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Abstract

The magical elements of the well known accounh@fsnhake infestation and its remedy by a
bronze serpent (Num 21:4-9) have been discussed imficommentaries and individual studies.
This article directs attention to aural elementgtis story including aural-sympathetic magic,
repetition of key words in multiples of typologicalmbers, onomatopoeic use of snake
sounding sibilants, interdialactical word plays,canarrative statements resembling in content
and formulation medical prescriptions known frormeiflorm sources. These elements, if not
merely dramatic embellishments, may indicate tHas tetiological story served as an
incantation for invoking the healing powers of Neiian.

Unlike cuneiform writings in which medical textsesaamply attested, the Hebrew Bible contains little
information which might be considered medical. Tdhesest candidate for a continuous “medical
text” of any length is the collection laws in Lewgits 13-14 concerning skin outbreiksHowever,
even that pericope is at most strictly diagnostiterested in identifying the ritual status (pune o
impure) of the ailment so that the infirm person ba isolated from or admitted to the sanctuatys |
by no means a therapeutic prescription aimed dinigethe malady, and the person is left to hiser h
own devices to seek treatment, if available. Thesptis referred to a priest for this diagnosist is
never referred to a doctor or healer for treatméntfact, there are only a handful of passagebén
Hebrew Bible relating to the ways in which diseasesnjuries were healéd Medicine per se, as
opposed to miracles, is simply not of major inteteghe Biblical authors. In this study | willstiuss
an exceptional story which, for one informed by iagmedical therapeutic measures known from
Akkadian sources, can be shown to contain possimeations of similar Israelite therapeutic
practices.

“Does a shake put to death, or does a snake lilife® (Of course not!) But when the
Israelites would gaze upwards and subject theirthea their Father who is in Heaven
they would be healed; and if not, they would lasi (Mishnah Rosh Ha-Shanah 3:5)

This contribution is based on an article whiclginally appeared in a Festschrift honoring Prefes
Yehoshua GitayScriptura: International Journal of Bible, Religioand Theology in Southern Africg7
(2004), 278-287. | am grateful to the editorshaf Festschrift and journal for kindly permitting treepublish
this slightly revised form idMC. | am also grateful to the editorsI¥C for a number of useful suggestions
in making the revisions.

Department of Bible, Archaeology and Ancient NEastern Studies, Ben-Gurion University of the
Neguev, Beer-Sheva, Israel.

3 On these passages see the various critical cotarmento the Book of Leviticus and in particular J
Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16 A New Translation with Introduction and Commentarie Anchor Bible, 3 (New
York etc.: Doubleday, 1991), pp. 768-901.

Note, for instance Isaiah 1:6 alluding to tise of powders, salves and bandages for treatment
of bodily wounds. For Isaiah 35:21 describing tiealing ofynw (one of the ailments alluded to as well in
Leviticus 13:18-23), see below, note 35.
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This well known Mishnaic dictum expresses the ndivea Rabbinic attitud® towards the
unconventional therapeutic method prescribed by &odl administered by Moses for healing the
Children of Israel who were bitten by divinely disphed fiery serperftsas punishment for their
incessant, and baseless complaints about theirtalise What looks suspiciously to some like magic
bordering upon idolatry,s in fact a way of enlisting the Deity’s assistario overcome a serpentine
scourge which God Himself had initiated. To be sthe story itself states that after being inflitte
with the poisonous snakes the people confesseddimeiand begged Moses to pray for succor from
the serpents (v. 7). Moses did so, and God obligipgescribed the remedy which did the trick (v. 8)
The Mishnah may have changed the order of evelasing the people’s penitence and prayer after
the manufacture of the bronze snhake rather thapapatory to the act, as in the Bible, but it is
certainly right in identifying the main active irgglients in the cure as prayer and God rather than t
ritual prop. Although Jacob Licht remarks wryly dbn’t believe that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
performs salvation by artificé”Baruch Levine emphasizes that “prayer and magicnat mutually
exclusive avenues of approach to powerful deitiagg, part of the same process, and the efficacy of
magic is basically a function of divine willAs a matter of fact, Levine asserts:

The many attempts to explain away the accountisfiicident, on the grounds that, if taken at face
value, it would conflict with biblical monotheismreflect a basic misunderstanding of ancient Near
Eastern magical phenomenology as known to us flamparative sources.

In this brief note, | wish to direct the readerar®to several literary devices employed in theesar
story which echo the religio-magical aspects ofitteiddent and add an additional twist which might
be described as “medicd® The auscultation performed here may also forwamdumderstanding of
the story’sSitz im Leben

Reinterpretation of this passage is not a Rablmimovation. Already in Wisdom of Solomon 16:5@é
find: “For when the horrible fierceness of beastsie upon these, and they perished with the stihgsoked
serpents, thy wrath endured not for ever: But thwye troubled for a small season, that they might b
admonished, having a sign of salvation, to put tiememembrance of the commandment of Thy law.Heor
that turned himself toward it was not saved bytthieg that he saw, but by thee, that art the Saviduall”.

Cf. H Maneschg, “Gott, Erzieher, Retter und Heilaeihes Volkes: zur Reinterpretation von Num 21j4-9
Weish 16,5-14"Biblische Zeitschrife8 (1984), pp. 214-229.

This article uses “snake” and “serpent” compieteterchangeably.

The danger of idolatry lurking in this man-maderpent is demonstrated by later reference to
Nehushtan, the bronze serpent made by Moses aditated by Hezekiah (2 Kgs 18:4) because it had
become an object of worship. According to some lschpthe snake cut down by Hezekiah had not be@me
god after the fact as a result of the people’s sladikg, but had been a god or a divine represiemtditom the
beginning. Rowley, HH, “Zadok and NehushtadBL 58 (1939), pp. 113-141 proposed it was a Canaanite
deity introduced to Israelite cult by Joines, DaW®, “The Bonze Serpent in the Israelite CuliBL 87
(1968), pp. 243-256 attributed it to Solomon. Fdiira’s eye survey of numerous views on the origfirthe
bronze serpent see Fabry, H-J, swmi, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testamgetl. Botterweck, GJ,
Ringreen, H, Farby, H-J. tr. Green, DE. (Grand BspiMI, Cambridge, U.K.: Wiliam B Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1998), vol. 9, pp. 370-380, 83]9.

Licht, J,A Commentary on the Book of Numbers [XI-XXJerusalem: Magnes Press, The Hebrew
University, 1991), p. 227.

Levine, B,Numbers 21-36The Anchor Bible 4A, (New York: Doubleday, 2000),89.

Note the comment of Biggs, R,“Medizin. A. In M@stamien”, inReallexikon der Assyriologi€r,
(Berlin: deGruyter, 1987-1990), pp. 623-629: “ltedonot seem possible to posit an early ‘rationaditine
that was only later ‘contaminated’ by medical pices. Rather, therapeutic medicine and magical omeali
co-existed and were complementary rater than imsigipn to each other.”
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1) Exegetes and scholars have long recognizedstnefuta model serpent to cure snake bites to
be an example of sympathetic or homeopathic magind that snakes were associated with healing in
various societies throughout histdfBut, this magical strategy extends as well to laaspects of the
narrative, giving rise to practices which can biéedd'aural-sympathetic magic”. In particular, the
word for bronzepwna, from which the snake is manufactured sounds airtal the word for snake,

w1, and the specific designation of the bronze seypemn: wni, repeats and emphasizes the crucial
consonants. So the imitation of the snakes restenip in the form and nature of the ritual instremn
produced but also in the name of the material fndtith it is madée?

Using an object with a specific name in order ftuence something bearing a similar sounding name
is known from Mesopotamian texts as well. Waltenbiea has discussed several incantations
containing wordplays for various purposes suclyagting the noises(bizru) of an infant by use of
dust from beer-vatg:Qbiru); achieving blessingkarabu) for a tavern by means of a basket

(kuruppy; achieving purity lgz elleku) for the petitioner by means of oél{u); and passing
responsibility przatu) off on Ishtar by means of a beer ked:()." These instances, the likes of

which there are many more, provide parallels tddibécal story, in which the bite¢z) of serpents
(owm) is cured by a serpent of bronzeifa wa).

2) The effect of the aural sympathetic magic isagrded or amplified by another well known magical
means. The use of key words in multiples of threeseven times is a well attested and often
studied characteristic of ancient near easternbéoictal literature, and especially in religious or
magical context$’ It is thus not unexpected that an additional “roatjielement in this narrative
is the use of two key words, or sounds seven ame tfimes, respectively.

The main antagonists in the narrative are the syakeni, and the remedy is a snake made of
bronze,nwmi. The consonantsn: are found in the wordsni, snake, andwni, bronze, and these
two words appear together for a total of seven gifws. 6, 7, 9 [5x]J° It is significant that in
creating the seven occurrences of the consonastec/uthe meaning of the words formed is

1 Nachmanides on v. 8 provides a short discoursgympathetic magic, which he would certainly prefer

to call “sympathetic medicine”. The principal ih& damage is removed by the one who causes thegdama
and you will heal the disease by means of whatdaased the illness.” For use of model snakes imgur
snake bites and with specific parallel drawn to N2i-9 see most recently JN Ford, “The New Ugariti
Incantation against Sorcery RS 1992.2014garit Forschunger84 (2002), pp. 119-152, esp. 128-132.
12 Milgrom, J,The JPS Torah Commentary — NumbéPhiladelphia, New York: The Jewish Publication
Society, 1990), pp. 459-460.
Rashi on v. 8, explaining why Moses made a braepent even though God had not so specified
remarks: “It wasn't said to him that he should mékef bronze, but Moses surmised, The Holy OnesBael
by He called it avn1, so | will make it ofnwni”, a pun. Nachmanides and Abarvanel suggest thuatzer was
chosen because it is red, assuming that the fienyesits were either fully or partly red. GB GrayCritical
and Exegetical Commentary of Numhe@C, (T & T Clark: Edinburgh, 1903), pp. 276 miens some cases
of bronze images of pests such as scorpions, mérpents and leeches being used throughout hiatatyn
several locations to alleviate infestations of thpests.
14, Cf. Farber, W, “Associative Magic: Some Ritudléord Plays, and Philology'JAOS106 (1986), pp.
447- 449.
See Avishur, Y, “The Forms of Repetition of Numbéndicating Wholeness (3, 7, 10) — in the Bible
and in Ancient Semitic LiteratureBeer-Shevd (1973), pp. 1-55.

16 This fact weighs against the Septuagint, Vetuinhaand Vulgate which reamlyni wn instead ofw
in v. 8, in which case there would be nine occuresnof the consonantsi. The reading is accepted by
Moffat and NEB and may even have been known to R#ishs obviating Nachmanides’ reservation from
Rashi’'s comment on v. 8. But the Septuagint readingertainly an interpretive correction, harmonggithe
command with the fulfilment and explaining why Meseade a bronze serpent although he had been
commanded to make a Seraph.
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apparently not as important as the cluster of caasts itself. Importance of sound, as opposed to
lexical sense, accords well with the use of Muminokjo in magical incantatioris.

Moreover, the serpents bite their victims, arel wordqws, bite, occurs three times (vs. 6, 8,
9).

3) The magical aural features of this pericopegmédurther. God’s command (v. 8hw 7> nwy
MM AR W 93 7°m 01 53 mR 2w, “Make yourself a fiery-serpent and place it ostaf, and it

will be that anyone who is bitten will see it ancelbe cured”, contains the sibilait fepeated three
times in close succession, and shortly afterwapdses a similar sounding sibilant /s/ and thens/.
the following verse which tells how Moses fillecethrescription we readw W™ nwn wni qwn wy

M NWRIT W PR 02M wUR IR whn w1 ok 7om 031*And Moses made a bronze serpent, and placed it on
a pole'® and it was that if the snake bit a person he wimd# at the bronze serpent and live/ be
healed”. In this verse the sibilant sounds #/ahd /S/ occur eleven times, the first five tinres
consecutive words. In this vein we should also fpiitv. 6, X 12w 09 W7 DWW DX O¥2 "7 72w
oxwn 27 oy e ava Of the five sibilants in this verse, three arerfd in close proximity in
consecutive words. It seems that only a deaf re@iexr snake who hears not an incantation) will not
hear here the hissing of snakés.

A similar phenomenon occurs in an often studiedrltigesnake-bite incantatiofl. This text is
marked by a refrain which repeats ten times, eafrhin containing two sentences displaying five
sibilants /¢/, /S/ and /s/ in five consecutive wsrd

Mnt.n¢k.&S.Smrr.kS.'gSr
Inh.ydy.izmt
him.y¢q.iS.ySkm.mS.'qSr
y‘db.ksa.wy¢b

(Here is) <my> incantation against the bite of akenthat is venomous, a snake that is
sloughed

From it (=the snake) let the charmer remove —

From it (=the snake) let him cast off venom

Let him, moreover, give drink to the snake, giveddo the sloughed snake

Let him set up the chair, and take his seat

17 See Veldhuis, N, “The Poetry of Magic”, in Abusdh van der Toorn K (eds.Mesopotamian Magic:

Textual, Historical and Interpretive Perspectivégicient Magic and Divination 1, (Groningen: Sty»999),
pp. 35-48, esp. 46-48.
This too may be an act of sympathetic magic,torgaoi-miracle by means of @-pole.

Attempt to echo the hissing of snakes may be dounother biblical pericopes as well. The best
example is Gen 3:14 where Eve says in her own defemwn wnin. Although this means “the serpent
beguiled me”, if we listen to it carefully and aywe it onomatopoeically we can hear her saying “hake
hissed at me”. A translator bent on capturing fagdr of the verse should render it “the serperteded
me”. The onomatopoeic use of sibilants and paldalsnitating snake sounds in Ps 58:4+6f nn72 m> non
Q21 0°120 N2 Dwhn PR Ynwe R? WK IR uR® Wi 1w wi) has been suggested by T. Foftiimal
Imagery in Wisdom Literature: Rhetorical and Herraetical AspectsPhD Thesis, Hebrew University,
Jerusalem, 2000, p. 230. She also mentionsS»° now NN Wy nan Wi w2 o ww, “They sharpen their
tongues like a snake, the venom of a spider ismhdér lips” (Ps 140:4); andhin® PRI wih K192 wniT Jw° ox
mwon Yya? “If a snake which doesn’t hear a charm can bhientthere is no advantage to a snake charmer
(Eccl 10:11).

For the text see Levine, BA, de Tarragon, J-Mgh&psu Cries out in Heaven’: Dealing with Snake-
Bites at Ugarit (KTU 1.100, 1.107)Revue bibliqued5 (1988), pp. 481-518. See also Ford, JA “The New
Ugaritic Incantation”, p. 130. Levine and Tarragpn517, discuss the parallelism in the refrainjcitthey
consider unusual for a formulaic statement, bubigrthe onomatopoeia which it emphasizes.
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But the most pervasive use of snake like noisesireacin some Akkadian snake incantations
recently edited and discussed by I. FirfkeAn Old-Babylonian incantation of highly poetic kty
reads (CBS 7005):

! Suttur lanam? damiq zumram
% sumknasu sumkin giSimmarim
*ina Subtim irabbj serru ° ina Suppatim irabb§ basmu
® Sa basmim $ittd kaggaditzSuma® sebet lignasu ® sebet par’'ulli *° Sa kigidiSu
11 A2 12
amhas parbal& ~* u parakulla
13 Sammananserri qistim ** Suhzdamserri |a Siptim
serri garani $a itti wasipsu®® imtaksu

Elongated of form, beauteous in body

His (rotten) wood shavings are (rotten) shavinggadin-wood,

The snake waits coiled in the dwelling; the serpeaits coiled in the rushes;

As for the serpent, two are his heads, seven Higdistongues, seven tiparullu-s of his
neck.

| smote theparbal((?) (snake), even thmarakullu (snake)

Samnanu, the forest snak&uhidu the snake that cannot be conjured away,

(Even) the wine snake, who does battle with thevaime exorcises it!

The second incantation, available in two nearlynial copies (IM 51292; IM 51328), reads as
follows:

! asbat @ serri kalfma u kursidam

2serri | Siptim asnugallamburubalam

% (var.$anapSaiuram barmaninin

* kupi'am serri zizzi nizizamgerri aptim

> frub haram dsi nussabam

®impas sallatam sabitam allanamjsamadram "? ustelqi

™ ina Sibbimserrum irabbis  ina Sippatim irabb§ basmum
°Sa basmim Sisitu u sebit lignasu *° sebit u sebit ulurima Sa libldSu]
1 ullupam Firatim palkam Zmi

2 hamurratz ina$u ina pSusisam pulditum

B elltasu ipasid abnam

0 enninuri

| seized the mouth of all snakes, evenkheindu snake,

The snake that cannot be conjured,dBgunugallisnake, théduruballsnake,
The @anapSauru snake, speckled of eyes,

The eel snake, the hissing snake, (even) the hibsesnake at the window,
It entered through the hole, went out by the diigiep

It smote the sleeping gazelle, betook itself (@) fhe withered oak.

21 Finkel, IL, “On Some Dog, Snake and Scorpion htadons”, in Abusch, T, van der Toorn, K (egs.)

Mesopotamian Magic: Textual, Historical, and Intexfive PerspectivesAncient Magic and Divination 1,
(Groningen: Styx Publications, 1999), pp. 213-25). pp. 223-229.
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The shake lies coiled in the roof (?); the serfiestcoiled in rushes (var. wool?);

Six are the mouths of the serpent, seven his ta@even (var. and seven) are the ...
inside him/of his heart;

He is wild of hair, fearful of appearance,

His eyes are (of) awful brightness, fearfulnessassrom his mouth;

His very spittle can split stone!

En-e-nu-ruincantatiorf?

| have emphasized in bold type the lines in whibbre is a preponderance of sibilants and
interlabial sounds /s/s/| and /5/.

Another possible echo of serpentine hissing ocitutise famous Gilgamesh XI 305-306 where
the serpent steals from exhausted Gilgamesh the plde Old Man Has Grown Young”. This
time, however, the alliteration involves in two ga an interlabial but like-sounding /p/ rathemtha
a sibilant:

seru itesin nipis Sammu
[Saqunimeslamma Sammu iSSi

A snake smelled the fragraritef the plant,
[silently] it came up and bore the plant off.

It comes as no surprise that the use of sibilantddrary descriptions of serpents is not limited
ancient near eastern writings. Dr. Chanita Gootl@epartment of Foreign Languages and
Literatures, Ben-Gurion University) has kindly eallmy attention to John Milton’s depiction of
the transformation of the Serpent of Paradarddise LostBook X, Il. 504-562), which not only
discusses the snake’s new voice but auditionsiitedisby sibilant laded lines such as Il. 504-509:

So having said, a while he stood, expecting
Their universal shout and high applause
To fill his ear, when contrary he hears

On all sides, from innumerable tongues

A dismal universal hiss, the sound

Of public scorn;...

And again in ll. 521-532:

22 Some philological notes to the above transliteratto complement the edition of Finkel: in linetie

suggestion ofZAD A/l 354 thatuStelqgi stands fowusterqi‘disappeared’ does ngbaceFinkel bottom p. 227,
suppose a derivation frordqu, but rather fromraq@, and so is possible (though unlikelyfor r is unexpected
in Old Babylonian, andta- for -te- suggestdeq(; indeed later volumes &@@AD booked the form unddeqd
notraqgd); in line 10, the variargebet u sebeseven and seven’ lends support to Finkel's imetigtion ofa-
lu-mi-maas dual; in line 12na-mu-ra-tq taken as accusative IGAD N/I 254a (‘its eyes (radiate) awesome
brightness’), is probably also dual. As noted hyCavigneauxFs. Wilckep. 62, the incantation IM 51292 /
IM 51328 resembles Ashmolean 1932.382, publisheDdliey inlraq 63 (2001), pp. 165-167.

This is hownipSuis translated by George, Ahe Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic: Introduction,
Critical Edition and Cuneiform Text$Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), vol.[dl,723, following CAD
N/Il, p. 248b, s.vhipSuA 2, “the snake smelled the odor of the plant”.wdeer, nipSuis a rare word for
smell, which is usuallgreSu, and used mainly in medical texts. It has beersehdecause of its association
with napasy, “to live” and certainly has here the connotatafrithe scent of life”, indicating this snake may
have intentionally stolen from Gilgamesh the longght after elixir of life.
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...dreadful was the din

Of hissing through the Hall, thick swarming now
With complicated monsters, head and talil,
Scorpion and Asp, andimphisboenalire,

Cerastedhorn’d, Hydrus andEllopsdrear,

And Dipsas(not so thick swarm’d once the Soil
Bedropt with blood of Gorgon, or the Isle
Ophiusag but still the greatest he the midst,
Now Dragon grown, larger than whom the Sun
Ingender’d in thd’ythianVale on slime,
HugePython and his Power no less he seem’d
Above the rest still to retain;...

All these passages indicate that authors writinguaitsnakes had a propensity to imitate the
serpent’s sound by using sibilants and similar doug consonants. However, in the incantations
cited, the use of onomatopoeia may have more acalatfian a strictly literary purpose, again
employing sympathetic magic. This may be the caseal of the bronze-serpent tale (see below).

4) If we assume that the biblical author knew sdoneign languages and was capable of relating not
only to Hebrew, but to other tongues as well, we fiad two additional word plays of magical
importance

First of all, the Hebrew word for live or be healgd, resembles the Aramaic and Arabic words for

shake xn and4:=, so using a snake to give life/heal could callupios aural association. The same

multilingual connection and precedent for the cadeand may already be implicit in the name
explanation of Eveyin, in Gen 3:2031 %3 ok nnn &0 °3, “for she was the mother of all living

(persons)”. The nanmen, Eve, could derive from Phoenician, to give life, and mean “giver of life”,

but there is no such form attested in Hebrew. did¢also come from an Aramaic verb meaning

“declare”, but this is used only in rare poetic teos in Hebrew and adds little to the story. Big i

equally reasonable to associate with the Aramaic or Arabic word for snake, andstisi how it has

been explained by Genesis Rabah 20: 11 and sewet#rn scholars.Nonetheless, the narrator
explains it as associated with life. This explamatiould be based on no more than the sounds of the

words, or it could have in mind the Phoenictem but it may be based on the author’s associafion o

snakes with life both on a physical and on a lisgiailevel (snake is to life asin is tomm).

On the other hand, the Akkadian words for “livetldiife” are na’aSuandniSu, which bear
phonetic resemblance to Hebrewm.

A writer who knew all these words, could assoctdébrewwn: with Akkadianna’aSuand Hebrewn

with Aramaic»n and all these associations would lead him to usenawni not only to treat snake

24, A famous example of such multilingual competeiscund in the account of creating woman

(Gen 2:21-23). Woman is created by taking?f and rib ¢>x) from the man. Later on, she is given the name
mn which is explained as “mother of all living (pens)’ (Gen 3:20). It so happens, as pointed out Ry S
Kramer and reiterated by Marvin Pope, William W ldaind others, that the Sumerian word Tl is traesla
into Akkadian adeqQ, sélu, andbalatu, meaning “take”, “rib”, and “live”. Only someoneitw knowledge of
Sumerian could say that the Mother of all living)(is formed by taking (TI) a rib (TI). For otheush
wordplays see Rendsburg, GA, “Bilingual Wordplayhe Bible”,VT 38 (1988), pp. 354-357 and idem, “The
Egyptian Sun-God Ra in the Pentateudi&nochl10 (1988), pp. 3-15; Wolters, Apdpiyya(Prov 31:27) as
Hymnic Participle and Play dBophid, JBL 104 (1985), pp. 577-587.

See Cassuto, LA Commentary on Genesi@lerusalem: The Magnes Press, The Hebrew Uniygersi
1965), pp. 113-114 [Hebrew].
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bi

tes (m qw1) but to give life {m). An attentive reader aware of all these wordshinigel himself

awash in a swarm of hissing, life giving snakes.

5) The use of aural associative magic enhancedWypiication by typological numbers, as well as

the use of word plays, belongs to the magical atarstics of the snake tale. But one additional
aspect derives from the realm close to what we ‘ta#idicine”. Mesopotamia has yielded an
abundant amount of medical omens as well as thetiagexts which have been published over the
years, and are now becoming the object of inteasearcii’ Some of the texts display a fixed
literary formulation, resembling the cuneiform la@ad omens. They start with a conditional
conjunctionSumma “if”, that introduces a protasis describing socoerent situation, or in the case
of medical texts the symptoms. This is followed dy apodosis in present-future tense with a
sentence in the case of the laws, a predictiohenomens, or a prescription in the medical texts.
The medical prescriptions sometimes contain antiaddl remark, a prognosis, thereby concluding
with either the wordballuz or iné§ which mean “he will recover” or “he will live”. tite here a
few examples by means of illustratith:

SummaKI.MIN Sahapa immar Sipta tattanadasSumma iballsa.gig XXVIIl 68Y°

If, ditto (= he suffers from a long illness andy bees a marsh boar; you will recite an

incantation over him, time and again; and he weitlaver/ live;

SummaKl.MIN ana qit ili itarSu aSiprssu teppusma ibattigsa.gig XXVIIl 69)°
If, ditto (= he suffers from a long illness and)changes for him into Hand of the God,
you will do an exorcist’s rite to him; and he widlcover/live;

26

27

28
29

An interdialectical word play may actually lieHied the use of snakes to punish the Children rafels
for their complaints. Punishment in the Bible iteof meted out measure for measure, but there dednesno
connection between the Israelites complaint andrtfestation of snakes. This has led various contaiers

to speculate about some connections between slandesnakes. Rashi, for instance, says: “let th&eswho
was punished for slander be used to punish slargjde¢ the snake for whom every type (of food}dashe
same punish the ingrates for whom a single thihg Klanna) changes for them into various tastesivéver,
by translating one word in the complaint into itkkAdian equivalent the connection between crime and
punishment becomes vividly clear. The Israelitesglain “why did you take us out of Egypt to diethe
desert 21)?". It just happens that the Akkadian equivalehHebrew-an, “desert”, isperu, and that this
word is a homonym with the word for snake. (The aetic correspondence is not total. Akkad@nu is a
broadly used term, overlapping Hebremn as well asitw. Cf. CAD ¥ pp. 138-148, s.wéru A; von Soden,
AHw pp. 1093-1095; S. Talmon, s.matn, in Theologisches Wérterbuch zum Alten Testameds.
Botterweck, GJ, Ringgren, H, Babry, H-J, vol. NKohlhammer, 1983), pp. 659-695). In other words,
rendered into Akkadian, the Israelites’ complaiah ®e seen to be about dying by snakesa( instrumental
bed, and this is just what YHWH decrees upon themwasshment.

At the meeting of the Rencontre Assyriologiquitnationale held in London in July 2003, a worksho
was dedicated to current research on Mesopotaméatical lore. The proceedings were published in malsi

3 and 4 (2004) of this journal. More generally, feferences to literature on Mesopotamian medjcne the
bibliographies compiled by NP HeeRelBabylonisch-assyrische Diagnos{ikAOAT 33), pp. 385-401, and
JMC 6 (2005), pp. 34-40. Of the works which have @ppd since the latter bibliography was publishede n
especially MJ GellerRenal and Rectal Disease Te8AM VII) (De Gruyter, 2005), JA Scurlock and B
Andersen,Diagnoses in Assyrian and Babylonian Medicif@hampaign: UIP, 2006), and JA Scurlock,
Magico-Medical Means of Curing Ghost-Induced lllses in Ancient Mesopotam({@AMD 3) (Leiden: Brill,
2006).

For additional references s€AD B, 54b, s.vbal dule; N II, 197b, s.mésy 1c.

Cited from Stol, M Epilepsy in BabyloniaCuneiform Monographs 2 (Styx Publications: Grgein,
1993), p. 87.
Cited from Stol, MEpilepsy in Babyloniap. 87.
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Summa awum libbaSu mars

arat errétubbaltu zas3al tanappi ina diSpi Sikari u Samiralsi tamahhas

balu patzn tuSaq@u ina SuburiSu tugSerSuma

iballus (KuichlerBeitrage 11)*

If a person’s inside is sick,

you shall dry out, crush and sift a leaf of coldbynand you shall beat it in syrup, beer and
pressed oil. Without eating you shall make himldrirou shall squirt it into his anus;

and he will live/recover;

Summa awWum sualum mary

ana Sa&ati lisan kalbiarga tufazz&aséhaslati ana libbi tanaddituballal tanaqqi

Iz ina pisSu & ina SuburiSu iS&haramma

iballus (AMT 80 1:1-3)?

If a person is sick with phlegm -

To get rid (of the phlegm) you should grind grediorigue of Dog”, you shall throw in
crushed mustard, you shall mix and pour;

Either from his mouth or his anus, it (the phlegwi) be gotten rid of,

and he will recover/ live.

In addition to these medical texts we should mentaake omen¥, some of which start with
conditional clauses mentioning snake bites sucbfa€AD N/1, p. 54b, s.\nagiku, 1a):

Summaséru ana anali isnigma kbassuma iSSukdu] gereb fel dababiSu ikaSSadKAR
386:9, also ibid. r. 30 and dupl. KAR 389 (p. 36@)7, cf. KAR 385:37 and 40 (Alu)
If a shake approaches a man, attacks him, andhiite$x] among his opponents will arrive.

The series of medical omeesima ana @ marsi aSipu illik, “When the exorcist goes to the

house of a sick person” (also known as sa.gig), dasection of omens concerning snakes,
predicting the death or the life of the pati&ho, for instance:

Summaséru ana muési marsi imtanaqqut murussu irrikma ibalTDP p. 8 2:21)

If a snake falls time and again on top of the giekson, his disease will last long, and he
will recover/live;

Summaséru ana miki marsi Sa ami maditi marsu imqut magu §: iballufma bajfu imat
(TDP p. 8 2:23).

If a snake falls on top of a sick person who hanbsck for many days, that sick person
will recover/live, but a healthy person will die.

But most important are several medical texts wisignt in the same way, dealing specifically

with snakes (RC Thompson, AMT 92, 7:6; see alsoh€dcBAM 42:63-65; Labat TDP 10:30):

Cited according to Herrero, Pa Thérapeutique mésopotamiened. Marcel Sigrist, Mémoire no. 48,

(Paris: Editions Recherche sur les civilisatiorg84), p. 92.

Cited according to P Herreroa Thérapeutique mésopotamienpe93.
For snake omens Bumma lu see KAR 384-386.

Labat, R,Traité akkadien de diagnostics et pronostics médicd, (Paris: Académie internationale
d’histoire des sciences; Leiden: EJ Brill, 1951) 841 Tablet 2, Il. 19-30.
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Summa amlu seru iSSukSwsuhudurbati tagallap ikkalma ina”’es
If a snake bites a person, you shall peel the eficin urbatureed, he shall eat it, and he
shall recover/live.

It just happens that the story of the bronze serpamcludes with a similarly structured and worded
sentence (v. 9:m nwnii wni X vam WK IR W qwl ok M. Translated in narrative context, as a
continuation of v. 9a, this verse means “so thatiwé snake had bitten a man, he could look at the
bronze serpent and recover” (NEBHowever, if we translate this sentence mechanicait in
isolation from what comes before it, it can mean:

“and it will be:

If the snake bit a person —

he shall look at the bronze snake,
and he will recover/live”.

This prospective understanding of the end of voald/in fact be called for by the etiological natur
of the story as explaining how Nehushtan is todivated®® Moreover, the content, vocabulary and
syntax of this sentence (conditional pronoun, dpson of being bitten by a snake with verb in past
tense, prescription of remedy with verb in futymsgnosis with word meaning “he will live/recover”)
is identical to that of the Akkadian medical textgieneral and the last-cited line in particulae W
find in v. 8 a sentence of different syntax buthvilie same content as v. & 5y 1R 0w 7w T2 ey

M INR AR T 95 oM, “Make yourself a fiery serpent and put in on éepand anyone who is bitten
will see it and live”. Here too, there is a sympt@‘anyone who is bitten”), a prescription (“Make
yourself a fiery serpent, etc.”), and a prognote ill recover/live”). In any case, the storytoke
bronze serpent contains two sentences which closegmble magico-medical statements from
Akkadian writings, and in particular some concegrsmake bites. The cure described in the story may
mix the magical with the miraculous, but the foratidn is strictly medical.

In conclusion, the use of a bronze serpent forilganake bites reflects a typical ancient near
eastern admixture of religious (penitence and pjaged magical (associative healing) means of
healing. But the narrative itself employs additioli@rary devices stemming from sympathetic
magic (the name of the item and the material fromctv the item was made, the sevenfold and
threefold use of keywords, the use of alliteratimmoing the hissing of the snakes), and also has
employed a style typical of medical te%ts

For the grammar of the verse see Levind\@nbersp. 90.

Although the majority of scholars recognize #tielogical nature of the ‘bronze serpent’ story
and associate it with Nehushtan, Noth, Mymbers — A Commentarftr. Martin; James D London: SCM
Press Ltd, 1968), p. 156-157 remarks: “The paspamédes no aetiology of the ‘Nehushtan’ of Il Km#8.4,
since it does not go on to say anything about #haelites’ having somehow taken with them the ‘lson
serpent’ made by Moses and having set it up lateesdhere in their country”. Nonetheless, he goes on
immediately to claim that the “later existence bé tbronze serpent’ attributed to Moses was cdgtaime
reason for the telling of the story of a plaguesefpents in the wilderness”. It seems that thiscleming
sentence, interpreted as describing an on goingmuprovides the missing formal sign of an eticdagtale
Noth finds wanting.

The formulation discussed here may be refleatednother Biblical passage of medical content. In
Isaiah 38:21, the prophet Isaiah prescribes to Kegekiah who is suffering fromnw and is mortally ill:
T PIWS DY ) 22IRN n727 W, “let them bring a cake of figs and rub it on they so he shall live/be
healed”. Cf. Il Kings 20:6 where the prescriptiegrfiula is rephrased as a descriptive sentencethétherbs
in past tense. For this story see recently R. Kashi®e Sitz im Buctof the Story of Hezekiah’s lliness and
Cure (Il Reg 20,1-11; Isa 38,1-22Fkitschrift fur die Alttestamentliche WissenscHdf8 (2001), pp. 41-55,
esp. 52.

22



Would it be too much to suppose that the storyegWidissumed to explain the origin and effect
of Nehushtan (2 Kgs 18:48)was actually recited as an incantation when inwpkhe therapeutic
services of Nehushtan, enhancing the potency obtbeze object by the healing efficacy of the
narrative? In this case, the story of Nehushtan'igire might be compared to certain
Mesopotamian incantations which start off with d@olegical tale concerning the origins of the
affliction and end with a prescription for the cdtét would also mean that the rhetorical devices
displayed by the story and of a magical nature vimrerporated into the narrative for more than
the reader’s delight, but in order to make theysédfective in fulfilling its true, medicinal purge
and become by its recitation part of the remedy.

38

This is the view of the majority of scholars. Fodissenting opinion see Joines, KR, “The Bronze
Serpent” who separates the Mosaic bronze serpemttine Nehushtan of Hezekiah’s day. The one steaee
a snake-bite cure of Egyptian origin, while theestbhe takes to be a fertility object of Canaatégvation.

See, for instance, Landsberger, B, JacobserA Old Babylonian Charm Againsferfu’, INES14
(1955), pp. 14-21, and p. 14, n. 5 for additiomalaintations with narrative introductions. See &sd-oster,
Before the Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Litengt(Bethesda, Maryland: CDL Press, 1993) vol. 1, pp.
113-145; vol. 2, pp. 840-898, seriatim.
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