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Some Ancient Semitic Conceptions of 
the Afterlife 

Introduction: Some Fluidity in Christian Belieft 

Contemporary Christian belief, as represented by certain of its docu
ments ~o less than by popular practices, contains a large number of 
diverse conceptions of the Afterlife, some of them incompatible or 
mutually exclusive. This diversity is at a minimum in doctrinal works, 
where theologians have deliberately combated heresies or reconciled 
differences of belief, but remains present not only, as some would say, 
in the biblical sources of our faith, but also in popular devotion, expressed 
on the one hand in funeral and memorial customs and on the other in 
modem hymnody. To quote only one instance from the last-mentioned 
source, the conception of the point at which the Afterlife begins ranges 
from that of Mrs Alexander's gloomy dirgel which, speaking of the 
departed in the churchyard, says: 

They do not hear when the great hell 
Is ringing overhead; 

They cannot rise and come to Church 
With us, for they are dead. 

But we believe a day shall come 
When all the dead will rise, 

When they who sleep down in the grave 
will ope again their eyes. 

to the fIne hymn of F. W. Faber 2 which clearly implies that it is not 
in an eschatological future but immediately at the end of its earthly 
travail that the Christian soul goes to its rest and joy with the Shepherd 
in Heavel,l: 

Rest comes at length; though life be long and dreary, 
The day must dawn, and darksome night be past; 
Faith's journey ends in welcome to the weary, 
And Heav'n, the heart's true home, will come at last. 

Other examples of similar contradictions could be given. The fact that 
one belief is officially the true Catholic doctrine 3 to the exclusion of 
the other does not affect the fact that in popular devotion the two 
beliefs exist side by side. 
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When such diversity of popular belief still exists within our own 
faith despite the fact that for over a millennium the fmest intellects of 
the western world employed themselves in erecting one unified logical 
and systematic theology of the Christian faith, it is against all pro
bability that it should be possible, without violence to the facts, to 
abstract from the archaeological and written sources concerning 
ancient Semitic conceptions of the Afterlife a single unified set of ideas. 4 

No such attempt is made in the present essay, which endeavours to 
describe the more prominent conceptions found and to relate them, 
where possible, to particular periods, milieu:x;and external influences. 

Sources 

An initial difficulty in discussing any aspect of Semitic religion is 
to decide what is admissible as source material. The term 'Semitic' 
itself need not trouble us here: though perhaps not justifiable as applied 
to anything other than languages, and difficult of precise definition, it 
is in this connection convenient and generally understood. Quantita
tively, the largest mass of documentary material for ancient Semitic 
civilisation consists of the texts from Babylonia and Assyria, but so 
great was the influence of the Sumerian sub-stratum on the civilisation 
of Babylonia and Assyria that there have oeen authorities who would 
deny that the religion of these peoples may properly be considered as 
Semitic at all. 5 This view seems to go too far, particularly in view of 
some very marked differences (for example, the relative prominence 
of goddesses) between the purely Sumerian religion of the third 
millennium B.C. and later Assyro-Babylonian religion; nonetheless it 
is essential to bear in mind the possibility of Sumerian influence when 
considering any evidence from the Assyro-Babylonian field for which no 
parallel can be adduced from Semitic influences uninfluenced by Sumer. 

The most generally known evidence on this subject is that of the 
Old Testament: this has been so frequently recapitulated and so 
extensively discussed that the treatment of the material in this essay is 
largely confined to summarising the main opinions, and differences of 
opinion, maintained by scholars on this subject. 

A third source of ancient documentary material, which has become 
available in the last thirty years, consists of the Ras Shamra (Ugaritic) 
tablets, 6 of which the evidence for the present investigation is im
portant though not extensiye. Interpretation of some of the passages 
crucial for this subject is still in dispute amongst authorities. 
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Some scraps of evidence relating to the northern Semites are to be 
found in a few Phoenician and Aramaic memorial inscriptions, whilst 
some hints concerning the beliefs of Arabs before Islam may be gleaned 
from South Arabian inscriptions, burial practices as established by 
excavation, and traditions in Arabic literature. 

Stages in General Conception of the Afterlife 

F. Cumont, in his Afterlife in Roman Paganism (1922); .brilliantly 
demonstrated that in Roman religion at least three strata of belief were 
to be recognised concerning the Afterlife. Originally the soul of the 
dead man was felt to continue some kind of existence within the tomb 
itself; then the tomb was regarded as being the entrance to the great 
gloomy subterranean chamber in which all the dead shared a shadowy 
existence; fmally the conception was reached of a celestial heaven, at 
least for certain of the deceased, who attained this privilege either 
through personal merit or by salvation through the Mysteries. It is 
not difficult to illustrate the existence of the two earlier stages of belief 
amongst the Semites: that they had, prior to and independent of the 
period of Iranian influence, any conception of a celestial heaven, in the 
sense of a home of the blessed departed, is less easily established. 

Palaeolithic and Neolithic Burial Practices 

The archaeological evidence (in the narrow sense) is concerned 
primarily with burial practices. Here it is difficult to make significant 
distinctions between the practices of the Semites and those of many 
non-Semitic peoples, largely because the practices ·themselves go back 
to an enormous antiquity, long before a distinct Semitic culture group 
arose. Indeed, the evidence available suggests that the concern of Man 
with the mystery of death and therefore with ritual disposal of the body 
Was earlier than Homo Sapiens, going back half a million years to Homo 
Sinant~ropus. 7 In the Middle Palaeolithic period Man (perhaps because 
of an increased vividness of his dreams related·to the mental develop"' 
ment associated with his increasing mastery of tool techniques, though 
this 'dreams' theory has been criticised8) began to pay great and 
increasing attention to funeral rites and the cult of the dead,9 and from 
this time onwards' ceremonial interment was practised continuously' .10 

Cave-burials of the Middle Palaeolithic period have been found in 
which the body has been carefully disposed, in some cases with a 
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specific orientation, and accompanied by tools; this suggests some 
form of beliefin survival in and possibly beyond the grave.u In the 
Upper Palaeolithic period there was further development in the cult 
of the dead, notably the staining of skeletons with red ochre, doubtless 
as 'an attempt to make the deceased live again in his revivified body' .12 
In this period also is found the beginning of the practice of flexing the 
dead body: this has generally been taken as symbolising the foetal 
position and thus as rehiting to an idea of re-birth beyond the grave: 
James suggests13 more plausibly that the object was to prevent the 
dead from walking to the discomfiture. of living men. 

At the neolithic revolution there emerged a myth and ritual in 
response to the new factors in human economy and society, but behind 
this there lay the palaeolithic cults concerned with the dead. The new 
conceptions involved appropriate modifications in the ancient prac..;. 
tices, such as the introduction of figurines of the mother-goddess, the 
source of life of neolithic religion, into the funerary equipment, but 
the ancient practices themselves continued. There is therefore no 
necessity to suppose that all aspects of burial practices in the neolithic 
or pro to-historic periods necessarily reflected current conceptions. 

Burial amongst the Semites 

All the branches of the Semites shared in the ancient idea that there 
was some kind of continued existence after death: the conception of 
annihilation at death only began to be considered by them at a very 
late period and under Greek influence. 14 . 'Life' was thought of as 
something tangible and indestructible, either as associated with the 
blood16 or as a kind of vapour which at death passed out through the 
nose:16 amongst the pre-Islamic Arabs the soul (hama) was represented 
in poetry 'as a kind of bird, resembling an owl ... ,which flies out of 
the head of the dead man and hovers about near the grave' .17 Death 
was referred to, in the Old Testament and elsewhere, as ' sleep'.18 

Amongst the Semites the mode of disposal of the body was almost 
invariably burial. Only rarely and in exceptional circumstances did 
cremation take place. Consignment of the body to the river, which is 
attested as a means of disposal of the corpse in early Sumerian times,19 
does not appear to have been established by any textual evidence as a 
practice of the Semitic inhabitants of Babylonia: archaeological 
evidence is not likely to become available either to prove or to disprove 
the existence of such a practice. 
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Whilst burial was the almost invariable means of disposal of the 
body amongst the Semites, the place and details of burial might vary 
widely~ The corpse might be buried under the floor of a house or 
palace, in a cave or rock-tomb, or in a special graveyard. There is no 
evidence from Babylonian or Assyrian graves for any particular 
orientation of the corpse, which might be flexed, unflexed, or pushed 
into the shape most suitable for disposal in a large pot or other con
tainer. 20 At Ugarit burial in a vault, probably wrapped in a shroud,21 
was the normal way of disposal of the body:22 according to the evid
ence of an Egyptian source, the story of Sinuhe, the inhabitants of 
Syria five hundred years earlier buried the body in a sheepskin.23 At 
Ugarit as elsewhere women served as professional mourners, pouring 
ashes on their heads, tearing their clothes, lacerating their bodies, and 
making lamentation.24 Mourning practices. of this kind, long known 
from the Old Testament, have recently been found referred to in a 
Babylonian inscription of the sixth century B.C. 25 

Grave Offerings 

There is widespread evidence, not confined to the Semites, for the 
practice of placing vessels containing food and drink, and various other 
objects, in or near the tomb.26 As archaeological evidence for the 
practice in' the Babylonian milieu may be quoted the many graves 
excavated at Assur, which contained a great variety of ornaments; 
weapons, household equipment, and vessels for food and drink. 27 
Since the shades of the dead required sustenance, the unburied, or those 
lacking the usual grave-offerings, were in an unhappy plight: the 
e!immu (ghost) without a grave is mentioned alongside a number of 
other beings, including 'the e!immu who has no-one to tend him, the 
e!immu who has no provision of food-offerings, the e!immu who has 
no libations of water', 28 as likely to be possessing a sick man, and the 
exorcist 'warns all such spirits: 'Until you depart from the body of the 
[sick] man, you shall not drink water .... Neither sea water, sweet 
water, bad water, Tigris water, Euphrates water, well water nor any 
river water will they pour out for you.' 29 It is interesting also that in 
pre-Islamic Arabic poetry almost the only feeling ascribed to the 
departed soul (hama) is that ofthirst,30 and in poems composed on the 
death of a relation one finds such phrases as 'May he be refreshed with 
drink'.31 G. Ryckmans suggests 32 that names given to South Arabian 
tombs, such as khrJ, 'Autumn Rain', and mrw, 'Stream', may be related 
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to the idea that abWldant rain or libationS were beneficial. to the 
departed. .. 

A text from Ugarit 33 makes it explicit that after·a man's death his 
future well-being depended upon offerings made by his son, who also 
had the pious duty of erecting in the sancturay a stele bearing the name 
and lineage of the deceased. The presence of pottery in some cave
tombs confirms the statements of the texts that at Ugarit the dead 
were provided with food and drink. Archaeological. evidence also 
establishes that food and drink offerings were given to the dead amongst 
the Canaanites in Palestine, whilst tubes leading into Canaanitegraves 
were almost certainly intended to convey drink thither. 34 

The position with regard to fWlerary offerings amongst the 
Israelites in Palestine seems to be open to some doubt. Certainly 
vessels were placed in the graves, but it has been asserted that no 'single 
clear remnant of food or drink· has been discovered in any of the 
dishes, jugs, and jars. placed in the tombs which have so far been 
excavated in ancient Israelite Palestine'. 35 What if we accept this claim, 
are we to make of the presence of such vessels in the grave? G. E. 
Wright, adducing Jeremiah xvi. 7 and Hosea ix. 4 as evidence for the 
holding of a funeral feast for family and friends, suggests t4at the 
vessels were those of the mourners, placed in the tomb for sentimental 
reasons, as a 'symbolic and/or traditional survival of the primitive 
custom' 36 of prehistoric times. There are objections to this view. In a 
tomb of the moparch'y period at Tell en-Na~beh (a site a few miles 
north of Jerusalem and possibly the remains of Mizpah of I Samuel 
vii. 5, etc.) ajar did contain some substance which, though it was never 
properly analysed, was probably the remains of a honeycomb.37 As 
to the suggestio~ regarding the origin of the vessels in the tomb, it is 
notable that of three classes of juglet fOWld at Tell en-Na~beh, two 
classes 'were largely reserved for ftmeral offerings', 38 that is, they were 
not vessels of everyday use such as Wright's theory requires, but 
special vessels for the tomb. 

As to the biblical evidence, it seems possible to take the passages 
adduced by G. E .. Wright in a rather different sense from that normally 
given them. In Hosea ix. 4 there is no justification beyond the Septuagint 
translation for the specific rendering 'bread of mourners' rather than 
'bread of sorrow', and if the Septuagint translation (rrEvOOV!;, gen. 
sing.) is to be taken as the basis for the translation, this passage could in 
fact be interpreted as referring to grave offerings, since'TTEvOo! }s 
elsewhere in the Old Testament the usual rendering of Hebrews. ebel, 
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which appears to mean in a number of occurrences not simply 
'mourning' but 'funerary rites'. 

The verse Jeremiah xvi. 7, though in its present form it certainly 
contains phrases which suggest that the eating and drinking is done 
by the survivors, may perhaps show traces of an original idea of sharing 
food and drink with the dead. Jeremiah xvi. 3 ff. refers to certain 
additional horrors to be added to the common fate of death. The 
horrors beyond death are: omission of burial (verses 4,6), lamentation 
(verses 4, 5, 6), ritual laceration (verse 6) and ritual cutting of the hair 
(verse 6). These are penalties inflicted not upon the survivors but upon 
the dead. It seems not Wlreasonable to take verse 7 as continuing the 
thought. The first words should in that case be translated not 'they 
shall not break39 [bread] for them in mourning', but 'they shall not 
distribute [bread] to them in mourning rites' (taking paras 18 as in 
Isaiah lviii. 7, and the third person plural indirect object as referring 
to the dead, as in all translations). In the phrase 'they shall not cause 
them to drink the cup of consolation', there seems to be no reason to 
assume that the third person plural direct object here differs in: its 
reference from the three preceding indirect objects in third person 
plural, which all undoubtedly refer to the dead and not to the sur
vivors. The remaining words~'to comfort them for the dead' and 
'for their father or for their mother'-are against the proposed inter
pretation of the verse; they may either be taken as conclusive evidence 
that the verse, despite the points mentioned, never bore any allusion 
to offerings to the dead, or else treated as containing an editorial 
attempt to modify a text which was fOWld offensive in that it seemed 
to condone the practice of making offerings to the dead. Heidel, 
accepting the usual interpretation of Jeremiah xvi. 7 and Hosea ix. 4, 
asserts that 'while among the Babylonians and Assyrians it was the 
duty of the surviving relatives to supply the departed with food and 
drink ... , we have no Old Testament evidence that this practice was 
in vogue· also among the Hebrews'40 and claims that the only passage 
adduced in support of such a view worthy of consideration is Deuter
onomy xxvi. I4, which he prefers to interpret as allJlding to gifts of 
food to mourners. The detailed criticism of Heidel's arguments must 
be relegated to the footnotes,U but the evidence of the Old Testament, 
though not conclusive for either interpretation, does seem to point to 
the fact that the provision of food and drink offerings to the dead, like 
many other pagan cults, was practised amongst the Israelites, and that 
the practice had not been wholly stamped out, despite the Wlquestioned 
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,?pposition of the prophets, by the Exile or perhaps even by the time of 
Ecclesiasticus. 

Necessity of Proper Burial 

Whatever the specific beliefs concerning the destiny of the, soul 
after death, burial according to the prescribed rites was thought to be 
essential to enable the soul to pass from the vicinity of the corpse to 
whatever awaited it.42 In Babylonian religion, without proper burial 
of the corpse the shade could not find rest in the Underworld and was 
doomed to wander ceaselessly upon the earth. Amongst the ghosts 
which might haunt a sick man and require to be exorcised was 'one 
that lies dead in the desert, uncovered with earth' 43 and 'a ghost 
without a grave'. 44 Assurbanipal, in exposing the bones of Elamite 
kings, says 'I brought restlessness upon their ghosts and cut them off 
from food-offerings and libations'. 45 The idea that denial of proper 
buri~ would affect the person concerned after death seems_also to have 
bee~ accepted by the prophets, to judge by Amos ii. I, where Moab 
is denounced for burning the bones of the kings of Edom. A similar 
idea may be recognised in 2 Kings xxiii. 16-18, where it is recorded 
that the good King Josiah had the bones of idolaters burned but 
decreed that the bones of a Yahwist prophet should not be disturbed. 
Burial without adequate rites was a heavy penalty Oer. xxii. 19, xxvi. 
23) and a horror which exceeded death itself(Jer.xvi. 4,6). Mutilation 
after death (2 Sam. iv. 12) or cremation (Josh. vii; 25) might be resorted 
to in the case of a criminal. 

The idea that the repose of the soul depended upon the body 
remaining buried in the proper manner underlies the imprecations 
inscribed on tombs in other parts of the ancient Semitic world. Thus 
a funerary inscription of a king of Sidon (c. 300 B.C.) reads: 'Do not 
open me nor disquiet me, for this thing is an abomination to 'Ashtart. 
And if you do ... [so] ... , mayyou have no seed among the living 
-under the sun nor resting place among the shades (rp)m).'u Funerary 
steles in pre-Islamic South Arabia also bear curses intended to fall upon 
anyone who violates the tombY 

The recognised importance at Ugarit of the proper burial rites has 
already been referred, to. 

"," Whilst in Babylonian belief the ghost of one who had not received 
proper burial was regarded as malevolent and dangerous to living man, 
there is only slight evidence In the Old Testament of belief that such 
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a spirit could harm. Deuteronomy xxi~ 22, 23 (c£ Josh. viii. 29, x; 
26, 27) which prescribes that an executed criminal shall be buried on 
the same day, may be related to this conception. Lilith, the female 
demon (in popular but false etymology 'night-demon') of Isaiah 
xxxiv. 14 and later Jewish tradition, represents a different conception, 
that of a primeval spirit which had never been embodied: this is quite 
clear from the Babylonian evidence where the lilitu, the counterpart 
and original of Lilith, represents a demon or class of demon quite 
distinct from the e!immu or ghost. 

Passage of Ghosts to the Underworld 

If the corpse had been buried according to the due rites, the ghost 
was able to pass into the Underworld. On its journey thither, in the 
Babylonian conception, the ghost had to pass over a river, according 
to the statement of the Babylonian Theodicy: '(Men must) go the way 
of death; "You shall cross the river Hubur", they are ordered from 
eternity.'48 The idea was elaborated by the provision of a ferryman, 
Humu~-tabaI49 (Bear swiftly!), to take the soUl across to the city of the 
dead. In the religion of Ugarit the idea of a River of the Underworld 
seems also to have been held, in view of the occurrence of the term 
Jp! nhr 50-'Judge River'-in connection with the Underworld: the 
phrase suggests that the soul not only crossed but was judged at the 
River. That the Babylonians may also have admitted_the-idea of some 
kind of judgment _ taking place at the River of the Underworld is 
indicated by a text in which occurs the passage: 'At the side of the 
Holy River-the place of judgement of the people who cross." The side 
of the river-the Ordeal.'51 However, whilst there is certainly mention 
elsewhere of judges in the Underworld, the idea of a judgment of souls 
remained inchoate in Babylonian religion; it is, indeed, just possible 
that the text translated may have referred,to the Ordeal of the terrestrial 
legal system, in which it was the River-God who in the last resort 
decided a case. 

There seems to be no evidence in the Old Testament for the idea 
of a river of judgment in the Underworld. 

It may be mentioned at this point that it has been denied that there 
was at U garit any idea of the dead passing beyond the tomb: according 
to one authority, A. van Selms, 'Once buried the dead were supposed 
to remain in their graves. -There they "slept", though they were able 
to partake of food; especially that in liquid form, which their relatives 
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bestowed on them.'52 There is a passage in the Ugaritic texts which, 
speaking of a man who has been killed, may be translated, 'his soul 
(nps) shall go forth like wind, his ghost like a puff'; 53 but this provides, 
according to van Selms, no reason to suppose that 'a nps, after leaving 
the nostrils, is a sentient being'. 54 The use of the term 'the cave of the 
gods of the earth' for 'grave' van Selms explains 52 as related simply 
to the fact that the grave, as a hole in the ground, is part of the domain 
of the chthonic deities, whilst according to him the statement that the 
dead 'go down into the earth' merely expresses a literal truth con
cerning the place of burial. 55 He further claims that 'nowhere is there 
mention of any act of the dead': this view is not, however, universally 
accepted and its validity depends upon the meaning of the Ugaritic 
word rpum, which is discussed below. 

Whatever doubts may exist as to the doctrine of the soul passing 
to the Underworld at Ugarit; there can be none concerning its pre
valence in the Old Testament. Here the prinCipal word for 'Under
world' is Sheol (s6)01), but in addition a number of synonyms or 
presumed synonyms occur, such as Destruction eabaddon) , Pit (bor, 
sa!!.a!) , or Death (mawe!). The term Sheol itself in some passages56 

seems to have been synonymous with 'grave',57 but it is difficult to 
accept a view put forward by Heidel that in a number of cases58 the 
word meant simply 'death': in one of the examples, Psalm xxx. 4 
(R.V. 3), the parallelism shows that Heidel's interpretation is incorrect; 
in another, Psalm lxxxvi. 13, the qualification 'lowest' for 'hell' seems 
to be meaningless iChell' here means simply 'death', but very much to 
the point if there was the conception of a hierarchy in the Under
world; whilst inJonah ii. 3 (R.V. 2) 'from the belly of Sheol', parallel 
to 'in the heart of the seas' (certainly literal) in the following verse, 
seems undoubtedly to have a concrete meaning. 

A number, of authorities, in writing of Old Testament conceptions 
ofthe Underworld, have laid emphasis upon the idea of waters of the 
Underworld. Thus A. R. Johnson writes: 'In many cases the most 
striking aspect of the psalm is the expression which it gives to the 
worshipper's fear of death and his vivid sense of already being engulfed 
by the waters of the Underworld as he descends captive to the realm 
of the Dead.' 59 Job xxvi. 5 also shows that the dwellers of Sheol 
were beneath waters. The geographical relationship of such waters 
to Sheol itself is not made clear, but there is nothing to suggest that 
they correspond at all closely to the cosmic river of the Babylonian 
and probably the Ugaritic conception. Heidel explains the situation 
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by the assumption that 'the Old Testament localises the realm of the 
d~ad~ or, rather, the realm of certain disembodied human spirits, 
WIthin the innermost parts of the earth, below the sea', 60 but that the 
real visible sea comes into the matter is not proved by the passages 
quoted. ' 

Nature and Inhabitants of the Underworld 

In the Babylonian conception the Underworld WaS 'the Land of No 
Return', 'the house in which he who enters is deprived of light; where 
dust is thei~' food and clay their sustenance; where they see no light 
~nd d.well ID- darkness; where they are clad with garments of wings 
like bIrds; where dust has spread over door and bolt'. 81 In the Hebrew 
conception likewise, the Underworld was a place of darkness; 62 

The inlIabitants of the Babylonian Underworld included' others 
than the sha~e~ of th~ human dead. The realm was ruled over by a 
goddess, EreskIgal, WIth the god Nergal as consort. At an earlier stage 
of thought, however, Ereskigal must have ruled over the Underworld 
alone, for an Akkadian myth 63 explains how she came to take Nergal 
as her spouse. Whilst Nergal was certainly of Sumerian origin, he 
seems to have become of particular importance after the Amorites 
came. i~to Babylonia at the ~nd of the third millennium. Nergal, as 
the killing s.~ of the Babyloruan summer, was regarded as a hypostasis 
of the Senutlc sun-god (as a text expressly states),64 and it is not im
possible that Erdkigal's taking of Nergal as consort may to some 
extent reflect the patriarchal basis of Semitic society. 
, There was another group of divine beings, probably belonging to 

a set of ideas of Sumerian origin, known as the Anunnaki, who dwelt 
in a separate building called the Egalgina: they served (though this 
may be a Sumerian conception) as judges, sitting outside their palace 
on golden thrones. 65 Gilgamesh, a partly divine Sumerian king of 
Erech of the first quarter of the third millennium, is also met with as 
~ god 66 and judge. 67 of the Underworld, but here also the conception 
IS probably Sumenan rather than Semitic. Other divine figures of the 
Underworld are described in an interesting but unfortunately much 
damaged Assyrian text 68 which gives an account of the descent thither, 
apparently in a dream, of an Assyrian Crown Prince, probably a son 
of Esarhaddon though not necessarily Assurbanipal. Most of the first 
half of the text is fragmentary, so that the circumstances of the descent 
~re f:r .from cl~a~, but at the point at which the text becomes readily 
mtelligIble Ereskigal has appeared to the prince and granted him his 
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desire: subsequently he sees the Underworld. Fifteen divine creatures 
are described, including Namtar (otherwise known as a plague-demon), 
vizier of the Underworld, and a number of composite human-animal 
creatures: one of these was a black man with a face like the divine 
Zu-bird, garbed in red and bearing a bow in his right hand and a 
sword in his left. Nergal himself, crowned, sat on his throne with the 
Anunnaki to left and right. Nergal, on seeing the prince, stretched out 
to him his divine sceptre, full of pulu~tu (mana) to kill him with 
its touch, but was stayed in his purpose by his counsellor the god Isum. 
The prince, after reproof for his presumption in approaching Ereskigal, 
was handed over to the doorkeeper Lugalsula to return to the upper 
world by the gate ofIstar and Ea. 

It is thus dear that there was a developed hierarchical pantheon in 
the Babylonian Underworld, though there is no evidence that this is 
to be treated as a distinctly Semitic rather than a Sumerian conception. 
In addition to the divine beings already mentioned were hordes of 
lesser anonymous non-human spirits, such as the evilgalle (ghouls?), 
evil gods, and evil winds: 69 'evil' in such contexts relates not to any 
moral standard but to the malevolence to living men of such beings 
when they escaped from the Underworld. 

. Condition and Activities ~f the Dead in the Underworld 

Despite the mention in Babylonianliterature of judges of the 
Underworld, and some allusions, in both Sumerian and Akkadian 
texts, to judgment after death,70 there is very little if any suggestion 
that a moral verdict was at any point passed ona man's course of life: 
references to 'good' and 'evil' in connection with judgment seem to 
relate to observances of ritual rather than. moral requirements. The 
fate of the dead seems to have depended only upon their status in life, 
their manner of death, and the correctness or otherwise with which 
the heirs carried out the funeral ritual. 71 In the Epic of Gilgamesh, 
Enkidu, when allowed to return from the Underworld to inform his 
friend of conditions there, gives some details of the scale of merit. 72 

A man's advantages increased with the number of his sons, the man 
with one son weeping at the foot of the wall and the father of five 
sons being honourably admitted into the palace as a scribe. The warrior 
slain in battle was provided for, though normally the man without 
an heir had to feed on scraps and garbage. At Ugarit the principle, if 
not the details, was similar, since the lot of the departed after death 
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depended upon the action of the heir, and the worst fate that could 
befall a man was to die without a son.73 The same attitude was dis
played amongst the Israelites, where the institution oflevirate marriage 
gave the deceased a chance of acquiring a son posthumously. 74 

In the Old Testament sphere, despite the clear statement that 'all 
go to one place', 75 it has been denied that the souls of pious persons, 
like those of the unrighteous, were believed to· descend to Sheol. 
Heidel, who takes this view, bases it upon Psalms lxxiii and xlix.76 
These passages need not, however, be taken in a sense which supports 
Heidel's contention. In Psalm .lxxiii the crucial verse is 24, translated 
in R.V. 'Thou shalt guide me with thy counsel, And afterward receive 
me to glory'. Heidel annotates the second half of the verse 'Or: "Thou 
wilt receive me with honor." The ultimate sense is the same.' 77 The 
. ultimate sense is in fact very different. 'Glory' in English has undergone 
a semantic· development which enables it to be employed in some 
contexts in the .sense of 'the splendour and bliss of heaven' :78 no 
evidence has yet been adduced that the Hebrew original underwent 
such a development, and in the absence of such evidence the term 
must be taken in the sense 'honour' or 'renown'; 'glory' is a legitimate 
translation in English only if it is understood in its more primitive 
meaning.79 Heidel's other passage of supposed positive evidence, 
Psalm xlix, has been very differently interpreted by other scholars . 

In the cases in which 'Sheol' indisputably occurs of the place to 
which a righteous man goes, the term is interpreted by Heidel as 
meaning merely 'death' or at the most 'Afterworld',80 whilst of the 
common expression 'to be gathered to one's fathers' Heidel says that 
it 'cannot mean anything else than that the soul or spirit of a c"rtain 
person leaves this wotldat death and enters the afterworld, in which 
his fathers or certain of his kindred already find themselves'. 81 Since, 
however, the very evil Manasseh at death 'slept with his fathers', 82 who 
included his own pious father Hezekiah, and was afterwards joined by 
his pious grandson Josiah,83 this expression does not allow one to 
differentiate between the Afterworld of the bad and the Afterworld of 
the good: 'all go to one place.' 

The indisputable piece of evidence on this subject, the coming up 
of the ghost of Samuel when conjured by the witch of En-dor,84 
does not appear to be fairly faced by Heidel. Heidel speaks of 'the 
much-debated question whether the apparition described ... was the 
real Samuel or whether it was an evil spirit who had assumed the out
ward appearance of Samuel'. 85 This question, highly important if one 

II 
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is attempting to discover the facts of the incident with a view to testing 
the validity of Spiritllalism, is completely irrelevant when we are 
considering not the facts of the incident but the beliefs (which may 
have been in conflict with the facts) of the ancient Hebrews: whether 
the witch was an impostor or not, quite clearly Saul, himself an erst
while prophet, in asking the witch to 'bring up Samuel', expected 
Samuel to come up from below. It may ~ave been the fact that Saul 
was, as Heidel puts it, 'distracted, Godforsaken, and desperate' 86 that 
led him to take part in a practice on which official religion frowned; 
but whilst his spiritual state undoubtedly distorted his view of the 
rightness of necromancy, there is no evidence whatever to suggest either 
that it affected his view of the possibility of necromancy or that it clouded 
his memory of such a purely technical point as the directionfrom which 
a ghost would be expected to come. Far from Saul's nocturnal seance 
being an isolated aberration, it is clear that it was part of an evil cult of 
necromancy sufficiently widespread to necessitate legislation against it 
in Deuteronomy and Leviticus and condemnation by Isaiah. 87 

On the basis of the above considerations it is therefore concluded 
that the original and prevalent conception in the Old Testament was 
that all the dead, pious and impious alike, went to Sheol, the Under
world. There are, however, indications that within the Underworld 
there was, as in Babylonian religion, the possibility of some differen
tiation between the lots of different men. Sheol itself seems to have 
been divided into more or less remote parts, as is indicated by the 
occurrence of such terms as 'the depths of Sheol', 'loins (furthest parts) 
of the pit', 'the pit of the ta~tiyyol (lowest parts), ('tabtiyyot of the earth' 
being a phrase for 'Underworld'), and 'lowest Sheol'.88 Ezekiel xxxii. 
21-~2 seems to imply that the warriors of Meshech and Tubal (i.e. 
Musku and Tabalu of Assyrian sources) would be separated from the 
rest of the uncircumcised in the Underworld. Within Sheol the de
parted retained at least part of the characteristic distinctions of their 
earthly life, for Samuel still wore his mantle,89 and kings still sat upon 
thrones. 9o The only passages which speak of everlasting punishment 
for the wicked, Isaiahlxvi. 24 and Daniel xii. 2-3, are recognised by 
almost all authorities as coming from a period when the Jews were or 
had been strongly exposed to the influence of Iranian thought. 

A term to be considered in cOllllection with the Hebrew conception 
of the Underworld is rephaim (properly r·pa>im), which eight 91 times 
occurs in the Old Testament as a designation of the dwellers of the 
Underworld. In view of Proverbs xxi. 16 and the parallelism with the 
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word for 'dead men' in some other cases, it can hardly be proposed 
that the term refers to some species of chthonic beings other than 
human souls. The matter is complicated by the application of the term 
rephaim in other cases to pre-Israelite giants. The two usages have been 
explained on the theory that originally the term 'referred to the giants 
... who were destroyed by God from the earth and cast down into 
the Underworld' and eventually 'came to be used as a general designa
tion of all those in the Underworld' 92 including the departed from 
this world; but unless it is assumed that the belief in the Underworld 
found no part in Hebrew religion before the entry into Canaan, there 
s~ems no reason why the inhabitants of Sheol should have been par
ncularly associated with the pre-Israelite dead rather than with Israel's 
own ancestors. The term rephaim also occurs in some Phoenician 
t~mb inscriptions. In these a curse is called down upon anyone who 
dIsturbs the tomb, and the sanctions include a clause that such a person 
shall have no resting-place with the rp)m. Since the potential violator 
is specified in one case as 'any prince or any man' , 93 it Call1lot be argued 
that the rephaim here represent a class of divinity which a king alone, 
by virtue of his di.vine kingship, might join. 

An Ugaritic term, rpum, also comes into consideration here; some 
have sought to COllllect it94 or even identify it with Hebrew rephaim. 
However, whilst all authorities accept that the two terms come ulti
mately from the same root, it Call1lot be proved that rpum andr·pa)i'm 
have undergone corresponding semantic developments, and it has been 
denied that there is any significant relationship between the two 
terms. Van Selms gives the opinion that in Ugaritic religion 'there is 
no real argument for assuming that human beings became rpum after 
death. These beings, whose name recalls the Old Testament rephaim 
of whom we know even less, were certainly deities; that call1lot be 
said of the rephaim . ..• All this points more to [rpum being] a certain 
class of minor gods than ... the ghosts of the dead.'95 J. Gray, in 
~eg~rding the r1?um as 'a sacre~. g~ild closely ~ssociated with· the king 
111 his office as dispenser of fertility ,96 takes a VIew acceptance of which 
removes the term from consideration as evidence on the subject of the 
After~fe. However, could it be proved that rpum was equivalent to 
rephalm, the passages concerned would show that in Ugarit the lot of 
the shades was distinctly brighter than in. the Hebrew conception, since 
they could hold a feast, make a sacrifice, or be invited by the supreme 
god to· his palace.97 This happy lot was certainly possible for the 
departed soul, at least of the king, in the north Syrian state of Ya)di (of 
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which the capital is represented by modem Zinjirli), since in an Ara
maic inscription of the eighth century B.C, a dead king,Panammu, 
instructs his sons to sacrifice to the god Hadad saying: 'May the soul 
(nps) of Panammu eat with Thee, and may the soul· of Panammu 
drink with Thee ... .'98 

Whether the rephaim of the Old Testament had any relationship 
with God, or with the world of the living, seems open to doubt.99 

A lack of relationship with God is supposed for the dead in the Under:
world in certain passages in the Psalms and in Isaiah xxxviii. 18, whilst 
a contrary belief is expressed in Psalm cxxxix. 7-12. As to knowledge 
of events on earth, R. Pettazzoni, as a general conclusion from the 
comparative study of religions, says: 'The dead ... know everything. 
. . . In [the case of the knowledge of animals, birds and serpents] we 
have to do with a magical or oracular wisdom .... The spirits of the 
dead also possess knowledge of this sort.' 100 Despite this general 
principle, in Psalm lxxxviii. 13 (R.V. 12) Sheol is called 'the land of 
forgetfulness', and a similar idea underlies Psalm cxlvi. 4: 'His breath 
goeth forth, he retumeth to his earth; In that very day his thoughts 
perish.' Yet Samuel was believed to recognise Saul on returning to 
the earth, and to be acquainted with current human affairs, whilst 
Ezekiel xxxii. 21 expects gentile warriors who are already dead to 
recognise the Egyptians when they come down to join them. Likewise 
in Isaiah xiv. 9-10 the dead are expected to know and even mock at 
the king of Babylon coming to share their shadowy lot. Jeremiah 
xxxi. 15 speaks of the long-departed Rachel weeping at the adversities 
which had befallen her clilldren. 

In Babylonia doubt as to the continuing relationship of the dead 
with their kin on earth and even with the gods did not arise. In the 
Babylonian Underworld prayer could be made to the gods: the spirits 
of the dead could receive the prayers of their descendants and families 
and intercede with Shamash and Gilgamesh for them.lDl This was per
haps made possible by the fact that Nergal, the god of the Underworld, 
was an hypostasis of the sungod Shamash, the god of Justice. The 
pantheon of the Underworld was, it may be noted, ultimately under 
the authority of the supreme god Anu, to whom the individual gods 
of the Underworld were subordinate. 

Escape of the Dead from the Underworld 
In what circumstances could the shades of the dead escape from the 

Underworld? That they were thought to be able to do so, at least 
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. temporarily, is borne out by specific instances from Babylonia and 
Israel, as well as by the widespread belief in ghosts in other partS of the 
Semitic world. The theoretical possibility is made clear in the Baby
Ionian version of the myth of the descent of the goddess Istar to the 
Underworld, in which Istar at one point threatened to break down the 
bolted doors of the Underworld, whereupon the dead would rise 
en masse.102 How far this is a Semitic fancy, as distinct from one taken 
over from the Sumerians, is uncertain, though it may be noted that in 
the Sumerian Descent of Inanna upon which the Semitic Descent of 
Istar is based, at Inanna's return to the upper world she was accom
panied by swarms of beings-not necessarily human souls-from the 
Underworld. l03 Though certain classes of spirits might come forth 
from the grave to consume mortuary offerings,104 there seems to be 
no evidence that the shades of dead humans normally did so: the manner 
in which these shades received the offerings and libations made for 
them is not clear, though it is probably connected with the fact that, 
in addition to the one principal entrance to the. Underworld,105 each 
grave was also an entrance, and in some parts of the Semitic world 
there were arrangements whereby offerings could be introduced into 
thetomb.l06 By special command of a god, a shade might be per
mitted to leave the Underworld for a short period: such was the case 
with Enkidu, whose spirit, at the application of Ea, was permitted by 
Nergal to appear to Gilgamesh. Nergal opened a hole in the Under
world, so that the spirit (utukku) ofEnkidu came forth like a zaqiqu:l07 

zaqiqu, often translated with the sense of ' wind', is known elsewhere as 
a type of being which co~es forth from the Underworld in quest of 
mortuary offerings.l08 A more substantial resurrection was possible in 
the case of certain dying gods or those primeval beings imprisoned in 
the Underw9rld,lD9 but this does not relate directly to the Afterlife of 
humans. 

In the Ugaritic· religious literature-ofwhich probably no more 
than a small fraction has been recovered-there has so far been 
lound no conception of human resurrection, either in finite time or 
eschatologically. . 

In pre-Islamic South Arabia, certain titles of rulers found in the 
inscriptions have very dubiously been rt:lated to the conception of the 
possibility of apotheosis of kings after death:110 this, if a valid con
clusion, would indicate that kings at least might escape the common 
lot. 
.... The clearest. evidence in the Old Testament for the possibility of the 
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. temporary release of a human shade from the Underworld is the story 
of the bringing up of Samuel by the witch of En-dor. This incident, 
however, is clearly parallel to the appearance to Gilgamesh of the 
shade of Enkidu, and the account is no evidence for a Hebrew belief 
in an eschatological resurrection. The .view, which has often been 
. advanced, and is still maintained by some, that belief in an ultimate 
resurrection was a part of Old Testament theology, rests largely on the 
supposed evidence of Job xix. 25-27 and some passages in Daniel. 
The interpretation of Job xix. 25-27 remains controversial, and on this 
matter a quotation of one of the most recent and moderate statements 
of the facts must suffice. W. Baumgartner, speaking of '[Job] xix. 
25-27, once the locus classicus for the resurrection', says 'Opinions still 
differ as to whether Job is to "see God" in this or a future life. [Many 
noted scholars] support the first view. Those who support the post 
mortem interpretation, however, are not showing a mere return to 
tradition as may be seen by the varying ways in which it is treated by 
[them]. These general points seem to me to be clear: (i) The rendering 
of g8)az; by "my Redeemer", which goes back to Jerome and Luther, 
does not rightly express his legal function; (2) "Vindication, not the 
vindicator is the essential requirement of the situation" (Stevenson); 
since the person is not defined, must it inevitably be God? (3) The 
setting of these verses in a COl1l1ection where this confidence bears no 
fruit tells against according to the verses a central significance in the 
old sense. In the same way the parallel with the cultic cry of the 
Ugaritic myth: "I know that Aliyn Baal is alive" is purely fortuitous, 
since both times it occurs in entirely different situations.' 111 

Job xiv. 7-14, with the crucial verse 12-'SO man lieth down, and 
riseth not: till the heavens be no more, they shall not awake, nor be 
roused out of their sleep'-is most naturally interpreted as a denial of 
the doctrine of resurrection,112 though Heidel argues otherwise. He 
takes the view that 'till the heavens be no more' implies that the death of 
a mall is only temporary, on the ground that Psalm cii. 26-28 and Isaiah 
xxxiv. 4 and li. 6 show that the heavens will pass away: all texts which, 
on the contrary, say that heaven and earth are eternal are dismissed 
without adequate consideration.113 The statement of E. C. S. Gibson 
seems still to be applicable to this passage: 'It would be entirely out of 
place to read into this verse the thought of the extinction of the heavens 
spoken of in Isaiah li. 6, and to imagine that Job was teaching that 
man actually would rise again, but not till this took place. This has 
indeed been the view of many commentators since the days of Gregory 
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the Great. But nothing could be clearer than the fact. that Job here 
definitely denies any resurrection.' 114 

Isaiah xxvi. 19 has also been adduced as evidence for an ancient 
Hebrew belief in the mass resurrection of the righteous,115 but verses 
15 and 20 strongly suggest that the passage is to be applied not to 
individuals but to the nation. The Targum explains 'dead men' of 
verse 19 as 'the bones of their dead bodies', 116 but even if the Targumic 
interpretation is taken as meaning a physical resurrection in the Chris
tian sense (and it could with equal validity be explained as meaning 
mere magical revivification of skeletons, the interpretation being in
fluenced by Ezekiel xxxvii. 1-14), this was merely the interpretation 
current at the time of writing of the Targum and not necessarily the 
original Hebrew conception. 

An Old Testament passage which has been taken as referring to the 
resurrection and as containing the doctrine of the Afterlife in a very 
developed form is Isaiah liii. 8-12, one of the so-called 'Servant Songs' 
of Deutero-Isaiah. Old Testament scholars are, however, far from 
unanimous in accepting this interpretation, and one of them in a recent 
work explains the meaning of the passage Isaiah lii. 13 to liii. 12 as 
being that 'suffering and privation, contempt and an ignominious 
death are to be taken, despite all natural human inclination, not as 
proof of dereliction and guilt, but as vicarious self-sacrifice, voluntarily 
undertaken for others; further, that this has made available a hitherto 
unheard of depth in the conception of life and the universe .. .' .117 

Daniel xii. 1-3 undoubtedly refers to a general resurrection of 
both good and evil, with a distinction between the final fates of the 
righteous and the unrighteous. This passage, however, though highly 
relevant in a discussion of the Christian doctrine of Judgment and 
Immortality, is generally accepted as coming from about the middle 
of the second century B.C., and it is questionable whether it is to be 
taken a~ a development which arose in purely Semitic thought or as 
one which took place under external influence. 

Heaven 

Related to this Daniel passage is the problem of the belief in Heaven, 
the abode of the blessed, distinct from the. Underworld. As has been 
shown, . the id:a was widely diffused throughout Semitic. thought of 
some kind of Judg~ent a~ter death and a distinction (not necessarily 
based on moral conslderatlons) between the lots in the Underworld of 
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different men. There is also, as pointed out above, some indication 
from Hebrew terminology that the Underworld itself was divided 
into more or less remote parts. Daniel xii. 1-3, where the idea of the 
Judgment and Separation is beyond doubt, compares the wise and 
righteous, after judgment, with the firmament and the stars, thus 
suggesting (though not proving) that the realm of the blessed was 
thought to be astral or celestial and distinct from the Underworld; 
Psalm lxxiii. 23-25 has often been adduced as further evidence of the 
same belief, but the objection to interpreting this passage as a reference 
to life after death has been mentioned above: moreover, even were it 
conceded that the passage could and should be interpreted on those 
lines, the parallelism of verse 25, where 'heaven' balances 'earth', 
would make it inadmissible to interpret 'heaven' as intended to desig
nate the place to which God will take the Psalmist 'to glory'. 

An instance, and that a relatively early one, in which there can be 
no doubt that the place of the blessed was thought to be in the celestial 
sphere and not in the Underworld· is the assumption of Elijah, who 
was taken up to Heaven in a whirlwind. lIS The only possible parallel 
to this in the Old Testament is the fate of Enoch, who 'walked with 
God: and ... was not; for God took him'.u9 However, despite the 
traditional interpretation that Enoch escaped death, the meaning of 
the passage is by· no means assured; and even if the two cases are 
accepted as parallel, they only establish that the taking of humans into 
Heaven was a most rare privilege which could only be accomplished 
by exempting the favoured man from the normal process of physical 
death. The difficulty of reaching Heaven, the abode of God, is clearly 
shown in the dream of Jacob, in which the angels of God required a 
ladder to pass between earth and heaven.120 

In the Babylonian literature also are found references to the pos
sibility of eternal life in a realm of the blessed distinct from the Under
world. Adapa, summoned before the great gods to answer for his 
impiety in breaking the wings of the south wind, as a result of the 
counsel of his protector, the god Ea, behaved in so conciliatory a 
manner that he was in fact offered the bread of life and water of life. 
These, believing them to be bread and water of death, he refused, and 
thereby failed to acquire immortality.l21 A motif found on many 
cylinder-seals has been interpreted as 'an enthroned god bestowing on 
his worshipper a vase with the water of life and bread of life' 122 and 
related to the belief in the possibility of attaining immortality, but 
such an interpretation is highly speculative. 
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The problem of the possibility of attaining immortality is also dealt 
with in Babylonian literature in the. Epic of Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh, 
terrified at the thought of death, undertook a long and difficult journey 
to his ancestor Uta-napistim, and Uta-napistim, in answer to his en
quiries, related how he himself had attained immortality. Long ago, 
the god Enlil had sought to destroy mankind by a great flood. Fore
warned by the god Ea, Uta-napistim had built a ship, by means of 
which he and his wife, together with their family, had been able to 
escape drowning. When the flood subsided Enlil· was at first full of 
wrath that his plan had been thwarted, but, when his anger had been 
appeased, he apotheosised Uta-napistim and his wife, and proclaimed 
that they should live' afar off, at the mouth of the rivers' .123 Here, for 
ever, lived Uta-napistim and his wife, but there is no suggestion that 
their place of abode was with the sky-gods, and the idea approximates 
more. nearly, in terms of Christian thought, to the Garden of Eden 
than to Heaven. 

It was proved to Gilgamesh himself that he could not bear im
mortality, but as a consolation he was given the secret of a magic 
plant, not of eternal life but of escape from old age. This he found, but 
during his return home it was stolen bya snake. Gilgamesh, in great 
distress but at last convinced of his fate, sat down and lamented that 
he had, for all his toil, acquired nothIng for himsel£ 124 This negative 
result of his quest reflected the Babylonian belief that before the destiny 
established for him by the gods man was helpless; there was nothing 
man could do to escape from the common lot of old age and death. 
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