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It is a basic fact that although the oracles of the biblical prophets are presented 
to us in written form, the Bible portrays the prophets as speakers who communi­
cated their message orally. I This basic fact would probably not be worth mention­
ing if there were not a growing awareness in scholarly discussions during the last 
decades that the transformation from oral to written form represents an important 
shift in the transmission of prophetic oracles.2 The narrative of Jeremiah 36 indi­
cates very clearly that the collection of different oracles is one important part of the 
process of writing those oracles down. This paper seeks to broaden our understand­
ing of the process of combining prophetic oracles through a closer look at some of 
the prophectic letters from Mari .3 

I . I am deeply indebted to Professor William W. Hallo, who made several stimulating comments on 
this paper and encouraged me to publish it. I al so thank Professor Mark S . Smith for his suggestions , 
which included improving the English of this essay. In addition, Dr. Howard Perry-Trauthig has proof­
read the manuscript. The paper was written during my stay as a Research Fellow at Yale University. I 
would like to thank the Fritz-Thyssen-Stiftung for supporting my visit. 

2 . One may name Robert P. Carroll as a recent example of one who has vehemently insisted that it 
is almost impossible to reconstruct the oral oracles and original behavior that presumably lay behind the 
written texts. Compare his "Prophecy and Society," in R. E. Clements , ed .. The World of Ancient Israel: 
Sociological, Anthropological and Political Perspectives (Cambridge, 1989),203- 25 ; see esp. 207- 8: 
" We know prophecy now as literature rather than as spoken word . Such a shift from orality to literacy 
has removed prophecy from its original social setting to a decontextuaIised, timeless setting and any 
search for the Sitz im Leben of specific prophecies is irrelevant. The transformation of oral speech into 
literary text displaces the words in such ways that any analysis of them cannot also and at the same time 
be an account of the original word and situation. Changing situations have changed the import of the 
words." For a response, see T. W. Overholt, " Prophecy in History: The Social Reality of Intermediation:' 
JSOT 48 (1990), 3-29; and Hans M. Barstad, " No Prophets'? Recent Developments in Biblical Prophetic 
Research and Ancient Near Eastern Prophecy," JSOT 57 (1993), 39- 60, who points out the importance 
of the Mari letters as a close parallel to biblical prophecy. 

3. The prophetic letters from Mari have been studied very often. They represent so far the closest par­
allel to biblical prophecy in cuneiform literature. A good recent introduction to Mari prophecy is found in 
H. B. Huffmon, "Ancient Near Eastern Prophecy," Anchor Bible Dictiollary 5 (1992) , 477-82. For Mari 
in general, see Jean-Marie Durand, "Mari (Texts)," Anchor Bible Dictionary 4:529- 36; Brian E. Keck , 
"Mari (Bibliugraphy):' ibid.: 536- 38; Jean-CI. Margueron , "Mari (Archaeology):' ibid .: 525-29. The most 
recent s tudies on the prophetic letters from Mari in comparison to biblical prophecy are Simon B. Parker, 
"Official Attitudes toward Prophecy at Mari and in Israel," VT 43 (1993),50-68; and H. M. Barstad, " No 
Prophets?" Most of the so-called prophetic letters are conveniently edited and translated into French by 
J. -M. Durand, Archives epis/o/aires de Mari III , ARM 26/1 (Paris, 1988),377-412. 
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1. The Pattern of the Prophetic Letters from Mari 

The prophetic letters from Mari never found their way into the stream of lit­
erary tradition that was carefully preserved by the scribes, presumably because this 
tradition was considered to have value for future generations, and may well be 
called the canon of cuneiform literature.4 In striking contrast to the Hebrew Bible, 
the Mari letters are contemporary reports of oral communications, in some cases 
even written on the same day the prophet appeared before the royal official to 
deliver her/his message.5 

The prophetic letters from Mari evince a fairly regular pattern.6 For the pur­
poses of this paper, this pattern can be described as including the following five 
form-elements 7 : (1) head of the letter (name of addressee; name of sender; rela­
tionship between sender and addressee); (2) introductory remarks, if necessary8; 
(3) presentation of the prophet (title, name, and status of the prophet; circumstances 
of his/her entrance; citation formula); (4) speech of the prophet (claim to speak in 
the name of a deity; statement about how the divine message was received: oracle, 
vision, or dream; quotation of the divine utterance, speaking in the name of the god 
[I pers. sg.]; and (5) statement of the sender concerning the prophet and his/her 
message (assurance of the authenticity of the given message: appeal to the king to 
make a decision in this case; occasionally the hair and fringe of the prophet are sent 
with the letter). 

The fact that this pattern applies virtually to all the letters, no matter who 
actually writes them, can best be explained by the assumption that the letter writers 
follow well-known procedures in reporting the appearance of a prophet. Apparently 
it was not uncommon for a prophet to address the king, and the writer of the letter 
knew what to do in such a case. It should be noted that the pattern of the letters re­
flects a serious intention to give a reliable and verifiable record of the prophetic 
message: the message of the prophet is given in direct quotation, and the authen-

4. William W. Hallo. "The Concept of Canonicity in Cuneiform and Biblical Literature: A Com­
parative Appraisal;' in K. Lawson Younger, William W. Hallo, Bernard F. Batto, eds., The Biblical 
Canon in Comparalive Perspective (Lewiston, NY, 1991), 1-19. 

5. Alan R. Millard, "La prophetie et I'ecriture: Israel, Aram, Assyrie;' RHR 202 (985), 137, states: 
"En ce qui concerne les textes de Mari, la redaction de la version ecrite fut beaucoup plus proche du mo­
ment de la revelation quoique les dates precises nour echappent." Although in some cases there may be 
a larger time span between oral communication and written version, especially in the case of letters 

that include more than one oracle, all the reports "are essentially contemporary"; Maria deJong Ellis , 
"Observations on Mesopotamian Oracles and Prophetic Texts: Literary and Historiographic Consider­
ations," JCS 41 (1989), 131. 

6. Esp. Klaus Koch , "Die Briefe 'profetischen' !nhalts aus Mari," UF 4 (1972), 53 - 77, and John F. 
Craghan, "The ARM X 'Prophetic' Texts: Their Media, Style, and Structure," JANES 6 (1974),39-57, 
have analyzed the pattern of the prophetic letters. Their results are still valid although their studies are 

based on only the 28 letters which were published then. 
7. K. Koch has worked out a much finer description of the pattern. J. F Craghan has also studied 

some of the form-elements in detail. As usual, when describing a typical pattern one has to exclude 
atypical exemplars of the pattern and ignore the differences between subtypes. 

8. It is hard to decide whether one should include this form-element in the structure of the basic type, 
since we have quite a few letters without this element. On the other hand, in most cases where this element 
is missing, the writer of the letter may presuppose that the king has the relevant information available. 



Schart: Combining Oracles ill Mari Leiters and Jeremiah 36 77 

ticity of the message is explicitly stated.9 The author also adds details which the 
king might not know but are important for evaluating the message. 

However, the written version of a prophetic oracles does not in most cases rep­
resent an unbiased stenograph of it. Abraham Malamat has speculated that at least 
some of the oracles were not originally spoken in Amorite. lo One might also ask 
whether the oral version was spoken in poetic form. I I Further, Simon B. Parker has 
demonstrated that the authors of the letters sometimes exercised "considerable free­
dom in shaping" prophetic oracles. 12 Ultimately, the purpose of this study is to 
show that some of the letters altered the meaning of the spoken oracles by grouping 
them together with a second or even a third oracle. This last aspect may be illus­
trated with the example of three letters, the first written by Addu-duri (ARM 10, 
#50), the second by Nur-Sin (A.1121 + A.2731), and the third by Sammetar (ARM 
2611, # 199).13 

2. A Letter from Addu-duri to Zimri-Lim (ARM 10, #50) 

2.1. Normalization and structure 

(I) head of the letter 

I) ana belija qibima: IImma Addu-dilri amatkama: 
(2) introductory remarks 

3) iJtu Juhan bit abika matima Jllttam annitam ul amur-ittatilja 
§a piil1iintlm allnittan: 

A. The dream 

(A .3) presentation of the prophet 

8) ina Jllttija alla bit Belet-ekallim, 

(A.4) speech of the prophet 

10) til waJbat u ,wlmiillft Ja maUri.fa ul ibaBu. 
II iimurma ar!ub hakiim-suttl annitum sa bariirtim. 
atftrma Dada, sangl1m .\:a War-pi~'ra, ina bab Belet-ekallim izzazma 
pill nakrum .Msam i§tall(lssi ummami "tura Dagan tiira Dagan . .. 
keam i.stanassi. 

9. A. R. Millard, "La prophetie et I'ecriture ," and H. M. Barstad, "No Prophets? ," 57, insist on that 
fact and suggest that the same intention was operative when oracles of biblical prophets were written 
down. 

10. A. Malamat, Mari and the Early Israelite Experiel/ce (Oxford, 1989).84-85. 
II. S. B. Parker, " Prophecy at Mari and in [srael," 60, has detected some traces of poetry in leiter 

ARM 26/1 , #207:13-17. 
12. Parker, "Prophecy at Mari and in Israel," 57-60, quotation on p. 60. 
13. Letters which clearly contain more than one prophetic utterance are: ARM 10. ##50, 94; ARM 

13. #112; ARM 2611.##194.196,199, 200.207. 208,209.212,216, 219, 221-bis; (A.1121 + A.2731). 
Some of the more fragmentary letters may have included more than one prophetic utterance as well. 
The leiters I have chosen as examples are basically well preserved, rather long, nicely wrillen (the writ­
ers try to build up rhymes <ll the cnd of adjacent lines). and well-known in the scholarly discussion. 
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B. The oracle 

(B.2) introductory remarks 

21) sanitam: 

(B.3) presentation of the prophet 

JANES 23 (1995) 

muI:JI:Jutum ina bit Annunitim itbema ummami: 

(BA) speech of the prophet 

23) Zimri-Lim ana l:Jarriinim Lii tallak, ina Mari sibma! u aniikuma atanappaL. 

(5) Statement of the sender 

27) beli aI:JSu Lii inaddi ana pagrisu na~iirim. 
anumma sarti u sissikti aniiku aknukamma ana ~er belija usabilam. 

2.2. Translation l4 

Speak to my lord: Thus says the lady Addu-duri your maid-servant: (3) Since the restoration)5 of your father's 

house I have not seen this dream. These then were my signs (as) of old. (8) In my dream I entered into the 
temple of Belet-Ekallim (10) and Belet-ekallim was not seated nor were any of the statues which are (usually) 
in front of her present. Then I looked and wept ceaselessly. This dream of mine was in the evening-watch. I 
turned around 16 and Dada, the priest of Ishtar-pishra, was officiating in the gate of Belet-ekallim and a strange 
voice was crying this over and over, saying: "Come back, 0 Dagan' Come back, 0 Dagan!,,) 7 It was saying 
this over and over. (21) Secondly, the female ecstatic arose in the temple of Annunitum, saying as follows: 
(23) "Zimri-Lim, do not go on campaign! Stay in Mari' Then I myself will take the responsibility'" (27) Let 
not my lord be negligent in guarding his person. J myself hereby seal my hair and my fringe and send (them) 
to my lord. 

2.3. Interpretation 

Addu-duri follows basically the pattern of prophetic letters. Already in the in­
troductory remarks-farm-element (2)-she points out that she will report more than 

14. I present here the slightly altered translation of William W. Hallo , The Book of The People 
(Atlanta, 1991),162 (57b). For older translations into English see his notes. 

15. The word slI/lIm in 1. 3 is ambiguous. II can mean "destruction" or "well-being." If it means 
" destruction" (so the original translation of W. W. Hallo: "fall"), then Addu-duri probably refers to the 
fact that she had a similar dream before Zimri-Lim's father was defeated. That would mean that her first 
dream had become true in the course of history. One would expect a clearer statement if this were the 
case. In my undersianding it is more likely that sulum means " well-being" (I follow William L. Moran, 
ANET 3, 631; idem, "New Evidence form Mari on the History of Prophecy;' Biblica 50 [1969], 38). In 
this case, Addu-duri would refer to Zimri-Lim's regaining of the throne of his father after returning 
from exile. The importance of this event is also highlighted by the letter of Nur-Sin (see below). Jack 
M. Sasson , "Mari Dreams;' lAOS 103 (1983),286, and more firmly in his "Thoughts of Zimri-Lim," 
BA 47 (1984), J II, gives the interesting suggestion that the ambiguity is intentionally employed. 

16. How to interpret alurma is a problem. Is Addu-duri telling a second dream later in the same 
night? This is the way in which Hallo and Moran have translated this passage. The other possibility is 
to assume that Addu-duri has turned around in her dream and faces another scene; so Sasson, "Mari 
Dreams," 288. 

17. This sentence is ambiguous; it can also be read as "Thra-Dagan! Thra-Dagan' '', referring to a 
former ruler of Mari. See Hallo, Book of the People , 162, n. 218. I think that Sasson, "Mari Dreams;' 
289, and idem, "Thoughts of Zimri-Lim;' 111 , is right when he conceives of this sentence as deliberately 
ambiguous . This ancient dream is-as are dreams in modern times-notoriously difficult to interpret. 
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one sign. The first sign is her dream. An elaborate presentation of the prophet-form­
element (3)-is not necessary, since Addu-duri writes the letter herself and the king 
knows her; it is important, however, that she received her supernatural message in 
a dream in which she was transferred into the temple of Belet-ekallim. 18 

The dream is filled with bizarre features and threatening images. The goddess 
Belet-ekallim does not sit at her place. She seems already to have left her temple, 
leaving the city with an empty temple and without her protection. As a result, the 
cult is now meaningless and the city no longer capable of resisting the attack of an 
enemy. No wonder Addu-duri weeps ceaselessly. But the dream becomes even 
more bizarre and threatening. A priest of another goddess officiates in the temple 
of Belet-ekallim, and an unidentified voice addresses the god Dagan. The uniden­
tified voice urges Dagan to return. Apparently he has also left the city. The god Da­
gan has brought back Zimri-Lim on the throne in Mari. If he has left, the kingdom 
of Zimri-Lim is in serious danger, unless one can move the deity to return. 19 Or 
does the strange voice shout "Tura-Dagan," the name of a former ruler in Mari? 

After Addu-duri completes her dream report, she transmits the utterance of a 
mub(]iilUm as her second sign. Through the mub[ziitum Annunitum20 demands that 
the king stay in Mari, and in exchange she promises to take exclusive21 responsi­
bility for the city. The question arises: Why does Addu-duri include a second pro­
phetic utterance in her letter? Several reasons may be suggested. First, one has the 
impression that the oracle was given shortly after the dream, but since the letter 
does not mention the time, it probably was of no significance for Addu-duri. Sec­
ond, one may speculate about the spatial relationship of the dream and the oracle. 
Both were located in the temple of a goddess (bit GN). It may be that Belet-ekallim 
and Annunitum stood in a special relationship. In this context, at least, they are por­
trayed as mutually supporting each other. Third, Addu-duri is a lay person. She has 
no official role in the cult, nor is she known for her capability to predict the future. 
She simply had a threatening dream. No god or goddess spoke in her dream, and she 
was not commissioned by a deity to deliver a message to someone else. In contrast, 
the second oracle was spoken by a professional who further was authorized to ad­
dress Zimri-Lim in the name of the goddess . Fourth, the dream of Addu-duri is, as 
she herself admits, unusual and, in addition, not easy to interpret. 

Furthermore, the dream includes no advice to the king. The dream is a kind of 
"nightmare" (Sasson), but it leaves open the question of how one should respond. 
Here the oracle provides additional information. Since the oracle shows certain the­
matic connections to the dream, it can function as a key to decipher the meaning 
of the dream. The mubbuutum picks up the motif of a person who leaves the place 
where he/she is at home. Leaving home means risking one's own safety and, probably 

18. As Craghan, "The ARM X 'Prophetic' Texts," 43, has noted , a dream report needs to be marked 
by the phrase ina SlIlIijll. 

19. Moran, "New Evidence from Mari," 40: "For the dynasty of Ya!Jdun-Lim whom he (= Dagan) 
made king, the absence of the god could only mean the end of its rule." 

20. Although it is not explicitly stated, one can safely assume that the mlltlGulum speaks in the name 
of the goddess Annunitum because she " arose" in her temple. 

21. Note the emphatic am/klima in I. 26. 
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more important, leaving one's own people without protection. This connection is un­
der! i ned by the use of the same verb wasabum (in I. 10 and 1. 25) and by the oppo­
sition of tura (imperative, "return") and la tallak (prohibitive, "do not leave"). An 
important difference, however, is that in the dream deities are addressed whereas in 
the oracle it is the human king. On the other hand, it was noted that the imperative 
"come back, 0 Dagan!" can also be read as the proper name "Tura-Dagan," thus re­
ferring to a former ruler of Mari. Here Addu-duri might have seen a connection, too . 
All these connections demonstrate that the oracle and the dream must be interpreted 
together. If Zimri-Lim does not obey the command of the goddess Annunitum and 
stays in Mari, this may ultimately lead the goddess to abandon her responsibility for 
the well-being of the kingdom of Mari and the dream will begin to come true. 

Addu-duri seems to be very anxious. After she has finished the report of the 
oracle, she does not state the authenticity of the message of the mul:Jl:Jutum, which 
would have been typical, but instead immediately gives her advice to the king. Fur­
thermore, she sends her own hair and fringe with the letter, probably in order to let 
the diviner confirm her report. 22 Since the dream was so frightening, she suggests 
that the king check its validity. 

In sum, although the mul:Jbiltum presumably spoke without knowing the dream 
of Addu-duri, the thematic connection of her oracle with her dream convinced 
Addu-duri that the city and especially Zimri-Lim are in serious danger. Without the 
second oracle, this letter would have never been written, although its most impor­
tant content is the report of the dream. 

3. A Letter from Nur-Sin to Zimri-Lim, (A.1121 + A.2731) 

3.1. Normalization and structure23 

(I) head of the letter 

1) ana be/ija qibima umma Nilr-Sfn waradkama 

(2) introductory remarks 

3) I-su, 2-su, u 5-su assum zukrim ana Addu nadanim u nil:Jlatim sa Addu bel 
Kallassu ittini irrisu ana bellja aspuram: assum zukrim ana Addu nadanim 
Alpan mabar Zul:Jatnim Abikuri u NN. iqbem ummami: "zukram sa ... u 

22. Sasson, "Thoughts of Zimri-Lim," I I 2: " Upon presenting her own nightmare , Addu-duri turns 

hurriedly to a prophecy that confirms the negative thrust of her own nightmare. She then sends along 
materi a l that will be used by Zimri-Lim's diviner to authenticate the reliability of the dreamer as carrier 
of divine messages : a loc k of her own hair, and fringes of clothing she was presumably wearing when 
she had her dream." See also D. eharpin, "Le contexte historique et geographique des propheties dans 
les textes retrouves a Mari," Bulletin of the Canadian Society for Mesopotamian Studies 23 (1992) , 29: 
"When the reporter of a prophecy (or of a dream) sends the hair and the hem of the garment of the ec­
static or the dreamer, it is not because their honesty is sus pected. It allows, in their absence, to make an 
oracular interrogation in order to get a confirmation, exactly in the same way as in an hepatoscopic in­
terrogation, which is obligatory followed by a counter-examination (piqiuum)." 

23. After the join of the fragments A.I 121 and A.273 I the text was edited anew by Bertrand Lafont , 

"Le roi de Mari et les prophi!tes du dieu Adad," RA 78 (1984),7-18. 
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Liatim idin! " bell mahar awlli NN. zukram nadar/am iqbem ummami: "ana 
urram seram la ibbalakatanni!" awW sib; askunsum. beli Iii ide! 

A. First oracle 

(A.3) presentation of the prophet 

13) ilia teretim Addu bel Kallassu izzaz IImmami: 

(AA) speech of the prophet 

14) III andku Addu bel Kallassu sa ina birit paballija urabbusuma {lnd kusse bit 
abiSu uterrusu ? 
istu alla kusse (lbisu uterrusu aturma asar 5' lIbti addillsum. 
in anna kim(l ana kusse bit abiSu uterrusu nibta/am ina qatislt eleqqe. 
summa rtt inaddin bel kllsse,n eperi u alim anakuma sa addinu atabbal. liumma 
la k(Jamma eri§ti inaddin, kussam eli kussem, bilam eli bitim, eper eli eperi. 
iilam eli aLim anaddinsum u matam is/u ~·lti.~(1 ana erbi.~a llnaddill.5u. 

(A.S) statement of the sender 

29) annitam awlUi dpilit iqb[i u ina teretim ittanazzaz. inanna appllllama apilllm 
sa Addu bel Kallassu maskanam .sa Alabtim ana nibliitim inazzar. biW 117 
ide! 

(A.6) appendix : reason why this oracle is transmitted 

34) pdnanum intima ina Mari waJbaku dpill/m u apiltum mimma £llViitam .sa 
iqabbtlnim (Ina belija utiir. inallna ina matim 5'anitim wasbaku sa demmu u 
iqabbiillim ana belija ttl a.l:appar . .l'umma urram .~eram mimma bi!itum ittabsi 
beli ki :Jam ul iqabbi ummami: awiUam sa iipilum iqbikum II ma.l:kallka inaz­
zar, amminim alla yerija Iii ta5'pllram? 
alllllllma ana yh belija aspuram. beli Iii ide! 

B. Second oracle 

(B .2) introductory remarks 

46) ,sal/ltam: 

(B.3) presentation of the prophet 
dpilllm sa Addu bel ljalab itti Abllbalim illikamma k1:Jam iqbem ummami: 

(BA) speech of the prophet 

48) (Ina betika supl/r ummami: 49) Addu bet ljalab ul anaku sa ina suba/ija urab­
bukama ana kllssetn bil abika uterruka? mimma iltika ul en'iS, infima babltlm 
II babiltum isassikkum izizma dln,sunu din! annitam ,sa ittlka erri"vu, annltam 
sa aspurakkum teppe.fma ana awiitija taqalma matam i,l:tu ~·ltisa ana erbi,\:(/ 
u mat NN.-ma alladdinakkum. 

(B.S) statement of the sender 

60) annitam c7pilllm sa Addu bel ljalab mabar Abubalim iqbem. annitam bell 
Iii ide! 
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3.2. Translation24 

To my lord , speak: Thus (says) Nur-Sin , your servant. 3) Once, twice, five times have I communicated 
to my lord concerning the delivery of the livestock to Adad and concerning the nib/atum which Adad , Lord of 
Kallassu, demands from you. Concerning the delivery of the zukrum to Adad, Alpan has said to me in the 

presence of Zu-hatnim, Abi-Shadi and NN-han, as follows: "Deliver the zukrum, also deliver the cattle'" My 
lord, in the presence of NN ., told me to deliver the zukrum, as follows: "Never shall he break (his agreement) 
with me." I have brought witnesses for him (~Alpan). Let my lord know this. 

13) Through oracles, Adad, Lord of Kallassu, spoke to me, as follows: 14) "Am I not Adad, Lord of 

Kallassu, who raised him (~ the king) between my legs and restored him to the throne of his father's house? 

After I restored him to the throne of hi s father's house, I again gave him a residence. Now, since [restored him 
to the throne of his father's house, I will take from him an estate. Should he not give (the estate), am I not 
master of throne, territory and city? What I have given, J shall take away. If otherwise, and he satisfies my 
desire, I shall give him throne upon throne, house upon house, territory upon territory, city upon city. And I 

sha ll give him the land from the rising (of the sun) to its setting." 
29) This is what the ap;fii-diviners said, and in the oracles he (= Adad) "stands up" constantly. Now, 

moreover, the api/um-diviner of Adad, Lord of Kallassu, is standing guard over the tent-shrine of Alabtum to 
(be) an estate. Let my lord know this. 

34) Previously, when I was residing in Mari, every word the api/um-diviner or apiltum-diviner told me, 

I would report back to my lord. Now that 1 am living in another land, that which [ hear and which they tell 
me, would I not communicate to my lord? If ever anything remiss should occur, let not my lord speak thus, 
as follows : "The word which the iipi/urn-diviner has spoken to you-while over your tent-shrine he is stand­
ing guard-why have you not communicated to me?" Herewith I communicate (it) to my lord . Let my lord 

know thi s. 
46) Moreover, the apilum-diviner of Adad , Lord of tJalab, came to Abugalum and spoke thus to him, as 

follows: 48) "Communicate to your lord: Am I not Adad, Lord of tJalab, who has raised you at my breast and 
who made you regain the throne of your father's house? I never demand anything of you. When a wronged 
man or woman cries out to you, stand and let his/her case be judged. This is what I demanded from you , and 

what I have communicated to you, you will do. You will heed my word and the land from the rising (of the 
sun) to its setting and the land of NN. will I give to you." 

60) This is what Adad, Lord of tJalab, told me in the presence of AbulJalum. Let my Lord know this. 

3.3. Interpretation 

In this letter Nur-Sin begins with unusually lengthy introductory remarks­
form-element (2). The presupposed situation is difficult to discern . Nur-Sin seems 
to have some trouble, and his own king seems reluctant to take action in the mat­
ter. Five times he apparently did not react to a previous letter of Nur-Sin. This 
new letter is motivated by the fact that the situation has now become more com­
plicated: the god Addu, lord of Kallassu, has begun a campaign against Zimri­
Lim. Again and again the prophets of this god come up with the same message.25 

The tone of the oracle is harsh: it commences with a reproachful question and the 
king is addressed in the third person, a fact that produces a chilly atmosphere. The 
content is threatening: Addu presents Zimri-Lim with a cold ultimatum. If he does 
not give Addu what he wants, Addu will take from Zimri-Lim what he has given 

24. I give a slightly altered version of the translation of Abraham Malamat , "A Mari Prophecy and 
Nathan's Dynastic Oracle," in J. Emerton, ed., Prophecy: Essays Presented 10 Georg Fohrer (Berlin, 

1980), 68 -82. Malamat's translation stems from the time before the two fragments were joined. I have 

combined hi s translations . 
25. Note the plural teretim (II. J 3 and 29), api/ii (I. 29), and the Gtn-stem itlanazzaz (I. 30). 
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him. As Malamat has shown, behind this oracle stands the question of loyalty to 
the suzerain. The god demands that Zimri-Lim submit.26 

One can imagine that it was not an easy task to transmit this oracle to the king, 
especially in an apparently critical situation. Nur-Sin surely felt himself to be in an 
uncomfortable position.27 His appendix (form-element A.6) makes that obvious. He 
tries to explain to the king why he is sending this oracle. His loyalty to the king 
demands that he report all relevant oracles to the king, be they favorable or not. 
Nur-Sin chooses to end his letter with an oracle with which the king should be more 
pleased. 

The second oracle is closely connected with the first. The following juxtapo­
sition of both oracles should make it easier to demonstrate the many words which 
the two oracles share: 

Oracle of Addu, lord of Kallassu: 

13) ina Ii'riilim Addu bel Kalla.fSlI izzaz 
ummami: 

14) III aniiku Addu bel Kallassu 
iia ilia birilpal:Jallija urabbllsuma 
alla kusse bit abiJiIl IIluru.'u? 
islu alla kusse abi.vlI IIlerrllsu 
alflrma aiiar subli addin.vum. 
illanna kima alia kllsse bit abiiu IIlerrusu 

nil:Jlatam ilia qiili.'11 eleqqe. 
summa III illaddill bel kussern eperi II alim 
anakllma .va addillu alabbal . 
.vllmma la ki' amma eristi illaddill. 

kllsstlm eli kllssem, bilam eli bitim. 
epu eli eperi, aillm eli alim alladdill.vlIm 
1/ miitam islu silisa 1I1la erbisa 

alladdinsu. 
29) allnitam awilii iipilii 
iqbii u ilia leretim ittanauaz. 
illanlla appullama apilllm sa Addu bel 

Kallassll ma.'kanam .'ia Alal:Jlim alia lIil:Jliilim 
illazzar. 
bell LU ide! 

Oracle of Addu, lord of Halab: 
46) .'iallilam: 
iipilum .'ia Addu belljalab itti Abul:Jalim 
illikamma ki' am iqbem ummami: 

alia belika .'iupllr! IImmami: 
Addll bel Ijalab ul wuiku 
.va ilia Slla{ltija ura~bukama 
alia kllssi!m bit abika ulerrllka' 
mimma ittika ul erri.f, infima l:Jablllm U 

aabillum isassikkum izizma dill.\'lIlIlI dill! 

all1,itam !ia ittika erri.'u. 

allllitam .va a.vpllrakkkllm leppdma 
alia awii/ija laqiilma 

miilam islll sili.fa alia erbi.\'a u miil NN.-ma 
alladdinakkum. 
allllilam £lpilllm .va Addll belljalab 
mal:Jar Ablll:Jalim iqbi!m 

allllitam beli Iii ide! 

Where the first oracle refers to the king with the 3rd m.s. morpheme, the second 
oracle does so with the second person, which conveys a familiar tone. Where the 
first oracle confronts Zimri-Lim with an ultimatum (§umma, if-clauses), the sec­
ond speaks as if the king already does what the god demands (present tense, indic­
ative). Where the first wants the king to submit to the suzerain, the second 
presupposes his own jurisdiction . 

26. Malamat. "A Mari Prophecy and Nathan's Dynastic Oracle:' 75. 
27. Parker, "Prophecy at Mari and in Israel," 66: "Nur-Sin faces a dilemma." 
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There can be no doubt that the second oracle counterbalances the first. Two 
different local manifestations of the same god have spoken differently but with a 
high amount of overlap.28 The first oracle was spoken in public and repeatedly, the 
second only in front of one witness . Now it is up to the king to decide how to re­
spond. Nur-Sin does not provide the king with his own evaluation of this situation. 

4. A Letter from Sammetar to Zimri-Lim (ARM 2611, #199) 

4.1. Normalization and structure 

(I) head of the letter: 

1) ana bellja qibima: umma Sammetar waradkama 

A. First oracle 

(A .2) introductory remarks / CA.3) presentation of the prophet 

5) Lupabum, apilum sa Dagan istu Tuttul ikSudam. !emam sa bell ina Saggara­
tum uwa:i:ierusu ummami "ana Dagan sa Terqa piqdanni!" !emam sati 
ubilma kt=>am ipuliisu ummami: 

(A.4) speech of the prophet 

11) ema tallaku !ub libbi imtanabbarka. jasibum u dimtum nadnunikkum, ina id­
ika illaku, tapputka illaku. 

(A.5) statement of the sender 

15) !emam annem ina Tuttul ipuliisu. 

B. Second oracle 

(B .2) introductory remarks / (B.3) presentation of the prophet 

16) u istu Tuttul kima kasiidisuma ana Dir userdima. sikkuri ana Diritim ubit. 
piinanum sernam ubil ummami: "sernum ul saniqma, mu i:juppu. sernam 
dunnini." inanna sikkuri ubil u ki:iam sapir ummami "assurri ana salimim sa 
awll Esnunna tatakkallma abki tanaddi ma:j:jiiratuki eli sa pananum lu dun­
nuna. " 

29) u ajasim kt=>am iqbem ummami: 

(B.4) speech of the prophet 

30) "assurri sarrum balum elam salim ana awil Esnunna napistasu ilappat. 
kima sa ina piinitim inuma miiri lamina urdunimma ina Saggaratum usbu u 
ana sarrim aqbu umma aniikuma: 

35) bari sa mari lamina La taqa!!al ina bubUrre qinnatisunu a!arrassunuti u 
naram ugammarakkum. 

28 . It seems unlikely that both oracles had so many words in common when they were announced 
orally. The first oracle seems to summarize many oracles with the same contents (but presumably not in 
the same wording). My guess is that Nur-Sin has carefully reworked the wording of the oracles for the 
purpose of this letter. 
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38) inanna balum elam isa:J:Jallu napistasu Iii ilappat." 

(8.5) statement of the sender 

40) !emam anne,n Lupabum idbllbam 

C. Third oracle 

(C.2) introductory remarks 

41) warkiSlima 

(C.3) presentation of the prophet 

41) ina sallim iimim J qammatllm sa Dagan .(a Terqa illikamma kiC)am iqbem 
llmmami 

(C.4) speech of the prophet 

44) sapal tibnim mti illakii ana salimim istanapparfinikkum, ilisunu i!arradunik­
kum u siiram sanemma ina iibbisunu ikappudii. samlm balum elam iHillu 
napistasu Iii ilappat. 

(C.5) statement of the sender 

51) J ~ubiit labarem u ~erretam irisma addinsim. It wurtasa ina bit Belet-ekallim 
ana waqqurtim JnibSina iddin. 

(5) statement of the sender concerning all of the collected oracles 

54) rem awatim sa idbubiinimma ana ,yer billija a,fpuram. bell listtilma sa 
sarrittisl{ rabililll /ipus 

Another topic 

58) l{ aJ§llIn Jall,I'ib-Dagan bebrim aWll Dasran sa ana qaqqadisll nakasim beli 
ispuram qiitam ana qatim Abi-epllb aspur. awilam lati ul lmunima bissu Ii 

nilesu alia waradutim iddin. ina sanlm iimim !uppi lasim-Dagan ikSudam 
wnmami: awilum lu iktasdam. inanlla annilam Iii annitam bell lispuram 
nisesu luwaHer. 

4.2. Transiatioll 29 

I) To my lord speak: thus (says) Sammetar. your servant: 

5) Lupahum. the ilpi/I1111·diviner of Dagan, arrived from Tuttul. The message which my lord sent from 
Saggaratum: " To Dagan of Terqa entrust me !"JO This message he delivered. and they answered him as 
follows: II) "Where ver you go, satisfaction will constantly turn to you; ram and siege-tower are given 
to you; they go by your side; they go in partnership with you ." 15) This message they gave him as an 

answer in Tuttul. 

29, I want to thank Professors Benjamin R, Foster and William W. Hallo for many helpful com­
ments on this translation. For a thorough study of the historical setting of this letter, see Charpin , "Le 
contexte historique et geographiquc." BlIlletin of the Canadian Soc iety for Mesopo{(lmiall Studies 23 
(1992), 21 - 31. 

30. According to Durand, ARM 26/1 , 427, this sentence should mean something like: "Put the proof 

of my case before Dagan." I prefer to assume a broader meaning of the phrase. The narrower meaning 
Durand proposes is an important aspect of it. 
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16) Then, when he arrived from Tuttul, I caused him to go to Dir, and he brought my bolt to Did­
tum. Previously, he had transmitted a sernum3 L "the sernum is not in order, it is waterlogged, make 
strong the sernum l " Now, he transmitted my bolt together with the following message: "I am worried 
lest you , 0 Diritum,32 trust in the friendship of the man of EShnunna33 and that you are neglectful, may 
your watchfulness be stronger than ever." 

29) Then, he spoke to me as follows: 30) "I am worried lest the king touch his throat34 without 
asking the god in regard to the man of Eshnunna. This situation is comparable to the former one, when 
the sons of lamina went down to me and settled in Saggaratum. Even then I (= the deity) spoke to the 
king as follows: 'Do not slaughter donkeys35 because of the sons of lamina l I will send them back in 
their scattered36 nests, and I will stop the river for you.' 38) In this instance now, he should not touch 
his throat without asking the god." 40) This message Lupahum spoke to me. 

41 Thereafter, on the following day, there came a qammatum-woman belonging to Dagan of 
Terqa, and she spoke as follows: 44) "Under the straw there flows water. They regularly send a mes­
sage to you (assuring their) friendship, (even) send their gods to you , but in their hearts they plot an­
other treachery37 The king should not touch his throat without asking the god!" 

51) She demanded one Laaarem-garment and a nose ring, and I gave (them) to her. Then she gave 
her commission in the temple of Belet-ekallim to the high priestess Inib-shina. 

54) A report of the words which they spoke to me, I have sent to my lord. My lord may think 
about them and act according to his great majesty. 

58) Further, concerning Jansib-Dagan, the bearum-soldier, the man from Dashran, whose head my 
lord has written to me to cut off, I wrote immediately38 to Abi-Epukh. They did not find this man; 
instead he (= Abi-Epukh) sold hi s (= Jansib-Dagan's) house and his people into slavery. On the next 
day there arrived a tablet of Jasi m-Dagan: 62) "That man has come here." Now, my lord may write to 
me one way or the other, let him release his people. 

4.3. Interpretation 

The form of this letter is unusual in two major respects. First, the prophetic or­
acles are presented in a kind of narrative framework which includes not only place 
names but also a time frame. As a result, the clear distinction between form­
elements (2) and (3) of the basic pattern are blurred. The "presentation of the 
prophet" is only one topic in the "narrative framework ." The narrative framework 
divides the oracles in two parts: the first part deals with the journey of Lupahum,39 
the apilurn of Dagan (II. 5-40); the second part deals with the qarnrnaturn of Dagan 

31. Probably a wooden object. 
32. The feminine morphemes (I. 25: tatakkali , l. 26: aa-ki, tanaddi , I. 27: ma~~aratu-ki) must refer 

to Diritum. See Durand, ARM 26/1, 428, note c. 
33 . For the role of Eshnunna , compare the following quotation from J.-M. Durand, ABD 4:533 : 

"Moreover, we know (even if we do not understand all the details) that at the final end of Mari, its 
king , breaking the ancient alliances with Babylon, had tried a rapprochement with that country's tradi­
tional (almost ancestral) enemy, Eshnunna. This city was destroyed at the same time as Mari , although 
it was, like Mari , one of the millennial powers of the ANE." 

34. The phrase napistam taptitum , "to touch the throat," refers to a gesture associated with an oath; 
it stands for the' whole ceremony of taking an oath. See Paul Hoskisson, "The Nisum 'Oath' in Mari," in 
Gordon D. Young, ed., Mari in Retrospect: Fifty Years of Mari and Mari Studies (Winona Lake, Indiana, 
1992), 203-10. 

35. "Slaughtering donkeys" is a symbolic gesture of alliance, the meaning therefore is "do not 
make a treaty with." 

36. The meaning of auburre is uncertain; see Durand, ARM 2611, 428, note d. 
37. ibid., For the meaning of sarum sanum, see 429 note e. 
38. Literally "hand to hand." 
39. This part commences with the name Lupahum (I. 5) and ends with this name (I . 40). 
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(II. 41-54). The first part contains two oracles which were given as answers to ques­
tions presented to the deities Dagan and Diritum. These oracles were elicited by the 
initiative of humans, in the first case by the king himself, in the second instance by 
Sammetar. The second part comprises only one oracle spoken without any prior ac­
tivity by human beings. Second, the letter deals not only with prophetic utterances 
but also with the case of a certain Jansib-Dagan (II. 58-62). This second matter 
seems to be-at least in our understanding40 -totaIly unrelated to the first part of 
the letter. 41 

The letter combines three prophetic utterances. The first (11. 11-14) is a more 
general assurance that Dagan has equipped the king with irresistible power. The 
oracle does not mention any specific circumstances or enemies in which the king 
would need to use this power. The second prophetic oracle (II. 30-38) urges the 
king not to take an oath without further inquiries. The first and last sentence of this 
oracle express this exhortation in almost identical words. The goddess adds even 
more weight to her advice by quoting an older oracle that she herself spoke in a 
similar situation. One can safely assume that this quotation powerfully underlines 
the present message because the former oracle was proven right in the course of 
history.42 It is not easy to discern what this oracle has to do with the first one. The 
narrative framework (II. 16-28) makes clear that Lupahum now has a different mis­
sion. There are no verbal connections between these two oracles. However, other 
connections may be identified. 

First, one may speculate about the relationship of the two deities involved. Da­
gan of Terqa and Diritum both played a role during the rebeIlion of the Jaminites.43 

It may have been appropriate to inquire of both deities in a situation that resembled 
the former one. Second, there is some connection on a thematic level. The first 
oracle serves to encourage the king to trust in his divine power. No enemy will be 
able to resist his attack. But the oracle is vague. How should the king make use of 
his power in a concrete situation? In order to find an answer to this question, 
Lupahum addresses the goddess Diritum. The second oracle is unambiguous. The 
mana of Eshnunna is portrayed as a hostile power that endangers the peace and 
order of Mari as the Jaminites did formerly. But the king is able to act out of a po­
sition of strength. He need not seek an agreement with Eshnunna. In addition, Sam­
metar reports a third oracle (II. 4-50), which, like the first oracle, stems from Dagan 
of Terqa, in whose advice the king is so seriously interested. As noted above, this 
time the god has sent his message spontaneously. 

40. If there was any relationship, there is no reference to it in this letter. 
41. The second part (II. 58- 62) is also written in a different way: the lines contain many more sylla­

bles than those in the first part. 
42. Parker, "Prophecy at Mari and in Israel ," 54: "Again, the earlier warning and promise must have 

been proved right and are cited here as a forceful motivation for laking the present oracle seriously." 
43. Diritum herself highlights her role by quoting an older oracle . The importance of "Dagan of 

Terqa" for Zimri-Lim during the rebellion of the Jaminites can be illustrated with the following quota­
tion from Durand, ABD 4:534: "Two exceptional texts have been found at Mari which could possibly fall 
under the rubric of ' literary'. The first is the large 'Epic Poem of Zimri·Lim,' almost entirely preserved, 
of more than 100 lines, which sings the praise of the king and culminates in his entrance into the Temple 
of Dagan at Terqa at the end of the Benjaminite rebellion (cf. AEM 2)." 
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The connection between the third and the second oracles is obvious. First, both 
oracles close with exactly the same sentence. As S. B. Parker has shown , this sen­
tence is formulated by Sammetar himself.44 Second, the third oracle presupposes 
the second oracle inasmuch as its third person plural morphemes refer to the men 
of Eshnunna, who are mentioned in the second oracle. This third oracle does not re­
fer to the first oracle : it does not employ military metaphors and does not mention 
the power given to Zimri-Lim, although both oracles were spoken in the name of 
the same god. The third oracle serves instead to underline the oracle of Diritum. In 
what sense? The king could react to the oracle of Diritum by insisting that the case 
of the laminites and the case of Eshnunna are fundamentally different, inasmuch as 
the J aminites endangered Mari whereas Eshnunna offers friendship. Consequently, 
Diritum's advice is inessential insofar as she does not recognize this difference. At 
this juncture, the third oracle adds an important point: the friendship of the men of 
Eshnunna is only pretended; they are anything but reliable friends. In this way the 
three oracles combined represent a consistent and powerful message to the king . It 
is quite probable that Zimri-Lim did not like this message of the prophets since he 
finally concluded the alliance with Eshnunna.45 

5. The Mari Letters and leremiah 36 

The letters from Mari allow some insight into the very first stage of a literary 
tradition of prophetic oracles. For the very first time prophetic oracles which were 
communicated orally were written down . No later editor has redacted these letters, 
nor did they ever become part of the canonical tradition. 

There is one text in the Bible that provides us with a more detailed picture of 
how the oracles of a prophet were written down : Jeremiah 36.46 Although this text 

44. Parker, " Prophecy at Mari and in Israel," 57- 60, argues convincingly that the letters ARM 26/1 
# 197 and #202 refer to the same prophetic message as this third oracIe. A comparison of the different 
letters shows that this last sentence "appears in neither of the other vers ions" (59). Sammetar must have 
added these words himself. This observation sheds new light on a problem that Charpin, " Le contexte 
historique et geographique," 25, has noted: "The way both the apilum and the qammatum insist on 
Zimri-Lim questioning the god is remarkable: apparently they are sure that the answer will be a nega­
tive one: don't conclude peace with Eshnunna. But they don't indicate the manner in which the king 
must question the god." If Parker is right. it is not the prophets who insist that additional inquiries must 
follow, but rather the letter writer Sammetar, who may even have hoped that the prophetic oracles were 
overruled by hepatoscopy. Interestingly, Sammetar has hidden himself behind the prophets. 

45. Charpin , "Le contexte historique et geographique des propheties dans Ies textes retrouves 11 
Mari," 25: "Returning to the alliance with Eshnunna, we may add something to the traditional opinion, 
which considers that prophecies in the Mari texts are never directed against the king. It is true that here, 
Dagan promises victory to the king. But in this particular political context, this means he does not support 
the royal policy, si nce he is hostile to the conclusion of an alliance which Zimri-Lim already initiated. 
We know the end of the story: finally, Zimri-Lim did not listen to the messages of Dagan and did con­
clude the alliance. We possess the text of the treaty, which I recently published, and economic texts 
attest the sending of gifts from Mari to the king of Eshnunna in the twelfth month of the sa me year." 

46. R. Lansing Hicks, "Delet and MCgillah: A Fresh Approach to Jeremiah xxxvi," VT 33 (1983),48: 
"AJJ who work on the subject of sc ribal practices in Old Testament times agree that Jer. xxx vi furnishes 
the most detailed, and indeed the only substantial, information about the making of a Hebrew book." 
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is colored by deuteronomistic editing, its historical plausibility is high .47 A com­
parison between the Mari letters and Jeremiah 36 should help us to better under­
stand both sides.48 

The prophetic letters from Mari are in most cases very clear that the prophetic 
oracles were originally delivered orally.49 A prophet spoke one oracle, meant for 
one specific occasion. In most cases the prophets spoke spontaneously. Occasion­
ally, they spoke in response to inquiries. In very rare cases, one utterance would in­
clude another oracle . This is especially so when a former oracle was proven right 
in the course of history and can serve in a new situalion as a kind of proof text.50 

No speeches combined several different oracles . 
These findings are valid for Jeremiah, too. Jer. 36:2 states that the oracles that 

are to be written down had been orally proclaimed . Further, Jer. 36:2 gives the 
impression that Jeremiah spoke in independent oracles. When the oracles were 
written down, they were also collected . [n Jeremiah the collection of the oracles is 
part of the prophetic message, inasmuch as God gives the command to combine the 
previously independent oracles. In Mari the collection of oracles is done by the au­
thors of the various letters; and in Mari usually two or three oracles are combined. 
The first scroll that Baruch wrote (ler. 36:4) probably comprised many chapters. 51 

In Mari the first reason that oracles were written down is that a letter is the 
easiest and most reliable way the prophet can reach the addressee of his or her di­
vine message; prophets and kings were often at a far remove from each other.52 

One can compare the situation in Jeremiah 36: the prophet is not allowed to enter 

47. In my opinIon Winfried Thiel , Die deuteronomistiscile Redakt;oll VOIl Jeremia 26- 45 (Neu­
kirchen-Vluyn, 1981), 49-51 is right ; he considers only the verses 3, 7, and 31 to be deuteronomistic 
additions. Concerning the historicity of the account, I agree with Barstad, "No Prophets')" 59, who ad ­

mits that Jeremiah 36 is not an accurate report of what really happened, but who insists that all the 

details could have happened in pre·exilic times, The story may be fiction to some extent , but it is not 
anachronistic. In his words, "the phenomenon is 'historically' correct." The reliability of Jeremiah 36 is 
underlined hy the unique fact that stamp seal impressions of three of the persons mentioned in this 
chapter were excavated: the impressions of "Gemariah son of Shaphan" (36: 10), of "Berechiah son of 

Neriah the scribe" (36:4), and of " Jerahmeel the king's son" (36:26). See William L. Holladay, Jere ­

miah 2: A Commentary 011 the Book of rhe Prophet Jeremiah Chapters 26-52 (Minneapolis, \989), 
215,257, 260. 

48. For the methodological problems involved, see William W. Hallo, " Compare and Contrast: The 

Contextual Approach to Biblical Literature ," in Hallo, Bruce William Jones , and Gerald L. Mattingly, 
eds., The Bible ill the Light of Cuneiform Literature (Lewiston , 1990), 1-30, 

49. Charpin , "Le contexte historique et geographique," 24: " Generally, an apilum delivers his mes­
sage orally, and it is his listener, either an official or a member of the royal family, who writes to the king. 
We have nevertheless an example where an apilLlm insists on dictating himself his message to a scribe." 
See ARM 26, #414, 

50. See the letter of Sammetar II. 30-39, 
51. The extent of this first scroll is debated. More recently, Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 16- 19. sees the core 

of this scroll preserved in Jer. 25: 1- 7 and most of Jer. 2: 1-7: 12, Klaus Seybold , Der Prophet Jeremia 
(Stuttgart, 1993), 29- 30, assumes an extent comparable to that of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah , Ac­
cording to Hicks, "Delet and M'giIHih," 66, the scroll written by Baruch comprised at 'Ieast 14 chapters 
of the Masoretic Text of Jeremiah. Siegfried Herrmann, Jeremia (Darmstadt, 1990), 36, asserts that a 

reconstruction is impossible and fruitless. 
52. Charpin, " Le contexte historique et geographique ," 26 remarks rightly: "Of course , we only know 

prophecies delivered to local governors, mostly Kibri-Dagan in Te rqa , who report immediately to the 
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the temple, so Baruch reads the scroll in his place. The scroll facilitates communi­
cation between Jeremiah and the people and, albeit unexpectedly, between Jere­
miah and the king. On the other hand, the scroll does not become worthless after 
Baruch has done his job. After the king has destroyed the scroll, a second scroll 
has to be written, although no specific addressee is in sight this time. The second 
scroll is written not for special purposes but because the words of Jeremiah need to 
be preserved, presumably because they have value for future generations.53 It is 
worth noting that the prophetic oracles were written down before their predictions 
came to pass. 

There is a striking contrast between the king of Mari and King Iehoiakim. 
The king of Mari stores the prophetic letters in his archive the same way he stores 
other correspondence. The Israelite king throws the scroll of Jeremiah in the fire. It 
is dramatically obvious that the king of Judah saw the scroll of Jeremiah as sub­
versive, whereas the king of Mari saw the prophetic oracles at least as tolerable. 54 

However, the Mari letters were all located in the royal archive probably because 
they show concern for the king and seldom imply any critique of the king or his 
policies. 55 Perhaps there were other prophecies and/or prophets of a somewhat 
subversive character; but unless new letters-presumably outside the paJace56_ 

are found, this is merely speculation. 
Only rarely did the prophets in Mari write down their oracles.57 Normally it 

was officials or ladies belonging to the palace who wrote down prophetic utterances 
in order to send them to the king. The important role of royal officials to transmit 
prophetic utterances to the king is also highlighted by Jeremiah 36. Officials inform 
the king about the prophetic activities in the temple and let him decide what to do. 58 

king in Mari ; or prophecies made in Mari when the king is not in his palace. But we must reckon with 
a lot of prophecies delivered orally directly to the king and which are lost for ever." 

53. Robert P. Carroll, Jeremiah (Philadlephia, 1986), 668 : "Committed to writing, the word has a 
permanence beyond the exigencies of human existence and can survive even the absence of its original 
bearer." 

54. The letter of Nur-Sin reflects the delicate task of transmiting an unpleasant oracle to the king. In 
the letter of Sammetar the letter writer is likewise confronted with oracles which quite probably do not 
support the intention of the king. 

55. Abraham Malamat, "A Forerunner of Biblical Prophecy : The Mari Documents," in Patrick D. 
Miller, Paul D. Hanson , and S. Dean McBride, eds. , Ancien/Israelite Religion (Philadelphia, 1987),36: 
"At Mari, nearly all the 'prophetic' documents were discovered in the royal -diplomatic archive of the 
palace (room J 15), and this would explain their tendency to concentrate on the king. Prophecies di­
rected toward other people presumably existed, but on account of the ir nature they were not preserved. 
In comparison, had only the hi storiographic books of the Bible-Samuel , Kings, and Chronicles-sur­
vived, we would be faced with a picture resembling that at Mari, in which Israelite prophecy as well 
was oriented primarily toward the king and hi s political and military enterprise." 

56. One may point to the fact that mos t of the so called " prophetic" texts, dealing with " the prob­
lem of the desecration or destruction of cult cities and the absence of a city's deity in exile," e.g., the 
Shulgi, Marduk, and Uruk Prophecies, were found in private libraries (delong Ellis , " Observations on 
Mesopotamian Oracles and Prophetic Texts: 165-71). . 

57. Compare Friedrich Ellermeier, Prophetie in Mari und Israel (Herzberg, 1968), 157. 
58. Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 258: "The officials feel impelled to tell the king, not to get Baruch and 

Jeremiah into trouble (v 19 suggests that the officials wish to protect them), but because the issue of the 
truth or falsity of the words is of the highest importance." 
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Whereas the Mari prophets focus their messages on the king, Jeremiah's written or­
acles are primarily addressed to the people of Israel. However, as Jer. 36:29-31 
shows, Jeremiah can also address the king.59 

One important reason that different oracles were combined has to do with the 
difficulty determining whether or not the message of a prophet is valid. The prob­
ability that an oracle is true is higher when it can be confirmed by other measures. 
In many cases in Mari the prophetic oracle is checked by a diviner in order to pro­
duce additional evidence.60 The value of an oracle is also increased if a second 
prophet has spoken in a similar manner, in this way supporting the first prophecy.61 
Especially unusual, ambiguous, and unfavorable oracles must be confirmed because 
they are normally suspected to be untrue. 

The cumulative, confirming effect of a collection of prophetic utterances is 
likewise envisioned in Jeremiah. Israel has rejected the individual oracles, but it 
might be moved to accept the evidence of the oracles combined. In this respect it 
is interesting that the people (36:8) and the officials (36: 15-16) listen to the whole 
scroll without interrupting Baruch. In contrast, the king does not defer his evalua­
tion of the scroll's content until the scroll is read in its entirety. Having heard only 
three to four columns, he cuts off this piece of the scroll and destroys it (36:23). In 
this way he destroys the context in which the oracles are now embedded. It is note­
worthy that in Mari most of the letters which include more than one oracle combine 
utterances of different prophets .62 In contrast, in Jeremiah 36 all the oracles of the 
first scroll stem from Jeremiah. However, in Jer. 36:32 it is left open whether all the 
additional oracles of the second scroll were spoken by Jeremiah himself. 63 One is 
reminded that in Jer. 26: 18 we are told that Jeremiah's revolutionary speech is con­
firmed by a quotation of the prophet Micah. One may recall, too, that the stubborn­
ness of Jeremiah's audience is highlighted by the fact that they reject two prophets 
who, independently of each other, speak a message of judgment (Jeremiah 26: Jere­
miah and Uriah). One must not forget, however, that a second oracle may also serve 
to counterbalance an earlier one, so that the reader is caught by a tension between 
the two oracles; e.g., the letter of Nur-Sin.64 

59. Note that Jeremiah does not speak directly with the king. As Carroll, Jeremiah, 664, has nOled, 
"the editing of the book of Jeremiah invariably presents the prophet and king Jehoiakim as two figures 
who never encounter one another." 

60. Many lellers recommend that the king should check the prophetic oracles by omens. This is a 
fact which is noted often in the scholarly discussion; see, e.g., Parker, "Prophecy at Mari and in Israel:' 
64, and Craghan, "The ARM X 'Prophetic' Texts," 4 I -42. 

61. As Professor William W. Hallo has pointed out to me, in extispicy it was customary to take 
more than one omen-sometimes many more-before accepting their results. 

62. An exception is ARM 2611, #221-bis, where Kibri-Oagan reports that the same lIIubbum has re­
peated an oracle against building a city gate. Both oracles are cited. 

63. Note the Nifal nosap. 
64. In a later development this concept may be one reason why complete prophetic books were 

grouped together. In the Akkadian canonical tradition the combination of the Marduk and the Shulgi 
prophecies may serve as an example; see Rykle Borger, "Goll Marduk und GOll-Konig Sulgi als Proph­
eten: Zwei prophetische Texte," Bi.Or. 28 (1971), 3-24. In the biblical tradition there is the surprising 
fact that twelve separate prophetic books were written on a single scroll forming together the Book of 
the Twel ve Prophets. 
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Oracles were conceived as belonging to each other for different reasons . One has 
the impression that in some cases the oracles were spoken shortly after one another. 
The relationship of the gods in whose name the oracles are delivered also seems to 
playa role. The most important reason is that they exhibit a thematic connection. This 
is likewise true for the scroll of Jeremiah, if one may understand Jer. 36:32 in this 
way. The most significant literary feature highlighting such a connection is verbal 
repetition. In the case of the letter of Sammetar it was obvious that Sammetar had 
reformulated the prophetic oracles in his own words in order to demonstrate their 
mutual relationship by means of verbal repetition . This has probably happened in 
other letters, too . 

It is important to recognize that oracles gain new meaning when interpreted in 
the light of others. We have seen this phenomenon in all three letters: the dream of 
Addu-duri became a message to Zimri-Lim; the harsh oracle of Addu, lord of Kal­
Jassu , somehow lost its harsh tone; and the general and unspecific assurance that the 
king will triumph over his enemies was perceived as directed against the man of 
Eshnunna. It should also be mentioned in this context that letters that include more 
than one oracle seem to have a tendency to concentrate on the word of the god. The 
other parts of a prophet's speech are ignored. Likewise, there is usually no informa­
tion concerning the way in which the oracle was received by the prophet. 65 This also 
underlines that fact that because the oracles were words of the gods , their meaning 
transcends the one specific situation in which they were originally spoken.66 

Jeremiah 36 shows how a collection of oracles already fixed could be under­
stood in a different way after the reaction of the hearers to its content became mani­
fest. The first scroll of Jeremiah was written with the purpose of calling the people 
of Israel to repent (36 :3, 7) .67 But after King lehoiakim had burnt the scroll , the di­
saster was definite. 68 The king had missed the last chance to avert the coming di­
saster. It became dramatically obvious that the goal of the first scroll was obsolete. 
As a consequence, the rewriting of this scroll had to serve a new purpose. The sec-

65. One can perceive the same tendency in the neo-Assyrian Sammellajeln , as noted by Manfred 
Weippert , "Aspekte israelitischer Prophetie im Lichte verwandter Erscheinungen des Allen Orients ," in 
Gerlinde Mauer and Ursula Magen, eds., Ad bene el fidelit er seminandum (Kevelaer, 1988),304: " Uber 
Art und Lokal des Offenbarungsempfangs schweigen s ich di e meisten Sprucheinheiten aus." 

66. Compare Millard, " La prophetie et I' ecriture;' 141. 
67 . It should be noted that Jer. 36:3,7 are deuteronomistic additions to the story (see Thiel , Die deu­

teronomislische Redaktion von Jeremia 26-45, 49). However, the additions only seem to explicate a di­
mension of the story which was implicit before. As is often noted, Jeremiah dictates the fir st scroll in 
the year when "the Babylonian army had marched west to the Mediterranean Sea and south along the 
Palestinian coastal plain , sacking the Philistine city of Ashkelon. This event c learly threatened Judah" 
(Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 256) . As Arnulf Baumann, "Urrolle und Fasttag: lur Rekonstruktion der Urrolle 
des 1eremiabuches nach den Angaben in Jer. 36," ZAW 80 (1968) , 350-73 , and Abraham Maiamat , "The 
Twilight of Judah : In the Egyptian-Babylonian Maelstrom," VTS 28 (1975), 130, have proposed, the fast 
mentioned in Jeremiah 36 was called because of this crisis. It seems reasonable to assume that Jeremiah 
hoped finally to find open ears for his warnings. In my judgment, Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 256, misses the 
point of the story when he argues that " a scroll that inc luded words of warning about Yahweh 's sending 

a foe from the north would hardly have been burned even by so insensitive a king as Jehoiakim." Jere­
miah 36 wants to demonstrate precisely this: the unbelievable stubbornness of lehoiakim. 

68. Carroll , Jeremiah, 663 : " the fate of Jerusalem and Judah is determined by the ashes of that scroll 
lying under the king's brazier." 
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ond scroll could no longer function as a call for repentance, but instead served to 
demonstrate that the king rightly deserved the divine punishment.69 The new un­
derstanding of the scroll culminates in an editorial addition to it. A new oracle 
announces unambiguously the death of Jehoiakim and the downfall of Jerusalem 
and Judah (Jer. 36:29-31 ).70 It is worth noting that this first editorial change of the 
original scroll is presented as being inaugurated by God. Many more of those edi­
torial activities followed and yielded, in the end, the canonical book of Jeremiah. 
The canonization of once subversive collections of prophetic oracles demonstrates 
an important difference between the Bible and the Mari letters . 

69. Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 16: " By contrast the purpose of the second scroll is Yahweh's declaration 
of irrevocable punishment (vv 28-31 )." 

70. Although it is not explicitly stated that the new oracle was included in the second scroll, this is 
quite possible. 




