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Analyse the roles of, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in Ancient Mesopotamia.

This essay will analyse the roles of, and relationship between cosmology and divination in ancient Mesopotamia. It will briefly consider Mesopotamia historically, noting some general issues regarding evidence and interpretation. The culture’s cosmology and its origin will be examined as the background against which communication with gods was carried out.  Within this context the significance and roles of divination will be analysed together with divination’s relationship with Mesopotamian cosmology.  
 
Ancient Mesopotamia (c. 3,000 – 50 BCE) was a sufficiently large area to encompass a degree of variance regarding cultural developments and this absence of complete homogeneity needs to be recognised in any analysis of cosmology and divination. A time period of about three millennia is involved, so caution is necessary when making generalisations regarding cosmology and divination.[footnoteRef:1] However, some generalisations are necessary and justified in identifying commonalities or similarities of ideas and practice. It is appropriate to acknowledge limitations of the evidence available, which is often in fragments and different versions. Interpretation of evidence is a challenge, not only for incomplete artefacts but also regarding the meaning of words that can be ambiguous. Stephanie Dalley suggests that notions of cosmology and cosmogony as told in various stories of the time may never be fully understood because of these limitations.[footnoteRef:2] However, plausible hypotheses and general accounts of cosmology and divination have been developed and it is to a consideration of cosmology that this essay will turn before analysing its role and relationship with divination. [1:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Vol. 1, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015 [2008]), [hereafter Campion, A History], p. 37.]  [2:  Stephanie Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008 [1989]), [hereafter Dalley, Myths], p. xv.] 


The term “cosmology”  is anachronistic in the context of ancient Mesopotamia. Nevertheless the word will be used to mean the prevailing view held by the population and those in positions of political power about the nature of the world around them, the wider universe in which their world was situated and the mechanisms governing its overall functioning. This approach is in keeping with the sense of kosmos as ‘order’ and logos as a ‘reasoned and rational account’.[footnoteRef:3]  It is relevant in the case of Mesopotamia to consider the origins of this prevailing view, its cosmogony, as the creation myths involving various deities set the background and rationale for Mesopotamian cosmology and  divination. These include The Epic of Creation (Enuma Elish), which provides a wide ranging narrative of creation that begins at a time before the heavens, earth and even the gods existed, which leads Campion to describe it more aptly as ‘emanation’ rather than creation.[footnoteRef:4] The myth was significant for Mesopotamian cosmology in a number of respects. The emergence of gods from water, and the ensuing episodes of quarrels and rivalry between them portray the initial chaos before a cosmic order is established by a victorious and supreme god, Marduck. A Tablet of Destinies is created and eventually won by  Marduk, signalling his supremacy, conveying in its inscription a future that was set.[footnoteRef:5] Aspects of the physical universe became associated with particular gods and Campion suggests that by the middle of the third millennium four gods were viewed as linked respectively to heaven, earth, sea, and air.[footnoteRef:6]  Humans are created in order to serve and carry out work of the gods. This cosmogony of emanation, creation, chaos, divine struggle, imposition of order and a sense of destiny provided the rationale for a Mesopotamian cosmology within which divination would assume a highly significant role. [3:  M.R. Wright, Cosmology in Antiquity, (Abingdon: Routledge, 1995 repr. 1996), p. 3.]  [4:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 127.]  [5:  Campion, A History, p. 120.]  [6:  Campion, A History, p. 40.] 


A cosmology is shaped in which everything is controlled by gods, who are themselves manifested through, or fully integrated within, physical nature. Francesca Rochberg suggests that the deities, Anu, Enlil and Ea can be viewed as ‘the divine essence of the physical cosmos’, and that ‘their very existence presupposes the existence of the physical parts of the universe identified with them’.[footnoteRef:7] Any distinction between a god and an aspect of physical nature seems to disappear: Anu is the sky and Ea is the water beneath the earth. In this cosmology gods not only personify and rule aspects of nature, they also were associated with, and ruled, specific geographical areas of the country, with Marduk ordering Babylon to be built as his sanctuary as described in The Epic of Creation.[footnoteRef:8] A cosmological divine hierarchical order was firmly established with a strong leader and other gods that people could relate to on a local basis, with temples built in the places where they resided. Gods met in assemblies to make decisions and plans that would reverberate in the human sphere. Also, in the resulting cosmic order, was the establishment of fixed configurations in the heavens, as The Epic of Creation states, ‘all the decrees (and) designs were fixed. All the gods divided the stations of heaven and earth’.[footnoteRef:9] The cycles of the sun, moon and five visible planets were set, as were star constellations. Rochberg identifies a strong relationship between the order established divinely in the heavens and that pertaining to the situation on earth, describing it as a ‘reciprocity of heaven and earth’.[footnoteRef:10] This sense of reciprocity is crucial when examining divination and its relationship with the cosmology described above. [7:  Francesca Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004 repr. 2011), p. 197.]  [8:  Dalley, Myths, p. 262-3.]  [9:  Dally, Myths, p. 263.]  [10:  Rochberg, Heavenly Writing, p. 198.] 


In the cosmology that held gods as co-existent with nature and its forces along with the control of destinies, it is unsurprising that people, as the gods’ creations, would want to know something of their will or intentions, and the methods adopted to seek these intentions varied. Signs were sought that, under certain conditions, the gods would send to convey important information. Astral divination and extispicy became means of accessing and interpreting this knowledge, together with other practices such as lecanomancy, sleep incubation and examination of abnormal births. The possibility of communication between people and the gods appears to be recognised in the Epic of Creation as the following quote from Dalley indicates regarding humans and Marduk, ‘Let their (interceding) goddess pay attention when he opens his mouth’.[footnoteRef:11] Although the word in brackets is added by Dalley to aid understanding, it is, however, a plausible interpretation given the sense of an intermediary goddess. Different categories of divination have been identified and Campion traces the modern division into ‘artificial’ and ‘natural’ back to Plato’s distinction between ‘rational’ and ‘mantic’ prophesy, and Quintus’ classification in Cicero’s De Divinatione.[footnoteRef:12] The general sense of artificial divination is that human skill and ingenuity is required to initiate and interpret the gods’ communications, whereas natural divination has a sense of unprovoked communication, not initiated by someone, with the gods‘ messages coming directly, as in dreams, without having been requested. Ulla Koch-Westenholz suggests that artificial divination, ‘deductive’ in nature, includes provoked omens sought by rituals as well as unprovoked events that also require interpretation, as in astrology.[footnoteRef:13] These categories of divinatory practice therefore existed within a cosmology that viewed all of nature as divine in essence, ordered and, as Krzysztov Ulanowski notes, at least in part, ‘pre-determined’, with certain  gods such as Shamash, Adad, and Ea making indications of the future available to people through omens and portents.[footnoteRef:14]  [11:  Dalley, Myths, p. 264.]  [12:  Campion, A History, p. 196-7.]  [13:  Ulla Koch-Westenholz, Mesopotamian Astrology: An Introduction to Babylonian and Assyrian Celestial Divination, (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 1995), p. 10. [hereafter Ulanowski, Mesopotamian Divination] ]  [14:  Krzysztov Ulanowski, ‘Mesopotamian Divination. Some Historical, Religious and Anthropological Remarks’, Miscellania Anthropologica et Sociologica 2014, 15 (4), p. 13.] 


The provoked divinatory practices of extispicy and lecanomancy were commonly used to ascertain the will of gods or to seek a response to a specific question, and the diviner, as someone versed in the interpretive skills required, would be responsible for deciphering the received sign in the animal organ (the liver in extispicy) or effects in the bowl in lecanomancy. The distinction between such a diviner and those receiving direct unprovoked divine messages in dreams or inspired prophesies is highlighted by Rochberg, who stresses the ‘deductive and hermeneutical methods’ of the former and the ‘auditory hallucinations’ of the latter, and points also to the distinctive terminology used to describe those involved.[footnoteRef:15] This linguistic distinction serves to support the view that these different categories of divination were recognised as significant, and some examples will now be considered further. [15:  Rochberg, Heavenly Writing, p. 48.] 


Extispicy, as a widespread form of divination was an important practice and its role and uses is illustrated well in the evidence of a hymn recited by a king, known as the  Hymn Shulgi B. The choice of suitable priests, strategies of battle, and decisions about rebel lands are all mentioned along with the concluding claim that from the insides of a sacrificed sheep the king, as diviner, ‘can find the (divine) messages, for the whole universe’.[footnoteRef:16] This last claim encapsulates well the notion of the connectedness of everything including the divine, and the examination of a sheep’s liver for the gods’ signs has connotations of reading and interpreting a sacred script. A similar notion holds that the order and patterns imposed by the gods in the sky could also be seen as a divine script written for the discernment of humans and a means by which the gods communicate with them. These patterns and cycles provided the basis for a calendar that was crucial for establishing the right dates for various rituals, celebrations and worship of the gods, highlighting the religious dimension to divination. The variety of means by which the ‘talkative’ gods were seen to communicate their signs in Mesopotamia leads Daryn Lehoux to describe that world as  a ‘semiotically rich place’.[footnoteRef:17] It seems that anything could be the source of a sign from the gods, yet the ability required for  interpreting them was restricted, reflecting a view that  divination was seen as ‘a secret of the gods’, and Ulanowski recounts the myth in which the gods Shamash and Adad revealed these secrets of divination to the legendary king Enmeduranki, who then passed them onto selected people.[footnoteRef:18] In his examination of the text referring to this myth, Wilfred Lambert emphasises the notion of tradition and legitimacy that is implied in it which serves to underline the idea that divinatory practice was an ancient and secret skill known to a select few.[footnoteRef:19] It is appropriate at this stage to examine further the common features among the different  divinatory practices, and their relationship with Mesopotamian cosmology as outlined above.  [16:  Ulanowski, Mesopotamian Divination, p. 15-16.]  [17:  Daryn Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News Today, Astrology, Fate and the Way Out’, Representations, 95.1: (2006), [hereafter Lehoux, Tomorrow’s News], p. 6.]  [18:  Ulanowski, Mesopotamian Divination, p. 17-18]  [19:  W.G. Lambert, ‘Enmeduranki and Related Matters’, Journal of Cuneiform Studies, 21 (1967), p. 127.   ] 


Despite many different forms of divination, they appeared to share a common rationale, and  David Brown identifies a shared ‘fundamental premise’ as follows,
 
that the gods would, on occasions, impart information to humans through signs, that         could bode both well and ill, providing a positive or negative answer to a query, or more    specific (unfalsifiable) information on what will happen in the future.[footnoteRef:20]   [20:  David Brown, ‘Astral Divination in the Context of Mesopotamian Divination, Medicine, Religion, Magic, Society, and Scholarship’, East Asian Science, Technology, and Medicine, 25 (2006), [hereafter Brown, ‘Astral Divination’], p. 69. ] 


 Rather than clear-cut demarcations Brown detects a continuum of different divinatory approaches that emphasise particular aspects and specific purposes, for example oral as opposed to written communication, dealing with kings and elites as opposed to ordinary citizens, and seeking a response to an individual’s question as opposed to reacting to occurrences over which people had little or no real control.[footnoteRef:21] Another widespread feature of Mesopotamian divinatory practice was the format of communication. Questions or requests to the gods would be shaped so that divine responses were commonly couched in binary form such as “yes” or “no” even if, as in extispicy, a number of marks or signs were taken together before a final interpreted answer was reached. In celestial divination, on the other hand, the gods’ signs  were already manifested in the various stellar configurations and movement patterns of the stars, planets, sun and moon. Divine messages were associated with particular occurrences in the heavens such as eclipses, positions of planets against the fixed stars and halos around the moon. Interpretations of these occurrences, in the form of omens, were commonly couched in the form of “if….then…”, known as protasis (the content of “if”) and apodosis (the content of “then”, the prediction). A great number of such omens, in collections termed “tablets”, have survived and show this conditional form “if P, then Q” structure as well as “P: Q” (no “if”). Rochberg notes examples of the various occurrences falling into these formats including eclipses, the weather, the state of the sky and an example where no “if” is present such as, ‘An eclipse on the 16th of Du’uzu : There will be want of straw; there will be dead livestock; the cattle pen will be besieged’.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Brown, ‘Astral Divination’, p. 74.]  [22:  Francesca Rochberg, ‘Hellenistic and Babylonian Astral Divination and Nativities’, in Hellenistic Astronomy: The Science in Its Contexts, ed. by Alan C. Bowen and Francesca Rochberg (Leiden: Brill, 2020), p. 479.] 

        
As shown above, divination in its various forms was predicated on a cosmology that assumed a divine rule and a cosmic sense of order, both earthly and heavenly, in which the interconnectedness of everything  meant occurrences in the heavens had their counterpart in the world. As Rochberg points out, 

the gods were not only inseparable from all possible natural  phenomena by virtue of their cosmology, but were also responsible for the associations between phenomena in nature and events in human society[footnoteRef:23].  [23:  Rochberg, Heavenly Writing, p. 4.] 


Crucially, it was a cosmology in which the gods, who had knowledge of the future, were willing, under certain circumstances, to impart this knowledge through signs to be interpreted by those with the skills to do so. Divination practised in order to foresee  the future poses a question about a fixed fate, as well as throwing further light onto to the relationship with cosmology. If the gods, or a supreme god, has set the destinies and fixed the future, what could divinatory acts, including prayer and supplications, achieve for individuals wishing to avoid their fate? Were the gods willing, and able to alter the course of destiny within certain limits and in particular situations?  A particular type of divinatory ritual provides some insight into this question and will now be examined.

Apotropaic rituals were designed to mitigate or ward off a predicted outcome sent by a sign from the gods. Lehoux notes that the bulk of the texts depicting such practices were ‘namburbi’, meaning ‘undoing’ texts, designed to avoid the predicted outcome.[footnoteRef:24] The ability, in particular situations, to persuade the gods to alter a communicated outcome or destiny appears to rest on the central feature of interconnectivity in the divinely ruled cosmos. Campion views a consequence of the reciprocity between the divine and human to be the possibility for humans, ‘with sufficient skill’ to influence deities, and that ‘people might influence stars or, better to say, the cosmos, just as stars influenced people’; a participatory role that was also significant in the development of astrology.[footnoteRef:25]  Namburbi rituals can be seen as a mixture of magic and religious supplication, with the element of magic linked to the idea of cosmic manipulation, as opposed to prayers of appeal to the gods.[footnoteRef:26] To a certain extent destiny was, as Patrick Curry claims, ‘negotiable’.[footnoteRef:27] An interesting strategy for avoiding the consequences of a bad omen was the attested practice of substitution as in the case of having someone else temporarily stand in for the king when an omen predicted his death would follow a particular eclipse. The omen was fulfilled when the substitute was executed. [24:  Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News’, p. 14.]  [25:  Campion, A History, p. 49.]  [26:  Campion, A History, p. 62.]  [27:  Roy Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science and Culture, (Oxford: Berg, 2004), p. 58.] 


Further evidence of the belief that gods could change destiny is contained on a tablet that warns a king against mistreating his subjects. The Advice to a Prince includes the following, ‘If he does not heed the justice of his land, Ea, king of destinies,/ Will alter his destiny and he will not cease from hostility pursuing him’.[footnoteRef:28] This also indicates the subservient role of the earthly ruler in relation to the divine, reflecting a hierarchical cosmology of heaven and earth. It suggests a political dimension to divination which is demonstrated both in the endorsement or blessing of the gods in the appointment of priests and rulers and the widespread use of divination in political decision making. Rulers particularly needed to know the will of the gods and have information on which to base decisions such as relations with other countries. One of the chief roles of divination was to provide this critical information and, importantly, provide legitimacy for such decisions, ensuring important events on earth are attuned to divine plans. The question as to what is, or is not, the right action to take in a situation points to a judicial aspect and it was not uncommon for the gods’ responses to divinatory requests to be couched in terms that appear as judgemental decisions rather than simply predictive warnings. Some suggestive evidence for this judgemental tone, is noted by Rochberg-Halton when examining the etymological root of “omen”, noting that  a word for omen referring specifically to the apodosis or outcome of the gods message, namely purussu, indicated a ‘”(divine) decision’”.[footnoteRef:29]  In a cosmology where gods establish order, make judgements, offer signs boding good or ill outcomes and are everywhere present and immanent in the natural world, it would seem that divination, in its various forms, enables access to the secrets of a highly rational and predictable divine cosmos. However, elements of disorder and unpredictability did co-exist in this cosmology which had implications for the practice of divination and development of astrology. [28:  http://www.gatewaystobabylon.com/myths/texts/life/adviceprince.html> [accessed July 4, 2020].]  [29:  Francesca Rochberg-Halton, ‘Elements of the Babylonian Contribution to Hellenistic Astrology’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 108, No. 1 (1988), p. 52. (Also Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News’ p. 7.)] 


The sense of astral order with fixed cycles in the sky of stars, sun and moon that was described in the  Enuma Elish, giving rise to a calendar, did not always accord with careful observations. The chief anomaly, aside from meteors and comets (and occasional changes in the appearance of objects), was the erratic changes of position of the planets whose unpredictability led to their description as “wild sheep”, prompting Campion to suggest that ‘If the stars and the solar and lunar calendar represented order in the Mesopotamian cosmos, then the planets crossed the boundary between order and disorder’.[footnoteRef:30]  Brown argues that the gods set up heavenly bodies to move in simple patterns which can be seen as ‘ideal’ and if they moved as anticipated, this boded well and if they deviated, this boded ill.[footnoteRef:31] However, this seems an oversimplification as diviners could interpret planetary movement in various ways, especially as planets became associated with particular qualities. These qualities or attributes, such as Mars being associated with evil omens, became more significant in the development of astrology.[footnoteRef:32] The wandering, “wild sheep” and their conjunctions within the zodiac path of the sky became an essential factor in the use of astrological horoscopes.  [30:  Campion, A History, p. 53-54.]  [31:  Brown, ‘Astral Divination’, p. 80.]  [32:  Campion, A History, p. 55.] 


In conclusion, it has been shown that divination was intimately related to Mesopotamian cosmology. The role of cosmology was to provide a general “world view” that assumed an interconnectedness and reciprocity between occurrences in the divine and earthly realms. Having deities at its centre provided a religious role to divination with supplication and worship as part of its practice. Duane Smith convincingly claims a theological and cosmological  understanding of divination’s role, in which the cosmos ‘aligns with the will and mind of the gods, modifying the stuff of the world in ways that both the gods and properly trained humans can understand’.[footnoteRef:33] This captures well the interconnectedness of everything, with the gods imbedded within the cosmos as well as emphasising the role of divination as instrumental in gaining an understanding of how this divinely animated cosmos worked. However, this essay has shown that divination’s role was also very practical. Finding the right decisions to take, what actions to avoid and having some knowledge of future events was no trivial exercise. [33:  Duane Smith, ‘The Divining Snake: Reading Genesis 3 in the Context of Mesopotamian Ophiomancy’, Journal of Biblical Literature, 134 No. 1 (2015), p. 40.] 
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