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Introduction

Scholars have long noticed similarities between ancient Greek and Near Eastern cosmologies.
The comparison between the different roles assigned to the gods in establishing or participating
in the respective cosmological constructions also has a long history. However, the significance
of such parallels has been assessed differently through time, according to different theoretical
paradigms and ideological agendas. The investigation concerning possible common patterns
underpinning cosmological thinking throughout the ancient Mediterranean has broader
implications, as it ultimately bears on how the relationships between ancient Near Eastern and
Greek literature are conceived. Moreover, it touches upon the question of the origins of Greek
rational thinking.

The first aim of this essay is to provide a methodological contribution to the debated
issue of the relationships between the earliest Greek cosmologies, elaborated by the Ionian
thinkers during the end of the seventh and through the sixth century BCE, and what are usually
considered their Near Eastern “forerunners” or ‘“counterparts,” by reflecting on the main
interpretative models according to which these relationships have been conceived so far. A
second goal is to position within this debate the interpretation of the biblical cosmology
reflected in the creation account of Genesis 1, and to consider the role exerted by the Levant in
the western-eastern Mediterranean exchange.

I will start with a short survey of the scholarship on the topic, followed by some
comments concerning the reconstruction of the history of the contacts between pre-classical
Greece and Near Eastern civilizations as documented by archaeological, historical, and literary
sources. I will then discuss the two main paradigms put forward by scholars and the
methodological issues they raise: the notion of “Eastern influences” on the Greek literature and
the idea of an intellectual koine shared throughout the Mediterranean in archaic times.

I will bring as a test case the accounts concerning the heavenly bodies, starting from

Gen 1:14-19, which has often been compared with different passages of the Enuma Elish, as
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well as with the cosmologies of Anaximander and Anaximenes. I will conclude with a few

remarks on the possible options to move beyond some typical aporias generated by this debate.

1. Greek Cosmologies, Genesis 1, and the “Eastern” Hypothesis
The idea that Greek philosophy did not emerge in a vacuum is as old as ancient philosophy
itself: the ancient doxographic tradition reports that the family of Thales, the founding father of
Greek philosophy, had Phoenician origins and that he acquired his knowledge from Egyptian
priests.? Such a portrait reflects an ancient tendency to associate Egyptian and Syrian cultures
with the origin of wisdom. Among modern Hellenists, Francis Cornford was among the firsts
to pay specific attention to the comparative aspects of ancient cosmologies. In a series of studies
dating to the beginning of the past century,* he noticed a series of similarities (which he calls a
“curiously close parallel”*) in cosmological patterns between Anaximander and the beginning
of Genesis, in that both share a “quasi-scientific evolution of the cosmos”.’ In this regard, these
accounts distance themselves from earlier cosmogonic traditions, represented by Hesiod’s
cosmogony, on the one hand, and the Mesopotamian Enuma Elish, on the other hand.®

The parallels between these texts and the respective underlying traditions were subsequently
highlighted by a seminal study of Uvo Holscher, “Anaximander und die Anfinge der
Philosophie,” dating to 1953.7 Holscher presented early Greek philosophy not as an isolated
miracle but as a synthesis of Greek thought and Eastern cosmological traditions. He contended
that the cosmological speculations of the Ionian thinkers are too similar to those found in
Egyptian and Mesopotamian traditions to be purely Greek inventions, and that Greek
mythology lacked the kind of cosmological depth found in Ancient Near Eastern myths.®
Hence, Holscher drew from the discussions ongoing in the field of biblical studies, where the
works of Hermann Gunkel, Alfred Jeremias, and others were on their part inscribing the
Genesis account within the older Mesopotamian traditions. Among biblical scholars, at least

since Gunkel, the dominant trend has been to interpret Genesis 1 as a demythologising text

2 On the family of Thales: Diog. Laert., Vitae phil. 1.22, who quotes as sources Herodotus, Douris, and Democritus:
see Laks and Most 2016, 5, P2, P3—P5 and R1 (henceforth abbreviated as LM). On Thales’ alleged education in
Egypt see also Plutarch, Is. Os. 34 (364 d).

3 See Cornford 1912 and especially his essay Principium Sapientiae, published posthumously by Guthrie in 1952

(Cornford 1952). For a detailed assessment of Cornford’s contribution to this discussion, see Sassi 2002 and 2009,
37-50.

4 Cornford 1952, 198.
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6 Cornford 1952, 199-200 and 202-249.

7 Holscher 1953, especially part I, 385-417.
8 Gunkel 1921; Jeremias 1930.



expressing an anti-Babylonian polemic waged against the political theology of the Enuma Elish.
The aim of the priestly writing would therefore be to oppose the sovereignty of Marduk with
that of , thus developing a polemic echoed in several other biblical texts.

The middle of the twentieth century onwards saw the emergence of an “Orient wave,” in
which Greek and Near Eastern parallels were considerably expanded, in a series of
interdisciplinary studies by Semitists such as Cyrus Gordon (The Common Background of
Greek and Hebrew Civilizations) and his student Michael Astour (Hellenosemitica: An Ethnic
and Cultural Study in West Semitic Impact on Mycenaean Greece).’” As the titles indicate, these
works do not focus exclusively on cosmologies, but involve broader speculations on
cosmogonic accounts, aiming at identifying broad mythological and ritual patterns and
“backgrounds” of sorts, some of which would even draw back to the Mycenaean age. As a
consequence, these authors often advanced bold and speculative theses, resting on fragile
methodological grounds, which raised strong criticism. At the same time, Greek philologists
and historians of religion insisted with renewed vigour on the relevance of the Eastern context
to understand the origins of Greek culture. Milestones in the debate are represented by the works
of Martin West'? and Walter Burkert,!! who gathered an impressive and indisputable amount
of evidence to show the debt owed by Greek archaic art, religion, and literature to the Near
East, and dealt specifically with the origins of the Ionian cosmologies.

However, this research line was mostly dismissed by classicists, due to its association with
the work of Gordon and the justified criticism of his school. Even West’s more sophisticated
theses had to face a certain resistance, partly because they challenged in many ways the
disciplinary divide that constituted the core of the Altertumswissenschaft of German heritage. '
On their part, biblical scholars continued to position the account of Genesis 1 within the
mythical and intellectual trajectories of eastern-western cosmological accounts. Othmar Keel
and Silvia Schroer highlighted the conceptual metaphors underpinning different cosmogonic
and cosmological views in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Israel, and Greece.'* Baruch Halpern tried to

establish a genetic relationship between Assyrian, Israelite, and Greek astronomy, on which I
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12 See, e.g., Kahn 1979, 297-302; Wassermann 2001; Dowden 2001. On the reasons for this intellectual resistance,
see Dowden 2001, 169-71. See, however, Scully 2015, 50-68 and 2017, who returns to study some common
mythical patterns between Enuma Elish and Hesiod’s Theogony.

13 See, e.g., Keel 2001; Keel and Schroer 2002.



will comment further below.'* A discussion of the Near Eastern models possibly lying behind
the cosmology of Genesis 1 continues to feature in the most recent commentaries on Genesis.

This short survey of scholarship allows us to draw some remarks concerning the participants
in this debate, the regions involved, and its ideological implications. First, it is striking that the
discussion has been mostly led by Hellenists, on the one hand, and biblical scholars, on the
other. With a few exceptions, '® specialists of the “big” civilizations which are considered as the
primary sources of both biblical and Greek knowledge, such as Egypt or Mesopotamia, do not
seem to display a strong interest in the exercise of comparing origin stories, despite the relevant
contributions made by Assyriology to the study of cross-cultural contacts in the ancient
Mediterranean. This situation can be easily explained by an unspoken historical assumption,
according to which the “smaller” Israelite and Greek territories were subject to the domination
of bigger and older empires. Hence, the Mesopotamian and the Egyptian “influence” on these
cultures becomes more probable than the other way around. However, as we shall see below,
the plausibility of such a model is not exempt from critique. Moreover, the scholarly
provenance of the protagonists in this debate highlights the ideological motivations underlying
it. As for the Greek side, the work of West and Burkert, and their somehow ‘“unreliable

predecessors,”!”

aims at dismantling the idea of a “Greek miracle” which was dominant since
the nineteenth-century scholarship and often put at the service of a Eurocentric (or even frankly
racist) worldview.'® As for biblical studies, what is at stake is a rehabilitation of the relationship
between the Bible and the scientific culture, which, contrary to what is commonly held, would
not stand in mutual conflict. In this regard, Keel underscores that the externalization of the deity
from the world implicit in Genesis 1 has as its consequence a “de-divinization” of the world
itself. This Entzauberung, to say it in Max Weber’s words, or Entgétterung, with Keel, would
leave space to approach nature as an object of intellectual knowledge.!® Accordingly, he also
insists on the closer proximity of the biblical cosmologies with natural sciences in comparison
with Egyptian and Mesopotamian traditions.

Second, the scholarly debate makes clear that the question regarding the “Eastern origins”

of Greek philosophy crossed at some point with the discussion on the Mesopotamian and

14 Halpern 2003a; 2003b.

15 E.g., Gertz 2018, 33-59; Carr 2020, 7-29.
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Levantine background of biblical traditions. In this regard, while speaking of western-eastern
relationships throughout the ancient Mediterranean, different perspectives have to be
considered as several regions are involved within the Mediterranean area, which entertain
different levels of contact and exchange with each other: e.g., the relationship between ancient
Greece and ancient Mesopotamia, those between Greece and Levant; between Levant and
Mesopotamia, the role of Anatolia and Egypt. This points to the issue of how one can
meaningfully define what is intended by “East” within a Mediterranean context. An example
of a certain confusion in the discussion is the fact that, while several scholars were driving the
cosmologies of the first lonian thinkers back to their alleged Egyptian or Babylonian models,
West and Burkert were also looking “East,” but toward a different civilization, as they both
drew attention to several parallels between Anaximander and Iranian cosmologies.?’ Hence,
they brought a new actor into play, which further complicated the understanding of the
dynamics of knowledge exchange through the ancient Mediterranean.

This example, to which others could be added, highlights a third issue. The search for the
accumulation of parallels might reach such a large dimension that the comparison runs out of
control, both in terms of scale and the contents of what is compared. The risk is then losing

sight of the pertinence of such parallels and their significance.?!

2. Documenting Contacts

To overcome some of the issues mentioned above, a somewhat different approach is to move
the discussion to the level of data or realia, i.e., turning to archaeological and epigraphical
evidence to investigate the history of contacts between Greece and the Near East in pre-classical
times and more specifically in the archaic age (from the eighth to the sixth century BCE). This

“zoomed-in” approach tries to identify the main “areas of contact”*?

and to highlight crucial
turning points during the first millennium in which cross-cultural exchange and the consequent
knowledge transfer became particularly intense.? In this context too, however, scholarship is
divided between maximalists and minimalists regarding how to interpret evidence concerning
the existence of direct intercultural contact. A couple of examples might suffice to illustrate the

issues at stake. The first example concerns the relationship between Mesopotamia and Greece,

20 Burkert 1963; West 1971, 87-97.

21 On the “parallelomania” in biblical studies, see recently Tobolowsky 2023. For classical studies, see Haubold
2002.
22 This useful notion has been elaborated by UIf 2009.

23 E.g., Rollinger 2001; Wenning 2004; van Dongen 2007; id. 2008; Ulf 2009; Rollinger and Schnegg 2014;
Rollinger and van Dongen 2015; Halpern and Sacks 2017; von Bredow 2017.



attested by the mention of the Yauneans (KUR.ia-u-na-a-a) in Neo-Assyrian sources. The
significance of this ethnic/geographical label, traditionally considered the most ancient
reference to lonians, is disputed, and the same holds for the location of the settlement of Yauna.
The oldest mention of this term occurs in the correspondence of Tiglath-Pileser III (744—727
BCE), in the context of piracy.”* According to Robert Rollinger, the term is a collective
designation for several linguistic and ethnic groups located “far away to the west”, at the fringes
of the empire, involved in seafaring.”> However, Karen Radner and Alexander Vacek recently
suggested identifying Yauna with a settlement located on the northern Syrian coast, occupied
by a Greek population, and which might have been well known to the Assyrians by the time of
Esarhaddon (680-699 BCE).%¢

The second example concerns the Greek presence in Palestine. Here archaeological
evidence suggests the presence of garrisons of soldiers at the end of the seventh century in some
Palestinian sites, which, however, disappeared almost completely after 586.>” Greek cooking
vessels have been found in the fortress of Mesad Hasavyahu in front of Ashdod and at Tel
Kabri, in Upper Galilee. Ostraka from Tel ‘Arad confirm, according to Robert Wenning, that
the Kittim mentioned in the Hebrew Bible refer to Greek soldiers.?® However, it remains
difficult to evaluate the extent to which the presence of Greek mercenaries would have
enhanced a cultural and literary exchange, especially considering the almost complete
disappearance of archaeological records after 586 until Persian times.

The new proposal of Radner and Vacek is certainly of significance to reconsidering the
role played by the Levantine coast as a conduit for material and cultural contact and exchange
between the Aegean and the East. 2 At the same time, it does not provide enough ground to
substantiate the hypothesis of direct knowledge of Assyrian themes by Greeks, which remains
improbable at the very least until the end of the seventh century BCE.* In a similar way, the

social composition of the Greek settlements in Palestine raises the issue of identifying the social

24 SAA 19 26: this is a letter addressed to the Assyrian king around 730 by Qurdi Assur Lamur, an officer who
had some administrative functions around the areas of Tyre and Sidon. The officer reports how a group of enemies,
the “Ionians,” arrived by sea but were put to run by his soldiers.

25 Rollinger 2001. In this regard, and quoting Barbara Patzek, he characterizes the relationship between Greeks
and Assyrians as Fernverhdltnis from both the Greek and Assyrian points of view (Rollinger 2001, 248).

26 Radner and Vacek 2022. They do not arrive at a precise definition of the site but think that this was situated
somewhere in the coastal territory of the kingdom of Hamath (which later became the Assyrian province of
Simirra).

27 Wenning 2004.

28 Gen 10:4; Num 24:4; 1 Chr 1:7; Isa 23:1, 12; Jer 2:10; Ezek 27:6; Dan 11:10.

29 Radner and Vacek 2022, 92.

30 yan Dongen 2008, 236-37; Raaflaub 2017; Scully 2017, 40.



and institutional contexts which could enhance intellectual production and literary transfer in
the archaic age. These examples testify to the difficulty of approaches relying on purely material
evidence and point toward the necessity of moving from data to culture, i.e., of elaborating
paradigms to correlate evidence of contact, as well documented as it might be, with literary
exchange and to identify plausible processes of textual transmission.

So far, two main paradigms have emerged in scholarship to interpret Eastern-Western
relationships, both borrowed from linguistics: the classic interpretation, which returns to the
notion of “Eastern influences” on archaic Greek literature and philosophy, and the idea of an
intellectual koine shared throughout the ancient Mediterranean in archaic times. While these
models will be presented separately, they are not necessarily mutually exclusive, insofar as the
spreading of an “influence” requires the presence of mediators, and the presupposition of a
cultural Mediterranean koine still has to pay attention to the modes of production and
circulation of knowledge. In this regard, a further point deserves some comment, namely the
hypothesis of Phoenicians as mediators in the transfer of knowledge between Eastern and

Western Mediterranean cultures.

3. Interpreting Exchanges: “Influences”

The classic paradigm conceives the relationships between Near Eastern and Greek cosmologies
in terms of “influences” or “imports” of themes and patterns of thinking, and consequent
“borrowings” and “adaptations” of these themes to the new cultural contexts. Besides the
already quoted works of Cornford, Holscher, and West, the most refined reflection on the topic
is provided by a seminal essay of Burkert, originating from his 1996 lectures at the University
of Venice.’! Burkert identifies four main contexts in Greek literature in which the “Oriental
influence” is considerable and, in his view, clearly recognizable: wisdom, mythology,
astronomy, and mathematics. While discussing wisdom and mythology, he considers Greek
cosmogonies to belong to the “same family” as their Eastern counterparts.*? He includes among
the cosmogonic accounts the Tonian cosmologies of Thales, Anaximenes, and Anaximander,
hence downsizing the traditional dichotomy between “mythic” cosmogony, such as for example
Hesiod’s Theogony, and “scientific” cosmology. Moreover, he identifies the most original
Greek contribution as the development of a form of rational argumentation based on deductive

proofs. This, for Burkert, constitutes the real point of innovation in comparison to previous

31 Burkert 1999 (Quotations are from the English translation, Burkert 2007).
32 Burkert 2007, 65.



traditions, both cosmogonic and cosmological. Such a form of argument, however, he argues
would not be developed before the writings of Parmenides and the Eleatic school, by the end
of the sixth century BCE, in Magna Grecia.
Burkert’s model is sensitive to keeping a balance between the internal autonomy and
creativity of each culture and the transfer of knowledge in a world whose borders were highly
penetrable. Nevertheless, the notion of “influence” is open to criticism for several reasons. First,
it remains unclear what an “influence” is, and how to recognize it.** In this regard, the formal
criteria provided by Burkert prove insufficient. As rightly noted by Maria Michela Sassi, the
identification of formal reasoning as a measure to distinguish between /ogos and mythos (or
between mythical and philosophical /ogos), does not account for the strong variety of the forms
of expression and thinking among the Presocratics, which include both poetry and prose, in
combination with an ongoing oral transmission of knowledge.>* Moreover, Burkert’s perhaps
too generalizing blurring of the distinction between cosmogony and cosmology risks relegating
the Ionian thinkers to a sort of “no man’s land”*° between the traditional epics and the
rationalizing thinking of the Eleatic school.
Second, regardless of any ideological assumptions, the resistance of classical scholars
toward the “influence” paradigm is also related to a perceived lack of explanatory or heuristic
value. In other words, the Near Eastern hypothesis fails to explain, on the one hand, why certain
Eastern themes were appealing to Greek authors, and in which circumstances, and, on the other
hand, how the evidence of comparative material—abundant as it might be—affects
interpretation, i.e., how does it change the picture?*® An example dealing with the earliest of
the lonian thinkers, Thales, helps illustrate these issues. According to Aristotle, Thales
established water as the principle of things:
BAAOL Oofig L O TG TotanTng ApyMYOS Prhocopiog Bdmp enaoiv eivar (810 koi TV Yijv
8¢’ Hdarog dmepvato stvar).
Thales, the founder of this philosophy says... (scil. the principle) is water (and it is for
this reason that he declared that the earth rests upon water).>’

Elsewhere Aristotle explains what this expression means, making explicit that the water as

principle implies that the earth floats on water, as a piece of wood:

33 See on this the remarks of Kahn 1979, 302.

34 Qassi 2009, 48-50, on the diversity of the Presocratic thinkers, included in their self-representation, see Lloyd
1972.

35 S0 Sassi 2002, par. 20.

36 On this, see Haubold 2002.

37 Aristotle, Metaph. A 3.983b 18-22 (= D3 LM)



018’ 8¢’ Bdatog keloBar. Todtov Yap ApYOTATOV TAPEINPALEV TOV AdYOV, &V pacty
ginelv Oolfjv 1ov MiMjctov, ¢ S1d 10 mAmTv eivon pévovsoy domep Evlov #{ T
To1oDTOV £TEPOV (KOl Yap TOLTWV £ AEPOG UEV 0VOEV TEQLKE PéEVELY, AL’ £0° DOOTOC).
The others say that it [i.e., the earth] rests on water. For the most ancient explanation
that has come down to us, which they say Thales of Miletus stated, it stays put because
it floats like wood or something else of this sort (for by nature none of these things stays

put in the air, but rather on water).3®

Both the idea that water is the first principle and that the earth floats on water are usually
considered as being of non-Greek origin,* even as anti-Greek.*’ Indeed, they resonate well
with Egyptian conceptions according to which the earth is a flat disk resting on water, as well
as with Babylonian, and even biblical, accounts of origins, where the idea that the earth (i.e.,
the ordered world) came out from the chaotic forces represented by the primordial waters is
pervasive. However, such a view is problematic in several regards. Methodologically, it raises
the issue of distinguishing the contents of Presocratic doctrines from what later writers have
attributed to them. This issue is crucial for Thales, who probably never gave a written form to
his teachings, but applies to all the Presocratics whose fragments are known exclusively by the
doxographical tradition. Accordingly, one should consider the fact that Aristotle quotes his
predecessors in order to show points of continuity and discontinuity with his own theories. In
this regard, it is unsure if the problem of the possible foundations of the earth, and hence the
very idea of “floating,” was raised by Thales himself, or was Aristotle’s concern.*! Further to
this, assuming an Eastern or Egyptian derivation is problematic in terms of content. There is an
indigenous and long-established Greek tradition according to which Okeanos, defined in the

42 encircles the earth. Underground

1lliad as “the father of the gods™ and all the existing beings
waters are presided over by Poseidon, who rules firmly on the earth’s foundations. Several
onomastic attributes by which he can be invoked (such as Prosbaterios or Krenouchos)
underscore his function as “the one who makes the water sprout out of the earth.”** Orphic

traditions draw the first generations of gods back to Okeanos.** In this regard, Thales’ principle

38 Aristotle, Cael. 2.13 294a 28-32 (= D7 LM). Compare also Seneca, ONat. 3.14 (D8 LM).
39 Yolscher 1953, 387-89; Kirk and Raven 1957, 87-91; Gemelli Marciano 2018, esp. 15-16.
40 Eckschmitt 1989, 11.

1 For further discussion of this point, see Catherine Rowett’s contribution to this volume.

42 11.14.201, 246.

43 See on this the sources collected by Darthou 1999, 126-130.

44 Orph., fr. 57 K.



is well attuned to the oldest Greek mythical and religious traditions. Furthermore, later authors
such as Plato considered this principle to be genuinely Greek.* A further hypothesis advanced
by scholars is then that the entire body of these traditions would originate somewhere and

somehow in the East.*

Curiously, this proposal prolongs a tendency found in some ancient
sources. Plutarch reports a tradition, attributed to the Egyptians, according to which both Thales
and Homer were inspired by the Egyptians when they established water as the principle of the
beings.*” However, this explanation only shifts the problem backward in time.

This point leads to a final critique, which concerns the identification of the historical context
where these exchanges might have taken place. Archaeology provides evidence of interactions,
but such evidence does not lead automatically to a coherent historical picture. Nevertheless, all-
encompassing models have been sometimes advanced. As for the transmission of cosmological
knowledge, Baruch Halpern has suggested that both Judean and Ionian cosmologies would have
been derived from Neo-Assyrian astronomy during the Neo-Assyrian domination of the seventh
and eighth centuries BCE. Assyrians and Babylonians would have introduced the notion of the
predictability of the sky into both Hebrew and Greek culture, thus developing a new cosmology
implying a secularization of the kosmos and a negation of the divine nature of the stars. Such a
cosmology would have been the result of the Assyrian state policy, which tried to manufacture
an international elite culture through the “evisceration of local symbol systems.”*® This picture
has been further expanded by a recent proposal of Samuel Boyd.*’ Boyd includes within this
development on the one hand the Ugaritic cosmology, as reflected in the Ba‘al stele, which
dates back to the second millennium BCE; on the other hand the astronomical polemics of the
biblical texts dating to the Persian period, especially Deutero-Isaiah. This hypothesis testifies
to the high explanatory power potentially provided by reconstructions such as the one proposed
by Halpern. However, such reconstructions also involve a high degree of speculation at the
historical level and should be approached cautiously. The evidence at our disposal makes the
hypothesis of a direct “transfer of knowledge” between Mesopotamia and Greece at that time
improbable. Moreover, as recently noted by Jeoffrey Cooley,>® Halpern’s reconstruction is

predicated upon the assumption of Assyrian religious imperialism in the West which is rejected

43 Plato, Theaet. 152 e; Crat. 402 a—c (= Doxography T2—3 LM).
46 Kirk and Raven 1957, 91-92.

47 Plutarch, Is. Os. 34, 364 d.

48 Halpern 2003b 346.

49 Boyd 2021.

>0 Cooley 2013, 261-63.
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by several scholars. Prohibition or manipulation of local cults was foreign to Assyrian
expansionistic policy, which usually neither interfered with intellectual institutions nor

enforced assimilation to Assyrian customs or values.>!

4. Interpreting Exchanges: “Intellectual Koine”
The criticism of the notion of “influence,” prompted scholars toward the elaboration of a partly
different model, which advanced the notions of Kulturbund, as a “cultural conglomerate shared

32 or of an intellectual koine

by the various societies located around the Mediterranean basin,
in the Eastern Mediterranean.

This concept started to appear in the 1990s to describe the cultural environment of the
Mediterranean in the eighth century BCE,** and has been recently exploited by both classicists
and biblical scholars.’* The underpinning model sustaining the koine hypothesis is exposed in
The Corrupting Sea by Horden and Purcell (2000). They see the Mediterranean as a “free flow
of peoples and the cultures that they carry with them, on enterprises which are mostly private,
small-scale and untraceable, so that the evidence for them is not in specific events, but in general
observations on ecological, sociological and anthropological mechanisms within the
Mediterranean, which are intended to show how its general nature stayed unaltered in its
essentials.”’

Building upon this model, Jan Gertz suggested reading Genesis 1 in the broader
framework of a shared “scientific prose” which, he argues, developed from the late seventh
century BCE onwards in the eastern Mediterranean.>® To assess the possible advantages of this
reading, further specific comments concerning the texts under inquiry are in order. Genesis
1:14-19, which describes the creation of the heavenly bodies, is of particular interest in this
regard. Here the firmament (¥°27), is depicted as a celestial vault from which the stars hang like
lamps, a kind of illuminated dome surmounting the earth and surrounded by the waters:

w71 0°7YINPY NDRY 17 7277 1A OFT 12 27207 DM ¥p2 1KY T 0oy N
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>1 See on this Bagg 2013, especially 125-26, with further bibliography.
>2 Wasserman 2001, 262.

3 E.g., Seybold and von Ungern-Sternberg 1993, 233-36.

>4 Gertz 2009, 152; Schmid 2015; Raaflaub 2017, 21-23.

> As summarized by van Dongen 2008, 241.

>6 Gertz 2009; see also Schmid 2015, 80-83.
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14 And Elohim said, "Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the day from
the night; and let them be as signs both for seasons and for days and years,
15 and let them be lights in the vault of the sky to give light upon the earth." And it was
SO.
16 Elohim made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light
to rule the night—and the stars.
17 Elohim set them in the vault of the sky to give light upon the earth,
18 to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light from the darkness.
And Elohim saw that it was good.
19 And there was evening and there was morning, the fourth day.
The alternation of the sun and the moon introduces in the creation account a temporal dimension
fundamental for the origin of life, developing further the primeval distinction between light and
darkness presented in Gen 1:3—5. Hence, the role of the heavenly bodies is tied to the calendar
(they govern, or “preside over,” day and night). This calendar is at once natural and cultic, as
is made clear by the reference to the festivals in verse 14: the heavenly bodies are signs, Nn¥,
for the established times. The choice of the term 7X», “luminary”, to designate the moon and
the sun in vv. 15-16, also points in this direction. Priestly writings use this term elsewhere to
indicate the seven-armed lamp in the sanctuary.’’” These two aspects underline the
correspondence between the temporal and spatial structure of creation and that of the Temple,
something which fits perfectly with the Priestly perspective.

According to the traditional interpretation, Gen 1 degrades the celestial powers to the level
of mere instruments created by Yhwh, here reduced to mere objects no longer endowed with
agency. Hence, one of the goals of the text would be to undermine the idea that the stars are
both elements of the natural world and divine powers—an idea that stood at the core of both
Mesopotamian religion and divination, which constituted the “science” of the time. This is

demonstrated by the observation that the sun and moon are not explicitly named but are referred

>7 Exod 25:6; 27:20; 35:8, 14, 28, 39, 37; Lev 24:2.
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to respectively as the “great” and “small” luminaries. In addition, the term nx, “sign”, is
understood as a keyword to refer to the Mesopotamian tradition of astral divination.

As we anticipated above, according to the “influence” paradigm this discourse would reflect
an anti-Babylonian polemic to counteract the representation of Marduk as a sovereign of the
stars. In tablet IV of the Enuma Elish the creation (and disappearance) of the stars by the word
of Marduk is the sign by which his sovereignty is recognised by the other gods.>® The following
tablet is dedicated to the organization of the firmament by the god, following his victory over
Tiamat. Marduk organizes the firmament by fixing the stars, the planets, and their stations and
assigning them to each god. This passage effectively reflects the organisation of the stars in
Babylonian astrolabes: >’

1 He fashioned heavenly stations for the great gods,

2 And set up constellations, the patterns of the stars.

3 He appointed the year, marked off divisions,

4 And set up three stars each for the twelve months.

5 After he had organized the year,

6 He established the heavenly station of Néberu to fix the stars’ intervals.

7 That none should transgress or be slothful

8 He fixed the heavenly stations of Enlil and Ea with it.
Eckart Frahm, who considers Gen 1:14 to be a demythologised and abridged version of the
Enuma Elish, has suggested that the biblical account of origins should be placed within a wider
tradition of rewriting, commenting on, and responding to Babylonian cosmogony, whose
popularity was immense during the first millennium. Reappropriations and reactions to the
Enuma Elish and the political ideology underpinning it began in the Neo-Assyrian context and
developed until the end of the first millennium BCE, in Mesopotamia and elsewhere. The
biblical account should therefore be interpreted as one of such “counter-texts”,*’in which the
priestly redactor would promote the superiority of Yhwh over Marduk as the absolute master

of the universe. There is, however, one important difference: while Enuma Elish emphasizes

8 Enuma Elish TV 19-28: “They set a constellation in the middle/20 And addressed Marduk, their son /21 “Your
destiny, Bel, is superior to that of all the gods, /22 Command and bring about annihilation and re-creation. /23 Let
the constellation disappear at your utterance, /24 With a second command let the constellation reappear.” /25 He
gave the command and the constellation disappeared, /26 With a second command the constellation came into
being again. /27 When the gods, his fathers, saw (the effect of) his utterance, /28 They rejoiced and offered
congratulation: ‘Marduk is the king!*”” (Lambert 2013, 87). On the relationship between Marduk and the heavenly
bodies see also Rochberg 2024.

> E.E.V, 1l. 1-8 e (Lambert 2013, p. 99; 180—186).

60 Frahm 2010, 15.
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the sovereignty of Marduk, the language of kingship is absent from Genesis 1. This lack of
focus on the royal aspects of Yhwh is a feature that characterizes the Priestly writings more
broadly. It casts some doubts on the view that Genesis 1’s main aim would be to counter the
political theology of the Enuma Elish.

At the same time, Gen 1:14—19 has also elicited parallels with Greek philosophy. The
cosmologies of Anaximander and Anaximenes display an imaginary that bears some
similarities to the biblical scene, particularly in that the luminaries are suspended in the sky.
According to Anaximander the stars stand in the sky as wheel of fire:

td 0¢ dotpa yiveoBor kOxlov mupdc, AamokpiBévta Tod KoTd TOV KOGUOV TLPOG,

neptneBévta & V1o Gépoc [...]Jetvan & TOV KHKAov Tod HAiov EnTaxoisikosumlaciova

T GEMVIG, KOd BveTdTm Pev etvar TOV A0V, KoTOTATo 88 TOVG TRV ATAave AoTéEpmV

KOKAOLG

The stars are a wheel of fire; they have been separated from the fire in the world and are

surrounded by air [...] The wheel of the sun is twenty-seven times that of the moon; and

the sun occupies the highest position, the circles of the fixed stars the lowest one®!
According to Anaximenes they are stuck in the heavenly vault like nails or fiery leaves:

[Tepi oynudtov dotépmv] A. AV KNV KATOTENNYEVOL TO AOTPO T KPVOTAALOELOET.

gviol 8¢ métaka sivan mopva domep {mypuPrLaTaL.

[On the constellations]. Anaximenes: the stars are stuck into the crystalline [scil. sphere]

like nails. Some people say that they are fiery leaves like paintings.

Despite the difficulty in distinguishing what belonged to Presocratic thinking from what could
have been added by the doxographical tradition, the basic interests regarding the heavenly
bodies emerge quite clearly here. They include reflections on the material composition of
celestial bodies, as well as the question of knowing how these bodies can remain suspended on
the celestial vault without falling down, and how they can move there with regular and
predictable trajectories.

Including Ionian evidence within the cosmological landscape helps to sustain Gertz’s
hypothesis that the definition of celestial bodies as luminaries or lamps is not to be read as a

polemic against the Babylonian gods. Admittedly, the pre-eminence of the sole creative deity

61 Anaximander apud Hippolytus of Rome, Haer. 1.6.4-5 = D7 LM. Compare also: “Anaximander: [the heavenly
bodies are] wheel-shaped compressions of air, full of fire, exhaling flames in a certain part via orifices.” (Aétius 2,
13.7=D20 LM).

62 Anaximenes apud Aét. 2.14.3( = D14 LM). Compare also: “The earth is flat, borne upon the air; similarly, the

sun, the moon, and the other heavenly bodies, which are all fiery, ride upon the air because of their flatness.”
(Hippolytus of Rome, Haer. 1.7.4 =D3 LM); “Anaximenes: the sun is flat like a leaf” (Aét. 2.22.1 =D15 LM).
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is remarkable when compared to the polytheistic configurations put in place by the Enuma
Elish. However, the desire to degrade the astral powers is not so clear-cut, especially when
comparing Gen 1:14-19 with other biblical texts where the polemic is much more
pronounced.®® Rather, the language of Gen 1 and the designation of the heavenly bodies by
their function as “luminaries” could reflect a classificatory intention that Gertz considers typical
of a “scientific prose” (Wissenschafisprosa). Such a rationalizing discourse would be the result
of an intellectual koine that includes the Mesopotamian scribes, the Ionian philosophers, and
the priestly circles responsible for Genesis 1.

In this respect, a further text taken as evidence of a common intellectual milieu is a Neo-
Assyrian commentary to the Enuma Elish, known as KAR 307. This erudite and difficult
explanatory text describes the levels of the universe assigned by Marduk to each god:

30. The Upper Heavens are /uludanitu-stone. They belong to Anu. He [Marduk] settled

the 300 Igigi inside.

31. The Middle Heavens are saggilmud-stone. They belong to the Igigi. Bel sat

on the high dais inside,

32. in the lapis lazuli sanctuary. He Marduk made a lamp (?)%* of electrum shine inside.

33. The Lower Heavens are jasper. They belong to the stars. He drew the

constellations of the gods on them.®®
As noted by Gertz and Schmid, Gen 1, Anaximander, Anaximenes, and KAR 307 all share the
idea that the heavenly bodies do not shed their own light but are dependent on another source
of light. However, while these texts share similar imagery to an extent, it is also worth noting
that each description has a different focus. KAR 307 insists on the shiny and precious material
nature of the heavens, by comparing them to precious stones;*® Anaximander and Anaximenes
are interested in explaining how the stars can “hang”—i.e., remain suspended in the sky—while
Gen 1 has a focus on the source of light.

To sum up, Gertz's remarks provide an important corrective to traditional interpretations
insofar as they qualify the supposed demythologising aim of the biblical text. They enrich the

understanding of Genesis 1 by placing it in a context that is no longer merely “sapiential”, but

63 See, e.g., Isa 40.

64 The interpretation of the expression GiS bu-si NA,- elmesi is unsure. However, it is probable that it refers to a
lamp or glass of sorts: see Horowitz 1998, 12, and CAD E 107, s.v. elmesu. Compare the translation of Livingstone,
1986, 83: “He made a glass and crystal shine inside,” and Enuma Elish V, 1-8 quoted above, where Marduk
arranges the stars in Heaven.

65 KAR 307, 30-33 transl. Horowitz 1998, 4.
®6 In this regard, compare Exod 24:10 and Ezek 1:26-27.
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aims at articulating the traditional mythological vision with a rationalizing attitude toward the
understanding of the universe. In this regard, the notion of koine offers advantages in that it
accounts better for the relationship across the eastern Mediterranean than the often-
unidirectional idea of “influence.” Moreover, it shifts the focus from the often unsolvable and
at times sterile quest for “origins” to shared intellectual backgrounds. However, several issues
still remain open.

To begin with, it is questionable whether the concept of koine as a way of thinking about
the relationships between different cosmologies is more economic. The “influence” model
raised the question of knowing how many similarities or parallels would have to be observed
before an “influence” could be postulated. When we think in terms of koine, the fundamental
problem does not change: we still have to ask how many common developments in the
Mediterranean we need to observe before we can justify a koine. Moreover, such a notion
presupposes a self-understanding of the Mediterranean as a unified intellectual whole, which in
antiquity is never attested, at least not until the Hellenistic period.

Finally, even this hypothesis does not fully explain how to move from a shared
background of technical knowledge and intellectual interests to complex accounts which reflect
learned education: in other words, to products that result from an elite and scribal, i.e., textual,
culture. Burkert identified “orphic” itinerant magicians and charismatic figures as one
“conduit” of transmission through which cosmogonic myths were transported from East to
West, thus assigning a prominent role to the “wandering magoi (priests)”. However, such
figures can hardly be put in relationship with the erudite interests in cosmological speculation
evinced by texts such as, for example, KAR 307. While thinking of mediums of knowledge
transmission we cannot avoid mentioning the “Phoenician” hypothesis. This hypothesis is
almost universally rehearsed by scholars when evidence for any other identifiable channel of
transmission is lacking. For example, Seybold points to the central role played by Phoenicians
as knowledge mediators in the West through their colonizing activity in the eighth century.®’
West went on even to hypothesize the presence of a Phoenician settlement in archaic Thebes.®
Carolina Lopez-Ruiz® suggests identifying Syria as the “grand junction” between cultures and
highlights the role of the Phoenicians within the process of knowledge-transmission, moving
back to a bronze age koine. According to Lopez-Ruiz, many cosmogonic motifs found in Greek

literature, such as, for example, the succession myth in Hesiod’s Theogony, can be traced to

67 Seybold and Ungern-Stenberg 1993, 233-36.
68 West 1997, 586.
89 Lopez-Ruiz 2010 and 2021.
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close contact with northwest Semitic peoples, especially Canaanites from Syro-Palestine, rather
than being attributed to Mesopotamian or Hittite influence. However, this proposal faces the
serious problem that the entire evidence at our disposal to reconstruct something as a
“Phoenician cosmogony” rests on late sources, mostly the Phoenician History of Philo of
Byblos, which is known to us only through second- or third-hand authors, often dating not
before the late Hellenistic age. To be sure, historical and archaeological evidence demonstrates
that the role played by the Levantine coast in establishing the contacts between the Aegean and
the East Mediterranean since the eighth century onwards might have been more important than
what was previously recognized, and Philo’s account may well elaborate upon older traditions.
However, the precarious nature of indigenous literary sources at our disposal before the
Hellenistic period should prevent us from treating the ‘“Phoenician medium” as a joker

solution.”

5. Conclusion: Moving Forward

Overall, the numerous studies conducted in the past century on the relationship between Eastern
and Western Mediterranean literature have led to significant gains in scholarship. There is now
no opposition between a pre-rational East and a supposed Greek literary or rational miracle,
and it is impossible to think of the emergence of Greek literature and philosophy as a
phenomenon happening independently from the intellectual developments in the surrounding
countries and from cross-cultural exchange. Moreover, the biblical texts also had a significant
voice in these developments. Yet diffusionist models such as those proposed by West, and, to
such an extent, by Burkert prove unsatisfactory in several regards. A too straightforward
assessment of the analogies between these texts may result in historically implausible
reconstructions, as those promoted by Halpern and others. In this regard, elaborating research
paradigms capable of accounting for the move from data to culture, i.e., tracing precise
trajectories of literary exchange even in the presence of documented contacts between ancient
Mediterranean civilizations, remains a challenge. This holds also in assessing similarities and
differences in cosmological models which might have been circulating the Eastern
Mediterranean during the late seventh and the sixth century BCE. In this regard (and contrary
to what West believed), literary parallels do not or do not always speak for themselves.

However, the other way around also holds true: data does not speak for itself either. Literary

70 Not to mention the problems related to the very idea of the existence of something like as a “Phoenician” identity.
On this one can see, for example, Garbati 2021. On the problematization of the use of ethnic paradigms to approach
regional phenomena in the Levant see recently Porzia 2024.
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evidence can be used to reinforce or disprove a predetermined historical picture, thus giving
rise to aporetic or circular reasoning. I wish to conclude with some final remarks to move
beyond such impasses.

First, within the time span of the archaic age (800—-500 BCE), one needs to distinguish as
carefully as possible between different periods and regions, to avoid all-encompassing and
therefore necessarily speculative reconstructions. For example, the Neo-Assyrian and Neo-
Babylonian contexts of the eighth and seventh centuries BCE should be distinguished from the
Persian time. The latter brings to the Mediterranean stage a number of changes as well as a
considerable increase of material evidence for cultural interactions and represents the
background of both the Ionian cosmologies and the cosmology of the book of Genesis. The
Persian period should be targeted therefore as a point of specific attention.

Second, one should aim not only at “cataloguing Orientalia,””!

i.e., accumulating the
highest evidence of Eastern-Western contacts, but also cross-referencing such evidence with
literary sources and considering both in light of the historical, social and cultural contexts in
the most specific way possible. An interesting approach in this direction has been proposed by
Guy Darshan, who suggests thinking in terms of clusters of motifs and combinations of
elements shared by different literary traditions.”” Such clusters may signal the existence of
shared literary codes triggered by genre (such as for example genealogic catalogues, or casuistic
laws), which would explain the appearance of specific parallels in different cultural contexts.
From a historical perspective, attention should be paid to identifying factors that could have
triggered the circulation and the success of specific notions or literary constructs in a particular
cultural context. This approach has been successfully pursued to understand the development
of the archaic Greek epic. Several studies have documented the emergence in eighth and early
seventh century Greece of an unprecedented sense of “Hellenism,” which transcended the local
dimension of the poleis. The idea of “Hellenism” is sustained by the appearance of Panhellenic
institutions and events, namely the sanctuaries of Olympia and Delphi, the Olympic games, and
the like. Such a development can be related to a new interest in the origins of the kosmos and
the gods, which was emerging alongside indigenous mythology, traditionally focused on heroic
stories and local cults.”® In these circumstances, the success of overarching theogonic accounts

such as Hesiod’s Theogony might have replaced more ancient and local theogonies.” In this

1 As suggested by van Dongen 2008, 245-46.
72 Darshan 2018 and 2023, especially 28-32.
73 Bremmer 1994, 57-58.

74 Strauss Clay 2015, 138-39.
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context, it is also plausible that some inspiration came from the already existing Eastern
cosmogonies, and that Levantine societies, with whom the contacts are well documented in this
period, constituted a medium for transmission, following prevailing oral channels.

A similar approach could be pursued to study the development of cosmological knowledge
on the Ionian coast during the sixth century BCE, which in this period was a prominent “area
of contact” between different Mediterranean cultures. In this regard, Laura Gemelli Marciano
advances several significant remarks.”” She rightly underscores that the region was under
Lydian and Persian influence for its administrative and political arrangement, and points to the
leading role of Miletus as a centre of international trade in the sixth century BCE. This area
could therefore constitute a fitting context for an intense exchange that, while it should not yet
be characterized as a koine, might have involved some sharing in terms of intellectual attitude.
Miletus was the most prosperous city of Asia Minor, with a mixed Greek and non-Greek
population, whose temples were decorated with oriental motifs, and where the Egyptian kings
came to honour the oracle of Didyma nearby.”® Moreover, this scenario attunes us to the fact
that the first lonian thinkers were not “theorists” or “philosophers” in a modern sense, nor in
the sense which is attributed to them by Aristotle, and even less so “scientists”. Instead, they
were technicians, involved in producing innovative instruments to measure and predict the
movement of the stars and the earth, drawing maps, introducing new systems of calculations,
and so on.

Finally, the question must be kept in mind of how the presence of documented literary
parallels and the koine hypothesis “change” the picture in both directions. In this regard, the
parallels between Genesis 1 and the lonian cosmologies are illuminating in that they break with
the connection between cosmogony and theogony, which constitutes the foundation of the
traditional religious worldview in the Ancient Mediterranean. In this regard, they are both
innovative in comparison not only with the Enuma Elish and Hesiod’s Theogony, but also with
other biblical traditions, such as those connecting the origins of the world with Yhwh’s battle
against the Leviathan.

As far as the representation of the stars is concerned, the presence of a common body of
knowledge could explain the appearance of similar metaphors to describe the celestial bodies,
namely the sun and the moon, in terms of “lamps”, “lights” or “flaming wheels” suspended in

the sky. We can perhaps even imagine that the priestly redactors and the Ionian thinkers were

7> Gemelli Marciano 2018, 6.
76 Greaves 2002, 74-130.
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tackling some of the same problems. But as for the comparison between KAR 307, Gen 1,
Anaximander, and Anaximenes, an identical underlying cosmological model remains, in my
opinion, improbable. Even if it did exist, it would have to form the basis of three different, even
opposing, intellectual projects. Mesopotamian cosmological speculations represent a world in
which each area of the sky is associated with and presided over by a specific deity; the scribes
responsible for Genesis 1 aim to promote Yhwh’s superiority and distance from the created

world, while Ionian philosophers conceive of a universe that functions without gods.
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