironically contrasts with the 

king’s current predicament of ‘lying [low]’ (שכב).  And, indeed, further ironic 

contrasts will follow.  Points arising from comparison with Baal’s kingship in 

Ugaritic texts will be of significance in interpreting this and other aspects of the 

poem: Baal builds his palace with the great trees from Lebanon and Syria (KTU 

1.4 vi 18-21), before seizing cities (KTU 1.4 vii 7-14) – an act which Wyatt 

equates with a royal tour of the metropolises upon assumption of the throne, by 

virtue of which rebellions are quashed).43  In the context of Isa. 14:4b-20, the 

king has reigned with terror over the nations (v. 6; cf., particularly, Pss. 2:8; 

110:5-6),44 as well as demonstrating his majesty through harvesting from the 

sacred forests.  Suffice to say, for the moment, that both of these actions can be 

performed by patron deities as well as kings, and therefore imply that the king 

has performed mimesis of such a king-deity (by collecting the trees of Lebanon, 

and subjugating the people and nations), before his downfall. 

                                                           
38

 E.g. Kaiser (1984: 34); Sweeney (1996: 232); Blenkinsopp (2000: 287); J. Day (2000: 183); 
Childs (2001: 126).  Specific suggestions as to which emperor may be in view are discussed 
below. 
39

 As Shipp (2002: 142-149) and Geyer (2004: 66) argue.  See, further, the discussion of verses 
12-15, below. 
40

 This text is discussed in relation to Isaiah 14 by van Leeuwen (1980); Shipp (2002: 113-114); 
Geyer (2004: 57-74). 
41

 See 9.3. 
42

 Schaffer (1983: 307); Geyer (2004: 63.70).  It seems likely, moreover, that importation of 
living plants portrayed the cosmic power of ancient West Asian kings – exotic plants being used 
to create their heavenly gardens (see Stavrakopoulou 2006: 6). 
43

 Wyatt (2002: 108, n. 150). 
44

 3.4. 
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Verse 9 is sometimes paralleled with the Ugaritic account of the Rephaim (that 

is, the royal ancestors)45 greeting King Niqmaddu upon his death and entry into 

the netherworld (KTU 1.161 20-24).46  The dead kings are enthroned, and they 

appear – in both texts – to greet the recently deceased monarch.  Here, in Isa. 

14:9, the king’s netherworld entrance – which, according to verse 9a, causes 

violent disturbance (רגז) – pales pathetically when set alongside the disturbance 

of the netherworld when Yahweh rescues the king in Ps. 18:8-12.47  The root 

 in Ps. 18:8, I have argued, expresses Yahweh’s invasion, violation and רגז

dominance of the netherworld 48  – demonstrating his cosmic gigantism and 

domination, and thereby strengthening the image of the king he patronises.  

However, this disturbance in Isa. 14:9a, as some scholars have pointed out, is 

followed by a debilitating parody of the dignified ritual reception of the dead king 

by his ancestors, as portrayed in the Ugaritic text.49 

Indeed, after disturbing the Rephaim, the king is immediately mocked,50 with 

barbed similes (v. 10).  He is described as ‘weak’ with the root חלה and - 

although the Rephaim explicitly liken this to their own state of being - the 

comment is double-edged.  The radicals רפא, denote in one root-meaning, 

weakness; but they attribute their primary root-meaning ‘healing’ to the 

                                                           
45

 Cho (2007: 218-221), with a summary of the scholarly views on the rp’(m) at Ugarit, with an 
extensive bibliography.  For a discussion of the royal identity of the Rephaim in Isa. 14:9 
specifically, see Suriano (2010: 161-163).  There are a number of references in the Hebrew 
Bible to the Rephaim as an ancient tribe (for example, Gen. 14:5; 15:20; Deut. 2:20; 3:11.13; 
Josh. 12:4; 17:15; 2 Sam. 21:18.20.22 – see Rouillard 1999: 698-699for a discussion of these 
texts).  However, on the basis of their presence in Ugaritic and Phoenician texts, apparently as 
royal dead (see, for example, Spronk 1986: 161-196; Rouillard 1999: 699; J. Day 2000: 217; 
Suriano 2010: 149-158), most scholars understand this to be a tradition that developed later 
than the understanding that the Rephaim were deceased kings (Spronk 1986: 161-196; 
Rouillard 1999: 699; J. Day 2000: 217-219.223-225; Liverani 2005 [2003]: 276-277; 
Stavrakopoulou 2010a: 66-71; Suriano 2010: 149-165; contra, for example, L’Heureux 1974).   
They had a role as healers and protectors at Ugarit (see del Olmo Lete 2004: 169).  So, 
although the root rp’ can have a sense of weakness or slackness, this Ugaritic role makes it 
most probable that the root became associated with them due to its healing connotations 
(Rouillard 1999: 699; C.B. Hays 2011: 167-168).  The idea that the Rephaim had become more 
impotent by the time of the Hebrew Bible’s composition (so Schmidt 1994: 267-273; J. Day 
2000: 219; Johnston 2002: 76) does not hold in Isa. 14:9, as I will discuss below.  Indeed, it is 
testament to the strength of Rephaim cults, if competing memories of the Rephaim as ancient 
peoples developed socially and culturally amidst discourses displacing their role in healing cults 
(Liverani 2005 [2003]: 276-277; Stavrakopoulou 2010a: 66-71). 
46

 J.G. Taylor (1988); Wyatt (2009: 170-172); C.B. Hays (2011: 209). 
47

See 4.3.2. 
48

See 4.3.2. 
49

 Wyatt (2009: 170-172); C.B. Hays (2011: 209). 
50

 Pace Shipp (2002: 40-41); C.B. Hays (2011: 209). 
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Rephaim.51  Thus the Rephaim (i.e. ‘Healers’) will continue to have chthonic 

properties for their descendants, 52  whereas the king is simply weak – a 

foreshadowing, perhaps, of the implication later in the poem that any means of 

establishing an ancestral cult around his corpse will be halted.53  The Rephaim 

also taunt the king by claiming that he is נמלשת: ‘counted one of’ them.  Use of 

the root משל, m-š-l plays tauntingly not only on the genre of the poem – as 

recognised in the editorial introduction (v. 4a)54 – but also on the ‘act of ruling’, 

which is denoted with the same radicals.55  No longer does the protagonist lord 

it over everyone.  משל now has the denigrating and opposite sense of 

suggesting that the king is undifferentiated from the kings he is said to have 

once ruled.  Yet the context in which it is spoken also hints darkly that even the 

protagonist’s equivalence with his new bed-fellows is not to last, if it is true 

equivalence now.   

The cosmically domineering monarch’s reversal once again expressed (v. 11a), 

his ironic predicament finally finds its most delicious Schadenfreude in the 

meditation upon his sensory anguish, entombed in the grave by invertebrates 

that dissect and devour his body (v. 11b).56  The invitation to enjoy the king’s 

represented ritual lament is enhanced by the focus on his suffering; a sort of 

literary pseudo-cannibalism whereby we are invited, through the medium of text, 

to share in the culinary delight of maggots and worms.57 

                                                           
51

 See Rouillard (1999: 699); del Olmo Lete (2004: 169); C.B. Hays (2011: 167-168). 
52

 The mockingly equivocal nature of the comment would challenge the idea that the Rephaim, 
in this passage, are weak(pace Wolff 1974 [1973]: 102-103; J. Day 2000: 219; Johnston 2002: 
76). 
53

 As discussed below. 
54

 Shipp (2002: 40-41); Miscall (2006: 64).  On the irony of the poem being introduced as משל, 
see above. 
55

 See DCH: this is very frequent. 
56

 As I argue in a forthcoming article, ‘From Maw to Paw: Towards a Taxonomy of Death in the 
Psalms,’ life and death are not so much dichotomies in the Hebrew Bible, as poles of a liminal 
spectrum.  There are many ways, across this spectrum, in which one can be in a liminal position 
‘betwixt and between’ life and death. Dismemberment – here visualised as invertebrates 
eviscerating the cadaver – is one of those indications of an annihilation beyond the liminal 
space which those in the netherworld often occupy between life and death.  See, further, 1.2.1, 
in which I argue that many of the most recent discussions of death and the netherworld in the 
Hebrew Bible are compromised in being too much influenced by certain contemporaneous 
understandings of death, and its relationship with life.  Corpse desecration will be discussed 
further, below. 
57

 Cf. the glories of the wild animals’ feast upon the corpse of Gog in Ezek. 39:17-19, in which 
the prophet delights in their satiation.  The relevance of Gog’s corpse to that of the protagonist 
of Isa. 14:4b-20 will be further discussed below. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

321 
 

The presence of the ravenous invertebrates facilitates at least four levels of 

irony.  First, they replace formalised clothing worn ceremonially for ritual 

identification with the dead.  They are יַֻצע, ‘lain out,’underneath him.  This 

hophal form of the verb is used elsewhere only once (Esth. 4:3): and here to 

describe the arrangement of sackcloth underneath those who are ritually 

mourning.  Maggots and worms form the מכסים, the coverings over him or 

‘grave-clothes,’ in dual imagery of death and entombment, as is also present in 

the accounts of apparent cults of the dead in Isaiah 47.58 

Second - again foreshadowing the end of the poem – his resting place is wild; it 

is not the tomb that a tyrant emperor could expect his subjects to construct for 

him.59  The invertebrates are in marked contrast to the grave clothes used for 

burials of esteemed persons, as grave-clothes on a social level expressed 

respect towards – and recognition of the social status of – the one buried.60 

The third level of irony is the similarity of the language used of the king’s resting 

place with language of cosmic dominion in Psalm 18, which I invoke as an 

intertext.  Where תהת, ‘under’, expresses Yahweh’s universal power in Ps. 18:9, 

and the king’s sharing in this power through trampling his enemies in Ps. 

18:34,61 in Isa. 14:11b the root images the king lying only on worms.  Far from 

wielding power over those underneath him, the Isaianic protagonist is passively 

infested even by these puny invertebrates.  And worse the king himself is 

underneath even the maggots, which eviscerate him from above.  Where 

Yahweh demonstrates the gigantic sphere of his control by stretching out (נטה) 

the heavens (Ps. 18:10) and the king mimetically re-performs his command 

                                                           
58

 See T.J. Lewis (1989: 149-150). 
59

 C.B. Hays (2011: 209-210) suggests that the image contrasts the treatment of the king’s 
corpse with the ancient West Asian stone sarcophagi which he supposes were intended to 
preserve dead kings from this kind of decay.  However, as I will argue, I am of the view that the 
king’s corpse is at a stage well beyond decaying flesh. 
60

 Grave-clothes as signifiers of familial respect are attested in Rabbinic texts, as is resistance 
to what appears to have been a widespread cultural custom of over-spending on costly robes 
for deceased relatives (see Bender 1895: 262-263).  The extreme opulence of the adornment 
(with multiple sought-after commodities and crafted items) of the skeleton of a wealthy woman 
in a grave, from around 1200 BCE, discovered at Tel es-Sa diyeh in the Jordan Valley attests the 
extent to which those of high social status could be deemed worthy of honouring with their 
grave-clothes (Pritchard 1964).  My grateful thanks to Bethany Wagstaff for directing me to this 
excavation report). 
61

 See 4.4.3. 
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over the broad reach of the cosmos (Ps. 18:34),62  in Isa. 14:11b it is the 

humblest of creatures that are ‘laid out’ (יצה) to gorge on the king.  

A fourth level of irony is that the king has previously demonstrated control over 

the entire human realm, and even over such cosmically liminal spaces as the 

forests of Lebanon, but now the most lowly of life forms dine on him.  The primal 

man (as an archetype of royalty) is to tend the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:15), as 

kings are to tend their palace-gardens, 63  and are expected to bring an 

abundance of food to the land.64   Nebuchadnezzar, in his royal dominion, is 

identified so closely with horticultural increase that he himself becomes a great 

tree, according to his dream (Dan. 4:7-20).  In his might, the animals that are in 

his shade eat of his fruit (Dan. 4:9.18).  Yet he is cut down (Dan. 4:11) and 

dismembered, and scattered among the beasts (Dan. 4:11-12), so that the 

creatures flee from his protection (Dan. 4:11).  Feeding the earth from a position 

of royal wealth has thus stood as an image of the king’s power, but his image is 

now of one who is reduced to being helpless: dismembered amongst it.  So, in 

Isa. 14:11, the king is passively fed upon.  Far from being the mighty provider 

who once held dominion over the human realm and its cosmically liminal 

arboreal spaces, he is prey, and passively digested by those creatures that the 

lowest of people tread underfoot.  Such a levelling punishment is considered 

fitting also for the chief prince of Mesach and Tubal, Gog (Ezek. 39:1), who is to 

be exposed and devoured by the wild creatures (Ezek. 39:4-5.17-20).  A similar 

fate awaits Pharaoh, King of Egypt (Ezek. 29: 3-5; 32:2-4).65  Such infestation 

and disintegration of the corpse is, as I will discuss below, a fate far worse than 

post mortem descent into the netherworld. 

The first eleven verses, in summation, allude to culturally remembered royal 

ritual.  There are similarities with some of the cultural memories of royal ritual 

ascent so far discussed in relation to the Psalms.  However, the often-remarked 

literary skill in the poem consists in the persistent and consistent subversion of 

                                                           
62

 See 4.4.2. 
63

 Widengren (1951); Stavrakopoulou (2011); Wyatt (2014). 
64

 So, in the Hebrew Bible, see Ps. 72:16 – as discussed in 5.5.1. 
65

 This irony is one level on which the eating of fallen monarchs functions.  This does not 
exclude the idea that the eating of corpses represents uncontrolled burial, functioning in a 
similar way to disinterment in expressing the prevention of corpse veneration by the 
descendants, as Stavrakopoulou (2010b: 74-75) argues, with respect to Ezekiel 39.  Indeed, I 
will argue below that this is a significant aspect of the corpse desecration in Isaiah 14. 
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such images as these, by means of diametrically contrasting pictures of the 

king’s descent, powerlessness and objectification – pictures which are used, 

elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, of the disempowerment of foreign monarchs.  In 

contrast to royal descent rituals represented in the psalms already examined 

(which with the exception of those depicted in Psalm 89 seem to be a prelude 

to, or an aspect of, heavenly ascent and to imagine kings mimetically re-

enacting divine battles with subterranean forces) netherworld descent in Isa. 

14:9-11 comes after royal ascent, overturning its characteristics.  The verses 

resemble more closely a ritual performed when a deceased king is welcomed 

into the netherworld but, again, they represent such a ritual subversively. 

Insofar as ritual creates its own realities through the sensoria,66 the mawkish 

representation of a royal lament conveys a sensory immediacy – evoking, for 

example, the senses of silence and sound (vv. 7-8), or of touch, eating and 

being eaten (v. 11).  Thus the poem’s self-portrayal as ritual ensures visceral 

expression of both the king’s experiences and those of the sardonic ‘mourners.’  

The enchantment of royal ritual ascent finds representation here, too, in the 

depictions of ritual acts similar to those in some royal psalms.  But these cultural 

memories of the orderly conferring of ritual power are ‘tripped up in [their] own 

disorderliness’67 – that is, the solemn and formalised rites are subverted and 

reversed by the mocking subversiveness pervading the representation of a 

royal lament that forms the poem.  Some psychological and neurological studies 

suggest that cognitive empathy is not necessarily related to emotional 

empathetic response68 - even if they sometimes correlate, as discussed above.  

Intimacy with others can heighten the desire to harm them, and perhaps 

heightened knowledge of their pain can increase the pleasure it gives.69  So, in 

Ezekiel 16, it is Yahweh’s intense intimacy with Jerusalem (vv. 8-14) which 

progresses into expressions of abuse (vv. 23-59) with the revelling, by verse 37, 

                                                           
66

 See 2.5. 
67

 Taussig (1991 [1986]: particularly 374-446, quotation from 390) – as discussed in 1.3.3; 2.3. 
68

 Empathising cognitively – that is, the understanding of others’ emotions – is not necessarily 
related to empathising emotionally – that is, to an affective motivation to intervene (Bischof-
Köhler 1991; Mehrabian 1997; A. Smith (II) 2006; Joliffe & Farrington 2006; 2011; Harenski et al 
2012).   
69

 That intimacy can be closely associated with physical abuse is well attested in psychological 
literature (see Dutton 2007). There is some recent evidence, from a small-scale study of sexual 
sadist offenders (Harenski et al 2012), that sexual sadists may have a heightened emotional 
awareness of others’ pain – the relevant point here being that pleasure in others’ suffering may 
require an empathetic understanding of their emotions. 
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in the display of her intimate parts (ערותך).70   In Isa. 14:4b-11, the gory and 

miserable detail of the king’s plight, expressed by capriciously playful recreation 

of imaginary ritual, serves both to increase awareness of his brutal suffering; 

yet, in doing so, heighten pleasure about his misery. 

Ps. 80:9-14 positively likens the culturally remembered Israelite nation to a 

great vine, covering the הרים, ‘mountains’ and ארזי־אל, 'cedars of El' (v. 11).  

The favour and potency of this mesmerising picture – in which Israel climbs 

through the heavenly realms as a cosmic tree71 – seemingly unquestioned, it is 

then stated in verses 12-13 that it has been broken down (פרץ) and passively 

eaten by wild beasts.72  As in Isa. 14:4b-20, the ‘reality’ of the conferment of 

ritual power upon the king has equally not been questioned – indeed, he has 

dominated the nations and sacred forests.  It is in the following verses that his 

rising above the holy mountain, and towards El, is also depicted: 

 12) ‘How you have fallen back from the Heavens, 

  O Shiny One, Son of Dawn! 

       O how73 you are hewn down to the netherworld,74 

  Weakened upon the Back!75 

                                                           
70

 Space does not permit detailed discussion of this difficult matter in this thesis.  Suffice to say, 
comparisons of the figures in this passage with the subjects of studies of domestic violence 
have already been attempted by L. Day (2000). 
71

 See Geyer (2004: 64-65). 
72

 That these motifs can be applied both to a king and a nation emphatically does not mean that 
we must return to a paradigm of ‘demythologisation’ (see Iii) or suggest that a ‘Canaanite’ 
mythological motif has taken on a different symbolic meaning in a biblical context (see 2.6 on 
the problems with creating paradigms of archetypal myths from which cultures are either 
included or excluded).  As I have continued to argue (but see, particularly, 5.5.1), the 
characteristics of royals impact upon the characteristics of nations, in ancient West Asia and, 
specifically, the Hebrew Bible.  In any case, see Stordalen (2000: 176-177) for an argument that 
the passage represents a critique of the hubris of both monarchy and nation; and the arguments 
I have been making concerning the relationships between monarch and nation would suggest 
that these are often intrinsically-linked. 
73

 Reading the emphatic איך, at the beginning of the verse as applying to both parts of the 
bicola. 
74

 In view of the king’s fall into the netherworld in the subsequent verses, ‘netherworld’ is the 
apposite translation of ארץ here (cf. the footnote, above, to my translation of verse 7).  Johnston 
(2002: 110), in trying to prove his point that ארץ rarely applies to the netherworld, argues that 
since the image is of a cutting down a tree (on the arboreal imagery, here, see the discussion, 
below) a tree falling to the ground must be in view.  This ignores the immediate context, 
whereby, as I argue below, the vertical reversal from the heaves to the netherworld is 
continually underscored and, moreover, the king is explicitly stated to be in Sheol at the climax 
of the series of contrasting images (v. 15).  This statement is unambiguous - even more so 
given the parallelism with the statement that the king is in בור, ‘the pit’ (C.B. Hays 2011: 210) – 
and so Kaiser’s ‘demythologising’ translation (1984: 29) of שאול as ‘Waste Land’ is strained. 
75

 Reading this line, with Clifford (1972: 161, n. 83) as a pseudo-epithet, and following Van 
Leeuwen’s translation (1980), as I discuss below. 
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 13) ‘For, indeed, you said in your heart, 

  “I will ascend to the Heavens, 

         Exalted to the stars of El 

  I will raise up my throne, 

         And I will sit on the Mount of Assembly 

  At the extremities of Zaphon. 

 14) ‘“I will ascend to the cloudy high places;76 

  I will liken myself to Elyon.” 

 15) ‘But77 how you are cast down to Sheol! 

  To the extremities of the pit...’  

In spite of wild discrepancies among interpreters as to the nature of the 

mythological allusions in this passage,78 and as to the historical referent of  הילל

 Shiny One,79 Son of Dawn’ (v. 12b),80 there are relatively few linguistic‘ ,בן־שחר

issues.  Moreover, descriptions of an Enoch-esque starry ascent are explicit: 

the sort of imagery which is supposed by some to be the province of Jewish 

apocalyptic, but not of ascents in the Jerusalem temple.81 

Literally translating הילל בן־שחר (Isa. 14:12) is unproblematic, 82  and so it 

appears that its transformation in other manuscripts to phrases such 

as  ο  εωο φο ος  ο   ωι, ‘the morning star that rises in the morning,’ constitute 

‘rationalisations’ of the phrase within new discursive contexts and frameworks.83  

The Hebrew phrase constitutes a descriptive (pseudo?-)epithet which the king 

is given upon heavenly ascent.  It is reminiscent of the pseudo-epithet (that is, 

an epithet not necessarily intended for everyday usage) roughly translating ‘My 

King is Righteous’, which is given to the monarch of Ps. 110:3-4, upon his 

                                                           
76

 For reasons I will give when I come to the interpretation of these verses, below, my 
translation here is unconventional. 
77

 Reading the emphatic איך as heightening the contrast between verse 14 and verse 15. 
78

 These are discussed in 7.4. 
79

 On the etymology of הלל, see W.G.E. Watson (1999: 392-393). 
80

 The various possibilities as to which – if any specific – historical figure may be in view, will be 
discussed, below, in 7.4. 
81

 See 1.2, in which I discuss Enochic ascents and the fallacious distinctions scholars have 
drawn between these motifs and heavenly ascent in the Hebrew Bible, on which basis they 
contend for a categorical distinction between the Hebrew Bible and early Jewish apocalyptic. 
82

 That is, excepting the view some scholars hold that הלל is related to the Arabic hilal, ‘crescent 
moon’ (Spronk 1986: 222-225; Korpel 1990: 576).  However, I set out the objections to this view 
in 7.4. 
83

 So Schaper (2010: 137) suggests that this, the LXX rendering, is an attempt by the translator 
to impose his own mythological meaning on the passage.  Several other manuscripts modify the 
epithet similarly, which would have had the advantage of increasing discursive comprehension.  
See J. Day (2000: 168) for a summary of the different manuscript readings of the epithet.  
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divine re-birth.84  This naming with a pseudo-epithet in Ps. 110:3-4 similarly 

takes place in the context of a royal ascent and enthronement on the holy 

mountain(s). 85   Moreover, in both Ps. 110:3-4 and Isa. 14:12 שחר, ‘the 

dawn/Dawn Goddess’86 has a role in this divine generation of the king (his being 

birthed from the womb of רחש  (so I have argued) in the former,87 and his being 

referred to as the son of שחר in the latter); and in both texts the context is 

enthronement on holy mountain(s).88   Of these two texts, however, only in 

Isaiah 14 are these motifs explicitly combined with imagery of astral ascent. 

The epithet ‘Day Star, Son of Dawn’ – ritually conferred upon the heavenly-

ascendant king – sets up another series of ironic contrasts between the king’s 

pleasure at his heavenly ascent, and his predicament in his netherworld 

descent.  Verse 12d is perhaps the least linguistically clear part of the four 

verses: חולש על־גוים achieves, in a literal rendering, the apparently senseless 

‘weakened on the nations,’ which some commentators have left unchanged, or 

creatively reformed into communicable English without altering the underlying 

literal sense. 89   A number of scholars alternatively read the phrase as a 

reference to the king’s destruction of the nations,90 which can finds support in 

the Arabic and Akkadian roots, so rendering the Hebrew e.g. ‘destroyer of 

nations.91   The context may be better served, however, by continuing to read 

with the alternative root meaning of ‘weakness’,92 if גוים denotes ‘back, possibly 

with an enclitic mem, which would be supported if גוי in 1QIsa (the mem having 

been dropped), is to be rendered ‘back.’93  Van Leeuwen’s translation of the 

phrase as an epithet – so here I translate ‘Weakened upon the Back’ – provides 

a stark contrast to the epithet of the potent ascended king, ‘Day Star, Son of 

Dawn’ (and a king who once felled the cedars of Lebanon),94 possibly thereby 

                                                           
84

 As I argue in 3.5. 
85

 See 3.5. 
86

 I will discuss how שחר should best be understood in Isa. 14:12, below, in 7.4; as for how ׁשהר 
should be understood in Ps. 110:3-4, see 3.5. 
87

 3.5. 
88

 I have argued, in 3.5, for the presence of this motif in Ps. 110:3-4. 
89

 For example, McKay (1970: 451.452, n. 4); Prinsloo (1981: 434, n. 11); Oswalt (1986: 319); 
Spronk (1986: 214, n. 4); Page (1996: 129). 
90

 Grelot (1956: 18); A.R. Johnson (1967: 94, n. 1); Gowan (1975: 49); Kaiser (1984: 28); 
Brueggemann (1998: 129); Blenkinsopp (2000: 283); Childs (2001: 119); Wyatt (2009: 172). 
91

 Guillaume (1963); Wyatt (2009: 172). 
92

 Cf. Van Leeuwen (1980: 174-175); O’Connell (1988: 415-416). 
93

 Van Leeuwen (1980: particularly 179) followed by Shipp (2002: 131); C.B. Hays (2011: 205). 
94

 A contrast drawn by van Leeuwen (1980: 180-182); tentatively, O’Connell (1988: 415-416). 
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standing as a mocking alternative epithet. 95   This creates a satisfying 

antithetical parallel with שחר ־בן   ,also an epithet but expressing grandeur or) הלל

perhaps, grandiosity, as I argue below) in a poem which has attested ironic 

contrasts throughout, 96  and in which the king has already been taunted 

concerning his weakness, though with the root חלה (v. 8).97 

The contrasts of current weakness and former strength are perhaps heightened 

also by a play on the resemblance of the final word of verse 12d, (ם)גוי ‘back,’ to 

‘nations.’98  Once the king dominated the nations, but now his weakness is 

evident in his own body.99  Ironic reversal is also apparent in verse 12c, insofar 

as the root גדע, which can be used of the hewing down of trees (so, e.g., Isa. 

9:9), expresses the fall of the one who has instilled so much fear among the 

sacred forests.100   Being hewn down like a tree is a common image of a 

monarch’s deposition, and not only in Daniel 4.101  In Isa. 10:15-19, the king of 

Assyria presumes to be a tree, but is himself felled.102  Abimelech is imaged as 

a bramble who shades all the trees, including ארזי הלבון, ‘the cedars of 

Lebanon,’ but he and all those under his protection are devoured by fire (Jud. 

9:8-20). 103   Elsewhere, Assyria and, metonymically, the Assyrian king, 104  is 

identified as  a cedar of Lebanon,’ (Ezek. 31:2): the Assyrian king is a‘ , ארז בלבון

cosmic tree105 in whose sphere the birds, beasts and nations dwell (Ezek. 31:5).  

                                                           
95

 That the Hebrew phrase is an epithet is suggested by Clifford (1972: 161, n. 83), and followed 
by van Leeuwen (1980: 179-180), with his revised suggestion for an epithet, which I am 
following here. 
96

 As O’Connell (1988: 415-416) points out. 
97

 See above 
98

 That is, it is consonantally the same word, as O’Connell (1988: 415-416) suggests. 
99

 Van Leeuwen (1980: 179-180) suggests some other possible forms of word-play created by 
the construction. 
100

 C.B. Hays (2011: 209).  For a detailed discussion of the ironic reversal represented by the 
cedar imagery, see O’Connell (1988: 414-416). 
101

 See above. 
102

 This connection between the two passages is suggested by Stordalen (2000: 169). 
103

 For a discussion of this passage in relation to references to the cedars of Lebanon in the 
Hebrew Bible, see Stordalen (2000: 164-165). 
104

 The passage stands, in its edited form as a warning to ‘Pharaoh King of Egypt,’ according to 
its superscription (vv. 1-2a).  However, on the basis of the MT’s אשור, ‘Assyria’ (v. 3), it has 
traditionally been understood as a polemic against the Assyrian king.  Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 
149) and Boadt (1978: 492-494), with BHS, argue that אשור should be read תאשור, ‘cypress,’ but 
against this reading see Block (1998: 181, n. 13; 184-185).  The comparison of two great 
emperors has literary coherence, and the MT reading is supported in all the versions. 
105

 Gowan (1975: particularly 110-113) links Ezek. 31:2-14 to motifs of the king as a cosmic 
tree; as does Geyer (2004: 57-74).  In addition to the assertion that he is in the garden of the 
gods (vv. 9.10), as discussed below, he is sustained by תהום, i.e. ‘subterranean waters’ (see 
Crouch & Strine 2013: 892-893). 
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He is greater than all the trees of Eden בגן האלהים, ‘in the garden of the gods’ 

(Ezek. 31:9.10).  However, having made such an ascent into the heavenly 

garden106 (like the king of Isaiah 14, who has also gone up to divine arboreal 

space) he is dismembered and cast down to be covered in wild creatures (Ezek. 

31:12-13), as is Daniel’s Nebuchadnezzar. The vertical reversal of the king in 

Isaiah 14 is absolute: ירכתי, ‘extremities,’ describes both his position at 

mountainous heights (v. 13f) and the depths of the pit (v. 15b) now that he is 

banished to Sheol (v. 15a).107 

The king’s entry into divine space in Isaiah 14 is made more explicit by his 

presence among the gods.  He is sitting בהר־מועד, ‘on the Mount of 

Assembly.’108  His joining with the divine assembly is expressed also by his 

journey לכוכבי־אל, ‘To the Stars of El.’109  This motif of entering both into the 

sacred forests (v. 8)110 and the heavenly abode of the gods (vv. 12-15) parallels 

both the picture of Israel’s hubris in Ps. 80:9-14, and the Gilgamesh Epic in 

which an assault on astral gods leading to the two heroes bringing down the 

Bull of Heaven follows their earlier expedition to the sacred forest in order to 

slay Huwawa (GE 6).111  Both the spaces to which the king in Isaiah 14 has 

gone up, therefore, seem to signify divine heavenly dwellings. 

Verses 12-15, specifically, sketch out a topography of El’s heavenly dwelling-

place, and a portrait of a king who is imitating El, as several mythic references 

suggest. The king resolves to become like עליון, ‘Elyon’ (v. 14b) – an epithet 

                                                           
106

 I define garden, here, broadly as botanical space; cf. 9.2. 
107

 Cf. Tromp (1969: 28).  See J. Day (2000: 167, n. 61) for a discussion of ירכתי. 
108

 On the assembly of the gods in Isa. 14:13, and on its ancient West Asian parallels, see G.B. 
Gray (1912: 256); Gaster (1950: 156-157.181-183);Cross (1953: 474, n. 1);Mullen (1980: 118-
119)Wyatt (2001: 154-155); Cho (2007: 52-53). 
109

 Cf. Job 38:7.  On being among the stars, in Isa. 14:13, as demonstrating presence in the 
divine assembly, see Oldenburg (1970: 205-207); Clifford (1972: 161, n. 84; 1975: 26); Cross 
(1973: 45); Heiser (2001: 357); M.S. Smith (2003: 270). 
110

 See above. 
111

 With thanks to Bethany Sollereder for extending the parallel beyond the motif of dominating 
the sacred forests, in conversation with me.  In the case of Gilgamesh and Enkidu, this 
constitutes an invasion into the sacred spheres, but this does not seem to be the case in Isaiah 
14 (pace Pope 1955: 96-97; Halperin 1988; Korpel 1990: 575-576; Page 1996) since, as I will 
argue below, the heavenly ascent is not invasive in the context of the ritual being represented.  
What the Gilgamesh Epic and Isaiah 14 share in common is the shared double-representation 
of the space of heavenly ascent.  As I argue throughout this thesis, there are intrinsic problems 
with too readily transferring constellations of motifs from one culture to another, and so it is 
possible to exaggerate the extent to which motifs of cosmic invasion necessarily play any part in 
texts representing heavenly ascents. 
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sometimes combined with אל, ‘El’, in the Hebrew Bible.112  Second, the king’s 

throne (כסא) is to be raised up (רום) and he will sit (ישב) מועד־  on the Mount‘ ,בהר

of Assembly’, so as the chief deity among, explicitly, the divine council.  It is this 

council in which Yahweh/ El sits in Ps. 89:6-19 (particularly vv. 6-9), presiding 

over the בני אלים, ‘Sons of El’ (v. 7).113  In Psalm 89, too, the king ascends into 

the midst of the divine council by means of his throne, in mimesis of El/Yahweh 

(vv. 37-38).  Third, it is לכוכבי־אל, 'to the stars of El’ that he ascends, which is 

another explicit assertion that the head of the council of the Mount of Assembly 

is El.  Fourth, the locale of the ascent is צפון, Zaphon, the probable dwelling 

place of El.114 

The presence of such a cluster of motifs explicitly linked to El in the short 

pericope make it most unlikely that it is to any other locale than his seat in the 

divine council to which the king ascends.115  Yet many scholars have raised 

objections to this identification.  לכוכבי־אל is held to be a superlative expression, 

rather than a literal reference to his council as embodied in the stars.116  Others 

hold that צפון is not meant as a literal reference to mount Zion, and have 

suggested some alternative geographical locations, but these are nonetheless 

referred to as צפון and have some relationship with a mountain or mountains, 

which rather calls into question how far it can be said that the mythic trope of 

                                                           
112

 Gen. 14:18.19.20.22; Ps. 78:35.  The connection in this passage is noted by Spronk (1999: 
721-722).  The two epithets are in parallel in Pss. 57:3; 73:1; 107:11.  elyon often appears as an 
epithet for – or hypostasis of – other deities in ancient West Asia; but only appears 
unambiguously as an independent deity as late as Eusebius’ Praeparatio Evangelica (1.10.15-
29) in a third-hand citation (Elnes & Miller 1999: 294-296).  J. Day (1998: 78-80; 2000: 170-171) 
contends in some detail that elyon was an epithet both for El and Baal. 
113

 6.3.1. 
114

 Herrmann (1999: 278); Wyatt (2005: 38). The exact dwelling place of El is contentious, and 
so some commentators object to the notion that it is indicated by Zaphon here that Zaphon is 
the dwelling place of Baal, and not of El (Kaiser 1984: 39; Heiser 2001: 358.364), and it is El, 
after all, who is mentioned in the passage.  Pope (1955: 61-72) made a good case that Ugaritic 
El did not dwell on Zaphon, but was at the intersection of the cosmic mountain with the 
netherworld, based upon a number of textual references.  Wyatt (1996: 36-48; 2002: 52, nn. 
63.64), however, argues that El is located at the centre of the world (see, similarly, the 
discussion and references in Clements 1965: 10-11) – the ‘omphalos’ within the cosmic 
mountain, imaged in KTU 1.2. iii 4 as the source of the waters, here in Isaiah 14 is imaged as 
the extremities of the cosmic mountain, and which the Hebrew Bible sometimes appears to 
locate at the temple at Mount Zion (see 1.3.3; cf. 3.5 and 3.8 on Zion as the source of the 
cosmic waters in the Hebrew Bible).  As I will argue in my interpretation of this poem, here we 
see the king ascending to a divine dwelling place which is essentially liminal in being ‘betwixt 
and between’ the multiple cosmic locations. 
115

 Scholars previously arguing that the volume of references to El easily justify associating him 
with Isa. 14:12-15 include Spronk (1986: 215, n. 1; 1998: 721-722); Herrmann (1999: 278). 
116

 So Blenkinsopp (2000: 283.285) renders ‘higher than the highest stars’.  Cf. the similar 
explanation given by Albright (1968: 232, n. 69). 
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El’s relationship with Zaphon is at a total remove from the passage.117  Finally, it 

is argued, on the basis of comparative mythological motifs, that Zaphon is the 

dwelling place of Baal at Ugarit 118  and, similarly, that Elyon is an Ugaritic 

appellative for him, rather than for El.119  

Those objections to the idea that El is alluded to in Isa. 14:12-15 which are 

related to the differences between the precise geography supposed for Zaphon 

at Ugarit and ‘Zaphon’ as mentioned in the Hebrew Bible,120 are to a great 

extent answered by Prinsloo’s assertion that this is to miss the topographical 

fluidity with which a deity’s dwelling place will be conceptualised.121  Indeed, the 

topography of a deity’s dwelling place can be fluid from culture to culture; and 

that even within cultures language games around a deity’s dwelling place may 

exhibit topographic fluidity.  As I am arguing is the case with ritual and mythic 

motifs, it seems mistaken to try to isolate a coherent ‘framework’ for the 

domestic life or locale of a deity, and then attempt to identify this framework 

within other contexts.  And so much the same goes for the claim that motifs 

associated with Baal in the poem undermine the case that El is literally 

envisioned: deities such as Baal and El can also shift in their features within a 

single cultural discourse, let alone across multiple discourses.122 

                                                           
117

 Some scholars (so Gaster 1950: 181-183; Childs 1959: 88-89; Cross 1973: 37-38) 
understand the reference to be a reflex of the belief that the gods dwell in the ‘north,’ though 
they accept that ‘Zaphon,’ in common with parlance at Ras Sharma, is the local name for this 
dwelling–place.  J. Day (2000: 183-184) suggests Zaphon here refers to Mount Zion (on 
‘Zaphon’ as Zion see 1.3).  I will argue, in the interpretation, below, that J. Day is on the right 
lines.  However, this is largely irrelevant to understanding the mythological motifs of direct 
concern here.  Zion, as the cosmic mountain, can also be the mythological Zaphon (1.3.3; 6.3.1) 
and so, however the earthly topology is conceived in this passage, it does not preclude the 
construction of a myth-scape of Zaphon.  Another suggestion is that צפון refers to the sky above 
the mountain, rather than the mountain itself (Ginsberg 1968: 51, n. 26; Clifford 1972: 161, n. 
85).  I believe the distinction somewhat specious.  If the Ugaritic Zaphon is a divinely indwelt 
cosmic mountain (an idea from which none of the commentators appear to demur) then it is 
certainly linked and at one with the heavens, in any case.  So if צפון refers to the skies, it follows 
that it can perfectly well also refer to the holy mountain. 
118

 So Kaiser (1984: 39); Heiser (2001: 358.264). 
119

 So Heiser (2001: 358-359). 
120

 As cited in the previous three footnotes. 
121

 Prinsloo (1981: 437, n. 35). 
122

 So, for example, it cannot be said that elyon was an epithet only for Baal and not for El (pace 
Heiser 2001: 358-359), given that it could be applied to multiple West Semitic deities (see Elnes 
& Miller 1999).  J. Day (1998: 78-80; 2000: 170-171) contends, furthermore, elyon was an 
epithet both for El and Baal, at Ras Shamra and in the Hebrew Bible.  Heiser (2001: particularly 
363-364) does present a more general challenge, however, who, having noted the prevalence 
of Baal motifs in Isa. 14:12-25, argues that the verses do not afford an example of the mixing of 
Baal and El motifs (in contrast to my assertions in the second to last footnote), for none of the 
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It is time to summarise how two inter-related – and yet antagonistic – mythic 

motifs interact with the imagery in Isa. 14:12-15.  First, the motif of the king’s 

heavenly ascent and acquisition of ‘divine’ characteristics is intensified through 

mythological astral imagery of his mimesis of El’s dominion in the midst of the 

divine assembly – astral imagery which is as explicit as this, elsewhere, only in 

the depiction of the ritually ascended Davidic monarch of Ps. 89:37-38. 123  

Second, the king is enthroned and given the epithet ‘Day Star, Son of Dawn,’ 

reminiscent of representations of royal ritual ascent in Psalm 110:3-4, and other 

psalms already discussed.124  Whereas in Psalm 110 it is clear that the male 

deity explicitly mentioned (Yahweh) is the father, and that he births the king 

instrumentally through the womb of the dawn, there is no such indication that 

this is the role of El in Isa. 14:12-15, in spite of his role as father of kings in 

Ugaritic contexts (albeit the exact nature of his paternity is disputed).125  While 

the king performs mimesis of El, it is left ambiguous as to how far he does so 

with El’s approval.  He plans his ascent בלבב, ‘in his heart’; not explicitly at the 

behest of any deity.  In the Hebrew Bible לב/ב commonly expresses personal 

                                                                                                                                                                          
motifs whatsoever in the passage need suggest the myth of the ‘usurpation’ of El.  The 
expression לככבי־אל (v. 13c) need not, he argues, mean that El is being ‘usurped’ – thus the 
passage, for Heiser, refers to a challenge on Baal, whom he unusually views as being above El, 
insofar as Baal is king of the gods.  As for the divine assembly meeting on a mountain (v. 13e), 
this does not imply incursion upon El’s dwelling place – it need not be assumed that El lives 
where the Divine Assembly meets.  Heiser is right to question any automatic assumption that 
motifs of incursion upon El’s domain are present in the text, but I do not find him wholly 
successful in removing motifs of El altogether.  The problem is that Heiser does not give 
sufficient consideration either to the context of these motifs in the pericope of vv. 12-15, nor to 
their context in the poem as a whole – and in this poem, as I am arguing, the heavenly ascent is 
not specifically related to any kind of invasion of the heavenly realm (pace Pope 1955: 27-
32.55-58; Halperin 1988; Korpel 1990: 575-576; Page 1996).  Anyhow, insofar as the king sits 
on the Mount of Assembly, it seems that in the context of this particular myth he is taking a 
domineering participative role – that is, leading the divine council in the role of El.  As I am 
arguing throughout this discussion of Isa. 14:4b-20 (and, all along, drawing on many other 
scholars for support) these verses (and in particular vv. 12-15) emphasise the contrast between 
the king’s former cosmic dominance expressed though his height, and his subsequent 
predicament lying weakly in the depths of Sheol.  So the assertion that he has risen even to the 
stars of El, expresses his cosmic domination as entrance into the highest territory of all: that of 
El. 
123

 For which I have argued in 6.3.2. 
124

 In Isa. 14:14b the king likens himself to עליון, ‘Elyon.’  As discussed above, on one level this 
associates him with El, whom he mimetically represents.  On another level, this seems to be an 
image used to represent enthronement rituals.  As discussed in 6.3.2, a play on words has the 
king undergoing ascent in Ps. 89:28b referred to as עליון. 
125

 So, for Wyatt (1996: 44-45), claiming a paternal line from El was an essential justification for 
royal office at Ras Sharma; whereas, for A. Curtis (2007: 48-50), El was only ‘father’ of Ugaritic 
kings insofar as he was ‘father’ of all mortals. 
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will, sometimes in direct contrast with divine will.126  The text is silent on El’s 

attitude towards the king but, as I will argue, the unity and cooperation of the 

king with an ‘additional’ royal patron deity is demonstrable in Isa. 14:12-15.127 

In spite of all the foregoing, a minority of scholars (who are suspicious, in 

general, of claims for the presence of myth in the Hebrew Bible) have argued 

that myth is absent here also: myth has been ‘demythologised’ for deployment 

as historical polemic.128  I have substantially responded to this sort of argument 

already, arguing that myths are necessarily adumbrated within and from 

contemporary discursive contexts.129  So, even if here they do appear within a 

‘political’ discourse, this does not automatically render them 

‘demythologised.’130 

If, as I argue, Isaiah 14 images (albeit sardonically) enthronement ritual, then it 

representsa nonetheless real creation of ritual statuses by means of the ritual’s 

performative praxis. 131  The statuses created are empowerment before utter 

disempowerment.  For this reason, Kaiser does not claim correctly that the king 

fails in his plan to ascend to dominion from the heavens:132 this ascent, on a 

ritual level, really does take place, according to its textual representation.  After 

all, if the king had not ascended in the first place, how could he (as these verses 

state) have ‘fallen back’ (נפל), been ‘hewn down’ (גדע)133 or been ‘cast down’ 

 The speech attributed to the king, in which he plans his heavenly  134?(ירד)

ascent (vv. 13b-14), does draw satirical power from its contrast with the rest of 

the poem – which describes his downfall and the inversion of his power – 

                                                           
126

 Wolff (1974 [1973]: 51-55).On similar uses of לב/ב in Ezekiel specifically (with reference to 
the Hebrew Bible more widely), see Joyce (1989: 107-124, particularly 108-109.120-121). 
127

 See 7.4. 
128

 Childs (1960: 71-72); Habel (1967: 520); J. Day (2000: particularly 166). 
129

 2.6.  Gowan (1975: 45-46) contends that to dismiss the myth as merely illustrative of 
historical ‘events’ is to avoid dealing with the question of why such unusual imagery is used in 
this particular context. 
130

 Gowan (1975: 45-46) contends that to dismiss the myth as merely illustrative of historical 
‘events’ is to avoid dealing with the question of why such unusual imagery is used in this 
particular context. 
131

 That is, ritual praxis performs hierarchies (2.5). 
132

 Kaiser (1984: 38-40). 
133

 See above, in the main text, for arguments in favour of this understanding of the verb in this 
context. 
134

 A similar argument is made by Wyatt (1996: 357-365; cf. 2010: 72), in his analysis of Psalm 
82, in which he argues that those who fall from the divine assembly in verses 6-7 (whom he 
proposes to be Davidic kings), must have ascended into the heavens in the first place in order 
to be able to so fall. 
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insofar as his ambitions are so spectacularly frustrated, 135  but it is the re-

presented reality of his speech which makes the contrast so great.  The 

(re)production of a ritual speech act, proclaiming with immediacy and power the 

king’s ascent, gives rhetorical authority to the notion that the ritual ascent took 

place. Yet the reinforcement of this notion makes his netherworld descent an all 

the more spectacular inversion.  It is the very ritual ‘reality’ of the ascent that 

makes it so beguiling, and yet so destructive for the proud king. 

The ‘reality’ of such royal ascent is underscored in a markedly similar pericope: 

the oracles against Tyrian royals (Ezek. 28:1-19).  The Prince of Tyre, who 

features in the first oracle (vv. 2-10) also claims to be אל, ‘El’ (vv. 3.9)136 and 

though his claims are refuted and his mimesis of the deity thereby 

condemned,137 it is clear that he has nonetheless entered divine space.  The 

first oracle’s locale is בלב ימים, ‘in the heart of the seas’ (vv. 2.8), alluding to El’s 

dwelling at the source of the waters.138  Like El (whom he explicitly imitates in 

verse 2), and like the kings of Isaiah 14:12-15 and Ps. 89:38-39, he sits amidst 

the divine assembly: מושב אלהים, ‘Assembly of the Gods’ (v. 2).   

The setting of the second oracle against a Tyrian royal (vv. 12-19) is given as 

 Holy Mountain of‘ ,הר קדש אלהים Garden of Gods,’ and‘ ,גן אלהים ’,Eden‘ ,עדן

Gods’ (vv. 13-14) – all pointing to a heavenly abode.139  In this space, the King 

of Tyre is among אבני־אש, ‘stones of fire’ (v. 14).  This probably indicates his 

presence among divine celestial beings (reminiscent of the king of Isaiah 14’s 

presence in the divine assembly insofar as he, like the Tyrian king, is said to be 

amongst the stars).140  Indeed, elsewhere, the creatures supporting Yahweh’s 

                                                           
135

 Fishelov (1989: 198-199). 
136

 Whilst El, as in many other biblical passages, does not here necessarily mean more than a 
generic term for ‘god’ or Yahweh (so Callender 2000: 183), given the mythic topography 
(discussed below), it is likely that El is in view.  Moreover, as Newsom (1995 [1984]: 198) 
argues, given that אל does not appear elsewhere in Ezekiel as a general appellative for a god, 
the divine appellative ‘El’ is likely in view. 
137

 So Habel (1967: 517-518). 
138

 E.g. KTU 1.2 iii.  Whilst this phrase expresses Tyre’s physical island location (Habel 1967: 
517), the reference is probably multivalent, as with much language in Ezekiel (Newsom 1995 
[1984]: 198-199; Crouch 2011: 484).Verse 3, therefore, playfully refers both to the location of 
Tyre, and that of El’s abode (Pope 1955: 61.98; Newsom 1995 [1984]: 198; Callender 2000: 
184-187; Wyatt 2001: 5(9); Crouch 2011: 484) and, as I note below in the footnotes, בלב ימים  
comes to refer to yet another place later in this passage (Ezek. 28:8). 
139

 Wyatt (1996: 64) suggests that all three names are thematically linked. 
140

 See above. 
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throne are כגחלי־אש, ‘like rocks of fire (Ezek. 1:13);141 and another heavenly 

being – a cherub – is present (v. 14), 142  suggestive of heavenly and/or 

sanctuary ascent.  It is said here that he ‘walked about’ (התהלכת) amongst 

these beings.  This, the hiphil form of הלך is used of other biblical characters’ 

close proximity with Yahweh, including that of Enoch (Gen. 5:22.24),143 in which 

instance it may well refer to Enoch undertaking heavenly ascent.144  Along with 

the king of Isaiah 14, (at least) the first Tyrian royal is cast out of heavenly 

space into the netherworld (v. 8).145  A number of scholars have recognised 

parallels between this expulsion from the heavens, partly imaged as Eden, and 

the expulsion of the man and women from the divine Garden of Eden in 

Genesis 2-3.146 

The focus of the final verses of Isaiah now moves on to yet more intense 

objectification of the king’s corpse, which will prove throughout this chapter to 

be an important motif in subversive depiction of royalty and royal heavenly 

ascent.  The juxtaposition of the king’s compelling ritual power and his unhappy 

predicament continues, albeit in biblical Hebrew of more limited control: 

 16) ‘Those who see you thrust their gaze upon you, 

                                                           
141

 Callender (2000: 111-119). 
142

-in this verse, literally reads ‘You: a cherub.’  This has been explained away as a mis ,את־כרוב
vocalisation (for example, McKenzie 1957: 324), while J.E. Miller (1993) argues that the 
protagonist of the oracle is a rebellious covering-cherub from the temple sanctuary.  The LXX 
inserts μετά, ‘with,’ and some scholars follow this, understanding the phrase to suggest that the 
protagonist was ‘with’ a cherub (for example, Callender 2000: 109).  The complex question of 
whether the king was with a cherub or is himself to be identified with a cherub (which is 
summarised well by Launderville 2007: 155-156) relates to questions concerning the origins of 
the oracle, and is beyond the scope of this thesis.  It is specific motifs of royal heavenly ascent 
that are of interest to this discussion, and the presence of a cherub in this verse is suggestive of 
heavenly space (cf. Ps. 18:10, as discussed in 4.3.2). 
143

 Habel (1967: 520). 
144

 As argued by Skinner (1910: 131-132); Barker (1987: 17); Wyatt (2001: 7(19)); P.R. Davies 
(2006). 
145

 In verse 8a, he descends לשחת, ‘to the pit,’ and the root for descend is ירד, is used also of 
the king’s netherworld descent in Isa. 14:15a.  Moreover, in Ezek. 28:8b, he is compared to 
those who die בלב ימים, ‘in the heart of the seas,’ which images the netherworld in Jon. 2:3 
(Callender 2000: 188-189 – and see also 5.8).The second oracle has the protagonist thrown to 
 may have undertones of the ארץ ,Given that it coincides with his death  .(vv. 15.17) ארץ
‘netherworld,’ but the more explicit sense of the word in this context is ‘ground,’ insofar as the 
kings are to feast their eyes upon his corpse (v. 17).  This will be discussed further below. 
146

 For example, Habel (1967); Barker (1987: 234-235); van Seters (1989: 335-337); Callender 
(2000: 87-136.179-190); J. Day (2000: 178); Stavrakopoulou (2011: 48-50); Wyatt (2014: 8-10).  
A.J. Williams (1976) and Newsom (1995 [1984]: 200-203) point to various features which they 
propose render dependence on Genesis 2-3 unlikely.  Certainly, it is important to make the 
distinction that parallels between the texts – while, perhaps, demonstrative of similarities in 
cultural motif complexes – do not necessarily prove literary dependence. 
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  They scrutinise you: 

       “Is this the man who rattled the Earth? 

  Who made the kingdoms quake? 

 17) ‘“Who made the world a desert, 

  Obliterating cities? 

        Who would not send his prisoners home?”147 

 18) ‘All the kings of the nations, 

        All of them lie in honour! 

  Each in his own ‘house’,148 

 19) ‘But as for you, you149 have been hurled out of your grave 

  Like a ripped-out shoot, 

         Clothed among the slain - the ones pierced by the sword – 

        Who collapse onto the rocks of the pit 

  Like trampled carcasses. 

 20) ‘You will not be joined with them in the grave 

        Because you have made your country an annihilation 

  And slain your people. 

       Never again will you be invoked, 

 O seed of wickedness!’ 

The subversive imagery continues here with the use of רגז (v. 16c) to express 

the king having once ‘rattled’ the earth.  Whereas he was then the agent of this 

disturbance in his aggression towards the nations, this verb now expresses the 

disturbance of the netherworld’s monarchs, for the purpose of their rising to 

taunt him (v. 9).150  This is paralleled with the assertion that he ‘made quake’ 

 .are also used together in Ps רעש and רגז the kingdoms (v. 16d).  Both (רעש)

18:8, in a pericope which I have argued expresses Yahweh’s invasion into – 

and dominance of – the netherworld. 151   Where, in Ps. 18:8 this imagery 

                                                           
147

 LXX omits ביתה, ‘towards home.’  The poetic metre is lost here, and so Blenkinsopp (2000: 
284.285) reconstructs a couplet.  So far as possible I have continued to retain the qinah metre, 
as written in MT, without altering the Hebrew lines.  Given that the poetry seems to have been 
so interrupted and altered here, I do not think much can be made of such an omission, though 
see the reconstruction attempted by Holladay (1999: 637).  Below, am I as tentative as possible 
in drawing conclusions from this clause. 
148

 I have chosen the literal rendering of בית, rather than ‘resting place’ or ‘tomb’ (as in the 
translations of the word in Oswalt 1986: 320; Wyatt 1996: 108; Blenkinsopp 2000: 284; Childs 
2001: 120) because, as I will suggest below, use of this particular word adds irony. 
149

 Reading ואתה as emphatic. 
150

 On this contrast, the relationship between vv. 9.16, and other contrasts evident if the poem is 
treated as having a concentric structure, see Spronk (1998: 721-722). 
151

 4.3.2. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

336 
 

strengthens the representation of the king he patronises, because the king is to 

perform mimesis of his cosmic power;152 in Isa. 14:16c-d, the parallelism of רגז 

and רעש only underlines how he is no more characterised by his former glory.  

He is no longer sharing power with his patron deity.  In verse 19b, he is 

compared with נצר נתעב , ‘a ripped-out [lit. ‘abhorred’] shoot,’ which utterly 

undermines the imagery of his ascent.  This continues the use of imagery of the 

king as a cosmic vegetative growth which is hewn down – imagery which has 

appeared earlier in this poem, and which I will continue to observe in a number 

of other portrayals of royal figures in the Hebrew Bible (also, נצר is used 

positively in imaging the herbaceous growth of a royal figure מגזע ישי, ‘from the 

stump of Jesse,’ in Isa. 11:1).153  In verse 18, the kings all lie in honour in their 

own tombs (בית = ‘house’),154 a position not afforded the protagonist (vv. 19-20).  

The man who, in his hubris, refused to send his prisoners ביתה, ‘home[wards]’ 

(v. 17c) is now himself denied a final home.155 

The final motif to which I draw attention is the desecration of the king’s corpse, 

excluding him from his cultic place in the netherworld and amongst his 

descendants.   Verse 19a (on the basis of v. 19c-e) has generally been 

understood as depicting the king’s death on the battlefield and consequent lack 

of burial.156  However, השלכת מקברך , ‘you have been hurled out of your grave’ 

more readily suggests, as some scholars have recently argued, the deliberate 

calculated displacement of the king’s corpse after he had been interred157 – a 

common ancient West Asian treatment for enemy remains.158  Thus the imagery 

of heaped corpses which follows, in verse 19, may simply be a simile (reading כ 

                                                           
152

 Chapter 4. 
153

 Thus the metaphor makes good sense, as the cutting down of the hubristic growth of the 
king of Babylon.  The pointing does not require amendment on grounds of ‘senselessness’ 
(pace Holladay 1999: 638).  For further arguments for retaining the MT reading, see Shipp 
(2002: 132, n. 11). 
154

 Wyatt (1996: 108); C.B. Hays (2011: 205, n. 10).  Cf., in the Hebrew Bible, Job 17:3; Qoh. 
12:5 – as I noted in 5.3. 
155

 Oswalt (1986: 324). 
156

 See, for example, Gowan (1975: 46); Oswalt (1986: 324); Stacey (1993: 107);Childs (2001: 
126); Shipp (2002: 135.150); Miscall (2006: 64); C.B. Hays (2011: 201). 
157

 Particularly Olyan (2006); see also Page (1996: 137); Van Kuelen (2010: 110-112.118-119).  
If the מ suggests deprivation, as is occasionally the case in classical Hebrew (e.g. Jer. 48:45), 
then v. 19a might, indeed suggest that the king was not buried (so Oswalt 1986: 324, n. 21).  
However, as Olyan (2006: 424, n. 16) points out, there are a number of biblical examples of the 
hiphil or hophal forms of שלך being followed by a מ (as in the verse under discussion), 
expressing the casting out from one location to another (Lam. 2:1; Ps. 51:13; Ps. 22:11). 
158

 Olyan (2006: 425).  For biblical and extra-biblical examples, see Suriano (2010: 63-69). 
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as comparative); or it may suggest that an invading army has uprooted the 

king’s corpse, which is now thrown in the midst of those slain in battle. 

The voyeuristic aspect of this desecration is also significant (vv. 16-17), 

resembling the voyeuristic observation of Gog’s dead body in Ezek. 39:11-20,159 

and that of the King of Tyre (Ezek. 28:18b-19a).  The kings who ponder over the 

protagonist’s exposed remains ישגיחו, ‘thrust their gaze’ (Isa. 14:16a).  This 

hiphil form indicates that the king undergoes a forced visual scrutiny.  

Desecrated-corpse voyeurism is said to have served a variety of purposes 

across ancient cultures,160 but reversal of power is of utmost relevance in this 

context.  Trampling on chaos monsters or those fallen in battle161 was, in certain 

ancient West Asian contexts, a means by which gods and kings inscribed the 

power of their body politic on their enemies’ corpses.162  By this process, they 

were able to demonstrate their control over their enemies’ fate beyond death – 

such is evident also in the Hebrew Bible. 163   This dominant-submissive 

relationship is now reversed.  The king who made his enemies unconsenting 

props in his display of cosmic dominance, is now himself the unwitting visual 

subject of a taunt about his demise, and a feast for curious eyes, as well as for 

invertebrates (cf. v. 11).  Far from the victor of a netherworld descent 

preliminary to a royal ascent; now, ejected from the heavens, he is the 

desecrated and irretrievable victim of a netherworld descent. 

While the poem earlier revelled in the king’s suffering at the inversion of his 

ascent, now it glories in his total sensory deprivation.  He is like those 

desecrated by the sword and trampled under-foot (v. 19b) – a displaced 

cadaver, as are many of the kings cut down from their dominion in intertexts 

                                                           
159

 Stavrakopoulou (2010b: 83-84) draws attention to this aspect of the text. 
160

 The display of the Elamite king Teumann’s corpse at the command of Ashurbanipal, 
according to Bahrani (2008: 43-50) constituted a portent of the annihilation of the enemy.  Body 
parts exhibited on city gates warned kings of their fate should they dare to invade (Bahrani 
2008: 173-175).  The Roman Emperor Vitellius was tortured to death and his corpse mutilated, 
in a humiliating imitation of the fate of the ‘common criminal’ (Varner 2001: 58). 
161

 I have already discussed these motifs extensively in 3.4 and 4.4.3-4.4.4. 
162

 See some of the examples and analysis given by Richardson (2007: 196-200).  This 
extends, into the post mortem stage, Foucault’s claim that the power of the mediaeval royal 
politic was inscribed in what were understood to be the just mortifications in the body of the 
criminal at the gallows (Foucault 1991 [1975]). 
163

 See Stavrakopoulou (2010a: 84-90) on Josiah’s displacement of remains at Bethel in 2 Kings 
23. 
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explored through this chapter.164  Cast out from his sepulchre, the protagonist 

no longer exists among the Rephaim, nor does he exist even among the cultic 

communities of his descendants.  No longer will they invoke מרעיםזרע, the ‘seed 

of wickedness,’ now that his body is displaced165 – the final pejorative epithet.166 

                                                           
164

 In both oracles of Ezekiel 28, the Tyrian royals are said are associated with profanation (חלל) 
in their resting places.  In verse 7, the Prince of Tyre is to be slain by the sword.  In verse 8, he 
is like those who are חלל in the netherworld (see 7.4on my understanding of the netherworld in 
this verse), and he is fated to lie ignominiously with the uncircumcised (v. 10).   The second 
oracle, in verse 16, sees profanation (חלל) from the mountain: which suggests expulsion from 
the heavens, from holy to unholy space (Callender 2000: 122-124).  These twin motifs of death 
by the sword and sleeping with the uncircumcised coalesce also in Ezekiel’s portrayal of 
Pharaoh in 31:17-18 (in which the king of Assyria also goes to Sheol alongside those killed by 
the sword) and in 32:11.31-32.  
165

 On displacing human remains as a means both of terminating netherworld existence and 
extinguishing ancestral cults, see Stavrakopoulou (2010a: 84-90) discussing Josiah’s 
displacement of bones in 2 Kings 23. 
166

 It is disputed whether זרע refers to the king or to his descendants – I justify my understanding 
that the king is in view in 7.4. 
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7.4: Analysis: Myth and Memory Tripping up Disorder in its own 

Disorderliness 

According to Prinsloo, no one ever found another ancient West Asian myth 

which adequately corresponded with that in Isa. 14:12-15.167   All the more 

reason, then, to focus on the particular contextual discourses manifested in the 

wealth of mythic allusions in the text.168   This, of course, is in accordance with 

the methodology I have adopted throughout this thesis.  A brief survey, though, 

of attempts to align these four verses – and, indeed, the rest of the poem – with 

extra-biblical myths will demonstrate further problems with failing to treat each 

biblical myth as a unique manifestation within its particular discursive contexts.  

I will then argue that attention to the language, symbols, and mythic motifs in 

the text itself, as an essential primary task before forming comparisons with 

other contexts, 169  enables understanding of the cultural memories and 

ideological discourses with which the text interacts.  I will conclude with an 

assessment of specific cultural memories of royal ritual heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent, discernible from representations in the text. 

The dense collection of Ugaritic mythic words and phrases found in verses 12-

15170 has led a majority of scholars to suppose that the story of the fall of Day 

Star, Son of Dawn has some kind of Ugaritic genesis. 171   Many of these 

scholars identify the person referred to by the epithet הלל בן־שחר with Athtar, 

who was associated with Venus, 172  in accord with the versions which 

understand his epithet to refer to the Morning Star.173  This identification is 

probable if the dawn god Shahar is a hypostasis of Athtar (given the presence 

                                                           
167

 Prinsloo (1981: 436). 
168

 Prinsloo (1981).  For a similar approaches see Gowan (1975: 45-67, particularly 50-52); 
Oswalt (1986: 320-322); Geyer (2004: 70-71). 
169

 An approach I have been taking in 7.3. 
170

 See my translation and discussion of Isa. 14:12-15, in 7.3. 
171

 J. Gray (1949: 76, nn.39.62; 1956: 270; 1965: 288, n. 1);Childs (1960: 70-71); Albright (1968: 
232-233); Clifford (1972: 160-162); Mullen (1980: 238-239); Spronk (1986: 213-225, particularly 
222-225); Korpel (1990: 575-576); Page (1996: 139-140); Herrmann (1999: 278); W.G.E. 
Watson (1999); Heiser (2001); Wyatt (2005: 35-36);tentatively Kaiser (1984: 39-40). 
172

 This identification is one of the few mythological suppositions brought to the study of Isaiah 
14 that has not continually been questioned.  On Athtar, see M.S. Smith (2001: 62.65). On his 
feminine counterpart or manifestation as Athtart/Astarte see Wyatt (1999). 
173

 So J. Gray (1949: 76, n.39.62); Childs (1960: 70-71); Albright (1968: 232-233); Mullen (1980: 
238-239); Page (1996: 139-140); Watson (1999); Heiser (2001); Wyatt (2005: 35-36).  See also, 
for identification of the figure in Isa. 14:12-15 with both Athtar and Eos, Grelot (1956: 32-42). 
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of שחר in the epithet), although this is disputed.174  Nonetheless, for now it can 

be said that the ‘shiny one,’ geminated by the ‘dawn,’ has ‘Venus (=Athtar)’ as a 

likely candidate for his astronomical identity, given that he is parented by the 

dawn or dawn god, as his (pseudo-)epithet reveals.  A semantic link between 

the Morning Star and the dawn seems likely, as does its birth at – or even by – 

the dawn.  The problem, though, with arguments for the existence of an Ugaritic 

myth equivalent to Isa. 14:12-15 is that no such myth has been found, without 

comparison between each mythic representation relying on distortions of both 

Ugaritic and biblical material.  Rather, the existence of such a myth is 

conjectured on the basis of the mythic lexicon in the Isaianic passage.175 

                                                           
174

 The view that the twin deities Shahar and Shalem are hypostases of Athtar has been widely 
held for some time, on the basis of KTU 1.23 (so see J. Gray 1949: 73-74; Wyatt 1996: 224-
229; 2005: 33-34; Huffmon 1999: 755-756).This reading of the text, however, is questioned by 
Page (1996: 95); Pardee (1996); M.S. Smith (2006: 10-14). 
175

 As discussed in 2.6, with reference to scholarly attempts to import a myth of ‘cosm ic 
invasion’ onto Isa. 14:12-15 from Ugaritic texts in which it is not even clear if this myth is 
manifested; while, as I am arguing in this section, Isa. 14:12-15 itself cannot be categorised as 
a myth of ‘cosmic invasion,’ because the king is simply performing paradigmatic royal ritual 
which is actualised in cooperation with Yahweh in biblical texts analysed in Chapters 3-6 (Pss. 
2; 18; 24; 89; 110) – see, further, the Appendix.  To note, here, some of the specific aspects of 
this imposition of a tenuous reading of an Ugaritic myth onto that expressed in Isa. 14:12-15: 
scholars, for many years, drew parallels with KTU 1.6 i, in which Athtar is made king in the 
absence of Baal until he sees that he is too small to sit on Baal’s throne, as the consequence of 
which he decides instead to descend to  retṣ, ‘earth/ netherworld’ to become regent there.  So 
long as it was generally understood that the Ugaritic myth portrayed Athtar’s ascent to heavenly 
kingship as arrogant and presumptuous, it could be supposed that his descent constituted a 
reversal at least analogous to that of the figure of Isa. 14:12-15 who – as I argued at the 
conclusion of 7.4, is treated as an hubristic figure, at least in the editing of the book of Isaiah.  
So, a classic and relatively pejorative portrayal of Athtar is that of Gaster 1950: 126; and this 
perspective on Athtar in the Ugaritic myth is applied to Isa. 14:12-15 by J. Gray 1949: 76; 
Albright 1968: 232-233; and, particularly, Grelot 1956: 32-42.  However, this interpretation of the 
Ugaritic text has been rigorously critiqued (McKay 1970: 456; Page 1996: 77-78.86-93; J. Day 
2000: 173-174; Wyatt 2002: 132, n. 75; 2009: 168-169; cf. J. Gray 1965: 288, n. 1, by which 
time Gray’s assessment of Ugaritic Athtar had become more neutral, compared with J. Gray 
1949: 76).  Importantly, these scholars point out that Athtar is actually invited to ascend the 
throne by Anat and El (KTU 1.6 i 54-56), decides himself to descend from the throne (KTU 1.6 i 
62-64), and then – far from being humbled – is proclaimed, in KTU 1.6 i 65, king of either the 
earth (so Wyatt 2009: 168-169) or the netherworld (so Page 1996: 86).  This story of the 
beginning of Athtar’s reign may even present an apotheosis or aetiology of human kingship 
(Wyatt 2009: 168-169).   

So, in general, there has rightly been a growing awareness of the hiatus between Athtar 
and ‘Day Star, Son of Dawn.’  As a result, some scholars have sought to connect them in a 
more nuanced way.  Page (1996: 139-140) suggests that Isa. 14:12-15 may be an example of a 
further development of Athtar as attested at Ugarit, or based on a lost Athtar myth, or represent 
a mocking polemical inversion of the known Ugaritic Athtar myth, in which the astral deity is 
crushed rather than lauded.  Page (1996: 139-140) thence attempts to reconstruct three ‘types’ 
of Athtar myths which may or may not exist, he is therefore unable to illuminate more than is 
evident in the text already, because by definition his different Athtar myths are not those found 
in the Ugaritic corpus – a point I make, below, concerning the conjectured myth which 
Oldenburg (1970) invokes in his attempt to explain the mythological genus of Isa. 14:12-15.  
Heiser (2001: 365) argues that neither text is about invasion of the heavens, and this certainly 
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Verses 12-15 have also been identified with the Hellenistic myth of Phaethon, 

who persuades Helios to allow him to commandeer the chariot of the sun.   This 

causes such devastation that Phaethon has to be shot down to his death.176  

Whilst there are significant parallels between the two myths,177 the constant 

interplay of ascent and descent motifs in Isa. 14:12-15 (and in Isaiah 14:4b-20 

as a whole) are not present in the Phaethon myth, insofar it portrays descent 

but not heavenly ascent as such, given that Phaeton already inhabits the 

                                                                                                                                                                          
concurs with the interpretation of Isa. 14:12-15 for which I am arguing.  Rather, both Athtar and 
Day Star, Son of Dawn are arrogant.  Athtar thinks he can rule in place of Baal, as does ‘Day 
Star, Son of Dawn’ but neither are able so much as even to launch such an invasion; 
nonetheless, as I argued in 7.3, the Isaianic king’s ascent to the heavens is portrayed very 
much as a successful one.  Although Heiser (2001: 366-368) agrees with Wyatt (2009: 168-169 
– see above in this footnote) that Athtar becomes king of the human realm, he suggests that the 
Isaianic author, aware both of the Ugaritic story and of the ambiguities of ՚ rṣ, decided as a form 
of ‘word-play’ to send his protagonist to ארץ as the ‘netherworld,’ creating a disastrous end.  It 
seems to me that Heiser lets the dog of comparison be wagged by the tail that calls for one 
mythic trope to necessarily be an adaptation of another.  His explanation of a major difference 
between the two texts is ‘word-play,’ but this assumes without warrant that an author of Isa. 
14:12-15 had access to a version of the Athtar myth with the exact same linguistic expression 
as the KTU text, enabling him to indulge in such literary bricolage; furthermore, for the polemic 
to be part of a meaningful discourse, would the expected audience not also have needed to 
make a close literary study of a text of the Athtar tradition using this language, and how could 
such a study be proven?  Also problematic is Heiser’s claim that Athtar is arrogant, with very 
little appeal to the text to prove this assertion.  Given that it is now well established that Athtar 
ascends upon command and that it is his own decision to step down, the onus is now on 
proving that Grelot’s translation ‘Attar l’arrogant’ (1956: 36) of an unclear (often, elsewhere, 
positively-rendered phrase in KTU 1.12 ii 30) is in accord with Athtar’s portrayal in the Ugaritic 
tablets and, especially, in KTU 1.6 i (see Wyatt 2002: 165, n. 16 for a summary of translations of 
the phrase).  Perhaps the greatest problem, though, with the arguments of both Page (1996) 
and Heiser (2001), is that they consider it probable that Isa. 14:12-15 originated in a myth which 
they both clearly admit was not characterised by deposition from a hubristic ascent.  Yet, as I 
have argued extensively, in common with many previous scholars, ironic contrasts of both the 
power of heavenly ascent and the reversal of deposition are persistent and integral 
characteristics of vv. 12-15 and, indeed, the whole of Isaiah 14:4b-20 (7.3).  A difference so 
fundamental as this with a text selected for comparison intended to establish possibilities of 
direct dependence makes any such comparison meaningless.  It can hardly be said that that the 
entire text has been added to itself. This suggests a need all the more to focus on the motifs of 
the biblical text itself, before drawing comparisons with other texts.   

A final alternative suggestion for the text having a basis in Ugaritic mythic material is 
found in Spronk (1986: 213-225, particularly 222-225) and Korpel (1990: 575-576), who identify 
 with the Ugaritic moon-god, although Spronk (1998) no longer supports this idea.  When הלל
arguing for identification with the moon, Spronk (1986: 224) does admit that it would make little 
sense to refer to the moon as the ‘son of’ dawn, but he does not go far enough to addressing 
this issue – suggesting only parallels between the two concepts, which does not account for the 
designation בן, ‘son of.’  However, where Spronk is on a fruitful track, as I will argue below, is in 
his proposal that Isaiah 14 constitutes a critique of royal cultic practice (Spronk 1986: 224-225). 
176

 The most extensive Phaethon myth is actually not in Greek but Latin, in Ovid, 
Metamorphoses II:1-400, tr. Hill (1985).  See Grelot (1956: 24-32) for a discussion of multiple 
Phaethon myths in parallel with Isa. 14:12-15.  Other scholars making reference to multiple 
Phaethon myths include Poirier (1999). 
177

 Detailed arguments for parallels are enumerated in Grelot (1956: 24-32) and developed 
further in Poirier (1999). 
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heavenly realm. 178   Sweeney’s suggestion that Isa. 14:12-15 satirises the 

Mesopotamian tradition concerning Ishtar’s annual netherworld descent and 

revivification179 falls down for a similar reason: ascent as an initial entrance into 

heavenly space plays no part in the Ishtar myths.180 

Oldenburg’s proposal that Isa. 14:12-15 derives from a South Arabian myth181 

has not found a following, since his suggestion is based only on inscriptions, so 

such a myth is entirely conjectured.  A conjectured myth, in any case, provides 

no material for illumination of the biblical text.   For the same reason, it cannot 

be held that the myth is aboriginally Jebusite.182   The Jebusites left neither 

myths nor, indeed, any evidence in material culture that they existed at all.183 

So it is not clear – in spite of a complex of various mythic motifs being alluded to 

in Isa. 14:4b-20 – that any particular myth has been ‘transmitted’ to the poem, 

since a convincing example of such a myth has not been discovered.  However, 

I suggest it is more fruitful to view the poem as satirising cultural constructs of 

remembered ritual.  I have already noted the ways in which the poem both 

reifies and subverts images associated with cultural memories of Judahite royal 

enthronement ritual: the מטה and שבט (v. 5); the king’s assumption of 

domination of the nations (vv. 4.6.16-17); his receiving an epithet and the 

apparent role of שחר in his generation (v. 12); his enthronement on the holy 

mountain (v. 13); his comparison with עליון, ‘Elyon’ (v. 14b, as in Ps. 89:28b); his 

imitation of a deity throughout; his heavenly ascent, of course (made explicit in 

v. 13); and his netherworld descent, ironically imaged with his corpse becoming 

a spectacle, like the corpses of the defeated forces of chaos (vv. 16-17).   

                                                           
178

 Poirier (1999) states repeatedly, throughout his article, that the Phaethon myth is about the 
dangers of hubris.  However, as Gowan (1975: 55) points out, his adventure with the chariot of 
the sun does not constitute an hubristic heavenly ascent because – in contrast with Day Star, 
Son of Dawn, who is initially located within the sphere of the earth – the heavens and the 
heavenly palace are already available to Phaethon. 
179

 Sweeney (1996: 237-238). 
180

 While Sweeney (1996: 237-238) has the association of Ishtar with Venus in his favour – 
which, as I discuss below, is almost certainly the deity with whom the Isaianic king identifies 
when ascending into the heavens – this does not militate against this significant difference in 
fundamental aspects of fabulations of the biblical and Mesopotamian myths respectively. 
181

 Oldenburg (1970). 
182

 Pace A.R. Johnson (1935: 81-85); J. Day (2000: 179-180). 
183

 See 3.5, in which, following a number of other scholars, I question the historical veracity of 
the Hebrew Bible’s accounts of the Jebusites – the Hebrew Bible being the only ancient source 
or piece of evidence suggesting they may have existed. 
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An allusion to remembered Judahite royal ritual praxis also seems apparent 

from the depiction of broken royal regalia.  The מטה, ‘staff’ and שבט, ‘rod’ have 

been the possession of plural referents: רעשים, ‘the wicked’ and משלים, ‘rulers,’ 

respectively (v. 5).  As I will argue later, following Seitz, in the context of the 

extended arboreal allegory of Ezekiel 19 the reference to שבטי משלים, ‘sceptres 

of rulers’ (v. 11) refers to the vying progeny of a certain royal mother in the 

Judahite dynasty; whilst שבט למושל, ‘sceptre for governance’ (v. 14) refers to the 

one שבט through which power is actually wielded.184  It would seem, then, that a 

singular שבט among multiple משלים can refer to the Judahite royal who triumphs 

over his rivals, by taking the שבט upon enthronement.  This has, then, been the 

portion of the Isaianic king. 

Thus I concur with Wyatt’s proposal that Isaiah 14:4b-20 presents a 

commentary on royal ritual.  Wyatt understands the poem as a satire of the 

specific ritual of the Canaanite king’s reception into the netherworld by the 

Rephaim.185  The contrast between the Isaianic king’s inglorious greeting and 

the welcome extended to King Niqmaddu at Ugarit (KTU 1.161) suggests, he 

argues, that Isaiah 14:4b-20 satirises ideologies of royal afterlife.186  I go further 

than this, based upon the imagery of royal ritual heavenly ascent already 

identified, and upon comparisons I will make below with other biblical texts 

portraying paradigms of Judahite and Israelite kingship.  The gleeful portrayal of 

a confounded mourning ritual – in which all mourning conventions are brazenly 

broken – overlays imagery of royal ascent and enthronement.  Royal heavenly 

ascent is reified, but it is subverted and disordered by its presentation in a genre 

of macabre royal mourning ritual.187  Not only is the genre by which the royal 

                                                           
184

 8.4, following Seitz (1989: 139-140). 
185

 Wyatt (2009: 170-172); see also, for assessments of this motif, Spronk (1986: 224-225); 
Shipp (2002: 126); Suriano (2010: 161-163); C.B. Hays (2011: 209). 
186

 Wyatt (2009: 170-172); see also Suriano (2010: 161-163). 
187

 Shipp (2002: 81-114.127.166) provides the most detailed argument for Isaiah 14 being a 
parody of royal ritual. Drawing on a large body of Egyptian and Mesopotamian examples, he 
suggests that the jeering mashal mocks dirges for dead kings.  He understands not just the 
king’s ‘welcome’ by the Rephaim, but also his starry ascent, to refer to ideas about post mortem 
royal existence, as expressed in dirges for kings: that they dwell with the other royals in the 
netherworld, whilst also existing as stars in the heavens.  Whilst Shipp’s claim is well argued, 
my proposal will account for the presence of imagery of royal enthronement, as well as the post 
mortem imagery of the king meeting the Rephaim.  Below I will argue(pace Shipp 2002) that the 
astral imagery, as well as the imagery of Temple enthronement in the poem, refers to the king’s 
enthronement rather than his post mortem existence; Isa. 14:4b-20, therefore, parodies rituals 
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heavenly ascent is thus subverted drawn from the cultural discourses of biblical 

authors, much of which I am dating to the Levant in the time after the 

Babylonian exile.  The (at once reified and subverted) royal heavenly ascent in 

Isa. 14:4b-20 itself, I now argue, is culturally remembered ritual performed by a 

Judahite or Israelite monarch. 

This particular argument goes against the grain of almost all scholarship on this 

passage.  Apparently encouraged by the statement in the superscription that 

the mashal is directed towards מלך בבל, ‘the King of Babel,’188  the protagonist 

has generally been understood to be either an Assyrian or Babylonian monarch.  

Most commonly, the monarch is held to be Sargon II (who died on the 

battlefield), on the basis that verse 19a supposedly suggests that he is left 

unburied189 - though other Mesopotamian emperors have been proposed.190  

However, recent rebuttals of this interpretation of verse 19a 191  render this 

reading uncertain, even unlikely.192  More fundamentally problematic, though, is 

the fact that the poem itself does not mention, at all, Mesopotamia or any 

characteristic which is peculiar to any form of Mesopotamian kingship; nor 

anything incongruous to the Davidic monarchy as portrayed in the Hebrew 

Bible.  Instead, I propose that the protagonist is better understood by reference 

to biblical descriptions of paradigmatic Judahite and Israelite kingship. 

Isa. 14:4b-20 can be paralleled with a number of motifs in the narratives of 

Solomon, a paradigmatic king of the united monarchy.193  Solomon is said, by 

name, to have undertaken, at his enthronement, what can be characterised as a 

heavenly ascent: he is said to have sat on the throne of Yahweh (1 Chron. 

29:23).  This act is suggestive of the sort of heavenly ascent and enthronement 

                                                                                                                                                                          
of living kings – and not merely those in which dead kings in the netherworld were thought to 
participate.  
188

 See the footnote to my translation of verse 4a, above, in 7.3. 
189

 Ginsberg (1968: 49-53); Herbert (1973: 102); Sweeney (1996: 232-233) Childs (2001: 123); 
Shipp (2002: 159-166); Wyatt (2005: 34); C.B. Hays (2011: 215-218); and, tentatively, Suriano 
(2010: 161). 
190

 These suggestions include Nabondius (Page 1996: 138; Etz 1999), Tiglath-Pileser (Hayes & 
Irvine 1987: 227-229 which was unavailable to me, quoted in C.B. Hays 2011: 217, n. 61), and 
Nebuchadnezzar (J. Day 2000: 182-184) – the latter suggestion finding agreement in Hekhaloth 
interpretations of Isa. 14:12-15 (see Halperin 1988a: 319-322). 
191

 Particularly Olyan (2006); for a fuller bibliography see 7.3. 
192

 See 7.3. 
193

 For a discussion of Solomon as the product of memories of paradigmatic kingship see 
Lemche (2013). 
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performed by the unnamed kings in royal psalms, as well as in Isaiah 14:4b-

20.194 

The narrative of Solomon’s reign in 1 Kgs 3-11 yields a number of motifs similar 

to those in the account of the tyrant in Isaiah 14.  Solomon, too, establishes a 

certain cosmic royal dominance, underscored by the repeated claim that he is 

the beneficiary of cedars harvested from Lebanon to support his building 

projects,195 and he proudly establishes a palace there (1 Kgs 9:19).196  Solomon 

also harnesses the foreign power of King Hiram of Tyre, as is continuously 

emphasised.197  Tyre is the locale for the heavenly ascent in Ezekiel 28198 

though, as I will discuss, this location has implications for considerations other 

than understanding the Hebrew Bible’s cosmic topologies. 199    As I argued 

above, in 7.3, the king’s subjugation of the people, along with his entry into the 

cedar forest, is similar to Baal’s ‘royal tour’ of the cities, following his acquisition 

of cedars as building materials for his palace.  Such a motif is also reflected in 

the 1 Kings 3-11 narratives.  Solomon’s house is referred to as בית יער הלבנון, 

‘The Palace of the Forest of Lebanon’ (1 Kgs 7:2).  From his power base, he 

subjugates ‘Canaanites’ all around the land, conscripting them for his building 

projects, and the range and number of cities in which they carry out his building 

work is heavily emphasised (1 Kgs 9:15-21).  Elsewhere, it is stated that 

Solomon rides into Hamath-Zobah, and subjugates it (2 Chron. 8:3).200 

                                                           
194

 On this description of a rite at Solomon’s coronation as suggestive of heavenly ascent, see 
Widengren (1950: particularly 22-35); Barker (1987: 28; 2004: 61); Wyatt (1996: 278.316; 2001: 
7(25); 2010: 71).  As I have argued, the heavenly-ascendant Davidic king is depicted sitting on 
Yahweh’s throne in Ps. 89:37-38 (6.3.2) and Ps. 110:1.5 (3.5). 
195

 1 Kgs 5:20-24; 7:2; 9:11; 10:17.  Moreover, Solomon is deeply knowledgeable about these 
trees (1 Kgs 5:13).   
196

 See Stordalen (2000: 163) for an argument that Solomon’s palace in Lebanon represents his 
hubris. 
197

 1 Kgs 5:15-26.32; 7:13-14.40.45; 9:11-14.27-28; 10:11.22.  For a recent discussion of 
Solomon’s relationship with Hiram of Tyre in within this pericope, see Jigoulov (2007: 87-88), 
and see my discussion, below, in 9.2. 
198

 As noted above in the footnotes, with references to a number of scholars arguing this 
point,בלב ימים in Ezek 28:2 refers physically to the location of Tyre but, also, cosmically, to the 
abode of El. 
199

 9.2. 
200

 The location of ‘Hamath-Zobah’ is unclear, but 2 Chron. 8:3 appears to suggest Solomon 
expanded an imperial project of his father David who, according to 2 Sam. 8:9-10, had tribute 
paid to him by Toi, the king of Hamath.  Malamat (1963: 6-8) understands this historically, 
namely as evidence that Solomon extended his father’s control of the region.  Narratologically, 
however, Solomon’s triumph over Hamath-Zobah implies that he carried out appropriate rituals 
and responsibilities of new kingship, prevailing against a hostile (partially?) colonised region in 
his royal tour of the cities, immediately after his palaces are built (2 Chron. 8:1-2). 
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Added to this, it is expressed that Solomon reigns over an expanse stretching 

from הנהל, ‘the river [Euphrates]’ to גבול מצרים, the ‘border of Egypt’ (1 Kgs 5:1).  

This demarcation of an implausibly large and submissive kingdom201 on one 

level adds to the narrative sense of Solomon’s grandeur in demonstrating 

Solomon to have attained the promised land,202 but in a kingship context can 

also imply cosmic dominance.  The biblical (and, more widely, West Asian) 

motif of a monarch taking control between two rivers at his enthronement – and 

which refers to cosmic kingdom over the entire expanse of the earth as well as,  

perhaps, kingship over the relatively small area of the king’s political control203 - 

is reflected here, insofar as the Euphrates is on one side and on the other side 

is Egypt’s border, which is a watery area often called נחלה מצרים, the ‘brook of 

Egypt.’204  So, too, the king in Isa. 14:4b-20 has dominated his own subjects (as 

expressed by the smitings dealt out by his royal regalia in verse 5), and, beyond 

this, the entire human realm (described in verses 6-7 as גוים, ‘nations’ and הארץ, 

‘the lands’).205 

Motifs of divine wisdom are common to both 1 Kings 3-11 and Isa. 14:4b-20.  

Solomon’s divinely bequeathed wisdom (see 1 Kgs 3:5-12.28; 4:29) is famed 

throughout the world, and he has deep knowledge of plant and animal life (1 

Kgs 4:29-34), much as the primordial man names the living things when he is in 

Eden, and is in such close contact with Yahweh that Yahweh brings them 

directly to him (Gen 2:19).206  He is also able to judge wisely, as he does in the 

                                                           
201

 Even commentators with a more ‘maximalist’ understanding of the historicity of the 
‘Deuteronomists’ tend to be sceptical of the claims this verse makes (see, for example, J. Gray 
1970: 141-142;Cogan 2000: 219-220).The paucity of archaeological evidence for any large 
united kingdom under David and Solomon has long been protested by more ‘minimalist’ 
scholars of the ancient Levant  - see Jigoulov (2007: 91) for a bibliography, and on some more 
of the specific details of mismatches between Israel’s boarders in 1 Kings 3-11, and the 
archaeological record. 
202

 On topographical borders demarcating the land promised to the ‘Israelites’ in the Hebrew 
Bible, see Kallai (1997). 
203

 On this image, as presented in the Hebrew Bible and, particularly, in Pss. 78:2; 89:26, see 
May (1955: 15); A.R. Johnson (1967: 10-11); Keel (1978 [1972]: 21); Wyatt (2005: 71); and see, 
further 6.3.2 on this image in Ps. 89:26, with additional references. 
204

 For example, Num. 34:5; Josh. 15:4.47.  For further references and discussion of these 
terms, see Kallai (1997); Sweeney (2007: 99). 
205

 On this rendering of ארץ, see the footnotes to the translation of these verses in 7.3.  See, 
moreover, Wyatt (2002: 132, n. 75), who suggests that  retṣ is used in KTU 1.6 i 65 to express 
Athtar’s kingship between the two waters – this suggestion is certainly possible if Athtar 
becomes king of the human realm, rather than king of the netherworld. 
206

 On the primal man’s naming of the animals as demonstrating his primordial wisdom, and 
also being an aspect of his paradigmatic kingship, see Wyatt (1996: 273-279, particularly 277).  
See Stavrakopoulou (2011) and Wyatt (2014), more broadly, on the primal man’s royal 
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case of the two sex workers who each claim to be the mother of the same boy 

(1 Kgs 3:16-28).  Solomon’s wise act is to call for the child to be physically 

divided (גזר), in order to test their relative reactions, and in this action he mimics 

divine wisdom.207  The reception of such divine knowledge, which Barker and 

Wyatt understand to be characteristic of royal ascent,208 is evident also in Isa. 

14:13 insofar as the king is enthroned among the divine assembly.  Elsewhere 

(indeed, in one of our intertexts), צדק, ‘righteousness’ and משפט, ‘justice’ are the 

foundations of Yahweh’s throne (Ps. 89:15).  The king is expected to uphold 

these qualities from his own regnal seat,209 imitating Yahweh.  In Isa. 14:13, the 

king’s judicious role is demonstrated by his mimesis of El upon his throne in the 

divine council, suggesting that divine royal wisdom has been conferred upon 

him. It is also the case that the Prince of Tyre in Ezek. 28:2-6 comes to possess 

divine wisdom, having sat in the divine assembly (v. 2).210 

Another parallel between Isa. 14:4b-20 and cultural memories of Solomon 

demonstrable in the Hebrew Bible consists of the use of musical instruments as 

an illustration of royal glory.  Solomon’s institution of musical instruments in his 

magnificent buildings at Jerusalem (1 Kgs 10:12) appears to have become 

increasingly prominent in cultural remembering of the Davidic kingdom, over the 

periods of Persian and Hellenistic Yehud.  It is elaborated with greater 

embellishment elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, especially in Chronicles, where 

singers and instrumentalists are instituted not only by Solomon, but instituted 

and re-instituted by other paradigmatic ‘good’ kings, such as David and 

                                                                                                                                                                          
characteristics in Genesis 2-3.  A link between 1 Kgs 4:29-34 and Genesis 2-3 is made by van 
Seters (1989: 340, n. 30). 
207

 This is an idea I first heard from Dr Siam Bhayro.  McClymond (2008: 143-145) argues that 
sacrificial division in the Hebrew Bible mimics Yahweh’s division in the creation story of Gen. 1.  
I have, in this thesis, strongly supported this notion that human ritual can often be characterised 
as imitation of the ritual acts of deities (see Patton 2006, as discussed in 2.5).  Moreover, in 
Lev. 10:10; 11:46-47, the act of judiciously selecting an animal for sacrifice is an aspect of 
holiness and so appears to require divine knowledge on behalf of the priests, who imitate 
Yahweh in their discrimination and selection from among the sacrificial victims (see the 
arguments of Klawans 2001: 145).  It is especially significant that this act of dividing amongst 
the beasts requires similar divine knowledge to that of the man in Eden and that of Solomon: 
the laws have given divine instruction on the clean or unclean nature of all the beasts (Lev. 
11:46-47).  Albeit, the knowledge is not in this context given to a select person by virtue of his 
proximity with Yahweh, but rather is conferred more widely to those who can read and 
supposedly enact the sacrificial laws. 
208

 Barker (1987: 24-25; 2004: 21-32); Wyatt (1996: 41-42.273-279.286.319-322). 
209

 See 5.5.1. 
210

 7.3. 
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Josiah.211  As for the king in Isaiah 14, he is brought down in his titanic power 

into Sheol with the music of his harps (v. 11).  It is implicit in Ezekiel 26 that the 

prosperous royal province of Tyre has been characterised by music, insofar as 

its downfall involves such music ceasing (v. 13).  In this, Isa. 14:11 and Ezek. 

26:13 are in line with wider ancient Near Eastern literary conventions in which 

the cessation of music is a signifier of the end of dynasties. 212  The great 

culturally remembered paradigmatic Davidic king comes, then, to an end with 

the silencing of the harp of David (cf. 1 Sam. 16:23) 

These are just the similarities between the king of Isaiah 14, and apparently 

positive descriptions of Solomon and other paradigmatic Judahite kings.  The 

parallels are even closer once motifs of Solomon’s power and downfall are 

considered alongside power and downfall in Isaiah 14.213 

First, it appears that the king in Isa. 14:12-15 identifies with the Morning Star – 

associated with Athtar at Ugarit – rather than any other heavenly body. 214  

Scholars have constructed persuasive cases in supporting this identification,215 

partly because of the lack of credible alternative candidates, 216  and partly 

                                                           
211

 According to these memories, the kings employed the Levites in this role. On David’s ritual 
musicians, see 1 Chron. 6:16-32; 9:33; 15:16; 23:1-5.30; 25:1; Neh. 12:24.45-46; cf. Amos 6:5.  
On Solomon’s ritual musicians, see 2 Chron. 5:1-14, particularly 12-13; 7:1-6, particularly 6; 
8:14-15.  On Jehoshaphat’s ritual musicians see 2 Chron. 20:18-30.  On Joash’s ritual 
musicians, see 2 Chron. 23:13.18.  On Hezekiah’s ritual musicians, see 2 Chron. 29:25-30; 
30:21-22; 31:2.  On Josiah’s use of ritual musicians, see 2 Chron. 34:12; 35:15.  For a detailed 
study of the Chronicles’ texts on choral music, see Kleinig (1993). 
212

 See Block (1998: 41), for a discussion of the cessation of music in Ezek. 26:13, and for 
comparative references to other ancient West Asian sources.  I will discuss further the 
relevance of the image in Ezek. 26:13 to Tyre and its royal family in 9.2. 
213

 Albeit, the strength of my case would be stronger if it were held (and which may well be the 
case), with some scholars, that some (or even all) of the aspects of Solomon’s kingship 
discussed above are not entirely complimentary.  For example, Pyper (1993) argues that the 
seeds of the destruction of Solomon’s kingdom are already present in 1 Kings 3-11 in its first 
chapter, with his judgement of the prostitutes in 1 Kgs 3 having a satirical edge in spite of his 
political power, for here he is not entirely wise; while J.D. Hays (2003) and Power (2006) claim 
that Solomon is criticised and condemned throughout the entire narrative. 
214

 Although he mimics El (Isa. 14:13), he seems additionally to identify with this other divine 
planetary body in his ascent to the heavens. 
215

 For a discussion and comprehensive bibliography, see J. Day (2000: 167-171). 
216

 It is possible that ‘Day Star, Son of Dawn’ refers to the sun.  Hirsch (1920) argues that the 
sun best conforms to the idea of a heavenly body that takes over all else, insofar the sun 
eclipses the heavens in their entirety.  His argument would be quite convincing if it were the 
case that the passage uses imagery of everyday meteorological patterns, but there is no reason 
to take this view over the notion that the text images an uncommon incident or portent (so Wyatt 
2005: 40).  Alternatively, Spronk (1998) argues, on the basis of a structural assessment of 
Isaiah 13-14, that Isa. 14:12 corresponds with Isa. 13:10, and that the eclipsing of heavenly 
bodies in the latter suggests that the sun is to be identified with ‘Day Star, Son of Dawn’ in the 
former.  Although Spronk might have an advantage in reading the verse as a reference to a 
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because of the (at least semantic) association of the birth of the Morning 

Star(=Venus)/Athtar) with 217.שחר  If Athtar is in view in Isa. 14:12-15, then there 

are close parallels in 2 Sam. 18:9-17.  This pericope relates the death of 

Absalom.  His name – like that of his brother Solomon and, apparently, like the 

name of the city from which David and Solomon said to rule, ירושלים, 

‘Jerusalem’ – appears to refer to Shalem, the dusk deity paired with Shahar,218 

a deity at least semantically linked to Athtar (or perhaps with Athtar’s female 

counterpart, Athtart, if the former is associated with the morning star and the 

latter with the evening star).219  Whereas the king in Isa. 14:12 is felled like a 

tree 220  (having, like Athtar in KTU 1.6, ascended to the heavenly realm), 

Absalom’s attempts to ascend to kingship are aborted when he is inadvertently 

suspended from a tree בין השמים ובין הארץ ‘between the heavens and the 

netherworld’ (2 Sam. 18:9), from which position he is slaughtered, taken down 

and buried (2 Sam. 18:15-17).  Though his abortive ascent ironically suggests 

pretensions to be the son of Shalem/ Athtart, as implied in his name – that is, to 

claim to be made the son by the deity upon ascension to the throne221 - it is 

more coherent to suggest that the tree is a literary and symbolic locus for 

Absalom’s failure to make the heavenly ascent conferring kingship after the 

manner of Athtar.  He attempts an ascent alongside Athtar, in common with the 

                                                                                                                                                                          
unique event, J. Day (2000: 169, n. 70) points out that Isa. 13:10 refers to the darkening of all 
the heavenly bodies including the sun, and this is a very different idea from that of Isa. 14:12-15 
where one ‘shiny’ heavenly body comes to dominate all the others.   Alternatively, Etz (1999) 
suggests that Halley’s comet conforms with the behaviour of the Day Star, Son of Dawn’s 
geographical reference points in Isa. 14:12-15.  Etz takes its locations as literal topographical 
points, stating for example that Halley’s comet ‘may also have moved northward, as though 
intending to sit on the mythic mount of assembly of the gods in the farthest North’ (Etz 1999: 
292).  However, this is to miss the mythic cosmology to which such ideas as the ascent above 
Zaphon (v. 12f) point, as discussed above.  The idea of entrance into the divine assembly in the 
heavens can hardly be mapped by modern astronomical models, which allow for no concept of 
the tripartite cosmos (cf. Cornelius’ 1994, for an attempt to re-map the cosmos according to 
world-views expressed in the Hebrew Bible).  Furthermore, Etz assumes that the astronomical 
‘event’ by which the myth is depicted has already happened; but it is conceivable that the author 
alludes to an expected astronomical occurrence, as in Isa. 13:10. 
217

 As I have argued above. 
218

 J. Gray (1965: 184-185). Huffmon (1999: 756-757) and Becking (1999) offer alternative 
explanations.  Whilst it cannot be said with certainty that Absalom and Solomon have 
theophoric names, this does not preclude word-play in the Hebrew Bible on the ambiguity of 
their names’ etymologies. 
219

 Wyatt (1999: 110).  Pardee (1996: 281, n. 58), though disputing the connection between 
Shahar, Shalem and the Morning and Evening Star, nonetheless identifies the Morning Star 
with Athtar and the Evening Star with Athtart. 
220

 See 7.3. 
221

 Father is Shalem.’   Regardless of the actual etymology of Absalom’s name, 1‘ = אבשלום
Sam. 18:9-17 uses this sense of his name for satirical purposes. 
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king in Isaiah 14; the difference being that the latter is successful, being felled 

once he has achieved his ascension to the heavens.222  The arboreal imagery 

applied to Absalom, like that applied to the king in Isaiah 14:4b-20, apparently 

passes satirical comment on a Venus mimicking king but it represents a more 

pathetic comedy of failed ascent, failed kingship, and suspension in the midst of 

a failed cosmic ascent than does the Isaianic text.223 

The narrative of 1 Kings 3-11, too, seems to link Solomon to the Venus deity by 

playing on the possible theophoric nature of his name (that is, השלמ =Shalem).  

Among the deities whom Solomon comes to worship, resulting in Yahweh 

sundering in two the kingdom of Israel (1 Kings 11), is ‘Ashtoreth of the 

Sidonians’ (vv. 5.33), who is identified with Athtar’s female counterpart, 

Athtart.224  It seems, then, that both Solomon and the king in Isaiah 14 have, in 

common, the fault of taking Athtar/t as a non-Yahwistic patron deity (Athtar/t 

being a patron deity of foreign royal dynasties, 225  while the iconography of 

Venus deities, more broadly, possibly influenced even the Davidic 

monarchy).226  Indeed, worship of Athtar/t/ Astarte may well have developed in 

                                                           
222

 See the discussion of Isa. 14:12-15 in 7.3. 
223

 Although I follow Wiggins (1997) in linking Absalom’s death to Athtar myths, my 
interpretation is at significant variance to his.  Whereas Wiggins understands Athtar in KTU 1.6 i 
to be situated between heaven and earth, I have, above, followed Wyatt’s understanding of the 
passage as representing royal ascent, followed by descent to rule over the human realm 
(particularly Wyatt 2009).  That is, unlike Absalom, Athtar succeeds in his heavenly ascent, as 
does the king of Isa. 14:4b-20.  My translation ‘between the heavens and the netherworld’ is at 
variance with Wiggins’ translation ‘between heaven and earth’ (1997: 74).  I have chosen to 
render ארץ ‘netherworld’ in this context because (whilst, on a visual level, Absalom would seem 
to be suspended between the sky and ground) the tree appears to function as a meeting point 
between the cosmic realms, whilst Absalom attempts royal ascent. The tree seems to function 
similarly in Isaiah 14 and in a number of other biblical passages (7.3; 8.4; Appendix). That the 
Absalom passage constitutes capricious humour about a royal action never completed – rather 
than successful mimesis of a deity – is most plausible, given that the following verse (v. 18) 
mocks Absalom for another aspect of kingship he cannot quite achieved: insofar as he raises a 
memorial for himself because he has no descendants to mourn him (see Stavrakopoulou 
2010a: 16). 
224

 The goddess Athtart, attested in a number of ancient West Asian languages, becomes 
 .in Hebrew, either as deliberate polemical distortion, or simply by re-vocalisation.  See J עשתרת
Day (2000: 128-130) for a discussion of arguments for each proposal.  On Athtart/Ashtoret, see 
Wyatt (1999); J. Day (2000: 128-132). 
225

 I have already discussed, above, Athtar as a royal deity at Ugarit. Ashtoret is described as 
 a god of the Sidonians’ (1 Kgs 11:5.33).  The Sidonian king was high priest of‘ ,אלהי צדנים
Athtart, suggesting that she was the royal deity of Sidon (Wyatt 1999: 111). 
226

 The lmlk jar handles which have been excavated in the Levant, and which were produced 
under the auspices of Davidic monarchs, depict scarabs or ‘sun beetles,’ which are thought to 
have been associated at Egypt with (among other deities) Chepri who was identified with the 
Morning Star (Taylor 1993: 37-53), although Professor Nicolas Wyatt suggested to me in his 
examiner’s comments that they are probably chiefly to be identified with Re, and caution always 
need be exercised in discussing the identity of Egyptian solar deities due to the theological 
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the Levant somewhat symbiotically with that of Yahweh.227  The difference with 

the Isaianic text is that Solomon is portrayed as worshipping Athtart, the 

feminine evening manifestation of Venus (linked, at least semantically, with the 

dusk, as is Solomon’s name);228 whilst the king of Isaiah 14 performs mimesis 

of the masculine dawn manifestation of Venus, Athtar, in becoming ‘Shiny One, 

Son of Dawn’.229 

The author of 1 Kgs 11, furthermore, carefully states that the other deities whom 

Solomon worshipped were those of foreign kingdoms, and these deities were 

royal deities.230  Therefore, Solomon, Absalom and the ‘Shiny One, Son of 

Dawn’ are all hinted to have aligned themselves in league with ‘foreign’ gods 

associated with Venus – the ‘foreignness’ of Athtar/t being underscored in the 

Solomon narratives, insofar as she is described as ‘Ashtoreth of the Sidonians,’ 

as discussed above, and worshipped alongside other ‘foreign’ royal deities.  

The ‘foreignness’ of Solomon’s patron deities is further emphasised by the 

accusation that influence by his foreign wives lead him to their worship: 

                                                                                                                                                                          
complexities of their identities, in addition to the complexities and alien nature of ancient 
Egyptian concepts of identity itself (cf. Assmann 1995; 1999; 2005 [2001]). 
227

 As M.S. Smith (2003) suggests.  Athtart may well be attested frequently in Iron Age II 
iconography from the Levant, either as an independent deity or as a deity who has merged with 
various others (see M.S. Smith 2002: passim; Bloch-Smith 2014). 
228

 Albeit, Solomon is perhaps also portrayed as an Athtar-worshipper (or, at any rate, the 
narrative makes little distinction between Venus’ masculine and feminine manifestations) insofar 
as he worships Moabite Chemosh (1 Kgs 11:7), who is identified with Athtar in the Mesha 
inscription (see Albright 1968: 207-208). 
229

 This variation between the two texts is unsurprising given that, as I am arguing, all texts have 
their own discursive contexts and language games.  The parallels remain significant.  The 
accusation that Solomon worshipped a foreign female deity may arise from the discourse of 
Solomon’s wives and their role in bringing about the downfall of Solomon’s kingdom (1 Kgs 
11:1-4), and the ‘feminine other’ therefore playing a key role in the discourse; whereas there 
does not appear to be a discourse on royal wives in Isaiah 14.  On the othering discourse on 
Solomon’s wives see, for example, Power (2006: 120). 
230

 In 1 Kgs 11:5, it is said that Solomon’s heart is turned to the worship not just of Ashtoret of 
the Sidonians but also מלכם שקץ עמנים, ‘Milcom, Abomination of the Ammonites.’  Milcom’s 
name apparently derives from the root mlk, which is of course the root for royalty in many 
languages including biblical Hebrew.  Given this, and given that Milcom is viewed as the 
national Ammonite deity in the Hebrew Bible (even if not in the archaeological data – so Puech 
1999), it is probable that Milcom is viewed as a royal deity in this verse.  In 1 Kgs 11:7, Solomon 
adds to this decadent ensemble of deities כמוש שקץ מואב, ‘Chemosh, Abomination of Moab’ and 
 Molech, Abomination of the Sons of Amon.’ Chemosh is attested in Moabite‘ ,מלך שקץ בני עמון
royal theophoric names, and is the patron deity of King Mesha, according to the Moabite Stone 
(H.-P. Müller 1999: 187-188).Molech may, in this verse, appear out of confusion with Milcom 
(Heider 1999: 581), but Milcom is also understood as a foreign royal god, with mlk as the root of 
his name (see Heider 1999: 581).  Verse 33 reiterates and emphasises that Solomon 
worshipped Ashtoreth of Sidon, Chemosh of Moab and Milcom of Ammon. 
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For it came to pass, when Solomon had grown old, that his wives inclined his 

heart (לבב) away to other gods; and his heart (לבב) was not at peace with 

Yahweh his god, as was the heart (לבב) of David his father (1 Kgs 11:4). 

Isa. 14:12 also portrays the king plotting heavenly ascent in his own לבב, ‘heart;’ 

the account of Solomon here furnishes the further detail that it is the monarch’s 

wives who lead him to his fatal acts of will,231 a claim that will be significant in 

establishing much of the cultural context of biblical discourses of descent and 

ascent in the Hebrew Bible more generally.232 

Both Solomon and the Isaianic king (in addition to consorting with Athtar/t) 

perform mimesis of the deity who sits at the head of the pantheon: Yahweh and 

El respectively.  Indeed, it is possible even that El in Isa. 14:13c is to be 

identified with Yahweh, given that in Psalm 110:3c Yahweh births the king by 

the instrument of the Womb of Dawn – and this is portrayed with mythic motifs 

resonant of those applicable to El.233  While Psalm 110 portrays the dawn as 

the province of a cosmically gigantic Yahweh, rather than that of an 

independent Athtar,234 there are no such qualifications in Isa. 14:12-15.  The 

Isaianic king, like Solomon, has not retained fidelity to the High God alone.  

Another point of comparison is the allusion to במות, ‘high places’, in relating the 

two kings’ downfalls from the ritually created realities of ascent into – and 

participation with – the heavenly realm.  Solomon worships his ‘deviant’ deities 

at a במה (1 Kgs 11:7), but even from early on in his reign he patronised such 

sites of worship (1 Kgs 3:2-14).235  In Isa. 14:14a, the king resolves that he will 

 which I translate as the claim, ‘I will ascend above the cloudy ,אעלה על במתי עב

high places.’  In most translations, the root במה is understood simply to express 

the king’s locative height 236  and, though it does express the height of his 

heavenly ascent, the multivocality of the word in such a playful and internally 

subversive text as Isa. 14:4b-20 must not be ruled out.  That is, in the context of 

his identification with Athtar, במה may also show his activities to be cultic and 
                                                           
231

 The reference to the king’s heart in Isa. 14:12 suggests lack of regard for Yahweh’s will and 
desire (see 7.3). 
232

 See 9.3. 
233

 See 3.5; Appendix A. 
234

 As I argue in 3.5. 
235

 See J.D. Hays (2003: 160-161). 
236

 For example, AV reads, ‘I will ascend above the heights of the clouds’; NIV reads, ‘I will 
ascend above the tops of the clouds’; and NRSV reads, ‘I will ascend to the tops of the clouds.’ 
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‘illicit’ – being a pun on his involvement in ritual practices associated with 

‘foreign’ royal deities, much like those of Solomon.  The concepts of the cloudy 

bamah and the bamot as cultic sites are not entirely separate, given that the 

name for the latter may well have developed from the former, as a word for the 

heights of the earth on which the deity (originally Baal?) treads.237  The root 

appears to denote Davidic royal heavenly ascent elsewhere, furthermore, where 

it refers to the setting of the king’s feet on ‘high places’ (Ps. 18:34).238 

Isa. 14:17c is, linguistically, a difficult verse without easy resolution,239 but if the 

MT is retained, it perhaps suggests that it is ביתה, ‘the way home’ which the 

king would not פתח, ‘open’ to his  can refer to ‘forced אסיר  ’.prisoners‘ , אסיר

labourers,’ as well to those physically imprisoned (see Job 3:18).240  Although 1 

Kgs 9:22 claims Solomon used only ‘Canaanites’ for forced labour, it is in 

contradiction to the statements elsewhere in the Solomon narratives that he 

conscripted from all Israel (1 Kgs 5:27), that Jeroboam was given charge over 

slaves from the tribe of Benjamin (1 Kgs 11:28), and that northern tribes 

revolted over Rehoboam’s plans to augment Solomon’s programmatic forced 

labour (1 Kgs 12:10-12.14-16).241   1 Kings 1-11 shows, therefore, that the 

accusation of maltreatment of אסיר in Isa. 14:17b is not incompatible with a 

biblical condemnation of an ‘indigenous’ king, regardless of how the entire 

clause is to be translated. 

Analysis of v. 20b-c makes it ever clearer that this poem refers to a Judahite or 

Israelite king’s brutality against his people.  He is told that it is ארצך, ‘your 

                                                           
237

 So Smith & Pitard (2009: 666-667).  For a general assessment of the etymology and 
anatomy of bamot, ‘high places,’ see Emerton (1997), who finds the data inconclusive. 
238

 4.4.3; see, further, the discussion of this verse in Emerton (1997: 119-120). 
239

See the footnotes to the translation, above, in 7.3. 
240

 Driver & Gray (1921: 38, n. 18). 
241

 See Ishida (1992: 8).  Rainey (1970: 200-202) contends it is likely that the slaves were at 
least predominantly האנשים הגרים (that is ‘non-Israelites’ who have become somehow part of the 
community), on the basis of this qualification being made in 2 Chron. 2:16-17.  However, this 
qualification is not found elsewhere, so would seem to be an exonerating memory of Solomon 
unattested in the Solomon narratives of Kings.  Rainey generally presupposes that a harmony 
can be found amongst these apparently disparate memories but, though he makes a good 
case, it is not possible to read the Kings narratives of Solomon in this way without claiming a 
number of views which are not actually stated in the text.  Rather, 1 Kgs 9:22 reads as a not 
terribly successful attempt to exonerate the king, set against the dominant view expressed in 
the narratives that Solomon conscripted corvée labour from the northern tribes – this, indeed, is 
of great importance to the ‘Deuteronomistic’ account concerning the decline of the Davidic 
monarchy, since it is given as the very reason for the foundation of the divided kingdoms (1 Kgs 
12:10-12.14-16).  2 Chron. 2:16-17, accordingly, appears to be a rather unsuccessful attempt to 
reconcile two conflicting claims. 
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country’ of which he has made an annihilation, and עמך, 'your people’ whom he 

has slain.  I have so far argued in my examination of royal ascent texts, in this 

dissertation, that the king, in establishing צדק and משפט for his own people, is 

expected, ritually, to pummel harshly members of other nations.242  Indeed, as 

Middleton argues, in the Hebrew Bible the king’s mimesis of Yahweh’s 

instillation of order upon enthronement (through subjugation of chaos) is 

profoundly ethnocentric.  The king is tasked with bringing ‘universal’ order, but 

in biblical discourses this seems to apply to order and security for Yahweh’s 

people only.243  Certainly, biblical representations of royal ritual heavenly ascent 

(perhaps in common with most texts in the Hebrew Bible) are generally devoid 

of empathy for foreign peoples and so, while it is not impossible that sympathy 

might be expressed for Mesopotamian subjects, this would be a highly 

idiosyncratic sentiment in a royal ascent text like Isa. 14:4b-20.  It is generally 

only Israelites and Judahites who are deserving of a king’s good treatment.244  

On this basis, the final censure of the king in all probability refers to Israelite or 

Judahite subjects.  Moreover, the sympathy extended to the אסיר in Verse 17b 

must also point towards Israelite or Judahite forced labour.  

The similarities between biblical discourses on Solomon (especially 1 Kings 3-

11) and Isaiah 14:4b-20 suggest that the latter is likely to be an Israelite or 

Judahite monarch, or a paradigm of Israelite and Judahite monarchy.  That the 

monarch is unnamed – even to the point that explicit identification with the 

Davidic dynasty is omitted – coheres with the expressed wish that his name will 

not be evoked (v. 20) and his post mortem existence thereby terminated;245 but 

further to this, the text retains the plasticity so common to biblical texts and 

motifs, and so the poem came to be associated with Babylon by later biblical 

editors.246 

                                                           
242

 5.5.1 cf. my arguments throughout the thesis that the king’s enthronement involves the 
establishment of order through the brutal subjugation of the enemies. 
243

 Middleton (2004), following Clifford (1992: 59). 
244

 Or perhaps, sometimes, the social group is narrowed further than this – see the ethical 
assessment of kingship in Psalm 101 in Mein (2010). 
245

 See 7.3. 
246

 See below. For examples of similar reapplication of biblical oracles or oracular themes to 
new contexts, see ‘Nineveh’ in Nahum 3:1-19, which some commentators understand to stand 
for a later city such as Babylon (Mason 1991: 60; O’Brien 2001: 559; 2002: 19-21); cf. the 
famous representation of Babylon as Rome in Revelation. 
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Of two major objections that may be raised to this proposal, the first is that the 

ejection of Israelite/Judahite kings from their tombs is not remembered 

elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible except, possibly, in two ambiguous passages 

(Jer. 8:1-3; Ezek. 43:7-9).247  However, given that disinterment of enemy kings 

(and corpse abuse more generally) was widely practised in ancient West 

Asia,248 it is eminently conceivable that this would have been an aspect of the 

culturally remembered story-scape of Jerusalem and of her own entombed 

kings.  Thus a common practice is here remembered as an aspect of the many 

invasions of the city.249 

A second possible objection would be that the slaughter of the king’s children in 

Isa. 14:21 is not clearly attested for paradigmatic Israelite or Judahite kings 

such as Solomon.  This is, potentially, most problematic if verse 21 was a part 

of the original poem – though this much is questionable.  The verse may (or 

may not) be part of the editorial setting of the chapter, as almost certainly is the 

doubtful identification of the protagonist with the king of Babel in verse 4a.250  

                                                           
247

 See Stavrakopoulou (2006: 1-2; 2010b: 69) on these verses, and for bibliographies of 
alternative views. 
248

 See Suriano (2010: 63-69). 
249

 Van Kuelen (2010: particularly 121-122) makes some similar arguments to me, except that 
they are underpinned by the assumption – which I have understood as unwarranted – that the 
king of Isaiah 14 was originally Assyrian.  Van Kuelen suggests it is probable that the royal 
tombs at Nineveh would have been ransacked when the city was over-run in 612 BCE; while I 
am arguing that that this would have been the case for Jerusalem in any of its invasions from 
the late seventh century onwards.  Van Kuelen takes the king to be a typus of the kings at 
Nineveh whose remains were disturbed; I am making similar arguments concerning cultural 
memories of the king of Isaiah 14. 
250

 It is difficult to ascertain whether verse 21 is to be treated as a part of the poem that begins 
at verse 4b, although it is understood to be so by Oswalt (1986: 314-325); Williamson (1994: 
168); Blenkinsopp (2000: 285); Shipp (2002).  However, verses 22-23 do appear to be later 
additions.  The vocabulary changes considerably, with each of these verses containing נאם יהוה 
formula (i.e. ‘a prophetic oracle of Yahweh’).  These phrases may well, therefore, be added to 
establish the veracity of the foregoing poem (Williamson: 1994; Holladay 1999: 635).  There are 
several reasons to conclude that verse 21 may also be an editorial addition.  Amzallag & Avriel 
(2012) have recently argued that the subversive irony in the poem functions on another level to 
that discussed in this chapter: by means of a consistent and controlled chiastic structure, which 
runs from verses 4b-20, suggesting that these verses ought to be understood as a holistic unit.  
That said, close readings of a chiastic structure of ironic reversal running from verses 4b-23 are 
also possible, as attested by O’Connell’s attempt (1988).  Williamson (1994: 168), as a 
consequence of differing conclusions reached from close structural analyses of Isa. 14:4bff, is 
sceptical as to how far such structural exercises can identify an original end to the poem.  
Indeed, that it is possible to construct such contradictory but intricately-detailed chiastic 
structures from the text prompts the question as to whether these constructions are entirely 
imposed upon the text – to be regarded, accordingly, as interesting literary exercises, but with 
little relevance to redaction criticism of Isaiah 14.  There remain, nonetheless, further reasons 
for understanding verse 21 to emerge from a separate context to the foregoing verses.  
Holladay (1999: 635-636) argues that the final clause of verse 20, מרעים זרע, refers to the 
singular king of the poem (hence my translation ‘O Seed of Wickedness’), because the 
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However, even if verse 21 is considered part of the poem, there is no 

suggestion that this massacre has ‘actually’ happened.  The hiphil imperative 

 prepare’ sets verse 21 up as a rallying cry to begin the slaughter of the‘ ,הכינו

Israelite/Judahite king’s descendants.  It is a prophetic call to annihilate his 

name by destroying the descendants who would invoke it – an objective already 

enumerated (v. 20c) following the king’s disinterment (v. 19a) – and an act of 

aggression performed against Israelite and Judahite monarchs elsewhere in the 

Hebrew Bible,251 and implied in the dynastic death imagery of Ps. 89:39-52.252  

Such a scheme could be directed against those identified as descendants of 

one particular king or – if he is paradigmatic of Israelite or Judahite monarchy – 

more generally against descendants of the Jerusalem-entombed kings. 

What, then, is to be made of the editorial reference to the King of Babel in Isa. 

14:4a, and the probable editorial reference to Babylon in verse 22?  The 

editorial re-interpretation of the passage treats Babylon as a signifier of 

hubris.253  In the older poem, the proud king – insofar as his heavenly ascent is 

utterly inverted in his netherworld descent – has embodied the fall of the Davidic 

kingdom.  Now, in the editorial ‘unit’ of Isaiah 13-14, he comes to embody the 

destruction of the great Babylon.  Motifs of proud Babylonian ascent to the 

heavens are elsewhere attested in the Hebrew Bible (see Gen. 11:1-11 – with 

qualifications);254 and so it may well be the case that Isa. 14:4b-20 was re-

                                                                                                                                                                          
reference to the slaughter of his sons (v. 21) and the MT’s reference in general to אבותם (also v. 
21) differ from the content of verses 4b-20, which refers only to the king himself.  This much 
does not demonstrate an absolutely fundamental thematic change between verses 20 and 21: 
as I argued in 7.3 (following Olyan 2006 and other scholars), 19a describes the disinterment of 
the king, an action causing post mortem annihilation by various means, including the prevention 
of his veneration by his descendants.  So focus on the destruction of the king’s descendants is 
not incongruous with the foregoing motif of his disinterment, as I argued in Chapter 6 is the case 
as regards Psalm 89, in which the paradigmatic king and the royal dynasty are intricately 
bound-up together.  Neither argument for the inclusion or exclusion of verse 21 from the poem 
is, therefore, ultimately convincing.  The matter remains unresolved. 
251

 The Philistines target Saul’s sons in battle (1 Sam. 31:2); Jehu wipes out the house of Ahab 
(2 Kgs 10:1-17); Athaliah tries to destroy her rival heirs (2 Kgs 11:1); and the Babylonians kill 
the sons of Zedekiah (2 Kgs 25:7).  This motif will be discussed further in 8.3, with regard to 
Athaliah’s attempt to eliminate her offspring; and, also, in 8.5, with regard to the massacre of 
Jezebel’s descendants in 2 Kings 9-10. 
252

 See 6.4.3. 
253

 According to Williamson (1998: 240-242), the theology of Yahweh as the high and lofty one 
as a counter to any attempts at human hubris was highly influential upon the editorial 
development of Isaiah, as evinced partly by the editorial treatment of Isa. 14:4b-20; cf. the 
discussion of this text in comparison with others in Isaiah referring to Babylon, in Fishelov 
(1989: 198-200). 
254

 In verse 4 the people of Babylon resolve to build their tower so high that the top will be 
 in the heavens,’ and ultimately their power is broken (vv. 6-9) – and so, also, in Isaiah‘ ,בשמים
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membered and re-applied to Babylon within subsequent cultural discourses 

(finding signification of hubris in the motifs of felled cosmic arboreal growth),255 

in which the city’s royal leadership256 was emblematic of hubristic heavenly 

ascent.257  

As for the content of the poem itself, detached from its later editorial context, the 

imagery is rather of paradigmatic Davidic king whose cultic stage and ritual 

praxis corresponds closely (as I have argued) with paradigms of Tyrian 

monarchic cultic space and ritual in Ezek. 28:1-19. 258   In Chapter 9 I will 

propose that the wider context of Ezek. 26:1-28:19 plays an important (though 

largely unexplored) role in understanding cultural memories of Davidic 

monarchy in the Hebrew Bible – with intrinsic connections to netherworld 

descent and heavenly ascent.  For now I conclude concerning Isa. 14:4b-20. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
14, once the vv. 4b-20 pericope has been incorporated into later material.  On Gen. 11:1-11 as 
depicting a Babylonian ziggurat – that is, as a sacred meeting point between the earth and 
heavens – signifying hubris, see, for example, Walton (1995); Hendel (2005a: 29-33); J. Day 
(2014: 166-188).  Some scholars, however, have challenged the view that Gen. 11:1-11 as a 
story about hubris – see, particularly, Harland (1998); Hiebert (2007); Sherman (2013: 60-64).  
These scholars interpret the reference to the ‘tower with its summit in the heavens’ ( ומגדל וראשו
 as a figure of speech representing its great height (cf. Deut. 1:28), rather than denoting ,(בשמים
a cosmically liminal space.  They are able, in the course of their arguments, to point out that 
 tower’ appears to refer only to fortified towers in the Hebrew Bible rather than (as they‘ ,מגדל
would have it) ‘sacred’ buildings.  And yet, as I will argue in 8.5, a high point in the fortifications 
at a cities boundary can be a locus for harnessing the power of cosmic liminality – see 8.3 for a 
theoretical discussion of the cosmic liminality of city boundaries.  That is to say, fortifications 
and sacred spaces are not necessarily mutually exclusive (note, for example, how the מגדלי, 
‘towers’ in Ps. 48:10, when acting as ‘stations’ in a represented ritual procession, stand as 
signifiers for the sacred inviolability of Zion as expressed in Ps. 48:1-2).  Thus biblical authors 
may well not have distinguished clearly between sacred towers and fortress towers – neither 
perceiving a ziggurat as one or the other, nor perceiving their ‘indigenous’ fortified towers as 
entirely ‘secular.’  Scholars need always be wary of applying their contemporaneous categories 
to ancient structures.  For example, I am told by the art historian and archaeologist buildings 
archaeologist Richard Parker that it is often very difficult to distinguish between defensive or 
residential functions when surveying mediaeval buildings.  These are issues which deserve 
more detailed treatment, but this is beyond the scope of the thesis; suffice to say, for now, that 
there remains a strong case that the מגדל in Gen. 11:4 is a ziggurat signifying Babylonian 
hubris. 
255

 As discussed in 7.3 in relation to a significant number of other biblical passages referring to 
royal power and downfall imaged as arboreal growth and felling, and as tabulated in the 
Appendix: although cosmic domination tends to portrayed as having actually occurred, the 
theme of hubris also is bound up in these representations. 
256

 Cf. Van Kuelen’s (2010) arguments that the protagonist of Isaiah 14 is a paradigmatic (rather 
than particular) neo-Babylonian king. 
257

 This much may well indicate that Isa. 14:4b-20 was incorporated into the wider unit of Isaiah 
13-14 later than the bulk of the composition of Deutero-Isaiah, but this does not have an 
obvious impact on general debates concerning the dating of Proto-Isaiah, especially given my 
comments concerning the growing view for a probable late editing of much of the Hebrew Bible 
(2.2) – that is, long after many of its texts were composed. 
258

 7.3. 
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7.5. Conclusion: The Paradigmatic Davidic King as Represented 

Ritual Performer of Concomitant Temple and Astral Ascent 

This chapter has featured my case for a fundamental reassessment of the 

parameters for identifying the protagonist in Isa. 14:4b-20.  I have 

comprehensively critiqued the almost universal presupposition that he must be 

a Mesopotamian (and, that is to say, a ‘foreign’) monarch.  I have given much 

space to detailed arguments for my alternative view, which significantly differs 

from the consensus; namely, that the figure in view is a king represented by 

paradigms which, according to the semiotics of the cultural discourses in which 

the text was produced, would render him thoroughly indigenous.  He is 

remembered by references, cultural matrices, and language games similar to 

those which may be discerned in biblical accounts of Solomon, and especially 

those in 1 Kings 3-11.  The multiple arguments I have set out for identifying the 

king in Isa. 14:4b-20 as Israelite or Judahite may be summarised in three 

strands.   

First, the internally subversive motifs of royal ritual heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent, occurring and recurring throughout the poem, bear many 

similarities with those demonstrable in representations of Jerusalem’s royal cult 

elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, as discussed earlier in the thesis.259 

Second, while the text bears similarities with a range of biblical depictions of 

hubristic royal power and its inevitable downfall, including that of Mesopotamian 

and Egyptian kings,260 the royal characteristics are most closely allied to that 

portrayed in the Solomon narratives of 1 Kings 3-11261 and, to a lesser extent, 

Ezekiel 28:1-19.262  Although the latter depicts Tyrian royals, I have argued here 

– and will later argue further – that it incorporates cultural referents that are 

important in the development of cultural memories of the Davidic monarchy.263  

The commonalities between the three texts are tabulated in the Appendix. 

                                                           
259

 For the arguments see, particularly, 7.3 and see the psalms discussed in Chapters 3-6. 
260

 7.3. 
261

 See 7.4. 
262

 See, particularly, 7.3; also 7.4.  
263

 2.2; and, 9.2-9.4, in which I address the argument that the king of Tyre (Ezek. 28:11-19) is to 
be identified with the king of Jerusalem. 
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Third, the ethical condemnation of the king (and, particularly, the justification 

given in verse 19 for his annihilation) is most comprehensible if applied to an 

‘indigenous’ king.  Conversely, if it were applied to a ‘foreign’ king then the 

ethics of the verse would differ fundamentally from the ethnocentric ethics of 

kingship as understood anywhere else in the Hebrew Bible and, especially, in 

biblical representations of Davidic enthronement.264 

A Davidic identity for the royal protagonist has elucidated some of the important 

mythical references in the poem.  Isa. 14:4b-20 – and, specifically, the 

mythological allegory of verses 12-15 – cannot be identified with any particular 

myth.265  It is significant, nevertheless, that through a complex of mythic motifs 

and cultural referents the king is portrayed as performing ritual mimesis of El, as 

well as identifying with Athtar.  In contrast to the royal protagonist of Ps. 110:3c, 

but in common with Solomon, he is not identified with such a Royal High God as 

renders Dawn (שחר) nothing more than a province of his cosmic gigantism or of 

his divine reach and control.  Rather, the Isaianic king demonstrates allegiance 

with the ‘foreign’ royal deity Athtar (שחר), as well as to the High God (that is, El, 

or Yahweh-El);266 there being a good argument that these two deities were once 

closely related, in Iron Age II Levant at least, as Yahweh/El and Astarte.267  

Whether or not the High God is a fusion of Yahweh and El, I have argued that 

ritual heavenly ascent in Isaiah 14 is performed by a Davidic king at the temple 

on Zion.268  If this conclusion is accepted, then it is a real game-changer, not 

only in interpreting the specific passage under discussion, but (along with Ps. 

                                                           
264

 7.4. 
265

 That is, if it is understood that ancient myths can be grouped into categories, and that every 
myth in each category can be identified as the same ‘myth.’  This is a notion I have critiqued 
(with specific reference to debates concerning the ‘categorisation’ of the myth represented in 
Isa. 14:12-15) in 2.6, in which I favour the view that every attested instance of a myth is a 
‘fabulation’ emerging from its own unique cultural contexts.  Nonetheless, I have also argued in 
2.6that a myth arising in any context can be more clearly understood by recourse to 
‘perspicuous representation’ (cf. 2.4), whereby its internal language games are illuminated by 
identifying similarities and differences with those of myths in other comparable contexts.  I have 
followed this method in 7.4.  Initially, I examined proposals as to which particular myth Isa. 
14:12-15 conforms (if any), from a range of cultures, and found all these proposals wanting.  I 
did, however, then note a number of similarities (as well as differences) with other myths, 
including themes of cosmic growth and dominion, heavenly ascent, netherworld descent, and 
the identities of the deities mentioned or alluded in the passage. 
266

 7.4. 
267

 M.S. Smith (2002: passim; 2003); Bloch-Smith (2014). 
268

 See 7.4. 
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89:37-38)269 in addressing the wider question as to whether or not it can be said 

that certain biblical texts represent royal ritual heavenly ascent as having taken 

place in the Jerusalem temple. 

The central argument of this thesis – namely, that the Hebrew Bible represents, 

in a variety of integrated ways, ritual creations of real royal heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent – finds a principal challenge in claims that biblical 

cosmological conceptions of the temple rendered such cultic praxis impossible.  

As discussed earlier, Himmelfarb and a number of other scholars, most of 

whom specialise in 1 Enoch and other early-Jewish apocalyptic, are of the view 

that the Hebrew Bible understands the temple as the sole location for contact 

with heaven, thereby rendering astral ascent impossible.270  I have countered 

that this view is flawed insofar as it does take into account the full implications 

of ancient West Asian and biblical concepts of the temple and (especially) the 

sanctuary’s cosmic-liminality.  A ritual actor may be at once betwixt and 

between the temple built by human hands and in the starry heavens, for the 

temple itself is not constrained, in any normative way, by cosmic boundaries, 

but is at once at the limina of all the cosmic spheres, and yet a sort of 

‘microcosm’ of them all.271  In the shape of Isa. 14:12-15, we can add to Ps. 

89:37-38 a text attesting explicit use of both temple and astral imagery to 

describe an Israelite or Judahite king’s ritual ascent.272  No distinction, then, is 

drawn between these two supposedly bifurcated ‘categories’ of heavenly 

ascent; and they are explicitly merged in these two representations of Davidic 

ritual heavenly ascent which have been overlooked in previous debates.  It is 

yet more evident that the supposed categorical divide between temple and 

astral ascent is an artificial and anachronistic distinction, imposed on ancient 

material, having been created within the context of the disciplinary boundaries 

of the ‘Western’ academy.  Davidic kings can, indeed, perform heavenly ascent 

within the cultic space of the temple. 

                                                           
269

 See 6.3.2. 
270

 1.3.2. 
271

 1.3.3. 
272

 6.3.2; 7.3. 
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8.The Female of the Species: What have they been getting Up 

and Down to all this Time? 

8.1. Introduction 

Ritual netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in all the texts discussed so far 

in this thesis, including the key passages (Pss. 18; 24; 89; 110; Isa. 14:4b-20), 

has been performed specifically by a male royal: the king.  This reflects the 

androcentric nature of previous scholarly debate on ritual descent and ascent.1  

It has generally been assumed that such rituals would be performed only by 

kings. 2   Scholars have increasingly focused on how far royal women had 

political and cultic roles – whether historically in Israel and Judah, or literarily in 

the Hebrew Bible 3  - but rarely has their possible involvement with ritual 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent been considered.  Scholarly methods 

for evaluating the roles and importance of royal figures are often applied in 

mutually contradictory ways to kings and royal women.4 

In this chapter, however, I argue that exploring the involvement of royal women 

in ritual performance of heavenly ascent and netherworld descent significantly 

increases the pool of biblical texts demonstrative of these royal ritual motifs in 

the Hebrew Bible.  Furthermore, my conclusions concerning these texts do not 

dissolve differences between the genders as portrayed in the Hebrew Bible, and 

so these texts add new dimensions to understanding the diversity of methods 

by which tensions in cultural remembering of monarchy are navigated in the 

Hebrew Bible.  So, while there are distinctions and diversities between and 

among the ritual roles of royal men and women; the two need not be studies as 

a pair of absolutely divisible species and categories.  That which we learn about 

one frequently impacts on our knowledge of the other. 

I will evaluate, first, a common means by which scholars have searched for a 

role for the Hebrew Bible’s royal women: asking whether and how far הגבירה, 

‘the gebirah’ was an official ‘office’ for a royal woman.  From this I will argue that 

androcentric cultural assumptions have underlain much of the debate.  Whilst I 
                                                           
1
 See Iii; 2.5. 

2
 So, see my discussion on marginalised ritual performers in 2.5. 

3
 2.5; 8.2. 

4
 See, particularly, 8.4. on the contradictory approaches to understanding the identity of the 

feminine royal figure, and the identities of the male royal figures, in Ezekiel 19. 
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will propose that use of the epithet הגבירה does illuminate important features of 

cultural memories of monarchy, and that the sobriquet does relate to royal 

motherhood, the conclusions I draw beyond this are mostly untouched by 

foregoing scholarship on the subject.  These conclusions will emanate chiefly 

from focus on four texts which relate to royal mothers: mothers either to kings, 

potential kings, or – crucially – deposed kings.5  These relationships between 

kings and royal mothers are presented, in all four texts, through representations 

of – or allusions to – ritual netherworld descent and heavenly ascent. 

8.2.The ‘Machiavellian’ Gebirah? 

The extensive number of studies on הגבירה, ‘the gebirah’ 6  have mostly 

attempted to reach an historical understanding as to what this supposed 

Judahite and/ or Israelite royal ‘office’7  entailed, on the basis of just a few 

ambiguous uses of the word.8  Over the past few decades, a common tendency 

among these studies has been a perception that some or all of the women in 

this so-called ‘office’ had a political role in the court – deviously plotting, in the 

background, on behalf of kings; manoeuvring their own male progeny onto the 

throne.  Some scholars who suppose הגבירה to have been an official role (which 

may have been held by the mother of the king or an important wife of the king) 

have, on the basis of the limited referential data, concluded that הגבירה would 

be a factional leader in the court, who had achieved her position by Realpolitik.9  

                                                           
5
 I will use the term ‘royal mother’ rather than ‘queen mother,’ because the complexities of – and 

dissimilarities between – the particular discourses of each passage do not suggest the sort of 
uniformity of roles and characteristics which might be implied by the honorific connotations of 
the latter epithet, as I will argue in the following analyses. 
6
 See 2.5 for a bibliography. 

7
 The provincial location of the supposed ‘office’ has been the subject of some debate.  For 
example, Pederson (1951 [1940]: 72) understood the ‘office’ to have existed both in Judah and 
Israel, but to have been exercised differently in each kingdom.  De Vaux (1961: 118) thought it 
an exclusively Judahite ‘office.’  
8
 Asa removes Maacah as גבירה (1 Kgs 15:3; 2 Chron. 15:16); Jezebel appears to be called 
 there are also unnamed holders of this office, (Jer. 13:18;29:2); the title is ;(Kgs 10:13 2) גבירה
also applied to women in foreign royal dynasties (1 Kgs 11:19); cf. the use of גבירה for 
mistresses of slave girls (Gen. 16:4.8.9; 2 Kgs 5:3; Ps. 123:2; Prov. 30:23; Isa. 24:2) and for the 
former glory of a humiliated feminised city (Isa. 47:5). 
9
 Ishida (1977: 156-169) contends that the title was held by the mother of the heir apparent until 

his death.  To make this position involved factional politics.  For Ishida, this is evidenced by 
Haggith and Bathsheba’s ‘factions’ (1 Kings 1), a supposed faction removing Maacah (cf. 1 Kgs 
15:13; 2 Chron. 15:16), the faction removing Athaliah (2 Kings 11; 2 Chron. 22), as well as 
Zebidah and Hamutal’s respective pro-Egyptian and pro-Babylonian factions which explain why 
the former’s son  Eliakim was installed by Pharaoh Neco (2 Kgs. 23:34; 2 Chron. 36:3-4) and 
the latter’s son was installed by King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon (2 Kgs. 24:12; 2 Chron. 
36:10).  Spanier (1994; 1998) believes these factions to have been based along ethnic lines: for 
example, Maacah was supported by a ‘Canaanite’ faction (Spanier 1994); Athaliah was 
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By contrast, and rejecting the notion of an official ‘office’ of הגבירה, Ben-Barak 

suggested the term simply denoted ‘queen mother,’ 10  and that the political 

machinations of ‘queen mothers’ such as Bathsheba (1 Kings 1-2) merely show 

that there were unique and strong-willed royal women who achieved power for 

their sons.11  Still more scholars have proposed הגבירה to have performed the 

role of wise counsellor to the king.12 

In spite of conflicting conclusions, the impression remains of the stereotypical 

strong-willed woman behind the successful man: that staple of Modernist– and 

perhaps, sometimes, classical – comedy.  And, indeed, one need not search 

long for texts which offer only limited resistance to this lens: at least those 

passages where royal women’s roles consist in being the backdrop of regnal 

successions, failures, exiles and depositions.  Even when Athaliah reigns for six 

years (2 Kgs 11:3), she is denied a legitimising succession formula,13 and so 

her role in the forefront of remembered Judahite monarchy remains qualified 

and limited.14  It is understandable that Modernist historians have tended to 

view the emblematic royal woman, or הגבירה, as a velvet-gloved Machiavel 

clutching the in-tray. 

Nonetheless, since the 1990s a few scholars have recognised specific agenda 

in the writing of Hebrew Bible texts on הגבירה and (more widely) royal women.  

Those who hope to find some ‘kernel’ of history within the relevant biblical texts 

regarded as androcentric in agenda include Ackerman who – in an article she 

admits to be ‘necessarily speculative’ – argues that הגבירה performed a cultic 

                                                                                                                                                                          
probably supported by factions who wanted her marriage to Joram to improve Judean-Israelite 
relations, since she is said in 2 Kgs 8:18 to be from the Omride dynasty (Spanier 1998: 144-
147).  Cushman (2006) suggests that הגבירה was like the Ottoman valide sultan – the wife who 
was head of the harem, a political position from which a woman could take power for her heir, 
and whose Realpolitik could include massacres of rival heirs, like that carried out by Athaliah in 
1 Kgs 11:1 (Cushman 2006: 342-345).  See also the arguments in Gordon’s article on the rbt/ 
rbîtu at Ugarit (1988: particularly 130-131). 
10

 Ben-Barak (1991: 23). 
11

 Ben-Barak (1991). 
12

 Andreason (1983), citing Adonijah recognising Bathsheba’s mediatory role by requesting she 
ask Solomon if he might take Abishag as his wife in 1 Kgs 2:9-18 (Andreason 1983: 189) and 
wise advice being given to King Lemuel by his mother in Prov. 31:1-9 (1983: 192-193).  See 
Marsman (2003: 363) for a more recent exposition of this view. 
13

 C. Smith (1998: 156). 
14

 This is likely, as MacWilliam (2014) argues, due to the limits of the gendered language of 
succession formulae, but the formulae themselves arise from patriarchal cultures, whose 
semiotics thereby prevent royal women playing a fuller role in the remembering of monarchy 
(see, further, 8.3).  My grateful thanks to Dr Stuart MacWilliam for sending me a copy of his 
article prior to its publication. 
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role in Asherah worship, hinted at by the texts, though substantially 

suppressed.15  C. Smith also distrusts the ‘Deuteronomistic’16 authors of the 

texts, but contends that everything she judges to be the successes of royal 

women (including those called גבירה), such as Athaliah’s reign and the power 

Jezebel wields, must have been inconvenient truths that the ‘Deuteronomists’ 

could not omit, since such successes contradicted their agenda.17  For Bowen, 

however, ‘history’ cannot be constructed from these texts at all, as she holds 

references to the women either to be overly vague or to evince 

‘Deuteronomistic’ invention for the sake of condemnation. 18   Solvang also 

focuses on the literary portrayal of royal women but (in keeping with her wider 

argument that royal women are portrayed as powerful players in monarchy) 

claims rather differently that הגבירה is portrayed as head of the royal household, 

capable of leading it into exile (Jer. 29:2).19 

These conflicting interpretations in part reflect what I will suggest is 

ambivalence in many of the texts.20  Whilst Ackerman and C. Smith’s studies 

were vital in shifting attention towards the biased ideological perspectives of 

biblical authors, their methods for separating distortion from history relied on a 

circular process of defining the ‘Deuteronomistic’ authors’ unequivocal 

androcentric perspectives, then creating historical narratives which neutralised 

elements of the text which problematised these definitions.  That is, there were 

two categories of biblical references to royal women: those authored by the 

‘Deuteronomists,’ identifiable by their expressing the views one would expect of 

the androcentric ‘Deuteronomists’; and those which one would not expect of 

                                                           
15

 Ackerman (1993: quotation from 388). 
16

 I use inverted commas for ‘Deuteronomistic’ in this paragraph in common with the rest of the 
thesis keeping with the reticence, which I expressed in 2.2, towards defining a single discursive 
scribal group as the authors of biblical material termed ‘Deuteronomistic.’  There is, however, a 
particular need for caution in the context of this debate: as I argue below, these attempts to 
reach historical conclusions from literary foci on the texts, has tended to use circular 
argumentation in deciding which texts are ‘Deuteronomistic’ and therefore worthy of suspicious 
treatment. 
17

 C. Smith (1998: 148-161). 
18

 Bowen (2001). 
19

 Solvang (2003: 73-78). 
20

 So, in this chapter, I return again to the ambivalent attitudes of the Deuteronomists to the 
Davidic monarchy, as discussed in 2.2. 
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such ‘Deuteronomists’ as these, and which must therefore have been authored 

by others, the ‘Deuteronomists’ having been unable to suppress them.21 

                                                           
21

 Ackerman (1993) argues that ‘indigenous’ Asherah worship was the cultic role of הגבירה, in 
spite of meagre reference to this in the Hebrew Bible, on the grounds that it would have been 
suppressed by the biblical editors.  So – where faced with problems such as the fact that 
Maacah, a גבירה who makes a cultic object לאשרה, ‘for Asherah/ an asherah’ has a name 
suggestive of an association with המעכתי, ‘the Maacathites,’ who are a ‘Canaanite’ ethnos in 
Josh. 12:5; 13:11 (Spanier 1994: 189) – Ackerman (1993: 390) insists that Maacah could still 
have been following an indigenous Judahite practice.  This seems to me to interpret the texts in 
the light of a speculative history, rather than their literary context itself.  As Bowen (2001) has 
argued by systematic study of each royal mother mentioned in 1 and 2 Kings, those with 
‘foreign’ associations are the most negatively portrayed.  It seems more likely, then, that 
Maacah is portrayed, in keeping with the wider ideologies of the literature of the books of Kings, 
as a patron of ‘foreign’ deities, precisely because of her ‘foreign sounding’ name.  Ackerman 
(1993: 392) also makes much of the statement that Ahab raised an אשרה immediately following 
his marriage to Jezebel (1 Kgs 16:31-33) in order to suggest that she was involved in Asherah 
worship or, serving Ackerman’s broader argument, goddess worship; but this pericope also 
claims that worshipped Baal at this time, and Jezebel’s support of Baal cults, in particular, is 
described extensively in 1 Kings 18.  Taking Athaliah to be Jezebel’s daughter, Ackerman 
(1993: 395-396) contends that she may have followed the Asherah cults of her mother; and yet 
nothing in the Hebrew Bible suggests this, although 2 Kgs 11:18 does claim that cults of the 
decidedly male Baal had flourished during the reign of Athaliah, just as they flourished under 
Jezebel!  Ackerman’s interpretation, here, privileges the biblical genealogies stating Athaliah to 
be daughter of Ahab (2 Kgs 8:18; 2 Chron. 21:6) over those stating her to be daughter of Omri 
(2 Kgs 8:25-27; 2 Chron. 22:2).  If she was daughter of Ahab, then she may have been 
daughter of Jezebel (on these conflicting accounts, see Klein 2014).  It is not clear, moreover, 
that royal genealogies in the Hebrew Bible are to be relied upon for accuracy (so see Bowen 
2001: 601-602.609).  However, even if it were the case that Athaliah were Jezebel’s daughter, 
as suggested above Ackerman does not make a convincing case that Jezebel (let alone 
Athaliah) had a specific cultic role in Asherah worship.  Ackerman (1993: 395-398) also argues 
that the root of Nehushta (נחש) suggests a connection with serpentine cultic practices.  
Assuming Ackerman is correct about this, a link with Asherah is still not evident, as snakes had 
roles in the cults of many different deities in ancient West Asia (cf. Olyan 1988: 71; for 
examples, see Fabry 1998 [1984-1986]: 361).  Furthermore, Wiggins (2007: 223-237) has 
recently questioned the veracity of Asherah’s supposed serpentine associations.  Even if one 
were to demur from Wiggins’ arguments, he goes on to make a solid case that indiscriminate 
use of any symbols in order to identify Asherah as opposed to any other deity is 
methodologically fallacious – a contention which would be supported by the evidence in Olyan 
and in Fabry.  All in all, Ackerman fills in the gaps in the text with her own theory as to the 
content that has been suppressed (that is, Asherah worship by הגבירה), on the basis that it is 
this content which will have been suppressed, and so her argument is ultimately circular.  For a 
recent argument in support of Ackerman’s view, however, see Wyatt (2010: 75-76). 

Construction of a conjectured history which biblical writers are held to have necessarily 
suppressed, can result in the importance of the ambivalence or ambiguities of the texts 
themselves being overlooked – hence C. Smith’s construction (1998) of a ‘positive’ history of 
Davidic royal women, with any deviations on this in the text being explained as distortion by the 
‘Deuteronomistic’ authors who were constantly concerned with condemning royal women and 
‘foreign god worshippers’.  The question which Ackerman and C. Smith do not address is the 
literary value of texts which hint at more than one side of the story: the dismissal of the 
legitimacy of royal women like Athaliah on the one hand, but royal women’s cultic praxis on the 
other hand; or the representation of royal women’s power, alongside their portrayal as 
practitioners of illicit religion and as disobedient to Yahweh.  This represents, I suggest, a failure 
to respond to the challenge which, as Rӧmer & de Pury (2000 [1996]): 134-135) argue, needs to 
be faced by anyone attempting to define the ‘Deuteronomists,’ as discussed in 2.2.  That is, to 
explain (rather than to explain away) the two apparently diametrically opposed tendencies within 
the ‘Deuteronomistic’ body of literature: the exonerating and even ‘“triumphalist’” tone 
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If the texts themselves, then, appear ambivalent (or ambiguous), in keeping with 

the methodological approach I have applied to texts throughout the thesis I will, 

alternatively, inquire text by text as to how far many of these ambiguities may 

be intrinsic to the force of the literary portrayal of royal women, including that 

of  In doing so, I will focus on texts which represent – or allude to – their  . הגבירה

ritual netherworld descent and/ or heavenly ascent.  This is an unexplored area, 

although several scholars have suggested cultic roles for 22.הגבירה  First I will 

analyse two texts in which royal women do indeed seem to form the backdrop 

for the royal heavenly ascent and/ or netherworld descent of kings, but I will 

also explore how far they too are involved in these motifs.  This will be followed 

by discussion of two texts featuring netherworld descent and heavenly ascent 

performed by two royal women, both called הגבירה, whose ritual praxis is of 

central narrative importance. 

If הגבירה was a title of an ‘office’ holder, there is nothing in the Hebrew Bible –

beyond the small number of references I discuss in this chapter – to indicate 

what the nature of such an office might be.23  Two other points of reference in 

the Hebrew Bible will, nonetheless, prove helpful in reaching an understanding 

of the way in which גבירה is used of the royal women, in the final two texts I will 

                                                                                                                                                                          
concerning monarchy on the one hand; and the extremely pejorative tone towards monarchy on 
the other hand, in which it is cast as the great antagonist in apparent ‘theodicies’ of exile. 
22

 For example S. Yeivin (1953: 161-163); Ahlström (1963: 57-79); Terrien (1970: 330-331); 
Ackerman (1993); Wyatt (2005: 5-10; 2010: 75-76); Wiggins (2007: 218).  Among these 
scholars, Ahlstrӧm (1963: 76-79) alone links הגבירה to the ritual behaviour under discussion in 
this thesis (broadly ritual descent, or as scholars such as A.R. Johnson, and Ahlström himself,  
would have it ‘humiliation’ – see 1.2), suggesting that בן אמתך in Pss. 86:16; 116:16 (which he 
translates ‘the son of thine handmaid’) refers to the king, and the ‘handmaid’ is his mother: 
 As these verses are in two of the so-called ‘servant psalms,’ which include the  .הגבירה
humiliation of the king, Ahlstrӧm contends that they refer to the role of the גבירה in the hieros 
gamos at the supposed New Year Festival.  Ahlstrӧm’s discursive frame of reference included 
Hooke’s opinion that the hieros gamos at the festival was part of the ancient West Asian myth 
and ritual ‘pattern’ (Hooke 1933), and Engnell’s arguments that the so-called ‘servant psalms’ 
were liturgies for the ritual suffering and death of the king at such a festival – indeed, Ahlstrӧm 
references Engnell here (see 1.2 for references to – and critical discussion of – Engnell’s 
arguments).  Ahlstrӧm’s contentions are therefore underpinned by fallacious premises, since – 
as I have argued in 1.2 – both the idea of an ancient West Asian myth and ritual ‘pattern,’ and 
the notion that the ‘servant psalms’ were liturgies for the historic ritual humiliation of the king, 
are thoroughly discredited.  Thus any attempts to identify motifs of hieros gamos in the Hebrew 
Bible cannot begin here, even though they have recently been formulated from different starting 
points (so Wyatt 2005: 5-10; 2010: 75-76). 
23

 As some scholars have pointed out (Ben-Barak 1991: 27-29; C. Smith 1998: 148; Bowen 
2001: 308), so little is said of הגבירה, the ability plausibly to re-construct the responsibilities of 
their ‘office’ (even if there was such a thing) is severely constrained, if not impossible.  This is 
not to mention the absence of any extra-biblical evidence for the office.  For a recent alternative 
view, however, drawing on Bathsheba and the hieros gamos motif in order to suggest there is 
wider evidence for a cultic office of גבירה, see Wyatt (2005: 5-10; 2010: 75-76). 
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examine.  First, all the texts I will focus on are related to royal motherhood, and 

so I will look at how far they support the importance granted to royal mothers by 

their consistent mention in ‘Deuteronomistic’ royal succession formulae. 24  

Second, the etymology of גבירה (which literally translates as ‘great lady’), as well 

as its use in other biblical contexts, has often been overlooked.  Noting that all 

non-royal biblical human characters to whom it refers are mistresses of female 

servants, 25  I will apply lexicographical insights from this broader range of 

references to gebirot to the conceptualisation of relationships between royal 

women and netherworld descent and heavenly ascent motifs. 

                                                           
24

 For a discussion of the significance of this feature of royal genealogies, and an argument that 
this supports the idea that Israelite and Judahite monarchy was matrilineal and matrilocal, see 
Wyatt (2010: 75-76); cf. Wyatt (2005: 240-241). 
25

 Gen. 16:4.8.9; 2 Kgs 5:3; Ps. 123:2; Prov. 30:23; Isa. 24:2.  In Isa. 47:5.7, the epithet is used 
of Babylon. 
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8.3. Bringing Down the Boys? Athaliah in 1 Kings 11 

Motifs of ascent and enthronement have previously been derived from Joash’s 

coronation (2 Kgs 11:12.14), by Widengren and Wyatt. 26   When Joash is 

crowned and anointed he is given העדות, ‘the testimony’ – reminiscent of Moses 

receiving the written law upon his mountain ascent (Exod. 24:12). 27  

Ceremonially receiving the law is an aspect of ascent and coronation as 

attested by cultural artefacts from elsewhere in ancient West Asia.28  When 

Joash stands על העמוד, ‘on the raised architectural object’ in the outer-temple (v. 

14) seems to represent his ascending – the pillar thereby plays a similar role to 

that of the holy mountain/s in enthronement rituals depicted in the Psalms (Pss. 

2:6; 24:3 110:2-3).29 

It is a visual spectacle, taking place before the assembled people (2 Kgs 11:14). 

Elsewhere in 2 Kings, Josiah also stands before the people in the temple on an 

 Both Joash and Josiah subsequently destroy the  30.(24:3) עדות to read the עמוד

practitioners and ritual objects of ‘illicit’ cults (2 Kgs 11:18; 23:4-15).  2 Kgs 

11:14 and 24:3 reify by means of ascent a highly public demonstration of the 

favour which the kings (Joash and Josiah) have found with Yahweh, setting up 

a contrast with the cults to which they are about to ‘go down’ and annihilate.  

Their location before the people implies that עמוד refers to a pillar in a memory-

scape of the first temple’s courtyard: possibly one (or two?) of the twin pillars of 

Jachin and Boaz (cf. 1 Kgs 15-22).31  If Joash and Josiah stand on a single 

                                                           
26

 Widengren (1950: 24-29); Wyatt (2005:44; 2010: 71). 
27

 Widengren (1950: 24-29).  Whether the ‘testimony’ resembles that described in Exodus 24 is 
unclear – a range of suggestions as to its nature are discussed in von Rad (1966 [1958]: 225-
229); Falk (1961); A.R. Johnson (1967); Hobbs (1985: 141).  It is, though, the concept of a king 
receiving the ‘testimony’ that is of interest here, rather than what its material nature may or may 
not be.  There is, therefore, no need to consider amending העדות to הצעדות, ‘bracelets’ (pace 
E.L. Curtis 1901: 273; Burney 1903: 312) – an emendation which has, in any case, generally 
been rejected (see von Rad 1966 [1958]: 224-226; Salvesen 1998: 130-131). 
28

 For example, in the coronation of Enmeduranki of Sippar.  For a detailed discussion, 
references and many further examples, see Widengren (1950).  For more recent discussions, 
see Segal (1980: 1343); Wyatt (2001: 195-196). 
29

 Wyatt (2010: 71). 
30

 Widengren (1957: 5-7). 
31

 Widengren (1957: 5-7); Gray (1970: 187-188.576-579); Stavrakopoulou (2006a: 18-20).  J. 
Gray (1970: 575(, along with many other commentators (for example, Slotki 1950: 233; J. 
Robinson: 1976: 112; Long 1991: 151; Dutcher-Walls 1996: 80-81; Stavrakopoulou 2006a: 20; 
Sweeney 2007: 341), renders על העמוד ‘by a pillar’ on the basis of the addition of the third 
masculine singular pronominal suffix in 2 Chron. 23:13.  However, if this is so, then the phrase 
will more literally translate ‘on his raised object’: עמוד can refer to the raised support of the king’s 
throne (Song. 3:10), only in the particular contexts of Joash and Josiah, their thrones have to be 
replaced by a pillar, as I suggest below.  There is, then, no reason for the unusual rendering of 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

369 
 

pillar, this may ritually bring them to the top of the cosmic mountain; or, if on one 

or two of a pair of pillars (whether literally or on one as a synecdoche of both), 

then the image corresponds closely to that of the king crowned on two 

mountains in Ps. 110:3.32 

This contradiction of the memories of the king’s ascent and enthronement 

having taking place in the temple sanctuary (Pss. 2:6; 24:3; 110:1-3) is 

understandable, given the narrative constraints of the depictions of Joash and 

Josiah’s coronations: these narratives understand the temple to be defiled by 

‘illegitimate’ cults, which would explain why ‘legitimate’ coronations could not 

take place in the sanctuary.33  Indeed, at Solomon’s accession he is crowned on 

an עמוד denoting the base of his throne (Cant. 3:10);34 whilst for Joash and 

Josiah, as I have noted, the pillar replacing the throne’s base acts as an 

alternative עמוד, ‘raised architectural object.’  It is at the limen between people 

and sacred space that these kings can ritually perform ascent and coronation, 

which confers on them the authority required in order to move beyond and into 

the holy space: ready to enter in and cleanse the temple on Yahweh’s behalf.  

The ritual space of Joash’s ascent is envisaged as one dictated by  , משפט

‘custom’ – perhaps the culturally remembered ‘custom’ for a ‘legitimate’ 

coronation when the previous monarch has ‘defiled’ the temple sanctuary.  The 

need to appeal to the dictats of custom perhaps suggests that, within the 

discourse within which the text speaks, the normative space for a Davidic king’s 

                                                                                                                                                                          
 ,as ‘by,’ except (it would seem) confusion as to why a king would stand on a pillar.  However על
this verse can be explained as a representation of royal ritual ascent, which utilises the high 
space of a pillar top to express and actually to affect royal ascent.  In any case, Joash is 
surrounded by a garrison (v. 11), so Athaliah’s shock at seeing him in this position (v. 14) would 
seem an impossible image, unless Joash were elevated above the garrison. 
32

 Wyatt (2010: 71) suggests the pillars of Jachin and Boaz may manifest the two mountains 
motif.  This ancient West Asian motif is discussed further, in relation to Ps. 110:3, in 3.5. This is 
not the only interpretation of the signification of the pillars, either generally in the Hebrew Bible 
or in this text, and indeed the imagined realities created for the ritual participants in the text may 
be multiple – Stavrakopoulou (2006a: 18-20) argues that Joash’s association with the pillars of 
Jachin and Boaz demonstrates his ancestral claim to kingship. 
33

 As von Rad remarks, concerning this passage and the account of Solomon’s coronation in 1 
Kgs 1:33-35, ‘both accounts describe unusual coronations, but it is to this very fact that we owe 
them both, since the writer had no cause to describe a normal anointing ceremony’ (1966 
[1958]: 222). The naming of the military forces who support the coup against Athaliah as 
‘Levites’ in the parallel account in 2 Chron. 11:1-11 (vv. 2.4.6.7) as opposed to Carites in 2 Kgs 
11:4, may arise out of further narrative concern that Joash and his supporters (unlike Athaliah) 
are not seen as defiling the temple (so E.L. Curtis 1901). 
34

 For a discussion of King Solomon’s coronation in Song 3, see Ahlstrӧm (1963: 78-79). 
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coronation and heavenly ascent was thought to be somewhere quite different in 

the first temple’s remembered space. 

Further motifs of royal ascent are demonstrable in the narrative prelude to 

Joash’s insurrection and ascent, in which Jehosheba responds to Athaliah’s 

pogrom against all of her own descendents: 

But Jehosheba, daughter of King Joram, and Ahaziah’s sister, stole away with 

[Joash] from amongst the king’s dead sons35 – his wet-nurse was with him; 

they36 hid them away from the presence of Athaliah in a bed-chamber, so they 

were not murdered.  And he hid with her in the temple of Yahweh for six 

years… (2 Kgs 11:2-3a). 

A similar motif to that of royal descent is present in this prelude.  Joash is taken 

from among the dead.  This is reminiscent of the king in Ps. 18:17 being ‘drawn’ 

 – from the chaotic waters – as was the infant Moses (Exod. 2:10) (מׁשה)

preliminary to heavenly ascent or (explicitly in the Exodus passage) preliminary 

to being weaned by a wetnurse of Yahweh.37  Joash is similarly drawn from the 

company of those who have been overcome by chaos, as embodied in Athaliah; 

and from here, as a part of his preparation to be a king, and beginning his 

corporeal transition into this role by ritual processes of heavenly ascent – he is 

hidden with his wet-nurse in the temple.   

Wet-nurses in the Hebrew Bible play crucial roles in the nurturing of 

paradigmatic ancestors (whom they are probably envisaged to have weaned up 

                                                           
35

 kethib reads הממותתים thereby simply describing the sons, nominally, as dead.  However, 
commentators tend to follow the qere המומתים, ‘ones being killed,’ and render it so that it states 
that the sons are about to die, as in the parallel 2 Chron. 22:11 (for example Gray 1970: 569; 
Hobbs 1985: 134).  This particular distinction drawn between these two grammatical 
constructions of מות is somewhat spurious. As I argue in 1.2.1, the sharp distinction drawn 
between death and life in Modernity will not suffice as a lens understanding ancient texts.  It is 
probable that, with Athaliah in the process of having the princes destroyed, they are in a liminal 
state betwixt and between life and death (a form of death attested in the Psalms, as I argue in a 
forthcoming article: ‘From Maw to Paw: Towards a Taxonomy of Death in the Psalms’). 
36
 hid’ is in the masculine or common plural here, but in the parallel verse (2 Chron. 22:11)‘ ,סתר

it is in the feminine singular implying that Jehosheba carried out the concealment herself.  
However, the reading in 2 Kings makes the greatest sense insofar it would seem to describe 
concealment by servants (MacWilliam 2014); while 2 Chron. 22:11 would appear to suggest that 
Jehosheba hid Joash by means of her servants – a change which emphasises (perhaps simply 
as a result of a scribe’s mind happening subconsciously to focus on Jehosheba’s role in the 
narrative) that Jehosheba is the instigator of the deception of Athaliah.  Either way, Jehosheba 
is the instigator. 
37

 4.3.3. 
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to the age of three).38  Deborah – Rebekah’s wet nurse and so, by implication, 

Jacob’s suckler – has a socially important role, as demonstrated by her high 

status burial (Gen. 35:8).39  The consuming of milk seems to be a significant 

factor in creating a kinship bond between infant and suckler in the Hebrew 

Bible, as in many other societies.40  Royal weaning in Egypt and neo-Assyria 

could establish not only human kinship, but also kinship between an heir to the 

throne and his deity.41  Esarhaddon was divinely fathered and mothered,42 and 

Assurbanipal was considered to have been weaned by Ishtar when he was fed 

at the breasts of temple wet-nurses from his infancy.43  That Joash is hidden in 

the temple and is suckled by the wet-nurse appointed by the ‘legitimate’ royal 

dynasty, ensures that he is parented by the ‘legitimate’ deity in his temple, as 

opposed to Athaliah’s patron deity (Baal, according to 2 Kgs 11:18).  It appears, 

therefore, that he is suckled by Yahweh (suggesting, along with the importance 

placed upon Moses having his Hebrew mother as his ‘wet nurse’ in Exod. 2:1-

10,44 that Yahweh may well have breasts and breast milk),45 as emphasised by 

                                                           
38

 Gruber (1989) argues, on the basis of comparison with ethnographic data and Old Babylonian 
texts, that weaning in the Hebrew Bible was for the ‘natural’ period of three years (cf. 1 Sam. 
1:20-24). 
39

 Stavrakopoulou (2010a: 97-99).  For further discussion of the status and significance of 
Deborah’s burial – which scholars have often tried to explain away (e.g. Rendsburg 1984), with 
a bibliography, see Gomes (2006: 121-122). 
40

 See Chapman (2012) for ethnographic and biblical examples, although she does not discuss 
Jacob and Joash’s wet-nurses. 
41

 For example, Ashurbanipal is nursed on the nipples of Ishtar (Parpola 1997: xxxix-xl).  See 
Marsman (2003: 415), C.E. Suter (2011: 232-234), and Chapman (2012: 8-11) for references to 
a range of further primary and secondary sources. 
42

 SAA 2.5.26, as translated in Parpola (1997). 
43

 Parpola (1997: xxxvi-xl). 
44

 Which I discuss in 4.3.3. 
45

 There are some indications in the Hebrew Bible that important male deities can have breasts 
or are at least capable of suckling, though the matter is by no means settled.  Biale (1982) 
argues on the basis of five texts in Genesis (17:1-3; 35:9-12; 43:14; 48:3-4; 49:25) - which refer 
to אל שדי, ‘El Shaddai’ exhibiting behaviours which he claims are appropriate for a fertility deity - 
that אל שדי was understood by these authors to refer to the ‘god with breasts.’  More cautiously, 
Lutzky (1998) suggests that Shaddai may have originally been a goddess and consort of El; and 
that Priestly redactors concealed this to some extent by fusing their names.  If so, it may only 
have been the goddess who was considered to have breasts.  S.D. Moore (1996: 104-110) 
advances the novel and intriguing suggestion that Yahweh – keen to portray an image of 
himself as hyper-masculine and continually guzzling the proteinateous meat of sacrifices – will 
let Moses see only his hind parts (Exod. 33:21-23) because he is so embarrassed about his 
muscular breasts.  Another argument is formulated from the difficult Hebrew of Hos. 11:4, where 
scholars such as Gerstenberger (1997: 368) perceive a comparison between Yahweh caring for 
Israel and one lifting a baby to her breasts.  Whether or not one accepts the arguments of Biale, 
S.D. Moore, and/ or Gerstenberger, if (as I am arguing) Yahweh can give birth to kings (so Pss. 
2:6-7; 110:3), it is no great conceptual leap to envisage him suckling them.  Indeed, I would 
favour Biale’s arguments on the basis of some similarity between Gen. 17:1-7; 35:9-12, and 
ascent texts where the king seems to be given a new epithet (Ps. 110:4; Isa. 14:12 – see 3.5 
and 7.3).  In Gen. 17:1-7, the now ‘Abraham’ is to be, according to v. 5, the father of many 
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the specific phrase used for the temple in which he is raised:  the‘ , בית יהוה

temple of Yahweh’ (2 Kgs 11:3a).  A goddess, such as Asherah or Athtart46 (cf. 

KTU 1.15 ii 22-29)47 can be ruled out as possible suckler, given that the text 

appears portraying Joash as a loyal worshipper of Yahweh ‘alone’, in contrast 

with Athaliah’s indulgence in other ‘Northern’ practices such as Baal worship.48  

Joash’s suckling by Yahweh identifies him as one who can be ritually enthroned 

– then identified with (and so presumably fathered by) Yahweh. 

Athaliah also ascends and descends as part of this narrative, but the 

significance of her royal actions are downplayed, in a narrative that either 

refuses or is unable49 to recognise her legitimacy as monarch, in failing to use 

the common formula to begin or end the account of her reign.50  The sense that 

                                                                                                                                                                          
(hence אברהם), including kings – presumably performing mimesis of the fertility deity who has 
just established a close relationship with him: note the connotations of closeness, and 
sometimes ascent, of the hiphil form of הלך, which is used in Gen. 17:1 – see Habel (1967: 520) 
and see, also, 7.3 on its use in the representations of heavenly ascent in Ezek. 28:14, among 
other biblical texts appearing to represent heavenly ascent.  Similarly, when El Shaddai appears 
to Jacob (Gen. 35:9-12), he renames him ישראל, 'Israel’ (and Biale 1982: 247 notes this 
particular similarity), and tells him that he will have many descendants, including kings.  Jacob, 
who has then been commissioned by this ‘God of Breasts,’ is said in the verse immediately 
before (Gen. 35:8) to have had a wet nurse of high status, as argued above following other 
scholars.  His wet nurse would appear to have been his means of drinking the breast-milk of El 
Shaddai, if my interpretation is right that Abraham and Jacob (who are to beget fathers of the 
royal lines of Israel and Judah, as these passages imply) are prototypes of kings, who in these 
texts perform something akin to the royal ascents for which I am arguing in other texts in the 
Hebrew Bible.  The relationship then, which these passages suggest, between Yahweh birthing 
kings in the heavenly space of the holy mountain and the male El or ( the maybe androgynous) 
El Shaddai suckling patriarchs in their roles as prototypical royals lends support to my proposal 
that Joash breastfeeds on Yahweh as a preliminary to his heavenly ascent and coronation.  So 
Yahweh fathering and mothering Joash would be implicit in the account of his heavenly ascent, 
because it has already been stated that Yahweh has suckled him.  Nonetheless, close 
examination of how patriarchs may perform prototypical royal ascent is beyond the scope of this 
thesis, so further research is required. 
46

 Dawn, or the dawn, does however have some kind of role in the gemination of the enthroned, 
heavenly ascendant Davidic kings in Ps. 110:3 (3.5) and Isa. 14:12 (7.4). 
47

 For a recent argument that this oracle concerning Keret and his suckling alludes to royal 
praxis, see Wyatt (2007a). 
48

 The illicit cultic practices that have continued during Athaliah’s reign – Baal-worship and 
observances at the high places (2 Kgs 11:18; 12:3) – are mostly common tropes for monarchs 
associated with the House of Omri in Kings (Solvang 2003: 156).  Note that Manasseh in 2 Kgs 
21:1-18 is, similarly, portrayed as resembling – and maligned with – Ahab (Stavrakopoulou 
2004: 31-37). 
49

 See the next footnote. 
50

 Hobbs (1985:138); Solvang (2003: 158-159); Stavrakopoulou (2004: 26, n. 48).  MacWilliam 
(2014) points out that the gendered language of biblical regnal formulae renders it impossible 
for a woman monarch to be acknowledged in one – she is, for example, nobody’s son, and how 
can she sleep with her fathers?  It is not necessarily the case, then, that her exclusion is 
deliberate, but rather that the cultural contexts – and the understanding of royal accessions that 
the Books of Kings manifests from them – exclude the possibility of a woman monarch such as 
Athaliah.  It remains the case, however, that the language games and cultural semiotics within 
which the biblical texts are produced are militating – at the most basic level – against any 
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she is deficient for the position of monarch is underscored by close attention in 

2 Kings to her royal lineage, which is derived from the despised Northern 

Omride dynasty, rather than that of Judah51 - a motif reinforced by her implied 

patronage of Baal, a deity associated in the books of Kings with Samaria’s royal 

family.52 

In some respects, 2 Kings 11 portrays Athaliah as mistress of Realpolitik; yet it 

is consistently hinted that she does not quite make the ascent to the position of 

‘legitimate’ monarch.  The narrative opens abruptly with her realisation that 

Ahaziah, her son, is dead (v. 1a).  She then attempts to place herself in the 

position of the childless Absalom (cf. 2 Sam. 18:18), without descendants but 

nonetheless with dynastic aspirations, beginning thus: 

Rising up, she began to murder all the seed of the kingdom (2 Kgs 11:1b). 

This includes her own grandsons (v. 2). 53   There is mocking contempt for 

Athaliah insofar as she plots the end of her dynasty in her very attempt to rise to 

it. The consecutive imperfect verbs (ותקם, ‘rising up’; ותאבד, ‘she began to 

murder’), render her actions incomplete.54  Her failure is made explicit in verse 

2, when Jehosheba rescues Joash from among the dead.  That her rising-up to 

commit her actions is not completed may imply, by a play on words, that neither 

does she complete a royal heavenly ascent.  She attempts her royal ascent only 

by the unfinished murder of her rivals: a dynamic of sending her rivals into a 

permanent netherworld descent is aborted by Joash’s rescue, without her 

                                                                                                                                                                          
possible legitimacy for Athaliah’s taking the Davidic throne, and so it is unsurprising that she 
cannot be considered legitimate in any part of the narrative of her ‘pretending’ to accede the 
throne.  
51

 Athaliah is variously said to be daughter of Ahab (2 Kgs 8:18; cf. 2 Chron. 21:6), which would 
suggest that she was Jezebel’s daughter, and Omri (2 Kgs 8:25-27; cf. 2 Chron. 22:2) – thereby 
linking her to the condemnation of the Northern Kingdom (Solvang 2003: 154-156.159-161; 
Dutcher-Walls 2007: 28.69). 
52

 See above. 
53

 So Lee (2012: 172) notes that Athaliah is said to commit an apparently pointless act, though 
perhaps it is only ‘pointless’ insofar as patriarchal biblical narratives tend to laud women who 
support the aspirations of their male kin – a role that Athaliah resists (cf. Seeman 2004; 
MacWilliam 2014). 
54

 Dutcher-Walls (2007: 29) draws attention to the consecutive imperfects, but suggests 
alternatively that they emphasise the continuation of the ‘murderous violence’ of the northern 
kingdom.  By taking into account ascent and descent motifs, I offer an alternative suggestion as 
to the force of this grammatical construction. 
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knowledge – and she thinks she has successfully established her own ascent to 

the throne.55 

Jehosheba’s interference in the narrative, in retrieving and concealing Joash 

(vv. 2-3), demonstrates the machinations of royal women (neither of whom are 

considered fully legitimate rulers) to be an essential component of the story.56  

Joash is a passive pawn in the battle.57  Though Athaliah is ostensibly queen, 

she is losing the game, and will continue to do so.  Athaliah has not, indeed, 

played ‘legitimate’ Realpolitik – whilst Jehosheba is protecting her male kin (as 

the genealogical preface to verse 2 makes clear), Athaliah has slaughtered her 

male kin in order to realise her dynastic ambitions.58  There is rather more to the 

narrative than this, however.  The political circus manifests a struggle on a 

cosmic level (to which I alluded above) whereby Jehosheba acts as an agent for 

Yahweh, rescuing Joash from his descent into the chaos ruled over by Athaliah.  

Although she is, in some senses, the monarch, she enacts the role of one 

whom Yahweh’s monarch is expected to overcome and subjugate (cf. Pss. 

18:2-19;59 24:3-6).60 

Athaliah reappears in verses 13-14, in which representations of sensory 

aspects of Joash’s coronation ritual augment the impact that witnessing 

proceedings is said to have upon Athaliah.  First she hears the proceedings (v. 

13), then she sees Joash towering over her on the pillar (v. 14).61  The entire 

royal ascent having been performed by Joash, Athaliah is a mere observer of 

the rituals.  She is left to perform only netherworld descent – that which she 

once attempted to inflict on Joash – in a reversal reflecting that of the foe in 

Psalm 18, who dominate the king first before he finally dominates them.62  Her 

response is to tear her clothes (v. 14) – an action which is often performed, in 

                                                           
55

 Dutcher-Walls (2007: 29) understands the imperfect verb, here, to express rapid action.  
Given the aborted nature of all Athaliah’s actions, I suggest it is more likely that a sense of a 
lack of completion underlies this use of imperfect verbs. 
56

 Cf. the arguments of Solvang (2003: 160-161). 
57

 As Duther-Walls (2007: 31) points out is the case here, and throughout 2 Kgs 11:1-16. 
58

 On this see MacWilliam (2014). 
59

 4.3. 
60

 5.5-5.6. 
61

 On the spatial representation of the characters’ positions in the ritual in the narrative, see 
above. 
62

 See 4.3.3-4.3.4. 
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the Hebrew Bible, as a rite of mourning identification with the dead.63  Her entry 

into the netherworld is then performed spatially: 

And they took her by the hands,
64

 and led her to the way of the horses’ entrance to the 

king’s palace, and she was put to death there (v. 16). 

Athaliah, now, is fully an outsider to the ‘authentic’ Judahite monarchy.  She is 

forced to descend from the sacred space of the Temple.  The location of her 

execution at מבוא הסוסים בית המלך-דרך , ‘the horses’ entrance to the king’s 

palace,’ 65  whilst having primarily been of interest in textual-archaeological 

reconstructions of Jerusalem,66 seems also to have cultic significance in the 

context of Athaliah’s prior descent in verse 16a.  A Jerusalem horses’ gate 

appears only twice elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. 67   In Jer. 38:40, it is 

mentioned alongside two other landmarks, which are boundaries both between 

the domestic centre (Jerusalem) and the periphery (the wilderness); and, 

simultaneously, are at the periphery between the earth and the netherworld.68  

These are העמק הפגרים והדשן, ‘the Valley of Corpses and Ashes,’ and also  נחל

 Wadi Kidron,’ in which hated cultic objects and enemies are disposed‘ ,קדרון

of.69  I have already discussed those boundaries which form the limina of cities 

and wildernesses, as well as the netherworld and earth, and the dangers they 

                                                           
63

 See Olyan (2004: 27-29) for a discussion and examples; see, further, in general, my 
discussion of ritual mourning in identification with the dead in 6.4.3. 
64

 The Hebrew וישמו לה ידים is a hapax legomenon, possibly implying that Athaliah is escorted 
from the temple, and that the sacred space is thereby not profaned by force.  For discussions of 
this phrase, see Gray (1970: 579); Hobbs (1985: 143). 
65

 My interpretation will give reason for her death to be situated at the gate - pace Burrows 
(1933-1934: 120), who understands Athaliah and her executioners to have passed through this 
gate into the king’s palace.  Although her death at the entrance to the palace is in apparent 
contradiction to her death within the palace in verse 20, it accords with the reading in 2 Chron. 
23:15, which adds אל, ‘up to,’ before the phrase. 
66

 See, for example, Burrows (1933-1934: 119-120); Avi-Yonah (1954: 247); S. Yeivin (1964: 
335-338); Na’aman (2012: 94-95). 
67

 It is called שער הסוסים, ‘the Horses’ Gate in Neh. 3:28 and Jer. 38:40. 
68

 This anthropological theory of the centre and the periphery is applied to Ugaritic texts by M.S. 
Smith (2001: 27-31); Stavrakopoulou (2010a: 86-87), in turn, applies this anthropological theory 
to biblical material. 
69

 Asa burns the image Maacah made at Kidron (1 Kgs 15:13; 2 Chron. 15:16); and Josiah 
deposits the ashes of cultic paraphernalia at Kidron in 2 Kgs 23:4.6.12; and 2 Chron. 29:16; 
30:14 (cf. Gomes 2006: 46).  The legal restraint King Solomon constructs, keeping Shimei in 
Jerusalem, in 1 Kgs 2:36-27 (on the legal aspects of this, see Daube 1971-1972), ensures that 
the latter is bounded by the Kidron, with the threat of death if he transgresses the boundary.  
The Kidron here, then, demarcates both the boundary of the city and a meeting-point with death 
– hence Lehmann (1953: 363) associates Kidron with the ‘powers of death.’  The argument for 
such a demarcation is formulated of 2 Kgs 23:4.6.12 by Stavrakopoulou (2010a: 86-87). 
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pose to those passing through them; such boundaries include city gates.70  

Athaliah now lies in that liminal space of the horses’ gate, which is associated 

with Jerusalem’s other peripheral landmarks which lay at the entrance the 

netherworld. 

As with the king of Isa. 14:4b-20, however, Athaliah appears to be excluded 

from repose in the afterlife.71  As noted above, there is no closing formula to the 

account of her reign; there is not even a statement concerning her burial.  There 

is no place for her, it would seem, sleeping with her fathers.72   Whilst the 

Isaianic king is apparently ejected from his sarcophagus (Isa. 14:19), she is to 

be put to death ignominiously by the sword in (2 Kgs 11:20): that form of death 

with which a number of biblical kings are punished, and with which a Davidic 

king’s fate is compared in Isa. 14:19.73  The locus of her death would seem to 

be a space for ritual slaughter, like the Kidron, with the particular advantage that 

her corpse, unburied, will be desecrated by beasts – namely the horses that will 

trample her as they enter the king’s palace.  These are not wild creatures 

(unlike those eviscerating kings’ corpses in texts discussed in 7.3).  The sense 

of power over Athaliah is, nonetheless, palpable, as is the sense of power in the 

gleeful description of insects riddling the king’s corpse in Isa. 14:11.  It is not so 

much that wild animals overrun her; rather that she is trampled by domestic – 

and, crucially, royal – animals, who would have driven into the palace under her 

command.  In sharp contrast to the king trampling his enemies at his heavenly 

enthronement (e.g. Ps. 110:1),74  Athaliah is now the one trampled.  A great 

reversal is also evident insofar as the horses will now be commanded to drive 

over her by the authority of the king who now possesses the palace that they 

enter (we are left in no doubt that it is now בית המלך, ‘the king’s palace’). 

The portrayal of Athaliah corresponds more closely with the tragedy of Absalom 

in 2 Sam. 18:9-18, than that of the king in Isa. 14:4b-20.75  Wilfully hastening 

towards the doom of her own royal line in attempting to fulfil her own dynastic 

ambitions, like the childless Absalom she is left stranded at the limen of the 

                                                           
70

 See 5.4.2. 
71

 7.3; Appendix A. 
72

 I write this with qualifications: see MacWilliam (2014) as referenced above in the footnotes. 
73

 See 7.3 and Appendix A. 
74

 See 3.4. 
75

 For my discussion of Absalom’s death, see 7.4. 
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netherworld.  Although she believed herself to have successfully seized the 

throne, the schemes of Jehosheba and Joram, the lack of any indication of 

ascent and enthronement on her part, and the gradual crescendo of her 

imaging as a force of chaos and disorder, all suggest that Athaliah never makes 

the ascent of a ‘legitimate’ monarch.  The emphasis on her netherworld 

descent, harshly juxtaposed against Joash’s heavenly ascent, reinforces this 

sense of failure.  Unlike the king of Isa. 14:4b-20, who is exhumed from the 

netherworld, Athaliah never even takes her place there; rather her corpse is 

seemingly left exposed and desecrated.  Left unburied – as well as unascended 

– by the narrative, she remains perpetually banished not just from the heavens, 

but from the netherworld also. 

Motifs of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, then, serve to distance 

Athaliah from power.  Yet, in the narrative as a whole, there are some 

exceptions to the tendency to minimise her political authority.  The six year 

reign that Athaliah is permitted – for which the verb מלכת, ‘she was queen’ (v. 3) 

gives some tacit acceptance of her succession to the throne.76  The six years of 

narrative time enable Joash secretly to grow up under his wet-nurse’s 

protection, and contributes to the drama of Athaliah’s gradual revealing as a 

force of chaos and of her gradual descent.  Also, that she dies on the threshold 

of the king’s palace perhaps lends tacit recognition to the ambivalence towards 

her position that the narrative’s quiet recognition of her queenship entails.  

Otherwise, however, the dynamics of descent and ascent make it clear that 

Athaliah’s reign was ‘illegitimate.’ 

Although generally viewed in the text as unsuccessful, Athaliah (rather than 

affecting her own ascent and descent) is one of three ‘machiavels’ in the 

chapter, alongside Jehosheba and Joram.  She is more in the role of 

manipulator, thereby politically manifesting the disordering role of chaos, initially 

in rivalry with Jehosheba.77  This text has offered little (even if a little) resistance 

to a reading of royal women as ‘machiavels’ among patriarchy – manipulators of 

a male line.  Now I move to another text featuring a royal woman whom 

                                                           
76

 MacWilliam (2014). 
77

 With Solvang (2003: 160). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

378 
 

scholars have read according to these sorts of paradigms but in which, I 

propose, she actually has a far more prominent status. 
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8.4. Raising the Boys: The Royal Woman of Ezekiel 19 

8.4.1. The Lioness and her Whelps (vv. 2-9) 

This chapter contains two oracles (Ezek. 19:2-9; 10-14)78 about an unnamed 

royal mother and her two – or possibly three – royally-imaged sons,79 two of 

whom are called נשיאי ישראל, ‘princes of Israel’, but who come to perform kingly 

roles.80  She is described in the first oracle (vv. 2-9) as לביא, ‘a lioness’ who 

 became a lion.’ Her son‘ ,היה כפיר made a whelp great’ who in turn‘ ,רבתה גוריה

was בשחתם נתפש, ‘trapped in a pit,’ and taken away to Egypt.  In her 

disappointment, ד מגריהחותקה א , ‘she then took another whelp’ and שמתהו כפיר, 

‘established him as a lion.’  He, too, is בשתהם נתפש, ‘trapped in a pit’ and taken 

away בסוגר בחחים, ‘caged and hooked’ by the King of Babylon.  In the second 

oracle (vv. 10-14d), the royal mother is compared to a vine who stands על־מים, 

‘on waters’; an enormous fecund organism springing ממים רבים, ‘from many 

waters.’  Yet she is torn up (פרק) and consumed by fire, and left on dry ground 

to burn.81 

Of particular significance, so I will argue, are the ways in which the royal regalia 

of the מטה, ‘staff’ and שבט, ‘sceptre’ (which have continued to appear in texts on 

royal heavenly ascent in this investigation) are described and deployed.  I will 

                                                           
78

 For a more detailed discussion of the distinctions between the two oracles, see Beentjes 
(1996: 31-32). 
79

 Scholars who understand the poem to refer to a particular royal mother often identify the 
queen mother as Hamutal (so Carley 1974: 123-124; Ben-Barak 1991: 29; Clements 1996: 82-
85; Mein 2001: 92-93; Crouch & Strine 2013: 894; and, with a particularly detailed discussion, 
Seitz 1989: 136-145).  The deportation locations of her two sons match those of the sons of 
Hamutal in 2 Kings: the first goes to Egypt (Ezek. 19:4) as does Hamutal’s son Jehoahaz (2 Kgs 
23:31-33); the second goes to Babylon (Ezek. 19:9), as does Hamutal’s son Zedekiah (2 Kgs 
24:17-25:7). There are some variations on these identifications – for example, Brownlee (1972: 
96-98) understands the first cub to be Jehoiakim, whilst Blenkinsopp (1990: 85) understands the 
second to be Jehoiachin – but there remain few means of disentangling which son is indicated 
in the final oracle (vv. 10-14): is it a third son or one of the two previously represented?  
However, Joyce (2007a: 147) cautions against too narrow a focus on which persons are 
referenced in the narrative.  It is indeed the case that there are royal motifs in the text which are 
relevant to the arguments in this thesis, regardless of precisely which figures are referenced.  
This is not to say, however, as I will argue below, that the figures in the poem are entirely 
subordinate to the wider discourse of national exile. 
80

 Seitz (1989: 142-143) argues that the designation נשיא implies disrespect: Seitz does not 
believe Jehoiachin is represented by either נשיא in Ezekiel 19 (cf. the previous footnote) and 
claims that Jehoiachin’s designation as מלך, ‘king’ in Ezekiel generally is demonstrative of his 
favouring in the book.  All this notwithstanding, the princes do perform kingly ritual, as I will 
discuss, and their ritual performance is relevant to understanding heavenly ascent and 
netherworld descent of kings and royal women in the Hebrew Bible. 
81

 This constitutes destruction by multiple punishments, a common trope in Ezekiel (Seitz 1989: 
136). 
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make proposals as to how these, and other aspects of royal ascent and descent 

rituals, are alluded to in the oracles.  Following this, I will critique scholars who 

oppose any approach that sees the mother as representing a royal figure, and 

who prefer, rather, to see her as a representative of Judah.82  These scholars 

object to the possibility of the lioness and vine representing both royal mother 

and realm; and yet they readily accept the multivocality of the lion-cub imagery: 

as representative both of monarchs and of Judah. I will propose that their 

arguments are grounded in assumptions that a certain kind of androcentricity 

will be present in biblical texts which, in fact, meets resistance in Ezekiel 19.  

The leonine imagery of the first oracle (vv. 2-9) is unusual, insofar as lions are 

only rarely associated with royals in the Hebrew Bible, in contrast to cultural 

artefacts from other ancient West Asian societies.83  The Hebrew Bible does, 

however, frequently relate such imagery to Yahweh. 84  Pyper, drawing on 

Derrida, 85  argues that Yahweh’s representation as a lion characterises him 

alongside the savagery of the wilderness, which can exist as an existential 

threat yet can be harnessed for the purposes of establishing power over the 

land.  Yahweh’s people are, then, both hunted and hunter.86  This provides a 

useful lens87 for reading the portrayal of the royal pride in Ezek. 19:2-9.  In the 

unusual chapter in which this oracle is set (in which Yahweh goes 

unmentioned),88 the only power explicated is royal power. This would seem to 

correspond to the sort of ideology that Derrida terms the ‘onto-theologico-

political structure of sovereignty’, where divinity and beast is harnessed by – 

and subject to – the control of the state.89   The oracle nonetheless deploys a 

motif similarly attested in Mesopotamia, whereby the king is both lion and lion-

hunter.90  I will now explore how the text uses ideological and ritual motifs to 

                                                           
82

 So Greenburg (1983: 354-359); Beentjes (1996); Block (1997: 604-609). 
83

 See Strawn (2005: 54-55) on the limited application of leonine imagery to Israelite or Judahite 
royals in the Hebrew Bible. 
84

 Pyper (2012: 133-140).  My grateful thanks to Professor Hugh Pyper for initially sending me 
the manuscript of this article. 
85

 Derrida (2009 [2008]: 32-62, particularly 49-50). 
86

 Pyper (2012: 133-140). 
87

 Discussion of the imaging of Yahweh as a lion is beyond the scope of the thesis. 
88

 Beentjes (1996: 21). 
89

 Derrida (2009 [2008]: 46-50, quotation from 46).  Perhaps due to the nature of Ezekiel 19 as 
a scathing critique of the (very ‘real’) power of monarchy (see below), there is none of the 
constitutional nuancing of royal power which G. Miller (2011) argues characterises much of the 
Hebrew Bible. 
90

 See C.E. Suter (2011: 228-229). 
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navigate the tension between ambivalent cultural memories of monarchy: 

monarchy as a necessity for exerting sacralised sovereignty, in order to 

politically protect its subjects; yet monarchy as the cause of defeat and exiles. 

For Derrida, fear subjects subjects into obedience to the state’s protection.91  In 

Ezek. 19:2-9, monarchy seems to be the powerful agent for the protection of its 

subjects, but the royal lions abuse their regnal position.92  They prey on prey 

 and gorge on human beings (vv. 3d.6d).  I have discussed a ,(לטרף־טרף)

number of biblical texts in which kings – imaged as cosmic trees – feed those 

within the sphere of their control, before ironically being consumed by that 

which they used to feed.93  The irony here goes a little further.  Elsewhere in 

Ezekiel, the רועי־ישראל, ‘shepherds of Israel’ are criticised for being fed by the 

flock they should be feeding (Ezek. 34:1-10).  So, also, the image in Ezek. 

19:3.9 is of monarchs who should be feeding their subjects being fed by them 

instead.94  The MT in verse 7a, similarly, possibly claims that the second son 

raped widows (וידע אלמנותיו) 95  – whilst there is often an expectation in the 

Hebrew Bible that these are a class of people for whom the wealthy, including 

kings, should provide.96 It is because of the monarchs’ aggression towards the 

                                                           
91

 Word-play is an important factor both in Derrida (2009 [2008]) developing his theories in the 
essay, as well as in the development in irony in the narratives of Ezekiel 19, as I discuss below. 
92

 An alternative interpretation to the following is provided by Strawn, who states: 
 

The violent militaristic imagery that comes to the fore here … is shocking, disturbing and violent, 
to be sure, but in the context of ancient royal inscriptions, exactly the kind of activity that is typical 
of the king as lion image.  Perhaps what is most striking about this oracle, then, is how the overall 
impression created in the presentation is, despite ancient Near Eastern Analogues, never-the-
less negative (Strawn 2005: 249, his emphasis). 

 

Strawn’s conclusions are based on detailed analysis of ancient West Asian imagery of lions, 
and the contrast he draws is instructive.  I suggest, however, that the pejorative appraisal of 
royal leonine actions can be accounted for in Ezek. 19:2-9 on the grounds that – as I will argue 
below – they are inflicted on their own people: the Judahite people.  As in Isa. 14:4b-20 (as 
discussed in 7.4), the destructive behaviour of the kings is only problematic from an ethical point 
of view because it is inflicted upon the ethnoi with whom biblical writers identify, by their own 
culturally remembered ancestral kings. 
93

 7.3; Appendix A. 
94

 So Seitz (1989: 132) draws links between these two passages. 
95

 Though the LXX and Targum read alternatively. For discussions of alternative readings, see 
Zimmerli (1979: 389); Greenburg (1983: 351); van der Toorn (1994: 30, n. 35). 
96

 King David, in his dealings with the Tekoite woman (2 Sam. 14:1-14) and with the ten 
concubines (2 Sam. 20:3), seems to act in the role of protector of ‘widows’ – אלמנה, ‘widow,’ 
seems from its use in 2 Sam. 20:3 potentially to have a broad definition.  For discussions of 
widows in these passages, see Rook (1997; 1998: 5-6).  Giving assistance to – or providing 
protection for – the widow is mentioned as a duty of the wealthy in general (Deut. 24:17-21; Job 
22:9; 29:13; 31:16).  For some scholars (Sneed 1999: 503-507; Marsman 2003: 309-310), texts 
in the Hebrew Bible differ in their perspectives on who is responsible for providing for widows, 
which suggests for them that this changed over time.  This is not, however, to say that kings are 
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people whom they should defend (that is, the oracle presents a rhetoric of what 

Sneed terms ‘deligitimization or shaming’)97 that the monarchs’ treatment of 

their subjects is ironically reversed.  In a pun worthy of Derrida, they cease 

 to prey on prey,’ becoming prey themselves through their‘ ,לטרף־טרף

ensnarement in pits (vv. 4b.8d) before being exiled (vv. 4c-d.9).  This presents a 

case of literary Schadenfreude, as similarly evinced in Isa. 14:4b-20: 98 

memories of a monarchy that obviated its responsibilities to its people – 

harnessing fear, not for the purposes of offering its wealth and power as means 

of protection for its vulnerable subjects, but to terrorise them99 - becomes prey 

for the poet.100 

This ironic reversal is expressed ritualistically.  The formulaic expression  בשחתם

 trapped in a pit,’ is used of both lions’ exiles (vv. 4b.8d) – representing‘ ,נתפש

and reifying the formalistic repetition often intrinsic to ritual speech acts.101  That 

the first lion is taken into exile hooked (v. 4c), and the second lion is taken into 

exile caged and hooked (v. 9a) extends the depiction of ritualistic capture.102  

The royal lion hunt appears to have been a choreographed performance for 

Neo-Assyrian royals, as well as for the wealthiest classes in other ancient West 

Asian cultures.  It was something of a ritual performative praxis by which the 

                                                                                                                                                                          
in any general sense, in the Hebrew Bible, considered to have been absolved from this 
responsibility, and so the cross-cultural ancient West Asian expectations that kings will provide 
for widows would seem to inform the rhetoric of Ezek. 19:11 (on such ideas in ancient West 
Asia, see Marsman 2003: 294-295.303).  
97

 Sneed (1999: 503), using this expression of the accusation in Ps. 94:6 that the evildoers slay 
the vulnerable. 
98

 Chapter 7. 
99

 Derrida, drawing on Hobbes’ Leviathan argues that ‘sovereignty causes fear, and fear makes 
the sovereign’ (2009 [2008]: 40) – the sovereign state makes fear to break the laws of its own 
sovereignty (Derrida 2009 [2008]: 40-43). 
100

 Mein (2001: 93-94) argues, alternatively, that the lions are not accused of domestic 
oppression but – given the political over-tones of Ezekiel 19 – they are condemned for their 
eagerness to go to war, thereby bringing destruction upon Judah.  This interpretation does not 
necessarily exclude a sense of oppression of their own people, though Mein’s wider argument 
(2001) challenges the sort of interpretation of the passage which I am presenting here.  
Whatever the specifics of the destruction the lions are recalled as having brought upon their 
people (be it by their own volition, or at the hands of enemy nations), from my analysis of the 
text I continue to maintain that their predatory conduct towards their people presents a negative 
contrast to the glorification of kings harnessing their predatory power, following enthronement, 
in order to suppress sedition, in order to instil secure magisterial rule. 
101

 On the formal and restricted nature of ritual speech acts, see Bloch (1989: 19-45), as 
discussed in 2.5. 
102

 If the second cub is King Zedekiah then, as Seitz points out (1989: 137), similar language is 
used of his capture in Ezek. 12:13; 17:20.  My interpretation would suggest that this image in 
Ezek. 19:9a may be part of what is therefore extended imaging of Zedekiah as hunted lion (so 
Strawn 2005: 55) if it is indeed Zedekiah who is in view, rather than an historical account of his 
deportation.  
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king triumphed over the chaos of the wilderness.103  As in Isa. 14:4b-20, and 

other texts in the Hebrew Bible, this voyeuristic display of captured and tortured 

bodies inscribes upon these Judahite ‘lions’ the power of the emperors who 

capture and exile them.’104  Having abusively preyed on prey the lions become 

prey to predators of prey, as it were, insofar as the foreign אריות, ‘lions’ (a term 

seemingly given to the surrounding empires in verse 2)105 harness their own 

wild leonine power to overpower the wild Judahite lions.  The text’s poetic 

conveyance of cultural memories of predators becoming prey to predators 

constitutes an enjoyment of this reversal.106  As in Isa. 14:4b-20, in which the 

reader is invited to take pleasure in the king’s reversals through evocations of a 

range of sensoria, beyond the (voyeuristic) visual; so also in Ezek. 19:2-9.  

There are invitations to imagine the sound of silence where once the second 

son made the land desolate through the noise of his roar (vv. 7-9); and to 

savour the physical pain, and sense of constriction, resulting from enmeshment 

in hooks and cages (vv. 4c.9a). 

The force of these ritual motifs is heightened by imagery of ritual netherworld 

descent.  The formulaic repetition of the lions’ entrapment in pits (שחת) may well 

connote royal netherworld descent (here imaging exile, as such royal descent 

ritual does on one level – if only satirically and allusively – in Psalm 89:39-52)107 

since this term sometimes used of the subterranean abode of the dead refers to 
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 That is, ritual as formalised performance in which real hierarchies and transformations of 
status are affected.  A classic exposition of the view that ritual is intrinsic to hunting is 
expounded in Burkert (1983 [1972]: 12-17).  Although the wider conclusions Burkert (1983 
[1972]) draws about the origins of sacrifice (c.f. the similarly violent origins attributed to the 
institution of sacrifice by Girard 1977 [1972]) have been severely problematised by subsequent 
studies (see, for example, J.Z. Smith 2003 [1984]; Jay 1992; Chilton 1993; McClymond 2008), 
many of the examples he gives of hunter-gatherer societies, in this instant, are instructive.  
Elsewhere we find ethnographic examples of specific hunting rituals (that is hunts performed as 
ritual, as opposed to rituals related to bringing about good fortune in hunts) include Howe (1981) 
on fox-hunting in Britain; Joiris (1996) on Baka pygmies’ hunting rituals; and Ikanda & Packer 
(2008) on ritual lion hunting among the Maasai.  The choreographed and performative nature of 
ancient West Asian (and especially Neo-Assyrian) royal lion hunts, and their relation to royal 
ideologies of subjugation of chaos, is discussed in some detail by Strawn (2005: 61-74).  An 
ivory from Nimrud depicting a lion hunt portrays the hunter subjugating the hunted under his feet 
(see C.E. Suter 2011: 227, fig. 3), reminiscent of the deity and king ritually trampling the forces 
of chaos – an ancient West Asian motif which is also attested in the Hebrew Bible, as I 
discussed in 3.4. 
104

 On the power dynamics of voyeuristic abuse of the body, during various spectrums of life 
and death, see 7.3. 
105

Beentjes (1996). 
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 Pace Zimmerli (1979: 392). 
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See, particularly, 6.4.2. 
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the netherworld-descent of the king in Isa. 14:8a.108   A mixed metaphor of 

hunting ritual and netherworld descent ritual is combined with the objectification, 

humiliation and torture of the lions in the voyeuristic display of their captured 

bodies.109  The Isaianic king too is tortured and exposed, following his more 

‘literal’ netherworld descent.110   

The abuse of – and implied pain in – the second son’s body is more graphic 

than the abuse of the first: he is בסוגר בחחים, ‘caged and hooked’ (v. 9a), 

whereas the first son is only בחחים, ‘hooked’ (v. 4b).  The weaker evocation of 

the corporeal abuse of the first son is, however, made up for by his deportation 

location being given as Egypt (v. 4d), following his trapping in a pit.  In the 

Hebrew Bible, Egypt is often conceptualised as related to the netherworld.111  

Joseph, like the first son in Ezekiel 19, is cast into a בור, ‘pit’ by his brothers 

before his exile to Egypt (Gen. 37:20-28), perhaps representing his entrance 

into the conceptual space of death, of which Egypt is a part.  For May, Joseph’s 

travails in the pit before entering Egypt – along with a number of other allusions 

to netherworld descent in the Joseph narratives reflected his having originally 

been a ‘dying and rising’ deity.  I would suggest that a more plausible 

interpretation of the frequent descents and ascents in the Joseph narrative 

would be that Joseph (like Abraham and Jacob)112 acts as a royal apotheosis; 

or, more specifically, is cast as an apotheosis – or, perhaps, an aetiology – of 

kings performing ritual netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, as culturally 

remembered.  Notwithstanding, royal symbolism and cultural memories, as 

manifested in the Joseph narratives, are complicated subjects, and they are 

unfortunately beyond the scope of this investigation. 

The oracle of verses 2-9 alludes only implicitly to the position of ritual heavenly 

ascent from which the sons descend.  I have argued throughout the dissertation 

that royal ascent and enthronement tends to represent ritual performances of 
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 7.3. 
109

 Cf. the parading of captured enemies in the neo-Assyrian palace reliefs at the British 
museum – see, for example, the relief in P. Collins (2008: 38). 
110

 7.3. 
111

 On Egypt as representative of the subterranean forces of chaos in Ezekiel, see Crouch & 
Strine (2013: particularly 891-896).  On conceptual connections between Egypt and 
subterranean chaos in the Hebrew Bible in general, see Dumortier (1972: 181) and Wyatt 
(1996: 89), who argue that the biblical application of the name רהב, ‘Rahab’ (as a monster of the 
subterranean waters) to Egypt is based on these associations; pace R. Watson (2005: 173-174) 
112

 Cf. 8.3. 
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control over chaos.  The subjugation of the wilderness represented by preying 

lions in Ezekiel 19 (vv. 3c-d.6c-d) presents an ideology of royal subjugation of 

chaos.  As with the king in Isa. 14:4b-20 and with Solomon,113 the second 

regent to be imaged as a lion appears to perform the royal tour of cities 

subsequent to his enthronement: he destroys cities, possibly rapes widows, and 

establishes his dominion over the populace by making the land desolate 

through the noise of his roar.  Heavenly ascent is not explicit in this sense.  

However, it is implied: for one, the kings’ actions in subduing chaos, expected 

upon their enthronement, are performed abusively, as the closing statement 

suggests, with its claim that the second leonine-imaged son’s exile took place: 

 In order that the cacophony of his roar114 would be heard no more 

  Upon115 the mountains of Israel. (Ezek. 19:9b) 

Not only are the mountains a space of ascent, but the great roar he has emitted 

from on high resembles the noise of Yahweh as he descends down upon the 

chaotic forces, with his heavenly entourage (Ps. 18:8-12; cf. Ezek. 1:24).116  

Here, as in Psalm 18,117 the raised-up royal protagonist performs the role of a 

deity.  Perhaps manifesting with the cacophony and destruction of a storm god 

(in common with, as already discussed, ascended monarchs who subdue chaos 

in Psalms 2; 18:20.30-52; 89:2-5.20-38; 110 and – initially – Isa. 14:4b-20).  As 

in Ps. 89:39118 and Isa. 14:5,119 the king’s domination to an abrupt cessation.  

His roar is simply  עוד... לא־יׁשמע , to be ‘heard no more.’ 

Ezek. 19:2-9’s objection to the second son is probably not that he smites foreign 

nations120 (which is usually a part of the ascent and enthronement ritual, as I 

have continued to demonstrate in this dissertation) or even that he subdues 

rebellion in his ‘royal tour’ of the cities (Solomon consolidates his empire by 

fortifying his own cities and subduing ‘Canaanite’ settlements, and it is not clear 
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 See 7.3. 
114

 ’.literally ‘voice , קול
115

 The MT’s אל, ‘to,’ is read by BHS as על, ‘upon.’  This agrees with the LXX’s  ε ι.  The 
translations are generally in agreement with the LXX (e.g. NRSV, NIV, NJB). 
116

 See 4.3.2. 
117

 4.4.4. 
118

 6.4.1. 
119

 7.3. 
120

 Pace Brownlee (1972: 98-99), who suggests the verse should be amended as he does not 
believe that the kings in question destroyed foreign cities.  
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that mention of this is to be understood as pejorative),121 but rather, as with the 

king of Isa. 14:4b-20,122 it is the objection, thoroughly grounded in ethnocentric 

assumptions, that this ‘Prince of Judah’ is excessively cruel to his own people – 

the Judahites.  His abuse of power is to harness his predatory leonine nature for 

the destruction of his own cities and possibly even for the rape of widows in his 

own realm. 123   The case presents a biblical example of abused heavenly 

ascent, followed by the just desserts of netherworld descent morphed into 

deserved exile.  The ritualistic and abusive preying upon his bestial body, by 

which means he is led into exile, adds a tone of vengeful glee: thus Isa. 14:4b-

20 is by no means alone in rejoicing at the levelling of a tyrannical ‘indigenous’ 

(as opposed to ‘foreign’) royal.124 

The strongest indicators of an abused ascent, in this oracle, are in the actions of 

the mother.  In animalistic imagery, she represents the wet-nurse who weans 

the princes.  She is depicted as a לביא, ‘lioness’ who raises the cubs from the 

status of גור, ‘whelp,’ to כפיר, ‘lion.’  Given that infant kings are suckled by 

goddesses, in keeping with their divine birth upon ascent and enthronement,125 

the wet-nurse (a role which, here in Ezekiel 19, is being played by the royal 

mother/ lioness) is accorded an important role in this process.  In weaning the 

lions,126 she prepares the sons for kingship, as does Yahweh for Joash in the 

embodied form of his wet nurse (2 Kgs 11:2-3a).127  The wife with whom Keret 

is blessed bears him a son who is suckled by Athirat and another goddess or 
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 7.4. 
122

 7.4. 
123

 Albeit, whilst the supposition that Yahweh’s king should defend and protect his own people, 
as an ethical imperative, plays an overwhelming role in the condemnation of the two lions, the 
ethics of ‘rape’ in the Hebrew Bible are more complex than this as, for example, Niditch (1993: 
107-109) has discussed. 
124

 I emphasise this point, following a paper I gave in the Postgraduate and Early Career 
Researchers session at the Summer 2014 meeting if the Society of Old Testament Study, in 
which I set out my arguments for identifying the king of Isa. 14:4b-20 as a Davidic monarch or 
paradigm of Davidic monarchy (see 7.4).  Professor John Day asked me whether it were 
possible for an Israelite/ Judahite king’s downfall to be portrayed in the Hebrew Bible with 
rejoicing.  Ezekiel 19:2-9 is a particularly strong example of where such a thing is the case, in a 
passage with uncontestedly refers to persons in the Davidic monarchy. 
125

 See my discussion of Joash’s wet-nurse (8.3). 
126

 Whether or not she does so through the person of a wet nurse, the focus of the text is on the 
queen mother’s involvement in this process. 
127

 See 8.3. 
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hypostasis of a goddess (KTU 1.15 ii 25-29),128  suggesting some parallels 

between the status of the mother of a future king and the goddess who 

breastfeeds him129 - even if, physically, wet-nursing is performed by a temple 

servant.  Whilst a role for the deity in suckling the lions in the specific discourse 

of Ezek. 19:2-9 is not explicit, the breast-feeding royal mother certainly plays a 

key part in nurturing and rearing the lions for their ascent to royal dominion over 

the land following their enthronement, for it is she who makes them lions.   

Furthermore, her imaging as a lioness implies that she is, as in a pride of lions, 

the matriarch taking the initiative in the actions of the family. 

                                                           
128

 There is a Lacuna over the second goddess’ name, which may have been Anat or Rahmay.  
See Wyatt (2002: 209, n. 149) for a discussion.  The suckling of princes at Ugarit is possibly 
attested also in a depiction in an ivory panel (Smith & Pitard 2009: 483). 
129

 As Ahlström argues (1963: 69).  For a more recent interpretation of this oracle as alluding to 
royal cultic praxis, see Wyatt (2007a). 
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8.4.2. The Vine, the Staffs and the Sceptres (vv. 10-14d) 

Motifs of ascent are more explicit in the first half of the second oracle (vv. 10-

12), with the second half (vv. 13-14d) representing netherworld descent which is 

at least as perspicuous as in the first oracle: 

 (10) Your mother was like a vine, in your vineyard,130 

  Planted on waters; 

 She was fruitful and replete with branches 

  [Drawn] from many waters. 

 (11) And she gained such possessions as these:131 from staffs of strength 

  To sceptres of rulers. 

 One132 became high 

  Among thick foliage133 

  And he was noticed134 in his height because of his many branches. 

 (12) But she was uprooted, 

 She was cast down to the ground (לארץ), 

The east wind dried her out 

 And ripped off her fruits; 

The staff of strength was parched 

 And fire devoured him. 

(13) And now she is planted in the desert 

 In dry and thirsty ground (ארץ), 

(14) Fire went out from the staff of her branch – 

 It has devoured her fruit 

And she no longer has a staff of strength 

                                                           
130

 Some scholars amend בדמך, 'in your blood’ to כרמך, ‘your vineyard’ (for example, Joyce 
2007a: 148).  Although see Seitz (1989: 135-136), who suggests that the MT without 
emendation may be a reference to the bloodshed wrought by the princes (cf. Ezek. 22:6).  
Given that there are significant parallels between Ezek. 19:10-14 and Gen 49:8-12, and that 
latter is likely to have had an authorial influence on the former, as discussed below, the 
juxtaposition between גפן, ‘vine’ and דם, ‘blood’ is possible: in Gen. 49:11 both these words are 
used.  However, interpreting their use in Gen. 49:11 has been problematic, and so it is difficult 
to make an intertextual link concerning these two words with any confidence – see Carmichael 
(1969: 441-443) for a discussion of this problem. 
131

 Literally, ‘there were for her’ (ויהיו־לה). 
132

 Reading, with MT, ותגבה as an addition makes some sense of the change from a feminine to 
masculine subject, as I will discuss below.  Thus this clause begins a reference to the one son 
who gained ascendancy, who continues to be the subject until the end of the verse.  The 
Hebrew does not indicate where the subject changes. 
133

 Greenburg (1983: 353) renders עבתים, contra rabbinic understandings that the word refers to 
foliage.  However, as I will discuss below, this verse seems to image one vine gaining 
ascendancy over others, hence growing above the foliage. 
134

 Niphal of ראה, and literally ‘he was seen.’  The wider image of verse 11c-e, though, seems to 
be of one vine becoming noticeably dominant over the others (cf. the previous footnote). 
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 Or a sceptre for rule... 

In standing in מים רבים, ‘many waters’ (v. 10), the royal mother is represented as 

a cosmic tree135 – a liminal being rooted at the limen of the subterranean sphere 

whilst present in the world of politics.136  She draws her strength and fecundity 

from the potent properties of these waters (v. 10b).137  As I tentatively argued in 

3.8, the king in Psalm 110 also appears to draw power from the cosmic waters, 

and this feeds his cosmically liminal power and potency.  And it is from a 

position of cosmically liminal power that the royal mother causes one of her 

progeny to mount an ascent. 

The changes between plural/ singular and masculine/ feminine pronouns are 

often considered problematic.138  The reference is initially to the mother (v. 10), 

then to her plural objects – מטות עז, ‘staffs of strength,’ and שבטי משלים, 

‘sceptres of rulers’ (v. 11a).  In my translation, above, I have removed, with 

BHS, the awkward feminine singular at the beginning of Verse 11bα.  The whole 

of Verse 11b would seem, as a consequence, to refer to a singular masculine 

agent.  The oracle then returns to the singular mother (vv. 12-14bβ), only now 

she has a single (masculine) staff and single sceptre (v. 12c.14b).  Seitz 

explains this as a transition from imagery of a mother of competing princes 

(hence the plural ‘staffs’ and ‘sceptres’, visualised as branches), to imagery of 

her one son who is the מטה עזה, ‘staff of strength (vv. 12cα.14bα): that is, the 

one who gains ascendancy to the throne, and who is therefore noticeable above 

the rest of the foliage (so v. 11c).  Comparing this oracle to Ezek. 17:3-10, in 

which the growth of a cedar and a vine represent the ascendancy of two 

Judahite royals to the throne, Seitz further proposes that the vine in Ezek. 
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 Crouch & Strine (2013: 894).  But this is not to say she is necessarily identified with Asherah 
in her dendritic imaging.  On methodological and other problems with assuming such imaging 
must signify Asherah, see (Wiggins 2007: 239-269). 
136

 On מימ רבים as the forces of chaos assembled against Yahweh, see May (1955).  Crouch & 
Strine (2013: 894) apply the arguments of May and others to articulate a political interpretation 
of the passage.  Political and cosmic dimensions are not mutually exclusive, and so the 
passage can have interact in discourse on both levels, unless a false dichotomy is created 
between ‘myth’ and ‘history’ (see Iii-iii).  Indeed, the continued out-working of the motif in 
international politics seems to be understood in the Hebrew Bible as the continual reinforcement 
of Yahweh’s subjugation of chaos, as May (1955) suggests in his eloquent blending of biblical 
chaos imagery. 
137

 On the potent and chthonic properties of the netherworld, see 7.3. 
138

 So see, for example, the discussions in Seitz (1989: 131); Joyce (2007a: 148). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

390 
 

19:10-14  represents this theme of a prince’s ascendancy from among a 

plurality of dynastic sons.139 

Comparison between ascent imagery in this oracle and some of the ascent 

imagery already discussed in this dissertation can support, clarify and develop 

Seitz’s arguments.  In Ps. 2:9, it is with a שבט that the king will smash the 

nations upon his heavenly ascent and enthronement,140 corresponding to the 

 staff‘ ,מטה־עזך sceptre for rule’ referenced in Ezek. 19:14bβ.  It is a‘ ,שבט למושל

of your strength’ which is stretched out from Zion as a symbol of cosmic 

dominion upon heavenly ascent and enthronement in Ps. 110:2,141 and this item 

of regalia – phonetically, at least – corresponds absolutely to the מטה־עז, ‘staff 

of strength’ in Ezek. 19:12cα.14bα.  So the statement that the royal mother has 

lost her טהמ  and שבט suggests that, in the process of her destruction and the 

destruction of her ascendant off-shooting מתה־עז (vv. 11c-e.12e), she and her 

son have lost the royal power affirmed by the conferral of these specific items of 

regalia at royal enthronement.  Therefore the מטה־עז – as well as the שבט למושל 

- acts as a synecdoche for the king and for the regal power his mother wields 

through him.  Similarly, the מטה רשעים, ‘staff of the wicked,’ and שבט משלים, 

‘sceptre of rulers’ are paralleled again in relation to the king in Isa. 14:5, and 

broken by Yahweh – being synecdoches of the breaking of his royal body 

politic.142  Thus king and royal mother gain and lose the throne in cooperation 

with one another.  Not only are regalia which are associated with ascent and 

enthronement presented as the mother’s loss and gain, but (again echoing the 

description of the king in Isa. 14:4b-20) 143  she is represented by arboreal 

imagery – she is the cosmic tree from which the ascended and enthroned king 

is sprung, in order that he will become the highest of all: the ‘staff of strength’; 

the one who undertakes ascent. 

Representations of the experience of netherworld descent are ritualised by 

means of – and embodied in – the vine, hence it is the royal mother, signified by 
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 Seitz (1989: 139-140).  His argument for parallels between the two passages is strengthened 
if he is correct in asserting that the vine represents Zedekiah in both oracles.  However, my 
argument does not rely on identification of specific historic figures; rather, my thesis as a whole 
is concerned specifically with motifs of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in each text. 
140

 See 3.5. 
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 See 3.4. 
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 7.3. 
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 See 7.3. 
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the vine, who feels the brutality of ritualised destruction.  Initially, she draws 

power from the subterranean waters (v. 10),144 analogous to the power royals 

draw from the netherworld in their subjugation of it, as discussed throughout this 

thesis.  This is, however, followed by focus on her descent to the limen between 

the earth and netherworld, and – again reflecting the king of Isaiah 14 – her 

corporeal desecration.   

She moves from potent waters, to ground (ארץ) which is ציה וצמח, ‘dry and 

thirsty’ (v. 13b), paralleling her son – who, in verse 12cα, is imaged as the staff 

of strength becoming ‘parched’ (יבש).  This is comparable, inversely and 

subversively, with biblical imagery of netherworld descent as the vanquishing of 

chaos: so in Pss. 18:2-17a; 24:3-6, we have witnessed triumph over the forces 

of the netherworld, to which the king has descended, by the power of Yahweh 

descending to rescue him, and this is followed by the king’s mimesis of Yahweh 

in smiting the cosmic forces of chaos145 (cf., my remarks on Psalm 110).146  

However, as in Psalm 89:39-52, 147  the denouement of the oracle in Ezek. 

19:10-14 images netherworld descent as identification with the space of death – 

depictions of going down to dry and dusty ground frequently represent such 

mourning identification with the dead (for example, Jer. 6:26).148  The ritualised 

mourning-like behaviours of royal mother and king are reinforced by the qinah 

metre of Ezekiel 19149 – a metre used in laments for the dead.150  ארץ denotes 

the ground as the locus of this behaviour (vv. 12b.13b), in which royal mother 

and monarch are being extinguished.  This seems to play on the double 

meaning of ארץ, as ‘earth’ and ‘netherworld,’ which I have observed in other 

subversive biblical portrayals of ironic ritual netherworld descent,151 particularly 

given the playful distinction, drawn in Ezekiel among other biblical books, 

between ארץ תחתיות, ‘lowest earth [netherworld]’ and ארץ היים, ‘world of the 
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 See above. 
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 Chapters 4-5. 
146

 Particularly 3.8. 
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 6.4.3. 
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 See Olyan (2004: 28-61). 
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 For a discussion of the metre, see Zimmerli (1979: 391-392). 
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As discussed, in particular, with respect to Ps. 89:40.45 (6.4.3); also with respect to Isa. 
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living.’ 152   In the wry irony of this particular language game, contrapuntal 

descriptions of the netherworld as watery on one hand and as dry on the other 

hand, signify respectively the empowerment and overpowering of monarchy.   

So the royal mother’s growth from the subterranean waters represents the 

prevailing over chaos that is part of enthronement; whilst her drying up, along 

with her son, illustrates their ritual re-embodiment as actors clutched in the 

strength of the netherworld.  Thus the oracle plays on the some of the 

ambivalence often evinced in biblical topographies of the netherworld:  a place 

of life-giving water on the one hand; a place of dryness and death on the other 

hand.153   Royals who harnessed the netherworld’s cosmic powers for their 

predation become prey to it.  Images of cathartic netherworld descent are thus 

superseded by more of a subversive carnival of netherworld descent disrupting 

presumptuous ascent.  These cosmic transformations – presented in allusions 

to ritual ascent and conferral of royal regalia, and ritual descent and mourning – 

are led by the royal mother who,as the vine, is the source from which her son’s 

story of ascent and descent springs.  And she undergoes his ascent and 

descent with him. 

The final indication that royal descent is embodied in the vine is in verse 14, in 

which the torture by multiple punishment of ripping up and dehydration is 

crowned by the intensely painful yet sense eliminating fate of burning.154  Fire 

goes out from the deposed son, ‘from the staff (ממטה),’ thereby consuming the 

vine-imaged royal mother and all her fruit, and turning to ashes her ability to 

wield rule through the royal regalia of עז-מטה , ‘staff of strength’ and שבט למושל, 

‘sceptre for rule.’  All are desecrated and annihilated in the liminal space 
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 Note, particularly, Ezek. 26:20; 32:24.  See Ottoson (1977 [1970-1972]: 399), for further 
references. 
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 Pace R. Watson (2005: 74-103, particularly 91-92) who pays close attention to these images 
of the netherworld, and argues that the difference between these images implies that references 
to the netherworld are generally symbolic, as opposed to geographical.  It is not necessary, 
however, for all the conceptualised netherworld to be uniform any more than is the realm of the 
living, in which the dry land is separated from the waters (e.g. Gen 1:9).   Moreover, as I discuss 
in Iii, and as Wyatt contends in his review of R. Watson (2005), symbolic and cosmological 
‘categories’ are not mutually exclusive (Wyatt 2009).  In the case of Ezek. 19:10-14, as I am 
arguing, contrapuntal images of the netherworld take on symbolic significance, but this does not 
make the netherworld descent any less real – especially given that it is described in ritual 
representation or allusion.  Such representations of ritual in text as these, so I argue in 2.5, 
serve to reify – in its rhetorical representation – that which is made real in ritual. 
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 As (Seitz 1989: 136) argues, this is an example of the common trope in Ezekiel of death by 
multiple punishments. 
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between the land of the living and the lowest land, in common with the king who 

is imaged in Isa. 14:4b-20, and with kings similarly imaged in many other 

passages.155  In Jud. 9:8-20, it is the ascendant King Abimelech – portrayed as 

a flourishing bramble – who is extinguished by fire, and burns up all the rival 

arboreal growths with him.156  In Ezek. 19:10-14, too, it is the royal son imaged 

as the ascendant staff from whom the fire springs; however, the dynasty that is 

destroyed with him – and undergoes his ascent and descent with him – is 

embodied in its aboriginal mother, who is a synechdoche of the vine, which 

images the entire monarchy. 
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8.4.3. A Human Royal Mother? 

It follows, then, from both oracles in Ezekiel 19, that ritually allusive actions of 

heavenly ascent and netherworld descent are performed by kings in 

cooperation with their royal mother.  Yet some scholars, particularly Greenburg 

and Beentjes, have been resistant to the idea that a royal woman is imaged in 

these texts at all, understanding the feminine figure in the oracles to represent 

Judah alone. 157   They detail the similarities between Ezekiel 19 and other 

biblical uses of לביא (one of six terms for ‘lion’), especially in the blessing of 

Judah in Gen. 49:8-12.158  This oracle uses much of the imagery of Ezekiel 19. 

Judah is גור אריה ‘a lion’s whelp,’ and is also כאריה וכלביה, ‘like a lion and like a 

lioness’ who hunts for טרף, ‘prey’ (Gen. 49:9).  Judah (the prototypical father of 

his namesake people) possesses a שבט, ‘sceptre’ and possibly a staff (v. 10),159 

and his rule is imaged with גפן, ‘a vine’ and a vineyard (v. 11).  So for 

Greenburg, Beentjes and others the lioness and vine in Ezekiel 19 similarly 

symbolise the nation of Judah (as in Gen. 49:8-12), rather than a specific royal 

mother.  There are, indeed, close similarities between these two texts, and Gen. 

49:10 is apparently echoed elsewhere in Ezekiel (21:30-31),160 so it is almost 

certain that there is a common Vorlage for Gen. 49:8-12 and Ezek. 19:10-14.  

However, Seitz’s case that Ezekiel 19 blends  together allegorical images of 

Judah – as found in Gen. 48:8-12 – with a more specific political image of a 

royal mother and her sons is a more coherent position than that of Greenburg 

and Beentjes.161  Whereas Judah in Gen. 49:8-12 is both lion and lioness, the 

mother in Ezek. 19:1-9, as Seitz points out, is consistently a lioness (ְלִביָא) – 

indeed the focus throughout both oracles is on feminised mother, whose destiny 

is bound up with all three sons.162 
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 Greenburg (1983: 354-359); Beentjes (1996).  See also Block (1997: 604-609). 
158

 See, particularly, Beentjes (1996: 26-32).  See also Num. 23:24; 24:9; Deut. 33:20. 
159

 There is disagreement as to how מחקק should be translated, but it has usually been 
understood to refer to the royal staff – see the discussions in S.R. Driver (1904: 385, n. 10); 
Good (1963: 428); Carmichael (1969: 439). 
160

 For a recent and thorough study of this difficult verse in Genesis (49:10) alongside its 
apparent allusions elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, see Steiner (2013). 
161

 Seitz (1989: 138-141).  Unlike Seitz, I have not answered the question as to which political 
situation is in view, as my focus is on the ritual representations of Judahite monarchy (cf. Joyce 
2007a: 147).  I have referenced in 8.4.1, those scholarly arguments which suggest that the royal 
mother is most likely Hamutal throughout the passage, with Jehoahaz and Zedekiah as her 
sons in the first oracle; and Zedekiah as the son in the second oracle. 
162

 Seitz (1989: 140-141). 
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If Ezekiel 19 were dependent upon Gen. 48:8-12, then it would have been no 

great conceptual leap for Ezekiel 19 to have transformed imagery of the 

blessing of Judah in Gen. 49:8-12 into imagery of the Judahite royal dynasty.  

Indeed, the (albeit contested) case has been made at length that the person of 

Judah in Genesis 38 is an apotheosis of David,163 who himself is a prototypical 

king.  At any rate, it is well-conceivable that Judah’s royal regalia in Gen. 49:10 

renders the text an appropriate ‘stabiliser’ for discursive cultural memories of 

Judah’s royal dynasty.164 

In fact, I would go further in my criticisms of the sort of view supported by 

Greenburg and Beentjes’ than does Seitz, and suggest that the very 

questioning of whether a particular royal mother is really in view is without 

warrant.  The ostensibly allegorical nature of Ezekiel 19 is held by Greenburg 

and Beentjes to be grounds for claiming that the mother need not be a particular 

royal, yet neither they nor others ever claim on this basis that the sons, also, are 

not particular persons in the Judahite monarchy.  As Beentjes himself says: 

…in Ezekiel 19 some historical points of reference can be found.  The twofold 

deportation of a cub, mentioned both in verse 4 and in verse 9, undeniably 

refers to historical events.165 

Thus Ezekiel 19 is said ‘undeniably’ to reference particular kings (albeit their 

identities are are disputed) as part of its allegorical discourse, and yet it is held 

that a particular royal mother (e.g. Hamutal) cannot be referenced in a text that 

is allegorical.  I quote Greenburg and Beentjes’ reasons for interpreting the 

mother as unambiguously allegorical which, I will suggest, demonstrate some 

ill-founded presuppositions concerning the form which androcentrism takes 

within the biblical text:  

                                                           
163

 Rendsburg (1986); Ho (1999).  See, however, Noble (2002) for a careful and extensively 
argued critique of this notion. 
164

 The concept of ‘stabiliser’ is formulated by Rigney (2010: 350).  These are, for her, texts 
which ‘can succeed in figuring particular periods in a memorable way and so provide a cultural 
frame for later recollections.  Their sticking power as narratives and as aesthetic artefacts thus 
works as a stabilizing factor…in cultural remembrance.’ 
165

 Beentjes (1996: 25). 
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To take [the lioness and vine] as a particular queen mother – Hamutal – at once 

reduces their pathetic grandeur while gratuitously enhancing a wholly obscure 

person.166 

…Hamutal’s career hides not only from biblical, but also from historical 

perception.  But, what seems more important, why should Ezekiel pay so much 

attention just to her?167 

It certainly cannot have been the prophet’s main intention to provide his 

audience only with information about Hamutal’s life and destiny.168 

…Ezekiel 19 is more than a poetic text in which only Hamutal’s failures would 

be described.  The prophet’s dirge therefore demands an explanation on a 

higher level.  For if one wants to maintain that in Ezekiel 19 it is the mother, and 

not her children, who is in the spotlight…the [mother,] אמך should not relate to 

an individual, but have a bearing on a collective.169 

These quotations illustrate what I understand to be three major arguments 

against identification of the mother as a particular royal: 

1) It is argued that as a central (rather than peripheral) figure in the allegory, 

she must stand for a larger collective concept – the nation.  Given, 

though, that no one seems to be suggesting that this is a life and times of 

Hamutal composed for the purposes of entertainment, this argument is 

distinctly odd.  As I have already explored, various Israelite/ Judahite 

kings are central to biblical narrative and poetry (however ‘allegorical’) 

and yet these are in texts which have wider implications for discourses 

on the past.  For example, scholars usually assume Isa. 14:4b-20 refers 

to some particular king or paradigm of monarchic office, and yet the 

poem is allegorical in its portrayal of the king – the central figure – as an 

arboreal being, in conflict with cedars which rejoice over his death.170  

The argument against a particular royal mother being in view in Ezekiel 

19 (who, like the king in Isa. 14:4b-20, is imaged as a cosmic tree)171 is 
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 Greenburg (1983: 357). 
167

 Beentjes (1996: 25). 
168

 Beentjes (1996: 25). 
169

 Beentjes (1996: 25-26). 
170

7.3-7.4. 
171

 8.4.1. 
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made, I suggest, on the basis of flawed assumptions – assumptions 

which underlie the second and third main argument. 

2) It is argued that Hamutal was not a figure of historical or biblical 

importance.  For sure, historic importance for most royal women has to 

be deduced from the Hebrew Bible, with biblical foci on their role in king’s 

work being rare (notwithstanding the significant matter of the inclusion of 

royal mothers in the regnal formulae of Kings and Chronicles). 172  

Arguments for the historic significance of Hamutal offer little exception to 

this.173  However, the view that she is not of biblical importance can only 

be upheld by the circular reasoning that Ezekiel 19 cannot be referring to 

her because the Hebrew Bible cannot possibly be interested in such a 

woman.  Yet, if she is the central figure of Ezekiel 19, this would suggest 

she is considered to be significant in this particular biblical text. 

3) It is argued that not one ‘particular queen mother’ could illustrate the 

‘pathetic grandeur’ conveyed by the allegory of the downfall of Judah, 

and it is inconceivable that the author would ‘pay so much attention’ to a 

royal mother.  These quotations illustrate the flawed major premise in 

Greenburg and Beentjes’ arguments: royal mothers simply were not 

important enough to represent the downfall of their nation. Even though 

scholars have not found it problematic to identify particular kings or 

paradigms of the king’s office in other allegories in the Hebrew Bible,174 it 

is not considered possible for a royal mother to be present in such an 

allegory.  This view presupposes that the royal mother would not have an 

important role in monarchy, and that her role could not be bound up with 

that of the king and the fate of the nation. That is, it is presupposed 

without obvious justification that the biblical texts originate from thought-

worlds of a kind of androcentric nature which could not conceive of the 

royal mother wielding rule and falling from office in circumstances bound 

up with those of the king.  Yet this is what is suggested in Ezekiel 19. 

                                                           
172

 See 8.2. 
173

 See, for example, Ishida (1977: 156-169).  I have suggested some problems with her 
arguments and conclusions in the footnotes to 8.2. 
174

 So see, for example, my discussions in 7.3 of various allegorical texts referring to the 
downfall of particular kings. 
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So, in Ezekiel 19, the royal mother nurtures her sons and, furthermore, 

embodies their royal rule.  Both these actions are described in ritual allusions, 

which rhetorically represent the making real of power dynamics intrinsic to 

‘authoritarian’ ritual praxis.  The ritual allusions include ritual heavenly ascent 

and netherworld descent performed by the royal mother and her sons.  These 

actions are exercised in the ‘kingship’ of the sons, but also embodied in the 

royal mother, as are the allegorical allusions. 

The dynamic force of the allusions to ritual is twofold.  First, the royal mother 

draws strength from her dominance over the subterranean waters, and 

facilitates her sons’ royal ascent.  Second, in spite of the power of this ritual 

descent and ascent, which confers its own authority, being represented and 

reified, the ascent is also imaged as abused by the sons’ destructive behaviour 

towards their own people – and so the royal mother subsequently undergoes 

lament and, finally, annihilating netherworld descent along with her sons.  

Although it is the sons who are monarchs – being represented by royal regalia 

such as the מטה and שבט – in both her ascent and descent the royal mother 

vicariously embodies, and identifies with, her sons and their kingdom. 

Ezekiel 19 has much in common with certain other passages in the Ezekiel 

corpus.175  This does not mean it need be regarded as originating from the 

same Ezekiel ‘author’ or ‘school.’  I have examined in detail many of the 

resemblances Isaiah 14:4b-20 bears to Ezekiel 19 and a number of other 

passages in Ezekiel,176 yet scholars tend not to claim that the Isaianic text is 

also the product of some Ezekiel ‘school’ or ‘author.’  Indeed, it has been seen 

that there are significant peculiarities in Ezekiel 19, especially when viewed 

under the lens of the ‘onto-theologico-political structure of sovereignty.’  Never-

the-less, in spite of its surprising characteristics, Seitz makes strong arguments 

for a close consistency between the imagery in Ezekiel 19 and the rest of the 

book, especially in the key motif of arboreal growth and destruction (Ezek. 

19:10-14).177 The chapter, then, seems to have been composed with detailed 
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 As Seitz (1989: 132-150) argues with reference to a number of examples, and as is 
discussed to some extent above. 
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 See above; 7.3; ‘Appendix A.’ 
177

 Seitz (1989: 132-150). It is not necessary to commit for certain to the identity of the cubs, as 
noted above – even though if they are Jehoahaz and Zedekiah, Seitz (1989: 138-145) is able to 
demonstrate a consistency between the imaging of Zedekiah here and elsewhere in Ezekiel, 
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knowledge of much of the material already in Ezekiel.  This would date the 

passage to a time of the ‘canonical’ formation of Ezekiel – so in the Persian era, 

at the earliest.178 

In accordance with Isa. 14:4b-20 and Psalms 2 and 10, royal regalia – 

specifically the מטה and/ or שבט – are cultural signifiers of kings: specifically 

kings in cultural discourses concerning the past, who have gained ascendancy 

to royal power.  As in Isa. 14:5, the מטה and שבט refer to specifically to princes 

who are portrayed with dendritic imagery as undergoing heavenly ascent, each 

as one who has risen above members of their dynastic family.179  A significant 

additional element in Ezekiel 19 is the representation of the royal mother as an 

embodiment of these synecdoches of rule, and as an embodiment of the realm 

over which they are wielded. 

Although the royal mother remains ancillary to the patriarchal monarchy insofar 

as only the sons act as monarchs, while she enables their monarchy – and to 

this extent gives some justification to the scholarly caricature of the Hebrew 

Bible’s royal women as machiavels – she is more than just this.  The idea 

manifested in the text that, in enabling the ritually imaged ascent of her sons to 

kingship, she herself embodies their reign and realm, is perennially overlooked.  

                                                                                                                                                                          
with this being a major plank in his argument.  The continuity Seitz (1989: 138-145) identifies in 
the botanical imagery of Ezekiel 19 with the rest of the book remains compelling. 
178

 Cf. 2.2. 
179

 See 7.3. 
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8.5. From the Window to the Bowels of the Dogs: Dynamics of 

Heavenly Ascent and Netherworld Descent in the Jezebel Narrative 

of 2 Kings 9:30-37 

ְשנָב180 ֹלא ַאַחת ְרִאיִתיְך נִצֶּבֶּת ְליַד ָהאֶּ  

Differences between the interpretations of 2 Kgs 9:30-37 are especially related 

to disagreements as to when and how comparative material is appropriate and 

illuminating.  In particular, there is little agreement as to how Jezebel’s 

appearance at the window (vv. 30-32) – whence she interacts with Jehu – 

should be understood amidst kaleidoscopic textual considerations, alongside 

apparent parallels in both text and artefact.  Nonetheless, I argue that critically 

evaluating – and building on – much of the comparative work which has already 

been done on this text enables a lucid reading of it, once the text is also 

considered alongside royal ritual heavenly ascent motifs (as reflected in vv. 30-

32) and netherworld descent motifs (as reflected vv. 33-37).  This analysis 

begins, then, with a ‘close and personal’ look at Jezebel’s framing in a so-called 

‘woman at the window motif’: 

Now when Jehu came to Jezreel, and Jezebel heard news of this,181 she put 

kohl on her eyes and made ready (יטב) her head, and looked down (שקף) from 

the window.  Then Jehu came in through the gate, and she said [to him], 

‘Greetings,182 Zimri, slayer of his lord.’  And he lifted up his face to the window, 

and he said, ‘Who is with me?  Who?’  And two or three eunuchs looked down 

at him (vv. 30-32). 

The first remark on Jezebel’s appearance concerns her preparation of her eyes 

and head. From the androcentric and heteronormative gaze of Jehu’s imagined 

perspective, Parker –among others – has proposed that she attempts to seduce 

Jehu, referring especially to the פוף, ‘kohl’ (that is, the makeup)183 which she 

adds to her eyes.184  Whilst these scholars can point to biblical descriptions of 
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 ‘Not only once did I see you stand by the window,’ Rachel ‘the Poetess’ Bluwstein, ‘Michal’ 
(1927), http://benyehuda.org/rachel/Rac058.html (accessed 23.05.2014). 
181

 Literally ‘heard’ (שמח). 
182

 Or ‘peace’ – possibly a sarcastic play on these dual connotations of שלום (so Long 1991: 
129). 
183

 On kohl in the contexts of the Hebrew Bible and ancient Near East, see J.A. Thompson 
(1962); Gray (1970: 550). 
184

 Parker (1978); also J.A. Thompson (1962); McCarter (1984: 172); Wyatt (2005: 7). 

http://benyehuda.org/rachel/Rac058.html
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promiscuous women wearing eye makeup,185 there is no evidence that certain 

sexual behaviours were a prerequisite for the application of kohl, which appears 

to have been produced on an ‘industrial’ scale – and distributed throughout 

ancient West Asia through sophisticated trade roots – since at least the early 

third millennium BCE.186  Jezebel chooses to wear a commodity of trade which 

was used in, and exchanged among, royal households.187  As I will argue, 

Jezebel’s performance of her powerful status (here made evident in the value of 

the commodities she wears) is more relevant in this passage than any 

supposed flirtation.188  Insofar, I will suggest, as Jezebel forces Jehu to engage 

in a formalised performance of their power relations – in which her dominance is 

practised – she binds him into a ritual performance, being represented as 

making real a ritual hierarchy. 

Parker also supposes that Jezebel makes up her hair in such a way as to 

increase her sexual allure.189  However, this does not do justice to the unusual 

verbal use of the root יטב to describe her decorating her head (its verbal form 

literally denotes ‘making good,’ and I have rendered it here ‘made ready’).  יטב 

is used verbally of preparing objects in only two other places: of Aaron’s 

preparations of the lamps for burning incense (Exod. 30:7); and of worshippers’ 

attitudes towards מצבות, ‘stone pillars’ (Hos. 10:1).190  Both these verses refer to 

preparations for cultic activity.  The idea that יטב, then, points to seductive 

appeal seems to be drawn partly from a continuing cultural and scholarly 

tradition sexualising Jezebel,191 but also partly from iconoclastic presuppositions 

which have caused commentators on Hosea to suppose that the stone pillars 

which the author apparently opposes in Hos. 10:1 must be the cult objects of 

opulent aesthetes.192  Nonetheless, there is one clear commonality between all 
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 Prov. 6:25; Ezek. 23:40-45; Jer. 4:30 – so Parker (1978: 68). 
186

 Hassan & Hassan (1981); Shortland, Nicholson & Jackson (2000); Shortland (2006). 
187

J.A. Thompson (1962).  Accordingly, Hobbs (1985: 129) contends that the kohl emphasises 
Jezebel’s royalty, not seductiveness. 
188

 See below. I would suggest that it is also more about her status than giving her a specifically 
feminine role (pace McKinlay 2002: 307), though this does not disqualify her gender from 
playing a part in the formation of her ritual power. 
189

 Parker (1978: 67-69). 
190

 See BDB; DCH. 
191

 As discussed by Pippin (1994); Stavrakopoulou (2013). 
192

 As Andersen & Freedman (1980: 547.552) argue – c.f., for example, Wolff (1974 [1973]: 
170).  The idea that the מצבות were made beautiful is implausible given that, as Mettinger (1997: 
193-199) outlines, archaeological records show them to be stone pillars devoid of decoration.  
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three instances of this particular use of יטב: an object is prepared for cultic 

utilisation (explicitly in Exod. 30:7 and here in 2 Kgs 9:30; only, perhaps, 

implicitly in Hos. 10:1). Thus it would seem that Jezebel prepares her head as a 

ritual object.  So it is ritual action, not seduction nor courtly etiquette,193 which 

she performs in the window – this action being her looking down (שקף). 

This representation of a ritual stare, from an exalted and fenestrated locus, 

evokes another artistic motif from ancient West Asia: the ‘woman at the window’ 

motif, notably attested in ivories from around the ninth and eighth centuries BCE 

discovered in Samaria, and generally imported from Phoenicia and southern 

Syria.194  Although it is tempting – especially given that the following portion of 

the narrative is centred on Jezebel’s corpse (vv. 33-37) – to follow Beach in 

seeing the ‘woman at the window’ motif as a royally performed aspect of the 

Marzeah ritual,195 her case (which relies heavily on neo-Assyrian evidence) is 

far from proven and the extent to which her ideas are applicable cross-culturally 

in ancient West Asia has been seriously questioned.196  There are severe limits, 

furthermore, as to how far fragmentary and often poorly provenanced 

discoveries of ivories (however many may be extant) can be used to draw 

conclusions which rely on their all representing the same narratives and 

ideologies.  It is doubtful whether the discourse in 1 Kgs 9:30-32 consciously 

draws upon this iconographic motif,197  as it cannot be ascertained that the 

author would have visited the specific royal palaces where this motif was 

apparently displayed198 and cognitively assimilated it.  All that can be said is 

                                                           
193

 This would rule out, then, the contention that Jezebel makes herself up in order that her toilet 
be appropriate for a royal woman being seen in public (see, for example, Gray 1970: 550; Olyan 
1985: 205-206).  Whilst Olyan also picks up on some other subtle nuances in this depiction of 
Jezebel, which are related to social aspects of her appearance, I wish to draw attention to cultic 
aspects of her actions. 
194

 For a recent and detailed discussion of Samarian ivories, see C.E. Suter (2011). 
195

 Beach (1993). 
196

 Beach (1993) explores the archaeological assemblage of images she associates with the 
Marzeah, but it cannot be assumed without strong evidence that these images will have had the 
same signification or inter-relation cross-culturally; and Beach’s claims for any kinds of artistic 
motifs of the Marzeah, at represented in the north Semitic world, is disputed (so see Baughan 
2013: 209).  Note also that her claims as to how these images would have been displayed in 
palaces are contested by Albenda (1994), who also disagrees with Beach’s identification of a 
‘woman at the window’ in her key example of the relief of Ashurbanipal’s feast.   
197

 Pace Robertson (1982: 316-318); Everhart (2010: 690-692); and, tentatively, Ackroyd (1983: 
258-259); Long (1991: 129). 
198

 On the archaeological provenance of ivories, see Beach (1993); Suter (2011) – issues of 
provenance notwithstanding, they tend to be attested in archaeological sites identified as 
Samarian palaces.  I will discuss the probable context of the authorship of 2 Kgs 9:30-37 below, 
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that women poised at windows are present in high status iconography, which 

will be of significance if a discourse concerning Jezebel’s high ritual status – 

and concomitant ritual potency – is to be demonstrated in this passage. 

A further point of comparison was drawn by Robertson – drawing parallels with 

the story of the lady of Salamis,199 told most famously by Ovid.200  In Ovid’s 

version, Anaxerete spurns the advances of Iphis until the latter commits suicide.  

When his funeral procession passes, she goes to the window and mockingly 

watches, upon which she is turned into a stone statue.  Robertson’s conclusion 

that rituals evoking ‘dying and rising’ deities and inter-related functional 

sacrificial atonement lie behind the stories both of the lady of Salamis and 

Jezebel is unconvincing, insofar as it is based on a crypto-Frazerian over-

reliance of the explanatory utility of these supposed phenomena.201  However, 

narratives in which women are observed from the outside peering 

antagonistically through windows, only to meet an ignominious fate, do indeed 

appear elsewhere in biblical (as well as extra-biblical) literature.  Sisera’s 

mother watches at the window, eagerly anticipating his return with spoils of war 

(Jud. 5:28-30), in blissful ignorance that Jael has just smashed through his head 

with a tent-peg (Jud. 5:24-27).  Michal, from the vantage point of her window, 

observes with contempt David dancing before the Ark before expressing her 

                                                                                                                                                                          
and my conclusions will suggest it is both temporally and geographically separate from the 
context in which the Samarian ivories were displayed.  
199

 Robertson (1982); followed by Peckham (1987: 86). 
200

Ovid, Metamorphosis 14:698-771 (tr. Humphries 1983); see also Antonius Liberalis, 
Metamorphosis 39 (tr. Celoria 1992). 
201

 In spite of Robertson’s cautionary introduction (1982:313-314) concerning the Frazer’s 
anthropology (cf. Frazer 1906; 1933 [1922]), he goes on, pretty much uncritically, to espouse it.  
Robertson (1982) uses wide-ranging texts – and sometimes artefacts – to build a case which is, 
in many ways compelling.  However, his case’s reliance on reconstructing rituals related to 
‘dying and rising deities’ and sacrificial atonement, means that much of his argument is often 
built on a flimsy basis.  He cannot provide clear evidence that the story of the lady of Salamis 
alludes, in its depiction of the mourning procession, to a ritual aition of mourning for the dead 
deity and of sacrificial substitution – but he draws the link in a defence of the relevance of 
Frazer’s ideas about Adonis (Robertson 1982: 313-314).  Nor is it clear that Jehu is part of a 
funeral procession in 2 Kgs 9:30-37, as Robertson claims (1982: 318-319).  Moreover, his 
attempts to demonstrate that sacrificial ritual grounded in myths of ‘dying and rising’ gods were 
practiced in the Levant relies on an extremely maximalist notion of how far ritual can be 
reconstructed from text – Ugaritic myths are speculatively reconstructed in order, in turn, to 
support his speculative reconstructions of cult, and from here rituals in Jerusalem  are further 
conjectured from them (Robertson 1982: 325-326.330).  On some of the issues around over-
generalised references to Mediterranean and ancient West Asian ‘dying-rising deities,’ 
particularly when reliant upon Frazer and/ or Baudissin’s constructions of the category, see 1.2; 
cf. Baudissin (1911), which I was unable to consult. 
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disdain to him, upon which David rebukes her, and she remains barren to her 

death (2 Sam. 6:16-23). 

These passages illuminate one another but first, with Seeman, it is important to 

take into account that the ‘watcher at the window’ is a wider motif in the Hebrew 

Bible, applying not just to women.202  Seeman notes that similar language, such 

as the root שקף ‘look down’ is used of men (as well as women) peering through 

windows in the Hebrew Bible,203 and he explains the motif through structural 

gender oppositions. A man, he argues, gazing through a window signifies 

adulterous transgression of his household; while images of women looking 

down from windows accompany their shifting fortunes amidst patrilineal 

regimes. 204   Jezebel challenges Jehu’s dynastic ambitions through the 

significant meeting point of the window, in the midst of the narrative of the 

downfall of her own dynastic ambitions. 205   Stavrakopoulou has developed 

these ideas further, focusing on Jezebel’s ritual performance.  In this space of 

turbulent and shifting power, Jezebel performs her own ritual power by putting 

kohl on her eyes for an ‘evil eye’ ritual: that is, an apotropaic ritual (of the sort 

possibly also represented in Num. 24:2206 and Prov. 4:16)207 designed to repel 

her enemy, Jehu. 208  Not only is she gazed upon by Jehu by and the male 

authorship of the text, but she fixes her eyes in defiance upon her male 

opposition. 

I support this notion that Jezebel performs ritual power (whatever the precise 

‘typologies’ of the ritual she enacts) by focusing not just on meta-similarities 

between biblical ‘watcher at the window’ passages, but also more widely on the 

gendered motif of the ‘woman at the window’ in general.  It seems that at Ugarit 

a window could be a site through which goddesses, too, could transgress 

patriarchal control: Baal is resistant to the construction of a window in his new 
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 Seeman (2004). 
203

 Abimelech in Gen. 26:8-11; the poet in Prov. 7:10-22; cf. Jacob at the window in the Talmud 
(Seeman 2004). 
204

 Seeman (2004). 
205

 Seeman (2004: 24-26). 
206

 As Wazana (2007: 687) tentatively proposes. 
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 So Cryer (2001: 140). 
208

 Stavrakopoulou (2013). 
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palace, lest Pidray and Taliy should escape (KTU 1.4 vi 4-14).209  Seeman 

identifies passages in the Hebrew Bible in which women subvert their familial 

patriarchal loyalties – enabling antagonists towards their own clans to escape 

through windows.210  Rahab, who enables enemy Israelite spies to flee through 

her window, lives in Jericho’s city walls (Josh. 2:1-15).  Not only is this a liminal 

point between the city and the existential threat of the wilderness,211 but as a 

city boundary it can act as a cosmic meeting point.212  Of high significance here 

is the language of used of her going to meet those whom she is to send safety 

through the window: she ascends (עלה) to meet the spies על־הגג, ‘on the roof’ 

(Josh. 2:8).  In this space of ascent, within a larger space which is already 

cosmically liminal, she divulges her awareness of the inevitability of Yahweh’s 

capture of Jericho (vv. 9-13), at the vulnerable periphery of which she acts – 

and wisened to his designs, she is then able to assist him by means of the 

portal from the limen: the window (v. 15).  It is from the threshold of divine 

knowledge213  and action, as well as from the threshold of ascent, that she 

challenges patriarchal order, harnessing her power as a cosmically liminal 

agent.  Another challenge to patriarchal power, consisting in enabling an 

escape through a window, is performed by Michal, a royal woman, when she 

ensures David eludes the murderous designs of her father Saul (1 Sam. 19:11-

12). 

In instrumentalising the divine power of cosmically liminal space, or in 

embodying royal status in order to carry out socially disruptive defenestration, 

these women perform an action ascribed also to goddesses: it is conjunctive 

praxis with – and, at least possibly, mimesis of – deities disrupting social 

(dis)order at its vulnerable threshold. There is good reason to understand this 

context as relevant to the framing in the window of Jezebel’s interaction with 

Jehu.  
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 Robertson (1982: 318-319) identifies the relevance of this passage to discussions of Jezebel 
at the window. 
210

 Seeman (2004: 28-33), referring to Rahab in Josh. 2:1-15 and Michal in 1 Sam. 19:11-12. 
211

 So Seeman (2004: 28).  See Sharp (2012), for a narratological reading of Rahab’s social 
liminality in Joshua. 
212

 See 8.3. 
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 On divine wisdom as an aspect of ascent, see 7.3; 7.4; Appendix A. 
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The liminal sense of Jezebel’s performative status is heightened by the visibility, 

in the frame of her display, of eunuchs (2 Kgs. 11:32), who are characteristically 

liminal agents.214  She performs her liminality in a position of precarious ascent, 

in this passage which contrasts ironically with Elijah’s glorious heavenly ascent 

earlier in the narrative (2 Kgs 2:1-14).215  Accordingly, the ritual for which use of 

 has suggested she has been prepared is one performed at the liminal יטב

bounds of heavenly ascent – a ritual efficacious in harnessing divine power in 

opposition to Jehu’s onslaught.  It is thus from a space of apotropaic ritual 

challenge that she taunts Jehu, comparing him with Zimri (v. 31) who – we are 

told – reigned only for seven days after deposing Elah (1 Kgs 16:8-20).216 

It is not clear whether Jezebel performs mimesis of goddesses who behave like 

Baal’s women, especially given the problems with attempts to associate her 

appearance at the window with similar motifs in iconography. 217    I have, 

however, suggested that she performs the role of a cosmically liminal agent with 

divine apotropaic powers.  It is significant that the specific use of יטב suggests 

that Jezebel convenes a ritual, with the preparations to her head and eyes 

being designed to heighten the social challenge of her power performance 

before Jehu, in a position of ascent in which she at least harnesses heavenly 

powers.  If the social stratifications performed in ritual are themselves power 

relations,218 then Jezebel sets herself both spatially and cosmically above Jehu 

as she challenges him with her ritual gaze from the window.  She brings 

cosmological axioms of the power of liminal agents into her ritual relationship 

with him,219 so that she – performing on the threshold of ascent – looks down 
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 Everhart (2010) discusses in detail the liminal properties of eunuchs in this passage and 
throughout the Hebrew Bible. 
215

 See the comparative analysis of these two passages in Trible (1995: particularly 14-15); for 
further discussion of the contrasts between the ‘Deuteronomistic’ Jezebel and Elijah typologies, 
see Gaines (2013 [2000]: website); Zlotnick (2001). 
216

 With Olyan (1985: 204-205); pace Parker (1978: 71-72), who understands Jezebel’s greeting 
to be a sycophantic epithet, rather than a reference to Zimri the king.  Olyan’s arguments are 
based on parallels between 1 Kgs 16:8-20 and 2 Kgs 9, which he describes as ‘obvious and 
striking’.  I would add to Olyan’s arguments that Jezebel’s greeting is explicitly comparative: her 
statement הרג אדניו, ‘slayer of his lord’ appears from the pronominal address not to refer to Jehu 
(to whom she is speaking), but to the object of comparison.  
217

 As outlined above. 
218

 So C.M. Bell (1992: 204-207).  See also my discussions of the reality-making nature of ritual 
– including the making-real of power and status (2.1; 2.5).  
219

 On ritual as a means of aligning cosmological axioms with social relationships, see 
Rappaport (1999: particularly 246-247). 
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 at Jehu (v. 31), while Jehu is forced to look up at her and her entourage (שקף)

(v. 33).   

Such strategies of ritual power can be evoked as a response to particular social 

and temporal contexts.220  So here, under threat from Jehu, Jezebel actively 

performs her power, with Jehu as her passive audience.  As ritual is structured 

by and for social agents, performance is constructed before an audience of 

which it must take account,221 and Jezebel’s dominant performance leaves Jehu 

with little choice other than to comply, in standing beneath her ascended form 

and looking up.  Lifting up one’s gaze can, in the Hebrew Bible, even be an act 

of obeisance towards ones deity (see Ps. 123:1) and, here, the humbled gaze 

meets the gaze of ritual power.222 

The dominant ritual participant so far has been Jezebel.  She has ritually 

prepared (יטב) her body for cultic performance, as Aaron performs preparatory 

priestly ritual in his preparation (יטב) of the lamps in Exod 30:7.223  So much for 

peeking through the lattice at Jezebel’s seductive beauty!  The perspective of 

the opening verse of the 2 Kgs 9:30-32 pericope is homed in on Jezebel’s 

experience of the rites which are preliminaries to the ritual performance into 

which she will draw Jehu, having heard of his arrival.  Ritual already begins to 

communicate the significance of her ascent, as she cultically touches and 

prepares her eyes and head.  Her preparations are undertaken in apprehension 

of the power of the ritual stage: Jezebel’s display of ascendant liminality, in the 

space of which she harnesses divine power, is conducted within the dimension 

of the stage, the properties of which include intense focus on changing 

actions.224  It is a space of heightened ritual liminality225 and, therefore, of ‘real’ 

transformations in the social relationships of the participants in the text. 

Jehu has so far been passive and compliant in Jezebel’s dominance of their 

socio-ritual relations.  Yet, as C.M. Bell proposes, ostensibly subjugated ritual 

participants are not entirely coerced, even in rituals such as this which are 
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 So see, for example, Rappaport (1999: 267-268) on the flexibility of Maring rituals. 
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 So see Brook (1996 [1968]: 25-30). 
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 See, further, Stavrakopoulou (2013: 546), comparing this passage to Num. 24:2. 
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 See above. 
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 Schechner (2006: 66-67). 
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intended to enforce power and authority.226   Rather, they bring strategies of 

resistance to their relationships within ritual.227  In the following verses, Jehu 

becomes a resistant force in Jezebel’s ritual ascent: 

And [Jehu] said, ‘Drop her!’  And [the eunuchs] dropped her, and her blood 

spattered about from the wall to the horses, and he trampled over her.  And he 

went in and he ate and drank.  Then228 he said, ‘Attend, please, to this cursed 

woman, and bury her, because she is a king’s daughter.’ (2 Kgs 9:33-34) 

Jehu abruptly alters the power dynamics of the ritual, with his command causing 

Jezebel to be violently ejected outside through the portal of her liminal space of 

ritual ascent.229  He ensures that her corpse is – like that of Athaliah – mutilated 

in the space where horses enter the palace230 which, I have argued, signifies 

not just the threshold of the royal house, but a limen between the earth and the 

netherworld.231 

This sharp and immediate contrast to Jezebel’s prior ascent to a liminal space, 

in which she had harnessed heavenly power, demonstrates Jehu’s subversion 

of Jezebel’s ritualistic behaviour, and the reversal of power relations intrinsic to 

these actions.  In trampling Jezebel with his horses, Jehu, who has just been 

anointed King of Israel by a son of the prophets (2 Kgs 9:1-14), performs the 

role of an ascendant king, who upon enthronement is responsible for ritually 

trampling both the mythic and political forces of chaos.232  Indeed, his actions 

are reminiscent of those of Yahweh quelling the might of the sea in Hab. 3:15, 

which he too tramples with horses.  Jezebel’s ritual role, however, is now 

reversed to that of a force of disorder: like Athaliah, she is to be trampled upon 
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 C.M. Bell (1992: 207-218); pace Bloch (1989). 
227

 C.M. Bell (1992: 207-218). 
228

 Reading the vav consecutive as implying a later action, the significance of which I will 
discuss below. 
229

 For an analysis of motifs of passing through windows with specific reference to Jezebel, see 
Seeman (2004: 35-38). 
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 The identity of the building in which Jezebel has looked out through a window is not 
specified.  Given, however, that Jehu has come to meet her on her own territory in Jezreel (v. 
30),  she has presumably been situated in her palace.  
231

 As I argue, below, Jehu does not render any kind of intrinsically appropriate treatment to 
Jezebel’s corpse (pace T.J. Lewis 1989: 120-122); rather, he subversively misappropriates the 
inappropriate in the ritual realities he is represented as creating. 
232

 As I discuss throughout the thesis.  On the relationships between cosmic and military 
enemies in such contexts see, particularly, 1.3.3; 2.4; 2.5. 
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by her royal enemies, having been part of the royal family expected to quell – 

and trample upon – forces of disorder.233 

Furthermore, Jezebel, personified and embodied in her blood – an essential 

component of her life234 - is also spattered over הקיר, ‘the wall.’  A  is a  קיר

significant detail in other biblical stories of passing through windows.  Rahab 

lives in the city wall (קיר), and it is through a window in this wall that she enables 

the spies’ escape (Josh. 2:15).  With Saul having wished to assassinate David 

against a קיר of the palace (1 Sam. 18:11; 19:10), Michal then plots David’s 

escape through the window of this very periphery (1 Sam. 19:11-12).  The קיר, 

then, can act in biblical narrative as a threshold through which a triumphant 

transition may be affected; or as a threshold at which a corpse may be isolated.  

It is the palace קיר which Saul wished to be the locus for David’s murder, 

banished from exercising royal power from within its precincts, and this is the 

fate of Jezebel too.235  With Jezebel now abandoned to the outer threshold of 

the palace, the dynamics of ritual power between her and Jehu are reversed, 

with Jehu entering the palace236 to eat and drink in fellowship with Jezebel’s 

courtiers, from whom he has just excluded her.237 

In his subsequent treatment of Jezebel’s corpse, Jehu continues seditiously to 

undermine the ritual power which she has performed.  Whilst his order that 

Jezebel be attended to (פקד) and buried constitutes a call for ‘appropriate’ cultic 

procedures to be performed on her corpse, 238  these procedures are 

‘appropriate’ only because Jehu speaks inappropriately in ritual speech acts 
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 The power dynamics expressed by the trampling of the horses, in the case of Jezebel’s 
corpse and elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible and the ancient Near East, are explored by O’Daniel 
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which are claiming and conveying appropriateness.  His speech is subsequent 

to his meal, during which he has allowed her corpse to be exposed, under 

threat of desecration by wild creatures – a fate that Rizpah, elsewhere, 

studiously avoids for the royal corpses of the seven sons of Saul, who have 

been put to death and executed (2 Sam. 21:7-11).  Moreover, having himself 

endured her mockingly misnaming him ‘Zimri,’ Jehu misnames Jezebel.239  In 

spite of the importance accorded to royal mothers by their formulaic naming in 

succession formulae in  the books of Kings240 (and in texts such as Ezekiel 19), 

Jehu does not permit Jezebel the dignity of treatment bequeathed to a king’s 

mother, referring to her alternatively as בת־מלך, ‘a king’s daughter.’  This king is 

the Sidonian Ethbaal (1 Kgs 16:31).  Jehu’s instructions, then, are for the ritual 

commitment to the netherworld of a foreign royal241 – a cultic creation of the 

ritual reality in which Jezebel is an outsider to the Israelite royal family, in spite 

of her major position within it during her life.  

Jehu’s allusion to Jezebel’s heritage, however, constitutes more than political 

sedition, or even resistance to her ritual status.  He is undermining the very 

basis of the enchanting ‘magic’ that she performs from the window.  It is 

important to note, at this point, that it is increasingly considered likely that 2 Kgs 

9:30-37, along with the other extended and elaborate information given 

concerning Jezebel (in 1 Kgs 21; 2 Kgs 9-10), dates to the Persian period.242  

Her father Ethbaal is said to be king of the ‘Sidonians’ ( דניםצי ) in 1 Kgs 16:31, 
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 Thank you to Francesca Stavrakopoulou for pointing out to me the juxtaposition of the two 
mis-namings in the passage. 
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Naboth were common ancient West Asian tactics of denunciation, rather than tropes of pure 
literary imagination.  Nonetheless, this much does not prove the historicity of the extended 
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authors of the narrative of Naboth’s vineyard having been familiar with certain political 
machinations within ancient Near Eastern royal courts. 
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and Sidon often has equivalent connotations to Tyre (that fetishised mistress of 

commodities)243 in biblical texts – many of which manifest cultural memories 

from Persian Yehud.244  When one or both of the two stand in a text as an 

emblematic wealthy (northern) foreign power, this tends to reflect the strength of 

their power in trade with Judah or Yehud at the time from which the text 

derives.245  Sidon as well as Tyre – also being a major power within Phoenicia 

which itself was a major trading interstice within the Persian empire, and which 

in strictly historical terms was probably the greater power – could also signify 

mastery of commodities within Persian Yehud’s discourses. although, as 

discussed in 9.2 and 9.3, Tyre can serve a special literary function in 

comparison with Jerusalem since both are located at liminal points among the 

cosmic realms.246  As in the paean to the king’s wedding in Psalm 45,247 and as 

in the narratives of Solomon in 1 Kings 3-11: 248  in the ‘Deuteronomistic’ 

narratives of the Northern Kingdom, the great fetishes of foreign royal 
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 2.2; 9.2. 
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 Jigoulov (2007); see, further, the next footnote for my assessment of his arguments. 
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 Ethbaal seems to refer to Ittobaʾal I of Tyre – a Tyrian king according, at least, to Josephus 
(Contra Apionum I: 117-126) who, in his chronology of the kings of that island city state, is 
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centuries BCE.  Any political union would have been short-lived, and Josephus’ claim that 
Ethbaal took Sidon when already king of Tyre appears to be an attempt to reconcile the 
information in his source (probably stating that Ethbaal was a Tyrian king) with the biblical 
identification of Ethbaal as king of Sidon (see, particularly, Boyes 2012: 40-41).  While the exact 
region of Ethbaal’s reign cannot be concluded upon with any certainty, it is rather clearer that 
where either Tyre or Sidon stands as an example of a powerful foreign province in the Hebrew 
Bible – or where the two are used interchangeably – this is related to the context of the literary 
creation, as opposed to reflecting with any reliability an actual historical situation, as Jigoulov 
(2007) demonstrates with a comprehensive discussion.  I differ from Jigoulov’s main 
conclusions in one respect, however, which has some bearing upon my argument here: that is 
his contention that Persian-era texts tend to view Sidon as something of an overlord, as it was 
coming to dominate the Phoenician regions, while Tyre at this time was more of a trading-
partner – see, particularly, Jigoulov (2007: 95-96).  As I argue in 9.2 and 9.3, biblical portrayals 
of Jerusalem as having equivalence to Tyre – especially in her command of Tyrian and Tyrian-
like commodities – appear to constitute construction of an ethnoscape: an ancestral land that 
competed with the fetish-Tyre, who controlled commodities in an interstice of the world that 
entered into Persian Yehud’s discourse through experiences of the political and economic 
construction of the Achaemenid Empire.  Accordingly, I argue that both Sidon and Tyre (being 
major traders within the Phoenician interstice) can be understood within the Hebrew Bible as 
mistresses of fetishes; although, as I argue in 9.2 and 9.3, Tyre’s perceived geographical 
location at the centre of the cosmos and the international economy renders her an important 
comparative entity for Jerusalem, within certain literary contexts of the Hebrew Bible. 
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 See 9.3. 
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 See 9.3. 
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womanhood and Tyrian commodity are combined, and they are bound together 

in the body of Jezebel.  In painting her eyes with kohl – an international 

commodity249 – she has drawn attention to these aspects of her identity which 

empower her, but which also represent an appalling threat to Jehu and to 

biblical authors: for it is through her that her husband Ahab was provoked into 

‘foreign’ cultic practices. 250   Although Jehu, like a ‘good Deuteronomist’, is 

contemptuous of such a woman,251 Jezebel magnifies the personality which he 

ascribes to her and which he so loathes.  In the already heightened liminality of 

the stage of her ritualised performance,252 she further resists and repels Jehu 

with a display of her identity as a commodity fetish.253   

Certain ethnographic studies attest socially marginal figures causing sensory 

disgust as a strategy of resistance;254 and thus Jezebel revels in the magical 

and sacralised potency of those among her characteristics which represent the 

danger of social transgression and, ultimately, the annihilation of Omri’s 

descendants (cf. 1 Kgs 21:25-36).  In a metamorphosis of mystifying 

commodification and cosmically liminal ritualised performance, Jezebel casts a 

‘shamanic’ spell upon male gaze.  She is at her most potent, and yet her most 

vulnerable.  For, in yet another ritually subversive act, Jehu disorders her ritual 

power through its characteristic disorderliness – referring to her foreignness as 

something which excludes her from Israel, rather than as something which 

constitutes a potent ritual force within it. 

So, not only is Jezebel physically dispossessed of her role as Israelite 

progenitress – through the retributive death of her monarch sons Ahaziah (2 

Kings 1:1),255 Joram (2 Kgs 9:24)256 and others257 - but is also banished, by the 
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 Immediately following the reference to his marriage to Jezebel בת־אתבל מלך צידנים, ‘daughter 
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 See above. 
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 So, for example, Dalit (or ‘Ex-Untouchable’) groups in India transgress socially circumscribed 
boundaries by use of the very characteristics that stigmatise them; using social stigmas such as 
their odours to resist socially circumscribed boundaries.  See Lawrence (2013: 76-97) for an 
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Siebert-Holmes 1996: 238). 
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reality made real in Jehu’s represented ritual speech act, to the foreign royal 

family of her birth, even as he acknowledges her potency as a royal Phoenician 

commodity.  The authoritative nature of such represented ritual language 

(indeed, language prescribing further rites, which are multi-sensory and which 

involve more than just speech), 258  renders more affective this labelling of 

Jezebel as an outsider, and as one who deviated from her expected role of 

Israelite progenitress.259 

The narrator of the pericope of Jehu’s slaughter of the House of Ahab (2 Kings 

9-10) is to play a similarly subversive mis-naming trick on (presumably) Jezebel 

again, in 2 Kgs 10:13, but through the unwitting mouths of the brothers of 

Ahaziah, who tell Jehu that they are going to visit בני־המלך ובני הגבירה, ‘sons of 

the king and sons of the gebirah.’  As I noted earlier, outside royal contexts 

 denoted a גבירה is used of women servants’ mistresses.260 Evidence that גבירה

position as head-woman of the royal harem is weak,261 but there are some 

indications in the Hebrew Bible of expectations that a successful mistress of 

women servants will produce family heirs, as does a successful royal woman.  

These two roles – as a mistress of female servants, and as a bearer of progeny 

– are in tension with one another when Sarah is first described as גבירה, in a 

passage which is of note regardless of how far she should be understood as 

proto-royal: 

And [Abraham] penetrated Hagar.  Conceiving, she knew herself to be 

pregnant, and her גבירה [her mistress, Sarah] was belittled in her eyes (Gen. 

16:4). 
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 Joram’s remains are sent to Naboth’s land (2 Kgs 9:24-25), which Jezebel caused to be 
snatched from him by arranging his murder (1 Kings 17). 
257

 Jehu kills all the sons of Ahab (2 Kgs 10:1-7), some of whom appear to be Jezebel’s sons 
(see below; and cf. 2 Kgs 10:13). 
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 See Bloch (1989) and my discussion, with further references, in 2.5. 
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cultural comparative study of the labelling of deviance, see Raybeck 1988).  Labelling and 
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 8.2. 
261

 Cushman (2006) argues this on the basis of cross-cultural examples, relevant because of 
‘continuity’ between patrilineal and polygamous ancient West Asian and Mediterranean 
societies.  However, the gaps she fills in are overly reliant on examples from the Ottoman 
Empire and pre-Islamic Sassanian Iran, as explicit evidence for such a role in Israel and Judah 
goes unidentified. 
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Hagar’s diminishing respect for her barren mistress, results directly from her 

pregnancy with her mistress’ husband Abraham.  A corollary is that a patriarch’s 

wife and a mistress of servants commands respect through bearing family heirs.  

It is, then, a cruel irony that Sarah should now be labelled  for the first time , גבירה

in the biblical narrative of Abraham and Sarah, with its denotation of ‘mistress,’ 

and literal sense of ‘great lady.’ 

So also Jezebel is apparently named גבירה (2 Kgs 10:13) by Ahaziah’s brothers, 

also with narrative irony – the irony being that all her sons have been 

slaughtered,262 and that Jehu’s speech acts and prescribed rites have rendered 

her altogether an outsider to the royal Israelite paternal line.  It is instructive, 

then, that Maacah is said to be dismissed (סרה) as רהגבי  by Asa, her son or 

grandson263 (1 Kgs 15:10; 2 Chron. 15:16).  So it is at the point when she is 

disowned by her royal male descendant, that she is said no longer to be the 

mistress and great lady.  Only two other references are made to a גבירה from 

the Davidic line, and both in the context of Judahite exile: a royal woman exiled 

with Jehoichin and his household (Jer. 29:2); and the גבירה of Jer. 13:18 (on 

which I defer discussion for later).264  It has been said of the גבירה in Jer. 29:2 

that her exile demonstrates thather ‘office’ gave her the capability to lead her 

                                                           
262

 See above. 
263

 The biblical genealogies of Asa have caused scholars great confusion. Although Maacah, 
daughter of Abishalom, is said to be Asa’s mother in these particular verses, according to kings 
she is also the mother of Abijam (1 Kgs 15:2), who is said to be Asa’s father (1 Kgs 15:80).  
This would make her both the mother and grandmother of Asa.  There appear to be attempts to 
‘correct’ the genealogy in Chronicles, in which Abijam (here referred to as Abijah) is now son of 
Micaiah, daughter of Uriel of Gibeah (2 Chron. 13:2).  Asa’s mother goes un-named in his 
succession formula in Chronicles (2 Chron. 14:2), although in the episode of her removal as 
 ’,in Chron. 5:16 she is, as in the episode in 1 Kings 15:10, referred to as Asa’s ‘mother גבירה
being: מעכה אם אסא (for a recent discussion, see Bowen 2001: 608-609).  A variety of 
explanations has been offered for the apparent discrepancy in the seemingly earlier genealogy 
in Kings.  1 Kgs 15:8 might be incorrect and Asa and Abijam brothers (so J. Robinson 1972: 
176).  Asa might actually have been Maacah’s grandson (so Ishida 1977: 156; Spanier 1994: 
192-193).  These explanations, however, do not account for the apparent attempts to ‘correct’ 
Asa’s genealogy in Chronicles, which imply even ancient authors felt it to be mistaken.  Spanier 
(1994: 192-193) attempts to harmonise the genealogies nonetheless, not only with Asa being 
grandson (rather than son) of Maacah/ Micaiah, but with Maacah / Micaiah being daughter of 
Uriel and granddaughter of Abishalom.  Still, this does not account for the authors of Chronicles 
omitting material and modifying names.  An alternative to the Kings’ genealogy being incorrect 
is that it proved embarrassing: Wyatt (2005: 5-6.58.240-241) proposes that Maacah was indeed 
both grandmother and mother of Asa, having given birth to him as a result of an incestuous 
relationship with her son Abijam, of the sort attested among ancient Egyptian royalty.  It is 
nonetheless probable, as Bowen (2001: 601-602.609) argues, that the Kings genealogy is 
simply mistaken, given the errors found in her comparative example of royal Persian 
genealogies.  Not that this is entirely satisfactory in terms of making the problem disappear: see 
Wyatt (2005: 240-241) for criticisms of the viewpoint which Bowen represents.  
264

 Jer. 13:18-20 being the subject of 8.6. 
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courtiers into exile,265 though this is a somewhat dubious honour.  Once again 

the ‘heroic’ connotations of the literal denotation of גבירה jar with the context, in 

which she is being dispossessed of the royal dynasty with which she has been 

associated through her son the king, Jehoichin,266 who is being deported with 

her. 

Thus the sarcastically deployed epithet גבירה, and the epithet בת־מלך function in 

the Hebrew Bible as terms to label royal women such as Jezebel as outsiders, 

seeking to deny their fetishised and progenitive role in the Israelite and Judahite 

royal families.  The epithet בת־מלך in 2 Kgs 9:34 forms part of a represented 

ritual speech act in which Jehu commands rites which are intended further to 

separate Jezebel from the Israelite royal family. 

Motifs represented in the preceding description of Jezebel’s ritualised 

performance at the window (vv. 30-32) further demonstrate Jehu’s misnaming 

of Jezebel to form part of a wider narrative of her dispossession as royal 

Israelite progenitress.  Both of the other biblical royal women peering 

confrontationally through windows (Sisera’s mother and Michal) are imminently 

to find themselves dispossessed of heirs (Jud. 5:24-30; 2 Sam. 6:16-23).267  

Moreover, Jezebel’s death upon passing through a window is eerily similar to 

that of her monarch son Ahaziah, who has died having fallen through  השבכה

 the lattice of his upper chamber’ in Samaria (2 Kings 1 – quotation from‘ ,בעליתו

verse 2).  Jezebel’s defenestration, therefore, indicates not only a changed 

relationship with Jehu, but identification with her extinguished son, with whom 

she is dispossessed both physically and nominally as their house falls, and 

another rises. 

So Jehu’s misnaming of Jezebel is an act of ritual resistance to the performative 

ritual in which she belittled him, and in which she drew divine power from her 

potency and concomitant position of liminal ascent within the dynastic sphere by 

the very virtue of her royal Phoenician heritage.  The misnaming is another 

subversion bringing into effect Jehu’s transformation of Jezebel’s liminal 

heavenly ascent into liminal netherworld descent, which is – on a socio-ritual 
                                                           
265

 So Solvang (2003: 73-78). 
266

 There is no indication as to exactly how she is related to him, so it cannot automatically be 
assumed that she is his mother (cf. 8.6). 
267

 See above. 
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level – further actualised by her banishment from within the palace, to the 

palace threshold without. 

Jehu’s subversion of Jezebel’s ritualised performance, nonetheless, is enabled 

only by his acceptance of – and participation in – its power dynamics, on 

Jezebel’s terms.  Not only has he accepted her initial dominance in their power 

relations (vv. 30-32),268 but he subverts her ritualised performance from within 

the relational structures of her performance itself.  In commanding the eunuchs 

to drop her (v. 33), Jehu appeals to liminal participants in Jezebel’s liminal 

space of performance 269   to aid him in tripping up this performance.  

Accordingly, he playfully makes use of the dangerous social volatility inherent in 

transformative liminality,270 which Jezebel utilises for dominance in her ritual 

power relations with him, in order to subvert and reverse their relationship.  The 

gesture he has performed prior to this, of lifting up his face and looking at 

Jezebel (v. 32) – although an action he must perform within the spatial 

framework of his submissive performative power relations with her, which she 

has contrived271 – may also serve to morph his submissive action towards her 

into an act of ritual retaliation.  A consequent feature of the passage is Jehu 

tripping up the disorder inherent in Jezebel’s power-play ‘in its own 

disorderliness.’ 272   He allows her to enchant him by means of the power 

relations she creates between the two of them through the praxis of her ritual, 

before he subverts these power relations by – and from within – their own 

liminal mechanisms. 

It is by this process that Jehu brings Jezebel to the palace boundary and, 

accordingly, to the limen of the netherworld.  Motifs of her netherworld descent 

are now detailed in a gruesome fashion, familiar from royal netherworld 

descents in Chapter 7: 

And they went out, but did not find anything of her, except for her skull, her feet 

and palms of her hands.  So they returned and told him it was so, and he said, 

‘[This is] the word of Yahweh that he spoke by the instrument of his servant 

                                                           
268

 See above. 
269

 See above. 
270

 I have discussed the (personal and) social danger inherent in liminal agents in 1.3.3. 
271

 See above. 
272

 See 1.3.3; cf. Taussig (1991 [1986]). 
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Elijah the Tishbite: “In a portion of Jezreel the dogs will eat the flesh of Jezebel.  

And Jezebel’s corpse will be as faeces upon the face of the plain273 in a portion 

of Jezreel, so that no one will say, ‘This is Jezebel.’”’ (2 Kgs 9:35-37) 

So, along with the king in Isa. 14:4b-20, and many other biblical kings, 274 

Jezebel is devoured by wild animals.  Her consumption goes unwitnessed – 

Jehu has upstaged her as the protagonist and active ritual performer, and the 

perspective through which the narrative of her end times is witnessed is now 

that of Jehu and those whom he instructs, as they discover that she no longer 

has a body to bury.  We are presented with the perspective of the victor, 

embodied in the perceptions of Jehu, who has allowed time to lapse to the 

extent that Jezebel’s body is desecrated and dispersed.  As with the kings in the 

previous chapter, the disembodied Jezebel cannot be observed in mortuary 

rituals (a state of affairs ensured also by Jehu’s slaughter of her descendants), 

and Jehu’s victorious power is inscribed275 in the stark imagery of her miniscule 

remains.  These still display small portions of her mutilated corpse, serving as a 

reminder that – as with the lion-kings of Ezek. 19:2-9 – Jezebel has become 

subject to the wilderness that royals are expected to harness in order to perform 

royal subjugation. 276   Especially potent, among a palette of multi-sensory 

imagery, is the dogs excrement.  This will form the final remnants of Jezebel on 

the ground (her being כדמן, ‘as faeces’ on the face of the plain is, therefore, a 

literal statement), reinforcing this humiliation by foul odour.  The association 

between the smell of dog shit and Jezebel is, indeed, the premise for Jehu’s 

statement that Jezebel will cease to exist in the evocation of her name: this 

putrid matter, he says, is the signifier that no one will be able to say זאת איזבל, 

‘This is Jezebel.’ 

Jehu’s closing statement betrays the playful absurdity of the montage of 

oppositional imagery throughout the pericope: in saying Jezebel’s name will not 

be invoked, Jehu invokes it.277  Signifiers of her obliteration into forgottenness 

                                                           
273

 The MT’s שדה probably has the sense of ‘wilderness’ rather than ‘field’, with Hobbs (1991: 
110) who reads אדמה in line with the Vul. and Syr., and with a similar phrase in Jer. 8:2. 
274

 See 7.3. 
275

 The implications of royal corpse desecration are discussed in 7.3. 
276

 As I argued in 8.4. 
277

 Walsh (2013: particularly 313-314) draws attention to the irony that this passage of forgetting 
is part of a narrative remembering Jezebel – with the Hebrew Bible, indeed, providing possibly 
the only ancient references to her. 
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also act as reminders of her existence, including the excrement and its smell – 

smell being an especially strong medium for the evocation of memory.278  Her 

‘foreignising,’ othering, and deviant-labelling epithet בת־מלך, derives its snide 

force from cultural memories (manifested in the books of Kings themselves) of 

Jezebel as, on the contrary, an Israelite royal mother empowered as such by 

her ‘foreignness’, able in this very passage to perform her cosmically liminal 

ritual performative power by ascent within the precincts of the Omride dynasty’s 

palace. 

Similarly, the epithet גבירה mocks royal women by concealing their generative 

role in the Judahite and Israelite monarchies even as it reveals it.  That 

Maacah’s removal as גבירה, intrinsically linked to her disowning by Asa,279 is 

significant enough to be a culturally remembered ‘event,’ 280  betrays the 

importance such a ‘great lady’ and king-bearer is considered to have been 

accorded.  This much supports assertions, based on the mentions accorded to 

royal mothers in biblical regnal formulae, that the king’s matrilineal parentage is 

considered important, 281  even as the episode carnivalistically dispossesses 

Maacah of her status and kinship, especially in calling her גבירה, which 

connotes both courtly status and progeny.  The גבירה of Jer. 29:2 accompanies 

the king, Jehoichin, and a great swathe of courtly staff into exile – the word 

almost sarcastically revering her for her relationship with a royal son and 

courtiers, at the culturally remembered point of their deposition and rendered 

impotency.  And the savage irony of Jezebel being called  (Kgs 10:13 2)  גבירה

when her sons, along with her, have all been killed, draws its strength from the 

contrasting expectations of the sons of Ahaziah – who understand Jezebel to 

exist in her former glory, as a fecund mother of royal men; as a royal woman 

who is worthy of homage. 

The double-edged implications of ironic use of גבירה are evident also in the 

story of Hagar and Sarah.  The acerbic tone with which the mocked and barren 

Sarah is called גבירה (Gen. 16:4) gives way to indications of the actual power 

inherent in her position as Hagar’s mistress, even if Hagar feels she has 

                                                           
278

 See my discussion of the power of smell to evoke memory (2.5). 
279

 See above. 
280

 On ‘events’ as constructs resulting from various memory processes, see 2.1. 
281

 See 8.2. 
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subverted and supplanted her.  Abraham tells Sarah that she has power over 

her handmaid (שפחה), and so she disciplines Hagar and causes her to flee 

(Gen. 16:5-6).  The messenger of Yahweh, who finds Hagar, hears her now 

profess Sarah’s dominance: Hagar calls Sarah גבירה when relating that she has 

fled from her (Gen. 16:8).  No longer can she use this word with the satisfaction 

of capricious irony.  The ultimate dominance of the seditioned גבירה is sealed by 

the messenger’s instructions: 

 Return to your gebirah and be answerable to her hand. (Gen. 16:9) 

Many aspects of Jezebel’s descent in 2 Kgs 9:33-37 constitute a literary assault 

on her memory. She is not accorded even the (already othering) foreign rites of 

burial and ritual entry to the afterlife that Jehu has (mis)appropriated for her.  

Rather, she is eaten by wild animals and remains present only in small 

dismembered pieces of her anatomy, and in the stench of dog shit.  Her 

children are massacred, and she is mis-named (here as in 2 Kgs 10:13), in such 

a way as to unsettle memories of her as a significant Israelite royal and king-

bearer.  Yet these subversive features shock and jar with the very potent and 

memorable features of Jezebel that the text evokes to subvert.  She is 

remembered so that the text can tell us she is forgotten. 

This is similar to the manner in which her designation בת־מלך acts as a reminder 

that it is as a Phoenician princess that Jezebel had once been an especially 

potent Samarian royal progenitress.  The probable context of the text is 

instructive in understanding the significance of her royal Phoenician origins.  

Whilst Jehu’s reference to Elijah’s prophecy (2 Kgs 9:36-37) is redolent of what 

some scholars identify as a separate prophetic Vorlage added to the corpus of 

Kings, 282  these verses nevertheless accord with the Schadenfreude and 

reversal of Jezebel’s netherworld descent in verses 33-35.  More widely, they 

are consonant with narratives of the downfall of the northern royal family in 

Kings (cf. particularly 1 Kgs 21:23).283  Jehu’s initial ritual subjugation to Jezebel 

(2 Kgs 9:30-32) is tacit recognition of her ritual potency as part of the 

internationalist Israelite monarchy, yet his subversion of the ritual exposes the 
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 See, for example, Ben Zvi (1991: particularly 371-374); Na’aman (1997); although cf. 
Na’aman (2008). 
283

 Hence Noth (1981 [1957]: 69-73) took these verses as an addition which linked ‘pre-
Deuteronomistic’ material in 2 Kgs 9-10 with the wider ‘Deuteronomistic’ narrative in Kings. 
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disorderliness of the idealised picture of Davidic monarchy as ‘like all the 

nations’ (cf. 1 Sam. 8:5).  This is a picture which was enchanted in the shadow 

of monarchic Persian and Phoenician imperialism;284  imperialism which was 

political on the one hand and economic on the other.  He does so even as he 

recognises the power of the rituals which develop her performance, by working 

within their structural vulnerabilities in order to undermine them. 

Similarly, Jezebel’s descent to the liminal bounds of the netherworld, palace 

and ethnos, reinforces the contrasts to that which it asserts.  She has performed 

her royal and ritual power from within the palace and within the space of liminal 

ascent – looking down on Jehu, and bringing him to submission in their 

performative relationship.  It is only in the volatility of her potent liminality that 

Jehu – and, indeed, the narrative – can render impotent the potent transforming 

liminality of the ritualised performance that she is remembered to have 

performed. 

                                                           
284

 Walsh (2013: 323-327) argues that Phoenicia was so important for trade in Persian Yehud 
that it was not viewed pejoratively, and that Jezebel is not remembered as a disaster because 
of her Phoenician ethnicity, but because she enters into a mixed marriage with an Israelite king.  
I agree that Phoenicia signifies political power (indeed, enchanting political power) which 
cultural remembering in the Hebrew Bible wishes to emulate, but I am also arguing that this 
remembering is challenged by alternative cultural memories from within the disorder of the 
various enchantments this remembering weaves: see, further, 9.2-9.3. 
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8.6. The Gebirah and once more Descending Crowns: Jeremiah 

13:18-20 

So far in this chapter, I have argued that three biblical stories concerning royal 

women include descriptions of – or allusions to – their ritual performance of 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent.  I now discuss an oracle which 

describes a royal woman, who is called גבירה, ‘gebirah’ performing more explicit 

ritual netherworld descent, insofar as the representation of her performance 

alludes to ritual mourning – a literary motif which has been widely discussed in 

this dissertation. 285   She descends from a position of ascent enthroned 

alongside the king.  I understand her seating on the throne to be a form of 

represented ritual performative praxis because, as I will argue, her 

enthronement has actualised high ritual status for her.286 

So – while some scholars, as I will outline, have seen the oracle as indicative of 

the relationships between particular exiled royals – I will argue that Jer. 13:18-

20 represents formulaic cultic activities (rather than rituals peculiar to any 

particular two royals), albeit satirically arranged so as to allude to exile.  I will 

propose that the motifs of ritual ascent and descent in verses 18-19, though 

bearing some similarities to the texts already discussed in this chapter, 

demonstrate an earlier idea of monarchy than any ideologies so far discussed, 

which is close – though not identical – to shared rule.  However, I will also 

contend that verse 20 reflects an understanding of monarchy as exercised by 

the king, but embodied metonymically in the royal woman. 

The description of descent from an ascended position is drawn in vivid 

language: 
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 Particularly, 6.3.3. 
286

 See C.A. Bell (1992; 1997: 72-83); Rappaport (1999: particularly 107-138); and, though more 
narrowly, Bloch (1989).  I discuss further the relationship between ritual and the creation of real 
status stratification in 2.4; 8.4.2; 9.5.3. 
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(18) Say to the king and to the gebirah: 

  Sit in lowliness!287 

 For descended from your heads 

  Is your glorious (תפארתכם) crown. 

 (19) The cities of the south288 have shut 

  And not one is open; 

 The fullness of Judah289 has been spirited away, 

  Exiled in its completeness. 

  

The command that the king and gebirah lower themselves (v. 18a-b) is in part 

expressed by the imperative of שפל, which elsewhere can express lowering and 

debasement in specific contrast to exaltation (e.g. Job 5:11).  The new position 

in which they are seated (root of ישב) in verse 18b, then, contrasts with their 

previously higher ritual state – the state of enthronement, which also, ironically, 

 expresses.290  The implication is that both the king and the gebirah have ישב

descended from a throne or thrones.   Enthronement alongside a Judahite or 

Israelite king is a privilege said to be accorded to one other royal woman: 

Bathsheba, Solomon’s mother (1 Kgs 2:19).291   

In Jer. 13:18, the command to the king and gebirah to descend from a state of 

enthronement is followed sequentially by the reference to the descent of their 

crown.  This descensus is expressed by ירד, which – though a common verb – 

is, in many cases, suggestive of netherworld descent (including Ps. 18:10).292  

Whilst the descending ‘crown’ is singular (עטרה), it has descended from their 

                                                           
287

 Reading, with McKane (1986: 304), the consecutive imperatives (from the roots שפל, 'be low, 
be abased’ and ישב, 'sit') as forming a hendiadys. 
288

 The reference is to הנגב, 'the Negev [desert].’  However, many commentators - rabbinic and 
historical-critical – have understood this as a general reference to the Southern Kingdom.  See 
McKane (1986: 304-305) for a discussion of the various interpretations. In view of the wider 
discourse of the pericope, in which the full downfall of Judah and its monarchy is described (so 
v. 19b), the view that Judah as a whole is referenced is preferable. 
289

 is most accurately rendered, as in most of the יהודה כלה is not adverbial here, so כלה 
versions ‘all Judah’ (cf. BDB).  However, as I argue below, the passage describes a complete 
exile, but one conceptualised differently to an exile of all the people. 
290

 As Professor Nicolas Wyatt pointed out to me in his examiner’s remarks.  For a survey of the 
range of ways in which this root is applied to enthronement and kingship in the Hebrew Bible, 
see Liebowitz (1975). 
291

 As various commentators have noted, for example Peake (1910: vol. 1, 196-197); H. 
Freedman (1949: 96); de Vaux (1961: 118). 
292

 As discussed in 4.3.2. 
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pluralised ‘heads’ (מראשותיכם) 293  and is the crown of their pluralised ‘glory’ 

 That is to say, a single crown is understood as adorning both their  .(תפארתכם)

heads and reifying the glory of both royals. It is from this imagery that 

similarities with the status of the royal mother in Ezekiel 19 are discernible, 

despite important differences, which I will discuss later.  As in Ezekiel 19:10-14, 

then, an item of regalia (that is, a king’s crown) elevates the royal woman who is 

associated with the king294 and, in its descent to the ground, takes the lead in 

the descent of both king and gebirah.295   In Jer. 13:18-20, the crown is a 

synecdoche of a royal woman sharing in the king’s rule (going further than 

Ezekiel in imaging the crown as literally on her head), even though the king 

appears, ultimately, still to be the one crowned.  The crown exalts and glorifies 

their heads until its descent, to the place where king and gebirah are ordered to 

follow. 

Thus the motif of a royal woman’s descent occurring through the downfall of a 

king, as in Ezekiel 19, is demonstrable here also.  The ritual aspects of the 

descent in Jer. 13:18 are notably prominent, once it is considered in conjunction 

with the ritual mourning in Ps. 89:39-52.296  In Ps. 89:40.45, too, items signifying 

royal glory descend to the ground, in the king’s ritual body follows it into the 

limen of the netherworld.   As for Jer. 13:18, the king and gebirah are instructed 

to follow the throne in a descent to a lowly space.  As in Ps. 89:39-52, any idea 

of royal personages undertaking netherworld descent as a component of a 

complex of ritual heavenly ascent and triumph over the forces of subterranean 
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 LXX and other versions render singular.  Even if plural, given that ראש is masculine, the 
feminine plural of the MT has puzzled many scholars, who tentatively consider emendation to 
 ,but עתרה The emendation to the singular enables harmonisation with the singular  .מראשיכם
below, I account for how a change between singular and plural makes sense in the text.  For 
discussions of this perceived grammatical problem, see Bright (1965: 93); McKane (1986: 304); 
Lundbom (1999: 681).  These scholars all recognise the possibility of the suggestion by Dahood 
(1961), that Ugaritic rish, ‘head’ can be pluralised both in the masculine and feminine.  I follow 
Dahood, then, in taking the MT consonants as accurate, and also in re-pointing the מ, so that 
the construction reads ‘from your heads’ rather than ‘your head-places,’ or, with H. Freedman 
(1949: 97), ‘your head-tires.’  The problems which can arise in instances of Dahood’s re-
pointing not withstanding (so see Craigie 1983: 48-56), this accords with the general movement 
to a lower position in this verse.   
294

 8.4.2. 
295

 Pace Lundbom (1999: 681) who understands this to suggest that both are wearing a crown.  
But the singular עתרה need not be altered if it is understood that one crown can glorify both 
heads. 
296

 On which, see 6.4.3. 
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chaos is entirely absent (in contrast to Pss. 18:2-17;297 24:3-6;298 and, if my 

tentative reading is correct, Ps. 110);299 rather, the only images of ritual descent 

are those which resemble ritual mourning identification with the dead: portrayed 

by means of the command to perform debasement on the ground. 

The description of the crown as תפארת, ‘glorious,’ further indicates that this 

represented ritual reifies the collapse of highly exalted ritually conferred status 

and, by implication, a ritual ascent.  תפארה, which denotes their ‘glory,’ is 

frequently applied adjectivally to adornments that express prosperity, high 

status and the conferral of honour.300  Here, as in several other passages, this 

‘glory’ constitutes high status preceding catastrophic collapse.301 

Jer. 13:19 links this representation of royal ritual to a political ‘event’: one of the 

exiles of Judah.  Ps. 89:39-52, I have suggested, images the destruction of the 

temple ironically by ritual montages – including the elements of royal 

enthronement, with its sacralisation of the king – which it chooses to evoke.  It 

does so, however, in the wider context of a poem concerned with representing 

the ritual of Jerusalem’s royal cult.  The depiction of monarchic ritual in Ps. 

89:39-52 therefore alludes to exile.302  It becomes evident, however, that here in 

Jer. 13:19 the relationship between represented ritual and accounts of military 

defeat and exile are reversed: the preceding ritual of verse 18 is a dramatic 

illustration of a particular national ‘event’ of exile; verse 19 makes it clear that 

this is the subject of both verses.  The claim that יהודה כלה (literally ‘all Judah’) 

has been spirited away into exile is not so much ‘hyperbole,’303 or a prophecy 

that did not come to pass,304 as a statement that Judah is entirely exiled by 

virtue of its king and gebirah’s exile – and this much is demonstrable by the 

language used in the repetition of the assertion that Judah has been exiled (v. 

19).  The exile is described adverbially as שלומים, 'in completeness’ – and this 
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 4.3. 
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 5.4-5.6. 
299

 3.8. 
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 Ferretter (2004: 124).  Examples include Exod. 28:2.40; 2 Chron. 3:6; Prov. 4:9; Isa. 20:5; 
62:3; Ezek. 16:12.17.39; 23:26.42. 
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 Cf. Isa. 20:5; Ezek. 16:12.17.39; 23:26.42.  
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 See Chapter 6, particularly 6.4.2. 
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 Pace H. Freedman (1949: 97); Clements (1988: 86); Lundbom (1999: 682). 
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 Pace Allen (2008: 163). 
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unique construction305 thereby illustrates the complete embodiment of Judah’s 

downfall in the downfall of its king and gebirah.  Such an illustration accords 

with the understanding throughout Jeremiah that royal failure and Judahite 

downfall are strongly interdependent.306  As in Ezekiel 19, it is through the ritual 

actions of a king (or, in the case of the Ezekiel text, ‘princes’), along with a royal 

woman, that the rise and fall of Judah are represented and worked out. 

Thus the depiction of monarchy in Jer. 13:18-19 – insofar as it represents ritual 

ascent of a royal woman and king through the instrument of the king’s regalia, 

and royal ritual descent by the merger of these items of regalia with images of 

mourning rituals – is in one sense not so unusual as certain scholars have 

implied.  They have taken the power exerted by the gebirah through the throne, 

as implied in this little oracle, to be an historical anomaly, and accordingly the 

royals have most frequently been identified as Jehoiachin and Nehushta (exiled 

in 597 BCE) – with Nehushta taken to be exerting uncommon power by virtue of 

her son reigning from a young age.307  Apart from the anachronistic nature of 

this argument,308 the similarities between the portrayal of hagebirah’s ascent 

and descent in verse 18, and that of the queen mother in Ezekiel 19 (who is 

commonly taken to be Hamutal),309 demonstrate that Nehushta is not the only 

royal woman with whom such power might be identified.  This lends support to 
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 Attempts have been made to modify the Hebrew to גלות שלמה, ‘complete exile,’ as attested in 
other ancient versions, in line with Amos 1:6.9 (see, for example, Peake 1910: 197).  However, 
as McKane (1986: 305) argues, it does not necessarily follow from the unusual nature of the 
construction and the problems faced by ancient translators in rendering the clause that the MT 
reflects anything other than the Hebrew of earlier manuscripts.  Indeed, I note below that there 
are several difficult constructions in verses 18-19, which suggest a more ancient and distant 
date than many other parts of Jeremiah and the Hebrew Bible. 
306

 See Varughese (2004: particularly 322). 
307

 So Peake (1910: 196-197); H. Freedman (1949: 97); Paterson (1962: 548); Bright (1965: 
95); Nicholson (1973: 125); J.A. Thompson (1980: 370);Andreason (1983: 180); Holladay 
(1986: 409); Clements (1988: 86); Ben-Barak (1991: 26); Schearing (1992: 1071); Lundbom 
(1999: 680-681); Marsman (2003: 366-367); Allen (2008: 163). 
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 Although it is said that Jehoiachin ascended the throne at eight (2 Kgs. 24:8), he is also said 
to have been eighteen (2 Chron. 36:9).  Even assuming that the chronology in Kings is correct 
(and I have noted in the footnotes to 8.2 (following Bowen 2001), the unreliability of biblical and, 
generally, ancient West Asian chronologies) this would make him, at the youngest, sixteen 
when he was exiled, since it is stated in 2 Kings 12 that this took place during the eighth year of 
his reign.  It is not clear how he would have been too young to have been regent at this point, 
given that the raising of the age of ‘adulthood’ to be well above the stage where total 
dependence is required to survive is a post-medieval development; and Golden’s noted 
monograph on children and childhood in Athens (2015) cautions against drawing overly-
generalised conclusions concerning childhood in ancient cultures.  On the history of ‘childhood’ 
in the ‘West’ from Medieval times, see Heywood (2001). 
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 8.4.3. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

426 
 

scholars who argue that the passage could refer to any of the three Judahite 

exiles.310 

And yet there is a difference between this passage and all the other texts so far 

discussed in this chapter, and it consists in the particularities of the gebirah’s 

relationship with the king’s regalia.  The embodiment of Judah is recognisable in 

the shared loci of the gebirah and the king, as I have argued, as opposed to 

being recognisable in the gebirah alone, as it is in Ezekiel 19.  Moreover, even 

though it seems to be the king who wields monarchy, the gebirah’s closer 

involvement in his role is apparent insofar as she has been enthroned beside 

the king, and is understood to have the king’s crown on her head, even if on a 

materialistic level it is only the king who is wearing it.311  The extent to which 

she shares in the king’s rule in Jer. 13:18-19 still needs to be accounted. 

McKane (in confluence with many others)312 accounts for the enthronement of 

the gebirah as a political exception for this particular royal woman.  The only 

other instance of such behaviour (in which Bathsheba is enthroned beside 

Solomon), McKane argues, is also a political exception, because Solomon 

specifically has to request that a throne is brought for his mother (1 Kgs 

2:19).313  I do not demur that Solomon’s actions are portrayed as innovative, but 

this much enables the narrative of Solomon and Bathsheba to function as an 

aetiology for royal women sitting on the throne, as per the represented ritual in 

Jer. 13:18. 314   So, if 1 Kgs 2:19 is aetiological and therefore reflects an 
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 So McKane (1986: 303); Carroll (1986: 301-302); Bowen (2001: 613); Verughese (2004: 
322). 
311

 See above. 
312

 Cited above. 
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 McKane (1986: 303).  McKane here also proposes that כסא could be rendered ‘seat’ rather 
than ‘throne.’  However, given that Solomon’s כסא generally refers to his throne (see Fabry 1995 
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whether Bathsheba’s seat can be considered a throne is relevant to the debate over the role 
and status of [hagebirah]’ (Salvesen 1998: 136). 
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 Cf. de Vaux’s comment (1961: 118) that Bathsheba was the first gebirah.  Rather than 
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(see, for example, Flanagan 1972; Frolov 2002; Barton 2004), perhaps this corpus can be 
understood as part of a narrative containing various aetiologies of monarchy, especially given 
the quantity of characters and narrative incidents. The person of Solomon seems to act as a 
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understanding that royal women (or perhaps, specifically, mothers) sit 

enthroned beside kings, the irregularity of the imaging of such enthroned royal 

woman in the Hebrew Bible requires an alternative explanation. 

Verse 20 ascribes a central role for hagebirah in the represented ritual and the 

responsibility for the royal exile that have already been enumerated in verse 18-

19: 

Lift up your eyes,315 

And see those coming from the north! 

Where, oh where316 is the sheep that was given to you? 

  Whither317 the flock of your glory (תפארתך)?  (Jer. 13:20) 

For some scholars, this verse is to be separated from the foregoing oracle on 

the king and gebirah. The addressee is alternatively understood to be 

Jerusalem,318 which is imaged in the following verses (vv. 21-27) as a broken 

and sexually violated woman. 319   The MT appears to be grammatically 

inconsistent, with the exhortations in the first half of the verse (a-b) being both in 

the singular feminine and feminine plural.  Qere amends so that all the 

addresses in verse 20a-b are to plural figures; whilst the LXX has the whole 

address to a single feminine figure.320  Given that the second half of the verse is 

                                                                                                                                                                          
locus for aetiologising kingship rituals elsewhere in the succession narrative of 1 Kings 1-2 with, 
for example, imagery of his coronation represented in 1 Kgs 1:33, which is only alluded to 
elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible (if mentioned at all); Solomon’s coronation in the Gihon in this 
verse is often said to be applied to the king in Ps. 110:7, and I have followed this reading (3.5; 
cf. 3.8). The image of Solomon riding on a donkey is reflected in Zech. 9:9, a verse which may 
represent royal ritual, as A.R. Johnson (1967: 11, n. 1) and E.M. Meyers (1996: 134-138) have 
argued – although, for a recent assessment of Zech. 9:9, see Way (2010).  Further research is 
required to establish with greater confidence an aetiological reading of 1 Kgs 1-2, and this is 
beyond the scope of this thesis, but the foregoing at least makes clear that such a reading of 1 
Kgs 2:19 is more plausible than taking it to be an historical ‘event.’  
315

 LXX adds Ιε ου αλημ, ‘O Jerusalem.’  However, as I argue below, the address is probably 
to the gebirah as well as to Jerusalem.  The LXX reading ensures the oracle is linked explicitly 
to Yahweh’s abuse of Jerusalem in verses 21-27.  The result of this reading, however, is to 
remove the polyvalence of the address (to both the gebirah and Jerusalem), which I am 
suggesting is actually an important feature of the verse. 
316

 Reading איה as emphatic. 
317

 Reading the emphatic in the previous clause as applying to this parallel clause.  
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 So McKane (1986: 306-307); Brueggemann (1988: 126).  This interpretation is also found in 
rabbinic literature (see H. Freedman 1949: 97). 
319

 When discussing verses 21-27, it cannot be assumed that these have not been heavily 
edited through the introduction of extrinsic material.  For a discussion of the unity or otherwise 
of these verses, see McKane (1986: 307). 
320

 In the MT kethib, the imperative verbs שאי, 'lift up' and וראי, ‘and see’ are in the feminine 
singular, but עיניכם ‘your eyes’ – the subject of the imperative address – has a plural second 
person pronoun.  See McKane (1986: 307) for a discussion of the different versions. 
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all in the feminine singular, the LXX is probably correct to bring the first half of 

the verse in line with this. It does not follow from this, though, that the whole 

verse is addressed to Jerusalem, instead of the ‘plural’ king and gebirah.  Judah 

has already been identified with the exiled royals’ body politic (v. 19)321 and 

now, I propose, the gebirah alone is identified with Jerusalem.322  Verse 20 

does preface the address to fallen Jerusalem, but Jerusalem in this verse is 

embodied in the gebirah. 

The female addressee in both verses 18 and 20 is disabused of possessions 

described as תפארת, ‘glorious’.  On the one hand,  in verse 20 would  תפארת

seem to be semantically associated with the violation of Jerusalem in the 

following verses, insofar as in certain other biblical texts תפארת denotes the 

glory of the possessions of Jerusalem that precedes the city’s degradation.323  

On the other hand, תפארת serves as a reminder of verse 18, which has used 

this same adjective of the עטרה, ‘crown’324 – indeed the words are semantically 

linked in much biblical discourse, עטרת תפארת being a relatively common 

construction.325   The focus in verse 20 has moved the discourse sequentially 

from that concerning the descent of the king and gebirah (v. 18), onto the 

inscribing of the exile of Judah into their joint body politic (v. 19), then onto the 

destruction of Jerusalem – and the reminder of the crown demonstrates that 

violated Jerusalem (v. 20) is embodied specifically in the gebirah (v. 18).  The 

focus is now fully on the gebirah where verse 20 alludes to Jerusalem – the 

dynastic frustration of exile and the concomitant disgrace of Jerusalem is her 

tragedy; as much as the downfall of the dynasty in which Judah is embodied in 

Ezekiel 19 is the tragedy of its royal dynastic mother. 

The appropriation of royal women as signifiers of Jerusalem is apparent also in 

Isa. 62:1-4, in which עזובה, ‘Forsaken’ is among the names the city or land will 

no longer be called, and in which פצי־בהח , ‘My Delight is in Her’ is among her 

new names (Isa. 62:4).  These names match those of specific Judahite royal 
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 See above. 
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 Cf. H. Freedman’s suggestion (1949: 97) that the royals, Jerusalem and the nation all merge 
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mothers: ‘Azuba,’ mother of Jehoshaphat’ (2 Kgs 22:42) and ‘Hephzibah,’ 

mother of Manasseh (2 Kgs 21:1), respectively.326  This game with language, in 

communicating a vision of restored Jerusalem, simultaneously draws on and 

perpetuates cultural memories of monarchy as abandoned by Yahweh, and yet 

affirmed and delighted in by him.  Monarchy, ambivalently remembered, 

becomes the basis for a renewed Jerusalem in which promise overcomes 

desolation.  In a further linguistic parallel with Jer. 13:18-20, the restored 

Jerusalem will be in the hand of Yahweh, as will that piece of royal regalia: 

 a glorious crown’ (Isa. 62:3).  If the second half of verse 20 (c-d)‘ ,עטרת תפארת

addresses the gebirah, then the disappearing flock of Jerusalem is her loss, 

rather than the king’s loss, as certain scholars have claimed.327  Imagery of 

failed political leaders as failed shepherds, whose sheep are dispersed, is a 

motif used elsewhere in Jeremiah.328  Here the gebirah performs the role of 

failed shepherd.  Once again, it is demonstrable that the embodied locus of 

exiled Judah has shifted to the person of the gebirah.  These similarities with 

the ambivalent memories in the Persian period text of Isa. 62:1-4 are, I will 

propose, highly significant.  From the division of Jer. 13:18-20 into two 

pericopes (vv. 18-19; and v. 20) it is becoming apparent that each of these 

illuminates cultural memories of royal heavenly ascent and netherworld descent 

in important but differing ways. 

Due to literary and thematic distinctions between verses 18-19 and the rest of 

the chapter, commentators have tended to treat it as an isolated oracle.329  It 

does seem possible that the oracle originates from around the times it 

describes, given that knowledge of the identity of the royal subjects is assumed, 

and given the presence of other unexplained and somewhat cryptic referents 

such as הנגב, lit. ‘the Negev’, which most scholars treat as an idiom for the 
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whole of Judah even though it is unattested as such elsewhere. 330  

Furthermore, the difficulty the ancient versions have had in rendering otherwise 

unattested grammatical constructions in the oracle (הגלת שלומים ;מראשותיכם )331 

implies some distance between the context of the oracle and the later stages of 

biblical composition.  Like those texts which satirically represent a remembered 

monarchy,  this text subverts dynamics of royal ascent and descent by 

portraying the royals as having gone down, from a positon of ascent, in order to 

perform a mourning ritual; it may, however, do so from the perspective of a 

commentary on a more contemporary national disaster. 

Jer. 13:18-19 is similar to Ps. 89:39-52 and Ezekiel 19 insofar as royal 

performance of ritual descent is represented as part of a discourse on exile, but 

in the depiction of the ritual performed jointly by king and gebirah, there is a 

significant and unique detail: the implication that both have been enthroned – an 

impression concerning a king and royal woman attested elsewhere only in the 

aetiologising 1 Kgs 2:19.332  Although cultural memories of royal ascent and 

descent rituals discussed earlier in this chapter have recognised in principle 

royal women’s roles in these rituals, either there is no concern with how 

precisely they performed these rituals (so 2 Kings 11), or the specifics of the 

rituals have been lost in the texts’ larger allegorical or narrative frameworks (so 

Ezekiel 19; 2 Kgs 9:30-37).  However, in the more ancient oracle of Jer. 13:18-

19 – which gives explicit details of ritual performance, even where illustrating 

exile – the gebirah’s enthronement, and her descent from being enthroned, are 

underscored. 

Unlike the other texts examined in this thesis, at least one piece of probably 

contemporaneous realia is evinced.  It is presupposed in this text (which was 

probably written not long after the circumstances to which it alludes) that sitting 

enthroned is something that the gebirah did in the late Judahite monarchy.  Jer. 

13:18-19 therefore uses culturally familiar imagery of enthroned royals in order 

to illustrate the point in time before exilic defeat. 333   So, unlike the other 
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represented rites discussed in this thesis, it can confidently be said from study 

of this one that in late monarchic Judah the king would sit ritually enthroned 

beside a royal woman.  I make this statement, of course, with the caveat that 

this does not mean any wider details of their ritual performance – including any 

of its sensory aspects beyond the visual image of their sitting – could be 

reconstructed.334 

In spite of the differences between verses 18-19 and verse 20, one common 

theme is the mocking of the woman snidely called גבירה, in common with other 

Judahite and Israelite royal women referred to as such.335  She is given this title 

as one who is no longer a great king-bearer, because her son has been 

dethroned and exiled with her (vv. 18-19).  If she is mistress of a royal 

household then, like Nehushta in Jer. 29:2, she is such only in the humiliation of 

leading her household into exile (v. 19).  The flock embodied in her charge has 

dispersed (v. 20). 

There are two important corollaries to this.  First, the royal woman’s entrance 

into the liminal space of death and the netherworld, evident in her mourning 

rituals, is imaged further by the ironic use of  and by her exile along with  גבירה

the king.  Although, unlike Jezebel, the king with whom – and then through 

whom – her dynastic power is exercised does not die,336 his exile represents a 

form of death. He will likely be buried away from the land belonging to his 

subjects, leaving them stripped of memory sites, and their relationship with – 

and cultic observance of – him will be disrupted.337  In stark contrast to the 

realities affirmed in represented ritual speech for the afterlife of the king in Ps. 

89:37-38, the king portrayed in Jer. 13:18-20 will survive neither through his 

royal seed nor through membership of the venerated company of the ‘Eternal 

One’ of the netherworld.338  Rather, as with the king in Ps. 89:39-52 whose 

ritually affirmed promise seems to be confounded, and as with the king 

represented in Isa. 14:4b-20, both king and gebirah – along with their dynasty – 

die to the cultic observance of future generations.   
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Second, the theme of the gebirah as dispossessed king-bearer implies that she 

is the king’s progenitress in a matrilineal relationship with him, as is the mother 

of royal lions in Ezekiel 19, who is also deprived of royal instruments of rule 

through the loss of her sons.  Similarly, Jezebel is a dispossessed mother of 

heirs and Maacah is the grandmother and/ or mother of a king who disowns her. 

In an even closer correspondence, Nehushta is a parody of a king-bearer in Jer. 

29:2, insofar as she also leads her son into exile.  We need not conclude from 

this that Jer. 13:18-20 necessarily also portrays Nehushta and Jehoichin339 – 

the Jeremian motif of a gebirah (so, king-bearer) leading the monarch into exile 

is explicable as a wry comment on the vulnerability of her high status, which is 

not specific to any particular royals.  It can, however, be concluded from claims 

that the royal woman is (ה)גבירה, and that she is dispossessed by her and her 

son’s exile, that the king is her direct descendant. 

I have argued that verse 20 joins the ideas of Judah’s embodiment in the body 

politic of exiled royals (vv. 18-19) with the downfall of Jerusalem (vv. 21-27), by 

identifying both Judah’s royal regalia and the flocks of Jerusalem with the 

gebirah.  Insofar as the verse functions to join pre-existent material,340 it is 

editorial, and was therefore composed at later date (perhaps much later, as per 

the nature of the heavily redacted and edited book of Jeremiah).341  As such it 

gives impressions of monarchy reminiscent of Ezekiel 19, and differing less 

from this text than do verses 18-19: the gebirah wields dynastic power, insofar 

as exile is now specifically her tragedy.  As in the other texts which subvert 

imagery of ritual netherworld descent, and which appear to have been written 

long after the Monarchic period, exile is the responsibility of royals.  The 

gebirah’s association with royal regalia debases, rather than raises, her status, 

and there is now no representation of any specific performance of ritual – as in 

Ezekiel 19, there is only nondescript allusion to it.  In its failure to describe 

graphically specific ritual behaviour, and in its development of a depiction of the 
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joint ritual performativity of a king and gebirah as rulers and embodiment of the 

realm into a depiction of the gebirah as the sole metonymical embodiment of 

dynasty and ethnos, the verse represents a ‘developed’ understanding of royal 

women’s ritual along similar lines to Ezekiel 19.  Cultural memories of the 

gebirah have moved from her depiction as having a share in the king’s rule, and 

as one who jointly embodies the realm with him (vv. 18-19), to a more abstract 

idea of her sole metonymical embodiment of monarchy and realm through the 

king’s regalia.  The regalia are now her possession, and yet there is no 

apparent sense of her sharing in the king’s rule. 

The status of the debased body of the gebirah consequently becomes 

increasingly confused in cultural memories discernible from that editing of 

Jeremiah 13 that was carried out in the Persian or early Hellenistic periods.  

She is at once the object of both scorn and adulation – here, as in the 

ambivalent identification of king’s mothers with Jerusalem in Isa. 62:4.  The 

emphasis is no longer on her share in failed dynastic rule; rather she becomes 

a possessor of dynastic regalia, and an emblematic embodiment of communal 

misfortune.  She stands as the scapegoat for exile.  Yet this only augments her 

remembered abstract power, which is as an embodiment of the exiled realm.  

The reference back to verse 18 – that is, the representation of her ritual 

enthronement – in a verse portraying her as bound up with the fortunes of her 

fallen people and as exercising dynastic rule through the king’s ritual objects, 

reifies her high ritual and political status by appeal to this unusual 

representation of her enthronement.  The verse does so even as it breaks apart 

its own mystification and augmentation of her power. 
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8.7. More about Enchantment 

Jehu makes it clear to Joram that he does not come in peace to him, nor to 

Jezebel, nor to any of her other male descendants, because of ‘the whoring 

) of your mother Jezebel and her many sorceries (זנה) ףשכ )’ (2 Kgs 9:22).  The 

etymological derivation of ףשכ , ‘sorcery’342 is not so much of relevance here as 

is the context,343 in which the root is used as part of a pithy polemical statement, 

which labels Jezebel as a social deviant.  The insinuation is that she is also 

sexually deviant.  The dual language of sexual deviancy and condemned 

‘magical’ praxis (cf. on such practices as those denoted by the root כשף, for 

example, Deut. 18:9-14) is a common trope in biblical polemics (e.g. Isa. 47; 

57:3-9).344  In the case of the root כשף, as in 2 Kgs 9:22, it is also polemically 

paired with a sexual social deviancy in Mal. 3:5, in which those condemned 

include the paralleled מכשפים, ‘sorcerers’ and מנאפים, ‘adulterers’. 345   In a 

sense, then, 2 Kgs 9:22 is part of a prevalent biblical tendency in which 

indiscriminate ‘magical’ and sexual insults are levelled (against a woman)346 for 

polemical purposes.   

There is, however, more to be said about Jehu’s slur, when it is considered in 

the context of the wider carnivalistic narrative of 2 Kings 9-10.347  זנה, in one 

respect, refers pejoratively to the ‘Deuteronomistic’ association of Jezebel with 

Baal worship (1 Kgs 13:30-33; 18:4.13), in the sense of her having ‘whored’ 

after deities other than Yahweh348 (cf. Ezekiel 16; 23).  Yet the expression ‘the 

whoring of your mother Jezebel’ is analogous to – and connotative of – her 

sexual potency and generative power within Israel’s royal dynasty: as the 

mother of all the בני הגבירה, ‘sons of the gebirah’. 349   As for כשפיה, ‘her 

sorceries’, Zlotnick raises an interesting inverse parallel with Etruscan notions 

                                                           
342

 As has been extensively debated.  See, for detailed etymological evaluations, Andre (1995 
[1982-1984]: particularly 361); Cryer (1994: 255-262, particularly 258); Jeffers (1996: 65-70). 
343

 With Hallevy (1958: 238, n. 5), it may well be the case that terms referring to ‘magic’ and 
divination in the Hebrew Bible are, given their frequently polemical and denigrating nature, often 
not precise references to particular practices, but merely employed for rhetorical affect in 
discrediting whole sets of practices. 
344

 With specific reference to practices apparently related to necromancy, Blenkinsopp (1995: 
12-13; 2003: 164-165); Coggins (2001: 479). 
345

 See Jeffers (1996: 68). 
346

 See Brenner-Idan (2016: 12). 
347

 A characteristic of the narrative which I wrote about in 3.5, following García-Treto (1992). 
348

 So Zlotnick (2001: 493); A. Williams (2008). 
349

 See 8.5. 
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that a king’s wife will do well to be able to divine from the stars.350  I am not 

convinced that too much can be made from simply identifying what many be no 

more than an ‘apples to oranges’ cross-cultural difference.  Nonetheless, I 

concur with Zlotnick’s larger argument that Jehu is subverting what might be 

considered a positive aspect of Jezebel’s identity, by using it against her as a 

derogatory term.  The ways in which these slurs point towards that which can 

be considered positive qualities for a royal woman are demonstrable from the 

Hebrew Bible itself.  As I have argued, it is Jezebel’s quasi-magical power as a 

Phoenician royal woman – and therefore as a powerful commodity for Israel’s 

royal family – which she harnesses in order to perform her ritual ascent before 

Jehu (2 Kgs 9:30-32).351  The full carnivalistic twist is played out, however, 

when Jehu systematically and ritualistically subverts her ritual power (2 Kgs 

9:33-37), and when her sons are ironically referred to as בני גבירה, ‘sons of the 

gebirah’ (2 Kgs 10:13) immediately after the description of their massacre (2 

Kgs 10:1-11).352  This double-edged treatment of Jezebel in the books of Kings 

makes for a good illustration of how two concepts, which are especially evinced 

in the portrayal of royal women in the Hebrew Bible, are useful in illuminating 

cultural memories of royal heavenly ascent and netherworld descent in the 

Hebrew Bible: enchantment and commodity fetishism. 

‘Enchantment’, in English, has two primary meanings: (1) expressing 

overpowering allure, charm or rapture; and (2) expressing magic or sorcery.353  

‘Enchantment’ in the first meaning I have listed, expresses the enduring 

fascination with kings and royal mothers, leading to their being represented, 

long after the Davidic monarchy had come to an end, in texts presented as 

liturgical; in texts reifying speech acts and signs which conferred royal power; in 

texts capable of being communally read as though the alluringly powerful 

remembered monarchy were being brought back to life and experienced again; 

in texts which, in some instances, reified this ritual power even as it represented 

the aspects of cultic praxis which create their own realities in order to critique 

this power by breaking it apart and systematically subverting it.  Moreover, just 

                                                           
350

 Zlotnick (2001: 492-493), quoting Titus Livius, Ab Urbe 1.34.9. 
351

 8.5. 
352

 8.5. 
353

 OED. 
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as the enchantment, in this sense of the word, is both reified and shattered in 

the case of the royal mothers of Ezekiel 19 and Jer. 13:18-20, as well as in that 

of Jezebel, so also ‘enchantment’ in the sense of ‘magic’ is evinced in the 

portrayals of these women.  The ‘shamanic’ nature of royal heavenly ascent 

(which is undertaken by at least one royal figure in all four of the passages 

studied in this chapter) is such that it bequeaths mystical powers on those who 

undertake it: experiences, knowledge and wisdom354 of the divine, which are 

actualised and confirmed by the authoritative voice of Yahweh himself, by 

means of cultic prophetic speech acts.  Jezebel, specifically, undertakes an 

ascent which realises – which makes real – her ritual power, in her performance 

before Jehu, by harnessing precisely those aspects of her identity for which 

Jehu can label her a sorceress: she is a ‘foreign’ royal woman and, specifically, 

a fetishised commodity from Phoenicia. 

As outlined earlier,355 Marx proposed that trading interstices in ancient empires 

could become loci for the fetishism of commodities356 – this being the state of 

affairs in which products become valued by their rate of exchange at market.  In 

such instances they become quasi-magical objects, fetishised as though they 

are in some way divine.357  The ‘magical’ – the enchanting – nature of Jezebel a 

Sidonian commodity who has operated within the royal family as an asset to 

Ahab, and as hagebirah and as a bearer of royal sons, converges with the 

mystique of ascent, as she stands at the high window, ritually prepared with yet 

more internationally traded commodities (2 Kgs 9:30).358  The particular ways in 

which Jezebel herself is portrayed as a fetishised commodity are unique to her.  

However, she stands in a paradigmatic relationship with other Davidic royal 

women and, indeed, kings in the Hebrew Bible.  This is because, as I will argue 

in detail in the following chapter, cultural memories of the Davidic monarchy, 

and of the mystique of its cosmic rituals, are often modelled analogously on 

Tyre (and to some extent, á la Jezebel, Sidon), as experienced and understood 

by Yehud within the economic mechanisms of the Achaemenid Empire. 

                                                           
354

 The acquisition of wisdom as a characteristic of royal heavenly ascent has been discussed 
throughout this dissertation, but will be explored most expansively in 9.2 and 9.3. 
355

 2.2. 
356

 Marx (1954 [1890]:54-87, particularly 83). 
357

 Marx (1954 [1890]: 54-87). 
358

 8.5. 
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8.8. Concluding Remarks 

Focus on four texts about the netherworld descent and heavenly ascent of four 

biblical royal women – specifically failed royal mothers – has lent further support 

to the argument that culturally remembered royal ritual netherworld descent and 

heavenly ascent are represented in the Hebrew Bible.  It also demonstrates yet 

wider diversity in cultural remembering of these motifs. 

The narrative concerning Athaliah (1 Kgs 11) is at pains not to permit her a 

heavenly ascent.   Joash’s ritual ascent is emphasised, while Athaliah’s is 

obscured. It is as the only woman regent in the biblical chronologies that 

Athaliah is denied these aspects of monarchic rule.359  She must remain more 

as a machiavel, manoeuvring against her female counterpart Jehosheba, 

amidst a monarchy which – in spite of the interlude of Athaliah’s reign – is seen 

as appropriately patriarchal, within the cultural and linguistic parameters of the 

‘Deuteronomistic’ narratives.  In negotiating memories that Athaliah was in fact 

queen for six years, the narrative is unable to deny completely the ‘legitimacy’ of 

her office.  Nonetheless, the obscuring of her ascent contrasted with the focus 

on Joash’s ascent, is an important way in which the narrative aids cultural 

forgetting of the monarchical nature of her rule, transforming her into a chaotic 

force of opposition to Yahweh’s monarchy.360 

The role of royal mothers in heavenly ascent is, however, represented as 

acceptable, because they enact their rule through – or in cooperation with – 

kings.  Although no rituals performed by the lioness and vine-mother of Ezekiel 

19 are explicitly represented, she affects the ascent of her sons through 

suckling them, and raising up their royal regalia, which is associated with 

heavenly ascent and concomitant enthronement in other texts such as Psalms 2 

and 110, and Isa. 14:4b-20.361  And, through these regalia of the ‘princes,’ she 

exerts dynastic control.  As a royal woman thus involved with her sons, she 

embodies the monarchy and realm.  

                                                           
359

 So see MacWilliam (2014). 
360

 MacWilliam (2014) gives examples of how some translators and commentators have gone 
further than the text in obscuring her queenship.  Whereas Athaliah מלכת, which he understands 
literally to denote ‘queening’, translators and commentators may use non-regal words to 
describe her exercise of power, such as ‘preside.’ 
361

 See 3.4; 7.3. 
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The gebirah in Jer. 13:20, who I understand to be related to the king maternally, 

is, in the final verse (20), similarly portrayed as a metonymical embodiment of 

monarchy and of Jerusalem, and as wielding political control through kingly 

regalia of ritual ascent.  However, in the immediately preceding verses 

concerning the king and Gebirah (vv. 18-19), these concepts are not present.  

Both king and queen mother together embody Judah.  Rather than exerting 

dynastic control through a king who is ultimately regent, the queen mother 

shares in his rule, sitting enthroned beside him (even if the king still wears the 

crown).  I have argued that these realia are likely to reflect real practice in 

Judahite monarchy – although the lack of detail in the oracle, and the distance 

between text and ritual, 362  render it impossible to ‘reconstruct’ any further 

aspects of the royal mother’s performance of ritual power in her ascent on the 

throne.  Her more abstract roles in verse 20 reify cultural memories of the 

compelling power of Davidic monarchy, recalled beneath the political and 

economic dominance of foreign imperial monarchies from the time of Persian or 

early Hellenistic Yehud. 

This  culturally systematised enchantment of monarchy is apparent also in the 

representation of Jezebel in 2 Kgs 9:30-32, in which Jezebel is able, in a 

specific political situation, to harness the ritual performative power of cosmically 

liminal ascent, forcing Jehu into ritual compliance in her establishment of 

dominant ritual power relations with him.  In creating the ‘shamanic’ 

characteristics of her ritualised performance, she is aided particularly by her 

status as a Phoenician royal woman and, accordingly, a fetishised commodity.  

Such commodities, such royal women as Jezebel, make enchanting the Davidic 

dynasties in Yehud’s cultural remembering, as manifested in the Hebrew Bible. 

However, in both similar and varied ways, the four texts closely analysed in this 

chapter offer resistance to these enchanting cultural memories of monarchy, 

often through motifs reflecting ritual netherworld descent.  The Athaliah 

narrative of 2 Kings 11 is at one extreme: although it is not precisely anti-

monarchic, given that the ‘legitimate’ ritual ascent of Joash is described, 

Athaliah is an embodiment of the Davidic dynasties’ inherent disobedience and 

self-destructiveness.  The text is silent on legitimising statements, rituals or 

                                                           
362

 See 2.1. 
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formulae for her rule.  Yet I have supported the idea that her genuine queenship 

must, at least to some extent, be inferred from the narrative which avoids giving 

it explicit expression – whether due predominantly to the patriarchal 

assumptions of the narrative’s authorship, or to the patriarchy inherent in the 

culture and its linguistic conventions. In this sense, 2 Kings 11 is an art in 

concealing, dissembling and forgetting – perhaps partly due to the difficulties in 

integrating a royal woman into the male role of regent.  

Ezekiel 19, Jer. 13:18-20 and 2 Kgs 9:30-37 all acknowledge and reify, through 

their portrayals of royal mothers, cultural memories of such figures as 

harnessing the power of ritual ascent.  Moreover, as I have argued, it is from 

within this imaged ascent and its performative power that its own re-presented 

and reified authority is subverted.  Disorder is broken apart by imagery of 

descent which traduces cultural memories of royal ascent, even as the imagery 

of royal ascent is reinforced. 

Two particularly striking kinds of descent motifs are expressed in all four 

passages.  First, the motif of descent to – and identification with – the liminal 

space between the earth and the netherworld, as is also represented in the 

Hebrew Bible’s descriptions of mourning the dead.  It is to the threshold of this 

space that all the royal mothers descend.  As in Psalm 89 and Isaiah 14:4b-

20,363 this focus on ignominious netherworld descent contrasts ironically with 

the triumphant vanquishing of the forces of chaos that is represented in the 

Hebrew Bible as an aspect of heavenly ascent, and as bound up with the 

kingship of Yahweh and the king.  In the cases of Jezebel and Athaliah (2 Kgs 

9:33; 11:16), these royal figures are trampled by royal horses commandeered 

by their successors, ironically reversing their position from figures of monarchy 

to those whom the monarchy needs to trample and vanquish in the manner of 

the divine king Yahweh treading the sea with his horses (Hab. 3:8-10.15).  

Similarly, the royal mother of Ezekiel 19 undergoes netherworld descent by 

virtue of – and through – the descent of her sons and, in verses 4b and 8d, their 

netherworld descent is represented as ritualistic capture in a lion hunt.  ‘Princes’ 

who ritually perform power over the wilderness by preying on lions themselves 

become prey; subjugated as though they belong to the realm of the chaotic 
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 See Chapters 6; 7. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

440 
 

netherworld.  The second aspect to the motifs of netherworld descent as 

present in all the texts examined in this chapter is childlessness. That is, queen 

mothers being dispossessed of sons through whom to exercise power and of 

descendents to remember them in the afterlife.  Jezebel in 2 Kgs 10:13 and the 

royal woman in Jer. 13:18 are both referred to as gebirah, which juxtaposes 

ironically with their dispossession of heirs.  In Ezekiel 19 and Jer. 13:18-20, the 

royal sons are dethroned and geographically displaced through exile.  In 2 

Kings 1; 9-10 the royal sons die, and are mostly slain.  In an apparent 

demonstration of her vicious ridiculousness, in 2 Kgs 11:1b Athaliah sets about 

murdering her own progeny. 

Exploration of motifs of heavenly ascent and netherworld descent in the Hebrew 

Bible’s depictions of royal women has added further biblical examples of such 

motifs, and supports the argument that Davidic royals performed such rituals 

within Persian era or early Hellenistic era cultural remembering.  It has also 

demonstrated some additional – and diverse – ways in which cultural tensions 

of idealisation and enchantment of the remembered Davidic monarchy, 

juxtaposed with antagonism towards monarchy, were negotiated, especially 

from Persian times onwards. 
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Chapter 9. Cosmically Liminal Kingship and Ethnoscape in 

Culturally Remembered Israel and Judah – the ‘Divine’ is 

Confused and Abused 

9.1. Introduction: Paradigms of Davidic Kingship in Representations 

of Netherworld Descent and Heavenly Ascent, and in Cultural 

Memories of the Reign of Solomon 

Echoes of paradigmatic Davidic kingship, as embodied in biblical portrayals of 

Solomon, have been evinced throughout this investigation of royal ritual 

heavenly ascent and netherworld descent.  These have been apparent in 

idealised cosmic and military kingship represented in cultic praxis,1 which is 

subverted 2  and even parodied 3  in further ritual representations which 

nonetheless reinforce idealisation of the Davidic monarchy.  In Chapter 7, I 

explored the particularly close correspondences between Isaiah 14 and the 

Solomon narratives of 1 Kings 3-11 with reference to correspondences in the 

portrayal of netherworld descent and heavenly ascent performed by Tyrian 

royals, and these are presented in tabulated form in the Appendix. 

The role of Tyre in international economics and imperial politics (as understood 

in Yehud’s discourses) in the formation of biblical cultural remembering of its 

‘indigenous’ monarch and kingdom, has already been discussed in 

predominantly theoretical terms in 2.2.  I now argue in greater detail, through 

comparative analysis of the kingdom of Tyre as portrayed in Ezek. 26:1-28:19 

and (predominantly) the kingdom of united Israel as portrayed in 1 Kings 3-11, 

that Tyre and her monarchy are key to understanding the Hebrew Bible’s 

cultural remembering of the kingdoms – and the intrinsically linked cosmically 

liminal rituals – of Davidic monarchy.4  With this argument, I will preface the 

concluding discussion to this thesis concerning royal netherworld descent and 

heavenly ascent in the Hebrew Bible.5 

                                                           
1
 Chapters 3-5. 

2
 Chapter 6. 

3
 Chapters 7-8. 

4
 9.2-9.3. 

5
 As pursued in 9.4-9.5. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

442 
 

9.2. Tyrian ‘Shamanic’ Kingship, and the ‘Cargo Cult’ of Tyre that 

Razzles and Dazzles 

The oracles against Tyrian royals in Ezek. 28:1-19 can be understood, from 

their wider literary setting, as verses to be read alongside Ezekiel’s two other 

groupings of oracles against Tyre, which comprise chapters 26 and 27 

respectively.  All of these three oracular ‘sections’ conclude with an almost 

identical formula, directed against Tyre:6 

םלועתמצאי עוד ל־בלהות אתנך ואינך ותבקשי ולא   

I will render you as horrors and an annihilation, and though searched out you 

will not be found, forever and ever (Ezek. 26:21) 

 עליך בלהוות היית ואינך עד־עולם

Horrors and annihilation will be upon you forever (Ezek. 27:36; 28:19) 

Thematic parallels, moreover, run across all three sections.  Block proposes 

that themes are structurally replicated in Ezek. 28:1-19, on the basis of the AB 

structure of the two previous oracular sections as a whole (Chapters 26 and 

27), as follows: 

A. Announcement of judgement upon Tyre (26:1-21) 

  B. Lament over the fall of Tyre (27:1-36) 

 A. Announcement of the judgment upon the king of Tyre (28:1-10) 

  B. Lament over the fall of the king of Tyre (28:11-19)7 

The structure, therefore, makes it clear that the judgment and downfall of the 

Tyrian monarchy is to be read in the light of the judgment and downfall of the 

Tyrian nation as a whole.  Furthermore, the themes in both the first two sections 

of Tyre’s collapse into the netherworld, from a position of glorification, provide a 

highly developed discursive background to the heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent of the two royal figures in Ezek. 28:1-19.  So in Ezek. 

26:16-20 we are told:  

(16) Then all the princes of the maritime nations8 descend from their thrones; 

they throw aside their robes and strip off their many-coloured garments ( בגדי )

                                                           
6
 Block (1998: 28). 

7
 Block (1998: 28). 
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 ,(על־הארץ) sit on the Earth ,(חרד) They clothe themselves in trembling  .רקמתם

continually tremble (חרד),9 and are devastated on account of you.  (17) So they 

raise up a qinah for you, and they say to you: 

 ‘O how (איך) you are destroyed, arrested ( שבתונ )10 from the oceans,  

Eulogised city  

That was mighty on the seas – 

 She and her inhabitants –  

That instilled terror (חתת) 

 In all her subjects!11 

(18) Even now12 the shore lands tremble (חרד) 

On the day of your downfall;  

The islands13 are horrified (בהל) at your passing.  

(19) For thus says the Lord, Yahweh, ‘In rendering you a wrung-out city like the 

depopulated cities, in raising up the deeps and concealing you in many waters 

 with15 14(עולם) then I bring you down to the people of Eternity (20) ,(המים הרבים)

those who go down to the pit (יורדי בור), and those who dwell in the lowest land 

 with those ,(כחרבות מעולם) after the manner of the eternal ruins ,(בארץ תחתיות)

who go down to the pit, so that you will not dwell nor rise again16 in the land of 

the living ( ייםחבארץ  ).  

And these lines may be analysed alongside similar refrains in the second 

oracular section (Ezekiel 27).  After a detailed portrait of Tyre as a splendid 

                                                                                                                                                                          
8
 The MT’s םנשיאי י , ‘princes of the sea’ is qualified in LXX with the more readily comprehensible 
ἐφνωντης, resulting in the Greek phrase, as a whole, reading literally as the more readily 
understandable ‘rulers of the nations of the seas’ (see Zimmerli 1983 [1969]: 30). 
9
 moment’ (so most‘ ,רגע may be understood as a distributive lamed followed by the root לרגעים 

of the English versions, e.g. KJB, JPS NIV, NJB, NRSV).  This reading is uncertain, however.  
See Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 30) and Block (1998: 45) for discussions of alternative readings. 
10

 Reading – apparently with the LXX – שבתונ  as deriving from the niphal form of שבת, ‘rested, 
ceased’ which is considerably more readable than if the root is ישב, which would suggest the act 
of being peopled or, awkwardly, could express dwelling (so Zimmerli 1983 [1969]: 30; Block 
1998: 43, n. 92; pace Greenburg 1983: 536-537). 
11
 literally ‘her inhabitants.’  It is unclear whether or not this refers to the surrounding ,יושביה 

inhabitants of the seas and/ or coastlands (see Block 1998: 43, n. 97). 
12

 Reading עתה as emphatic. 
13
 ’.lit. ‘the shore lands that are in/ by the sea ,האיים אשר בים 

14
 On this reading of עולם, when related to the netherworld, see 5.3. 

15
 It is not necessary to amend, with LXX, את to אל, ‘to.’ 

16
 The MT’s ונתתי צבי, ‘nor will I give glory’ is unclear – pace Block (1998: 47, n. 116) who 

understands נתה to be in an archaic feminine form, so rendering this and the previous verb, ‘you 
will not inhabit nor radiate splendour’ (Block 1998: 46-47).  G.R. Driver (1938: 176), followed by 
Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 32), amends to ותתנצבי or ותתיצבי, ‘nor rise’ on the basis of various 
versions, including the LXX with μηδε ανα ταφης. 
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trading ship, we are told once again that her dazzling beauty will face an 

ignominious fate in the watery deeps.  The whole nexus of her wealth is: 

…to fall into the heart of the seas (בלב ימים) on the day of [her] downfall.  

(Ezek. 27:27b) 

And her crew will desert their glorious vessel, left to mourn for her on the dry 

land: 

(30) Then in their clamour they make themselves heard concerning you, 

And cry bitterly,  

And stir up dust over their heads,  

And roll in the ashes.   

(31) And they shave until they are bald on account of you,17 

And gird themselves with sackcloth,  

And lament for you from the bitterness of their selves,18 

Bitterly mourning.   

(32) Thus, in their weeping, they raise a qinah,  

And drone over you,  

‘Now who is destroyed  

In the midst of the sea (בתוך הים)?   

(33) ‘When you delivered your cargoes (עזבון) from the seas, satiating many 

peoples, in the abundance of your wealth, and with your commodities (מערבי)19 

brought prosperity to the kings of the earth? 

(34) O now you are broken by the seas (נשברת מימים),  

In the very depths of the water (במעמקי מים);  

Your commodities (מערבך) and all your company have foundered in the midst of 

you…’  

(Ezek. 27:29-34) 

                                                           
17

 Reading אל־לך as locative (so Zimmerli 1983 [1969]: 52). 
18

 On my understanding of נפׁש, the root which I here render ‘self,’ see the footnote to verse 4 in 
my translation of Ps. 24:3-6 in 5.4. 
19

 The noun derives from the root ערב, with the sense of either ‘stand surety, pledge, trade, 
exchange,’ or ‘offer’ (BDB; DCH).  Accordingly, most of the versions render ‘merchandise’ or a 
synonym of ‘merchandise,’ with a sense of objects to be exchanged (for example, Zimmerli 
1983 [1969]; Block 1998; AV; JPS; NJV; NIV; NRSV).  Lipiński (2001 [1987-1988]: 329), 
however, derives the noun from ערב, ‘enter.’  Given that this noun is attested only in Ezekiel 27 
(vv. 9.13.17.27.33.34), within this extended portrayal of Tyre as a trading ship, it would seem to 
have particular connotations of products for commerce – perhaps of entrance (ערב) in terms of 
goods which enter into other nations.  
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These pericopes, in addition to evoking clusters of motifs of royal heavenly 

ascent and netherworld descent of the sort observed in Isa. 14:4b-20, 

foreshadow the rituals which are to be performed by the Tyrian royals in Ezek. 

28:1-19.   

In common with Isa. 14:4b-20 (cf., also, Ezekiel 19), four of the songs amongst 

the anti-Tyrian polemic of Ezek. 26-28:19 are introduced as קינה, ‘a qinah’ 

(Ezek. 26:17-21; 27:2-31; 27:32-36; 28:12-19).  Ezek. 26:17-18 (translated 

above) begins, like Isa. 14:4b, with the emphatic איך, ‘O how…’  Furthermore – 

both in Ezek. 26:17 and Isa. 14:4b – the root שבת (‘O how you are destroyed, 

arrested (נשבת)20 from the oceans’) appears to express the disjunction between 

continuous and powerful action, and its sudden permanent cessation.  There is 

mourning as a result of some perpetual state of affairs in Ezekiel 26, too, then – 

this is no temporary and sanctified rest, as the root might suggest.21 

As with the Isaianic text, it is difficult to conceive of these songs as expressing – 

or self-presenting as expressing – genuine outpourings of grief, given that they 

refer to the downfall of ‘foreign’ territories. 22   In any case, the substantial 

production and editing of the corpus (and particularly the editorial introductions), 

probably took place at a significant temporal remove from the purported time of 

Ezekiel – that is, well into the Persian era.23  This needs prompt the exegete to 

grapple with subtler and more complex discourses of mourning within the Tyrian 

corpus (as in the Isaianic qinah).   

Already, the demise of Tyre has been expressed – as in Isa. 14:1124 – by the 

silencing of music (Ezek. 26:13).  Then shock is expressed concerning Tyre’s 

demise, as it is concerning that of the king in Isa. 14:4b-20.  The terror of the 

                                                           
20

 The Hebrew construction here with the root שבת, is achieved by (following some of the 
commentators) taking account of the LXX reading – I have justified this in a footnote to verse 17 
my above translation of Ezek. 26:16-20. 
21

 As suggested also by use of the root בתש  in the Isaianic verse (7.3). 
22

 See my discussion on ethical attitudes towards foreign peoples in ideological royal texts in the 
Hebrew Bible, in 7.3.   
23

 See my discussion of fetishistic biblical constructions of Tyre within Persian Yehud (including 
the portrayal of Tyre in Ezek. 26-28:19) in 2.2; see also my discussion, below, of commodity 
fetishism within Ezekiel’s Tyrian corpus (Ezek. 26:1-28:19), and its relevance to cultural 
remembering within Persian Yehud; see further my discussion of enchanting and fetishised 
memories in Persian Yehud in 7.6.  More recent scholarship has recognised the probable 
Yehudite context of Ezekiel’s discourses on Tyre, at least as regards discussion of Ezekiel 27 
(so Geyer 2004: 39-56; I.D. Wilson 2013; tentatively Jigoulov 2007: 93). 
24

 See 7.4. 
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shore lands and islands is personified by the roots בהל ,חרד ,חתת (Ezek. 26:17-

18).25   Where in Isa. 14:9 the royal ancestors are ‘violently disturbed’ (רגז) at 

their sudden introduction to the king, in Ezek. 26:16 the princes of the maritime 

nations (Ezek. 26:16) tremble (חרד) and are clothed (לבש) in trembling (חרד), in 

response to Tyre’s annihilation.  While this particular reference is to living kings 

(as opposed to royal ancestors) their ritual behaviour, which involves mourning 

in identification with the dead, 26   is similarly linked to an entrance to the 

subterranean world of the dead.  Here it is Tyre which joins death’s domain.  

The princes’ descent to the limen of the ground or netherworld (על־הארץ), and 

their divestment of colourful clothing (Ezek. 26:16) – ritual behaviour similarly 

performed, again, by the ship’s crew in Ezek. 27:30-31, who gird themselves in 

sackcloth, put dust over their heads, and shave themselves bald – are not 

merely common rites of mourning.27  Debasement on the ground, along with the 

divestment of sumptuous and social status signifying urban clothing, ritually 

make for a real descent into the threshold of the realm of the dead, with which 

those who are performing such mourning identify (6.4.3). 28   Indeed, the 

replacement cultic attire in Ezek. 26:16 has reified the mourners’ entrance into a 

new cosmic realm of terror to such an extent that their clothes are no longer 

described by their material characteristics; rather, these clothes are a verbal 

action: ‘trembling’ (חרד). 

In divesting themselves of ‘their many-coloured garments,’ as they make real 

their identification with the space of death, the princes vividly perform that which 

is something of a Leitmotif in Ezek. 26-28:19: the conceptualisation of Tyre and 

its monarchy as abruptly descending from an exalted position (a status which 

brings it dominance over even the maritime nations whose princes are so 

                                                           
25

 As translated above. 
26

 On ritual mourning as identification with the dead, see 6.4.3. 
27

 On descent to the ground and being amongst the dust see Pham (1999: 25-26); T.J. Lewis 
(2002: 180); Olyan (2004: 73-74).  With particular reference to the Gilgamesh Epic, G.A. 
Anderson (1991: 89-93) followed by Pham (1999: 17-19) show that leaving the realm of urban 
society also can express ritual mourning identification with the dead.  Leaving urbanity, and 
entering this space, includes the divestment of status signifying urban clothing (see, particularly, 
GE 9:1-17; 10:266-267; cf. for example, in the Hebrew Bible, Ps. 22:19).  All this is discussed, in 
more detail, in 6.4.3. 
28

 See previous footnote; see, also, Zimmerli’s comparison (1983 [1969]: 62) of the ritual 
mourning in this passage with that El performs for Baal in the Ugaritic Baal cycle (see KTU 1.5 
vi 10-26).  I have already referenced this passage as an example of identification with the dead 
in the praxis of ritual mourning (6.4.3). 
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splendidly dressed) into the netherworld.  The three ‘groups’ of oracles (which 

are arranged, respectively, into the three chapters) present three-fold extended 

metaphors of Tyre’s movements from progressive exaltation into regressive 

netherworld descent.  First, she is a fortified island, razed and crushed beneath 

the onslaught of enemies and subterranean waters (chapter 26).  This imagery 

gradually merges into a portrait of Tyre as a dazzling trading ship, the 

commodities of which confound the very literary corpus itself, in their magical 

and mythical geographical reach and in their potency and power (Chapter 27).  

Third, and finally, Tyre is identified with – and incorporate(d) within – the 

‘shamanistic’ persons of her monarchy (Chapter 28:1-19). 

Chapter 26 is saturated with yet more imagery of netherworld descent for 

resplendent Tyre.  Her inhabitants are said, five times, to be disposed of by the 

sword’ (vv. 6.8.11.19.20),29‘ ,חרב  while the city itself is trampled down and 

submerged in dust (vv. 10-11).  As already noted, the corpse of the king in 

Isaiah 14:19 is treated to this manner of double punishment: being pierced by 

the חרב and being trampled – evocative of the various fates of a number of 

other slain monarchs in the Hebrew Bible.30  The cosmic connotations of Tyre 

and her inhabitants being destroyed in Ezek. 26:10-11 in ways which are often 

reserved for revered royals, are apparent in these actions being brought into 

effect by enemy invaders with horses.  It is these horses which bring the city 

into the spatio-symbolic locus of the netherworld by stirring the dust of the earth 

up over it, and it is they who trample down the streets.  As I argued in 8.3 and 

8.5, horses are domesticated animals, associated with royals who are expected 

to trample the enemies of Yahweh’s cosmic order.  Royals perform such actions 

in mimesis of Yahweh, who treads the sea with horses (cf. Hab. 3:8-10.15).  

Those trampled by horses have become the agents of chaos, in opposition to 

Yahweh’s order, and so the equine destruction of Tyre’s inhabitants 

foreshadows the reversing death and netherworld descent of the island’s 

monarchy in Ezekiel 28:1-19. 

That the netherworld is Tyre’s destination is particularly explicit in Ezek. 26:20, 

in which Tyre is consigned to ארץ תחתיות, ‘the Lowest Earth’, as opposed to 

                                                           
29

 See Block (1998: 33). 
30

 7.3; Appendix A. 
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having any future in  ייםחארץ , ‘the Land of the Living’. 31   The dual sense, 

therefore, of ארץ – as both ‘world’ and ‘netherworld’32 – playfully suggests that 

Tyre has been consigned to another kind of ארץ entirely.  This ארץ is apparently 

the eternal abode of the dead, as implied by its naming as עולם which can act as 

a proper name for the netherworld.33  Tyre is to reside in this eternity, never 

again to be found (v. 21). 

The ritual mourning identification with the dead in Ezek. 27:30-32, which follows 

the imaging of Tyre’s commercial glories (Ezek. 27:3-25), is accompanied also 

by a kind of imaging of netherworld descent which appears in all three of the 

chapters that comprise the Ezekielian oracles against Tyre: engulfment by the 

seas.  The ‘Achilles heel’ of the island (her location) is exploited, as the 

surrounding waters drown her in גלי, ‘waves’ (Ezek. 26:3) – reminiscent of the 

לחנ , ‘torrent,’ משברי, ‘breakers’ and גלי, ‘waves’ that bury Jonah beneath the 

primeval waters (Jon. 2:4)34 and the משברי, ‘breakers’ and ליחנ  torrents that 

encompass the king ritually descending to the netherworld in the Psalms 

(18:5).35  The island of Tyre, thus eroded to nothing but לצחיה סלע, ‘an exposed 

rock’ (Ezek. 26:4.14) becomes a spreading place for חרמים, ‘nets’ (Ezek. 

26:5.14).  There is, perhaps, irony in Tyre taking on such a role, having been a 

powerful fishing province36 (especially according to biblical constructions of the 

place); 37  although this subversive image additionally suggests, on a more 

cosmic level, that the island is trapped in the space of the netherworld and the 

dead.  It is often doors and bars that are said, in the Hebrew Bible, to guard the 

entrance to the netherworld;38 and now Tyre is physically contained by nets 

within the subterranean sphere of the seas.39  In the oracular speech attributed 

to Yahweh, which concludes chapter 26 (verses 19-20), it is reiterated that Tyre 

will be swamped by המים הרבים, ‘many waters’ (v. 19).  Insofar as the 

destructive agency of primaeval subterranean forces is accompanied by that of 

                                                           
31

 Block (1998: 49). 
32

 See 6.4.3. 
33

 See 5.3. 
34

 See 5.8. 
35

 See 4.3.1, in which I justify – in the footnotes to my translation of Ps. 18:5 – my following the 
reading in 2 Sam. 22:5 over that in Ps. 18:5. 
36

 So Newsom (1995 [1984]: 196, n. 13). 
37

 See, further, my discussion in 2.2 on wider implications, for biblical remembering of Tyre, of 
the presence of fish-traders in Neh. 13:15-22. 
38

 See 5.3. 
39

 For an alternative suggestion, related to Chaoskampf mythology, see Crouch (2011: 485). 
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the army of Nebuchadnezzar (Ezek. 26:6-12), Tyre is overcome by military as 

well as cosmic enemies embodied in the chaotic waters – these are forces 

against which a kingdom should be defended by its monarch, through his 

mimesis of the deity, and his military might and treaties.40 

The qinah for Tyre in Chapter 27 introduces the island as על־מבואת ים, ‘at the 

sea’s doors’41 and רכלת העמים אל־איים רבים, ‘people’s merchant to many shore 

lands’ (v. 3).  It is from this exalted commercial state, and from her socially and 

cosmically liminal locus as gatekeeper to the sea, that Tyre is set to be 

overcome by the waters.  These are the very waters in which she sits at the 

centre of the cosmos and commercial world, and from which she draws her 

strength and from which she exercises power and domination, on an economic 

level, through maritime trade.  Her territory is, indeed, בלב הימים, ‘in the heart of 

the seas’ (v. 4) – foreshadowing the multi-faceted image of the Tyrian prince’s 

enthronement בלב ימים in Ezek. 28:2 (at Tyre and, like El, at the centre of the 

cosmos).42  Later in Chapter 27 (v. 27), all the crew and commodities of Tyre, 

now imaged as a ship, fall into the very same locale (they are בלב הימים) and so 

does the Prince of Tyre when ejected from his ascent on the holy mountain.  He 

falls into – and suffers an awful death within – לב הימים (Ezek. 28:8).  In the 

qinah at the end of Chapter 27 (vv. 32-36), the singers drone that Tyre has 

been ‘broken’ (שבר) in the waters, connoting those overbearing breakers which 

often signify netherworld descent.43  They also reiterate that she has sunk into 

the depths of the seas. 

May, in his classic article on the מים רבים, ‘many waters’ (a phrase used, as 

outlined above, in Ezek. 26:19) argues that Ezekiel 26-27 presents examples of 

this instrument of primordial chaos being put to work by Yahweh.  In stirring up 

the waters to destroy Tyre, Yahweh makes the cosmic forces of chaos his 

‘agent of destruction,’ as at the flood in Genesis 7.44  Opinion has continued to 

be divided over such a ‘mythological’ reading of the passage.  While many 

                                                           
40

 As discussed throughout the thesis; particularly 1.2.1 and 3.4. 
41

 Lit. ‘at the sea’s entrance’ but, as I argue below, this reference alludes back to Ezek. 26:2. 
42

 On El’s location at the centre of the cosmos / the holy mountain Zaphon, see 7.3; and on the 
multivalent denotations of the phrase בלב הימים, see Crouch (2011: 484). 
43

 See, above, on the nominalised form of (משבר) ,שבר, and for the role of such breakers in 
representations of netherworld descent discussed in this thesis. 
44

 May (1955: 18), referring also to Ps. 88:17.18; Isa. 8:7.9; 30.28; Nah. 1:8. 
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follow May,45 scholars such as Block (here, with specific reference to Ezek. 

26:20) contend that, if there is any mythic allusion at all to the primaeval waters 

in Ezekiel 26-27, it has been: 

…thoroughly demythologized.  It is not the ‘great deep’ as an independent force 

that threatens Tyre’s existence.  Like Nebuchadnezzar, tĕhôm is but a tool in 

the hand of Yahweh, executing his judgement on this city.46 

And yet the military enemies that inveigh against Tyre are personified: as the 

political forces of Nebuchadnezzar and his army.  So neither are the 

subterranean waters depersonalised by virtue of Yahweh’s control over them.  

Besides, it is not clear why a lack of personification should necessarily indicate 

‘demythologising’. If the oracles do not allude to the sort of struggle inherent 

linguistically and conceptually in a classically understood Chaoskampf motif,47 

this does not mean that they have been ‘demythologised;  (that is, unless it is 

held that various features of such a myth must remain constant when it is 

‘transferred’ across cultures – a view I have challenged throughout the thesis).48  

Rather, the biblically ubiquitous chaotic dual-powers of subterranean waters 

and enemy militia are present in the oracle.  Furthermore, as in Genesis 1, the 

waters manipulated by Yahweh himself in ways which are especially indicative 

of cosmic dominance.  They represent the chaos which antagonises his created 

order, even if they are not set against him.49  The absence of struggle, then, 

demonstrates a divergent – rather than fundamentally or ontologically different – 

fabulation of chaos mythology.  In the particular case of Ezek. 26-28:19, mythic 

motifs of chaos suggest that the exalted city of Tyre – and the ‘shamanic,’ 

cosmically ascending royals who embody her – are subversively overcome by 

the chaos which they, in their royal offices, are themselves charged to 

overcome.  The mythic-ritual tropes of the chaotic deeps and militaristic forces 

                                                           
45

 The idea that the waters  imaged are the primordial deep – and locus of cosmic chaos – is 
echoed, for example, by Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 38-39); Blenkinsopp (1990: 118-119); Geyer 
(2004: 39-56, particularly 39-40); Joyce (2007a: 175); and, with a detailed discussion, Crouch 
(2011: 484-486). 
46

 Block (1998: 47). 
47

 Although see the arguments in Crouch (2011: 484-486) for allusions to Chaoskampf motifs in 
Ezekiel 26-28:19. 
48

 See, particularly, 2.6. 
49

 Crouch (2011) and Crouch & Strine (2013) argue that Yahweh makes use of chaos, 
embodied as foreign empires in the ‘oracles against the nations’ (Ezekiel 25-32) and, more 
widely, in the book of Ezekiel as a whole. 
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of chaos are animated and reified by the concrete images of Tyre’s surrounding 

oceans and Nebuchadnezzar’s army. 

This subversive mythic imagery is, to some extent, in accord with that used for 

the Isaianic king.  He, too, who once dominated the cosmos and the earth when 

enthroned at their centre, is sent into the subterranean realm, and his 

annihilation is completed by military forces disinterring his corpse (Isa. 14:19).  

Chaos thereby inscribes in him – and attributes to itself – by vandalism of his 

body and its resting place, the very power he once wielded over it. 50  

Nonetheless, the imagery in Ezekiel 26-2751  differs to Isa. 14:4b-20 in one 

notable aspect: as is the case in Ps. 89:39-52, the city of Tyre is barely 

condemned; the reasons for the retribution wrought against her are unclear.52 

While Tyre is briefly lambasted for mocking Jerusalem for her defeat at the 

hands of Nebuchadnezzar (Ezek. 26:2), this does not in itself account for the 

particularly large body of prophecy against Tyre that is extant in Ezekiel, in the 

shape of the three chapters under discussion.53  It has also been proposed that 

the author is critical of Tyre for continuing to resist Nebuchadnezzar’s imperial 

advance (and thereby the will of Yahweh).54  However, this relies on dating the 

composition and editorial arrangement of the oracles to the time when 

historians suppose it was (wrongly) expected that the advancing Achaemenid 

army would destroy Tyre.  Rather, it is likely that the text dates from a 

considerably later time: that is, some time after the Babylonian exile. 55  

Proposals that Tyre is singled out for developing a sense of hubris at her 

wealth, with her royals claiming divinity for themselves,56 have to contend with 

                                                           
50

 As discussed in 7.3. 
51

 If not Ezekiel 28, although the nuances of the condemnations of the Tyrian royals will be 
discussed below. 
52

 So Block (1998: 32).  Below, I make an alternative proposal for the role of this verse in 
introducing the first oracle against Tyre in the corpus. 
53

 With Block (1998: 32), although scholars sometimes interpreted this claimed rivalry as part of 
a wider dispute – see, for example, Garrett (1939: 242-243),for an interpretation of the 
supposed rivalry between Tyre and Judah as a dispute between the ‘polytheism’ of the former, 
and the ‘monotheism’ of the latter.  This would not, however, be enough to account for the 
especial focus on Tyre: were not the nations normatively ‘polytheistic’?   
54

 Newsom (1995 [1984]: 194); Block (1998: 32). 
55

 See above; 2.2; and the discussion, below, on cultural remembering in Ezek. 26-28:19. 
56

 So Moriarty (1965: 84-85); A.J. Williams (1976); Strong (2000: 90-94); Crouch (2011: 484-
487).  On a slightly variant track, Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 40) and Blenkinsopp (1990: 117-123) 
understand Tyre’s downfall as punishment for her ruthless commercialism, materialism, and 
usurious calculation.  As I argue below, Tyre’s status as a magnificent trading province is bound 
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the texts themselves, in which Tyre’s glory – and (as I have argued) her royal 

figures’ ritual share in divinity – is understood as a reality, as is that of the 

biblically represented Israelite and Judahite kings.57  With a speech act claiming 

divinity (Ezek. 28:2), the prince of Tyre ritually creates a reality intrinsic to the 

process of undertaking royal heavenly ascent.58  The king of Tyre is told that 

within his paradisiacal state תמים אתה בדרכיך, ‘[he] had integrity in [his] ways’ 

(Ezek. 28:15a).  It is therefore from a starting point of complete integrity that the 

king goes on to have עולתה, ‘iniquity’ found within him (Ezek. 28:15b).  Tyre’s 

economic and cosmic rise – achievements which are embodied in her 

monarchy – are not in themselves the objects of unambiguous condemnation.59  

The paucity of any mockery or Schadenfreude over Tyre60 contrasts sharply 

with the tone of the qinah in Isaiah 14.  Where the cedars of Lebanon rejoice 

and the Rephaim sneer at the Isaianic king’s demise (Isa. 14:8-10); at the 

downfall of Tyre the shore lands tremble, and foreign princes undergo sincere 

ritual mourning (Ezek. 26:16-18). 

It is rather, I propose, the glorious reality – or, more specifically, the nature of 

the glorious reality – of the divine characteristics that Tyre is supposed to 

possess, and embody in her monarchy, that results in her downfall.  As 

Newsom contends, ‘lurking connotations’ in the grand images of the island are 

exploited to demonstrate her inherent vulnerability: the ship sinks in a single 

verse (Ezek. 27:26), and her location בלב הימים has opened her to the 

vulnerability of submergence beneath it.61  Or, we might say, her critical, central 

location at the intersection of the spaces of cosmic and economic power is, in 

itself, a seditious threat to her existence – as is the ‘shamanic’ potency of her 

monarchy, which is intrinsically linked with her location.  This much finds vivid 

                                                                                                                                                                          
up with her downfall; but she is not condemned out of a straightforward disdain for ruthless 
‘capitalism.’ 
57

 See, particularly, 7.3. 
58

 The prince of Tyre in Ezek. 28:5 is said to exalt his heart (לבב), for which hubris he is 
punished.  However, as discussed in 7.4, plotting in the לבב often indicates opposition to divine 
will, and his schemes have developed only once he is already in a position of genuine power 
and is sharing in divinity.  He has even commended, immediately beforehand for his 
unsurpassed הכם, ‘wisdom’ in his entrance into heavenly space (vv. 2-3) and in building up the 
wealth of Tyre (v. 4). 
59

 Pace Emery Barnes (1934), who attributes Tyre’s condemnation and downfall to her worship 
of wealth and ruthless means of achieving it. 
60

 Block (1998: 53) makes this point about Chapter 27. 
61

 Newsom (1995 [1984]: 197-198). 
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expression especially in the metaphor of Tyre as an illustrious trading ship in 

Ezekiel 27.  It also has profound implications for understanding cultural 

memories of Israel and Judah – and the representations of the netherworld 

descent and heavenly ascent rituals of their monarchs – in the Hebrew Bible.62 

A significant number of scholars have perceived the trading inventory of the 

ship (Ezek. 27:12-25)63  to be a ‘prosaic’ insertion into an otherwise mostly 

poetic corpus64 – likely derived from genuine commercial documents of some 

West Asian power, 65  or from factual accounts passed on to the author. 66  

However, others have understood the inventory to be constructed for ideological 

purposes, contributing to the ideological thrust of Ezekiel 26-28:19 as a whole.67  

I agree that the ‘trading inventory’ is an ideological biblical construction; 

throughout Ezekiel 27, in its entirety, the ship Tyre is characterized by dazzling, 

mystifying and enchanting characteristics, which are embodied in the processes 

of her economic exchange and their multi-sensory portrayal.  Yet it is by these 

very characteristics of ‘razzle-dazzle’ that the signs which, through multiple 

media, express her economic prowess disintegrate – corresponding with her 

netherworld descent and, concomitantly, that of her monarchy.  Nor does the 

argument that verses 12-25 are ‘pure prose’ within a poetic corpus convince68 

(even if correct),69 because the representation of verses 12-25 as an ‘actual’ 

                                                           
62

 An exhaustive study of the ship, crew, cargo and trading partners is well beyond the scope of 
this dissertation – especially given the multiple textual issues and large number of hapax 
legomena in Ezekiel 27.  The focus of this dissertation remains on royal ritual netherworld 
descent and heavenly ascent, and so only aspects of the text which will be related to these 
cultic motifs will be discussed here. 
63

 The exact verse at which this supposed ‘insertion’ ends is disputed – see Zimmerli (1983 
[1969]: 54-55) for a discussion of the various possibilities.  However, I will argue below in favour 
of the view that the inventory is an integral part of the corpus of the oracles against Tyre and so 
(without needing to separate the trading inventory from the rest of the chapter) this dispute rests 
on what is probably a false premise. 
64

 Although the trading inventory is perhaps more appropriately defined as ‘prose poetry’ (Geyer 
2004: 46-47). 
65

 So Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 70); Blenkinsopp (1990: 199); Joyce (2007a: 176); Launderville 
(2007: 162-163). 
66

 So Diakonoff (1992); presumably, given the treatment of the text as part of a larger prophecy 
by Ezekiel which provides historical data, this is also the view of Katz (2008). 
67

 So Garrett (1939); Moriarty (1965: 85-86); Greenburg (1983: 566-569); Block (1998: 52); I.D. 
Wilson (2013: 250-252).  For a general ideological analysis of the place-names and materials in 
the trading inventory, see Geyer (2004: 48-56); I offer an ideological analysis below of these 
references insofar as they relate to my wider investigation.  Saur (2010: 213-216) understands 
the trading list to derive from merchants’ documents, but to have undergone significant changes 
appropriate to its ideological place in the corpus of Ezekiel’s oracles against Tyre. 
68

 Pace Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 53). 
69

 Geyer (2004: 46-47) contends that the pericope is an example of poetic prose. 
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piece of trading bureaucracy is easily explicable as an integral part of the 

authors’ spell, giving an impression of the absolute ‘reality’ of all they report 

concerning Tyre.   

The obscurity or – more precisely – obscurantism of the many hapax legomena 

in Ezekiel 27 is ostensibly relevant to the chapter as technical vocabulary, from 

emic discourses within an international commodities market in which Tyre is 

pivotal. 70   Such deliberate obscurity is reflected the prominent body of 

scholarship that plays along with the factitious complexities of verses 12-25, by 

categorising the pericope as a piece of foreign bureaucracy, alien to the biblical 

authors’ own creative imaginations.71  However, the unfamiliar words are more 

readily explicable as integral to the literary corpus by virtue of their very 

unfamiliarity.  The fascination with the exotic nature of Tyre’s goods can be 

understood in the context of the opening of the set of oracles against her: 

Son of Man, because [i.e. the reason for her destruction in the following oracle 

or oracles] Tyre has said concerning Jerusalem, ‘Aha!  She is broken72 – the 

doors to the peoples (דלתות־העמים) – she is turned over to me:73 I am satiated; 

she is parched.’  (Ezek. 26:2) 

It is therefore in the context of a culturally remembered rivalry between the two 

monarchies at Tyre and Jerusalem that the oracles are expressed.  In Ezek. 

27:17 Judah and (anachronistically) Israel are counted among the trading 

partners that demonstrate Tyre’s prosperity, but in making Jerusalem her major 

international rival, the introduction to the oracles against Tyre has gone further 
                                                           
70

 As Geyer writes, with regard to the ship’s merchandise, ‘… if this were a list of well known 
products they might be expected to appear elsewhere in the [Hebrew Bible’ (2004: 50). 
71

 So, for example, even where Saur (2010) contends that the trading inventory has been 
significantly revised for its literary context in Ezekiel and for the cultural discourses within which 
the biblical authors were operating (so taking a more nuanced view than those scholars, cited 
above, who take it to be something of an unmodified insertion into the larger oracle), he states 
that the biblical authors demonstrate ‘their membership in the intelligentsia of that time and that 
they could work expansive insight into their texts’ (Saur 2010: 209).  However, without 
demurring that the authors and editors of Ezekiel’s Tyrian corpus were probably well-versed in 
the cultural and scholarly discourses of their time, it does not logically follow from this that all 
their obscure references were factually-supported or intended to be clearly understood; rather, I 
will argue that, by means of bringing into action strands and webs of exotic myths, the biblical 
authors chiefly create a sense of overwhelming bafflement. 
72

 Taking the singular niphal form of שבר, ‘broken,’ to refer to Jerusalem, rather than to her 
plural דלתות, ‘doors.’  For an extensive discussion of the grammatical ambiguity in the MT, and 
variations across the versions, see Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 26-27). 
73

 The niphal form of סבה has this sense of ‘turning over’ property in Jer. 6:12 also; and is often 
indicative of undergoing various forms of destruction.  See Gesenius (1858: §67t; Zimmerli 1983 
[1969]: 27; Block 1998: 34, n. 30). 
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in portraying Jerusalem ahistorically as a major power. 74   The scholarly 

discussions as to whether or how far Jerusalem could have been considered a 

player in world commerce on the level of Tyre (as implied by her designation 

 doors to the peoples,’ and by the advantage her destruction is‘ ,דלתות־העמים

said to afford to the trading nation of Tyre)75 are rather missing the point.  The 

Tyre that appears in Ezekiel 26-28:19 emerges from cultural constructions of 

the island as a domineering power in world trade.  Conversely, the (brief and 

sketchy) opening reference to Jerusalem in similar terms is a culturally 

remembered construction based, in turn, on cultural constructions of the Tyre of 

the past of the sort that are so much more expansively manifested in the anti-

Tyrian pericope of Ezekiel.  The island בלב הימים therefore serves as an 

‘historic’ rival to the authors’ culturally constructed ‘historic’ ethnos – othered, 

and yet made into a familiar by literary Jerusalem’s imitation of the one it others.   

Equally, credulously to accept the ship’s inventory as derived from a genuine 

commercial document is to buy into the enchantment and mysticism of Tyre’s 

trade – and its special form of mythic reality76 – that the text reconstructs.  The 

cultural discourses with which Ezekiel 27 interacts are rather less simplistic than 

this.  In an article responding to Marxist historic meta-studies of the sugar trade, 

Taussig argues that their authors are enchanted by the saccharine fetish of 

sugar as a global commodity – causing them to overestimate and 

overgeneralise the manner of its sway over vast disparities of time and space.77  

Similarly, many scholars of Ezekiel 27 are dazzled by the colourful picture of 

Tyre’s commerce which, by the potency of its represented reality, is ‘supposed’ 

to confound the ‘audience’ in such a way.  

There is a more critical way by which the cargo ship can be understood; and yet 

appreciates the credence the text gives to the reality of the enchantment of her 

trade.  Detailed and illuminating work has already been carried out in 

                                                           
74

 I.D. Wilson (2013). 
75

 See, for example, Greenburg (1997: 530-531); Block (1998: 36). 
76

 See Iiii, and see further 2.4, in which I argue that multiple kinds of reality are recognised 
within the cultural discourses from which biblical texts emerged. 
77

 Taussig (1987).  This is, of course, not a thesis about post-Mediaeval globalisation (or its 
representation in late-twentieth century scholarship) and so I do not reach any conclusions on 
the accuracy of Taussig’s assessment.  I simply refer to it as an assessment that helps in 
forming an understanding with the problems inherent in parallels discernible in approaches 
many biblical scholars in Modernity and Post-Modernity have taken towards Ezekiel 27:12-25. 
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demonstrating ways in which the sophisticated (nautical) metaphor points, by its 

nature as such, towards statements about the real and actual with regards to 

Tyre.78  Here, however, I focus only on the details of the metaphor that point to 

the inseparability of two co-dependent characteristics of Tyre’s market: reality 

and enchantment.  In doing so, I draw an analogy with the Ezekielian ship-

metaphor: a dazzle ship.79  In another article, Taussig notes: 

In World War One camouflage came to be synonymous not only with mimicry 

but with dazzling, the more technical term being disruptive coloration or 

disruptive patterning. In this regard it is instructive to read the etymology 

supplied in 1940 by the British zoologist Hugh B. Cott, who explains that the 

word dazzle is based on the American slang razzle-dazzle, expressive of ‘active 

confusion’ quite different from the correct English use for partial blinding by 

brilliant lights.80 

The British naval ships of the First World War mesmerised – and continue to do 

so81 - with stripes painted at conflicting angles, creating bizarre and confusing 

geometric designs.  This accentuates the characteristic of camouflage as 

something that is not just about shading and blending-in; rather dazzling and 

(mis)directing attention.82 

A further analogy to the ship metaphor, which is the subject of numerous 

anthropological studies, indicates that the ‘razzle-dazzle’ of a ship can easily 

become conceptually linked to socially perceived global wealth – this analogy 

being so-called ‘Melanesian cargo cults.’  By this expression, I do not refer to a 

white fantasy in which stupefied natives deify Westerners bringing ‘gift horses’.  

Rather, some of the more recent ethnographic and anthropological 

interpretations of the phenomena (that is, phenomena whereby various native 

Melanesian communities identify Caucasian visitors with spirits of the 

deceased) suggest that appearances of rich, tech-savvy outsiders are 

                                                           
78

 See the studies by Newsom (1995 [1984]); I.D. Wilson (2013). 
79

 The metaphorical possibilities (and metaphorical limitations) of the dazzle ship – along with a 
host of other images – are explored in Galleymore’s collection of poetry that is named after 
them (2014).  See, particularly, her poem ‘Notes on Death as the Other Woman’ (Galleymore 
2014: 6). 
80

 Taussig (2008: S108). 
81

 That is, in photograph (see Taussig 2008: S109); moreover, in 2014 an life-sized artistic 
impression of a dazzle ship was painted and moored in the Thames, commemorating the 
centenary of the outbreak of the First World War (Himmelfarb 2014: website). 
82

 Taussig (2008: S107-S109). 
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integrated into complex indigenous beliefs about spirits and familial relations.  

The wealth of these visitors is attributed to the spirits of the Melanesians’ own 

religions; and the outsiders’ stories are made to interrelate conceptually with the 

fortunes and potential fortunes of the indigenous people.83  The local socio-

religious belief system thereby takes ownership of the bewildering and 

mysterious other, by projecting its alien image back onto its own reality.   

In the case of the description of ‘dazzle ship’ Tyre, her impression is striking 

because of the mysteries of all her exotic commodities, which are intrinsically-

linked with her economic prowess.  It is this overwhelming and sacralised 

economic power which the authorship – identifying ethnically with Jerusalem of 

old – integrates into its own cultural ideologies, and seeks to emulate within the 

portrayal of its own ethnic past; whilst exposing also the vulnerabilities inherent 

in this very real economic potency.  I will now illustrate this with specific 

examples from Tyre’s trading inventory. 

It is claimed, first, that Tyre exchanged her עזבוני, ‘cargos’ for the abundant 

metals of תרשיש, ‘Tarshish’: כסף, ‘silver’; ברזל, ‘iron’; בדיל, ‘tin’; and עופרת, ‘lead’ 

(Ezek. 27.12).84  This immediately brings a significance to the inventory well 

beyond that of a functional merchant’s record.  Commentaries on the text tend 

to focus on the unresolved debate as to the exact location of ‘Tarshish,’85 and it 

may well be that it refers here to a precise geographic location.  Yet rather more 

can be said about its significance within a body of oracles in which the nature of 

Tyre’s power is explored and underscored.  As Albright argued long ago, the 

various cognate references to Tarshish, attested across ancient West Asia, 

suggest a number of places may have been given this name which, he 

proposed, derived etymologically from Phoenician and denoted ‘mine’ or 

                                                           
83

 See, for example, Leavitt (2000); Jacka (2005). 
84

 LXX adds to these metals   υ ιον, ‘gold.’ 
85

 Commentators on the inventory of the ship Tyre frequently conclude that Tarshish is to be 
identified with Tartessos in Spain (so Zimmerli 1983 [1969]: 65; Block 1998: 71-72; Joyce 
2007a: 176; Saur 2010: 214), which coheres somewhat with attestations of Hellenistic authors 
associating τα τη  ος, and Spain more generally, with the production of metals (Zimmerli 1983 
[1969]: 65).  This view has continued to draw wide support in broader scholarly discussion 
concerning the location of Tarshish (see, for example, Stieglitz 1984: 139-141; J. Day 2014: 
154-165).  Alternatively, it is argued that it may refer to the metal-producing regions in the 
eastern Mediterranean (Katz 2008: 133).  For a more extensive summary and bibliography of 
the debate concerning the ‘location’ of Tarshish, for which the literature is extensive, see Beitzel 
(2010: 38-46, particularly 42, n. 14). 
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‘smelting plant.’86   A further generic sense of the word is apparent both in 

biblical and extra-biblical texts: it refers to the extremities of the known world in 

the west,87 and as such has the aura of a place of magical arts.  It is explicitly so 

attested, at least, within eastern rabbinic texts.88  Regardless of the philology – 

or precise location – of Tarshish, these motifs of metalwork and western 

extremities converge in Ezek. 27:12, as verses 12-15 together portray trade 

with western powers. 

Following the reference to Tarshish, in Ezek. 27:13, יון, ‘Javan [or ‘the Greeks’],’ 

 bronze’ (and also slaves) with‘ ,נחשת Meshech’ trade‘ ,משך Tubal,’ and‘ ,תבל

Tyre.  Geographically, these lie westward, as does Tarshish (and as do the 

countries mentioned in the following verses, 14 and 15),89 but they index more 

than a topographically demarcated area of the world which happened to be 

metal-rich.  Indeed, beyond describing a functional western route for a merchant 

ship wishing to purchase metal, as some scholars would have it, their mention 

in the text has a mythic-literary role.90  All these countries’ names appear as the 

personal names of their mythic founders in Genesis 10.91  Of those nations who 

exchange their metals with Tyre: Javan, Tubal and Meshech are all sons of 

Japheth (Gen. 10:2), while Tarshish is a son of Javan.  Japheth also counts 

among his grandsons הרמתג , ‘Togarmah’ which sells horses, riders and mules 

                                                           
86

 See Albright (1941: particularly 21-22). 
87

 This opinion, held by Pelli (1979-1980: 18-19) and Greenburg (1983: 553) among others, 
draws support from Jonah 1:3 and 4:2, in which the title character is said to have aimed to flee 
as far west as possible in order to escape from his commission to prophesy eastward, namely to 
the people of Nineveh. 
88

 See the (Mediaeval Byzantine) R. Elnathan Ben-Moses Kalkish, quoted in D. Schwartz (2003: 
168-170). 
89

 See Greenburg (1983: 567) and, with a detailed geographical discussion locating these 
place-names, Block (1998: 71-74). 
90

 Especial importance needs be placed on these islands being in the west if the list is used to 
try and reconstruct Tyre’s historic trading patterns (so Diakonoff 1992: 176).  See also, for 
example, Zimmerli’s detailed reconstruction of the movement from region to region (1983 
[1969]: 65-69), in the trading inventory which he considers to derive from a genuine merchant’s 
document.  Baker (1992) understands the statement here concerning Mesech and Tubal’s 
trading-relationship with Tyre as an indication of their historical skills in metalwork.  A counter to 
all this, however, is that the place names mentioned in Ezekiel 27, in the most part, have 
demonstrable literary roles in the Hebrew Bible, which are appropriate to the context here.  
Geyer (2004: 48-50) has surveyed the references to these place names elsewhere in the 
Hebrew Bible, and has noted that most are mentioned rarely (or are simply hapax legomena), 
and that most which do appear elsewhere are mentioned by far most frequently in ‘Oracles 
against the Nations’ and, especially, in the Gog-Magog text of Ezekiel 38.  As Geyer (2004: 50) 
concludes, the list of place names is a mythic-literary construction, as opposed to a systematic 
historic catalogue. 
91

 As has long been noted, even among scholars who argue that a genuine trading inventory 
has been incorporated into Ezekiel 27 – see, for example, Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 65-66). 
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to Tyre in Ezek. 27:14; as well as דדן, ‘Dedan’ or ‘Rhodes’92 that brings Tyre 

ebony and ivory in Ezek. 27:15 (see Gen. 10:3-4). 

The root תבל has already appeared in a genealogical narrative in Genesis, as 

part of the name of another person associated with metals: תובל־קין, ‘Tubal-

Cain,’ an artisan who works with נחשת וברזל, ‘bronze and iron’ (Gen. 4:22) – 

appropriately, the root קין can refer to forging metals,93 and tbl is ‘smith’ in 

Sumerian and Akkadian.94  The second part of his name (קין) is, of course, that 

of the aboriginal murderer, who disposes of his brother Abel (Gen. 4:1-15).  The 

mention of Tubal-Cain is in the context of the genealogy of Cain’s descendants 

(Gen. 4:17-24), and specifically within a narrative (or fragment of a narrative) in 

which his father in Cain’s line of descendants, Lamech, commits a murder (Gen. 

4:19-24).  As certain scholars have previously contended, Cain’s act of original 

murder, which results in his building the first city (Gen. 4:17), comprises a 

‘foundation myth’ in which the socially double-edged consequences of 

craftsmanship are portrayed – that is, cultural creativity as well the means to 

inflict social harm.  These are consequences associated, perhaps, most 

strongly with metal.  It has further been proposed that these double-edged 

consequences are again demonstrated in the story of Lamech and his 

descendants, and echoed in representations of Cain’s supposed descendants 

                                                           
92

 Dedan is in Southern Arabia, far away from the other places mentioned in verses 12-15, 
which appear to be grouped in the Mediterranean, and is mentioned again in verse 20.  Its 
geographical location – and apparent lack of involvement in the ivory trade – is problematic for 
scholars who use Ezek. 27:12-25 as a means of reconstructing the ‘trading inventory’.  
However, on the basis of the pre-Vul. Latin translation, it is possible to reconstruct rdn=Rhodes, 
supported by the LXX rendering of דדנים in 1 Chron. 2:7 – see Diakonoff (1992: 189-190) for an 
extremely detailed argument in favour of this reading which is not, however, of great concern for 
the purposes here of determining the mythic-literary references in the ‘inventory’.  Some 
alternative views concerning the location of ‘Dedan’ are, however, noted below, when I refer to 
the debates over the location from which Tyre sources her ivory. 
93

 Alter (1997: 29); Pfoh (2009: 43). 
94

 Alter (1997: 29).  An alternative etymology is supported by North (1964: 380-381), followed by 
Hess (1992).  North (1964: 380-381) understands Tubal-Cain’s names, as well as those of the 
other sons of Lamech (יבל, ‘Jabal’ and יובל, ‘Jubal’) all to derive from the root יבל which, he 
understands, suggests moving in procession.  On this basis, he sees them as the fathers of 
nomads.  Although the corollaries North derives from this conclusion involve more than a little 
cultural over-generalisation – conflating ancient Near Eastern nomads with the Bedouin and 
European gypsies, along with social attitudes towards these groups – his etymology and link to 
nomadism would fit well with the arguments I advance below.  As I will outline, nomads are 
liminal peoples, and the social liminality of metalwork is a motif running through these 
foundational stories, as well as Ezekiel 27. 
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elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.95  It is of particular significance that Cain’s name 

and that of his descendants in Genesis 4, like Japheth and his descendants, are 

all associated with another region that, according to certain biblical texts, is a 

seat of metalworking.  In this case, the region is not that of the eastern 

Mediterranean, but is in the area of biblically constructed Edom.96 

Aetiologies pairing the formation of creative cultures with cultural transgression 

include also Genesis’ references to Japheth’s ancestors.  The genealogy of 

Adam’s descendants in Genesis 5, is similar to that of Cain’s descendants in 

Genesis 4, but with some significant divergences, most notably Cain being 

replaced by Seth in the genealogical ‘record’ (Gen. 5:4-8)!97  Seth acts as a 

‘replacement’ insofar as between the rival Cain and Seth genealogies, Eve is 

reported to indicate that this Seth’s name derives from שית, ‘set, put,’ because 

he has been divinely appointed in place of Abel (Gen. 4:25) – an occurrence 

which could not have come about had Cain not committed murder.  It is from 

this line that Japheth and his siblings are born to Noah (Gen. 5:32). 

Gen. 10:2-4 again reflects such references to the founding of cultural creativity, 

by virtue of its inclusion of Tubal among Japheth’s immediate descendants.  

Tubal-Cain the metalworker, and his artisan brothers, are here echoed in the 

person of the similarly named Tubal and his immediate male relatives: for they 

are the ancestors of the great metal-producing regions of the eastern 

Mediterranean which – as I have noted – supply Tyre in Ezek. 27:12-15.  

Though a surprisingly under-studied subject, the characterisation of metal as an 

agent both for destructive transgression and cultural creativity is further attested 

elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible and in early Jewish literature.98 
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 Halpern (1992: 20-21); McNutt (1999), with a detailed discussion of the dual motifs of cultural 
formation and cultural transgression in the Cain narrative of Gen. 4:1-15 in particular; Pfoh 
(2009: 42-43). 
96

 McNutt (1999: 58-59). 
97

 See, further, North (1964: 378-379). 
98

 According to 1 Enoch 8-9, Azazel brings the craft of metalwork to the earth, including the 
production of weapons, resulting in a raft of iniquities.  The Kenites - the root of whose name is 
shared with that of Cain (קין), implying descent from him (Halpern 1992: 17-18) – are linked also 
with Tubal-Cain’s brother (as the father of those who live in tents and keep cattle) but also, it 
appears, with Tubal-Cain, as a metal-working people (see North: 1964: 378-384).  That 
domestic craft is both creative and destructive is demonstrable in the song of Jael, wife of Heber 
the Kenite, insofar as she despatches Sisera by hammering a tent-peg into his head, whilst he 
is occupied in drinking from the milk of the Kenite’s herd (Jud. 5:24-27). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

461 
 

Cultures from many historic regions, including ancient West Asia, attest the 

mystification of the craft of metalwork: the smith is a liminal figure, enabling both 

cultural prosperity and the social menace of violence; he is peripheral to the 

community, treated with the mutually-inclusive contradictions of awe and fear.99  

In possessing the commercial capacity to purchase all the precious metals of 

the western Mediterranean, Tyre is able to buy the power of knowledge; and in 

this economically the possession of wisdom attributed to a cosmically liminal 

monarch.100  She has access to the culturally-creative potential of metals and 

metallurgical products from far-away regions.  And yet there is an ominous 

undertone to Tyre’s acquisition of such mystifying knowledge and prowess.  It is 

by the culturally-creative forging of metals that destruction and killing is brought 

about. 

The equine products of Togarmah, a region also situated in the eastern 

Mediterranean (Ezek. 27:14),101 similarly speak of Tyre’s power but also her 

vulnerability, even if the reference draws on an historical region which is known 

to have actually been abundant in horses.102  Tyre’s might (both cosmic and 

political) is underscored by her importation of such royal animals – which also 

demonstrate Tyre to be maintaining a kind of divine order (it is by horses that 

Yahweh subdues the waters in Hab. 3:15).103  Yet there is often a sense in the 

Hebrew Bible that equine instruments of royal power may become instruments 

of sedition.104   Hence the bruising irony that it is (King) Nebuchadnezzar’s 

                                                           
99

 See McNutt (1999: 47-53) on social groups of smiths in African and Arab societies – and see 
McNutt also for a brief discussion of the apparent marginality of metalworking groups, such as 
the Kenites, in the Hebrew Bible (1999: 53).  The archaeology of copper from the fourth 
millennium BCE in the Levant demonstrates it to have been produced in a narrow area in the 
south (so, possibly, a socially-demarcated space), and to have been made into objects used for 
cultic purposes, as suggested by their presence in burial sites (Levy & Shalev 1989).  On the 
importance of considering the place of the ritual and the ‘magical’ in interpreting the social role 
of metallurgy and metallurgists from historic archaeology, see Budd & Taylor (1995) and, 
though dated, Eliade (1955).For a theoretical perspective on some anthropological studies of 
the double-edged characteristics associated with metals, and the consequent social-
ambivalence and liminality attached to metalworkers, see Girard (1977 [1972]: 260-262). 
100

 On which see, further, below; 9.3. 
101

 See above. 
102

 So Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 66). 
103

 See 8.3; 8.5. 
104

 See 8.3 and 8.5, in which these themes are discussed with reference to Athaliah and 
Jezebel. 
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horses that will trample Tyre, as has earlier been revealed in the anti-Tyrian 

oracles (Ezek. 26:7).105 

The trading inventory now moves on from the eastern Mediterranean regions 

and onto Semitic partners (Ezek. 27:15-18).106  In the course of this transition 

(vv. 15-18), the political and cosmological power of commercial Tyre is 

expressed with a splash of dazzling colours.  Scholars debate the provenance 

of the קרנות שן והובנים, ‘horns, ivory and ebony' which are bought by Tyre from 

Dedan/Rhodes (v. 15),107 but they function on a literary level beyond merely 

cataloguing ancient exports of luxury goods.  As so-called ‘complimentary 

colours’ – that is, colours which, displayed together, meld the characteristics of 

complementarity and binary opposition – the black and white of ebony and ivory 

are the first in a smorgasbord of colours (many rare and exotic within the 

context of biblical Hebrew) that decorate the ‘dazzle ship’: Tyre. 

So the first listed import from ארם, ‘Edom’108 is נפך, which refers to some sort of 

rarely mentioned precious stone.109  Outside Ezekiel’s Tyrian pericope, נפך is 

used only of one among the many gemstones on the breastplate of Aaron and 

his sons (Exod. 28:18; 39:11 – the word also appears in Ezek. 28:13).  In the 

Priestly passages, as in Ezekiel 27, this is one of the colourful items that acts as 

a locus in which three powers coalesce:  

 wealth (being among many other precious stones);  

 power and potency through mystery or mystification (Aaron and his sons 

have access to the cosmically-liminal space of the sanctuary, and hence 

to divine presence);  

                                                           
105

 Cf. Ezek. 27:20, in which it is stated that Tyre imports horses’ tackle. 
106

 For discussions of the locations of the trading partners in these verses see Zimmerli (1983 
[1969]: 66-67); Block (1998: 74-77). 
107

 It is generally understood that דדן, ‘Dedan’ = Rhodes – see, for example, Zimmerli (1983 
[1969]: 66); also, the more detailed reference to Diakonoff (1992: 189-190), cited above when I 
first referred to Ezek. 27:12; albeit some scholars offer alternatives, with Block (1998: 74) 
preferring Danuna, a region mentioned in the Armarna letters. These materials would not, 
however, appear to be native Cyprian; rather, imported and developed into commercial products 
at Rhodes.  Diakonoff (1992: 189-190) gives a long discussion of various alternative locations 
from which Rhodes could have obtained the ebony and ivory, concluding that they most likely 
came from north-east Africa.  
108

 Reading with Syriac Pesher along with some of the versions (e.g. NRSV, NJB – see also, 
Zimmerli 1983 [1969]: 47; Diakonoff 1992: 187); though, for Block (1998: 66, n. 88), the Hebrew 
may be without error, and so he renders ‘Aram.’ 
109

 See, below, in the footnotes. 
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 and a daze of exotic colours, of such luxury that they are rarely – if ever 

– observed.   

As is the case with the ‘dazzle ship’ of Tyre, the potency of bewildering 

iridescence (drawn from cosmically liminal space: ‘the heart of the seas’ or the 

sanctuary) although dazzling by its mystery, signifies inherent danger.  Thus 

two of Aaron’s priestly sons are struck dead for a ritual misdemeanour (Lev. 

10:1-6).  I will shortly return to the transferability of those things which these 

three-fold characteristics’ signify: transferability between signifiers of an 

international economic powerhouse, and of cultic practitioners of the highest 

and most mystified ritual status.   

An array of coloured fabrics and precious stones imported into Tyre are 

interspersed in clusters throughout Ezekiel 27 (vv. 7.16.24).  In these verses, 

many of the chapter’s hapax legomena or rare words arise.110  That this is 

obscurantism, which is indicative more of an ideological construction of the 

exotic and mysterious, is further evidenced by the repeated statements that 

Tyre imports purple dye or purple-dyed material: denoted by ארגמן (vv. 7.16);111 

and תכלת (vv. 7.24).  It is here that the inventiveness of the pseudo-trading 

inventory is most evident.  תכלת was derived from molluscs across Phoenicia;112 

while ארגמן was to become known across the ancient Mediterranean as ‘Tyrian 

purple’ – its most sought after form being harvested from mollusc shells 

gathered on the shores of Tyre herself.113  This rather contradicts Ezekiel 27’s 
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 For discussions of the particular words, with bibliographies, see Zimmerli (1989 [1963]: 
44.48.51); Block (1998: 60-61.74-75.79-80); Geyer (2004: 50-55).  See also the ‘Table of 
Merchandise’ and its footnotes in Diakonoff (1992: 185-188). 
111

 It is uncertain whether or not ארגמן is a colour in verse 16.  It follows נפך and, if an adjective 
for this gemstone, would express its colour, although the exact colour expressed is contested 
(see G.R. Driver 1954: 156; Zimmerli 1983 [1969]: 48.83-84).  It seems most likely, however, as 
Block (1998: 75) argues, that ארגמון refers here to the purple dye for cloth, given that this is its 
denotation earlier in Ezekiel 28 where it is said that Tyre imports it from מצרים, Egypt (v. 7); and, 
indeed, this is its denotation elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible (e.g. Exod. 35:5; 2 Chr. 3:14). The 
high concentration of references to purple dyes in this chapter, furthermore, favours the 
understanding that ארגמן in verse 16 also refers to a manufactured purple colour, as opposed to 
a rare and, otherwise, possibly unattested use of the word. 
112

 See Ziderman (1987) on the archaeological evidence for this, and the justification for 
understanding the two Hebrew terms to denote, respectively, two separate Phoenician dyes.  
Purple dyes were created elsewhere in the Mediterranean (Jensen 1963: 105-106), but this 
does not explain why Tyre would have made an industry of importing such dyes from afar, when 
Phoenicia’s own were a significant export industry (see below). 
113

 There are many detailed discussions on the Tyrian provenance – and the mode of 
production – of ארגמן, ‘Tyrian purple.’  See, for example, Jensen (1963); Ziderman (1990); Elliot 
(2008: 177-180).  Notwithstanding that Tyre’s production of the dye did not constitute a 
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repeated assertion that she imports the dyes from outside Phoenicia.  The text’s 

repeated association between Tyre and purple dyes does, however, 

demonstrate that the concepts signified one another within the cultural contexts 

of its authorship.  Yet there is no grasp of how the dyes are practically 

produced.  Rather, the cultural association is recognised, but mis-attributed to 

Tyre’s role as a super-trader of commodities, able to import the precious dye. 

Nonetheless, if one moves beyond attempts to use this text to reconstruct 

crudely Tyre’s historic economy, the repeated assertions that Tyre imports 

purple dyes are highly important contributions to the ideological constructions in 

the text as a whole, which themselves manifest aspects of memories of the Tyre 

of the past within cultural discourses.  Ability to take possession of purple dyes 

or dyed-purple linens demonstrated wealth across ancient West Asia and the 

Mediterranean114 as well as high social status, as attestations of attempts to 

regulate its use in dress to royal clothing demonstrate.115  Again, the three-fold 

characteristics of wealth, power and dazzling colours coalesce in the 

signification of Tyrian purple.  Wealth and power (with royal associations) are 

magnified in historically anachronistic memories of Tyre acquiring the dyes in 

her role as a nautical merchant, who imported her cargo from the ends of the 

                                                                                                                                                                          
monopoly in the Mediterranean – with evidence suggesting, for instance, Minoan production 
dating back to the mid-second millennium BCE (Stieglitz: 1994) – it is not clear why a major 
exporter of the substance would wish also to import it.  Zimmerli raises this question: 

It is strange that Tyre, herself a center of the purple cloth industry, should import purple… (1989 
[1963]: 66) 

Zimmerli’s solution, as a supporter of the thesis that Ezekiel 27 incorporates a genuine trading 
inventory, is to understand ארגמן in Ezek. 27:16 to refer to the colour of its namesake gemstone 
(1989 [1963]: 66).  I have, however, concluded above that the most likely interpretation is that 
the word here does, in fact, denote the purple dye.  As for the appearance of the word in Ezek. 
27:8, as a dye imported from Egypt, Zimmerli (1989 [1963]: 44.66) attributes this to a ‘later 
hand.’  And yet this is a highly selective reading of the text – even if grammatical construction of 
a supposed original sentence is possible, in which an aspect of it that disrupts Zimmerli’s thesis 
is simply excised and relegated to an editorial extension.  Perhaps most damaging for 
Zimmerli’s argument is a large body of Hellenistic textual evidence suggesting that by now the 
dye was widely known as ‘Tyrian purple’ – on the apparent chronology of this development, see 
Steiglitz (1994).  The emphasis on Tyre’s import of purple in Ezekiel 27 suggests that, at the 
time of the text’s composition, there is a cultural association between the two terms.  Given that 
this association continued to develop to the point that Tyre became synonymous with 
production of the dye, it seems unlikely (if not impossible) that a later editor would not have 
been aware of the association that is spelt out so repeatedly in Ezekiel 27. 
114

 See Jensen (1963); Elliot (2008: 178-182). 
115

 See Elliot (2008). 
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earth to the heart of the cosmos, from which she generated her mystifying 

economic prowess.  

As I have proposed, her economy is demonstrably mysterious by the 

bewildering blaze of colours; as well as by the imports from multifarious regions 

of the earth until ‘here be leviathans’ at Tarshish; and by the text’s plethora of 

elite, learned, and rare technical language.  The mystification, indeed, dazzles 

more of the sensory palette than sight alone.  Spices, acquired from the 

merchants of שבא, ‘Sheba’ and רעמה, ‘Raamah’ connote the alluring aroma of 

Tyre’s prosperity (Ezek. 27:22). 

Further still, Tyrian purple signifies the enchanting potency of those who, as 

social figures and ritual practitioners, draw their status from cosmically-liminal 

space.  It appears that the veil of Herod’s temple was (Tyrian?) purple, and that 

the colour consuming and obscuring the cosmically liminal space of the 

sanctuary also translated into the purple of temple priests’ vestments. 116  

Similarly, the close association of Tyrian purple with royalty and high social 

status117 – and ancient attempts legally to limit its use to royal clothing118 - seem 

to suggest that its value as an international commodity, and the mystique often 

inherent in its association with Tyre, translated into the characteristics of the 

identities of royals who donned it. 

Such recursivity – that is, the recurrence of cultural memories across diverse 

media119 – is evinced in the way Tyrian commodities signify unbearable wealth 

and power and exoticism or mystery elsewhere within the spatial schema of 

Ezek. 26:1-28:19, and in their specific embodiment in Tyre’s represented prince 

and king.  Encounter with Tyre’s commodities is so overwhelming that the ship 

Tyre herself is borne down upon with intense pressure: ותכבדי מאד בלב ימים, ‘so 

you were very heavy in the heart of the seas’ (Ezek. 27:25).  From this 

heaviness,120 and by the force of רוח הקדים, ‘wind of the east,’ it is into this 

subterranean deep that she falls, along with all her cargo and personnel (Ezek. 

                                                           
116

 See Jensen (1963: 114-115), with references to contemporaneous sources. 
117

 See Jensen (1963). 
118

 See Elliot (2008: 178-182). 
119

 On which, see Rigney (2005: 20-21), whose ideas concerning cultural memory are outlined 
in 2.4.  
120

 Greenburg (1983: 570). 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

466 
 

27:26-27).  As I have argued, the Tyrian royals in Ezek. 28:1-19 (like the 

paradigmatic ‘indigenous’ king in Isa. 14:12-15) make a ritually real ascent into 

the heavenly garden of the gods;121 but their settlement there terminates with 

their ejection to the netherworld, in spite of – or even as a result of – the 

potency of their ascent.122  As with the cargo of their fiefdom, the royal figures 

undergo netherworld descent within – and as a result of – the power of their 

ritual heavenly ascent.  The close enmeshment of the socio-economic and 

divine worlds are evinced in the interchangeability of the real (re)presented 

enchantment – and its implosion – between commercial Tyre and her ritually 

performing royals.  Wealth, power and sacralised enchantment combine in a 

toxic cocktail of cosmic and global domination, which is fragile by virtue of its 

own dominion. 

This analysis may be applied to the task of understanding representations of the 

heavenly ascent and netherworld descent of ‘indigenous’ royals and their 

relationships to Persian period cultural remembering and ideological 

constructing of ethnoscapes of the past.  On this basis, I now outline how 

culturally remembered space and royal ritual combine in biblical Solomon’s 

kingdom, as discussed in 7.4, and how this combination points to the presence 

of intersections of cultural memories and royal ‘shamanic’ cultic praxis in the 

other biblical texts examined in this thesis.  With this, I illustrate how, with the 

complexity and sophistication of a ‘cargo cult,’ the ‘razzle-dazzle’ (the 

enchantment and mystification) of  the culturally remembered ship Tyre’s 

mutually-reinforcing royal cult and cosmic-political domain are integrated into 

Yehud’s discourses concerning its ‘indigenous’ Davidic dynasty’s kingdom as 

enmeshed with – and embodied in – its remembered ritual performative praxis. 

                                                           
121

 7.3. 
122

 7.3. 
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9.3. Commodity Fetishism and Sacred Spaces in Cultural Memories 

of Solomon’s Kingdom 

The myriad similarities between Ezekiel 27’s ship (Tyre) and biblical Solomon’s 

temple, and their relevance for understanding social or cultural remembering in 

Yehud, have been the subject of some recent studies.123  It is not necessary to 

repeat such research.  In this section, I will explore similarities in biblical 

remembering of Tyre’s mystical ship and monarchy, with biblical memories of 

the first temple at Jerusalem and its royal builder.  I will, though, do so only 

insofar as these similarities are relevant to understanding the interrelation of the 

construction of an ethnoscape of Solomon’s kingdom and cultural memories of 

Solomon’s ritual praxis of heavenly ascent.  These interrelations will be the 

basis of further reflection upon the cultural discourses within which the 

representations of royal ritual heavenly ascent and netherworld descent – as 

explored in this thesis – interact. 

The ‘ethnoscape’ to which I refer is the Persian or early Hellenistic topography 

of an ethnic past, which has been developed by means of all the complex and 

multivalent processes of cultural discourse, including authors and editors of 

much of the Hebrew Bible.124  I have argued that Ezek. 26:1-28:19 manifests 

cultural fetishism of the Tyre of the past: its wealth being of cosmic, ‘magic’ 

proportions; its royals, correspondingly, cosmically liminal ‘shamanic’ 

practitioners, with such social-cosmic status being created as a reality through 

their cultic activities.125  I also noted that Tyre and Jerusalem are portrayed as 

ancient economic rivals. 126   Closer juxtaposition of Ezekiel 27 with biblical 

memories of Solomon’s temple will demonstrate that their equivalences result 

                                                           
123

 On the parallels between the Ezekiel 27 and biblical memories of Solomon’s temple, see 
Geyer (2004: 50-55).  I.D. Wilson (2013) draws on Geyer’s identification of these parallels, in 
order to explore how Ezekiel 27 plays a role in Yehud’s remembering, and in forming 
community identity.  Stordalen (2000: 308-309), followed by Wyatt (2014: 9-10), particularly on 
the basis of the parallel descriptions of the gemstones on the breastplate of the ‘King of Tyre’ 
(Ezek. 28:13) and on that of the High Priest (Exod. 28:17-20), argues that the oracle on the 
‘King of Tyre’ (Ezek. 28:12-19) originally referred to the High Priest in the Jerusalem sanctuary.  
The original ‘setting’ of the oracle is difficult to disentangle when, as I am arguing, memories of 
Tyre and of the Israelite / Judahite temple and sanctuary developed somewhat symbiotically.  
However, the means by which memories of the Tyre of the past (developed within Persian or 
late Hellenistic discourses) reflect the construction of an ethnoscape of Jerusalem and its 
sacralised royal cult are of chief interest here and in 9.2. 
124

 Cf. Hendel’s application of the notion of ‘ethnoscapes’ to the Hebrew Bible Hendel (2001: 
604-608; 2005: 31-33); following the theories of A.D. Smith (particularly 1999: 149-159). 
125

 9.2. 
126

 9.2. 
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from tendencies to model Jerusalem and her monarch after the social and 

cosmic power that was recognisable in prosperous regions of the Achaemenid 

world.127  To refer to the ethnographic analogy aforementioned,128 the ‘cargo 

cult’ of Tyre is integrated into Yehud’s own self-reflective cultural discourses.  

The enchanting other is worked into the ethnos’ own imagined past. 

Geyer, in his close study of Ezekiel 27 alongside Egyptian myths of Re’s bark 

(the boat on which he rides over chaos in his nightly travails through the 

netherworld), suggests that both these bodies of literature portray a cosmically 

liminal vessel that traverses the threshold of chaos.129  Geyer’s survey of the 

‘substances’ referenced in Ezekiel 27 finds that – of the forty-four mentioned 

elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible – over thirty are connected with the temple, ark, 

or tabernacle.130  These three vessels – in which Yahweh dwells, and in which 

the tripartite spheres of the cosmos coalesce 131  - are spaces in which the 

subjugation of subterranean chaos is ritually and spatially made real.  Ark, 

tabernacle and temple are all microcosms of the tripartite universe, where the 

waters are chaotic waters are contained, and yet the life-giving waters are 

extracted.132  Thus, as I have argued, the remembered first temple is the locus 

for Yahweh and the king’s exercise of ritual control of the cosmic waters 

(Psalms 18; 24; 89:2-38; tentatively, Psalm 110).133   

                                                           
127

 As I.D. Wilson (2013) has already proposed. 
128

 9.2. 
129

 Geyer (2004: 39-56). 
130

 Geyer (2004: 50-55). 
131

 See 1.3.3. 
132

 On the temple, in biblical representations, as a space in which cosmic chaos is subjugated, 
see Mettinger (1985: 27-29); Holloway (1991); Creach (1999: 41-43); Wyatt (2001: 6.4-6.7.6(32-
33; 2014 [2005]: 189-237)); Berges (2011).  For a detailed study of the connected motifs of 
subjugation of chaos manifested in the cosmological microcosms biblical temple, Tabernacle 
and the Ark in the Genesis flood narratives, in comparison with what he claims to be a similar 
correspondence between the ark of GE and a ziggurat, see Holloway (1991); Holloway makes 
too much out of supposed geometric correspondences (after all there will always be differences 
in the physical composition of objects which serve very different narrative purposes), he is 
critiqued by Hendel (1995) in one key respect concerning the ziggurat shape which he 
calculates for the GE’s ark, in response to which Holloway (1998) in fact makes the point that it 
is the cosmological axioms of the arks and the correspondence of to the ziggurat and temple 
respectively which is the important matter of his argument – see Wyatt (2014 [2005]: 214-216) 
for an overview of this debate in which he, too, notes that it is the matter of the implications for 
cosmological ideology which is of importance in Holloway’s arguments (1991; 1998).  For a 
discussion of parallels between Re’s bark, Noah’s Ark, and the Ark of the Covenant – along with 
their connections with the netherworld and subjugation of enemies – see Noegel (2015). 
133

 Chapters 3-6. 
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Zion’s temple stands at the centre of the cosmos and earth – and specifically in 

the midst of Jerusalem: the mythic-symbolic centre of the biblically remembered 

kingdoms of united Israel and, subsequently, Judah.134  Tyre’s dual embodiment 

in her sacralised commercial ship and in the ritual bodies of her king and prince, 

when examined alongside the relationships between Israel as embodied in 

Solomon’s temple and the biblically represented rituals of the Davidic dynasty, 

will demonstrate the means by which culturally remembered Israelite and 

Judahite cosmic and ethnic space interacts with the ritual ascents and descents 

of Israelite and Judahite monarchs. 

In 7.3, I compared motif constellations related to royal ritual ascent and descent 

in Isaiah 14:4b-20 on the one hand, and royal psalms on the other.  I similarly 

compared the ascent and descent of the Isaianic king with that of a number of 

the Hebrew Bible’s foreign kings, noting that there are especially close 

correspondences with the representations of Tyrian royal ritual in Ezek. 28:1-

19.135  The ‘parallels’ between these three (groups of) texts – Isaiah 14:4b-20, 

royal psalms, and Ezek. 28:19 – are tabulated in the Appendix.  In addition, I 

argued that the militarily and cosmically dominant kingship of the Isaianic 

monarch is paradigmatic of cultural memories of ‘indigenous’ kingship, attested 

especially in the narratives of Solomon in 1 Kings 3-11.136  I further proposed, in 

this chapter, that Ezekiel’s Tyrian corpus of Chapters 26-28:19 not only portrays 

cosmic power and potency that is reflected in biblical representations of royal 

ritual ascent and descent at Jerusalem; it also portrays Jerusalem as a rival to 

Tyre, while in its depiction of Tyre as a dazzling and sacralised cargo ship it 

echoes paradigmatic biblical representations of the Jerusalem temple.137  I now 

argue that 1 Kings 3-11 also links Solomon’s temple and kingdom to paradigms 

of the Tyre-fetish. 

As already observed, Solomon’s power and wealth is manifested in his 

cooperation and trade with various foreign dominions in carrying out his building 

projects, 138  but especially in his economic relationship with Tyre’s king, 
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 See 1.3.3. 
135

 7.3. 
136

 7.4. 
137

 9.1-9.2; following Geyer (2004: 39-56); I.D. Wilson (2013). 
138

 7.4. 
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Hiram. 139   One scholar has described Tyre as the ‘dominant partner’ in 

Solomon’s building projects.140  And yet a corollary of my arguments in 7.4 is 

that repeated reference to Hiram and Tyre will reflect cultural memories of their 

role within the kingdom of united Israel, rather from than being an accurate 

historic record of their importance in her structural development.  For 1 Kings 3-

11 constructs paradigms of an idealised – if inherently vulnerable – Davidic 

kingship and kingdom. 

Tyre’s involvement in Solomon’s building projects includes the metal 

craftsmanship of the Tyrian king’s fellow countryman and namesake, חירום, 

‘Hiram,’ who is filled with wisdom (חכם), understanding (תבונה), and knowledge 

 ,for all manner of bronze-work’ (1 Kgs 7:13-45‘ ,לעשות כל־מלאכה בנחשת (דעת)

particularly 14). These exact three qualities are also ascribed, word for word, 

to  Bezalel,’ who is tasked with a range of artisanal tasks in the‘ , בצלאל

construction of the sacred space of the cultic tent: that ancient precursor to the 

central ethnic space of the temple.  His wisdom, understanding and knowledge 

imbue him with the ability cunningly (השב) to make ‘cunning things’ (מהשבת) 

and לעשות בזהב ובכסף ובנחשת, ‘to work with gold, silver, and bronze’ (Exod. 

31:1-5; 35:30-36).  These qualities enabling his craftsmanship are directly 

attributed to רוח אלהים, ‘the breath of Elohim’ entering into him (Exod. 31:3; 

35:31).  Indeed, Bezalel, like the Tyrians, knows how to create sacred 

commodities from the purple dyes of תכלת and ארגמן (Exod. 35:35).141  Bezalel 

and Hiram the Bronze-Worker, then, have such skills and characteristics to 

navigate the secret processes142 of artisanship (and especially metalwork), as 

belong to – and emanate from – the divine sphere.  As in Ezekiel 26-28:19, 

divinity and international economy coalesce, in the fetishism of commodities 

wrought by knowledge embodied in the secret and sacralised chambers of 

Tyrian hearts. 

                                                           
139

 For a recent summary and discussion of all the references to this relationship, see Jigoulov 
(2007: 88-89). 
140

 So, Geyer (2004: 51). 
141

 For a textual and archaeological discussion of these Phoenician dyes, with a bibliography, 
see 9.2. 
142

 Bezalel and Oholiab are given the ability to pass on knowledge of these crafts (Exod. 31:6; 
35:36), underscoring its privileged and esoteric nature: only known and taught by carefully 
selected practitioners. 
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Beyond his role as a source of international merchandise, Tyre’s King Hiram, 

like his artisan namesake, embodies esoteric and privileged knowledge of 

crafts.  I have already argued that Solomon’s use of the cedars of Lebanon 

(which King Hiram provides) as building materials demonstrates his cosmic 

dominance, which is manifested in his and other Davidic royals’ cultic heavenly 

ascents.143  Further to this, in the cultural semiotics of the cedars memories of 

the sacred and economic spheres collide in the development of perceptions of 

the past.  Ancient West Asian (and, specifically, biblical) motifs of the felling – 

and possession – of Lebanon’s cedars as signifying royal ability to exercise 

power from divine space,144 attest their potency as an international commodity 

and, perhaps, even as the global fetish par excellence.145  The cedar motif 

again suggests that Israel has comparable sacred-economic power to that of 

Tyre, insofar as Tyre’s King Hiram is repeatedly emphasised to be the one 

providing the cedars (1 Kgs 5:20-25.32; 9:11; cf. 10:11.12).  The explicit 

purpose for King Hiram’s involvement is that ‘there is not one man who knows 

how to cut [down] trees like the Sidonians’ (1 Kgs 5:20).  Tyre, then, is 

remembered ideologically as dominant over Sidon’s labourers; 146  while her 

monarch reaps the advantages of the cedars which are the most sought-after 

and status signifying commodities which they produce.  Hiram, therefore, is 

imbued with mysterious wisdom concerning the great cedars by virtue of his 

imperial labour-force.147  This is not unlike the wisdom Solomon has concerning 

                                                           
143

 See 7.4; and cf. 1 Chron. 29:23. 
144

 As discussed in 7.3. 
145

 In addition to 7.3, see Northcott (2007: 101-106), where this point about the special role of 
Lebanon’s cedars in ancient international markets is made alongside discussion of a large 
number of references to them in the Hebrew Bible.  My grateful thanks to Clare Bryden for 
drawing my attention to this discussion in Northcott’s book.  The theological nature of 
Northcott’s engagement with the biblical texts results in his identifying within them a 
predominantly pejorative and critical attitude to their role in ancient West Asian economic 
systems.  I differ to Northcott in this respect since (although I am arguing that there is often 
internal literary critique of the cedars’ fetishistic potency) my discussions in this chapter suggest 
that their fetishising is profoundly refracted through the biblical texts themselves. 
146

 See Jigoulov (2007: 87-92, particularly 87), on this verse, and on attitudes more generally 
towards Tyre and Sidon in biblical texts that he dates to the Persian and Hellenistic eras. 
147

 Cf. my outline of Marx’s distinction between the values of labour and commodities in 2.2, and 
cf. Marx (1954 [1890]: 54-87).  The emphasis in the Solomon narratives of 1 Kings 3-11 on the 
control the Tyrian and Israelite monarchies exert over international labour (see 7.4 on 
Solomon’s use of widely-conscripted slave labour) does, on one hand, manifest the value 
attached to labour in communities remembering the past from within Persian or early Hellenistic 
contexts – which Marx understood to be the dominant economic value in much of the ancient 
world (see 2.2).  On the other hand, the ascription of the economically and cosmically potent 
commodities of Lebanon’s cedars to King Hiram’s control reflects Tyre’s status as a magisterial 
international trader in cultural remembering, whose commodities thereby become fetishised. 
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plant and animal life, which includes the cedars of Lebanon (1 Kgs 4:29-34).148  

King Hiram has command over the cosmically and economically central seas, 

as in Ezekiel 26-28:19, and so he coordinates the cedars’ maritime transport (1 

Kgs 5:23).  His commodities, themselves, take on the mystique of skills known 

only to the Sidonians, whom he directs; and Solomon shares in his 

commodities, and in possession of mystical knowledge of them.  So Solomon, 

by virtue of Hiram, makes use of a commodity fetish par excellence which is 

associated with the Sidonians, much as Jezebel is fetishised as a Sidonian 

import to Israel’s royal household.149 

The fetishes of precious metals and cedar wood, each associated with the 

potent source of one of the Hirams of Tyre, are incorporated into the structures 

of the temple 150  and its sanctuary 151  – thereby fully metamorphosing 

merchandise with sacred material.152  More widely, economically and cosmically 

potent fetishes ‘razzle-dazzle’ not only in the glorious visual aesthetics of 

Solomon’s temple: his kingdom, as a whole, is a multi-sensory reflection of this 

his dazzle-house.  Like the temple, Solomon’s אולם הכסה אשר ישפט־שם, ‘Hall for 

the Throne where he was to administer justice’ is constructed from  cedar wood 

(1 Kgs 7:7); while the  entrance hall to his own palace contains a house for one 

of his wives, Pharaoh’s daughter (1 Kgs 7:8), in which, one presumes, he will 

enjoy the full palette of her sensual delights.  The מלכת־שבא, ‘Queen of Sheba’ 

is drawn to the enchantment of the sacral economic powerhouse of Jerusalem, 

travelling there with a camel train which is unfortunate enough to be weighed 

down with חיל כבד מאד, ‘a mighty, burdensome bundle’ of further items for 

conspicuous consumption (1 Kgs 10:1-2).  Her gifts of בשמים, ‘spices,’  זהב

 precious stone’ (1 Kgs 10:2)‘ ,אבן יקרה very much gold,’ and‘ ,רב־מאד

correspond exactly to the goods that Tyre imports from Sheba and Raamah in 

                                                           
148

 On this, and other aspects of Solomon’s wisdom, see 7.4. 
149

 See 8.5; 8.7; and, for further discussion, below. 
150

 On use of cedar in Solomon’s temple-build, see 1 Kgs 6:8-10.15-16.36; 7:2-3.7.11.12; 9:11.  
On the overlaying of the temple in cedar and gold, see 1 Kgs 6:21-22.  Gold is used as the 
overlay of other parts of the temple (1 Kgs 6:28.30.32.35).  The vessels in the temple are made 
from precious metals (1 Kgs 7:47-51).  Hiram the metalworker, furthermore, is sent for 
specifically to work his crafts in the temple (1 Kgs 7:13-45). 
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 Cedar is built into Solomon’s sanctuary which is overlaid with gold (1 Kgs 6:20-22.30; 7.7). 
152

 Cf. Ez. 3:7 in which, in spite of neither Tyre or Sidon being of interest anywhere else in this 
book (Jigoulov 2007: 80), it is noted that cedars of Lebanon are brought to build the new – the 
second – temple by the Tyrians and Sidonians.  This evinces further the importance of the 
sacral centre – the temple – being furnished with this most sought-after of international fetishes. 
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Ezek. 27:22.153  Thus, as with Tyre, united Israel is culturally remembered as a 

nation of such influence as to be able to receive, from far away, a dazzling 

splash of expensive colours, precious metals, and the alluring scents of many 

spices.   

As with Tyre, moreover, this characteristic of ‘far away’ is important in defining 

the kingdom’s imported commodities.  Much of the labour which goes into 

forming the commodities is spatially set apart from the multi-sensory 

represented experience of Solomon’s kingdom.  The craft of forming the 

temple’s stones takes place abroad (1 Kgs 6:7), so that they are perceived 

within the kingdom as fully formed commodities, their craftwork being an exotic 

foreign mystery.  The tools with which Hiram the metal-worker has laboured in 

the temple are thrown away in the plains of Jordan (1 Kgs 7:46), so that only the 

commodities themselves remain to be experienced within the urban community.  

Solomon’s flotilla brings commodities from their three-year round-trip to, as it 

were, the mystical ends of the earth: Tarshish (1 Kgs 10:22).  His kingdom’s 

importation of products from Tarshish is, of course, another aspect of its 

economy shared with that of Tyre (Ezek. 27:12).154  Tyre, then, being perceived 

as a wealthy trader among remembering cultures in Persian Yehud, 155  is 

fetishised as an ancient mistress of commodities, whilst Solomon’s kingdom 

and the Davidic monarchy are developed into something of a similitude of her.  

Nonetheless, as in Ezek. 26-28:19, 1 Kings 3-11 attests the inherent danger of 

the sacralised order associated with a prosperous kingdom.  It is Solomon’s 

wives who turn his heart towards Athtart and other foreign deities (1 Kings 11), 

resulting in his loss of favour with Yahweh. 156   It is his dynasty’s use of 

conscripted labour which is used to explain the downfall of his prosperous 

(cosmic) kingdom, which is mythically constructed as extending between the 

two waters (cf. 1 Kgs 5:1).157  The dangerous fetishes of foreign wives and 

                                                           
153

 Noted by Zimmerli (1983 [1969]: 68), who also here discusses commodities exported by 
Sheba elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. 
154

 See my discussion of the reference to Tarshish in Ezekiel in 9.2, in which I discuss the 
biblical concepts ‘Tarshish’ as a kind of mythic topology of the ends of the earth. 
155

 See 2.2. 
156

 As discussed in 7.4. 
157

 As discussed in 7.4. 
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Tyrian products, indeed, coalesce (as already discussed),158 as in the locus of 

the royal Phoenician Jezebel at her lattice.159  Solomon’s heart is turned to 

‘Ashtoret of the Sidonians’ (1 Kgs 11:5.33), implying the agency of his 

Phoenician women in his ultimate corruption. 

In 1 Kings 11-12, if not before,160 deconstruction of the allure of the fetish of 

Solomon’s realm is evident, corresponding closely with the warning concerning 

kings who behave like foreign rulers in Deut. 17:14-17.  The passage is often 

understood to be written in response to a particular king, but the following verse 

has been the cause of disagreement as to who this regent is: 

You may indeed install a king over you, whom Yahweh your Elohim (אלהיך) 

chooses.  From amongst your brethren you will install a king over you.  You will 

not be permitted to appoint a foreign man over you, who is no brother to you. 

(Deut. 17:15) 

The problem has generally been addressed on the understanding that the 

Davidic kings were not ‘foreign’. 161   And yet a simpler explanation is that 

Solomon is in view.   He is of dubious (if not ascertainably ‘foreign’) matrilineal 

heritage; 162  and he amasses the wealth of commodities against which the 

                                                           
158

 7.4. 
159

 See 8.5; 8.7. 
160

 See, for example, Pyper (1993); J.D. Hays (2003); Power (2006) on ambiguities and 
critiques in 1 Kings 3-10’s ostensibly laudatory portrayal of Solomon. 
161

  A number of suggestions have been made as to which circumstances might have inspired 
this censure on the appointment of a ‘foreign’ king.  S.R. Driver (1902: 210) simply treats it as a 
hypothetical prohibition which has not come at all to pass, perhaps based on events among 
‘Israel’s neighbours;’ or simply as a prohibition introduced for fear of a ‘foreign’ king affecting 
indigenous religious practices.  Daube (1971) looks back to the ancient figure of Abimelech for a 
candidate (Jud. 8:30-9:57) who, though the son of Gideon the Judge, nonetheless has a 
‘Canaanite’ mother (Jud. 8:31; 9.18).  Nicholson (2006) proposes that Assyrian dominance over 
Judah and, especially, Israel is in mind, thereby rendering a bleak warning as to the results of 
becoming a vassal state to an emperor.   
162

 Although Solomon is ostensibly an ‘indigenous’ king, his mother Bathsheba – originally the 
wife of Uriah the Hittite (2 Sam. 11:3) – has an ethnic heritage as ambiguous as is the 
assessment of Solomon’s kingship in the Hebrew Bible.  As shown by the data Bowen (2001) 
presents, pejorative portrayals of Davidic kings on the part of the ‘Deuteronomists’ tend to 
correspond with their mothers being named as ‘foreign’.  In the case of Solomon, the ambivalent 
attitudes towards him which are manifest in the Hebrew Bible perhaps reflect, to some extent, 
the uncertainty around Bathsheba’s ethnicity (Bowen 2001); pace Wyatt (2005: 75-76; 2010: 
240-241), who argues that Bowen (2001) overstates the extent to which biblical accounts of 
kingship are historically unreliable.  Illuminated in this light, the איש נכרי אשר לא־אחיך הוא, ‘foreign 
man…who is no brother to you’ is a jibe against a king like Solomon – whose mother is 
affectively a commodity accumulated from the Uriah, who is of Hittite extraction (see 2 Sam. 
11:1-27).  A king who is ‘foreign’ in a matrilineal sense may well be considered predisposed to 
accumulating large numbers of ‘foreign’ women himself (as, of course, does Solomon), who are 
perceived as corrupting him (as, again, is the case with biblical Solomon).  This much can lend 
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passage in Deut. 17:14-17 counsels.163  The king is not permitted to accumulate 

precious metals for himself, specifically זהב, ‘gold’ and כסף, ‘silver’ (Deut. 

17:17), which (as I have argued) is a salient, dazzling feature of Solomon’s 

kingship.  The command that the king must not make an alliance with Egypt, 

and not to go down there to multiply horses (Deut. 17:16), is exactly what 

Solomon does (1 Kgs 10:28-29).  It is further recounted, for good measure, that 

Solomon’s alliance with Egypt leads to his taking Pharaoh’s daughter as a wife 

as the very first commodity he accumulates in the pericope (1 Kgs 3:1; cf. 9:16) 

an action specifically condemned in Deut. 17:14-17.  The wife that Solomon 

acquires is to be among his chief commodities in a patriarchal royal paradigm – 

the enchanting commodities being those women who are characterised by their 

multiplicity, diversity in their othered and exotic provenance, and the sensory 

overload that they afford him.  In Deut. 17:17, furthermore, a king is also 

commanded not to take many wives, else his לבב, ‘heart’ may be turned, which 

is exactly what is said to happen to Solomon as a result of his many foreign 

women (1 Kgs 11:4).164
   

It is highly significant also that Solomon begins from Egypt this narrative path to 

self-subverting ascent (1 Kgs 3:1): that is to say, the self-subverting ascent 

                                                                                                                                                                          
some significance to the Abimelech narrative, even if not exactly in the way Daube (1971) 
suggests, whose arguments outlined in the previous footnote.  As I have outlined in 7.3, in Jud. 
9:8-14 Abimelech’s ascent to kingship, along with his destruction – and that of his subjects – 
which follows (portrayed respectively as arboreal growth and consummation by fire), bears 
similarities with the description of the king in Isaiah 14:4b-21.  Abimelech, by virtue of his name 
also (אבימלך can be read as ‘My Father is a King’, regardless of its exact etymological 
derivation), stands as a paradigm for kingship within the ethnos.  Thus Abimelech is a rather 
common name for kings in the Hebrew Bible: so, also, Abimelech of Gerar (Gen. 21:22-32; 
26:1-31); and Abimelech from whom David is said to have been in danger (Ps. 34:1), though he 
is otherwise named אכיש מלך גת, ‘Achish, King of Gath’ (1 Sam. 21:10-15).  Its commonality 
suggests it is a convenient name to apply to apply to kings when using particular figures to 
make points about paradigmatic kingship in narratives of the past.  Both Solomon and 
Abimelech then, demonstrate that paradigmatic ‘indigenous’ kingship can include sonship of 
wives acquired from ‘foreign’ peoples, but it seems to be more the case that Abimelech in 
Judges can serve as a paradigm for Davidic kingship, rather than having been culturally 
remembered as a major monarch in his own right, especially given the frequent lack of clarity in 
Judges as to how far his status is royal (see Schöpflin 2004).  Abimelech in Judges is, indeed, 
likely at least in parts to stand as a typology for the kingship of Solomon and his son Jeroboam, 
insofar as the pejorative reference to the origins of Abimelech’s mother (Jud. 8:31) has close 
parallels with the treatment of Jeroboam’s mother in 1 Kgs 11:26, as Schöpflin (2004: 4, n. 7) 
argues. 
163

 Although the prohibitions on the king in Deut. 17:16-17 may well constitute a critique of 
widespread West Asian royal ideology and praxis – as Levinson (2001) and Dutcher-Walls 
(2002) contend – they also apply to Solomon’s kingship, as portrayed in 1 Kings 3-11, as I am 
arguing.  
164

 As discussed in 7.4. 
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which is to climax with the crystallising of the commodities’ sacralisation and 

mystification in the structures and aesthetics of the temple which Solomon will 

build, and in the entrance that this space will afford him into ritual praxis 

performed in mimesis of – and cooperation with – Yahweh.  For Egypt often 

indexes biblical netherworld descents, including that of the second royal son in 

Ezek. 19:2-9.165 

Where cultural discourses fetishising both Tyre’s commodities and royal women 

underlie the Solomon narratives (as they do the description of Jezebel’s ritual 

performance before Jehu in 2 Kgs 9:30-32),166 so also do they enchant Psalm 

45’s representation of a royal marriage ceremony.167  Here, the king’s sacral 

status is especially apparent insofar as the entire hymn of praise is addressed 

to him, rather than towards any deity.168  He is surrounded by בנות מלכים, ‘king’s 

daughters’ and his bride is arrayed בכותם אפיר, ‘in gold of Ophir’ (Ps. 45:10).  

Ophir itself is mentioned in the Hebrew Bible almost chiefly for its sought-after 

gold,169 which is portrayed as an exotic far-away product in literary contexts 

which commonly echo some of those in which the Tyrian and Solomonic 

monarchies are fetishised, as already discussed. 170   Not only is the bride 

                                                           
165

 See Wyatt (1996: 89) for an overview of Egypt as a space for netherworld descent; see 8.4.2 
for my application of this spatial-ideologising of Egypt to the exile of the second son in Ezekiel 
19.   Although Solomon’s represented ritual heavenly ascents are not complemented by explicit 
representations of netherworld descents, the points I am making nonetheless demonstrate that 
downfall is inherent in the major factors in the literary-cultural creation of Solomon’s economic 
and cosmic mystique. 
166

 See 8.5. 
167

 The king and his bride are described with much paradigmatic royal imagery (see, for 
example, Day 1996 [1992]: 93; Schroeder 1996).  As discussed throughout this thesis (and, 
particularly, in 2.1) psalms which appear to be royal ‘liturgies’ are most likely representations of 
royal ritual.  Accordingly, the Sitz im Leben of Psalm 45 – if there is one – is a secondary issue, 
although various candidates have been suggested: whilst Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: vol. 1, 72-
74), J. Day (1996 [1992]: 93) and Schroeder (1996) follow the common view that it was 
composed as a royal marriage ‘liturgy’, Gaster (1955) suggests that it was used for non-royal 
marriage ceremonies, but incorporated royal imagery.  Alternatively, if one concurs with Wyatt 
(2005: 7-10) that the Hebrew Bible points towards hieros gamos ceremonies having been 
performed by Davidic royals, then it might be seen as such a ‘liturgy’ or representation of such a 
liturgy.  The primary concern however, as related to the argument I am formulating here, is to 
articulate the psalm’s fetishism of royal brides and Tyrian commodities. 
168

 Mowinckel (2004 [1962]: 73-74); Schroeder (1996). 
169

 1 Kgs 9:28; 10:11; 22:9; 1 Chron. 29:4; 2 Chron. 8:18; 9:10; Job 22:24; 28:15.16; Ps. 45:10; 
Isa. 13:12. 
170

 Gaining possession of gold from Ophir (which according to Isa. 13:12 is an extremely rare 
product), is understood in biblical texts to involve Maritime expertise, and to be a difficult task to 
accomplish.  King Jehosaphat sends out ships of Tarshish to retrieve Ophir’s gold (1 Kgs 
22:49), Tarshish being, as discussed in 9.2, at the mythic location of the ends of the earth.  
Unfortunately for Jehoshaphat, his ships are wrecked at Ezion-Geber (1 Kgs 22:49), an account 
somewhat embarrassing to be held against him in remembrance, given that the place is located 
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fetishised by the valuable exoticism of her clothing, and its burnished colours.  

She may, moreover, be Tyrian or, at any rate, the city of Tyre will present the 

bridegroom with gifts of Tyrian fetishes (Ps. 45:12-13).171 

Solomon’s ritual entrance into the temple and its sanctuary – the space where 

the cosmic realms intersect – and his interaction there with Yahweh by means 

of ritual speech acts, are the Hebrew Bible’s most explicit (and, by far, most 

extensive) representations of a Davidic monarch entering this cultic space.172  

Yet the commodities intrinsically linked with this ritual praxis, that most mystify 

and sacralise Solomon’s kingship over his nation (imports like those of Tyre, 

and ‘foreign’ brides), are the very means by which united monarchy is brought 

to an end.  The divine potency of Jerusalem’s great monarch self-subverts, as 

does that of Ezekiel’s Tyre.  Notwithstanding that cultural memories of the 

typical Davidic monarch as some manner of priest did re-emerge by the time of 

the Hasmoneans,173 the ‘priestly’ or quasi-priestly rituals of Solomon, according 

to Persian and/ or early Hellenistic cultural remembering, appear never again to 

be replicated by his descendants.  The potency of paradigmatic Davidic 

kingship so inherently unstable, as to ensure that the paradigm’s most splendid 

form is irreplaceable.   

                                                                                                                                                                          
only so far away as the area of Jordan in the Pentateuch (Num. 33:35-36; Deut. 2:8).  
Furthermore, it is at Ezion-Geber that Solomon had his ship built, for the purposes of voyaging 
to Ophir for gold (1 Kgs 9:26-28), and yet Jehoshaphat is farcically incapable of having his ships 
travel any further than here.  This supports the sense, implied in the ‘Deuteronomistic’ formula 
for his accession to the throne, that Jehoshophat was a king looked upon unfavourably by 
Yahweh (see 1 Kgs 15:26): the fetishised commodity is unavailable to him; the divinity in which 
a Davidic king is supposed to share, according to biblical narratives and representations of 
rituals, just about alludes him.  Solomon’s successful retrieval of Ophir’s gold (1 Kgs 9:26-28), 
conversely, further represents him as master of a kingdom that has a mysterious purchase on 
fetishes; thereby strengthening the sense that in his ritual practice he embodies the power 
which flows from spaces of economic and cosmic liminality.  For the retrieval of gold is said, in 
this passage of 1 Kgs 9:26-28, to be accomplished by the expert seafaring men working for 
Hiram of Tyre – that is the king of the culturally remembered sacralised trader of fetishes which 
Jerusalem mirrors in 1 Kgs 3-11. 
171

 The grammar is difficult in these verses, and it is unclear whether בת־צר is to be understood 
literally as ‘Daughter of Tyre’ (i.e. a bride from the Tyrian monarchy) or as a reference to the city 
of Tyre.  For a discussion of the grammatical problems here, and elsewhere in Psalm 45, see 
Dobbs-Allsop (1995). 
172

 As noted in 7.4, Solomon is the Davidic king who is said by name to have sat on Yahweh’s 
throne (1 Chron. 29:23).  Further to this, when כבוד־יהוה, ‘the glory of Yahweh’ is filling the 
temple that Solomon has just constructed, he is represented as engaging in extended ritual 
speech with him (1 Kgs 8:10-61).  Following this, Solomon leads the people in offering sacrifices 
(1 Kgs 8:62-64).  Such ‘priestly’ functions are only occasionally ascribed to kings in the Hebrew 
Bible – see F.L. Horton (1976: 45) for a discussion of this subject. 
173

 As I argue in 3.5 and 3.7 with reference to Psalm 110. 
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Small wonder, then, that certain biblical authors would have the king sit on a 

throne upon which he is to copy a text written and approved by others (Deut. 

17:18), as opposed to receiving wisdom from sitting on Yahweh’s throne in the 

heavenly realm.  He is ‘demoted’ from כסא־יהוה, ‘the Throne of Yahweh’ (1 

Chron. 29:23) to   .the Throne of his Kingdom’ (Deut. 17:18)‘ , כסא ממלכתו

Juxtaposed with cultural memories of Solomon’s kingship, then, Deut. 17:14-18 

does not merely reinforce or create discourses of monarchy as technocratic or 

desacralised.  Rather, its stern words manifest the terrors arising from cultural 

memories of the mysterious and mystical potency of kingship – a remembered 

ritual reality which, most likely, the Hasmoneans were to be all too keen to 

attempt to replicate and textually represent.174 

The extensive reflections on Tyre provided by the book of Ezekiel serve to 

interact with discourses in Yehud concerning paradigmatic ‘indigenous’ 

kingship.  Tropes which enchant memories of Tyre and her monarchy are 

applied to the Davidic kingdoms in biblical manifestations of Yehudite cultural 

remembering: especially that of united Israel under Solomon.  Solomon also 

draws to his kingdom the fetishes of international commerce, with much help 

from Tyre.  His realm thereby grows into a similitude of the mystifying image of 

Tyre.  As with Tyre’s floating ‘ark’ of cargoes, Jerusalem’s temple comes to be 

replete with the wealth of international merchandise.  The sacred ‘realities’ of 

Jerusalem’s culturally remembered royal cult, accordingly, merge with the 

‘realities’ that are descriptive of trading systems as they appear to have been 

experienced in Persian or late Hellenistic Yehud.  Solomon – performing rituals 

in close relation and concert with Yahweh, and drawing ‘divine’ wisdom from 

such a ritual status – embodies the mystique generated from the economic and 

cosmic power of his nation. 

Solomon and his nation, however, exist in a state of inherent vulnerability, as 

does the monarchy and nation of Tyre.  The economic-cosmic order that 

Solomon imposes on his kingdom, between the two waters, emanates from the 

potency of inherently disorderly commodities: those of foreign provenance.  

These include the fetishes par excellence of cedars of Lebanon which have 

been sourced by means of the political and economic power of Hiram of Tyre, 
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 See 3.7. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

479 
 

whose throne is built upon a sea of cosmic disorder.  Such chaos, as May 

argued in his magisterial essay on the מים רבים, ‘many waters,’ requires 

subjugation by the instruments of Yahweh again and again.175  As such, it is an 

ever-present threat.  Just as Tyre, it is held, is inevitably to sink beneath the 

cosmic waters, upon which she is depicted, Solomon is to be led astray to 

worship ‘foreign’ royal deities, by the women he has harvested from the 

kingdoms of the earth.   

For, as is the case with the ‘ark’ that is the Jerusalem temple, Tyre as a ship 

takes on a kind of divine status in biblical cultural remembering: the wealth of 

her cargoes, and their ‘razzle-dazzle,’ enchant and sacralise her, as something 

of a ‘floating tabernacle’ replete with commodity fetishes (Ezek. 27).  The 

potency of her mystified status can be ascribed to her positioning at the 

epicentre of the cosmos and of the world of commerce.176  Yet the threatening 

and unsettling nature of her enchanting status is inherently vulnerable, and the 

cosmic forces of disorder from which she draws her order will inevitably unleash 

disorder once again.  The worlds of commercial fetish and sacred cult join 

together; and, as we might expect,177 they are bound within the corporeal loci of 

Tyrian royals (Ezek. 28:1-19); much as the wealth of Solomon’s kingdom and 

the mysteries of the temple join together in his royal body.   

The king of Tyre, the Prince of Tyre and Solomon alike perform heavenly ascent 

made real in ritual.  They also, however, demonstrate the danger of the inherent 

vulnerability of its mystical power, descending into the realm of death and into 

destruction – and so from their positions of cosmic dominion.178   
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 May (1955); whose ideas have been applied to biblical texts more recently by Crouch (2011); 
Crouch & Strine (2013). 
176

 9.2. 
177

 Cf. 2.2. 
178

 9.2-9.3; cf. 7.3. 
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9.4. Echoes of Cultural Memories of Tyrian and Davidic Kings and 

Kingdoms in Isa. 14:4b-20 

In this chapter, I have drawn a number of links between Solomon’s biblical 

kingdom (1 Kings 3-11.12) and the kingdom of Tyre as fetishised in biblical 

cultural memories (Ezek. 26:1-28:19); two pericopes in which, as I have 

discussed, the economic and cosmic mysticism of the remembered kingdoms is 

embodied in the ‘shamanic’ ritual praxis of their royals.  As charted in visual 

form in the Appendix (Table 2) and as discussed more extensively in 7.4, a 

number of similarities may also be drawn between these two pericopes and Isa. 

14:4b-20.  On the basis of the arguments made in this chapter, it can now be 

stated more specifically that the fetishism of Tyre’s royal family and their 

kingdom is reflected in biblical representations of the Isaianic king, as well as 

those of Solomon. 

The king of Isa. 14:4b-20 is similarly enchanted and enchanting, in such a way 

as to bring the inherent vulnerabilities of the commodity fetishising kingdom and 

its correspondingly ‘shamanic’ practitioner to the fore;   albeit, there are some 

variations in the way that Isa. 14:4b-20 and Ezek. 26:1-28:19 negotiate 

competing and paradoxical cultural memories of the Davidic dynasty.  The 

Isaianic king, too, undertakes heavenly ascent in the role of the ruler of a 

kingdom that is understood to dominate the earth and subdue its peoples (Isa. 

14:12-15).179  This is reminiscent of the parameters of reality created by ritual 

heavenly ascent not only in the paradaisical garden at Tyre,180 but also on Zion 

in certain royal psalms (especially Pss. 2; 89:2-38; 110).181   

In this role, in which the Isaianic king exercises economic and cosmic royal 

power he, like Solomon, has taken possession of the prize commodity of 

Lebanon’s cedars (Isa. 14:8). 182   The interdependence, in biblical cultural 

memories, of two among the many human constructions of the ‘real’ – the 

economy and the ritual interaction of the monarch with his patron deity – are 

again evident.  We might say, pace Marx, that ‘religion’ is not a chimerical 
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 See 7.3. 
180

 See 7.3. 
181

 On this motif in Psalms 2 and 110, see particularly 3.4; on this motif in Psalm 89, see 
particularly 6.3.2. 
182

 See 7.3. 
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reflection of the ‘real.’183  The realities that economies create, rather, are a 

reflex of the realities that cults create – and vice-versa. 

One further internal subversion of the reified fetishism of Davidic kingship, 

which links 1 Kings 3-12 as a whole with Isa. 14:4b-20,184  deserves to be 

remarked upon.  I noted in 7.4 that Rehoboam’s refusal to lighten Solomon’s 

burden of conscripted labour on the northern tribes – which prompts the political 

separation of Judah and Israel (1 Kings 12) – is mirrored in the charge that the 

Isaianic king would not release those under his power (Isa. 14:17c).185  Before 

the political separation charted in 1 Kings 12, the narratives concerning 

Solomon occasionally intersperse – amongst the long discussions of his 

commodities – references to his conscripted labour (1 Kgs 5:27; 9:22; 11:28).  

The narratives do construct a space between the ‘two rivers’ in which the 

processes of production are as invisible as possible to the reader as well as to 

the imagined community living in Jerusalem:186 much production is completed 

abroad, the tools of production within the temple are disposed of and (perhaps 

most significantly) craftwork on the commodities within Solomon’s empire is 

carried out by those who have a sacralised, secretive knowledge of its means of 

production.   

Cultural memories of commodities as fetishes, detached from the practicalities 

of their production, are yet mingled with memories corresponding more closely 

with the wider social situation in the Achaemenid Empire.  Persia retained 

control by her profoundly economic imperialism.  This included taxation, an 

aspect of which was corveé labour.187  While a nation popularly associated with 

commerce, like Tyre (or more widely, Phoenicia, and also Sidon in particular), 

could be an enchanting enclave within the larger Persian economic world, 

international economies as a whole depended upon the value of labour: which 

the labourers could potentially devalue by means of rebellion, desertion or (as is 

implied in 1 Kings 12) by their ethnic leaders withdrawing them.  The 

ascendancy and success of royal provinces within the systems of commerce in 
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 Marx (1954 [1890]: 83); as discussed in Iiii. 
184

 Such links having been discussed in detail in 7.4. 
185

 This statement comes with the qualification that Isa. 14:17c is linguistically difficult but – as I 
argue in 7.3-7.4 – it is nonetheless clear that it can refer to an indigenous king. 
186

 See 9.3.  On the mythic ‘two rivers’ motif in the Solomon narratives, see 7.4. 
187

 2.2. 
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the Persian Empire – as might be witnessed even from fetishising perspectives 

in Yehud – could be understood from wider cultural knowledge to depend on the 

more mundane processes of the imperial economy.  These hints, then, of the 

more practical processes behind the mystified economy of a royal nation, 

disrupt and unsettle just a little, before the entire enchanting veil is torn: to 

borrow a metaphor from the New Testament, it is left hanging, yet in two pieces.  

This is an unveiling teasingly delayed in the Solomonic narratives; while the veil 

is gradually torn apart throughout the whole of the poem concerning the Isaianic 

king.  The literary ends are brought about not without having (re-)presented and 

reinforced the mystifying potency of paradigmatic Davidic monarchs. 
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9.5. Concluding Remarks on Parody, Humiliation, and Enchantment 

in Representations of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and 

Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 

9.5.1. Introducing Conclusions 

I have argued that a web of comparable discursive – and, at least in 

appearance, recursive188 – cultural memories pervade, in comparable ways, 

both the oracles concerning Tyre in Ezekiel, and the Solomonic narratives of 1 

Kings 3-11;189 as well as the poem in Isa. 14:4b-20.190  These memories are 

evinced in comparable representations of sacralised monarchies and kingdoms, 

which subvert themselves from within their own mystified potency.  This much is 

of great importance in understanding cultural memories reflected in 

representations of heavenly ascent and netherworld descent in Isa. 14:4b-20, 

and in the other biblical texts examined in this thesis.  I now discuss these 

broader biblical cultural memories in this first part of my concluding remarks. 

In this section, three conclusions will be drawn concerning the rest of the texts 

examined in this thesis, on the basis of the foregoing analysis of Isa. 14:4b-20, 

which was conducted in the light of biblical representations of the Tyrian and 

Solomonic kingdoms. It is the netherworld descent of the Isaianic king to which I 

will pay particular attention, including the capriciously subverted images of his 

heavenly ascent (from which accomplishment, in any case, his descent begins).  

The first conclusion relates to the characteristics of the differences between the 

comparable constellations of motifs of netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent across the different biblical texts that I have assessed.  The second 

relates to the differences these demonstrate in the means by which biblical 

                                                           
188

 As set out in 2.3-2.4, I am concerned in this thesis with establishing similarities and 
differences in the Wittgensteinian sense of ‘family resemblances.’  I stress again, therefore, that 
I am not debating the probability or otherwise of literary dependence between the passages.  
Rather, I am comparing the passages in such a way as to highlight the similarities and 
differences between the various Yehudite cultural discourses upon which they draw, and with 
which they interact, in order to elucidate something of the discursive specificity of each.  Without 
the benefit of detailed or comprehensive knowledge of the ancient contexts I have, as I argued 
in 2.3-2.4, had to avoid attempting to establish exact links between ‘recursive’ memories among 
cultural artefacts, where some cultural theorists such as Rigney (2005; 2010) who study later 
historical contexts employing methodologies similar to those I have adopted, have been able to 
do so.  ‘Recursivity’, as a means of understanding processes of cultural remembering, is a 
concept developed by Rigney (2005: 20-21), which I outlined in 2.4. 
189

 9.3. 
190

 9.4; see, further, 7.4. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

484 
 

authors have negotiated the paradoxes and contradictions in their multiple 

contemporaneous discourses concerning the Davidic monarchy.  The third 

relates to the roles of enchantment and humiliation in the processes by which 

biblical authors construct these differing representations of descent and ascent 

from their cultural discourses. 

9.5.2. Distinctions in Cultural Remembering 

The Isaianic king’s netherworld descent is reified in a particularly gruesome – 

yet adulatory – manner which, apropos of the texts on which this thesis has 

focused, finds close comparison only in those which include portrayals of royal 

women.191  Crouch and Strine have recently suggested that the king’s role in 

restricting chaos (as demonstrable in some royal psalms) is creatively 

transformed in Ezekiel’s images of foreign rulers. 192   Similar creativity is 

apparent in Isa. 14:4b-21, in which formulaic rituals – which involve the 

pummelling of chaos – are represented, but their authoritative language games 

are continually undermined by ironically inapposite multi-sensory ‘images’.  

Such acerbic playfulness is evinced further in this way: whereas ritual creates 

sensory experience in a controlled way, the focus on the king’s anguish is built 

up by representations of sensory experiences which, on one level, signify loss 

of ritual control.  Where once he created and instilled a ritually ‘authoritarian’ 

subjugation of the cosmos from his seat in the divine assembly, he becomes 

wholly objectified, from his ingestion by grave creatures in the creation he once 

ruled, to his ejection from his space of cultic honour in the royal sepulchre.193  

Delight in his fate is augmented by the claim that the king had resolved to 

undertake a magnificent heavenly ascent, and had successfully done so.194 

It may be that the cruel pleasure of practical jokers derives from the unmasking 

of the pretence under which their victims have been spell-bound.195  Isa. 14:4b-

20, therefore, builds a stunning and enchanting impression of the king’s 

celestial ascent, in which he is enthroned above the divine assembly – ‘the stars 

of El’ – while also portraying him with images of temple ascent.  The poem 
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thereby emphasises the nature of his heavenly ascent as taking place both 

within the temple and the astral heavens – this being an explicit merging of 

imagery attested elsewhere only in Ps. 89:37-38,196 albeit this is at least implicit 

in all the psalms portraying royal heavenly ascent at Zion, given the cosmically 

liminal nature of the temple.  The power and enchantment that begins to 

characterise him due to his mimesis of the divine, then, is made great in this 

montage.   As a consequence, his descent, which demonstrates utter 

dispossession of the sort of control inherent in the Chaoskampf motifs 

accompanying representations of netherworld descent in royal psalms, is an all 

the more happy source of Schadenfreude.197 

Similarly, Athaliah, in 1 Kings 11, is left unburied by the narrator.  Her corpse is 

seemingly exposed and desecrated, with possibilities of her being held in 

remembrance among her descendants abrogated, as they are with the Isaianic 

king. 198   Any royal ascent Athaliah might have undertaken, however, goes 

unmentioned, as do a number of other signifiers of a Davidic monarch. She is 

therefore denied the ‘real’ ascent from which such tortuous descent proceeds, 

even where the text is unable to relinquish implicit recognition of the genuine 

ritual power that her culturally remembered queenship has incorporated. 

Though she has taken control of the temple, nothing is said of her actualisation 

of ritual queenship through heavenly ascent; nor is there any indication that she 

has performed royal subjugation of disorder, let alone descended to the 

netherworld in order to do so in cooperation with her patron deity.  Instead, ritual 

ascent is explicitly performed by Joash (1 Kgs 11:14) in cooperation with 

Yahweh, in spaces which fundamentally contrast with the spaces that the text 

names as occupied by Athaliah.199 

However, certain other royal women are able to undertake heavenly ascent.  

These figures harness their specifically feminine power as liminal figures, 

‘appropriately’ within patriarchal structures.  So the royal mother in Ezekiel 19 

and the gebirah of Jer. 13:18-20 descend from positions of cosmic ascent 

achieved through their various culturally remembered and culturally constructed 
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roles.200  Jezebel uses her status as a commodity fetish – being a Phoenician 

(and a royal) woman – in order to challenge Jehu in a performance ritualised 

with cosmic ascent.  Cultural signifiers of Tyrian fetishes within the interstices of 

the Achaemenid Empire are, thereby, interwoven into the narratives of 

indigenous Davidic royalty.201  So, generally, the royal women, in common with 

the Isaianic king, descend from positions of ‘real’ and explicit ascent.  The 

exception is Athaliah.   In spite of implicit suggestions that she performed the 

role of monarch, if she was accordingly held to have undertaken the heavenly 

ascent appropriate to her role then this goes unmentioned, a state of affairs 

seemingly due to perceptions that she ‘illegitimately’ usurped the role of 

monarch.202 

Among these perceptions of royal women (excluding the more ambiguous 

depiction of Athaliah), a further distinction may be drawn.  On the one hand, 

there is the only attested monarchic understanding of a royal woman’s (and 

specifically a gebirah’s) role identified in this thesis (Jer. 13:18-19).  On the 

other hand, there are depictions of royal women which seem to owe much to 

matrices of discursive cultural memories of Tyrian and Davidic monarchy; such 

depictions as have arisen from experiences of imperial economics and politics 

within Persian Yehud (Jer. 13:20; 1 Kgs 9:30-37; Ezekiel 19).  In the text which 

dates from the monarchic period, something akin to ‘shared rule,’ in which the 

gebirah is enthroned alongside the king and understood (at least symbolically) 

to wear his crown, is that which is subverted. 203   In the Persian or early 

Hellenistic texts, the royal women of the past cease to exercise shared rule 

within cultural memory, but rather embody the rule of male monarchs, and 

embody the kingdom, thereby exercising a kind of power know as ‘matrilocality’, 

whereby a powerful royal woman will be identified with her city or nation.204  The 

gebirah of the much later verse which follows the monarchic oracle in Jeremiah 

(13:20) now embodies the subjects of the two textual fragments which she 

editorially bridges.  First, she embodies the preceding ancient oracle concerning 

the political and ritualised descent of the Judahite monarchy (Isa. 13:18-19).  
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Second, she embodies the proceeding depiction of the exposure of her ‘flock,’ 

Jerusalem (Isa. 13:21-27). 205   Similarly, the royal mother of Ezekiel 19 

embodies – through the synecdoche of a specific set of items of regalia (vv. 2-

9), or the metonym of a vine (vv. 10-14) – the royal ascent, exile and descent of 

her sons, as well as embodying their kingdom.206   In this sense, the royal 

women give potency to the regalia of the kingdom.  Such enchantment of 

objects with a high exchange value is evident, too, in Jezebel’s performance 

before Jehu, in which she utilises the focused and sacral space of her ritual 

stage in order to exploit her own status as a royal commodity fetish, as she 

confronts his political power with her own ritual potency.207 

In stark contrast to all these passages in which the enduring enchantment of 

monarchy is reified in discourses which are disenchanting it, many of the 

psalms examined in the earlier chapters, in their various ways, remain in the 

‘spell’ of the Davidic monarchy as culturally remembered (so, Psalms 2; 18; 24; 

101; 110). 208   They uncritically reify the Jerusalem king’s potent ritual 

cooperation with – and mimesis of – Yahweh.  Here, sequential motifs of 

exalted heavenly ascent follow a cathartic triumph over the netherworld. 209  

Taussig would ascribe such motifs to ‘Western’ culture; reflexes of the Inferno 

paradigm.210  Such so-called ‘Western’ motifs are not, however, entirely distant 

from the cultural discourses that the texts make apparent – discourses that 

precede those which we call ‘Western’ – as I have argued throughout the 

thesis.211  In 9.5.3, I will again pick up the thread of my argument that these 

motif constellations are products of discourses deriving from across the range of 

temporal contexts in which certain biblical texts were produced. 

Psalm 89:39-52, though also representing the speech acts of these 

authoritarian rituals, contrastingly allows space for cultural counter-discourses 

remembering military failure and exile.  The imagery and signification of the 

rituals of heavenly ascent and netherworld descent are confused.  The royal 
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body is abused in the process of, ironically, performing various rites associated 

with the netherworld, which might be expected to create ritual power for the king 

if performed as ritual chaos-subjugation rather than the rituals of mourning into 

which this form of descensus has morphed.212  In common with Isa. 14:12-15, 

Ps. 89:37-38 reifies especially vivid representation of the heavenly nature of 

royal temple ascent in order to augment the impact of the oppositional ritual 

imagery (vv. 39-52).  Yet the pathos of Ps. 89:39-52 (along with that of the 

rather ambiguous portrayal of Solomon in 1 Kings 3-12) is altogether different 

from the malign twisting and reversal of descent and ascent imagery in Isa. 

14:4b-21, and in the texts on royal women explored in Chapter 8.  Rather, 

Psalm 89 skilfully incorporates a spectrum of ambiguities, resisting simplistic 

catharsis or comfortable discursive resolution. 

Thus two broad categories may be distinguished between the ways in which 

biblical texts discussed in this thesis deal with the cultural discourses from 

which they were produced.  These distinctions emerge from differing ways of 

negotiating the often mutually antagonistic webs of cultural discourses and 

linguistic games remembering Davidic monarchy.  The first ‘category’ 

incorporates the sort of constellations of netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent which find recursive representation in similar ‘Dantesque’ motifs of 

cathartic netherworld descent in later European cultures.  In these texts, 

netherworld descent forms an integral part of the king’s final heavenly ascent 

and, accordingly, his ritual cooperation with Yahweh and his sharing in 

Yahweh’s divine characteristics.  Included in this ‘category’ are Psalms 2, 18, 24 

and 110 (and, if taken in isolation, Ps. 89:2-38), which uncritically represent the 

king’s ritual performative praxis. Cultural memories of the Davidic monarch 

being as powerful as that of Tyre are reified, and imbued with Yahweh’s 

characteristic potency.    

The second category is most comparable to the sorts of ‘shamanic’ rituals to 

which Taussig refers as ‘montage’: whereby the (we might say) reified speech 

acts and broader sensual experiences of the represented rituals are disrupted 

by the discombobulation of their own authoritative (dis)order.213  Such montage 
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is displayed across a wide variety of ideological texts.  The playful subversion of 

Ps. 89:39-52 – which rearranges the images of such rituals, thereby morphing 

the compelling reality-making of cult with tropes of exile – is apparent also in 

Isa. 14:4b-20.  Yet the latter is a darker act of literary patricide.  With violent 

abuse (and seductively clever rhetoric) it creates, as does Psalm 89, montages 

of royal ascent and ritual mourning; but the Isaianic text seditions and sneers 

even at rites of mourning for the ancient royal father or, paradigmatically, royal 

fathers.  Isa. 14:4b-20 reifies the obliteration of the king’s embodied identity and 

his very memory, and hides his identity, while yet teasingly revealing its hand 

with pointers towards an ultimately non-specific paradigm of ‘indigenous’ 

kingship.  So the tombs of the Davidic kings are ransacked; their bones 

irreverently mixed-up and scattered.  Even to the point, that is, of the editors 

‘confusing’ him with  – or (perhaps I should say) obscuring him as – the ‘King of 

Babylon’ (neutralising his memory and identity) and, consequently, much ink 

being deployed in modern tomes in order to demonstrate his identification with 

particular Mesopotamian emperors such as Sargon II.214 
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9.5.3. Differing Negotiations of Cultural Memories of the Davidic Monarchy 

from the Discourses of Persian Yehud 

The differences between the arrangements of representations of the motifs of 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, which I have just discussed, evince 

differing ways of negotiating the often mutually antagonistic webs of cultural 

discourses and linguistic games remembering Davidic monarchy.  These 

differences may now be framed within a generalised conclusion, namely: the 

degree to which the texts confound, and confuse, representation of the 

authoritative making-real of the king’s ritual power – which is demonstrated by 

his cooperation with, and mimesis of, Yahweh – appears to correlate with the 

degree to which the royal ritual performer is mistrusted as a cosmically liminal, 

‘shamanic’ figure.  

I have argued that the remembrance attested in Psalm 110 of the king both as a 

politically powerful figure (in being made dominant over the military enemies by 

virtue of the rituals he performs), and as one who draws power from ritually 

traversing the boundaries of the earthly realm, reflects a body of anthropological 

studies which show ‘shamanic’ practice to be at the centre of the social group 

only in limited circumstances; most specifically when that centre is politically 

and socially powerful.215  Psalm 18 and Psalm 24 also demonstrate a high view 

of the king as cosmically liminal ritual practitioner – indeed, these two psalms 

(and possibly Psalm 110) variously demonstrate descent into the cosmic 

domain of the netherworld to be a ‘shamanic’ component of the king’s ritual 

power as expressed through his corresponding heavenly ascents.   

If my tentative reading of Psalm 110 is correct, then the king in ritual mimesis of 

– and cultic cooperation with – Yahweh moves cosmically downward from a 

position of enthroned heavenly ascent, in order to trample down the forces of 

chaos embodied in the cosmic waters.  His apparent entrance into the 

netherworld by which he affects defeat of chaos (a triumphant sojourn which is 

brought to an end by his ritual birthing by Yahweh from the ‘womb of the dawn’), 

would express stunning ritual success on behalf of the Davidic king; and would 

therefore constitute a constellation of motifs by which a cathartic netherworld 
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descent results in the ritual performer mimetically performing characteristics of 

divinity.216  The royal supplicant of Psalm 18, following his rescue by the power 

of Yahweh from the clutches of the netherworld (vv. 17-19),217 also performs 

mimesis of Yahweh from position of ascent (vv. 30-52),218 therefore enacting a 

cathartic ascent which affirms the cosmic dominion of the patron deity who 

comes to his aid, as well as conferring authority upon the king who comes to 

share in his deity’s cosmic power.  As for Psalm 24’s royal supplicant – he, also, 

is able to enter the temple in order to be set upon the sacred mountain, as a 

result of Yahweh’s militaristic entrance into the netherworld which has enabled 

him to leave the space in which he has overcome attempts on his cultic 

observance of monolatry.219  Psalms 18 and 24 therefore demonstrate not only 

the king’s ritual vindication actualised in his rescue by Yahweh but, as with the 

represented heavenly ascent of Psalm 110, additionally manifest cultural 

memories of the making-real of his becoming like his patron deity, now that he 

is liberated to perform mimesis of his patron deity at his seat in the centre of the 

cosmos.  

With Psalm 89:39-52, however, some tentative mistrust of this idealistic picture 

of the cultic performance of the king becomes apparent, following on from the 

earlier verses in the psalm, of which idealised ritual heavenly ascent is an 

integral part.  These verses recognise the paradoxical danger of a king’s 

assurance of his power being pronounced as divine truth, even though this 

pronouncement arises through ritual which expresses and creates reality.  

Linguistic games that elsewhere index the cultic making-real of complexes of 

triumphant netherworld descent myths are, in these verses, creatively subverted 

by their metamorphoses with images of descent which, in turn, are bound up 

with the sort of ritual mourning that additionally is analogous to biblical 

representations of the catastrophe of exile.220  Thus is presented a soft case of 

montage as a biblical medium for the exposure of inherent vulnerabilities of an 

idealised construction of the ritual body of the monarch.  It is this soft montage, 

paradoxically, that is simultaneously a medium for the reinforcement of this 
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idealised construction of the ritual royal body.  Such tensions do not necessarily 

derive from a static historical context.  Given that royal psalms almost certainly 

developed across a long time-span, via a highly varied mix of oral-literary 

media,221 the tensions between cultural memories of idealised cosmic kingship, 

set against continued experiences of exile and subjugation to foreign powers, 

have resulted in dynamic constellations of signifiers expressing reconciliation of 

the contradictions within the enchanting memory of monarchy as well as 

exposing these contradictions. This much is especially demonstrable in the 

ambivalent response of verses 39-52 and, especially, 53222 to the foregoing 

body of the psalm. 

It would seem to be no coincidence that the montages arranged to more 

scathing affect appear in scribal additions to the works of the so-called 

‘canonical’ prophets.  These socially marginal figures come to be ascribed some 

of the Hebrew Bible’s most critical reflections on (male) royal ritual heavenly 

ascent and its concomitant netherworld descent, in the shape of Isa. 14:4b-20, 

as well as Ezek. 28:1-19 –  which represents Tyrian royals of whom the royals 

at Jerusalem are a simulacrum.223  Isa. 14:4b-20 portrays the king as a tyrant.  

With the zeal of Rasputin’s assassins, he is disposed of by every possible 

means – from the desecration of his corpse to the erasing of his written and 

spoken remembrance.  The ‘omniscient’ voice, declaiming the rituals that are 

taking place beyond the immediate bounds of the earth and the cult, does not 

generate the uncritical authoritative speech acts of cultic prophets in royal 

psalms.  And yet, a ‘knowing’ inspection is conducted by a liminal figure on the 

periphery: the venerated prophet.  His voice is required when the inherent 

dangers and vulnerabilities of the dual phenomena of the command of 

fetishised commodities and the mystification of the ritual body of the king are, 

paradoxically, most acknowledged and most affirmed within discursive cultural 

remembering in Yehud. 

So in Isa. 14:4b-20 the ritual potency of the Davidic king is yet evinced – and 

even augmented – by the ridicule directed against him.  Every cruel image of 

the king’s obliteration relies on the re-creation of an enchanting opposite ritual 
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image, in order for it to be subverted.  The represented ritual reality of heavenly 

ascent from which the king suffers so dramatic a reversal is, therefore, depicted 

in astral as well as cultic dimensions (Isa. 14:12-15).224  This constitutes vivid 

and explicit re-presentation of the king ascending into the assembly of the gods 

– the stars of the heavens – such as is found elsewhere explicitly only in Ps. 

89:37-38, where too the image is reified in a portrayal of its subversive 

reversal.225  In order to reverse the imagery by playful montages of various 

incongruous rituals, cultural memories of the authoritative potency of ritual 

heavenly ascent must first be reified.  Mutually dependent upon these rituals, 

also, are memories of the ancestors’ kingdom as an economic powerhouse, 

mystified by its command of sought-after fetishes, such as the cedars of 

Lebanon.  Cultural memories of the ‘divine’ power bequeathed upon king and 

kingdom, therefore, are by no means erased even in such pejorative portrayals 

of the Davidic king as that attested in Isa. 14:4b-20.  Like Ivan’s parables, 

overwhelming – to the very end of The Brothers Karamazov – the ‘authorial 

voice’ of the theodicies Dostoyevsky offers in response to them, idealistic 

cultural memories are perhaps rendered all the stronger by the inability of 

savage satire to annihilate them. 

As with the Isaianic king, so too are these paradoxes acted out by royal women: 

by Jezebel in her ritualised performance before and directed at Jehu, and by his 

reversal of the ritual power-dynamics (2 Kgs 9:30-37);226 by the royal mother of 

Ezekiel 19, in her ritualised embodiment of her sons’ changing (and also 

ritualised) fortunes;227 by the gebirah viewed through the editorial lens of Jer. 

13:20;228 and, albeit to a lesser extent, by the reign and death of Athaliah (2 

Kings 11).229  Jezebel’s ultimate passivity and mutilation only inverts – and, 

thereby, ironically underscores – the potent royal power and ability to instil order 

that she has possessed, and ritually embodied in herself by heightening her 

identity as a commodity fetish, in the portion of the ritual that precedes its own 
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inversion (2 Kgs 9:30-32).230  The royal mother in Ezekiel 19 is portrayed, with 

ritual imagery, as metonymically embodying the heavenly ascent of her sons, as 

well as the netherworld descents which image their humiliating defeats.  She 

does so first as the lioness (vv. 2-9), then as the vine (19:10-14); both of which 

embody the mutually-changing fortunes of monarchy and nation.231 

In these examples, something akin to the inferno paradigm is present for sure, 

but with the important qualification that it is playfully subverted in montages of 

metamorphosing constellations of mythic paradigms and ceremonials. 232  

Representations of ritual reify cultically formed realities of triumphant descent; 

while the presentation of these descent motifs seamlessly processes into – and 

morphs in apparent organicness with – representations of mourning in 

identification with the dead (Psalm 89).233  The king’s lacerated body thereby 

becomes a vehicle for expressing both the enchantment and inherent 

vulnerability of the culturally remembered Davidic kingdom which was so closely 

associated with exile, through the complex metamorphosis of culturally 

recognised semiotics of different rituals.   

In Isaiah 14’s altogether more cynical portrayal of (what I have concluded to be) 

paradigmatic Davidic monarchy, the represented heavenly ascent comes to be 

playfully subverted through montage with signifiers of a taxonomy of multiple 

rituals of descent: from the ritualised reception of a Levantine king into the 

netherworld (vv. 9-11); to the over-arching mawkish qinah that forms the text 

into a represented mourning ritual, which itself is metamorphosed with 

performative joy; as well as ancient West Asian rituals of royal-tomb 

desecration.234  Thus are reified deep paradoxes and ambiguities in cultural 

remembering of the Davidic monarchy.  The catharsis of heavenly ascent and 

subjugation of the cosmos, over and against the forces of disorder, is retained 

and even reinforced.235  The satirical destruction of the king’s literary-physical 

body and politic remembrance is strengthened by the representation and 
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reification of the very idealistic and authoritarian cultic praxis it so subverts.  The 

enchanting beauty of the divinely characterised king – for whom the fetishes of 

the earth are at the command of his mighty regalia – is that which renders 

efficacious the range of subversive and playfully distorted netherworld descent 

rituals which pepper and thicken the entire poem.  And so, also, in the ritualised 

portrayals of royal women: the metamorphoses with heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent rituals, which are expressed in my interpretation above 

(and especially in the cases of Jezebel, of the royal mother as lioness and vine, 

and of the enthroned gebirah) subversively earth the very magnets they charge, 

in the loci of the mystical and liminal royal women’s ritual bodies. 

These montages, then, reveal aspects of Yehud’s cultural discourse which go 

beyond a minor Persian province idealistically remembering a monarchic past.  

Through their playful mingling of rituals they disrupt idealised motifs of heavenly 

ascents which incorporate images of the subjugation of disorder, which 

sometimes include descent catharses.  The exposure of the Davidic monarchy’s 

inherent vulnerability is also a reflection of the economic and cultural 

frameworks within which Yehud’s discourses were conducted.  Demystifying 

references to the necessity of conscripted labour in the creation of a cosmically 

and economically dominant ‘Israelite’ kingdom (e.g. 1 Kgs 5:27; 11:28), and to 

monarchs seeking to avoid the consequences of their workers’ leaders 

withdrawing their labour (e.g. 1 Kgs 12:10-12.14-16; Isa. 14:17b), have already 

begun to pierce through the dazzling (and very ‘real’) veneer of that which they 

create.236 

However far an economy like Tyre’s could come to be seen as a mystified 

kingdom trading fetishes with exotic interstices of the Persian Empire – and 

however far the culturally remembered Davidic kingdoms and royals could be 

thought to resemble it in their remembered cosmically liminal ritual praxis and in 

their political modus operandi – experiences of the fragility of the underlying and 

often obscured value of labour, in which provinces had to be subjugated in 

order for corveé labour to be exhorted from them, could disrupt such idealised 

perspectives on merchant kingdoms.  Similarly, coins minted in the sacred 

space of the temple, which imaged the supremacy of Persia in regulating the 
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 See 7.4. 
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economy and collecting taxes,237 would have acted as subliminal signifiers of 

Yehud’s ongoing subjugation to imperial economics.  Cultural experiences of 

these particular aspects of reality appear to have triggered memories of the 

inherent vulnerability of the often failed and exiled Davidic monarchies. 

                                                           
237

 As discussed in 2.2. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

497 
 

9.5.4. Enchantment and Humiliation 

I disputed, at the outset, the various arguments for the historic cultic humiliation 

of the Davidic king, formulated especially by A.R. Johnson, and supported by 

subsequent scholars such as Engnell and Eaton.238  I now argue, on the basis 

of my foregoing analysis, that something very different is at play when we 

examine the biblically represented royal cultic ‘humiliations’ discussed in 

Chapters 6-8: those of the Isaianic king;239 of royal women;240 and, crucially, of 

the Davidic monarch in Ps. 89:39-52241  (a passage key for A.R. Johnson’s 

thesis).242  ‘Humiliation’, as apparent from the arguments and methodologies of 

this thesis, differs from twentieth century reconstructions of the supposed 

historic cultic humiliation of the king.  It does not only differ insofar as it is firmly 

within the domain of literary representation – representation which was 

emerged from – and was a part of – nexuses of Yehud’s cultural discourses 

concerning the ethnoscape of its past.243  It differs in two further important ways. 

First, for A.R. Johnson, ritual humiliation represented a stage in a cathartic 

pattern of ritual, in which the humbled and troubled king was finally restored to 

life, facilitating the annual restoration of nature, cult, and society.244 However, 

such a Dante-esque catharsis is an overly simplistic model for the biblical 

passages in which ‘humiliation’ is portrayed.245  While cathartic descent is an 

integral part of at least some of the biblical texts which less critically represent 

and reify the authoritarian ritual praxis of affirming the monarch’s cosmic power 

exercised from his ritual space of heavenly ascent (Pss. 18:2-17; 24; tentatively, 

110), the sort of humiliation which appears in the other passages examined in 

this thesis is alien to such descent-ascent catharses.   

                                                           
238

 1.2. 
239

 Chapter 7; 9.4. 
240

 Chapter 8. 
241

 6.4-6.6. 
242

 See, for example, A.R. Johnson (1967: 111-113). 
243

 See the parameters set out in 1.2, which include scepticism concerning how far it is likely 
scholars will be able to reconstruct the liturgy of the royal cult from the psalms. 
244

 1.2. 
245

 Johnson could propose that even a psalm like 89 – which does not of itself have any clear 
resolution – was part of such a catharsis, because he saw it as having a place in a collection of 
psalms which formed the larger drama of the ‘New Year Festival’ (see Johnson 1935; 1967: 54-
144).  Such an approach, however, is problematised by critiques such as those of Peterson 
(1998), as discussed in 1.2: not only is ‘liturgy’ speculatively reconstructed on the basis of text, 
but texts from all over the psalms are speculatively put in order so as to reconstruct an entire 
festival – a critique raised by Goulder (1982: 21-22), as assessed in 1.2. 
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Comparison between the language games of texts of royal catharses and texts 

of royal ‘humiliation’ has demonstrated that the latter disrupts any arrangement 

of motifs which would unambiguously portray the king’s ritual restoration.  The 

royal body is abused with ritualised imagery of dynastic failure and exile, 

creating a montage whereby idealised images of monarchy are confounded, 

while yet reinforced.  That is to say, royal ‘humiliation’ is a literary technique of 

subversion of the Davidic monarchy’s simultaneously represented ritual 

empowerment and sacralisation.  Whereas A.R. Johnson, conversely, 

presented ‘ritual humiliation’ as a necessary and integral catharsis within any 

‘Israelite’ procession of cultic restoration, which would have operated in 

behavioural relation or non-relation with royal ‘culture patterns’ of ancient West 

Asia.   

In Ps. 89:39-52, the ritual humbling of mourning, which incorporates 

identification with the dead, draws out the ambiguity that the Davidic monarchy 

is idealised within cultural remembering, yet is so idealised within discourses 

which hold to narratives of exilic pasts. It is reflective of a culturally remembered 

monarchy which is both fetishised and ‘scapegoated’.  It is no exaggeration to 

say that the Davidic monarchy is even the centrifugal force of an Arcadian past, 

while yet the centripetal energy of the exit from ‘Eden’.  Small wonder that 

Solomon, the Isaianic king, and the Tyrian royals inhabit heavenly gardens – 

paradoxical loci both of divine order, and of the inherent social disorder of 

cultural creativeness, as associated with cosmically liminal space;246 signifiers 

of cosmic kingship, yet of political dispossession.247 

Second, along with (at least the early) A.R. Johnson and along with Engnell, the 

perceived reality of the transformations brought forth from ritualised humiliation 

– as well as the reality of enchanting heavenly ascent – has been affirmed in 

this thesis.  I have persistently argued, however, that ancient constructions of 

reality were different from those proposed by these scholars.  A.R. Johnson’s 

conception of the real efficacy of humiliation in biblical thought, provides a case 

in point.  He asserts that the king’s restoration from humiliation represents that 

                                                           
246

 See 7.3; 7.4; cf. 1.3.3; 9.2; 9.3. 
247

 On biblical Eden and Jerusalem’s royal garden as places (at least ‘analogically’) identified 
with one another, and as spaces narrating exile in the Hebrew Bible, see Stavrakopoulou 
(2011); Wyatt (2014). 
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of the entire nation because he is the ‘life-force of the nation as a psychic 

whole.’248 

I have, for sure, drawn attention to a number of instances in which royals are 

identified with the kingdom as a whole,249 but there is a crucial difference.  The 

wholeness or oneness which A.R. Johnson proposes is of a ‘primitive’ kind: the 

king (at least symbolically) ‘dies and rises’ with his kingdom and its flora and 

fauna, because the ‘primitive’ mentality is unable to draw distinctions between 

these different categories; instead, it conceives them all together as a 

‘totality’.250   This investigation, however, has concluded – concerning biblical 

passage after biblical passage – that complex taxonomies of different realities 

are brought into dialogue with one another.  This much follows not from the 

spheres of the real all being treated as though they are the same; rather, with 

Bahrani on certain forms of Babylonian representation, we can say that 

connections are drawn between different perceived realities through 

multifaceted values of relationship and comparison, including ‘ideological or 

phonetic values, as well as the values of homophony, metonymy, synecdoche, 

and metaphor.’251  I illustrate this in the following table with an example of the 

representation of realities in one particular text, as already discussed: Ezekiel 

19:10-14bβ.  The realities which connect around and through the ritualised 

locus of the Ezekielian royal mother will also serve as a preface  to this thesis’ 

final concluding section, which concerns the nature of representation and the 

creation of reality in biblical portrayals of royal ritual heavenly ascent and 

netherworld descent. 

                                                           
248

 A.R. Johnson (1935: 98) 
249

 This has been a recurrent trope throughout the thesis but see, in particular, 5.4-5.5; Chapter 
8. 
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 As discussed in 1.2. 
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 Bahrani (2008: 63); cf. 1.3.3. 
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Related Represented Realities Manifested in Images of Enchanting 

Ascent, and Humilaition in Ezek. 19:10-14d252 

Image Relationships between Represented Realities253 

Your mother was like 

a vine (כגפן) in your 

vineyard254 

 Likeness of royal mother with cosmic arboreal growth, 

represented as a vine; 

 Cosmic vine related to Judah as well as the royal mother 

of Judah - this is by virtue of their link with the namesake 

proto-father of the nation (homophony, apotheosis and 

typology), which is a relationship expressed chiefly by the 

close parallels between this pericope as a whole and 

Gen. 49:9-12. 

Planted on waters; 

She was fruitful and 

replete with branches 

[Drawn] from many 

waters 

 She is grounded in the power of being betwixt and 

between the dimensions of the cosmos, like a vine 

drawing strength from the living waters; 

 By this means she is also identified metonymically with a 

matri-local Jerusalem, and its temple, at the threshold of 

which are the contained cosmic waters which also 

nourish the king (cf. Ps. 110:3.7); 

 She thereby metonymically embodies, specifically, the 

subjugation of disorder actualised by the construction of 

the cultic space of Jerusalem’s temple and by the ritual 

praxis performed within it; 

 And the two opposing qualities of the cosmic waters, 

which meet Jerusalem at the limen of the earth and the 

subterranean deeps are therefore made apparent, and 

the ambiguity of their two realities are juxtaposed – 

specifically their nature as life-giving yet potentially 

chaotic. 

                                                           
252

 For detailed exegetical and interpretive analysis, with citations, see 8.4.2-8.4.3. 
253

 This table is intended to illustrate the rich complexity of the various realities portrayed in an 
ancient text like this one, and is presented with the qualification that any contemporary terms for 
comparative literary techniques will be imprecise and debateable when applied to such different 
worlds of thought and discourse.  It is highly unlikely that biblical authors would have been 
conscious of the complexities and subtleties with which they related various kinds of realities to 
one another: with reference to a similar scholarly debate, concerning how precisely the 
Jerusalem temple should be compared to the paradisiacal garden of Eden, Wyatt (2014: 17) 
comments, ‘perhaps we err in trying to make modern logical distinctions ... where the ancients 
happily superimposed such levels upon one another.’ 
254

 See the footnote to the translation of Ezek. 19:10-14bβ that I have given in 8.4.2, on the 
amendment of בדמך, ‘in your blood’ to /כרמך  .’in your vineyard‘ ,ב
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And she gained 

such possessions 

as these: from staffs 

of strength (מטות עז) 

To sceptres of rulers 

 .(ׁשבטי מׁשלים)

One became high 

Among thick foliage 

And he was noted in 

his height because 

of his many 

branches. 

 The royal mother metonymically embodies monarchy 

through being considered the possessor of her sons’ 

regalia; 

 These cultic objects, in turn, are synecdoche’s of their 

monarchy, as is the case in many texts examined in this 

thesis which refer to the מטות עז and םלישבטי מש ; 

 Part of the vine (monarchy), embodied in the royal mother, 

ascends into the heavens, and so the ascendant branch 

(among thick foliage identified with the many princes of 

Judah’s Davidic monarchy) is identified with one of the 

sons, by virtue of being witnessed by all, as symbolised by 

his rising to a notable point of visualisation: 

 This, specifically, is the son who is possessor of the 

particular royal staff/ sceptre which will exercise his rule as 

acceding monarch who undertakes heavenly ascent; 

 The staff/ sceptre is still a synechdoche of the ascendant 

monarch, as both are analogically indentified with the 

ascendant shoot of the vine; 

 Judah’s ritually actualised accretion of sacred cosmic 

power and economic wealth is concomitant with the cultic 

power actualised by the king’s ritual ascent, given that 

Judah, too, is analogously represented by the vine (cf. 

Psalm 80). 

But she was 

uprooted, 

She was cast down 

to the ground (לארץ), 

The east wind dried 

her out 

And ripped off her 

fruits; 

The staff of strength 

was parched 

And fire devoured 

him. 

And now she is 

planted in the desert 

In dry and thirsty 

ground (ארץ), 

 

 The destruction of the vine is an elaborate metaphor for the 

defeat and exile of the mother’s royal son, but it is no mere 

metaphor: 

 The fates of both Judah and its monarch (defeat and exile) 

are metonymically embodied in the royal mother, who is 

represented by the vine; 

 The portrayal of the destruction of the vine is realised by 

means of an elaborate metamorphosis of rituals which 

affect real changes: 

 The mother embodies royal descent to the limen of the 

earth and netherworld ( ץאר ); while the sort of ritual 

descensus which elsewhere plays a part in royal 

subjugation of chaos – which is intrinsically bound up with 

heavenly ascent, and which has been represented already 

by means of the royal mother drawing strength and power 

from the cosmic subterranean waters – is transformed into 

ritual mourning, whereby the royal mother really identifies 

with the realm of death and the netherworld; 

 Death and netherworld descent is therefore analogous to 

exile – an analogy reflecting the association between 

netherworld descent and exile to Egypt in the chapter’s 

earlier poem (Ezek. 19:2-9). 
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Fire went out from the 

staff of her branch – 

It has devoured her 

fruit 

And she no longer 

has a staff of strength 

Or a sceptre for rule. 

 

 The link between the inherent vulnerability of 
enchanting heavenly ascent and exile are brought fully 
into relief: 

 The dryness of the form of netherworld descent by 
which the royal mother embodies the monarchy’s 
identification with the realm of death – which has been 
emphasised in a montage in which the watery chaos 
elsewhere subjugated in descensi of cosmic 
subjugation has become parched – transforms the 
royal mother and all that she metonymically embodies 
into the chaos and disorder over which they once 
flourished; 

 As a metonym of all that has been transformed into 
chaos, so she metonymically embodies the exile of 
Judah and its monarch – a process which removes 
sources of disorder from the land, from which they are 
symbolically annihilated; 

 Those who subjugate chaos, by means of the realities 
created through ritual heavenly ascent, therefore 
morph into agents of chaos themselves by means the 
realities created by their ritual mourning, which itself is 
analogous to rites of mourning the dead; 

 Their destruction through the represented realities of 
montages of rituals, and through exile, is therefore 
portrayed with the physical annihilation of their remains 
– a sign, both aesthetic and functional, of their 
eradication through burial in distant lands and through 
the downfall of their dynasty which will no longer 
cultically observe them; 

 And, as with the other represented rituals discussed in 
this dissertation, the rituals are also re-presented: as a 
qinah and therefore set to a (kind of) lament metre,255 
to be chanted out loud in the processes of its oral-
literary development and use, 256  reifying anew the 
poem with its allusions to – and representations of – 
ritual performance. 
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 That is to say, it is a qinah which does not quite conform to the rigorous rules for identifying 
the category which some scholars lay down – for an extended discussion of the qinah form, see 
Garr (1983). 
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 See 2.5. 
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9.6. Concluding Epistemological Remarks: Cultural Memories, 

Representations and Re-Presentations of Ritual; Constructions and 

Deconstructions of Real Power Relations 

9.6.1. Memory, Ritual, and the Representation and Re-Presentation of the 

Real 

In the previous section, I set out my conclusions concerning the plurality of 

discourses remembering the Davidic monarchy, which are seen in the diversity 

of representations of royal ritual netherworld descent and heavenly ascent in 

the Hebrew Bible.  I concluded with a reflection on the multiple conceptions of 

the real in the ancient discourses with which these biblical texts interact.  I now 

draw conclusions concerning how the rituals of cultural remembering, as 

examined in this thesis, could have been understood to have been real or actual 

netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, as opposed to merely metaphorical, 

symbolic or ‘demythologised’. 

The Rituals which are Re-Presented—It was proposed in various scholarly 

discourses around the mid-twentieth century that the king underwent both (or 

either) ritual humiliation and netherworld descent in the royal cult at 

Jerusalem. 257   Growing scepticism concerning the epistemological and 

contextual distance between biblical text and royal cult has called these ideas 

into question.258  I have argued, alternatively that rituals of netherworld descent 

(and heavenly ascent), performed by Davidic royals, are represented in the 

Hebrew Bible. 259   The possibility of royals performing descent into the 

netherworld in such representations goes even further against the grain of 

scholarship since the mid-twentieth century than would a case that the king was 

ritually humiliated.  It has generally been held that the ‘Israelite’ king could not 

be conceived as descending to the netherworld in imitation of the deity, either 

because: (a) the supposed myth of the ‘dying and rising deity,’ attested across 

ancient West Asia and the Mediterranean did not include Yahweh; or (b) the 

mythic ‘category’ of the ‘dying and rising deity’ did not even exist.260 

                                                           
257

 1.2. 
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I have argued, however, that fabulations of mythologies of deities descending to 

the netherworld need not conform (or fail to conform) to rigid cross-cultural 

paradigms and structures of myth.261  The Hebrew Bible’s represented ritual 

descensi do reflect in their own ways wider ancient West Asian myths, but any 

similarities they bear with motifs of putative ‘dying and rising’ deities are 

minimal.  Rather, they resemble more closely Chaoskampf mythologies, insofar 

as the king is portrayed ritually acting out the subjugation of the forces of 

disorder (both cosmic and political) in mimesis of Yahweh.  So Yahweh 

descends to the netherworld to rescue the king from the clutch of the 

netherworld foes (Psalms 18262 and 24),263 his having withstood their challenge 

and proven himself worthy of entrance into the temple (Pss. 24:3-6;264 18:21-

29);265 following which, in Psalm 18 at least, the king performs mimesis of the 

patron deity who crushes the subterranean chaos (vv. 20.30-52).266  I have also 

proposed – though only tentatively – that the king in Psalm 110 is understood to 

descend to the netherworld in mimesis of Yahweh’s battle against the chaotic 

forces of the deep.267  I have at any rate, argued more confidently that his ritual 

birth is from the womb of the netherworld with the dawn (Ps. 110:3), as in one 

group of biblical mythic traditions is the birth of all people (e.g. Job 1:21) as well 

as that of the primordial human beings (Gen. 2:7; 3:19; Job 10:8-11) and, 

indeed, that of all the created order along with the great cosmic surge (Job 

38:8-9).268 

Elsewhere, images of the king crushing chaos, in cooperation with – and in 

mimesis of – Yahweh, morph into representations of other ritual behaviours 

which incorporate descent to the space of the netherworld.  The inherent 

vulnerabilities of the remembered rituals are exposed by their metamorphosis 

into a plethora of other represented rituals which are enacted at the limen of the 

netherworld: 
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 into ritual mourning of the sort which is associated with identification with 

the dead (e.g. Ps. 89:39-52;269 Jer. 13:18-19);270 

 into more capriciously satirical ritual montages, in which the disruptive 

montages are built up by means of a whole complex of funerary rites 

which are culturally associated with the remembrance of royal 

personages, from the monarch’s reception by the Rephaim (so Isa. 14:9-

11)271 

 to the ritual desecration of the royal grave (Isa. 14:19);272 

 into deliberate abnegation of appropriate ritual practice, whereby the 

cadavers of royal women remain unburied (2 Kgs 9:35-37;273 11:16),274 

 into mawkish ritualised behaviours which suggest that childlessness is 

disrupting possibilities of royal personages’ remembrance being 

perpetuated by means of its invocation in the temple and ancestral cults 

(2 Kings 9-10;275Ps. 89:46-49;276 Isa. 14:20;277 Ezek 19:12-14;278 cf. 2 

Sam. 18:8-17);279 

 into, similarly, the ironic use of an epithet which denotes the power and 

fecundity of the royal woman (הגבירה, ‘the gebirah’),280 in one instance 

even as her ritual power is being reified and reinforced (Jer. 13:18-19), in 

a pericope which – though probably dating to the monarchic era – has its 

ironic reference to hagebirah subverted even further by the much later 

editorial verse (Jer. 13:20); 

 into a ritual which is performed by a ‘foreign’ princess (by virtue of her 

special status) being (mis)appropriated and subverted, even when this 

princess  gives potency to the Israelite monarchy by virtue of her 

commodified ‘foreignness’ (2 Kgs 9:30-37);281 
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 into Davidic royals themselves being transformed into agents of chaos, 

with those ordering actions which are often otherwise ascribed to their 

own cultic roles being performed against them (e.g. 2 Kgs 9:33; 282 

11:2.16;283 Ps. 89:41-44;284 Jer. 13:19);285 

 into another image of reversal from ritual chaos controller to ritually 

controlled chaos, in the shape predator princes becoming prey to the 

ritual lion hunt (Ezek. 19:2-9).286 

Ritual heavenly ascents have similarly been ‘straitjacketed’ into restrictive 

categories with which biblical texts must either conform or fail to conform – 

categories which do not do justice to each text’s particular discursive 

characteristics.  A prevalent position among scholars of 1 Enoch, and other 

works of early Jewish apocalyptic, holds that the Hebrew Bible cannot possibly 

represent heavenly ascent (which is defined by these scholars as astral ascent), 

because its cosmologies differ fundamentally with those which emerged from 

sectarian communities which rejected Jerusalem’s second and third temples as 

spaces which enabled genuine contact with the heavens.287 

I have argued that these scholars draw a distinction based more on the division 

of scholarly disciplines within the Modernist academy, than on ancient 

cosmological thought. 288   The Hebrew Bible’s representations of temple 

ascents, identified in this thesis, have indeed involved the king performing 

mimesis of Yahweh as manifest in his temple – with, for example, the king 

portrayed as sitting on a throne which is identified also as Yahweh’s (Pss. 

89:37-38;289 110:1.5;290 cf. 1 Chron. 29:23).291  However, in these and other 

ascents, the king performs mimesis of Yahweh also in his heavenly realm.  So, 

like Yahweh, he vanquishes and contains the forces of chaos, while yet 

continuing to exercise dominion from the space of the heavens (e.g. Pss. 2; 18; 
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89:2-38; 110).292  This is because the temple is a microcosm of the cosmos: it is 

a liminal space, ‘betwixt and between’ all the cosmic realms.293  Thus biblical 

texts resist Modernist, rationalistic and reductionist categories, which would 

divide the earthly temple from the astral heavens.  The Hebrew Bible even 

explicitly uses images of the temple and sanctuary simultaneously with images 

of the astral council of the gods, in order to depict the king as mimetically 

enthroned in Yahweh/ El’s seat – the throne which is, one at the same time, at 

Zion and among his council of heavenly deities (Ps. 89:37-38;294 Isa. 14:12-

15).295 

So I have resisted two reductionist categories.  First, the notion that royal 

netherworld descent is necessarily carried out in the imitation of a so-called 

‘dying and rising’ deity.  Second, the claim that royal ascent into the astral 

heavens – into the midst of the divine assembly – only arose in contexts of 

sectarian resistance to the temple as a space of encounter with the divine.  In 

arguing against the reduction of motifs of netherworld descent and heavenly 

ascent to these two restrictive categories, I have queried specifically the 

construction of categories of ritual based upon idealistic distinctions.   

The creation of both of these restrictive categories, was based on the premise 

that rituals can only be understood, defined and distinguished by reference to 

the beliefs of the ritual participants.  Ritual netherworld descent was assumed to 

be such only if it was carried out in conjunction with a mythic-cultural belief that 

the deity descended to the netherworld before rising from the dead.  Heavenly 

ascent was assumed only to be such if it was performed by people who 

believed the divine could be experienced only at a distance from the holy 

mountain and the temple.  Yet ritual theorists have demonstrated that rituals are 

not generally constructed on the basis of pre-existent ideas about the workings 

of the world.  Rather, rituals create their own realities within their own systems 

and frames of reference.  To compare, therefore, rituals and the myths they 

enact according to cultural ideologies (e.g. theological beliefs concerning the 

royal high deity, or ideological attitudes towards the temple/ localised shrines), 
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is to utilise but one means of comparison.296  Given the characteristic nature of 

rituals, this can be a distorting means of comparison – as evinced by the failure 

of many scholars, both those proposing and opposing the presence in the 

Hebrew Bible of ritual netherworld descent and/ or heavenly ascent, to explain 

or explain away the presence of these motifs by reference to the supposed 

temporal-geographical continuity or difference of social ideology in ancient West 

Asia and the Mediterranean.  I argued that Wittgenstein’s analytic tool of 

‘perspicuous representation’ is a more fruitful means of comparing rituals.297  I 

have consequently explored the myriad similarities and differences in biblical 

imaging of royal netherworld descent and heavenly ascent, and the particular, 

differentiated constructions of the real which they create. 

There is a further aspect to the extent to which ritually constructed realities in 

the Hebrew Bible can be identified as such, for which I have had to account 

throughout this dissertation.  That is, the fact that the perspicuous 

representations of ritual in the Hebrew Bible do not themselves constitute 

‘liturgies’.  Having been developed and edited at a considerable distance from 

the rituals they purport to represent – a distance which is epistemic, mediatory 

and temporal – these representations themselves construct the realities of the 

(imagined) original ritual.298  The final aspect of my thesis is a proposal as to the 

nature of the realities which are being reified and re-constructed through the 

discursive re-presentations of these rituals within the remembering cultures. 
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 These theoretical issues are evaluated much more fully in 2.4. 
297

 2.4. 
298

 2.1; 2.5. 
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9.6.2. Netherworld Descent and Heavenly Ascent: Power Relations, and 

Biblical Remembering of the Davidic Monarchy 

The inhabitants of Yehud’s Jerusalem do not know where they should go to pay 

homage to the long deceased Davidic kings.  In addition to Jehoahaz, 

Jehoiachin and Zedekiah presumably having been buried in exile (2 Kgs 23:34; 

cf. 2 Kgs 25:27-30), the burial formulae for Judah’s other kings renders the 

locations of their tombs less than clear.  Those up to and including Ahaz are 

said to sleep with their fathers in the city of David, while 2 Kings and 2 

Chronicles differ in the details they give (or, sometimes, do not give) concerning 

the burial sites of Hezekiah (2 Kgs 20:21; 2 Chron. 32:33), Manasseh (2 Kgs 

21:18; 2 Chron. 33:20), Amon (2 Kgs 21:26; 2 Chron. 33:25), Josiah (2 Kgs 

23:30; 2 Chron. 35:24) and Jehoiakim (2 Kgs 24:6; 2 Chron. 36:6).  All these 

references are sufficiently vague (and, from Hezekiah onwards, sufficiently 

contradictory) to have prevented any successful archaeological identification of 

the kings’ tombs at Jerusalem.  The freedom, moreover, which biblical authors 

apparently had to identify the resting places of those from Hezekiah onwards 

according to their ideological aims, suggests that they were able to ‘exploit’ 

uncertainty over the matter, which existed even in their times.299    The tombs of 

the Davidic kings are likely to have been destroyed – and their bones exhumed, 

defiled and exposed – in the course of the invasions of Jerusalem.300 

These biblical ideologues, in attaching so much importance to the exact burial 

places of Jerusalem’s kings, resist any modern claims that the dead did not play 

a significant role in the life of the living in the Hebrew Bible, or in ancient Israel 

and Judah. 301   The ‘Deuteronomistic’ objections to cults of the dead and 

ancestor veneration were based on programmes of cultic centralisation, rather 

than on doubts concerning the efficacy of such (predominantly localised and 

                                                           
299

 The problem of identifying the burial sites of the kings of Judah, and especially the problem 
of the different sites ascribed to the kings from Hezekiah onwards, has been the subject of 
extensive debate, with more recent substantial discussions including Schmidt (1996: 250-254); 
Na’aman (2004); Stavrakopoulou (2004: 43-45; 2006); Suriano (2010: 100-117).  All these 
scholars recognise the role of ideology in the biblical authors’ identification and naming of the 
post-Ahaz royal burial sites, while Stavrakopoulou (2006) argues that ideology consistently 
underlies the locations proposed the authors of both Kings and Chronicles. 
300

 As I argued in 7.4. 
301

 Pace Schmidt (1996); Johnston (2002); and others whose claims I have outlined and 
critiqued in 1.2.1. 
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kinship) practices.302  The importance of the continued presence of revered 

figures – or, specifically royal figures – is supported by the contrary notion that 

the remains of those kings who are best forgotten should be disinterred and 

desecrated (note, especially Isa. 14:19-20).303    

Ps. 89:2-5.20-38 (particularly vv. 37-38) attests, and makes real anew, the ritual 

actualisation of Yahweh’s promise that the Davidic monarch will reign 

perpetually over all three of the broad cosmic spheres.  His throne (that is, also, 

Yahweh’s) will remain in the heavens forever, by virtue of his and his dynastic 

sons continuing heavenly ascents (vv. 37b.38b).  His name will be forever held 

in remembrance through the continuation of his dynastic seed, and through his 

reign over the kings in the netherworld which will be invoked as עולם, ‘the 

Eternal One’ (vv. 37a.38a).304    

Although this (along with other promises concerning Yahweh’s covenant with 

David and/ or the Davidic monarchy) is presented as the reality-conferring 

action that is Yahweh’s ritual speech act, the situation of Persian Yehud could 

be perceived as in some wise removed from such a reality.  There was no 

monarch to undertake heavenly ascent on Yahweh’s throne in the Sanctuary.  

No one from the Davidic line had, within living memory, ruled from Jerusalem.  

Furthermore, if (as I have suggested is the case) the graves of the Davidic 

monarchs were ransacked and their bones displaced,305 then they along with 

those who were exiled were no longer reposing in kingly state in the spatial and 

temporal eternality of the netherworld, at the limen of Jerusalem and its 

temple.306  Whilst Yahweh’s eternal promise, it seems, was continually cited and 

recited, thereby reinforcing its reality, the kings could no longer be understood 

physically to exist and to be performing royal roles in any of these cosmic 

spheres.  No longer were they undertaking heavenly ascent and performing 

concomitant subjugation of the forces of chaos, nor were they ruling as Davidic 
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 1.2.1. 
303

 On this, and numerous other examples, see 7.3-7.4; Appendix. 
304

 6.3.2. 
305

 See above; see more fully 7.4. 
306

 Although Suriano (2010: 107) cites examples of sources from the first century CE which 
suggest that the locations of the Davidic kings’ tombs were known (Acts 2:29; Josephus, 
Antiquities VII 393), he admits that their reliability is highly contested. 
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monarchs, nor did they rule the netherworld from their graves in the cosmically 

liminal City of David.   

If these contradictions in perceptions of the Davidic monarchy within Yehud’s 

memory-scapes were to be reconciled or, in other instances, to be exposed as 

such, then there was a requirement for some sorts of media which continue to 

reify ‘real’ idealistic kingship, either to be re-presented uncritically, or to be 

subverted in its own reification.  Thus the monarchy continued its idealistic 

existence by enchanting the discourses of Persian Yehud – continually 

embodied by the diverse processes of interaction with cultural artefacts that are 

the stuff of cultural remembering.  By means, therefore, of the semiotics of the 

various discourses with which Yehud’s scribal cultures interacted, the eternal 

monarchy was reified anew – now, however, enchanting oral-literary and other 

media.  It is with a discussion of the means by which these cultural discourses 

re-empowered and reified the monarchy again, but in new ways, that I will now 

conclude. 

** 

The pungent odour of fish emanates from a neighbourhood of Jerusalem.  

Salted, pickled and in a state of partial decay,307 it entices the ‘decent Yahwists’ 

of Jerusalem, even while their stoves are supposed to have cooled for Shabbat.  

Today, Tyrian fish traders must not burden the people of Jerusalem with their 

rich maritime harvest (Neh. 13:16);308 and so Nehemiah commands that the 

gates be shut against their enclave on the seventh day (Neh. 13:19).  Othered, 

beyond Jerusalem’s gates, their olfactory residue nonetheless continues to 

disturb the Yehudites, calling to remembrance the old gates of their city which 

protected its reigning monarchs (cf. Ezek. 26:2); those days when Jerusalem’s 

gates were not so very different from the defences of the city of Tyre (cf. Ezek. 

26:10).  Tyre: the mysterious other; the transformative enchantress. 

                                                           
307

 On methods of preserving and pickling fish in the ancient Mediterranean, see Wilkins (2005).  
A helpful meta-study of archaeological distributions of fish bones across the ancient 
Mediterranean and West Asia is provided by van Neer et al (2004). 
308

 The Tyrian fish-traders sell not just fish (דאג), but also כל־מכר, ‘all manner of merchandise’; 
however, fish was probably consumed as a delicacy in Yehud (Edelman 2006: 209-210) – this 
is probably so given that it had to be transported to reach the urban centre of Jerusalem, even if 
fish were widely available across the Mediterranean and ancient West Asia as a whole (cf. 
Wilkins 2005 – and so it is significant that this pungent signifier of wealth is the item of 
merchandise which is singled out for mention. 
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It is so, also, with the razzle-dazzle of the ship Tyre.309  The island which falls in 

its mystifying power; the city which receives her just desserts in her mockery of 

– or, more precisely, in her being better than – Jerusalem, nevertheless 

enchants and attracts those engaged in discourses concerning the ethnoscape 

of their past: Israel, Judah, and their Davidic monarchies.  The Phoenicia of 

Persian Yehud is mapped onto a memory-scape of a ‘pre-exilic’ past, in which 

Jerusalem, anachronistically, is a major power.  Tyre and Jerusalem take their 

respective places in a geographical montage in which, by means of imaginative 

metamorphosis, both are somehow liminally centred in both the cosmos and the 

world of commerce.  The mystifying dazzle of the commodities of Tyre, which is 

confined to a provincial – yet liminally potent – interstice of the world, is 

reflected in the mystification of the ‘shamanic’ bodies of its royals.310  Solomon’s 

ritual body similarly reflects the mystification of culturally remembered 

Jerusalem,311 as is the case with many of the ritual bodies of Davidic monarchs 

in the Hebrew Bible, who ascend into the heavens and who vanquish the 

chaotic forces in their wake.312 

These biblical representations of mystified space, and ‘shamanic’ royal ritual, 

are just that: representations.  Yet, also, they are re-presentations, reifying 

again new levels of reality – re-embodied in oral-literary discourse.  Biblical 

texts, which probably developed by means of a range of oral and literary micro-

processes, were understood as documents suitable for communal reading, as is 

often suggested in the Hebrew Bible itself.313  So the ritual existence of biblical 

texts, which were in their turn representing earlier rituals, recurred through their 

embodying memories anew – again and again – by means of their use as tools 

of discourse.314  This appears to be the principal cause of many biblical texts 

having the appearance of being ‘liturgy’ even though they are not ‘liturgical 

texts’ as such: namely, they are presented as though they are ritual texts so that 

the Davidic cult is reified and re-presented with great immediacy. 
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 See 9.2. 
310

 7.3; 9.2. 
311

 9.3. 
312

 See, particularly, Chapters 3-6. 
313

 2.5. 
314

 See 2.5. 
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The result of this is two-fold.  First, some of the texts imitate speech acts by 

which authority is conferred upon the monarch.  Where Yahweh is re-presented 

as actualising through speech the power of the king – apparently through the 

mediation of a cultic prophet315 – this cosmically gigantic deity confers anew the 

king’s ritual authority and power.  Yahweh (through the re-presented speech of 

the cultic prophet) exercises cosmic, universal authority; and his words, written 

anew in the rhetorical style of ritual speech acts, actualise again the power of 

the king in the remembering discourse of the communities who are developing 

this rhetoric long after the end of the Davidic monarchy.  Such texts (e.g. Pss. 2; 

18; 24; 89:2-38; 110)316 invoke also, in ritualised written(-for-reading) speech, a 

great range of sensations, including those associated with manifestations of 

multiple weather phenomena (particularly Ps. 18:8-16), or with the mangling of 

the body in the gratuitous depictions of the mutilation of the chaotic-military 

opponents of Yahweh and his monarch (particularly Ps. 110:5-6). 

As, however, in Spencer’s The Faerie Queene, according to Berger’s 

interpretation, 317  the authoritative rhetoric of the ritual speech acts are 

sometimes re-presented in the (read-aloud) text in order to subvert them from 

within.  While the ‘divine’ characteristics of the king, as constructed by means of 

his ritual heavenly ascent, have been re-presented and confirmed, the 

netherworld descents (themselves extensions of the motifs of cosmic 

subjugation) which are often constituent parts of these heavenly ascents, are 

mingled with images of other more degrading or corporeally abusive forms of 

ritual descent.318  These images, too, can be re-presented as speech acts: so, 

for instance, the mourning rituals of Ps. 89:39-52 appear still to be spoken in the 

represented narrative voice of a cultic prophet.319  Also, as in the idealistic 

imaging of re-presented heavenly ascent rituals, the whole palette of the 

sensoria is invoked in order to subvert such imaging.  So, for example, the 

audience is called upon to enjoy the Isaianic king’s sensation of being infested 

                                                           
315

 See, particularly, 3.2. 
316

 Chapters 3-6. 
317

 Berger (1991), as outlined in 2.5. 
318

 These are summarised in 9.6.1. 
319

 There are various changes in the person and ‘narrative voice’ of the speech in Ps. 89:39-52) 
but, as discussed in 3.2 and as Hilber (2003; 2005; 2007) has most recently shown, this is not 
unusual (and, in the case of Assyrian court prophecies, even characteristic) of written speech 
attributed to a single cultic prophet in ancient West Asia. 
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with inverterbrates (Isa. 14:11), or to remember simultaneously the ritual 

potency of Jezebel and the distortion of her memory through the smell of canine 

faeces on the plains of Jezreel (2 Kgs 9:35-37).  Such is the range of 

sensations, mnemonics and speech which is evoked in the Hebrew Bible’s oral-

literary re-presentation of the cult, in order discursively to subvert idealistic 

memories of royal heavenly ascent and netherworld descent, even as it 

reinforces them. 
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Appendix. Tables of Similarities (including Similar but 

Subversive Imagery) in the Main Pericopes of Chapter 7 

Table 1. Similarities (including Similar but Subversive Imagery) 

between Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent and 

Heavenly Ascent as Evinced in Royal Psalms, Isaiah 14:4b-20, and 

Ezekiel 28:1-19320 

Royal Psalms Isaiah 14:4b-20 Ezekiel 28:1-19 

The staff (מטה) is stretched 
out from Zion upon the king’s 
enthronement (Ps. 110:2); 
The enthroned king breaks the 
enemies with a rod/ sceptre 
 ;of iron (Ps. 2:9) (שבט)
If the king’s descendants 
pervert Yahweh’s covenant 
then they will be chastised 
with a scepte (בשבט), and 
subsequently the king’s staff 
-is defiled (Ps. 89:32 (מטה)
33.45). 

Yahweh has broken the 
 of wicked שבט and מטה
rulers (v. 5). 

 

The king subjugates the 
cosmic and military forces of 
chaos (Pss. 2:9; 18:37-45; 
89:22-26; 110:1-2.5-6); 
The king is not overcome by 
the subterranean forces (Pss. 
18:5-19; 24:1-6). 

The king had persecuted 
the nations (vv. 6c-d.16-
17b). 

 

Topographical reference 
points demonstrate the king’s 
cosmic domination (Pss. 2:8; 
89:26). 

The forests of Lebanon 
demonstrate the king’s 
cosmic domination (v. 8). 

The king’s location  בלב
 demonstrates his ימים
cosmic domination (v. 2). 

The king undertakes ritual 
heavenly ascent (Pss. 2:6-9; 
18:18-20.29-49; 24:3; 89:20-
38; 110). 

The king undertakes ritual 
heavenly ascent (vv. 12-
14). 

The Tyrian royals 
undertake heavenly 
ascent (vv. 2-6.12-15). 

The king is given a pseudo-
epithet upon ritual heavenly 
ascent, implying his sonship of 
the deity (Yahweh) of whom 
he performs mimesis (Ps. 
110:4d); 
The king is given an epithet 
upon heavenly ascent, 
following his mimesis of El/ 
Yahweh (Ps. 89:37). 

The king is given an 
epithet upon ritual 
heavenly ascent and 
mimesis of his deity (in this 
case, El), at least 
conceptually implying his 
sonship of Shahar/ the 
dawn (v. 12b); 
The king is given a 
pseudo-epithet (v. 12d). 

The King of Tyre 
performs mimesis of El 
and gives himself this 
patron deity’s name as 
an epithet (v. 2). 

                                                           
320

 Unless otherwise stated, for secondary citations and detailed discussion on the texts from 
the psalms, see Chapters 3-6: Chapter 3 on Psalms 2 and 110; Chapter 4 on Ps. 18:1-19.30-
52; 5.7 on Ps. 18:21-29; Chapter 5, in general, on Psalm 24; and Chapter 6 on Psalm 89.  On 
Isa. 14:4b-20 and Ezek. 28:1-19, see Chapter 7, particularly 7.3. 
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The king is birthed by 
Yahweh, instrumentally 
through Shahar/ the dawn (Ps. 
110:3); 
The king is begotten or made 
the son of Yahweh (Pss. 2:7; 
89:27-28). 

The king is son of Shahar/ 
the dawn (v. 12b) 

 

The king is enthroned on the 
holy mountain/s (Pss. 2:6; 
110:1-3; cf. 24:6). 

The king is enthroned on 
the holy mountain (v. 13d-
f); 
Entrance into this 
cosmically liminal sacred 
space is conceptualised 
also as entrance into the 
heavenly garden (vv. 8.12-
15). 

The king of Tyre 
ascended to the Garden 
of Gods (v. 11). 

The king rules from his throne/ 
his deity’s throne, which is at 
Zaphon / Zion as well as 
ascendant in the midst of the 
divine assembly (Ps. 89:37-
38) 

The king rules from his 
throne deity’s throne, 
which is at Zaphon, as well 
as ascendant in the midst 
of the divine assembly (v. 
13) 

The king is seated 
amidst the divine 
assembly, and seemingly 
in the abode of El (v. 2); 
The king is amongst 
stones of fire: probably 
heavenly beings (vv. 13-
14), in a description 
reminiscent of Moses’ 
mountain ascent. 

The king, amidst the divine 
council performs mimesis of El 
/ Yahweh – for whom 
righteousness (צדק) and 
justice (משפט) are the 
foundation of his throne (Ps. 
89:15) – and sits in this throne 
 amidst the divine (כסא)
assembly (Ps. 89:37-38); 
The king, who is seated on 
Yahweh’s throne, militarily 
judges (דין) the nations (Ps. 
110:6). 

The king takes his juridical 
seat, in mimesis of El, on 
the ascended throne (כסא) 
amidst the divine 
assembly (v. 13). 

The Prince of Tyre has 
divine wisdom form his 
presence in the abode of 
the gods (vv. 2-6), where 
he mimetically claims to 
be El (v. 2). 

The king is likened with Elyon 
upon ritual heavenly ascent 
(Ps. 89:28b). 

The king is likened with 
Elyon upon ritual heavenly 
ascent (v. 14b). 
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The king undergoes ritual 
netherworld descent, from 
which Yahweh subsequently 
rescues him, before taking 
him through the process of a 
heavenly ascent (Ps. 18:4-17; 
Ps. 24); 
The king undergoes ritual 
mourning identification with 
the netherworld, constituting 
ritual heavenly ascent, with 
silence constituting Yahweh’s 
response (Ps. 89:39-52). 

The king undergoes 
netherworld descent 
(which is partly imaged as 
mourning identification 
with the dead) subsequent 
to heavenly ascent, and is 
corporeally and sensually 
annihilated (vv. 9-11.15-
20). 

The royals undergo 
netherworld descent 
subsequent to heavenly 
ascent, and are 
corporeally and 
sensorially annihilated 
(vv. 7-10.18-19). 

The promise that the 
king’s memory will be 
perpetuated through his 
dynastic cults is 
disrupted and subverted 
(Ps. 89). 

The promise that the 
king’s memory will be 
perpetuated through his 
dynastic cults is 
disrupted and subverted 
(vv. 19-20). 

 

The king makes a spectacle of 
the bodies of the subterranean 
forces of chaos that he and 
Yahweh destroy upon 
netherworld descent (Ps. 110: 
particularly 1); 
The king makes a spectacle of 
the enemies/ forces of chaos 
that he destroys (Pss. 
18:38.40); 
A spectacle is made of the 
king’s body once Psalm 89 
has morphed into imagery of 
ritual mourning identification 
with the dead (Ps. 89:40-45). 

A spectacle is made of the 
king’s desecrated body 
upon netherworld descent 
(vv. 16-17). 

A spectacle is made of 
the desecrated body of 
the king of Tyre (Ezek. 
28:19). 

In general, the king performs 
mimesis of Yahweh; 
In Ps. 89, however, there is 
particular repetitive emphasis 
on the naming – and, to some 
extent, characterisation of his 
deity as El / (El-)Elyon. 

In general, the king 
performs mimesis of 
deities, and specifically, El/  
(El-)Elyon  (v. 14) 
He also performs a 
relationship at least of 
sonship with Athtar (v 12). 

The Prince of Tyre 
performs mimesis of El 
(Ezek. 28:2). 
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Table 2: Similarities between Paradigmatic Israelite/Judahite 

Kingdom and Kingship (Particularly Solomon’s Kingship in 1 Kings 

3-11), Isa. 14:4b-20, and Ezek. 26:1-28321 

Paradigmatic 
Israelite/Judahite 
Kingship in Biblical 
Narrative (particularly 1 
Kgs 3-11) 

Isa. 14:4b-20 Ezek. 26:1 - 28:19 

Solomon sits of the throne 
of Yahweh (1 Chron. 29:23) 
– i.e. explicitly performs 
ritual heavenly ascent and 
enthronement. 

The king sits on the throne 
on the holy mountain (Isa. 
14:13d-f), performing ritual 
heavenly ascent and 
enthronement. 

The Prince of Tyre sits on 
the seat of El in the midst 
of the seas (Ezek. 28:2), 
performing ritual heavenly 
ascent and enthronement. 

Solomon fells cedars of 
Lebanon for his building 
projects (1 Kgs 5:20-24; 
7:2; 9:11; 10:17). 

The king has felled cedars 
of Lebanon (Isa. 14:8). 

The cedars of Lebanon 
are used in the 
construction of the ship: 
Tyre (Ezek. 27:5) 

As well as building his 
palace, Solomon embarks 
on the royal tour of cities, 
subjugating them through 
building projects (1 Kgs 
9:15-21) and, sometimes, 
by force (2 Chron. 8:3). 

The king has reigned with 
terror over his people (vv. 
6.20b-c). 

[Conversely, there is no 
concern with the Tyrian 
royals behaviour towards 
their own people, which is 
accountable by their 
peoples not being 
‘indigenous’.]322 

Topographical reference 
points demonstrate 
Solomon’s cosmic 
domination (1 Kgs 5:1); 
International commodities, 
including the cedars of 
Lebanon, demonstrate 
Solomon’s economic 
dominance throughout the 
narrative. 

International commodities 
in the shape of the cedars 
of Lebanon demonstrate 
the king’s cosmic 
domination (v. 8); 

International commodities, 
including the cedars of 
Lebanon, demonstrate 
Tyre’s economic 
domination, throughout 
Ezekiel 27. 

Solomon has divinely-
bequeathed wisdom (1 Kgs 
3; 4:29-34), including 
juridical wisdom (1 Kgs 
3:16-28). 

The king sits enthroned 
among the divine 
assembly (v. 13), implying 
his distribution of the 
juridical wisdom which 
comes from his royal high 
deity. 

The Prince of Tyre has 
divine wisdom form his 
presence in the abode of 
the gods (vv. 2-6). 

                                                           
321

 Unless otherwise stated, points drawn from 1 Kings 3-11 and related texts have been 
discussed in 7.4 or 9.3; points drawn from Isa. 14:4b-20 have been discussed in 7.3; and points 
drawn from Ezek. 26:1-28:19 have been discussed in 7.3 or 9.2. 
322

 See 7.4 on the ethnocentric biblical ethic whereby mistreatment can, affectively, only be 
metered out on those who are not Yahweh’s people. 
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In 1 Kings, Solomon introduces 
instruments into his magnificent 
buildings at Jerusalem (10:12); 
Memories of the use of musical 
instruments are highly elaborate 
in Chronicles, and used by a 
number of paradigmatic ‘good’ 
kings (1 Chron. 6:16-32; 9:33; 
15:16; 23:1-5.30; 25:1; 2 Chron. 
5:1-14, particularly 12-13; 7:1-6, 
particularly 6; 8:14-15; 20:18-
30; 23:13.18; 29:25-30; 30:21-
22; 31:2; 34:12; 35:15; cf. Neh. 
12:24.45-46; Amos 6:5).   

The king is brought 
down to Sheol with 
the music of his harps 
(v. 11). 

Tyre’s harps will no longer 
be heard, as is stated 
amidst imagery of her 
netherworld descent 
(Ezek. 26:13). 

Solomon’s name, if derived 
from שלם, associated him (at 
least in the semantics of his 
name) with Athtart/Ashtoret; 
Solomon worships 
Athtart/Ashtoret (1 Kgs 
11:5.33), and other ‘foreign’ 
royal patron deities (1 Kgs 
11:5.7.33); 
Solomon’s brother Absalom 
also appears to be associated 
with Athtart/ Ashtoret (2 Sam. 
18:9-17). 

The king performs 
mimesis of Athtar (v. 
12a). 

 

Solomon’s לבב, ‘heart’ is turned 
(by his wives) to worship of 
Athtart/ Ashtoreth, and other 
‘foreign’ royal patron deities (1 
Kgs 11:4). 

The king decides in 
his לבב, ‘heart’ to 
perform mimesis of 
Athtar (vv. 12-15). 

The לב, ‘heart’ of each of 
the Tyrian royals is high 
(vv. 2.5.17), but it is 
unclear if this refers to 
them turning to their own 
arrogant path323 or to their 
gaining in divine 
wisdom.324 

Solomon worships at 1) במות 
Kgs 3:2-14; 11:7). 

The king climbs to 
 possibly ,(v. 14a) במות
suggesting on one 
level that he was 
involved in such ‘illicit’ 
cultic practices – or, 
this is an image of 
heavenly ascent, but 
also a pun on his 
involvement in ‘illicit’ 
cultic practices. 

 

                                                           
323

 So Block (1998: 94). 
324

 So Callender (2000: 187-188). 
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Solomon incurs the wrath of the 
northern tribes for his use of 
slaves from among them 
(particularly 1 Kgs 12:10-12.14-
16); 
 

V. 17c may suggest 
that the king refused 
to return 
Israelite/Judahite 
slaves to their tribes 
or ethnoi; 
 

[Again this motif relates to 
the kings’ treatment of 
their own people – so 
there is no concern with 
the Tyrian royals 
behaviour, which is 
accountable by their 
peoples not being 
‘indigenous’.]325 

Possibly the Hebrew Bible 
refers to disinterment of the 
dead kings at Jerusalem (Ezek. 
43:7-9); but certainly this is 
likely to be an aspect of the 
story-scape of Jerusalem, which 
was repeatedly invaded. 

The king is disinterred 
from his tomb (19a). 

 

 

                                                           
325

 See 7.4 on the ethnocentric biblical ethic whereby mistreatment can, affectively, only be 
metered out on those who are not Yahweh’s people. 



The ‘Divine’ Confused and Abused: Cultural Memories of Royal Ritual Netherworld Descent 
and Heavenly Ascent in the Hebrew Bible 
 

521 
 

Table 3. Similarities between Images of the Cosmic Growth and 

Downfall of Kings in the Hebrew Bible – Excluding Isa. 14:4b-20, 

Ezek. 28:1-19 and Ezek. 19:10-14bβ with which they are Compared 

Kingly Cosmic 
Growth and 

Downfall in Various 
Texts Concerning 

‘Foreign’ Monarchs 

Kingly Cosmic 
Growth and 

Downfall in Isa. 
14:4b-20 

Kingly Cosmic 
Growth and 

Downfall in Ezekiel 
28:1-19 

Kingly Cosmic 
Growth and 
Downfall in 

Ezekiel 19:10-
14bβ 

Several kings are 
extinguished, 
following being hewn 
down in their cosmic 
arboreal growth 
(Ezek. 31:2-14; Dan. 
4:7-20); 
the herbaceous 
growth of Abimelech 
ends in his 
consummation by fire  
(Jud. 9:8-20); 

The king is 
apparently an 
arboreal growth, 
hewn down from 
above the stars of 
El (v. 12c). 

The King of Tyre, 
though not himself 
imaged as 
vegetation, ascends 
to the Garden of 
Gods (v. 13). 

The royal mother 
and son are 
portrayed as 
cosmic arboreal 
growth, which is 
uprooted and 
burned (vv. 12-14). 

Several kings nurture 
the wild creatures 
(Jud. 9:15-16; Ezek. 
31:5; Dan 4:9.18), 
and some are then 
consumed by them 
(Ezek. 31:13) or end 
up broken up stepped 
on by them (Dan. 
4:23); 
Pharaoh, King of 
Egypt (Ezek. 29: 3-5; 
32:2-4) and Gog 
(Ezek. 39:4-5.17-20), 
are digested by wild 
creatures. 

The king is eaten 
by insects (v. 11). 

  

Some kings in Ezekiel 
suffer an ignominious 
death by the sword, 
and are feted to lie 
with the 
uncircumcised 
(31:17-18; 32:11.31-
32). 

The king is like 
those slain by the 
sword and 
trampled under 
foot (v. 19b). 

The Prince of Tyre 
dies by the sword 
and lies with the 
uncircumcised (vv. 
7.10); 
The king of Tyre is 
‘profaned’ (חלל) to 
his death in v. 16. 

The royal sons’ 
exiles are imaged 
as netherworld 
descent, thereby 
their deportations 
allude to their 
burial away from 
their ancestral 
tombs and familial 
mortuary cults (vv. 
4.8-9). 

Gog’s corpse is a 
spectacle for voyeurs 
(Ezek. 39:11-20). 

The king’s corpse 
is a spectacle for 
voyeurs (vv. 16-
17). 

The prince’s corpse 
is a spectacle for 
voyeurs (vv. 18b-
19a). 

The royal sons are 
objectified as lions 
in the hunt (vv. 4.8-
9). 
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