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3.3.3.1 Burial and mourning

Mourning inUgarit seems to have taken forms familiar fromother cultures, if the
Baal Cycle is any indication:60 Upon Baal’s death, El and Anat both wail (s

˙
h
˙
), put

on a specific type of clothing (mizrt), and gash their faces, arms, and torsos (see
CAT 1.5 vi:14–1.6 i:7). El further puts dust on his head. In the Kirta epic, the
eponymous king retires to his room, weeping, after the death of his entire family
(CAT 1.14 i:26–35). It is not clear whether the ensuing sacrifice on the rooftops
(1.14 ii:19–24) is related to the deaths61 or is simply part of an effort to elicit a
better fate from the gods. As for specifically royal funerary practices, the com-
mand to mourn over the throne and footstool of the dead king (CAT
1.161:13–14) suggests that a chair served as a placeholder for the deceased’s spirit,
as in Mesopotamian and Hittite funerals.

3.3.3.2 The Ugaritic dead

The Ugaritic cult of the dead up to the “Spronk synthesis”

In the same year that Schaeffer published his analysis of Ugarit’s tombs, he
published a synthetic study of Ugaritic texts, of which one chapter was entitled
“Fertility Cult and Cult of the Dead at Ugarit.”62 He argued that the aforemen-
tioned text from the Baal Cycle, which speaks of pouring libations “into themidst
of earth,” reflected a ritual intended to secure the goodwill of “Aliyan, son of
Baal” and thereby to ensure the fertility of the trees and fields.63 Schaeffer com-
pared this ritual with the Greek myth of the Danaids, who killed their husbands
andwere sentenced by the gods to pourwater into a bottomless pot. He suggested
that that task was not originally a Sisyphean punishment, but was intended to
provide care for the deceased husbands.64

Because many of the key texts were not available in wide publication until the
1960s and 1970s (e.g., CAT 1.20–22 and 1.161; see below), Schaeffer’s theory
initially seems to have elicited little reaction. However, in the wake of new pu-
blications, in the 1970s and 1980s the study of the Ugaritic cult of the dead was
taken up enthusiastically by a number of scholars. Johannes C. de Moor (1972)

60 The question of whether the actions of the gods reflect the ritual actions of humankind is a
crucial one in interpreting Ugaritic religion. Jack M. Sasson has called for greater methodolo-
gical rigor in interpreting the Ugaritic stories (“Literary Criticism, Folklore Scholarship, and
Ugaritic Literature,” in Ugarit in Retrospect: Fifty Years of Ugarit and Ugaritic [ed. Gordon
D. Young; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1981], 81–98). In this case, the extensive compara-
tive data on mourning allow one safely to draw conclusions.

61 This conclusion is tempting in light of the collocation in Jer 19:10–13 of rooftop sacrifice
with the Tophet cult of human sacrifice (see § 4.4.3.2.1).

62 Chapter 3 in Claude F. A. Schaeffer, The Cuneiform Texts of Ras Shamra-Ugarit (Schweich
Lectures; London: Oxford University Press, 1939).

63 Schaeffer, Cuneiform Texts of Ras Shamra-Ugarit, 46. (CAT 1.3 iii 16)
64 Schaeffer, Cuneiform Texts of Ras Shamra-Ugarit, 53.
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theorized that “communion with the dead,” including the pouring of libations,
was a major feature of the Ugaritic “New Year’s festival.”65 Jonas C. Green-
field66 and especially Marvin H. Pope67 were also in the vanguard of the move-
ment.
The work of that entire generation of Ugaritologists is meticulously compiled

in Klaas Spronk’s Beatific Afterlife in Ancient Israel and in the Ancient Near East
(1986), initially a dissertation written under de Moor. As the title suggests,
Spronk’s own interests led him to other matters, but en route his survey still
represents the most ambitious attempt to argue for widespread cults of the dead
throughout the ancient Near East. Given Spronk’s intellectual heritage, it is not
surprising that his work on the Ugaritic texts was particularly thorough, if per-
haps too far-reaching.68 I have cited his forebears occasionally in what follows, but
a fuller sense of the literature is best gained by reading the relevant passages in
Beatific Afterlife. Thus, “Spronk” becomes, for the sake of simplicity, a metonym
for the accumulated views of the previous generation.
Spronk was followed three years later by Lewis, whose Cults of the Dead in

Ugarit and Israel (1989) is a more limited but also more judicious treatment of
the Ugaritic texts. Lewis implicitly restricted the scope of his study by focusing
less on the epic/mythical texts (which hadmade the strongest first impression on
the field) andmore on ritual texts,69 perhaps because these were taken to bemore
reliable indicators of actual Ugaritic(/“Canaanite”) practices.70 While Lewis dis-
agreed with Spronk on certain details, his work reinforced many of Spronk’s

65 J. C. de Moor, New Year with Canaanites and Israelites (Kampen: Kok, 1972), 8; idem,
“Rapi’uma – Rephaim,” ZAW 88 (1976): 331.

66 J. C. Greenfield, “Un rite religieux araméen et ses parallèles,” RB 80 (1973): 47.
67 Further discussion and literature at § 4.2.3. See M.H. Pope, “Notes on the Rephaim Texts

from Ugarit,” in Essays on the Ancient Near East in Memory of Jacob Joel Finkelstein (ed. M. de
Jong Ellis; Memoirs of the Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences 19; Hamden, CT: Archon
Books, 1977), 163–82; idem, “The Cult of the Dead at Ugarit,” inUgarit in Retrospect: Fifty Years
of Ugarit and Ugaritic (ed. G. D. Young; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1981), 159–79; idem,
“Le mrzh

˙
à Ougarit et ailleurs,” Annales Archéologiques Arabes Syriennes 29–30 (1979–80):

141–43: “la nature essentielle du marzeah
˙
[est] comme banquet pour les morts aussi bien que

pour les vivants” (143). Much the same summary is given by Michael C. Astour in “The Nether
World and Its Denizens at Ugarit,” inDeath inMesopotamia: Papers Read at the XXVIe Rencontre
Assyriologique Internationale (ed. Bendt Alster; Mesopotamia 8; Copenhagen: Akademisk For-
lag, 1980), 227–38.

68 For a critical view of the book, see Mark S. Smith and Elizabeth Bloch-Smith, “Death and
Afterlife in Ugarit and Israel,” JAOS 108 (1988): 277–84. Another ambitious synthesis and
systematization of Ugaritic beliefs was undertaken byMassimo Baldacci, a student of Dahood’s:
Il Libro dei morti dell’antica Ugarit: Le più antiche testimonianze sull’Aldilà prima della Bibbia
(Casale Monferrato: Edizioni Piemme, 1998).

69 Lewis’s Cults of the Dead focuses on four key texts: the Ugaritic Funerary Text (CAT 1.161
= RS 34.126), the Ugaritic King List (CAT 1.113 = RS 24.257), the Duties of an Ideal Son (CAT
1.17.1.26–34), and the Dagan Stelae (CAT 6.13–14).

70 On this topic, see Sasson, “Literary Criticism, Folklore Scholarship and Ugaritic Litera-
ture.”
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essential conclusions about the Ugaritians’ view of death and the dead. The
following sections summarize and assess the arguments about key issues.

The rpum (et al.)

Two key Ugaritic terms for the dead are mt and rpum (cognate with Hebrew mÈt
and rÂpÄaÇiÕ ). As in Hebrew, the etymology of the latter term is not settled (see
§ 4.4.2.2), but an older theory – that the term is derived from the Semitic root
rph, “sink down, be weak” – has largely been set aside in favor of a derivation
from the root rp , “heal.”71 Thus, the typical understanding is that the dead were
seen as supernatural “healers” or helpers of the living.72

The rpum appear some fifty times in the Ugaritic literature, in a number of
contexts. A passage from the Baal Cycle illustrates the potential interpretive
problems:

špš . rpim . th
˙
tk Šapšu, you rule the Rapa’uma,

špš . th
˙
tk . ilnym Šapšu, you rule the divine ones.

dk . ilm The gods are your company;
hn . mtm . dk even the dead are your company. (CAT 1.6 vi:45–47)

The interpretation of the passage depends greatly on the translation of the word
mt, which can mean either “dead (person)” or “man.” Schmidt argues that the
parallelism of the second couplet comprises a merismus (gods/men),73 but the
synonymous parallelism of the couplets does not support such an interpretation.
Both the rpim and the mtm are parallel to divine beings (ilnym, ilm).74 Schmidt
wouldprefer to see the rpumasonly semidivine,orperhapsonlyheroic;butwhile a
few unclear occurrences may point to a second sense of the rpum as a class of
warriors75 or amytho-historical tribe (as in theHebrewBible; e.g., Deut 3:11–14),
Spronk is probably right that in general “rp’m is a name for the deified royal
ancestors who are called up from the netherworld, where they live like shades.”76

71 Theodore J. Lewis, “Toward a Literary Translation of the Rapiuma Texts,” in Ugarit, Re-
ligion and Culture: Essays Presented in Honour of Professor John C. L. Gibson (ed. N.Wyatt et al.;
Ugaritisch-biblische Literatur 12; Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1996), 118. Schmidt tentatively sug-
gests translating rpum as “Great Ones,” based on a theorized cognate relationship between rp
and Akk. rabā um (Israel’s Beneficent Dead, 92–93). The root rp is rare in Ugaritic outside
references to the rpum, but it does exist; see CAT 1.114:28.

72 De Moor, “Rapi’uma – Rephaim,” 323–45; André Caquot, “Les Rephaim Ougaritiques,”
Syria 37 (1960): 72–93.

73 Schmidt, Israel’s Beneficent Dead, 87.
74 Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 177; Theodore J. Lewis, “Dead,” DDD2, 227.
75 Schmidt (Israel’s Beneficent Dead, 89–90) cites 4.232:8, 33 in this regard. However, the

phrase there is bn rpiyn, which may shed very little light on the rpum proper. This could just as
easily be a group of humans under the divine patronage of the rpum.

76 Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 195. In the Hebrew Bible, the Rephaim frequently appear in
parallel with “the dead” and in other underworld contexts (e.g., Ps 88:10; Isa 14:9; see § 4.4.2.2
below).
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This conclusion draws further support from the occurrences of forms of rp as a
theophoric element in personal names.77

A number of texts enumerate among the gods the ilib, usually taken to mean
“the divine ancestor.”78 Two texts from the royal cult affirm the hypothesis that at
least the kings of Ugarit were thought to have been divinized after death.79 The
first of these is the “Ugaritic King List” (CAT 1.113), of which the reverse is a list
of royal ancestors preceded by the word il, “god,” for example, il nqmd.80 Con-
siderable controversy surrounded the understanding of il in the titles of the
ancestors – some scholars, such as Schmidt, argued that it simplymeans “the god
of RN”81 or simply withheld judgment – but the 1998 publication of a syllabic
version of the king list (RS 94.2518) using the Sumero-Akkadian divine deter-
minative (i.e., reading dingir RN instead of il RN) erased doubts about the
divinization of dead kings, even among skeptics.82 Dennis Pardee has also noted
that there are check marks on both texts that seem to indicate their sacrificial
usage, making it probable that they were associated with a kispu-type ritual.
Presumably the marks were used to indicate the fulfillment of offerings for each
divinized king.83 Thus, one must understand a name such as the aforementioned
il nqmd to mean “the divine Niqmaddu,” and so forth.84 Not surprisingly, Lewis
deemedCAT 1.113 “amost important piece of evidence for the existence of a cult
of the dead at Ugarit.”85

The second text attesting to the divinization of royal dead is CAT 1.161, some-
times known as the “Liturgy of the Shades,” or simply as the “Ugaritic Royal
Funerary Text.” This document is entitled spr dbh

˙
z
˙
lm, “document of the sacrifice

77 Frauke Grøndahl, Die Personennamen der Texte aus Ugarit (Studia Pohl 1; Rome: Pontifi-
cal Biblical Institute, 1967), 180.

78 1.47:2; 1.118:1; etc. See discussion of 1.17 i:26 below.
79 See discussion by N.Wyatt, “The Religion of Ugarit: An Overview,” in Handbook of Uga-

ritic Studies (ed. W.G. E. Watson and N.Wyatt; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 560–62. Indeed, Wyatt has
more recently suggested that the king “somehow shared in the ontology of the divine realm”
even while living (“The Religious Role of the King at Ugarit,” UF 37 [2005]: 695–727).

80 The obverse is fragmentary, but appears to indicate a musical ritual involving drum and
pipes.

81 Schmidt, Israel’s Beneficent Dead, 69–70.
82 D. Arnaud, “Prolégomènes à la rédaction d’une histoire d’Ougarit II: Les bordereaux des

rois divinizés,” StudiMiceni ed Egeo-Anatolici 41 (1998): 153–73; Dennis Pardee,Ritual and Cult
at Ugarit (WAW 10; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature 2002), 199. In addition to the data
unique to the Akkadian tablet, Pardee grants that it is prima facie unlikely that each king in a
dynasty would have a different god and that a text intended to honor all these different gods
would leave them all unnamed (Ritual and Cult at Ugarit, 195).

83 Similar marks are found by the names of the kings in the Akkadian “Genealogy of the
Hammurapi Dynasty” (see § 1.4.1 above).

84 Pardee, Ritual and Cult at Ugarit, 200. Pardee worries about the use of the unusual
“genitive of identification,” but it may also be an appositional nominative; and furthermore the
phrase can be understood as a simple calque of the Akkadian.

85 Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 49.
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of the shades.”86 It includes a partial list of deceased rulers of Ugarit, and appears
to have been written either for the thirteenth-century king Niqmaddu III in
anticipation of his death, or for his heir, Ammurapi. In it, the rpim qdmym
(“ancient Rephaim”) are summoned, some by name. The text calls for mourning
over the throne (ks ) and footstool of the king. Next, the sun god, Šapšu, is
summoned and instructed to order the deceased king to follow the Rephaim and
“descend into the earth and lower (himself) into the dust.” Numerous sacrifices
are then commanded, and the text closes with prayers of well-being for the new
king, Ammurapi, for his queen, for their household, and for the city.
The funerary ritual reflected in CAT 1.161 is seemingly intended to assure the

descent of Niqmaddu to his place among the royal dead. At a minimum, the
liturgy establishes that Ugaritians understood their dead kings to be divinized
and to “participate” in cultic activities. Although it is not stated in the text, the
kings seem to have functioned as guarantors of the royal succession and protec-
tors of the city – an inference from the closing lines, which invoke blessings for
the new king and queen, and for Ugarit. Thus, the ritual seems to function
similarly to the kispu; although it is not clear that the offerings (lines 27–30) are
intended for the dead kings, the kings are named for a second time immediately
beforehand (lines 23–26). Spronk perceived that “all deceased members of the
dynasty of Ugarit are invoked. The ancestors receive sacrifices: they are believed
to bless the living king in return.”87 The invocation of the dead ancestors and the
request for blessing are structurally parallel to the Mesopotamian “Genealogy of
the Hammurapi Dynasty” (see § 1.4.1).88

86 The understanding of the term z
˙
lm is controverted; thankfully, it is not of first importance

to the reconstruction of the Ugaritic cult of the dead, since it does not occur in the other texts
under discussion. My translation understands z

˙
l as “shade,” which occurs a number of times in

Ugaritic, including in the phrase z
˙
lmt (“shadow of death,” CAT 1.4 vii:55; cf. Ps 23:4). Further

support for this theory is found in the Akk. titlemušêli s
˙
illi, “raiser of shades,” which occurs in a

lexical list shortly aftermušêli et
˙
immi, “raiser of ghosts” (Jean Bottéro, “Lamythologie de lamort

en Mesopotamie ancienne,” in Death in Mesopotamia, 45 n. 28). “Shadow” carries the conno-
tation of protection in numerous Semitic languages (Ps 91:1; etc.); thus, the “shades” may also
be viewed “protectors” of the dynasty in this case. There are two other major possibilities that
have been advanced for z

˙
lm: (1) that it is from a root of the same spelling, cognate with Akk.

s
˙
alāmu, “to be dark,” thus a “nocturnal sacrifice” (Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 7, 10–12); or (2) that
it means “statue,” cognate with Akk. s

˙
almu. There are indeed a number of Mesopotamian and

Hittite rituals in which a dead king is symbolized by a statue, and the reference to the throne in
CAT 1.161:20 particularly sounds like the Hittite Royal Funerary Ritual. However, such a word
for “statue” is not otherwise attested in Ugaritic. In any case, none of these conclusions, if
adopted, would greatly alter one’s understanding of the text as a whole. For a fuller survey of the
proponents of each theory, see Schmidt, Israel’s Beneficent Dead, 109–10.

87 Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 191.
88 See also B. A. Levine and J. M. de Tarragon, “Dead Kings and Rephaim: The Patrons of the

Ugaritic Dynasty,” JAOS 104 (l984): 649–59
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Lewis argues thatCAT 1.161 depicts “only part of a seemingly elaborate cult of
the dead in ancient Ugarit.”89 He imagines a ritual stretching over seven days,90 as
is the case with a number of instances of mourning in the Hebrew Bible.91 In line
with his assumption that this is a kispu, he describes the heir Ammurapi as a
paqidu, “caretaker,” a role attested in the Mesopotamian mortuary cult (§ 1.4.1),
but not actually given by the text.92

Up to this point, Spronk and Lewis are in agreement, but Spronk’s treatment
becomesmore ambitious. The first major point on which they diverge needs only
brief mention because it has not fared well in the discussion of the Ugaritic death
cult subsequent to Spronk’s work. The passage in question occurs in the Aqhat
epic (CAT 1.17 i:26–34, cf. ii:1–8, ii:16–23). In it, Baal asks El to grant Dan’el a
son to perform various duties for him:

… so that his son might be in the house,
A descendant within his palace;

Someone to set up the stela (skn) of his divine ancestor (ilibh),
in the sanctuary the votive emblem of his clan;

To send up from the earth his smoke,
From the dust the protector of his place;

To shut up the jaws of his detractors,
to drive out anyone who would do him in;

To take his hand when he is drunk;
to bear him up [when] he is full of wine;

To eat his spelt-offering in the temple of Baal,
his portion in the temple of El;

To resurface his roof on a [mud]dy day,
to wash his outfit on a muddy day.93

Pope and others dubbed this text “The Duties of an Ideal Son,” and concluded
that it describes mortuary rites – an understandable reading in light of the ref-
erences to sacrifices and stelae, and also to mud (Ug. t

¯
it
˙
), a widely recognized

component of underworld imagery. Pope thought that a number of these were
duties of the ideal son in the role of a caretaker of his deceased ancestors,94 albeit

89 Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 31.
90 On the basis of the sevenfold offerings at the end of the text. Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 96.
91 E.g., Gen 50:10; 1 Sam 31:13; 1 Chr 10:12; Jdt 16:24; Sir 22:12.
92 Lewis,Cults of the Dead, 34–35. Pitard is surprised that not all the ancestors are named, if it

truly is a sacrifice for the ancestors, but Lewis and Spronk think they are included in the more
general invocations.

93 After Pardee’s translation in COS 1.103.
94 Pope, “Cult of the Dead at Ugarit,” 226–28; see also R. R.Wilson,Genealogy and History in

the Biblical World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 121 n. 182, who perceived that
“mortuary rites” performed by a son for a father were in view here. This view finds some support
in Egyptian texts that delineate mortuary responsibilities, such as the Coffin Text in which a son
says to a deceased father, “I ... am here as an advocate in the tribunal of men, / setting up your
boundary stone, holding together your despondent ones, / and serving as your image on earth, /
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expressed mostly in metaphorical terms. W. F. Albright suggested that the
“smoke” (qt

˙
rh) in line 28 represents the soul of the father, in parallel with d

¯
mr,

the “protector” summoned from the dust in the next line.95 Pope also believed
that the phrase “full of wine” indicated a drunken funerary banquet.96 Following
these interpretations, Spronk concluded that when the tablets are arranged prop-
erly, the epic recounts “the tragedy of Daniel who longed for a son to take care of
the ancestor-cult after his death, but who is now forced to perform similar rituals
himself with regard to his son.”97 However, Dan’el asked Baal for a son to help
him while he is living, not after he is dead. It is also not clear why many of the
duties should be presented metaphorically. Lewis concludes that only ns

˙
b skn

ilibh in line 26 (“one who sets up the stele of his divine ancestor”) pertains to
mortuary duties.98 Given the lack of clear support from other texts for the idea
that the rest of the duties are mortuary in nature, it is probably better not to
assume that they are. Therefore the text makes only a minor contribution to
one’s understanding of the cult of the dead, by attesting the use ofmortuary stelae
to represent ancestors.
Given the prominence of the rpum in reconstructions of Ugaritic beliefs about

the dead, the “Rapiuma texts” (CAT 1.20–22) are significant; unfortunately they
have also proved very difficult to interpret. The first tablet (1.20) begins: [rp]um .
tdbh

˙
n – an invitation to the rpum to do something, variously interpreted as “take

part in sacrifice,”99 “sacrifice,”100 or “feast.”101 The text is broken, but at the end of
lines 1–3, the terms rpum, ilnym, and mtmtm are clearly parallel. The last term,
mtmtm, has proved especially tricky to interpret, although a construct chain
(“men of the dead”/“dead men”) seems likely, thus one has a wordplay on the
two senses of mt:102

while your gateway is secured by means of that which I do” (Adriaan de Buck, The Egyptian
Coffin Texts [7 vols.; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1935–61], 1.175–76; cited in Jan
Assmann, Death and Salvation in Ancient Egypt [trans. D. Lorton; Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 2005], 47).

95 W. F. Albright, “The ‘Natural Force’ of Moses in the Light of Ugaritic,” BASOR 94 (1944):
35. However, see Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 59–65; he prefers “song.” Both roots (“protect” and
“sing”) are attested for d

¯
mr in Ugaritic.

96 Pope, “Cult of the Dead at Ugarit,” 228.
97 Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 161.
98 Pardee initially objected that ilib in line 26 simply means “god of the father,” i.e., a clan

deity (COS 1.103 n. 6). The later revelation of the syllabic version of CAT 1.113, with its divi-
nized King List, favors Lewis’s interpretation. However, Pardee has since modified his stance to
argue that ilib is “the ancestral head of Ilu’s family,” i.e., a sort of Ur-deity or “primeval cause”
(Ritual and Cult at Ugarit, 280).

99 J. C. de Moor, A Cuneiform Anthology of Religious Texts from Ugarit (Leiden: Brill, 1987),
287.

100 Del Olmo Lete,Mitos y Leyendas, 417.
101 Lewis, Ugaritic Narrative Poetry (ed. Simon B. Parker; WAW 9; Atlanta: Scholars Press,

1997), 197.
102 Lewis (Ugaritic Narrative Poetry, 197) translates “the ancient dead,” perhaps reflecting the
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rp]um 103 . tdbh
˙
n The Rephaim shall feast

š]b d . ilnym the spirits [ sev]enfold
] kmtmtm [ ] like the ancient dead.104

As Nick Wyatt remarked: “whatever the precise nuance, ilnym and mtmtm refer
to the rpum.”105 It is probably the same figures who are invited to drink in line 7.
Thus, the divinized dead are summoned to a sort of banquet. These are generally
thought to be related to the Aqhat legend, both because CAT 1.21–22 are by the
same scribal hand as the Aqhat tablets (CAT 1.17–19), and because in the Aqhat
story Dan’el is repeatedly referred to asmt rpi, “man of the Rapiu.” If they are to
be appended to the foregoing narrative, then these texts tell of Dan’el summo-
ning the rpum to a mortuary banquet for his dead son.106

The question is: Howmany other references to the rpum are there in these so-
called Rapi uma texts? Spronk associates numerous other entities in CAT
1.20–22 with the rpum, so that all of the following become names for the divi-
nized dead: ’ilm (1.20 i:1, etc.), ah

˘
m (“brothers,” 1.22 i:5), ǵzrm (“heroes,” 1.22

i:7) mlkm (“(dead) kings,” 1.22 i:10),107 zbl (“prince”, 1.22 i:10), ‘llmy (“whose
child?”, i.e., uncared-for spirits, 1.22 i:10, 1.161:7), and brm (“those who cross
over,” 1.22 i:15). These equations in turn lead to an ever-widening array of texts
that supposedly refer to the divinized dead under various other names: šmym
(“those-of-heaven,” 1.19 iv:24), d’iy (“kite,” 1.108:8), d

¯
mr (“protector,” 1.17

i:28), h
˙
l mlk (“host of Malik,” 1.41:48; 1.87:52), qbs

˙
dtn (“community of Ditan,”

1.15 iii:4, 15), ilm kbkbm (“star-gods,” 1.43:2–3), and gt
¯
rm (1.43:9, 17). He some-

times achieves these identifications by reconstructing references to the rpum in

understanding, “the dead(est) of the dead” (so also Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 164). Del Olmo
Lete, reading km tmtm, translates, “when you die.” A minority contradictory view is expressed
by Conrad L’Heureux, who argues for the reading amtm and denies that the rpum are the dead
(Rank among the Canaanite Gods: El, Ba‘al, and the Repha’im (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press,
1979), 130–31.

103 The term rpummay be restored here with some confidence, on the basis of its occurrences
in parallelism with ilnym in other passages, e.g., 1.21:3–4.

104 Cf. Lewis’s translation, Ugaritic Narrative Poetry, 197.
105 N.Wyatt, Religious Texts from Ugarit (2nd ed.; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002),

315.
106 Others, however, assume that it is El, because of his banquet for the gods in CAT 1.114

(see below). In that case, since 1.114 has rather little reference to the dead or the underworld, the
relationship of the Rephaim texts to the cult of the dead would be much more tenuous, relying
only on the terms rpum, mtmtm and mrz y (cf. 1.21:5, 9).

107 See J. F. Healey, “Malku : MLKM : Annunaki,” UF 7 (1975): 235–58 and idem,
“MLKM/RPUM and the Kispum,”UF 10 (1978): 89–91. In the first article, based primarily on a
syllabic god list from Ugarit, Healey concluded that themlkm in Ugarit “probably represent a ...
group of spiritual or demonic powers” (238). Although akin to the Annunaki of the Mesopo-
tamian netherworld, they were not yet formally identified with the gods of the underworld. The
second article argues that themlkm and the rpum refer to the same group of people, exclusively
dead kings (91).
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texts where they are not otherwise mentioned.108 Another of his procedures is to
note that the rpummay be portrayed as “fluttering” like birds,109 and then to hunt
for other occurrences of bird imagery that can be incorporated into the under-
standing of the rpum. The reason for the multiplicity of names, in Spronk’s view,
is that each captures a different aspect of the dead, e.g.: “Whereas rp’um is an
indication of the deified dead as ‘healers,’ mlkmmay have denoted their state as
kings in the netherworld.”110Without examples of the two terms in parallel usage,
however, such equations are problematic. The samemethodological flaws plague
his discussion of the leaders of the rpum:111 Spronk’s net is probably cast too wide.
In a polytheistic culture, why is it necessary for one group of divine beings to be
so ubiquitous? More likely there were various groups of semidivinities, as in
Mespotamian and Egyptian demonology. It seems better not to read the rpum
into texts where they are not found, but rather to assume that divine beings by
other names are just that.
Spronk’s argument about the resurrection of the dead at Ugarit is also tenuous.

The best support for it comes from the Aqhat epic: When Anat tries to acquire
Aqhat’s bow, she famously says, “Ask for life, and I will give it to you / For
immortality, and I’ll make it yours” (CAT 1.17 vi:26–28). She continues: “I’ll
make you count the years with Baal / with the sons of the El will you count
months” (lines 28–29). She seems to compare this offer of life to one made by
Baal:

108 For example, compare Spronk’s reconstruction of 1.108:17 (Beatific Afterlife, 179) with
the text in CAT, where the word rpum is missing entirely.

109 Spronk understands the occurrences of ndd for rpum (e.g., CAT 1.20 i:2 and 1.21:4) as an
image of the dead “fluttering” like startled birds. DUL (“go, move, launch”) and other trans-
lators offer more sober translations. There is truth to the idea that the dead are frequently
portrayed as birds; see Christopher B.Hays, “Chirps from the Dust: The Affliction of Nebuch-
adnezzar in Daniel 4:30 in Its Ancient Near Eastern Context,” JBL 126 (2007): passim.

110 Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 188.
111 Spronk, like a number of others, assumes that Baal is the leader of the rpum, based on his

title rpu b l in CAT 1.22 i:8. However, it is not so clear that the god rpu mlk lm named in 1.108:1
is the same. Rapiu, who appears as early as Mari, is generally taken to be a distinct deity andmay
in fact be independent of the rpum (Simon B. Parker, “The Ugaritic Deity Rapi’u,”UF 4 [1972]:
97–104). The problem is compounded when Spronk uses one conjecture to prove another, as
when he judges that the parallel double deities in 1.108:2, Gathar-and-Yaqar (gt

¯
r.w yqr), are both

among “the famous ancestors of the dynasty of Ugarit,” who are summoned from the nether-
world along with Baal and Ditan (1:15 iii:4, 15). The parallel phrases rpi.ars

˙
// qbs

˙
.ddn (e.g.,

1.161:2–3) do make it likely that Didanu (or Ditanu) was perceived as a heroic, semi-divine
ancestor. However, Spronk takes the phrase adn ilm.rbm (“Lord of the Great Gods”), which
occurs alongside Ditanu in 1.124, to refer to Baal and thus connects the entire text to the cult of
the dead, so that it becomes a ritual in which the healing powers of the rpum are invoked
(Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 193–95). This is too ambitious; a reasonable position would be to
limit the conversation about the powers of the dead to texts including certain important key-
words such as rpum, ilm ars

˙
, and mt. It is quite possible to talk about healing and judging (or

about Baal) without any reference to cults of the dead.
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kb l.kyh
˙
wy.y šr

As Baal, when he revives, invites to a feast
h
˙
wy.y šr.wyšqynh
He invites the living one to a feast and offers him drink…
ap ank.ah

˙
wy aqht ǵzr

So I will give life to noble Aqhat. (lines 30–33)112

A recently published seal from Tell Afis may attest a similar conviction, since it
bears the name b lh

˙
ww, arguably to be translated “Baal gives life.”113 These texts

reflect the fact that, like their congeners elsewhere (see §§ 1.4.3, 4.4.4), Ugaritic
deities could be said to give or restore life.
Spronk, however, goes somewhat further. Combining this Aqhat passage with

the idea that the dying and rising episodes in the Baal Cycle (see above) reflect a
yearly cycle, he reconstructs a Ugaritic festival at which Baal’s revivification and
that of the rpum were celebrated. Such a festival, however, is only a conjecture,
and his other primary example is not instructive.114 Anat’s promise to Aqhat
appears to indicate simply the idea of feasting with the gods in the mortuary cult,
as is attested in, e.g., the Panammuwa inscription (§ 3.4).115 It is telling that Aqhat

112 The translation is mine; for similar views, see DUL 188 ( šr), 379 (h
˙
wy), 840 (šqy); Parker,

Ugaritic Narrative Poetry, 61; H. L. Ginsberg, ANET, 151. Other views include that of Pardee,
who sees the revived one as “like Ba lu (who), when he comes (back) to life, feasts: / they give a
feast to the living one, give him drink” (COS 1.103; p. 347). Clearly this turns on Pardee’s
interpretation of the Ugaritic cult of the dead, which is discussed below. It is not clear how he
derives a plural translation (“they give a feast”) from the second occurrence of y šr, unless he
deems it an impersonal construction. This seems to me an unnecessary move. Another conflict-
ing view, that Baal “is served” by those whom he revives, has been espoused by K. van der Toorn
(“Funerary Rituals and Beatific Afterlife in Ugaritic Texts and in the Bible,” BO 48 [1991]: 46)
and de Moor (Cuneiform Anthology of Religious Texts from Ugarit, 238)

113 See M.G. Amadasi Guzzo, “Une Empreinte de sceau de Tell Afis,” Or 70 (2003): 318–24;
K. Lawson Younger, “Some of What’s New in Old Aramaic Epigraphy,” NEA 70 (2007): 140.
This translation is not without problems, but the spelling would be normal in Phoenician.

114 Much of Spronk’s argument hangs on CAT 1.22 i:6–7, where he reads: tm.ytbš.šm.’il.mtm
/ yt(!)bš.brkn.šm.’il.ǵzrm (“the name of El revivified the dead; / the blessings of the name of El
revivified the heroes”). On this basis, he argues that the Rephaim “are revivified with Baal to take
part in the New Year’s festival celebrating Baal’s return to life” (Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 195; cf.
155–56, 205). In twice reading yt

¯
bš, he assumes that there exists an Ugaritic cognate of the Š-

stem of the Akk. verb bašû, “to bring into being, create.” Spronk cites de Moor on this point.
They seem to have changed their mind a year later when, in another publication, they called the
form a D-stem of t

¯
bš and translated it “give substance” (Cuneiform Anthology of Religious Texts

fromUgarit,175). However, this philological proposal is problematic. Neither root has any other
attestation in Ugaritic or any other West Semitic language. And in any case, in the second line
above (line 7), the text reads y bš, rather than ytbš (Wyatt, Religious Texts from Ugarit, 321 n. 37).
Indeed, Pitard corrects line 7 to y bš (“A New Edition of the Rapi’uma Texts,” BASOR 285
[1992]: 56–57), and he is followed by Lewis (Ugaritic Narrative Poetry, 203). The root bš is itself
scarcely understood (DUL offers: “?”, and neither Wyatt nor Lewis translates it). In sum, this
passage is an exceedingly shaky foundation on which to found a theory. See critique by Smith
and Bloch-Smith, “Death and Afterlife in Ugarit and Israel,” 279.

115 This theme is commonly attested from theMiddle Kingdom onward in Egypt, which was
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himself is not impressed by the offer; he seems to sense that participation in the
cult of the dead is not the same as true eternal life or resurrection. Aqhat’s
comment may represent a skeptical tendency in Ugaritic thought, but it may also
point to a significant theological distinction. The Ugaritic dead were no more
truly restored to life by the cult of the dead than Mesopotamian ghosts were by
the kispu.
A final question about the Ugaritic rpum: Who could aspire to become one,

and to feast with the gods? Although it now seems assured that at least dead kings
could be called gods in Ugarit, the question of the divinization of nonroyal dead
is not clearly answered by the extant Ugaritic texts. Lewis finds it most likely that
any dead person could become an ilu, not only royalty, based on the aforemen-
tioned Baal Cycle text 1.6 vi.46–47, which uses ilm and mtm in parallel fash-
ion.116 Also supporting a broader interpretation of mtm as “divinized dead” are
the numerous ritual texts in which the ināšū ilı̄ma (“people of the gods”/“divine
people”) receive offerings.117 On the one hand, based on the extant textual cor-
pus, it seems safer to conclude with Spronk that “only a limited number of
persons share in the blessing of belonging to the rp’um.”118 If terms such asmlkm
(“kings”) and ǵzrm (“heroes”) indeed refer to the rpum, then they seem to de-
scribe the rpum as an elite class.119 On the other hand, one can hardly expect proof
of the divinity of the common Ugaritic dead, given the almost exclusively elite
provenance of the surviving texts. It seems at least possible – and I find it prob-
able – that a “democratization of death” took place in theWest Semitic context as
it did in Egypt, as “elite emulation” took its course.120

The Ugaritic marzih
˙
u

An aspect of Ugaritic culture closely linked to the rpum is the marzih
˙
u (mrz or

mrzh
˙
). At a material level, themarzih

˙
u was an association that owned real estate,

certainly influential along the Syro-Palestinian seacoast while Ugarit was flourishing. As one
representative stele reads: “May he have a superfluity of offerings and food ... on all the festi-
vals. ... May he sit at the right of Osiris, at the head of the illustrious nobles.” Stela of the
Sealbearer Meri (Louvre C3), from the ninth year Senworset I, cited in Assmann, Death and
Salvation, 225.

116 Lewis, “Dead,” 226–27.
117 CAT 1.39:22; 1:41:5, 27, 40; 1.46:8; 1.105:26; 1.106:2, 7; 1.112:5, 1.132:14–15, 21, 24;

1.134:4; 1.171:5. See discussion in O. Loretz, “Die Teraphim als ‘Ahnen-Götter-Figur(in)en’ im
Lichte der Texte aus Nuzi, Emar, und Ugarit,” UF 24 (1992): 164–68; Pardee, Ritual and Cult at
Ugarit, 280. For contradictory theories, see DUL, 84, s.v. “inš.”

118 Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 173.
119 If the name Didanu were also derived from an ancient class of elite chariot warriors, as is

sometimes theorized, this would support the same elite interpretation. John Gray went so far as
to see both the rpi ars

˙
and the qbs

˙
dtn as groups of elite (living) humans (“The Rephaim,” PEQ 81

[1949]: 127–39; idem, “DTN and RP’UM in Ancient Ugarit,” PEQ 84 [1952]: 39–40).
120 Schloen (House of the Father, 347) argues that archaeology of Ugaritic tombs suggests “the

ongoing participation of deceased ancestors in the life of agrarian households.”
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including houses (CAT 3.9:4), storehouses (3.9:5) and vineyards (4.642:3, RS
18.01:5), all of which could be rented, presumably for banqueting or festi-
vals.121 The contract in CAT 3.9 suggests that it was collectively owned by “mem-
bers” (mt mrzh

˙
).122 The term marzih

˙
u also applied to banqueting functions held

at the property.
The ritual and mythological significance of themrzh

˙
is in dispute, however. In

one of the rpum texts (CAT 1.21), the rpum are invited to a marzih
˙
u123 that

involved sacrificing and banqueting, so it has often been assumed that the mar-
zih
˙
u is inherently linked to the cult of the dead, especially in light of the associa-

tion of the Hebrew marzēah
˙
with mourning practices in Jer 16:5–7.124 (On the

biblical marzēah
˙
, see § 4.4.1.3 below)

In 1960, André Caquot was among the first to make the broad connections
among the Ugaritic mrzh

˙
, the Mesopotamian/Syrian kispu, and the sacrifice for

the spirit of Panammuwa in KAI 214 (§ 3.4).125 Greenfield followed,126 and Pope
enthusiastically agreed, consolidating some earlier comments in a 1980 article
which adjudged: “Despite unfounded skepticism in some quarters, there is scant
reason to doubt that the West Semitic Marzeah

˙
was a feast for and with the

departed ancestors.”127 According to Pope, the Ugaritic Rephaim were “the spir-
its, ghosts, or shades of the departed deified ancestors who are wined and dined in
communal meals with the family, the revered ancestors and the great gods. This
funeral feast, corresponding to the Mesopotamian kispu, was ... the Marzeah

˙
of

the Bible.”128 Spronk offered the somewhat more nuanced view thatmrzh
˙
was “a

cultic society in which communion with the dead could be practised.”129

As with the rpum, the marzih
˙
u is prone to expand in the minds of scholars

withoutmethodological controls.CAT 1.114mentions a feast for the gods hosted
by El at which he encourages them to get drunk and then leads the way himself, to
the point that, in lines 21–22:

b h
˘
rih w t

¯
nth . ql. il . km mt He has fallen into his own dung and urine like a dead

man;
il . k yrdm . ars

˙
El is like those who descend into the earth

121 Patrick D.Miller, “TheMrzh
˙
Text,” inThe Claremont Ras Shamra Tablets (ed. L. R. Fisher;

AnOr 48; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1971), 37–48.
122 Also attested in an Akkadian text as amil marzihi (RS 14.14).
123 The term used in CAT 1.21:1 (and restored in line 9) is mrz y, but there is scarcely any

disagreement that it is equivalent to mrzh
˙
.

124 Pope, “Cult of the Dead at Ugarit,” passim.
125 Caquot, “Les Rephaim Ougaritiques,” 93.
126 Greenfield, “Un rite religieux araméen,” 47.
127 Pope, “Cult of the Dead at Ugarit,” 242; see also idem, “Le mrzh

˙
à Ougarit,” 141–43: “la

nature essentielle du marzeah
˙
[est] comme banquet pour les morts aussi bien que pour les

vivants” (143).Much the same summary is given by Astour in “NetherWorld and Its Denizens at
Ugarit,” 227–38.

128 Pope, “Cult of the Dead at Ugarit,” 241.
129 Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 202, emphasis added.
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In the Baal Cycle, Mot is referred to as a “beloved of El” (ydd il, CAT 1.4 vii:46)
and elsewhere as a bn ilm (“son of El/god[s],” CAT 1.6 vi:26–27), but his battle
with Baal probably should not be understood as a sibling rivalry. His status as a
bn ilm more likely refers to his divinity, just as Heb. bñ need not reflect literal
sonship. Having said that, it is not clear that Mot was a god like other gods. His
name is attested neither in cultic texts, nor in pantheon lists, nor in theophoric
elements in the Ugaritic onomasticon – this makes him “the only major deity
mentioned in [the Baal Cycle] to be totally absent” from these contexts.163 In
short, it appears that he received no offerings, unlike other ancient Near Eastern
gods of the underworld, such as the Annunaki, Šamaš, Dagan, andOsiris. For this
reason, it has been suggested that Mot simply represents death personified or
even that the name Mot is an epithet of some other god.164

Mot has certain key aspects in common with demons, being a feared and
harmful divine figure without a cult.165 There are two further texts (CAT 1.23,
1.127) that would strengthen the case for Mot’s demonic aspect, if the Ugaritic
wordmt in each is to be interpreted as a divine name.166 Unfortunately, the word
for “man, warrior” is spelled the same way. Thus, for example, the liver omen in
CAT 1.127:29 contains the protasis “ifmt attacks the city…”, leaving open either
possibility. Similarly, in CAT 1.23:8, a figure with the name mt.w-šr takes his
place at a banquet of the gods. Insofar as he carries “in his hand a staff of
bereavement, in his hand a staff of widowhood” (1.23:8–9), mt.w-šr has often
been taken to mean something like “Death-and-Evil.”167 More recently, there
seems to have been a scholarly movement to banish Death here, in favor of the
translation “Warrior-Prince”168 or “lord-and-master”;169 however, in his recent
monograph on the text, Mark S. Smith translates “Death the Ruler.”170 Since

162 For the Kumarbi myths, see Harry A.Hofner,Hittite Myths, 2nd ed. (SBLWAW 2; Atlanta:
SBL, 1998), 40–45. For biblical examples, see, e.g., Isa 25:8. See also the survey of possibilities by
John Day, Yahweh and the Gods and Goddesses of Canaan (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
2000), 184–97. Mark S. Smith believes that the Baal Cycle’s battle between Baal and Mot is a
burst of Ugaritic literary creativity that did not become part of the larger West Semitic cultural
tradition (Origins of Biblical Monotheism, 130–31).

163 Astour, “Netherworld and Its Denizens at Ugarit,” 231. See also Paul LaytonWatson,Mot,
the God of Death, at Ugarit and in the Old Testament (Ph.D diss., Yale Univ., 1970).

164 Healey, DDD2, 598–599.
165 Mark Smith considers Mot a “peripheral deity,” like, for example, Tiamat or Yamm – a

group that characteristically poses a threat and receives no cult (The Origins of Biblical Monothe-
ism, 27–31). Demons are of course not always harmful (e.g., the Mesopotamian Pazazu has an
apotropaic function), but I am speaking of the majority of cases.

166 J. F. Healey, “Mot,” DDD2, 600.
167 De Moor, Cuneiform Anthology of Religious Texts from Ugarit, 120 n. 15.
168 Dennis Pardee, COS 1.87 n. 13.
169 Wyatt, Religious Texts from Ugarit, 326 n. 10. See also discussion by Pardee, COS 1.276

n. 13.
170 Mark S. Smith, The Rituals and Myths of the Feast of the Goodly Gods of KTU/CAT 1.23:

Royal Constructions of Opposition, Intersection, Integration, and Domination (Resources for Bib-
lical Study 51; Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2006), 19, 40–43.
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“Death the Ruler” is pruned, bound, and felled like a vine in lines 9–11 – evoca-
tive of the grinding and sowing of Mot in the Baal Cycle – it seems that this text
too relates the victory of the “beneficial gods” over the forces of death and
chaos.171

Finally,Mot is named in a personal letter (CAT 2.10); in describing a plague on
crops, the author says, “the hand of the gods is here, very strong, like Mot.”172

Despite these additional texts, Mot remains enigmatic: as an antagonistic and
adversarial figure, he stands closer to the realm of demons than that of gods. If
indeed Mot played a demonic role, the difficulties in defining him may be be-
cause the the demonology reflected in the Ugaritic texts is somewhat muted.
Demons are attested in only a handful of apotropaic texts (and perhaps elsewhere
as servants of the major gods); they do not seem to be connected with the
dead.173

Other deities are also associated with the underworld at Ugarit: Šapšu, the sun-
goddess, seems to function as a guide to the afterlife for the deceased king inCAT
1.161, as in the Hittite Funerary Texts, and not unlike the way the sun god’s bark
carried the deceased in Egyptian mythology.174 The Baal Cycle reflects a similar
role, when, at Anat’s request, Šapšu carries the dead Baal to the tomb and buries
him with the “divinities of the underworld” (b h

˘
rt ilm ars

˙
; CAT 1.6 i:13–18).175

Later in the same myth, as noted above, the Rapiuma are placed under her
control.176 Theodore Lewis concluded that Šapšu “plays a most important role in
the underworld and in the cult of the dead,”177 in part by “making sure that the
libations and offerings reach the deceased.”178 He saw the role of Mesopotamian
Šamaš as an important mythological cognate. Šamaš has titles such as sar/bēl

171 Smith, Feast of the Goodly Gods, 158–59. A final text, CAT 1.82, includes a reference to
Mot in line 5, but the context is difficult to interpret. The text may be an apotropaic incantation
including protection against Mot, although de Moor and Spronk perceive a reference to a
covenant with Mot: “More on Demons in Ugarit (KTU 1.82),” UF 16 (1984): 239–40.

172 yd / ilm.p.kmtmt / z.mid
173 See Paolo Xella, “Death and Afterlife in Canaanite and Hebrew Thought,” in Civilizations

of the Ancient Near East (ed. Jack M. Sasson; New York: Scribner, 1995), 3:2062; J. C. de Moor
deems the rpum “benevolent demons,” a characterization that may help define their function as
lesser deities (“Demons in Canaan,” JEOL 27 [1981–82]: 106–19.

174 Here one might follow Lewis’s interpretation regarding the word išh
˘
n in 1.161:18. For-

merly translated as “Burn hot!” from the root šh
˘
n, it is instead taken by him from the root šh

˘
h
˘
,

“to bow down, sink down” (Lewis,Cults of the Dead, 22–23). Pitard takes išh
˘
n as a G cohortative:

“Let me be warm”: “If this is the correct understanding of the verb, then the prayer is rather
asking for Sapšu’s presence in the netherworld” (“Ugaritic Funerary Text, 71). In fact, Šapšu’s
role may not be so different whether she is descending with the dead king or lighting his way.

175 For ars
˙
= “underworld,” see DUL, 107–8.

176 CAT 1.6 vi:45–46: špš th
˙
tk rp’im (O Šapšu, the Rapiuma are under you”)On this contested

passage, see further below. Also J. F. Healey, “The Sun Deity and the Underworld in Mesopo-
tamia and Ugarit,” in Death in Mesopotamia, 239–42.

177 Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 35.
178 Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 38.
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et
˙
immı̂ (“ruler/lord of ghosts”) and bēl mı̄tı̂ (“lord of the dead”). Although the

idea of a nightly descent into the netherworld by Šapšu is scarcely attested at
Ugarit, Lewis assumed that she does just that, as the Egyptian Re and the Me-
sopotamian sun deities do.179 Šapšu’s commerce with the dead may also have led
to the perception that she played a role in healing.180

Dagan seems to have held a prominent place in Ugaritic religion, but his
precise roles and aspects are less than clear. He may have received funerary
offerings or conveyed them to the dead,181 as at Mari.182 The texts in question
are a pair of stelae (CAT 6.13–14) with inscriptions incorporating Dagan and the
term pgr, cognate with the Akkadian pagru and Biblical Hebrew pgr (both
“corpse”).183 The stelae in question read:

skn . d š lyt The stela which Taryelli
t
¯
ryl . l dgn . pgr dedicated to Dagan of the dead:
[š] w alp l akl A sheep and an ox for the food offering.

and

pgr . d š lyt The pgr which Uzzeni
zn . l dgn . b lh dedicated to Dagan, his lord:
[š w a]lp b mh

˙
rt
¯
t A sheep and an ox for the [offering?].184

Is pgr here a technical term for a type of sacrifice for the dead, in which case the
stelae support the existence of a mortuary cult?185 Or does it simply mean the
“corpse (of the sacrificed animal),” in which case there may be no association
with the cult of the dead? It is hard to be certain. Even so, the identification of

179 Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 46.
180 Steve A.Wiggins, “Shapsh, Lamp of the Gods,” Ugarit, Religion and Culture: Proceedings

of the International Colloquium on Ugarit, Religion and Culture: Edinburgh, July 1994: Essays
Presented in Honour of Professor John C. L. Gibson (eds. N.Wyatt, W.G. E. Watson and J. B.
Lloyd; Ugaritisch-Biblische Literatur, Band 12.Munster: Ugarit Verlag), 338–46. The basis of the
argument is her role in the snakebite texts CAT 1.100 and 1.107.

181 Dagan is accorded a high place in pantheon lists and may have been the object of one of
the two primary temples in Ugarit (the other belonging to Baal). Baal is called bn dgn (“son of
Dagan”), but Dagan’s aspects and relationships to other gods are not clear; see Healey, DDD2,
“Dagon.” In support of Dagan’s having an original underworld aspect in Mesopotamia, see
J. J.M. Roberts, The Earliest Semitic Pantheon: A Study of the Semitic Deities Attested in Meso-
potamia before Ur III (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972), 18–19.

182 OnDagan as recipient of funerary offerings atMari, see ARM III 40, II 90; on Dagan as bel
pagrê, see ARM X 63:15.

183 René Dussaud, “Deux steles de Ras Shamra portent une dédicace au dieu Dagon,” Syria
16 (1935): 177–80, pl. XXXI; also Claude F. A. Schaeffer, “Les fouilles de Ras Shamra,” Syria 16
(1935): 155–56. See also DUL, 665: pgr = “body, corpse” as a “funerary offering.”

184 I have largely followed the restorations and translations of Lewis, Cults of the Dead, 75.
However, DUL (537–38) takesmh

˙
rt
¯
t to mean “(farm) work” (from h

˙
-r-t
¯
). Healey readmh

˙
rm(!),

“for total dedication” (“The Ugaritic Dead,” 30).
185 J. H. Ebach, “PGR = (Toten-)opfer? Ein Vorschlag zum Verständnis von Ez. 43,7.9,”UF 3

(1971): 365–368.
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Dagan as bēl pagrê at Mari, along with Šapšu’s association with the pgr (CAT
1.102:12) may suggest that there is a relationship to the cult of the dead
here.186 Spronk is probably correct that “the pgr-offering was a special sacrifice for
deities with an underworld character.”187 It is not clear, however, what effect the
pgr-sacrifices were intended to have.
Rešeph, a god widely worshiped throughout the ancient Near East and Me-

diterranean, was a god of battle and sickness at Ugarit, whose “arrows brought
plague and pestilence.”188 He also had an underworld aspect as the gatekeeper of
the netherworld in an Ugaritic ritual text,189 and he is identified in bilingual god
lists with Nergal, a primary Mesopotamia chthonic god.190

Finally, there is the lightly attestedmlk (Maliku? “King [of the underworld]”?),
known from two snake charms (CAT 1.100, 1.107), a record of cultic rations (RS
1986.2235:17´),191 and as a theophoric element inUgaritic personal names.192 One
can theorize an underworld aspect of mlk since in both Old Babylonian and
Neo-Assyrian god lists, dMaliku is held to be equivalent of dNergal.193 (On the
relationship of this deity to the biblical Molek, see § 4.4.3.2.1)
There is relatively little description of the underworld itself in Ugaritic

texts.194 Here again, nearly all the direct information comes from the Baal Cycle.
The entrance toMot’s home is at the base of twomountains with obscure names,
trǵzz and t

¯
rmg. In CAT 1.4 viii 1–14, Baal sends his messengers to Mot, telling

them to lift up the twomountains and then descend toMot’s “capital city,” which
goes by three names: hmry,195 mk, and h

˘
h
˘
, which seem to reflect three aspects of

186 Roberts, Earliest Semitic Pantheon, 19; W. F. Albright, Archaeology and the Religion of
Israel (5th ed., Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1969), 103.

187 He goes too far when he claims, however, that “the pgr-offering ismeant as a substitute for
the one who offers it to Dagan or to Shapash: to be rescued from death a substitute is offered.”
(Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 151).

188 Day, Yahweh and the Gods and Goddesses of Canaan, 197. For very extensive bibliography
on Rešeph, see ibid. n. 34.

189 CAT 1.78:3–4: špš t
¯
ǵrh ršp (“Šapšu, Rešeph is her gatekeeper”).

190 Paolo Xella, “Resheph,” DDD2, 701.
191 Dennis Pardee, “A New Datum for the Meaning of the Divine Name Milkashtart,” in

Ascribe to the Lord: Biblical and Other Studies in Memory of Peter C. Craigie (eds. L. Eslinger and
G. Taylor; Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, Supplement Series 67; Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1988), 55–68.

192 There is also the reference to rpu . mlk . lm (“Rapiu, eternal king”) – is this connected to
the references to a god Maliku? See Hans-Peter Müller, “Malik,” DDD2, 540.

193 John Day, Molech: A God of Human Sacrifice in the Old Testament (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1989), 48–49; Müller, “Malik,” 539–40. The infrequency of the Akk.
Maliku, and its attestation in PNs at Ebla and Mari, suggests that the god was more at home in
Syria than in Mesopotamia.

194 On the Ugaritic underworld, see John F.Healey, “Das Land ohne Wiederkehr: Die Un-
terwelt im antiken Ugarit und im Alten Testament” (trans. H.Niehr), TQ 177 (1997): 94–104.
Also Astour, “Nether World and Its Denizens at Ugarit.”

195 Likely related to mhmrt, the gullet of Mot (1.5 i 7–8); cf. DUL, Pardee COS 1.86 n. 215.



1273.4 Between Ugarit and Israel

the underworld: “cesspool/muddy pit,” “sinking down/collapsing,”196 and “mire/
hole.” As in every ancient Near Eastern culture, the netherworld is describable at
the most basic level as similar to the conditions of the grave: it is dirty, and it is
located down below. Its inhabitants are called “sons of darkness” (bn z

˙
lmt; 1.4

vii:55), so presumably it is dark, as in Mesopotamia. In addition to lying at the
edge of the earth, the netherworld could also be described as under the earth.
Indeed, the Ugaritic word ars

˙
means both “earth” and “underworld” (e.g.,

1.161:21; 1.5 vi:10; and frequently in the Baal Cycle).
Apart from this passage and its direct parallels in the Baal Cycle, however,

there is practically no description of theUgaritic underworld to compare with the
extensive treatments in the Mesopotamian and Egyptian literature. Even in the
Baal Cycle, the text has much more to say about “the pastureland, the beauty on
the edge of death’s realm” (CAT 1.5 vi:6–7) – perhaps analogous to the Egyptian
“Field of Reeds” (see § 2.4.3), and the Greeks’ Elysian Fields197 – than about
death’s realm itself. Despite the significance of death in the Aqhat and Kirta epics,
and in cultic text such as the “Liturgy for the Shades” (CAT 1.161), in none of
these contexts has any fully developed mythology about the underworld (or
aboutMot, for thatmatter) survived. Recalling the flourishing of suchmythology
in later periods in Assyria and Egypt, one wonders whether perhaps a diachronic
element is in play here; Ugarit had disappeared long before the first millennium,
when Thorkild Jacobsen perceived an increased interest in the underworld (see
§ 1.4).

3.4 Between Ugarit and Israel

In assessing the relationship between the beliefs and practices of Ugarit and those
of ancient Israel and Judah, one is not confined entirely to speculation. The
intervening period saw changes in burial practices, as cremation burials in urns
and stone funerary stelae that showed the deceased receiving offerings increased
in popularity in first-millennium Syria.198

196 DUL offers “large puddle, bog” formk but with no apparent support apart from parallel-
ism with hmry and h

˘
h
˘
. Instead, it apparently derives from the root m-k-k.

197 Cf. Baruch Margalit, A Matter of ‘Life’ and ‘Death’: A Study of the Baal-Mot Epic (CTA
4–5–6) (AOAT 206; Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker, 1980), 125–28. For the opposing view, see
Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 204; also Marjo C. A. Korpel, A Rift in the Clouds: Ugaritic and Hebrew
Descriptions of the Divine (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1990), 349. It does not make sense to say, as
Spronk does, that these phrases are euphemisms intended to “avoid describing the horror
awaiting” Baal in the underworld (Beatific Afterlilfe, 204 n. 3). Simply because the dead needed
care and could become angry and dangerous does not mean that the underworld was uniformly
horrifying. The very point of proper care for the deadwas to avoid the horrors of the afterlife (see
§ 2.4.3).

198 Peter M.M.G. Akkermans and Glenn M. Schwartz, The Archaeology of Syria: From Com-
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Although this text makes no mention of the rpum or other mythological aspects
of the dead, this passage is used to connect it, too, to the cult of the dead. “This
could also explain why the drunken El is compared to the dead,” wrote Spronk.
“If the communion of the living with the dead was experienced as a reality, the
participants could change roles. The living were like the dead and the dead were
brought to life.”130 Also from this text Spronk and his forebears concluded that
the marzih

˙
u typically involved drunkenness like the Greek thiasos.131 Against

these synthetic conclusions, it needs to be clarified that (1) neither the rpum nor
the dead are among the attendees; only the ilm are mentioned, along with certain
gods of the pantheon (Anat, Athtart); (2) the feast in 1.114 is initially called a s

˙
d

(“feast,” line 2), and only later is El portrayed “in his mrzh
˙
” (line 15); and (3)

although the marzih
˙
u may have typically owned vineyards, there is no other

mention of drunkenness at amarzih
˙
u in the Ugaritic texts, nor is there any clear

reference anywhere to sexual practices associated with it.
The best conclusion one can draw is that the cult of the dead was a significant

but not necessary facet of the marzih
˙
u; it was also possible to “commune” with

other divine beings at such an institution.132 (Themarzēh
˙
ā in Nabatean religion

seems to have been quite analogous in this respect, judging from later Aramaic
texts and archaeological data.133) Drinking was a feature of many religious rituals
in the ancient Near East; it was not uniquely associated with the cult of the dead.

A “minimalist” backlash

Spronk’s monograph stands as an impressive synthesis of the work of a whole
generation of Ugaritologists. However, it very quickly came under critique for
the ambitiousness of its claims. I have already referred to the review article of
Mark S. Smith and Elizabeth Bloch-Smith, which objected to Spronk’s recon-
struction of a New Year’s revivification festival, to the large number of other
terms he thought referred to the rpum, and to his tendency to correlate Ugarit

130 Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 202.
131 Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 202. See Pope’s extensive comparative essay on the Ugaritic

mrzh
˙
and other mortuary/funerary banquets, drawing largely from Greco-Roman and rabbinic

writings, in Song of Songs: A New Translation with Commentary (Anchor Bible 7C; New York:
Doubleday, 1977), 210–29. In light of rabbinic and Hellenistic portrayals of funerary banquets,
Pope further theorized sexual connotations for themrzh

˙
. Spronk picks up this theme and ties it

in with themrzh
˙
’s (speculative) link to New Year’s Festival (following de Moor’s New Year with

Canaanites and Israelites).
132 Dennis Pardee, “Marzihu, Kispu, and the Ugaritic Funerary Cult: A Minimalist View,” in

Ugarit, Religion and Culture: Essays Presented in Honour of Professor John C. L. Gibson (ed.
N.Wyatt et al; Ugaritisch-biblische Literatur 12; Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1996), 278.

133 John F.Healey, The Religion of the Nabataeans: A Conspectus (Leiden: Brill, 2001),
165–75. For archaeological evidence of other cultic sites perhaps related to funerary/mortuary
feasting, see Manfred Bietak, “Temple or ‘Bêt Marzeah

˙
’?” in Symbiosis, Symbolism and Power of

the Past, 155–68.
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and Israel too closely.134 Those cautions did not go far enough for other scholars,
however. The middle of the 1990s saw a wave of “minimalist” interpretations of
the cult of the dead that sought to rein in the excesses of “maximalists” such as
Spronk. Pitard, who had compared the Ugaritic Funerary Text to the kispu in an
earlier article on CAT 1.161,135 later arrived at a much more skeptical position.
His aforementioned revision of the archaeological data (see § 3.3.2) was among
the first serious challenges to the consensus. In that article’s summary, he wrote
that without the support of material culture,

none of these literary sources provide unambiguous evidence for the practice of giving
regular water/food offerings to the dead at Ugarit. Although this cannot be taken as a sure
indicator that such offerings were not regularly made, it is now clear that one must be very
cautious about discussing such activities at Ugarit. There is simply less evidence about
Ugaritic funerary practices and beliefs concerning afterlife than has been generally sup-
posed.136

Pitard followed this article with a similarly negative assessment of the value of the
burial data from Israel, Judah, and Ebla for proving cults of the dead in those
locales.137While he saw significant parallels betweenUgaritic and biblicalmourn-
ing rites and did not rule out cults of the dead, he judged that the Ugaritic texts
are “more ambiguous and impenetrable than earlier thought.”138 “We as scholars
need to be more careful than we often are in how we interpret archaeological
evidence,” he concluded.
Pardee has been extraordinarily cautious in his treatment of the texts, and the

minimalist/maximalist framing is his coinage.139 Writing in 1996, he sought to
disentangle the threads of texts that had been woven together by Pope, Spronk, et
al. into the tapestry that was the “Ugaritic cult of the dead.” Although the discov-
ery of RS 94.2158 changed Pardee’s view of the occurrence of a royal mortuary
cult – he now acknowledges the kispu aspect of the King List and would seem to
be edging away from some of his earlier “minimalism”140 – some of his earlier
cautions remain pertinent. Perhaps most significantly, Pardee sought to reduce
the fund of terms that refer to the dead. There are only three terms that he accepts
as referring to the Ugaritic dead: rpum (“shades”),mlkm (“deceased kings”), and

134 Smith and Bloch-Smith, “Death and Afterlife in Ugarit and Israel.”
135 Wayne T. Pitard, “The Ugaritic Funerary Text RS 34.126,” BASOR 232 (1978): 65–75.
136 Pitard, “‘Libation Installations,’” 34–35.
137 Wayne T. Pitard, “Tombs and Offerings: Archaeological Data and Comparative Method-

ology in the Study of Death in Israel,” in Sacred Time, Sacred Place: Archaeology and the Religion
of Israel (ed. Barry M.Gittlen; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2002), 145–68.

138 Pitard, “Tombs and Offerings,” 147.
139 The transference of the term “minimalist” from the debate over the history of Israel seems

appropriate in light of the apparent influence of Philip R. Davies’s In Search of Ancient Israel
(JSOTSup 148; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995) on Pardee’s understanding of “the cult
of the dead” as a scholarly construct.

140 Pardee, Ritual and Cult at Ugarit, 199–201.
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inš ilm (reflecting whatever part of the human race is divinized). Although one
would expect at least the mlkm in royal ritual texts, only rpum is ever found “in
the texts reflecting the regular Ugaritic cult.”141

In regard to the marzih
˙
u,142 Pardee did not think that any of the data from

Ugarit justify “a connection between themarzih
˙
u and the mortuary cult.”143 The

primary feature of themarzih
˙
uwas drinking, not cultic activities; the accounts of

divinities at a marzih
˙
u were simply projections of the human sphere onto the

divine.144 Similarly, he argues that there was no essential connection between the
rpum and the marzih

˙
u; the Rapiuma Texts are merely a singular literary inven-

tion, and the assumption that the marzih
˙
u was the regular meeting place of the

dead ancestors is “maximalism at its worst.”145

Roughly concurrent with the work of Pitard and Pardee was Schmidt’s Israel’s
Beneficent Dead, published in 1994 as an enlarged version of an Oxford disserta-
tion. On the one hand, Schmidt’s survey of the ancient Near Eastern evidence
regarding death cults is admirably thorough. He also helpfully advocates for clear
use of terminology for the rituals in question; he insists particularly on the
funerary-versus-mortuary distinction alreadymentioned. On the other hand, his
entire study is controlled by a questionable thesis: that death-cult practices came
to Judah only under the Neo-Assyrians and that therefore any account of them in
Israel or Judah prior to the Neo-Assyrian period is a literary invention under
Mesopotamian influence. Quite apart from the way in which this theory would
flatten the complex compositional history of the Hebrew Bible, Schmidt does not
seem to have persuaded many of his peers that the Syro-Palestinian material is
bereft of evidence for cults of the dead.
One of Schmidt’s central and repeated arguments is that texts referring to the

care and feeding of the dead reflect the neediness and powerlessness of the dead
rather than a concern to propitiate them, under the assumption of their power. Jo
Ann Scurlock has refuted this argument.146 “[C]ontra Schmidt,” she writes:

141 Pardee, “Minimalist View,” 284. It is not clear why Pardee excludes CAT 1.39, which in
his own translation reflects sacrifices for the inš ilm (Pardee, Ritual and Cult at Ugarit, 69). See
del Olmo Lete’s interpretation below.

142 Pardee, “Minimalist View,” 278 n. 6; cf. Schmidt, Israel’s Beneficent Dead, 62–66; Pardee
calls into question CAT’s reading mrz y in the Rapi uma text 1.21:1 and argues that there are
phonological problems in equating mrz y with mrzh

˙
. However, this might be understood as a

sort of “reverse loan” from Akkadian, since syllabic equivalents ofmrzh
˙
naturally do not include

the h
˙
: e.g., bı̂t amil mmar-za-i (RS 15.70, 15.80). John Huehnergard attributes this to an “inter-

vocalic voicing of /h
˙
/ to [ ]”(Ugaritic Vocabulary in Syllabic Transcription [HSS 32; Atlanta:

Scholars Press, 1987], 178); cf. Spronk, Beatific Afterlife, 197.
143 Pardee, “Minimalist View,” 277.
144 Pardee, “Minimalist View,” 278.
145 Pardee, “Minimalist View,” 279.
146 Jo Ann Scurlock, “Ghosts in the Ancient Near East:Weak or Powerful?”HUCA 68 (1997):

77–96.
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the need of the dead for “care and feeding” does not imply that they “have no power to
affect the living in a beneficial (or, one might add, harmful) way.” To a polytheist, to say
that a spirit needs to be fed, clothed, and washed is to imply, not that he is useless to
mankind, but on the contrary that mankind is thereby given the opportunity to enlist him
as a friend, and conversely that, once a relationship has been established, it is necessary to
keep providing for him lest he become angry. ... It by no means followed that there was no
point in seeking their assistance or that there was no reason to fear their wrath.147

This is supported by the Mesopotamian kispu (§ 1.4.1) and the Egyptian Letters
to the Dead (§ 2.4.2), in which the living concerned themselves with the per-
ceived needs of the dead in the hope of enlisting their active help. In other words,
a text such as CAT 1.161, which calls for blessings for the rpum, does so not
primarily out of concern for their (diminished) well-being, but out of the as-
sumption that they have the power to affect the lot of the living – for good or ill.
Another fundamental flaw in Schmidt’s argument was revealed when the afo-

rementioned syllabic version of the King List was published, confirming the
divinization of dead kings. This datum not only undercuts his contention that
CAT 1.113 names a single dynastic god who is associated successively with a
number of dead kings; it also invalidates his finding of “the absence of the explicit
deification of dead kings at Ugarit.”148 Schmidt perceived the “crucial” nature of
this point,149 and it now clearly works against his argument.
In the end, Schmidt is swimming in a sea of contradictory data.150 In fact, his

book is that rare one that might convince readers of the opposite of its thesis
owing to the essential honesty and thoroughness of its presentation. This nega-
tive summary may seem unfair to a work of such impressive industry and depth
of detail as Schmidt’s, but he is now often the only dissenting voice cited in this
conversation. Tomy knowledge, he is the onlymajor scholar presently arguing in
a categorical way against the Ugaritic belief in the power of the dead.
Despite the reservations expressed by Schmidt, Pardee, and Pitard, it does not

seem likely that the Ugaritic cult of the dead will be reduced to the small scale that
they would prefer. A recent major synthesis such as G. del Olmo Lete’sCanaanite

147 Scurlock, “Ghosts in the Ancient Near East,” 83. Lewis also criticizes Schmidt for basing
his assertion (that care and feeding of the dead logically implies their weakness) on studies of
African cults. Lewis warns against “importing definitions and comparisons from cultures that
are too far afield,” both in space and time, and (drawing on Scurlock) he cogently cites a number
of Egyptian and Mesopotamian inscriptions that attest to offerings intended to elicit a certain
favor from a ghost (Lewis, “How Far Can Texts Take Us?” 191). See further: Jean Bottéro, “Les
morts et l’au-delà dans les rituels en accadien contre l’action des ‘revenants,’ ” ZA 73 (1983):
153–203, esp. 169–74.

148 Schmidt, Israel’s Beneficent Dead, 113; cf. 67–71.
149 Schmidt, Israel’s Beneficent Dead, 113.
150 His conclusion that the dead in Syria-Palestine were believed to have no powers was

deemed “unpersuasive” by Mark Smith (Smith review, CBQ 58 [1996]: 724–25) and “quelque
peu forcée” by André Lemaire (review in JNES 58 [1999]: 217–19), and these are only repre-
sentative comments.
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Religion (revised 1997) not only declined to follow their skepticism regarding the
texts already prominent in the conversation, but consolidated the scholarship on
a number of additional texts, creating a still more complex reconstruction of the
royal cult of the dead that involved a garden that served as a royal pantheon, and
necromantic consultations.151 NickWyatt is another active scholar of Ugarit who
is essentially positive on the main points of the cult of the dead.152

The controversy has recently flared up again in two lengthy articles in the past
two volumes of Ugarit-Forschungen, in which (with enough patience on the part
of the reader) the root of the disagreement becomes quite clear: it is an issue of
comparative methodology. Del Olmo Lete protests: “my position is ... solidly
based on the ‘royal ideology,’ on the significance of the ancestor cult in the whole
Ancient Near East and on the unique importance of the king as supreme offi-
ciant.”153 He objects to what he perceives as Pardee’s willful ignorance about
many hypothetical matters.154 Pardee, for his part, clarifies that he does think
there was both a funerary and a mortuary cult at Ugarit,155 but adds that he
prefers not to say too much about them while “awaiting the discovery of texts
that would allow us to learn the real frequency of the rite (or rites) and the details
thereof.”156 He protests that del Olmo Lete “knew before he began examining the
texts what they would say,”157 and that his model abolishes the specificity of
Ugaritic religion. In the end, Pardee’s reading is more careful and better sub-
stantiated, but it seems quite likely that a number of details of the ancestor cult
need to be filled in the manner of del Olmo Lete.

151 Among the texts to which del Olmo Lete draws new attention is CAT 1.39, a ritual text
including sacrifices to the inš ilm on “the night of Šapšu pgr” (on pgr as a sacrifice for the dead,
see § 3.3.3.3). Del Olmo Lete also reaffirms existing theories about the “month of gn” as referring
to a “garden” that functioned as a royal pantheon. The tablet CAT 1.106 gives instructions for a
ritual stretching over twenty-five days that, in del Olmo Lete’s view, takes place largely in the
royal mausoleum (see further at § 4.4.1.1). This text, which has affinities also with other rituals
of the same month, culminates with “a giving of reply” (CAT 1.106:31; Canaanite Religion, 232.
The similar texts include CAT 1.105 and 1.112). This leads del Olmo Lete to conclude, “The cult
of the royal dead ... goes in two directions – offering and reply – and supposes constant com-
munication between ‘the living’ and ‘the dead.’” He also finds necromantic aspects in CAT
1.41:46, 1.87:49–50, 1.104 and 1.124 (Canaanite Religion, 246). This emphasis on the necro-
mantic aspects of the cult of the dead is a distinctive point of del Olmo Lete’s treatment. Like
Spronk and de Moor’s New Year’s festival, del Olmo Lete’s royal funerary cult is an ambitious
synthesis. Whether or not future scholarship follows him in the details of his argument, it will be
hard to ignore its cumulative force.

152 See Wyatt, “Religion of Ugarit”, 560–61, 576–77; and Religious Texts from Ugarit 430–31.
153 G. del Olmo Lete, “The Ugaritic Ritual Texts: A New Edition and Commentary; A Critical

Assessment,” UF 36 (2004): 645.
154 Del Olmo Lete, “Critical Assessment,” 543.
155 Dennis Pardee, “G. del Olmo Lete’s Views on Ugaritic Epigraphy and Religion,” UF 37

(2005): 791–92.
156 Pardee, “G. del Olmo Lete’s Views,” 802.
157 Pardee, “G. del Olmo Lete’s Views,” 787.
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In a related vein, some have tried to argue against an Ugaritic belief in a
supernatural afterlife based on the culture’s pessimistic traditions, especially as
epitomized by the oft-cited confession of Aqhat: “The death of everyman I shall
die / Like all mortals, I shall die”; CAT 1.17 vi.34–38). Such traditions hardly
preclude a widespread belief in afterlife. Similar sorts of pessimistic literature are
well known to have come fromMesopotamia (“Dialogue between aMan andHis
God,” Gilgamesh’s quest for eternal life, etc.), Egypt (“A Dispute between a Man
and His Ba,” the Harper’s Songs, etc.) and Israel (Ecclesiastes, Job).158 It is not at
all surprising that Ugarit should have preserved contrasting traditions as well.

3.3.3.3 The Ugaritic underworld and its deities

In Ugaritic myth, the god Mot (“Death”) is a spectacular figure but also a mys-
terious one. He is known primarily from his horrifying turn in the Baal Cycle, in
which he is provoked to conflict by Baal’s boasting. Mot initially defeats and
swallows up the mighty Baal. Indeed, Mot’s foremost characteristic in the text is
his prodigious appetite and huge, devouring maw. He warns Baal:

“My throat consumes in heaps;
yes indeed, I eat by double handfuls

And my seven portions are in a bowl
and they mix (into my) cup a (whole) river.”159

Mot is also described as being able to stretch “[one lip to] the earth, (the other) lip
to the heavens ... (his) tongue to the stars.”160 A very similar account with slightly
different details is found in CAT 1.133. The image of Death as swallowing finds
some cognates in the myths of Egypt (in the underworld serpent Apophis; see
§ 2.4.3) and Israel (see §§ 4.4.3.2; 5.2.2.1; 5.2.4.1).
After Baal is swallowed up and seemingly killed, his sister Anat comes and kills

Mot – she splits, pulverizes, and roasts him, then sows him into the field like grain
(CAT 1.6 ii.30–35)161 – at which point Baal is freed and returns to life. Then Mot
himself also returns for a final battle against Baal, at the end of which Mot
capitulates. This account of martial conflict between a god of death and another
god is essentially sui generis in the ancient Near East, although certain aspects
similar to it may be noted in the Hurrian Kumarbi myths and in a few biblical
texts.162

158 On Egypt and Israel, see Shannon Burkes,Death inQohelet and Egyptian Biographies of the
Late Period (SBLDS 170; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 1999), 45–80, 157–69.

159 CAT 1.5 i 18–22: npš.blt / h
˙
mr.p imt.b klat / ydy.ilh

˙
m.hm.šb / ydty.b s

˙
.hm.ks.ymsk /

nhr.kl
160 CAT 1.5 ii 2–3: [špt.l a]rs

˙
. špt.l šmm / [yšt.]lšn l kbkbm ...

161 Agricultural interpretations of this passage are common, but John F.Healey cogently
argues against these (“Mot,” DDD2, 599–600). The agricultural metaphor simply describes the
destruction of Mot; his flesh is eaten by birds, a common ancient curse; cf. Gen 40:19; 1 Sam
17:44; 1 Kgs 21:24; Jer 7:33; etc.
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