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Dreams and Dream

Interpreters in Mesopotamia
and in the Hebrew Bible

[Old Testament]
Scott Noegel

The dream comes with much implication.

-QEhe!et f.'2

A
lthough the subject of ancient Near Eastern dreams has received scholarly
attention for some time,l recent years have seen a resurgence of interest in
the topic. In part this is due to the appearance of several previously unpub-
lished texts,2 a scholarly desire to update the available resources on the sub-

ject,3 and the currently prevailing academic preference for comparative
interdisciplinary inquiry, which has moved the study of the ancient Near Eastern
dreams beyond its hitherto nearly entirely descriptive mode.4 What has emerged from
this renewed interest is a new appreciation for the subtleties of dreams, the divinatory,
ontological, and ideological contexts of their interpretations, and the variety of,
methodological frameworks that can be used to understand them. While not every .
framework has proven useful for elucidating the topic beyond what we already know, 5
the cumulative impact provides new directions for research.

I divide the topic of dreams and their interpretations into two sections: the
Mesopotamian evidence and that found in the Hebrew Bible.6 Throughout I shall
adopt A. Leo Oppenheim's typology7 and distinguish "message" dreams, in which a god
or important figure appears in a dream and delivers an auditory missive to the dreamer
(often to legitimate, support, or ease the political, national, or military concerns of the
dreamer), from "symbolic" dreams, in which the dreamer witnesses enigmatic visual
images that require an interpreter upon awakening. Oppenheim also classified sepa-
rately those drea..msthat involve prognostication as "mantic" or "prophetic."
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Although Oppenheim's work offers a useful starting point, it is important to stress
the limits of his typology and of others based on it. Not only does his work make no
distinction between literary and historical texts, but, as we shall see, not every dream
account fits neady into one of the two (or three) categories, and there is considerable
overlap between them. For example, there are symbolic dreams that require no inter-
preter, and message dreams that do. There are prophetic message dreams and also
prophetic symbolic dreams. Oppenheim's typology also presupposes that the peoples
of the ancient Near East, like we do today, conceptually distinguished symbolic modes
of discourse from nonsymbolic modes, but the religio-mantic conception of the writ-
ten word throughout the ancient Near East argues against this.8 Mesopotamians use
the same word, for example, for "visual portent or sign" and "cuneiform sign;'9 and
for diviners, both animal viscera and the stars constituted the "writing of the gods."

I begin by surveying the Mesopotamian evidence, since it is attested much earlier
arid is much greater than the biblical evidence, in terms of the number and type of
relevant textual materials -available to us. Unlike the Bible, which preserves only liter-
ary accounts of dreams and their interpretations, Mesopotamian dream accounts ap-
pear in a vari'ety of textual genres including ritual, oracular, epistolary, historical,
dedicatory, and literary texts. We cannot use our abundant evidence, however, to gauge
the popularity of oneiromancy in Mesopotamia, for in the scholarly academies dream
interpretation never achieved the status of other forms of divination such as extispicy
(divining from animal viscera) and later astrology, which were viewed more reliable
and less subjective and, therefore, were used to authenticate a dream's interpretation.
This is especially evident in the neo-Assyrian period (744-539 B.C.E.) in which kings
preferred other divinatory experts in their courts.l0

Our earliest evidence for dreams in Mesopotamia is a Sumerian 11relief known as
the Stele ofVultures.12 This now-fragmentary monument was erected by King Eana-
turn I (ca. 2454-2425 B.C.E.) of Lagash (or possibly his nephew Enmetena)13 to laud
his military success over neighboring Urnma. The text recounts how, after appearing
beside Eannatum's head (a widespread literary topos in message dream accounts),14
the god Ningirsu 15guaranteed the king's victory. Since the stele was carved after the
campaign and describes the king as over nine feet tall and created by the god him-
self, w~ must see it as tendentious fiction. However, we would be mistaken if we

thought of it -only as royal propaganda. The stele was discovered in the temple
precinct and not on the border ofLagash,16 suggesting that the cult ofNingirsu had
considerable interest in preserving the dream account. The Ningirsu priesthood
probably stood to benefit as much from sanctioning the king with Ningirsu's promise
as from the campaign itself.

Another Sumerian 9J:eam account appears in the mythological text known as "Lu-
galbinda in the Mountain Cave."17 Iri this story, the hero Lugalbanda falls ill while on
a military campaign and is left behind in a cave. After surviving the sickness by fervent
prayer, Lugalbanda undergoes a series of tribulations that mark his transformation into
a savior-holy man.At one point, Lugalbanda lies down to induce dreaming, and the
dream god Anzaqar18 prompdy appears issuing a rather vague command.

';c-I-¥:,

:ic

The reddish brown bull-who [will bind] it for me?
Who will pour me the sheep's fat?
He must possess my own axe, 'o/hose fine metal is metal of the skies;
He must possess my side-arm, made of ironp9
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Anzaqar then commands Lugalbanda to wrestle and kill the bull and present its in-
nards "before the rising sun." In all respects, the dream is puzzling. Lying somewhere
between a message dream and a symbolic dream, the text legitimizes the hero byrep-
resenting, in H. Vanstiphout's words, "a first test ofLugalbanda's suitability for holiness,
and at the same time his calling to the same.,,20

The verses leading to the dream offer insight into Sumerian conceptions of dreams.

Dream-a door cannot hold it back, nor can a doorpost;

To the liar it speaks lies; to the truthful the truth.
It can make one happy or make one lament;
It is a closed archive basket of the gods. . .

Of particular note is the comparison to a sealed basket of cuneiform tablets, a well-
known practice in juridical contexts, which classifies dreams as secret legal texts21-a
point to which we will return.

The Sumerian Legend ofSargon, king ofAkkad (ca. 2334-2279 B.C.E.),reports how
the young Sargon, while serving as a cupbearer for King Urzababa in Kish, had a dis-
turbing message dream, which he promptly reported to the king upon awakening.

There was a single young woman, she was high as the heaven,
she was broad as the earth

She was firmly set as the [bas]e of a wall.

For me she drowned you in a great [river], a river ofblood.22

As soon as the king heard tllls, he realized that Sargon would replace him as king,
which, of course, he eventually did.23 According to J. Sweek, "The text strongly iden-
tifies Sargon as the chosen one, becoming king without design or impious rebellion
of his own.,,24

In the following' centuries, one finds a number of individualized message dream
narratives in Mesopotamian royal inscriptions of varying types (e.g., votive steles, clay
nails, prisms, and dedicatory bricks). Most date to the reigns of the neo-Assyrian king
Assurbanjpal (668-627 B.C.E.)25and the neo-Babylonian king Nabonidus (555-539
B.C.E.). Since some of these inscriptions were deposited out of human view for the
gods, they must have had more of a religious function than a political one. On the
other hand, even genuine acts of piety can constitute propaganda, since witnesses were
present during the rituals that accompanied the deposition of such texts.

A dream report relating to the neo-Assyrian king Assurbanipal reads as follows.
One night, before a battle, the king prayed to the goddess Ishtar for guidance. That
same night, a priest dreamed he saw the goddess Ishtar holding a bow and sword and
promising victory, which he then related to the king. Although not stated explicitly,
the inscription appears to record an incubation practice, that is, a provoked dream
omen.26 The ~ext's political aspects are apparent, but again, we must be careful not to
sever it entirely from its religious context.

It is easier to identify the propagandistic function of another dream dating to this
king's reign. This unique account tells us that the night before crossing the torrential
Idid'e River,Assurbanipal's troops all experienced the same dream in which Ishtar of-
fered comforting words: "I shall go in front of Assurbanipal, the king whom I myself
have created!" The next morning, we are told, they crossed bravely and safely.27
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Propagandistic concerns also are clear in dream narratives dating to Nabonidus. In
addition to one report in which the king is encouraged to build the sanctuary of the
moon god Sill at Harran, one stele reports how the deceased king Nebuchadnezzar II
appeared to Nabonidus in a dream and deciphered another (prestimably) symbolic
dream.28 (The dream itself is lost.) The account aims to set Nabonidus up as Neb-
uchadnezzar II's legitimate successor. The dream is fascinating not only because it pre-
serves one of two cases in which someone deceased appears in a dream but because
the dream depicts an astronomical omen involving the moon, Jupiter, and "the Great
Star." It is thus an omen within an omen. It also is a rare example of a dream being
interpreted within a dream, an occurrence that signaled prophetic significance
throughout the Near East.29 .

Several Mesopotamian literary texts contain what have been described as message
dreams, but upon closer look they defy eaSyclassification.Ludlul bel nemeqi(lit. "Let
Me Praise the Lord ofWisdom") is a case in point. 3°This Babylonian poem describes
the experience of a righteous sufferer who has three dreams, each of which suggests
that his health will be restored.31 Although the dreams require no interpreter, they de-
pict mysterious images, including a young man of remarkable stature, an incantation
priest sent to cleanse the dreamer, a young woman of shining visage, and an exorcist
carrying a tablet-the very tablet upon which the poem is written.32

The 750-line Epic of Erra33 similarly underscores our inability to classify literary
message dreams according to the accepted typology. After extolling the attributes of
the god Erra, the poet concludes by stating that Erra revealed the entire text to him
in a dream, which he recorded faithfully-a statement that constitutes a claim of div-
inatory privilege. The reference, like the tablet in Ludlul bel nemeqi,also helps to con-
textualize Mesopotamian literary dreams by reminding us that mantic professionals
were responsible also for the production of literary texts. & I shall show below, this
information is especially useful for contextualizing literary symbolic dreams and for
conceptualizing Mesopotamian literature generally.

The site of Mari, on the mid-Euphrat~s, has produced a number of message dreams
dating to the eighteenth century B.C.E. Sometimes labeled "prophetic" dreams, these
texts are in actuality missives sent by officials that report the message dreams of seers

that have impprt for the royal house. Since the dream accounts appear in epistolary
contexts, a propagandistic function can be ruled out. Nevertheless, the political import
of the texts remains. One dream, in which a deceased priest appears, will demonstrate.
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He [the seer] saw the following: "You will not rebuild this deserted house. If the house
is rebuilt, I will make it collapse into the river."The day he saw the dream, he said noth-

ing to anyone. The next day he again saw the following dream: "It was a god. You will
not rebuild this house. If you rebuild it, I will make it collapse into the river." I now
hereby dispatch to my lord the fringe of his garment and a lock cram his head. . . cram

that day, this man has been ill. (Sass~n (1983), pp. 283-293)34 ..

This dream illustrates three patterns found fi:equently in message dream accounts.
The first is the twice-experienced dream, which signaled divine communication
throughout the Near East. The second is that of the seer's commitment to a social, if
not legal, contract that forces him to report all potentially significant divinatory ob-
servations to the king. The letter implies, in fact, that the seer's illness was due to his

not reporting the first dream.35 The third pattern is the reference to the seer's fi:inge

"t
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and hair lock, knCtwn especially at Mari, which is meant as proof that the said seer, in
fact, did experience the dream. This illustrates the potential political power invested in
man tics of good reputation and suggests that such "proof" would not be necessary if
attempts to falsify dreams were unknown.

The political import of message dreams for the royal house is also obvious in As-

surbanipal's annals, which record the king's experiences during a political revolt pr~-
voked by his brother, then king of Babylon. In the dream the god SIn warns: "Upon
all those who plot evil against Assurbanipal, king of Assyria, and resort to [actual] hos-
tilitites, I shall bestow a miserable death, I shall put an end to their lives through the
quick dagger of [war], conflagratioh, hunger, pestilence."36

Two other literary accounts of message dreams appear in the famous Epic of Gil-
gamesh, but they are problematicY The first is the dream of Gilgamesh's friend
Enkidu, presumed present (on the basis of the Hittite version)38 in the broken sections
of the Assyrian version. It describes Enkidu's appearance before the 'divine council
where he learns of his imminent death. The second is the god Ea's disclaimer that he
did not explicitly "leak" news of the impending deluge: "It was not I who disclosed
the secret of the great gods. I caused Atra-hasis to examine a dream, and he perceived
the secret of the gods" (XI: 186-187). The former dream's appearance in the Assyrian
version is too fragmentary to be useful, and the latter dream poses difficulties because
the description of dreams as divine secrets and the so-called message of the dream it-
self classify it more as a symbolic dream.39

Symbolic dreams are more widely attested in Mesopotamia than message dreams and
appear more often in epic literature than in historical texts. The earliest, a Sumerian

cylinder inscription known as Gudea A,4o reports how Gudea, ruler of the city of La-
gash (ca. 2130 B.C.E.),experienced two enigmatic dreams, the first in which a colossal
man spoke words of indistinct meaning. Puzzled by the experience, he boarded a boat
to Nin, the dwelling of the goddess Nanshe. It is she, or perhaps a priestess through
whom the goddess speaks, who interprets his dream as meaning that he will build the
god Ningirsu's temple. Afterward, Gudea gets a "second opinion" by having an extispicy
(inspection of the entrails of sacrificial victims for divinatory meaning) performed.

In the Sumerian poem "Dumuzi's Dream," the god Dumuzi experiences a bewil-
dering dream influenced by the South wind. 41
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An owl had caught
a lamb in the sheepcote,

A falcon had caught
a sparrow in the reed of the fence. . .

The churns lay on their sides,
poured out no milk,

The cups lay on their sides,
Dumuzi lived there no more,

The winds only swept the fold. 42
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Upon awakening, his sister Geshtininna affirms his (worst) nightmare by interpreting
the dream as portending his death. Mter several attempts to escape this fate, including
a transformation into a gazelle, Dumuzi is eventually captured and killed.

The epistolary texts of Mari preserve at least one symbolic dream, although again
the current rypology is not helpful. 43The letter in question reports a dream of the
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female seer Addu-duri as reported to King Zimri-Lim (ca. 1775 B.C.E.). No inter-
pretation follows, but the symbolic nature of the dream and its ambiguity suggest that
we include it here.

Tell my lord: Addu-duri, your maidservant, says: Since the shu/mum of your father's house,
I have never had a dream [such as] this. Previous portents of mine [were as] this pair. In
my dream, I entered Belet-ekallim's chapel; but Belet-ekallim was not in residence.

Moreover, the statues before her were not there. Upon seeing this, I broke into uncon-
trollable weeping. This dream of mine occurred during the night's first phase [lit. during
the evening watch). I resumed [dreaming], and Dada, the priest of Ishtar-pishra, was

standing at the door ofBelet-ekallim['s chapel],but a hostile voice kept on uttering: "tura
dagan,tura dagan."This is what it kept on uttering. . . 44

,.

Of interest is the word shulmum, a pun that means both "restoration" and "de-
struction" of a royal line.The dream's concluding words, tura dagan,tura dagan,also are
ambiguous and suggest both "0 Dagan return (here)/come back/reconsider" and a
proper name connected with a Mari king who ruled over a century before Zimri-
Lim.45Thus, the entire letter46 teems With ambiguity, which,]. Sasson notes, "may have
drained him [Zimri-Lim] of any will to act purposefully."47 Since the omen was of
considerable political import, ambiguity probably served to safeguard.the diviner. Am-
biguous omens ITom the practice of extispicy offer analogies. U. Jeyes notes: "By
couching his words in a subtle, not to say ambiguous manner, he could avoid com-
mitting himself and his profession in a disastrous way."48

In the Epic of Gilgamesh,49 the hero experiences two symbolic dreams ill close
succession, which his mother, the goddess Ninsu, interprets.

tJt

The stars of heaven gathered [?] to me, and a meteorite [kitsru] from [the god] Anum fell
on top [tsen] of me I tried to lift it, but it was too heavy for me. I tried to budge it, but

I could not budge it. The land ofUruk gathered around it, the young men kissed its feet,
I took responsibility' [?] for it, they loaded it on to me, I lifted it and brought it to you. . . .

Of spaciQus Uruk an axe [hatssin,f was thrown down, and they gathered around it.
The axe looked somehow strange. I saw it and I was glad. I loved it as a wife, and I doted

on it. I ~took it and placed it at my side [ahiya].50

The Mari letter above illustrated how the ambiguity inherent in symbolic
dreams can safeguard diviners when not interpreted or when rendered equivocally.
The interpretation of Gilgamesh's dreams shows us yet another side to the inter-
preter's use of ambiguity. It reveals how words that possess multiple meanings can
provide clues to a dream's interpretation. The interpretation of Gilgamesh's mother,
for example, hinges on the polysemy' inherent in the words used to convey the
dream. Gilgamesh stated that the kitsru landed "on top" (ism) of me, which his
mother interprets as representing a man "born of the steppeland (tsen)," a figure
whom we learn to be Enkidu. In effect, she has heard in the preposition tseri on
top the homophonous noun tseri "sfeppeIand."51 Additional puns connect the ob-
jects in his second dream and its interpretation, 52 and they are more than literary
whimsy or sophisticated intertextuality. They are accurate depictions of a divina-
tory hermeneutic at work.

Two more examples will demonstrate, taken ITom later in the epic when Ea warns
Utnapishtim in a dream: "spurn property (makkura zerma), keep living beings alive"
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(xI:26). Two puns occur here: "spurn" (zerma), which also can be read as "construct"
(serma);and "property" (makkura), which suggests "boat" (i.e., makura).53In essence, Ea
issued two polysemous secrets with one breath: "forsake property and build an ark!"~

Later, when Ea tells Utnapishtim that the chief god Enlil promises to "provide"
(zananu)the people with an "abundance" (nuhshu) of "wheat cakes" (kukkt) and
"wheat" (kibatt), Utnapishtim divines other meanings in these words: an "excessive"
(nuhshu) "storm" (zananu) of "darkness" (kukkt1) and "heaviness" (kibittu) XI:45-47.54
Thus, the flood survivor's great wisdom, which earns him the epithet Atrahasis "ex-
ceedingly wise" (XI:188), springs £rom his ability to "hear" between the lines.

We obtain further insight into the socio-religious context of divinatory ambiguity
£rom Babylonian and Assyrian scholarly commentaries, 55wherein one finds esoteric
meanings hermeneutically extracted £rom texts via wordplay. Many. of the text's
colophons label the hermeneutics, and the texts to which they are applied, as "secret
words" (amatnitsirtt) and "secrets (pirishtu)of the gods," the same expressionsthat ap-
pear in Utnapishtim's statement to Gilgamesh and Ea's words to Utnapishtim.56 In a
technical sense then, the dream secrets ofEa, which Utnapishtim relates to Gilgarnesh,
accurately portray the privileged divinatory ambiguity of diviners.

Such a realistic rendering of the punning techniques of dream interpreters in liter-
ary texts underscores the close connection between divinatory experts and the pro-
duction of literary texts57 and raises serious questions concerning what constitutes
"literature" (and "literary patterns") in these cultures. Not only does the epic realisti-
cally characterize Utnapishtim as a dream interpreter, 58 performing his rituals at
night, 59but the redactor of the epic, Sin-leqqi-uninni, was an exorcist. We should not
be surprised, therefore, that this "literature" accurately reflects mantic hemeneutics.

In addition to literary, epistolary, and historical texts, we possess a collection of
dream oraclesknown as the Babylonian DreamBook,60of which roughly one hundred
oracles have survived out of an estimated five hundred. The series opens by invoking
the god of dreams Zaqiqu (alsocalled MA.MD)61 and, much like the Egyptian Dream
Book,62 organizes dreams into thematic categories along with their interpretations. Just
a few of the themes include: urinating, having sex, flying, visiting certain temples and
towns, seeing the.dead and the divine, ascending to the heavens, descending to the un-
derworld, carrying objects, standing or sitting in a particular place, turning into vari-
ous animals, eating and drinking particular items, making objects, performing a
particular occupation, seeing animals, being given objects, seeing astronomical bodies,
and felling trees and plants.

The Dream Book, however, is more than a collection of dreams, for they represent
an attempt on behalf of the divinatory establishment to standardize and control dreams.
Indeed, the very format and organization of the compendium, like that"oflexicallists,
demonstrate a desire "to present a systematic and ordered picture of the world:,63 The
Dream Book also tells as us much about the interpreter's hermeneutical options, as it
does about the loves, fantasies, and fears of the average Mesopotamian (unlike message
dreams, which are associated typically with kings). 64Some of the compendium's inter-
pretive strategies include the use of contemporary associations; the pairings of similars
or of opposites; learned. readings of cuneiform signs; a consideration of the dreamer's
occupation, state of mind, status, and personal situation; and a polarity between dreams
and their meanings, that is, if one dreams a bad thing, it means a good thing (hence, "If
the god utters a curse against the man; his prayers will be accepted").65 In some cases,
the basis for interpretation remains bewildering.
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