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1. Analyse the roles of, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in ONE of the following: 

1. Ancient Egypt

2. Ancient Mesopotamia 


3. Hellenistic astrology

In considering the roles and relationships of divination and cosmology, this essay intends to focus upon the culture of ancient Mesopotamia. It is hoped that this essay will be able to consider what these people believed about the creation and structure of the world. This essay also hopes to discuss how divination was carried out within their society, who it involved and what its relevance was. By analysing these two areas, the essay hopes to be able to show these two areas interacted.

It is important, before looking at the culture itself, to situate it both geographically and historically. Mesopotamia comes from ‘a Greek term, “between the rivers”, referring to the Tigris and Euphrates’ (Adkins, 2003, p44) and encompasses a region which includes parts of what is now Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria, see Figure 1. These rivers, and the civilisations which relied on them, stretched for ‘many hundreds of miles, joining north to south, making contact possible from the Arabian Gulf almost to the Mediterranean’ (Dalley, 2002, p1). 
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Figure 1: Map of Mesopotamia (tek-en, 2023)
Historically, the appearance of ‘small clay tokens dating from 8000 BC’ (Adkins, 2003, p48) used by ‘accountants and bureaucrats to keep a visual check of goods entering and leaving temples and palaces’ (Adkins, 2003, p48) indicates that civilisation was already established in this area at that time, but writing as it is understood today is not evidenced until quite some time later. Dalley states that ‘urban civilisation began around 3500 BC’ (2002, p3), around the time that clay seals and proto-cuneiform are known to be used, and over the ‘enormous time span of Mesopotamian civilisation, some 3,000 years’ (Dalley, 2002, pxv), this space was home to, among others, the ‘kingdoms of Sumer, Babylon and Assyria’ (Dalley, 2002, pxv).

Dalley states that the length of time dividing Nebuchadnezzar II and Hammurabi, both famous Kings in Mesopotamian civilisation, is ‘as great as that which divides us from Alfred the Great’ (2002, pxv), and that to Hammurabi, the ‘heroic tales of Gilgamesh were already of great antiquity’ (2002, pxv). Given the length of time that Mesopotamia was a thriving culture, it is perhaps inevitable that there would be changes in how the world was understood to have come into being and to function. 

While modern readers may regard Gilgamesh as mythological or fictional, he was understood by people in antiquity ‘to be a historical character’ (Dalley, 2000, p40). This is not to say that there was what we might consider a correct historical record of his life and works, as there appear to have been several versions of the literature, including ‘two different traditions concerning [his] parentage’ (Dalley, 2000, p40). Nebuchadnezzar II, King of Babylon from 604-562 BCE, was most definitely a historical character. He was the longest-reigning ruler of the Neo-Babylonian Empire; in 539 BCE, the Empire was taken over by Persians and latter Greeks, so he was one of the last native rulers of the city (Charpin, 1995). One of the important events of the religious calendar at this time was the New Year Festival, during which the Enuma Elish, the story of the creation of the world, was read aloud to the populace. 

For the examples of cosmology, structure and functioning of Mesopotamia at the early end of its history, this essay will be examining the version of The Epic of Gilgamesh as translated in the 2000 work Myths from Mesopotamia by S Dalley. In The Epic of Gilgamesh, there are, as could be expected, a number of references to the gods and their relationships, and to the workings of the world; given the understanding of his reality, it is at least possible that these would have been equally accepted as real. While there appears to be no real discussion within the tale regarding how the world came to be, there are occasional glimpses of the structure of the cosmos as it stood at the time of the tale, and some examples of how the gods interacted with each other and with mortals. For examples at the later end of its history, the Enuma Elish will also be examined; as this is more fragmentary, two versions have been used as sources, King’s The Seven Tablets of Creation and Luckenbill’s The Ashur Version of the Seven Tablets of Creation. This tale focuses almost entirely on the relationships between the gods, but as the creation of the world is integral to those relationships, it should be possible to provide enough examples to analyse.

Direct descriptions of the arrangement of the cosmos are not included in The Epic of Gilgamesh, but hints can be teased out. When Ishtar was rejected by Gilgamesh, she ‘went up’ (Dalley, 2000, p80) to approach Anu, and later, when the gods were afraid of the flood-weapon, ‘they withdrew; they went up to the heaven of Anu’ (Dalley, 2000, p113). This appears to show that as well as dwelling in the world at this time, at least some of the gods also resided in a heaven or upper realm. When Ninsun went to appeal to Shamash, she went to the roof of her palace to do so (Dalley, 2000, p65), and later Shamash, after hearing Enkidu curse the harlot Shamhat, made ‘a loud voice ... from the sky’ (Dalley, 2000, p87); this could support the theory of an upper realm, but it is equally as likely that his presence in the sky was because he was the Sun god. There is also some evidence that the realm of the dead was in or under the earth. When Enkidu dreamt of his death, he was forced ‘down to the dark house’ (Dalley, 2000, p89) where ‘dwelt Ereshkigal, the Queen of Earth’ (Dalley, 2000, p90). Although the tale does not make clear the relative positions of the world of the dead and Apsu, the latter is also described as being below the world; Ut-napishtim is advised by Ea to say ‘I must go down to the Apsu’ (Dalley, 2000, p110), while Gilgamesh ‘tied heavy stones to his feet, they dragged him down into the Apsu’ (Dalley, 2000, p119) in order to retrieve the rejuvenating plant.

However, details of the arrangement of the cosmos are easier to find in the Enuma Elish. In the beginning, there was only Apsu and Tiamat, who were chaos. During this time, ‘their waters as one they mingled’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p15). As more gods were created, the original beings were disturbed by the younger gods, as Apsu tells Tiamat ‘by day I cannot rest, by night I cannot lie down in peace’ (King, 1902, p9). Ea, one of the younger gods, ‘who knoweth all that is’ (King, 1902, p13), discovered they intended to destroy the younger gods, and acted first; ‘he caused Apsu to lie down, overcome by sleep ... he bound him, namely Apsu, and slew him’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p19), and afterwards, he ‘established his abode upon Apsu’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p19), indicating Apsu’s positioning as below the realm of the gods. Tiamat, enraged at Apsu’s death, engaged in war against some of the younger gods, but was defeated by Marduk. He then ‘split her [Tiamat] up like a flat fish into two halves’ (King, 1902, p77), out of one half he created the earth and the other half he made into ‘a covering for heaven’ (King, 1902, p77). The upper realms, the heavens, were defined as the realms of the gods at this point, as shown when Marduk ‘made the stations for the great gods; the stars their images’ (King, 1902, p80) and in ‘the mansion E-shara which he created as heaven, he caused Anu, Bel and Ea in their districts to inhabit’ (King, 1902, p77), and later, he is described as the one ‘who established for the gods the bright heavens’ (King, 1902, p96). Unfortunately, no mention is made of the realm of the dead in this text, so the relative positions of it and Apsu are not known. 

After the heavens and the earth were established, the Enuma Elish goes on to detail the establishment of a place where the gods might ‘have our rest at night’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p25). Marduk says to the gods ‘Build Babylon ... let a city be built, let there be fashioned a covered shrine’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p25). And so, the Anunnaki, the gods, laboured to create the city and the temple; they ‘carried the basket, ... they raised aloft the head of Esagila, over against the Apsu, they built the zigurrat of the upper Apsu for Marduk’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p25). After they had created the Esagila, ‘the Anunnaki, all of them, built themselves shrines’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p25). In including the creation of the shrines into the text, the Enuma Elish is demonstrating that they are obviously important to the gods, although the reason is not made explicit at that point. Later on, however, at the gathering, Anu says ‘let him establish the regular offerings for his fathers, for their maintenance let him provide, let him cause the gods, his fathers, to smell the incense’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p27), which may indicate why the gods require shrines or temples.

In the first section of The Epic of Gilgamesh, the city of Uruk is described as being divided into areas. The city, the orchards and the claypits each cover one square mile, while there is also the ‘open ground of Ishtar’s temple’ (Dalley, 2000, p50). At this point, only Ishtar’s temple is mentioned, a significant point, as the city is also described as her home. Later, it is also described as ‘the pure house, the dwelling of Anu and Ishtar’ (Dalley, 2000, p56). After Enkidu dies, Gilgamesh visits temples also; firstly, Ekur, the temple of Ellil, then the temple of Sin and finally the temple of Ea (Dalley, 2000, pp122-123). There are also mentions of temples of gods with other cities, such as ‘Ellil in Nippur, Shamash in Sippar’ (Dalley, 2000, p75). It may also infer the possibility that individual cities favoured different gods, and that those gods enjoyed a similar kind of pre-eminence in those cities as Ishtar so obviously did in Uruk. But it cannot be inferred with any kind of certainty that all gods enjoyed the presence of a temple in the city. When Gilgamesh visited his mother Ninsun, he visited ‘the great palace’ (Dalley, 2000, p64) rather than a temple, even though Ninsun was divine. 

These two texts appear to share a fairly consistent view of the formation and structure of the cosmos. At the uppermost position in both texts lay the realm of the gods, the heavens, under which lay the Earth. Below the Earth lay the realm of the dead and Apsu, the watery deep. Unfortunately, in neither text was it made clear whether the realm of the dead lay above, below, alongside or within Apsu. The references to the shrines or temples in both texts indicates these structures were highly important to the gods; Frankfort mentions that ‘the building or renewal of a god’s temple was recognised as the greatest service which could be rendered to him’ (1952, p10). However, the structures themselves were not randomly created either, as Laneri states that they ‘also represent a perfect replica of the Sumerian cosmology in which the sanctuary was the axis mundi in connecting the celestial world of the above with the earth, the world below and the primordial ocean’ (2022, p380). For those with the correct knowledge, the temples could have been a constant reminder of the creation and structure of the cosmos.

It may also be that having a dedicated temple was an indicator of an individual god’s relative status or rank. In the Enuma Elish, this relative status is indicated both obviously and subtly. The obvious example is that Marduk is appointed to kingship of the gods after defeating Tiamat. However, the more subtle indication is shown in the creation of the temples; the rest of the gods did not create their own temples until the one for Marduk had been completed, and each of them worked on their own temples, but all of them worked on the temple for Marduk. The relative position of the other gods to each other is not made clear. Of those named, Tiamat, Apsu, Mummu and Kingu are defeated; Anshar, Anu, Ea, Enlil (called Ellil in The Epic of Gilgamesh) and Bel are mentioned, so were obviously important, but they do not appear to interact with each other after the fall of Tiamat and the promotion of Marduk to kingship.

Although there is no specific mention of a hierarchy or ranking system of divine beings in The Epic of Gilgamesh, there are indications that such a system existed. It could be this was not mentioned in the tale as it was so commonly understood by the intended audience. There are indications that the heads of the pantheon were, at this point in time, Ellil, Anu and Ea, with a possibility that Shamash was also included; Marduk is not mentioned at this time. The tale states that ‘Ellil, Anu and Ea’ (Dalley, 2000, p57) made Gilgamesh wise, that they are the fathers of the gods (Dalley, 2000, pp80, 86, 109, 122), and that Anu possesses the Bull of Heaven. It also mentions that Ellil ‘did not consult before imposing the flood’ (Dalley, 2000, p115), and was powerful enough to command the demon or guardian spirit Humbaba, as he ‘has destined him to keep the Pine Forest safe’ (Dalley, 2000, p61), while Gilgamesh’s counsellors ask ‘Who, even among the Igigi, can face him?’ (Dalley, 2000, p63), showing that Ellil was clearly superior to the Igigi at this point. Furthermore, when Enkidu dreams that ‘the great gods were consulting together’ (Dalley, 2000, p83), these are the gods that are named. Ishtar, even though she is named ‘the Mistress of the Gods’ (Dalley, 2000, p113) and ‘princess’ (Dalley, 2000, p77), does not appear to have as high a status as these gods. However, she did have enough status to approach Anu in heaven directly when she demanded the Bull of Heaven from him, she ‘wept before her father Anu, her tears flowed before her mother Antu’ (Dalley, 2000, p80) and threatened to ‘raise up the dead [so] they will eat the living’ (Dalley, 2000, p80). While Ishtar can approach the great gods directly, the tale describes how Ninsun adorned herself with fresh clothes and her crown and ‘went up on to the roof, she came before Shamash, made a smoke-offering, made a surqinnu-offering’ (Dalley, 2000, p65), possibly indicating that Ninsun is positioned lower than Ishtar.

But where do mortals fall in this hierarchy? Gilgamesh is described in superlatives as superior and perfect, such that ‘there is nobody ... who can compare with him’ (Dalley, 2000, p51) as ‘two-thirds of him was divine’ (Dalley, 2000, p51). However, when he and Enkidu were entreating Shamash’s aid, they ‘made a flour-offering’ (Dalley, 2000, pp67, 68, 69), similar to the actions of Ninsun. This indicates that Gilgamesh’s primary status among mortals, and even his semi-divine nature, do not translate to a similar position in the hierarchy of the gods; among them, he is ranked still at the lowest level. Similarly, Ut-napishtim did not have status with the gods. Before the flood, Ut-napishtim referred to ‘my master Ea’ (Dalley, 2000, p110), he ‘sacrificed sheep every day’ (Dalley, 2000, p111), and after the flood he ‘made a sacrifice, set out a surqinnu-offering’ (Dalley, 2000, p114). Even after he was made immortal by the blessing of Ellil, they ‘took [him] and made [him] dwell far off’ (Dalley, 2000, p116), demonstrating their authority over him. 

This lack of status is almost certainly due to their origin as creations of the gods, although it is not discussed in detail. However, at least for Gilgamesh, it is made clear that ‘Belet-ili designed the shape of his body’ (Dalley, 2000, p51), while later the gods ask ‘Did Aruru create such a rampant wild bull?’ (Dalley, 2000, p52). It is also mentioned when the gods are determining to create Enkidu; they state ‘You, Aruru, you created mankind’ (Dalley, 2000, p52), and then Aruru ‘created inside herself the word of Anu [then] pinched off a piece of clay [and] cast it out into open country’ (Dalley, 2000, p52). Enkidu was explicitly created for a particular purpose – to match Gilgamesh so that ‘Uruk be allowed peace’ (Dalley, 2000, p52). Mankind as a whole must have similarly been created for a purpose, but no explicit mention is made of this, the only indicator being that Ut-napishtim and Ea appeared to have had a master-servant relationship (Dalley, 2000, p110). 

The creation of mankind is specifically addressed in the Enuma Elish. In response to hearing ‘the words of the gods’ (King, 1902, p87), Marduk’s ‘heart was moved’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p21) and he conceived a plan; he said to Ea, ‘my blood will I take and bone will I fashion, I will make man, ... I will create man who shall inhabit the earth’ (King, 1902, p87). Ea, however, persuaded Marduk to ‘let one of their brothers be offered up, let him be destroyed and let people be formed’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p21), and so mankind were formed from the ‘Kingu ... who created warfare, who let loose Tiamat, who joined battle’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p23) instead. Unfortunately, it is not clear what the gods said to Marduk, but inferences can be made. Marduk continues that ‘they shall perform the service of the gods [so that] these shall be pacified’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p21). It is mentioned also that ‘for their forgiveness did he create mankind’ (King, 1902, p99). While not explicitly stated, it seems likely that the gods had complained in some fashion about whatever service had been laid down for them, as mankind were to take over those services.

Within The Epic of Gilgamesh, the gods are ever-present in the world, and there are clear relationships between some of the gods and the mortals. Gilgamesh’s mother Ninsun explains the meaning of his dreams to him, and adopts Enkidu by placing ‘symbols around Enkidu’s neck [and saying] I hereby take Enkidu to be my son’ (Dalley, 2000, p66). Shamash hears Gilgamesh and gives advice on how to defeat Humbaba (Dalley, 2000, p73) and aids him in doing so, and Ishtar asks for him to ‘be my husband, and I can be your wife’ (Dalley, 2000, p77). Enkidu also interacted in this way; as he raged against his foretold death, Shamash heard this and responded to him (Dalley, 2000, pp83-88). It may be argued that these interactions were only possible because of the semi-divine nature of Gilgamesh and possibly Enkidu, but Ut-napishtim as a mortal man ‘spoke to my master Ea’ (Dalley, 2000, p110), and received a response. While the earth is not created according to the Enuma Elish until after Tiamat is defeated, once it does exist the gods are present in the world; they perform the manual labour to create Babylon to be ‘an abode in which we may have our rest at night’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p25), and they create the temples as places for ‘offerings [to] be brought for their god, their goddess’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p29). The direct interactions between the gods and mortals in the texts appear to show the gods were not mere observers of the physical world but could and did inhabit it alongside mortals, at least in narrative form.

There is also evidence of less direct interactions in the texts, such as the making of offerings from mortals to deities, or divinatory messages being received by mortals. Enkidu received a dream which foretold his death, twice Gilgamesh ‘arose and described a dream’ (Dalley, 2000, p57), and three times Gilgamesh ‘went up on to the mountain and made his flour-offering’ (Dalley, 2000, pp67, 68, 69) and asked for ‘a dream, a favourable one’ (Dalley, 2000, pp67, 68, 69). Not all indirect interactions were dreams however, as Gilgamesh states ‘I found a door-thong which must have been set there as an omen for me’ (Dalley, 2000, pp119-120). Enkidu also says to Shamhat ‘the diviner shall lead you to the palace of the gods’ (Dalley, 2000, p88), indicating that divining was already associated with gods and religion. While the Enuma Elish does state ‘let him establish regular offerings’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p27) and ‘let offerings be brought for their god, their goddess’ (Luckenbill, 1921, p29), showing evidence of the indirect interactions expected from mortals to gods, evidence of what indirect interactions mortals may expect from gods is scarce, but not completely absent. After Marduk defeated Kingu, he ‘took from him the Tablets of Destiny [and] sealed them with a seal and in his own breast he laid them’ (King, 1902, p75); it may be that these tablets conferred legitimacy upon his new role, but given the name it also implies that he gained the knowledge of the future. In support of this, after he gained them, he 

‘made the stations for the great gods, the stars, their images ... he fixed, he ordained the year and into sections he divided it, ... he founded the station of Nibir to determine their bounds; that none might err or go astray he set the station of Bel and Ea’

(King, 1902, p80)
Later on the text states ‘may he hold the Beginning and the Future’ (King, 1902, p108) which also supports this argument. As he set the courses of the heavenly bodies once he had these tablets, it could be suggested that these were arranged in accordance with his new knowledge, in order to provide such knowledge to his creations. This would accord with Frankfort, who states that ‘there was no recognition of impersonal and unchanging natural laws’ (1952, p1).

It appears then that the Mesopotamians believed similarly to the Greek Stoics, that ‘the gods know something about the future and often communicate that knowledge’ (Lehoux, 2006, p6). From the texts so far, dreams are prevalent, one omen is shown, diviners are mentioned, and astrology is inferred. Dalley (2002, pp127-131) also mentions liver omens, answerers and ecstatic trance. With so many different ways of transmitting this knowledge, for the Mesopotamians, the world must have been ‘a semiotically rich place’ (Lehoux, 2006, p6). In De Divinatione, Cicero states ‘there are two kinds of divination; the first is dependent on art, the other on nature’ Cic. Div. 1.VI.12 (trans. Falconer). In the former category falls omens and astrology, which depend ‘on conjecture and deduction’ Cic. Div. 1.XIV.24 (trans. Falconer), while dreams and ecstatic trances would seem to fall within the latter. 

While the texts only show dreams for Gilgamesh, Enkidu and Ut-napishtim, Frankfort states that for the gods, ‘the normal way [to make their wishes known] was through dreams and omens’ (1952, p4). Dalley (2002, p131) attests that ecstatic trance could be experienced by anyone, and that dream incubation in temples and shrines was an accepted practice. Malamat supports this, stating that some ‘male and female laity [were] imbued with such esoteric abilities’ (1971, p20). There were also the ‘answerers’ (Dalley, 2002, p130) or ‘cult diviners, usually attached to sanctuaries’ (Malamat, 1971, p20); it was their ‘duty to “answer” for the god’ (Dalley, 2002, p130), although they ‘did not only operate inside temples’ (Dalley, 2002, p131). While it seems the Mesopotamians understood that the gods were ready, willing and able to interact with people of all stations, they also understood the possibility of deception. When the dreamer or tranced person did not hold a position in the temple, then depending on ‘the importance of the message’ (Dalley, 2002, p131), samples were sometimes taken and sent to the king who could verify it with an ‘omen-taking’ (Dalley, 2002, p131). The necessity for confirmation was also shown in the texts, as Gilgamesh requested the dreams three times, and is supported also by Frankfort, who states that after Gudea received the first dream to build the new temple, he ‘attempts to obtain still greater certainty as to what he is expected to do’ (Frankfort, 1952, p11) by inducing another dream in the temple of Nanshe. Inductive divination relied on the observation and interpretation of signs from the gods. Lehoux mentions that the ‘omen texts are classified by the types of signs; signs in sacrificial livers, signs in the heavens, signs in the day-to-day world around us, signs from anomalous births, and more’ (2006, p6), and it seems likely that on the observation of an omen, the priest would have consulted one of these in order to come to an answer. 

There were ‘structural parallels between the omen texts and law codes’ (Lehoux, 2006, p7), both stating “If X sign is observed, Y event will happen” and there is more use of ‘interesting legal jargon’ (Lehoux, 2006, p7). Lehoux also asserts that ‘one of the recurring themes in all Mesopotamian divinatory and related texts is that the gods make decisions – or more properly, judgements about the fates of people’ (2006, p7). This relationship between divination and law is also echoed by the reliance on evidence for the natural style of divination, and could be indicative of how the Mesopotamians viewed divination as a whole. For the Mesopotamians, the sun god Shamash, and to some extent the storm god Adad, were responsible both for justice and divination (Charpin, 2013). While divination may appear to be ‘a separate function’ (Charpin, 2013, p68), for the Mesopotamians they were clearly related, as ‘Shamash judges in the heavens and decrees the destiny of humankind’ (Charpin, 2013, p71).

Over the course of this essay, the texts of The Epic of Gilgamesh and the Enuma Elish have been examined for examples of cosmogony, cosmology, divination and the relationship of gods to humanity. It appears the Mesopotamians understood the cosmos to exist on several levels, from the heavens down through the mortal world to the world of the dead and the primordial ocean, remnant of Apsu, one of the originating gods. The world itself was created from the body of Tiamat, the other originating god, after a war between the gods. During the creation of the world, the gods, in the form of the heavenly bodies, were given roles to carry out and routes to travel. 

Humanity was created from the blood and bone of one of the defeated gods in order to serve the victorious gods, who required humanity to build their temples, to provide offerings and worship, and to free the gods by carrying out the labour of the gods. Therefore, although there was clearly a hierarchy amongst the gods, which was echoed by humanity via the adoption of kingship, humanity, even the highest human king, was still clearly at the bottom of the overall hierarchy. Even so, the gods needed to communicate with humanity in order to ensure that the labour and offerings were being provided correctly, and divinatory messages, both intuitive and inductive, were used for this. At the same time, having the god of divination being also the god of justice, and the use of legal terminology and grammatical structure in divinatory texts, clearly indicated that to the Mesopotamians, humanity would be judged and their future decreed according to that judgement. Therefore, to the Mesopotamians, divination and their role in the cosmos was intimately interwoven.
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