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Analysing the Roles of, and Relationship between, Cosmology and Divination in Ancient Mesopotamia

	Within the studies of cosmology and divination, ancient Mesopotamia should be one of the first civilizations to come to mind.  Being one of the oldest civilizations in history, Mesopotamia is an important foundation for both cosmology and divination.  The purpose of this paper is to address the various aspects of these studies within ancient Mesopotamia, beginning with an overview of the subject and how it developed within history.  Next, this paper will address the relationship between cosmology and divination, mainly how they both feed into one another and are thoroughly connected during this ancient period.  Finally, it will look at how both studies are connected in the minds of the people of ancient Mesopotamia through the roles both have within these societies.
	Cosmological (or celestial, or astral) divination relied on the premise that on certain occasions the gods would give people information through signs, that could indicate either good or evil to occur, giving an answer to a question, or foretelling future events.[footnoteRef:1]  This concept can be traced within Mesopotamia to the 3rd millennium BC in ancient Sumer.[footnoteRef:2]  The term Mesopotamia does not simply refer to Sumer, nor the time period mentioned, but to the entire area surrounding the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers and a period of time spanning thousands of years.[footnoteRef:3]  The information concerning cosmological divination is broken into several periods:  Sumerian (3rd millennium BC), Old Akkadian (c. 2350 – 2150 BC), Old Babylonian (c. 2000 – 1600 BC), Middle Babylonian / Assyrian (c. 1600 – 1000 BC), Neo-Assyrian (c. 1000 – 600 BC), and Late Babylonian (c. 1000 – 1 BC).[footnoteRef:4]  While there are traces of using celestial divination within the earlier periods, most of the information that is available comes from the Neo-Assyrian period through the immense libraries of Assur, Nimrud, and, especially, Nineveh.[footnoteRef:5]  Nineveh not only provides the core tablet series, but also reports and letters showing how the monarchs and government used divination in everyday life.[footnoteRef:6]  Within the Late Babylonian period, more refinement and innovation occurred as the texts were recopied and elaborated on by commentators.[footnoteRef:7] [1:  David Brown, ‘Astral Divination in the Context of Mesopotamian Divination, Medicine, Religion, Magic, Society, and Scholarship’, East Asian Science, Technology, and Medicine, 25 (2006), 69-126 (p. 69) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/43150698> [accessed 14 April 2022].]  [2:  Ibid, p. 70.]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid, pp. 70-72.]  [5:  Ibid, p. 72.]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Ibid, pp. 72, 76.] 

	There are several texts that have been recovered that deal with celestial divination, the primary text being the Enuma Anu Enlil (EAE).[footnoteRef:8] This text is known from the Old Babylonian and Middle Babylonian / Assyrian periods, but the most complete form coming from the Neo-Assyrian.[footnoteRef:9]  This collection deals with omens surrounding phenomena seen in the sky.[footnoteRef:10]  Greater detail into this series of omens will be discussed later in this paper.  There are also spin-off texts that include commentaries on the EAE, reports and letters sent by scholars to the monarchs of Neo-Assyrian Nineveh discussing celestial phenomena and their meanings, astronomical diaries which recorded data seen in the skies, and astronomical texts.[footnoteRef:11]  The astronomical diaries recorded daily what was observed and “provide raw material from which astronomical predictions were made.”[footnoteRef:12] These diaries were considered to provide a continuous database of ominous phenomena and led to the creation of “parameters which characterized the temporal and spatial intervals between celestial phenomena of the same type, and thereby paved the way for astronomy.”[footnoteRef:13]  The astrological texts, being similar to the diaries, noted the specific dates of when phenomena would occur, relying fully on mathematics, and led to the creation of the zodiac and astrology.[footnoteRef:14]  The associated texts that include calendars relating to months, years, and watches of the night, ideal schemes that broke these periods into systematic periods, and texts giving the names of stars in Sumerian.[footnoteRef:15]  Another text that needs to be mentioned is the Enuma Elish, a creation epic that describes the origins of the gods and their creation of humanity.[footnoteRef:16] This text is important in that it creates political authority within Mesopotamia and sets the role of celestial divination in these societies.[footnoteRef:17] [8:  Ibid, p. 75.]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Ibid, p. 78.]  [11:  Ibid, pp. 81-82.]  [12:  Ibid, p. 81.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Ibid, p.82.]  [15:  Ibid, pp. 82-83.]  [16:  Nicolas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World Religions (NYU Press, 2012), p. 125.]  [17:  Ibid, p. 130.] 

	All the above-mentioned texts were used by experts in the Neo-Assyrian period who were known as the “scribe of EAE.”[footnoteRef:18] This title was reserved for scholars of high status and were considered celestial diviners, knowing they were experienced with the basic premises of EAE.[footnoteRef:19]  These scholars helped to create the commentaries and other spin-off texts to give more insight into what the phenomena and omens meant throughout the EAE and also provide information of their work.[footnoteRef:20] More will be discussed later of the overall role these scholars played in ancient Mesopotamian society. [18:  Brown, Astral Divination, p. 86.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Ibid.] 

	The relationship that was developed between cosmology and divination stems from the belief that the gods and goddess interacted with their human creations through various signs and wonders found in the sky.[footnoteRef:21]  This is an expression of a god-client communication which is mediated by a diviner that serves as a decipherer of the messages as embedded in the phenomena found in the sky.[footnoteRef:22]  The various celestial bodies of the sky (e.g., the sun, moon, and planets) were considered a personification of the gods and goddesses they represented.[footnoteRef:23]  The changing movements of these celestial bodies, the changes in their appearance and position in relation to each other, shows the will of the gods or is seen as a message from them about future events that may unfold.[footnoteRef:24] [21:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 12.]  [22:  Brown, Astral Divination, p. 73.]  [23:  Morris Jastrow, Jr., ‘The Sign and Name for Planet in Babylonian’, Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, 47.189 (1908), 141-156 (p. 145) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/983842> [accessed 25 March 2022].]  [24:  Ibid.] 

	This begs the question, did the ancient Mesopotamians view these celestial bodies as the deities themselves or as simply as manifestations of the gods and goddesses they represented?  Within the EAE, the celestial bodies are personified in the protases using anthropomorphic images while referring to the deity which the celestial body is a manifestation.[footnoteRef:25]  Rochberg argues that these references are simply metaphor and that the celestial bodies were not the gods themselves, but simply represented the gods they were named after.[footnoteRef:26] These bodies are not the literal gods, but only manifestations of the gods as a means of communicating with humanity the political or economic future of the kingdom.[footnoteRef:27]  This allows for the divine to serve as a vehicle for the description of the phenomenon.[footnoteRef:28]  To illustrate this, Rochberg uses the example of the moon being in mourning or in distress as an expression of a lunar eclipse.[footnoteRef:29]  This is seen even in the Old Babylonian period, where the moon is only referred to as “the god.”[footnoteRef:30] Would this not be an indication that the ancient Mesopotamians viewed the heavenly bodies as the actual deities?  Not quite.  More investigation shows that these statements are merely metaphors that imply a connection of the physical moon as a representation of the god Sin.[footnoteRef:31] Within these celestial omens found in EAE is an empirical investigation of physical phenomena that was compatible with a conception of the celestial bodies being manifestations of the gods.[footnoteRef:32] The belief in these manifestations led to the investigations of the phenomena and what they could possibly tell humanity.[footnoteRef:33]  If one was to view the descriptions of the celestial bodies within the EAE as being the specific god or goddess referred to, then the apodosis of these omens would not make sense.[footnoteRef:34]  An actual reference to a grieving god would not correlate in a meaningful way, while a metaphorical reference of this state describing the physical changes that are occurring in the sky does provide a meaningful correlation.[footnoteRef:35]  If it were the case that these descriptions were referencing the namesake deities, it would cause the omen protases to be “nonsensical and the figurative references merely substitutive.”[footnoteRef:36] Stating the moon is in distress provides no aid in describing the actual appearance of the moon “if indeed no distinction were made between the lunar manifestation of the moon god and the deity itself.”[footnoteRef:37] The use of figurative language is to provide a descriptive quality to the physical phenomena being described in which meaning can be inferred.[footnoteRef:38] The continued use of these sayings, such as the moon being in distress or the beard of Venus, shows how these metaphors became idioms within the society of ancient Mesopotamia and was able to carry meaning over such a long period of time.[footnoteRef:39] [25:  Francesca Rochberg, ‘Personifications and Metaphors in Babylonian Celestial Omina’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 116.3 (1996), 475-485 (p. 475) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/605149> [accessed 27 April 2022].]  [26:  Ibid, 476.]  [27:  Ibid.]  [28:  Ibid, 478.]  [29:  Ibid.]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Ibid.]  [32:  Ibid, p. 479.]  [33:  Ibid.]  [34:  Ibid.]  [35:  Ibid.]  [36:  Ibid, p. 480.]  [37:  Ibid.]  [38:  Ibid, p. 481.]  [39:  Ibid.] 

	Since the celestial bodies were viewed as merely manifestations of the deities of ancient Mesopotamia and not their literal forms, this provided a strong means of communication between the deities and humanity.  It is the gods that produce the phenomena and therefore were given agency, since the omens came from them.[footnoteRef:40]  In order to be prepared for these omens from the gods, the diviners had to consider what phenomena would be appropriate for study.[footnoteRef:41] This was done to ensure that if an event did occur, then the meaning of that event would already be known.[footnoteRef:42] The compilers of the omen texts, particularly the EAE, worked from a core set of phenomena that had been observed and recorded but also included phenomena that the diviners created on their own.[footnoteRef:43] An example of this concerns the omens surrounding the lunar eclipse.  There are many days of the month that are given within the EAE as possibilities for a lunar eclipse to occur, 14-30 to be precise, with various omens to go along with them.[footnoteRef:44] However, the only days that a lunar eclipse would be possible would be from the 14-16.[footnoteRef:45] It is unclear if the diviners knew of the impossibility of a lunar eclipse on days 17-30 by any period as they are included in many copies of the EAE during the Neo-Assyrian period.[footnoteRef:46] These latter omens follow the same pattern as the omens that had actually been observed, which causes one to ask if they truly thought this phenomena could occur on the days listed within the texts.[footnoteRef:47] Whether observed or not, all the signs recorded into the omen texts were seen as a possibility, however improbable they may be.[footnoteRef:48] These omens were based around a theoretical framework of what may be possible to occur within the knowledge of what was already observed and viewed as ordinary and possible.[footnoteRef:49] Hence the omens were very “theory-laden” and organized around what the diviners thought as what could be considered observable within the sky.[footnoteRef:50] Rochburg continues by stating, “The mere inclusion of phenomena within omen series, and the regular use of the verb ‘to observe’ (amaru) in the protases, defines the items of the protases as observable objects, and objects of knowledge, regardless of their physical status.”[footnoteRef:51] Since these phenomena have to possibility to be observed, they should only be considered potentially observable and not as a database of identifiable instances.[footnoteRef:52] All of the omens that were listed within the celestial divinatory texts are merely eventualities of what could possibly occur based on experience and deep thought.[footnoteRef:53] [40:  Ibid, p. 482.]  [41:  Francesca Rochberg, ‘Empiricism in Babylonian Omen Texts and the Classification of Mesopotamian Divination as Science’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 119.4 (1999), 559-569 (p.562) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/604834> [accessed 14 April 2022].]  [42:  Ibid, p. 564.]  [43:  Ibid, p. 563.]  [44:  Ibid.]  [45:  Ibid.]  [46:  Ibid.]  [47:  Ibid, pp. 563-564.]  [48:  Ibid, p 564.]  [49:  Ibid.]  [50:  Ibid, p. 565.]  [51:  Ibid.]  [52:  Ibid.]  [53:  Ibid.] 

	The reason why these theoretical phenomena were considered to be able to occur was due to the belief that all these signs were produced by the gods and goddesses that were represented by the celestial bodies.[footnoteRef:54] Since the gods were given the agency for producing the signs, they have the power to cause any number of signs to appear through their celestial representatives.[footnoteRef:55] Omens ranging from the predictable (a lunar eclipse occurring on the 14th, 15th, or 16th day of the month) to those that would be considered extraordinary (during the lunar eclipse, the shadow traveling across the moon from the wrong direction) would all be plausible as an observable phenomenon.[footnoteRef:56] With knowledge of what was considered predictable and unpredictable phenomena, the diviners could place good or evil interpretations behind the events. For instance, if an eclipse occurred on the wrong day (any day other than the 14th – 16th) this could be considered a bad omen.[footnoteRef:57] However, if the sign appeared according to the ideal scheme and the period it was predicted to come, it boded well.[footnoteRef:58] This causes a duality to occur within the phenomena presented.  The deities had free will and could do as they wished, thus producing phenomena that was out of the ordinary.[footnoteRef:59] But the patterns that emerged from continued observations of predictable phenomena allowed for knowledge of divine intentions.[footnoteRef:60] The ancient Mesopotamians were not troubled by the paradox that the gods could change things, but, for all points and purposes, did not do so in many of the ways presented in the omen texts.[footnoteRef:61] [54:  Ibid, p. 568.]  [55:  Ibid.]  [56:  Ibid, pp. 563-564.]  [57:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 125.]  [58:  Brown, Astral Divination, p.88.]  [59:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 134.]  [60:  Ibid.]  [61:  Ibid.] 

	The construction of the omens follows a simple “if x, then y” pattern.[footnoteRef:62]  This relationship was established in two ways. The first was through the encoding of various celestial events through an “infinite number of locations and times at which a celestial event might occur, and the infinite variety of colour and shades it might manifest” and placing these into broad categories of reference.[footnoteRef:63] The phenomena that were chosen typically revolved around the sun, moon, planets (planet-planet and planet-stellar interactions), comets, and meteors.[footnoteRef:64] The planet-stellar interactions were reduced by combining stars into constellations and viewing the planetary approach to, and even the passing through, the constellation as a whole.[footnoteRef:65] Once the phenomena were chosen, as soon as an earthly event coincided with the phenomena the two were linked and the omen created.[footnoteRef:66] Secondly, a “theoretical framework is imposed on the heavens, such as a zodiac or set of personalities for the planets, that then allows for the construction of a kind of biography of human life, or the planning of future actions.”[footnoteRef:67] Some planets were originally considered either as beneficial (Jupiter and Venus) or malefic (Mars).[footnoteRef:68] With these associations given to the planets, they led to their positions of significance within the EAE and other divinatory works.[footnoteRef:69] This encoding revolved around the religious and mythological notions of the roles played by those particular gods with the celestial bodies linked to them.[footnoteRef:70] While it is known that this did occur, according to Brown a detailed analysis of this topic is impossible with the information currently available through the various texts that have survived.[footnoteRef:71] Hopefully, with more research and translations of cuneiform tablets these gaps in knowledge will be closed and a better understanding of celestial divination as a whole in Mesopotamia will arise. [62:  Rochberg, Empiricism in Babylonian Omen Texts, p. 566.]  [63:  Brown, Astral Divination, p. 88.]  [64:  Ibid.]  [65:  Ibid.]  [66:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 15.]  [67:  Ibid.]  [68:  Brown, Astral Divination, p. 89.]  [69:  Ibid.]  [70:  Ibid.]  [71:  Ibid.] 

	Now that the relationship between the celestial phenomena and the omens generated has been established, it is time to investigate the role celestial divination had within the various societies of ancient Mesopotamia. All political authority was vested in the gods and goddesses within the cosmos.[footnoteRef:72] The reasons for this is described in the Enuma Elish, which is a creation account of how the universe was created, the beginning of the gods, and how order was founded from chaos.[footnoteRef:73] It was the chief god, Marduk, who established the final versions of the celestial bodies by placing the stars and creating constellations, creating the calendric year based on 3 stars for each of the 12 months, fixing the moon and establishing the number of days in the month, and all other features of the divine cosmos.[footnoteRef:74] Marduk is also said to have established Babylon and the central dwelling place of the gods and from here would be the establishment of his kingship.[footnoteRef:75] While the text here indicates only Babylon, it may be possible to assume that other city-states had a similar example of their cities being the chief city and creation of one god or another as this would be considered a play for power in the region if one could establish divine origin for their city. [72:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 126.]  [73:  Ibid, pp. 126-128.]  [74:  B. Landsberger and J.V. Kinnier Wilson, ‘The Fifth Tablet of Enuma Elis’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 20.3 (1961), 154-179 (p. 157) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/543187> [accessed 14 April 2022].]  [75:  Ibid, p. 165.] 

	One of the key ways the king was able to establish and maintain his authority over his kingdom was through the continued use of divination, allowing for good decisions to be made in all matters related to the kingdom.[footnoteRef:76] Shamash, the god of the sun, was the considered the god of justice and divination.[footnoteRef:77] Because of this, the association of kings with Shamash was important in that the king was to impose justice for his people and also rely on divination as a tool in decision making.[footnoteRef:78] The relationship between the king and Shamash would be of imitation, as the king was to enact justice for his people as Shamash would and also use divination as a way for Shamash to confirm his decisions on matters of the state.[footnoteRef:79]  A link between Marduk and Shamash can be found in a proclamation by Hammurabi stating: [76:  Dominique Charpin, ‘“I Am the Sun of Babylon”: Solar Aspects of Royal Power in Old Babylonian Mesopotamia’, in Experiencing Power, Generating Authority, ed. by Jane A. Hill, Phillip Jones, and Antonio J. Morales (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), pp. 65-96 (p. 68).]  [77:  Ibid.]  [78:  Ibid.]  [79:  Ibid, p. 71.] 


“Year: Ammi-ditana, the king, the fierce great ruler, beloved of Shamash and Marduk, remitted the debts that his country has incurred.”[footnoteRef:80] [80:  Malcolm J.A. Horsnell, The Year Names of the First Dynasty of Babylon, 2 vols (Hamilton: McMaster University Press, 1999), II, p.298.] 


	Here, the king has the authority of both the chief god, Marduk, and the patron god of justice and divination, Shamash.  Both would help establish the authority of the king as the rightful ruler and guarantee the support of his subjects.
While the premises of EAE were established at some point before the Old Babylonian period, where they were first written down upon the tablets, some changes were made.[footnoteRef:81] Although the core premises did not change as time moved forward, “the means by which they were elaborated into omens and ideal period schemes did, and it is in these variations that the influence of individuals, schools, or eras can be felt.”[footnoteRef:82] As time moved forward, certain political expediencies caused some scholars to change the interpretations of existing omens from unfavourable to favourable bodings.[footnoteRef:83] Exactly why this was done is left to speculation, but some plausible explanations have been given.  Brown states this was done to form what he calls a “protective belt” around celestial divination and the wisdom it imparts to the king[footnoteRef:84], which would ensure the diviners would stay in good favour with the king and their position in society would remain intact. Another reason given was more of pride and vanity, as the scholars wished to show their intelligence and ability to read the signs, therefore creating innovations to the texts without actually changing the core premises being necessary.[footnoteRef:85] This would allow them to add more interpretations to the omens, through the commentaries and spin-off texts mentioned earlier, and would allow them to produce results that would again allow for the king’s favour. By the Neo-Assyrian period, celestial divination had become a royal art in Mesopotamia which led to the employment of numerous professional diviners.[footnoteRef:86] These diviners produced much literature on the subject (as seen above) and preserved much of these references within the temples of the celestial deities.[footnoteRef:87] [81:  Brown, Astral Divination, p. 89.]  [82:  Ibid, p. 90.]  [83:  Ibid.]  [84:  Ibid.]  [85:  Ibid, pp. 90-91.]  [86:  Ibid, p. 91.]  [87:  Ibid.] 

The predictable celestial phenomena helped organize calendars and punctuated the year with sacred festivals to the various gods and goddesses.[footnoteRef:88] Great attention was placed in following the calendar rituals to “maintain the protection bequeathed by this order through the benign flow of the seasons and hence guarantee society’s survival.”[footnoteRef:89] Following various festivals was a role for all within the society and everyone participated in the unfolding life of the cosmic state.[footnoteRef:90] Campion continues, “The entire community was enrolled in the attempt to work with the divine will, as expressed at a particular time and place, such as the temple at the new moon, to ensure that a menace was averted, a promise fulfilled, and peace, stability, and order were maintained.”[footnoteRef:91] During these festivals all members of society would be considered important, since the survival of the city or kingdom was essential to everyone no matter the social rank a person had.  If the rituals during the festivals were not followed correctly, or the festivals were not celebrated on the correct day, might result in the divine withdrawal of support from the deity being invoked and could bring about national decline or destruction.[footnoteRef:92] Because of the role religion played within ancient Mesopotamian society, and its corelation with celestial divination and astrology, the gods must be propitiated, and rituals and prayers were addressed to any divinity who was manifested through celestial bodies, often occurring on either the full or new moons.[footnoteRef:93] One particular festival was the Akitu, or Zagmug, which was signified by the rising of the crescent moon in Nisan and considered the most important calendar festivals of the year.[footnoteRef:94] Akitu was a 12-day celebration that re-enacted the Enuma Elish, in which the people wept over the death of Marduk, celebrated his resurrection, and then employed the reading of the destinies for the next year.[footnoteRef:95] This was done to show how death was vanquished, chaos defeated, order restored, and, probably the most practical reason for the festival, renewing the kingship in divine favour for another year.[footnoteRef:96] This latter part was during the 8th day of the festival, the gods would be assembled together and during this time the king’s destiny was determined[footnoteRef:97], in which the people would know whether or not divine favour was granted and a continuation of the kingdom secured. Here divination once again proves important for the king as an essential component of his reign. [88:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 15.]  [89:  Ibid.]  [90:  Ibid, p. 129.]  [91:  Ibid.]  [92:  Ibid.]  [93:  Ibid.]  [94:  Ibid.]  [95:  Ibid.]  [96:  Ibid.]  [97:  Nicole Brisch, ‘Ancient Mesopotamian Religion’, in A Companion of the Ancient Near East, 2nd edn., ed. by Daniel C. Snell (John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2020), pp. 321-337 (p. 330).] 

There is evidence that magic was employed in some way or another to reverse the effects of an unfavourable omen.[footnoteRef:98] This would be done namburbi rituals that were done to ward off evil intentions.[footnoteRef:99] In one instance, an evil omen was interpreted from the moon, and it was suggested that a substitute take the place of the king.[footnoteRef:100] It was hoped that by the killing of the substitute, the moon god would be appeased and not take out his wrath upon king.[footnoteRef:101] This substitute would be named as king for 100 days and afterwards was killed in hope of evading the evil that was to come upon the actual king.[footnoteRef:102] However, this was based upon the acceptance of the sacrifice of the moon god and not only was a proper substitute needed but performing the ritual on the correct day would also aid in its effectiveness.[footnoteRef:103] It was viewed that the stars had the power to ward off not only evil omens, but also evil spells cast by sorcerers that meant to cause harm to an individual.[footnoteRef:104] These magic rituals were not only employed to ward off evil, but also to ensure the presence of the gods during the various festivals celebrated throughout the year.[footnoteRef:105] Through these rituals, not only were the gods referenced, but so were the celestial bodies they manifested.[footnoteRef:106] The practice of referring simply to the celestial body instead of the gods they represent during these rituals was accentuated during the Late Babylonian period, which Brown suggests may be due to a change in the religious beliefs due to the impact of astronomy.[footnoteRef:107] [98:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 130.]  [99:  Ibid.]  [100:  Ibid.]  [101:  Brisch, p. 331.]  [102:  Ibid.]  [103:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 130.]  [104:  Brown, Astral Divination, p. 85.]  [105:  Ibid.]  [106:  Ibid.]  [107:  Ibid.] 

Celestial divination was also used to determine if the cause of not only evil and misfortune, but also illness in general.[footnoteRef:108] Regarding illness, the diviner would look to the skies to determine how long the illness would inflict the person or if it would be possible to heal the ailment.[footnoteRef:109] According to Brown, the “scribe of EAE” could also aid in removing the illness through exorcisms or what could be considered medicinal healing.[footnoteRef:110] While they may have also worked to heal the sick after the use of celestial divination, this was not their primary function and there were other scholars or experts whose primary job this was.[footnoteRef:111] Not only could the sky help show someone the cause of illness or method of healing, but it was considered to also be the cause of illness and healing as well.[footnoteRef:112] The text of “Lugalbanda in a Mountain Cave” shows how healing may be granted from praying to the gods through the celestial bodies they represent.[footnoteRef:113] Prayers are offered up to the setting sun, then to Venus, the moon, and finally the rising sun.[footnoteRef:114] Praise is offered to the gods by describing their brightness and celestial light; although this is not done for the setting of the sun, as it would not be appropriate as the sun is dimming at this point of the day.[footnoteRef:115] However, it is the references to the life force that each of these bodies posses that are said to give Lugalbanda the healing he is seeking that is most notable.[footnoteRef:116] Within this text, the setting sun sends down its life-giving force in response to the plea of Lugalbanda.[footnoteRef:117] Next, Venus is said to have given the same type of healing as the setting sun, thus continuing the healing process.[footnoteRef:118] The moon then gives Lugalbanda life and the rising sun finishes the healing process by giving forth more of the life-giving force.[footnoteRef:119] Another example of the sun providing healing is seen on cylinder seals dating to around the Neo-Assyrian period.[footnoteRef:120] Upon these seals, the sun is depicted with wings, which may suggest the rays of the sun and the healing qualities associated with it.[footnoteRef:121] The ability for these celestial bodies to also provide healing of ailments, and not just simply give answers on how to be healed, provides a deeper context on the influence the cosmos had upon the ancient Mesopotamians. [108:  Brisch, p. 331.]  [109:  Ibid.]  [110:  Brown, Astral Divination, p. 95.]  [111:  Ibid.]  [112:  John Z. Wee, ‘Lugalbanda Under the Night Sky: Scenes of Celestial Healing in Ancient Mesopotamia’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 73.1 (2014), pp. 23-42 (p. 23) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/674797> [accessed 16 April 2022].]  [113:  Ibid, p.25.]  [114:  Ibid.]  [115:  Ibid, p. 26.]  [116:  Ibid, pp. 26-27.]  [117:  Ibid, p. 27.]  [118:  Ibid.]  [119:  Ibid.]  [120:  Ibid, p. 31.]  [121:  Ibid, p. 34.] 

Celestial divination was intrinsically important to the lives of the ancient Mesopotamians.  The practice can be traced back to the 3rd millennium BC (Sumerian period), with most of the documentation of this practice coming from the Neo-Assyrian period.  There were several texts used, the most important being the Enuma Anu Enlil.  These texts were written by diviners who studied the skies and sought to understand the meanings the gods were trying to convey. Within these texts, omens were created by diviners to anticipate good or bad fortune based on the phenomena found in the sky. The celestial bodies were seen as manifestations of the deities they represented, not the actual gods themselves, and therefore could be manipulated by the gods to communicate with humanity.  Because of this, the omens are to be read as metaphors, describing the physical features of what was being seen. While some of the omens that were created would have been observed, most were not, and actual observation of the phenomena presented was not necessary for the omens to be considered plausible since the gods had control of these celestial bodies. Meaning was placed upon the phenomena either through correlation of earthly events through the signs or by giving the celestial bodies the characteristics of the deities they represented. Predictable phenomena eventually became a sign of good tidings, while the unpredictable gave unfavourable or evil results. Celestial divination played an important role regarding the king and his rule over his subjects.  The king was likened to the sun god Shamash, god of justice and divination, and relied on divination to not only make good decisions but also in allowing him to keep ruling during the festival of Akitu.  The festivals were aligned with cosmological events and participation of these events was crucial to the continued success of the society. During times when evil omens appeared, magic was employed to either reverse the evil that was foretold. Even trickery on the part of the diviners and kings could be deployed, in electing a new king for a short period and then killing him to ensure the evil did not befall the true king. Magic rituals also sought to ensure that the gods would be present during times of ritual and festivals. The celestial bodies also played a prominent role in healing, not only divining the cause and way to be healed, but also providing the healing themselves as agents of the gods they represented. Celestial divination was crucial to the everyday lives of the ancient Mesopotamians, and this can be seen in the remnants of their civilizations that have come down to us. While there is much we still do not know about practices of this ancient people, there have been many ground-breaking discoveries that have provided much knowledge. As more discoveries unfold, hopefully we will continue rediscovering the importance the celestial bodies of the skies once played and bring them back into the light.
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