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apilum of Mari
A Reappraisal®

Paolo Merio, Rome

1 Introduction
1.1

In Ancient Near Eastern and Biblical studies, it is customary to distinguish be-
tween two primary modes of receiving a revelation by a prophet: mediate (usu-
ally called divination, i. e. applying traditional techniques of inquiring) and in-
tuitive (usually called prophecy, i.e. where the message of God comes to the
prophet without a medium).

Another distinction, usually applying to the form taken by the divine com-
munication, is between requested oracles (1 Kings 22; Jer. 37,17; 38,14-16,
Ezek 14,1-5) and oracles that occur spontaneously (2 Sam. 7,4; 12,1; 1 Kings
20,13; Jer. 26,1-6).

It is important to note that it is not possible to join these two types of distinc-
tions so that “mediate” revelations are also “requested,” whilst “intuitive” reve-
lations are “spontancous.” In fact, not every “requested” oracle can be attributed
to “mediate” divination, because also a genuine prophecy may be “requested”
(1 Sam. 9,6-10; 1 Kings 14,5; 2 Kings 1,16 etc.). Therefore whilst “mediate”
divination is always “requested,” “intuitive” prophecies may be either “re-
quested” or “spontaneous.”

1.2

If we confine our attention to the intuitive prophecies attested at Mari, it appears
that prophetic messages were transmitted by various specific categories of per-
son, among whom the most frequent are the muphiim (fem. muhhiitum), and the
apilum (fem. apiltum).

Studies on Mari prophecies generally distinguish between these two catego-
ries of specialist on the basis of function, attributing “spontaneous” prophecy to
the muphiim, and “requested” prophecy to the apilum. Such a distinction should

* This paper was originally presented to the International Meeting of the Society of Bib-
lical Literature, held in Groningen on July 2004.
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If this hypothesis is correct, the Mari term dpilum should not be translated
“answercer,” but rather “intcrprc-:tcr."R

3 Prophetic texts of Mari

It is now important to check if the translation “answerer” fits the contents of the
Mari documents. The word apilum (or the fem. apiltum) occurs in 13 prophetic
letters from Mari.”

3.1 A.1121+A.2731

In the long letter from Nur-Sin to the king A.1121+A.2731" we find first (lines
13-45) a prophecy spoken by the apiliz of the god Addu of Kallassu, and then
(lines 46-62) the prophecy of an apilum of the god Addu of Aleppo.

The first prophecy, pronounced by several apila-prophets,'’ is reported in the
first person singular, as if it were pronounced by the god Addu himself; this
prophccy is introduced (lines 13f.) by a phrase with controversial meaning: ina
térétim Addu (...) izzaz ummami, literally translated “During the (performing of
the) oracles, Addu (...) stood by, saying.” According to the interpretations of
some scholars,'? the apilum prophet was just explaining the oracle’s response to
the act being performed by the diviner. However, this interpretation does not
necessarily imply—as Durand suggests—the existence of two acts of divination,
onc performed by the diviner and another by the apilum through an interroga-
tion. More simply, it may be presumed that during the extispicy performed by a
divincr,”the apila-prophets interpret or elaborate the divine message into a
speech.

% This possibility was already proposed in P. Fronzaroli, Gli equivalenti, cit., 95; W. L.
Moran, An Ancient Prophetic Oracle, in G. Braulik et al. (eds.), Biblische Theologie und
gesellschafilicher Wandel, Fs. N. Lohfink, Freiburg 1993, 254 note 5; G. Pettinato, Ap-
punti di lessicografia eblaita, 11, cit., 8.

” RA 78, 1984 (A.1121+); FM 7, 38 (A.1968); ARM 26/1, 194 (A. 4260); ARM 26/1,
195 (A. 3420); ARM 26/1, 199 (A.925+); ARM 26/1, 204 (A.2264); ARM 26/1, 208
(A.2233); ARM 26/1, 209 (A.4996); ARM 26/1, 219 (M.13496+); ARM 26/1, 223
(M.9601); FM 6, 1 (A.3760) ARM 26/2, 371 (A.428); ARM 26/2, 414 (A.431+),

10 tidition in B. Lafont, Le roi de Mari et les prophétes du dieu Adad, RA 78, 1984, 7—
I8, Cf. most rccently J.-M. Durand, Florilegium marianum VIL. Le culte d’Addu d’Alep
ot 'affuire d’Alahtum, Paris 2002 (Mémoires de NABU 8), n. 39.

" (1. linc 29: “This is what the prophets said,” annitam apili iqbi.

12 Cf. M. Anbar, note bréve, RA 75, 1981, 91; J.-M. Durand, In vino veritas, RA 76,
1982, 45 47.

YK, van der Toorn, Old Babylonian Prophecy Between the Oral and the Written,
INWSL, 24, 1998, 55-70 spec. 59-60. A translation of apilum by “interpreter” fits per-

feetly with this text. Against the interpretation that implics two acts of divination cf, also
. Ponwiatz-leisten. Heresehaflswisson in: Mesonotamion. Helginki 1999 (SAAS 10)
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The sccond propheey, prociimed by an apilum-prophet of the god Addu of
Aleppo is an appeal to king Zimri-Lim to behave justly to the oppressed (feh-
[um u pabiltum). This moral plca is introduccd by a phrase that in no way sug-
gests that the prophecy was a rcquested one: “a apilum-prophet (...) came with
PN to me and said to me as follows: write to your Lord (...)” (@pilum (...) it
PN illikamma kiam ighém ummami ana béltka Supur (...)). Nor is the strongly
admonitory tone of this prophecy suited to a “requested” prophecy; on the con-
trary, it bears all the hallmarks of a message sent independently to the king.

3.2 A.1968

The letter A.1968' sent by Nur-Sin to king Zimri-Lim, like the onc discussced
above, contains the text of a prophecy pronounced by Abiya, apilum of Addu of
Aleppo, introduced with the formula “Abiya, apilum of the god Addu, lord of
Aleppo, came to me and said (...)” (4biya apilum $a Addi bél Halab illikamma
kiam igbém).

The structure of the oracle follows a precise ideological scheme, starting by
recollecting historical events relating to previous successions to the thron¢ of
Mari, and stressing that the current king Zimri-Lim occupies the thronc of hiy
forefathers only thanks to the god Addu. Afterwards, the oracle exhorts the king
to enact justice (“If anyone cries out to you for judgement (...)”) and to avoid
going to war without first having requested and received an oracle favourable (o
this undertaking (“‘if you go off to the war, never do so without consulting an
oracle (...)").

Both the introductory formula of this message, and the contents of the proph-
ecy with its appeal to the king’s religious and moral obligations,' suggest o
prophecy sent spontaneously to the king, rather than a requested prophccy.

3.3 A.4260 (ARM 26/1, 194)

Tablet A.4260 (ARM 26/1, 194), probably attached to the lettcr from Yasim-1il
A.431+ (ARM 26/2, 414), contains various messages and requests ‘f.‘rom an
apilum of Samas. The apilum first asks for a throne and the consccration of a
daughter of the king in honour of Samas,'® and then intervencs on bchalf of

66-68.

4 Rdition in J.-M. Durand, Le mythologéme du combat entre le Dieu de I'Orage ¢t lu
Mer en Mésopotamie, MARI 7, 1993, 41-61. Cf. also J.-M. Durand, Le culte d'Addu
d’Alep, cit.,, FM 7, n. 38.

' Cf. on this subject M. Nissinen, Das kritische Potential in der altorientalischen Pro
phetie, in M. Kockert, M. Nissinen (cds.), Propheten in Marl, Assyrien und {yracl, GOt
tingen 2003 (FRLANT 201), 1-32, spcc. 19-22.

'6 About the identity of this woman cf. J.-M. Durand, Ley documents épistolalres du pa
lais de Mari, vol. 3, Paris 2000 (LAPQ 18), 390 391,
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some carlier requests by the gods Addu, Dagan and Nergal. The introductory
formula to the prophetic message does not provide any specific information,
being the customary “Thus (said) the apilum of Samas (...).”

The historical context of this message is an important hint against a transla-
tion of apilum with “answerer”: actually, the letter was written shortly after a
victory won by Zimri-Lim, for which the king had promised votive offerings to
the divinities (lines 13ff. and lines 24ff.), but he had not fulfilled them.'” Fol-
lowing this, the prophet, in the name of Samas, announces the future victory
against Hammurabi king of Kurda, and warns the king to issue an edict of for-
giveness (andurarum) after this victory so that he can demonstrate that he is a
just king (lines 32-43).

Also in this case, the exhortative nature of the prophecy and the appeal to
promises made earlier by the king, but not yet fulfilled, strongly suggest a spon-
tancous rather than requested prophecy.

This conclusion is further reinforced if A.4260 is indeed the tablet attached
to the letter from Yasim-El ARM 26/2, 414. In fact, the text of the latter tells us
that Atamrum, apilum of Samas, refused to communicate indirectly the divine
message to the king, instead he asked for a “discreet” (nasrum) scribe, to whom
he could dictate the message directly, exhorting the king to act according to the
dictates of the divine words. This behaviour of the apilum does not suite to a re-
quested prophecy.

3.4 A.3420 (ARM 26/1, 195)

In the letter A.3420 (ARM 26/1, 195) the queen-mother Addu-diiri relates to
king Zimri-Lim a message from the apilum Isi-ahu concerning the king’s ser-
vants behaviour following his departure. The oracle is introduced with these
words: “in the temple of HiSamitum, the prophet called Isi-ahu arose and so
(said) (ithima ummami).”

This way of revealing an oracle by standing up in a temple is a form which
also recurs in revelations by ecstatics (muhhim);'® it is thus impossible to dis-
tinguish on the grounds of this act between the prophecy of a muhhiim and that
of an apilum. In other words, there is nothing to suggest that the apilum was re-
quested to proclaim this prophecy.

7 On the historical circumstances of this letter cf. D. Charpin, J.-M. Durand, La prise du
powvolr par Zimri-Lim, MARI 4, 1985, 293-343 spcc. 332-333, and D. Charpin, Pro-
Photes ¢t rols, cit., FM 6, 29-31.

Wor o instanee ARM 26/, 215:15 16, On the meaning of the verb tebdm in Mari cf.
I M Buwand ARM 2471 IR7 nate v 82

jﬁ
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3.5 A925+ (ARM 26/1, 199)

The first part of the long letier from Sammétar, governor of Tcrga, to king
Zimri-Lim (A.925+ = ARM 26/1, 199) contains an oracle proclaimed by
Lupahum, apilum of Dagan. This is the oracle generally cited by scholars to
dcmonstrate that the apilum performed his activities on request.

The opening lines state that Lupahum arrived from Tuttul, answcring with a
salvation oracle the message that the king had committed to him in Saggaritum
in these words: “to Dagan of Terqa entrust me” (ana Dagan sa Terqa pigdanni).
The latter phrase presents some interpretative difficulties, and has bcen under-
stood by Durand as the task of obtaining a verification/confirmation (pigittum)
for a prophecy.'® However, D. Charpin does not accept this hypothesis, since the
verb paqadum is never found with this meaning in prophetic texts from Mari, 2
furthermore it seems that the verification of prophecies employed classic mcth-
ods of divination, rather than another prophecy.”’

The second part of the oracle (lines 30-40) where Lupahum warns the king
not to enter into an alliance with the king of E§nunna without first consulting the
god, also seems to confirm the autonomous nature of the prophecy. As a matter
of fact, the apilum prophets take the side of the cult officials, supporting the re-
quests made by the latter regarding the kingdom’s foreign policy.?

3.6 A.2264 (ARM 26/1, 204)

In the letter A.2264 (ARM 26/1, 204) the priestess Inib-§ina relates the text of
an oracle, which unfortunately has been only partially preserved, proclaimed by
the apiltum Innibana. The introductory formula of the message: “Innibana, the
prophetess, arose and spoke as follows” (ithima kiam idbub) is the one generally
used in prophetic texts from Mari, and is perfectly suited to spontancous
prophecies.

3.7 A.2233 (ARM 26/1, 208:5-14)

In the first part of the letter A.2233 (ARM 26/1, 208:5-14), Sibtu, the wife of
Zimri-Lim, relates the message of a prophecy introducing it in the following
way: “Qisti-Diritim, an apilum of Diritum, on the second day [camc] to the gate

19 S J.-M. Durand in ARM 26/1, p. 388.

0p, Charpin, Prophétes et rois, cit., FM 6, 20 note n. 113.

21 D, Charpin, Prophétes et rois, cit., FM 6, 21-22. In addition ¢f. ARM 26/1, 225: | 5f,
and 26/1, 239:10'f.; in these two letters the diviners (mér harim) are called in order (o
interprct some profetic drecams.

2 M. Anbar, “Thou Shalt Make No Covenant With Them™ (Ixadus 23.32), in 11, G, Re-

ventlow, Y. Loffman, B. Uffenheimer (cds.), Polities and Theapolities in the Bible und
Poxthibiieal Literature, Shefficld 1994 (JSOTSS 171), 41 AR spey, 46.
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of the palace and sent to me the following message” (Qi§ti-Diritim dpilum Sa
Diritim ud.2.kam ana bab ekall[im illikam k)iam iSpuram [ummami]). There is
no reason to suppose that the apilum’s arrival at the palace was requested be-
forechand; on the contrary, it seems more likely that the prophet Qisti-Diritim
presented himself spontaneously, perhaps to deliver a written message.

3.8 A.4996 (ARM 26/1, 209)

The letter by Mukannifum A.4996 (ARM 26/1, 209) recounts two prophecies,
the first against the kingdom of Babylon, whilst the text of the second has been
lost. Both prophecies are introduced by the standard formula “a apliim of DN
arose and said as follows” (lines 6-8: aplim Sa Dagan Sa Tuttul ithéma kiam
ighi ummami; or lines 15-17: aplim 3Sa Beélet-ekallim itbéma kiam i[qbi
ummamil). It has already been noted that this formula, also used for the
muhhiim, probably indicates an independent initiative by the prophet.

3.9 M.13496+ (ARM 26/1, 219)

The letter M.13496+ (ARM 26/1, 219) is of particular interest for the thesis of
this paper because it makes the autonomous nature of the prophetic message ex-
plicit. In this letter the anonymous sender (the beginning of the tablet is broken),
rclates to the king a strong rebuke proclaimed by an apilum of the goddess Nin-
bursag: “on the day of the sacrifice in the temple of Ninhursag, an apilum of
Ninhursag arose and spoke as follows (ithima kiam idbub ummami Sima): Once,
twice even three times I expressed my request before Zimri-Lim, but he did not
give me anything (...).”

The text of this reproof, in addition to the king’s failure to react, suggest that
the apilum found himself in a situation of conflict with the king, and gave his
messages independently from him.

3.10 M.9601 (ARM 26/1, 223)

The letter fragment M.9601 (ARM 26/1, 223)> and the letter A.3760 (FM VI,
1) recount some prophetic messages concerning the journey of boats charged
with sacrifices to the god Dagan. The text of these messages is fragmentary but
they are introduced by formulas resembling those of other prophetic messages:
“This é@pilum-prophet ca[me and said] (...)” (M.9601:5': apilum Su illi{kam
kiam ighém)), and “an apilum-prophet arose and, as he had repeatedly said to
Binum and his scrvants, spoke as follows (...} (A. 3760:6-9: apilum ithima
kimma I5tisSu Sintfu awatam ana Binim u wardiSu $a ina Terga wasbi kiam igbi
Hmmdml).

VOE now D). Charpin. Prophétes of roly. ¢it.. 'M 6. text n, 2.
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Both the introductory formulas and what can be understood of the contents
of the messages tend to suggest a spontancously expressed rather than a re-
quested prophecy.

3.11 A.428 (ARM 26/2, 371)

The letter from Yarim-Addu A.428 (ARM 26/2, 371) sent to Zimri-Lim from
Babylon, relates the text of two prophecies addressed to king ISme-Dagan who
at that time was lying ill in Babylon. The two prophecies are introduced with
similar phrases: “A apilum-prophet of Marduk stood at the gate of the palace,
proclaiming incessantly (...)” (apilum $a Marduk ina bab ekallim izzizma kiam
i§tanassi) and “Directly he stood at the gate of ISme-Dagan proclaiming inccs-
santly in the midst of the whole citizenry as follows (...)” (kima paniSunima ina
bab I§me-Dagan izzizma ina pubhur matim kaliSa kiam istanassi ummami). Thesc
phrases clearly show that the apilum was not permitted to enter the palace, por-
haps due to the nature of his message, which criticized the policies of the king of’
Babylon at the time.**

Neither the form nor the contents of these prophecies allow a classification of
these messages as requested prophecies.

4 Conclusion

The previous analysis demonstrates that the contents of the prophecies pro-
claimed by apila-prophets, with their frequently admonitory and critical stance
towards the king, do not allow a classification of the prophecies of the apilum as
requested prophecies. Similarly, the formulas introducing the prophetic mes-
sages of the apilum show no characteristics that justify a labelling of thesc mcs-
sages as “requested.” Besides, we do not find explicit statements that questiony
have been asked, as is the case, by contrast, in A.996:6 (ARM 26/1, 207) and in
A.3217:2' (ARM 26/1, 212) “I offered the signs to drink (and) inquired” (itté-
tim asqi astalma)®, or in A.2209 (ARM 26/1, 216) which relates the question
posed to the nabi of the Haneans.

All this, together with the fact that the apiliz-prophets are frequently strongly
linked to a god in whose name they appear to speak (cf. above all A.1968),
makes it more appropriate to translate the term dpilum as “interpreter” rather
than “answerer.”

This translation is based not only on documentary evidence from Mari, but
also has an exact precedent in the bilingual lists from Ebla, and an indircet con-

e, Charpin, Prophétes er rois, cit., FM 6, 28,

5 On this asyndetic construction cf. C. Wilcke, ittatin ukql uktal @ Medien n Marl?, RA
77, 1983, 93 “befragte ich (...) wiihrend ich (vie mil Wein) bewirtete,” interpreting, the
verb *§d/um with two accusatives, Otherwise J-M. Dunnud, who mlerprots “(he signs™ us
persons , ¢f, J.-M, Durand, /n vine verltas, RA T, TOR2, 43 A0
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firmation in the Old-Babylonian list Sag = awilum.
Finally, it is worth pointing out that this translation of apilum may also be
valid at Nuzi; however, the scarce documentary evidence from Nuzi precludes

any certainty on this point.26

2 CAD A/ 11, s. v. apilu B, 170. According to CAD, a garment is issued to the apifum of
PN and, as the word apilum is followed by a PN and not a DN, it seems more suitable to
understand here “spokesman” instead of “anwerer.” About the apilum at Nuzi cf. also
W. Mayer, Nuzi-Studien 1. Die Archive des Palastes und die Prosopographie der Berufe,
Neukirchen-Viuyn 1978 (AOAT 205), 140-141; B. Lion, Les mentions de «prophétes»
dans la seconde moitié du II° millénaire av. J.-C., RA 94,2000, 23-24.



