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Mark S. Smith is known for his very extended and technical work in the scholarly world of biblical studies (Strawn,2005, p.397). In his book published in 2001, The origins of biblical monotheism: Israel’s polytheistic background, Smith presents a very in-depth analysis about the polytheistic background of the ancient Israelites. This book follows his previous work called: The early history of God: Yahve and the other deities in Ancient Israel. The reception of the The origins has been quite good as it is still a book that is used by many scholars trying to understand the development of monotheistic ideas in the Hebrew bible. This paper will aim to present a review of the 2001 Smith’s work at the light of some more recent scholarly work on the subject. There is much interesting information to be said about this book but only the essential will be covered in this review.
Smith aims his focus on trying to underpin the emergence of the religion described in the Bible, the so-called monotheism. It is quite a difficult task as there is no consensus amongst scholars about what is monotheism and if the ancient Israelites were really ‘monotheists’ (Herbener 2013, p.618). Although the title of the book seems to present the origins of monotheistic ideologies in ancient Israel, it covers much more material than that, hence the mention about the Ugaritic texts. Indeed, in a remarkable work of 325 pages, Smith focus mainly on the analysis of Ugaritic religious texts and on the hierarchical polytheistic pantheon of the land of Canaan, by extension. The book is divided in three themes, the first five chapters present the descriptive images of the deities, the divine family, the divine council and the divine relations and characteristics that those deities share all with parallels to the Bible. The sixth chapter is one set apart where Smith treats the life and death of the god Baal and criticize the theory of the rising and dying gods of James Frazer by demonstrating that Baal does die but do not resurrect. Finally, the third theme of the book treat the chapters about El being the original god of Israel, the emergence of the monotheistic rhetoric in ancient Judah, the formation of the monotheistic theologies and the book of Isaiah as one of the foundations of monotheistic ideology.
The book is intended for scholars but is not inaccessible for a neophyte, although a lot of linguistic information are presented quickly. The main idea of the book is meant to present the Ugarit religious texts as the original religious practices of the ancient Israelites. The author presents the gods as being part of an astral cult and show how the Ugarit mythology constructed a celestial hierarchy reflecting an ancient monarchic power in Israelite territories. Indeed, it is known that an astral religion was existent in Ugarit and El was one of the principal deities (Cooley, 2011, p.282) Even if there is a difference in the Ugaritic religion and the Israelite one, especially after the exile, the influence is quite clear between the two cultures as reflected in some biblical writings like Deuteronomist 4:15 who condemns the astral cults (Cooley, 2011, p.283) Therefore the polytheistic background of those territories are widely discussed and Smith did a meticulous work by demonstrating how the Ugarit texts can be a good reference to understand the religious conceptions of those ancient people. 
The second part of the book aims to demonstrate that the god El was the original god of Israel and Yahve was a minor god who eventually overtook El. El was known as being the fatherly figure and had his consort Athirat with him in Ugarit. His cult was spread outside Israel even after the 1st millennium B.C, as it is possible to read in the bible. This is where Smith uses his linguistic talent to argues that eventually in some parts of Israel, Yahve who was a son of El, became the father figure of Israel. For Smith, this could explain the emphasis on the cult of Yahve in the Hebrew bible, an emphasis that could explain this transition between the gods. This is an argumentation that can be clarified by the assertions of B.A Levine where he concludes that Yahve always was the regional god for the Israelites and that it is Yahve alone who helped them to win the Canaan territory (Levine, 2005 p.416). This claim was meant to promote the Yahwistic cult and Levine himself agrees that Smith better explains the aspects of the rejection of the polytheistic gods and goddesses of the Levant regions in his books (Levine, 2005 p.416) This is indeed where Smith takes the last chapters of his monography by explaining how the monotheistic rhetoric was developed in early exilic and post-exilic context. Even if there are biblical passages that indicate the rhetoric praise of Yahweh and the denial of other gods, Smith argues that there is not much real monotheism in the bible. For him the only exception is the Second Isaiah, but he states that the bible does not shows a clear evolution from the monarchic monolatry of early Israel to an entire ‘’new religion’’ aka monotheism. His argumentation falls in accordance to more recent works on monotheism. Indeed, Lynch criticises the fact that some biblical scholars take the Second Isaiah as an example of change in the religious ideas of Israel but prefers to treat this text as an example of rhetoric without pretending to know the theological ideas of the author (Lynch,2014, p.48) This is exactly what Smith also argues in his book. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]We can also see in Smith work that the definition of monotheism is quite complex and the scholarly debate on this matter is still going on today. Indeed, as shown by Herbener in his paper about monotheism, the wide range of definitions of this term makes it hard to apply only one definition to the Bible (Herbener, 2013, p.616). The Bible reflects ideas and political concepts of the ancient Near-East (Herbener, 2013 p.638) and therefore it is reasonable to assume that the idea of the divine and the vision of Yahve as a unique god could have been different for each tribes and influenced by the whole Near-East (Lynch, 2014, p.52). For Smith the presence of the very few monotheistic claims in the bible only shows the exclusive relationship of Israel with its own deity and reflects the different groups that wrote the biblical Hebrew texts, such as priestly groups. This is also something that recent scholarly work agrees with (Lynch, 2014, p.67). It is interesting to note that scholars like Levine argues that it was the conquest of the Neo-Assyrian empire over the Levant territories that helped forged the monotheistic emphasis of the biblical scriptures (Levine, 2005 p.413)
This is where Smith’s book shows a certain weakness. In using only Ugaritic texts and Canaanite religion as the sole influence on Israelite people, it fails to show the influence that other nations could also have had on biblical writers (like Egypt for example). It also somewhat disregards the political circumstances that helped forge the identity of Israelite people and development of ideas about a unique god (Levine,2005 p.415) Indeed, the Assyrian and Babylonian repression played an important part in the idea of a chosen tribe (Levine, 2005 p.413) Overall the qualities of Smith’s work are reflected in the mastering of Ugaritic texts translation as well as a very well developed argumentation that can be quite convincing. He quotes a large amount of scholar’s works and is being honest when he is not sure about something that is being said. The book underlines many questions that do not find answers but is still very relevant in today’s work about biblical religious origins.
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