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Empowering the Patient: The Opening Section of the Ritual Maqlû

 Daniel Schwemer (London)

Reversal of Power in Babylonian Anti-witchcraft Rituals

The basic goal of all Babylonian anti-witchcraft rituals consists in removing the evil witchcraft 
from the patient in order to return it to the sorcerers. The patient is purified and reinvigorated; 
the performance of prayers, incantations and symbolic actions will, it is hoped, transfer the 
helpless, ‘bound’ victim into a new state of power and purity, while warlock and witch who 
had triumphed over the patient are annihilated and perish.1

The concept of power was thought to play an eminent role in the dynamics of the relationship 
between the sorcerers and their victim; this can be seen most clearly in the usage of the motif 
of political rebellion and revolt in anti-witchcraft incantations (Schwemer 2007a: 208–209). 
Sorcery itself is often referred to as bārtu, ‘revolt’, implying that the effects of witchcraft 
can be compared to the consequences of a military revolt; Maqlû II 146 refers to the agent 
of witchcraft as ēpiš bārti tēnânâ, ‘the rebel who is plotting change’.2 Just as a hapless king 
is dethroned and killed or driven away and a usurper comes to power, the bewitched patient 
has lost his former position and sees himself threatened by social isolation and death. His 
hope is set on the anti-witchcraft ritual, which is supposed to reverse the balance of power 
yet again. This is aptly expressed at the beginning of the incantation Dunnānu dunnānu in 
Maqlû V 19–47,3 which addresses the personified rebellion in a plea for what one could call 
a magic counter-revolution:

 19 ÉN du-un-na-nu du-un-na-nu pāris(KU5-is) pu-ru-us-se-e-ni
 20 i-na ma-ḫar dnuska u dgíra šu-pel-te šak-na-at
 21 al-ki na-bal-kàt-tum šu-um-ri na-bal-kàt-tum
 22 i-na na-sa-aḫ šēpī( GÌR II) šá lúkaššāpīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU) ù 

 munuskaššāptīya (UŠ11.ZU-MU) šēpī(GÌRII)-ki šuk-ni
 23 lillu(LIL) li-bi-il-ma munuskaššāpta(UŠ11.ZU) ana da-a-a-ni-šá
 24 dayyān(DI.KU5)-šá kīma(GIM) nēši(UR.MAḪ) li-sa-a elī(UGU)-šá
 25 lim-ḫaṣ lēs(TE)-sa li-ter amās(INIM)-sa ana pî(KA)-šá

 1 For a recent comprehensive study of Babylonian anti-witchcraft rituals, see Schwemer (2007a); see also 
Thomsen (1987) and Abusch (2002). Note the following abbreviation: KAL 2 = Schwemer (2007b).

 2 All quotations from Maqlû follow the line count established in Abusch & Schwemer (2008).
 3 The following is a conflated transliteration based on all available sources; there are only minor orthographic 

variants among the individual manuscripts.
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 19 Mighty One, Mighty One,4 who renders our judgement,
 20 before Nuska and Girra my exchange is established!
 21 Come, rebellion! Rage, rebellion!
 22 In uprooting the feet of my warlock and witch, place your feet (in their place)!
 23 May a fool lead the witch to her judge,
 24 may her judge roar against her like a lion,
 25 may he strike her cheek, may he return her word to her mouth!

The anti-witchcraft ritual effects an inversion (cf. šupêltu in l. 20) of the patient’s and the 
sorcerers’ roles. The latter have been toppled from their position of strength. Indeed they have 
become so powerless that a fool abducts them; they are now inferior to those at the lowest 
rung of society, an image well known from texts such as the Babylonian Theodicy: īlânnu 
kuṣṣudu panânni lilli ‘a cripple has become my superior, a fool outstrips me’ (Lambert 1960: 
76, l. 76).

In order to achieve this transfer of power from the sorcerers to the patient, anti-witchcraft 
rituals employ a wide variety of ritual scenarios, symbolic actions and images. Most of the 
relevant texts prescribe the use of figurines serving as substitutes for warlock and witch who 
are not present for their ritual trial: ‘Šamaš, these are they, these are the figurines representing 
them. Since they are not present, I have made figurines of them and [I] h[old] (them) up in 
the presence of your great divinity.’5 These figurines are convicted of their crimes, usually 
before the sun-god Šamaš as the divine judge of the living and the dead (Schwemer 2007a: 
205–208), then subjected to various forms of defiling and destructive treatments. Most 
prominent among them are the exposure to fire, i.e., burning and melting, on the one hand (a 
ritual gesture that is otherwise employed only against ‘ban’ and sin),6 and on the other hand, 
contamination with the patient’s dirty wash water. Other, less ubiquitous forms of maltreatment 
include binding, various forms of gagging,7 sprinkling with malodorous liquids,8 piercing,9 

 4 The interpretation of dunnānu follows AHw: 177a. Note that the same formation is attested as a divine 
name or epithet at Ebla (ARET 5, 1 obv. iii 1, 2+ obv. ii 11). The identity of the almost certainly divine 
judge at the beginning of the present incantation is not specified, and the text gives no hints as to whom 
the ancient scholars would have identified with the ‘Mighty One’.

 5 See Lambert (1957–1958: 289, ll. 9–10) with further duplicates; for a new edition of the text, see Abusch 
& Schwemer (forthcoming) text 8.3. For further attestations of this stock phrase, see e.g., Maqlû I 94; 
Læssøe (1955: 39, ll. 29–30) with further duplicates (read kīma šī…at the beginning of l. 30; for a new 
edition, see Abusch & Schwemer forthcoming, text 9.1); KAR 80 = KAL 2, 8 rev. 11–12 with duplicates; 
full edition in Abusch & Schwemer (forthcoming) text 8.4.

 6 Especially within the rituals Šurpu and Ilī ul īde; for the latter, cf. Lambert’s comments (1974: 269) on 
KAR 90 and the dingiršadabba incantation Ilī šurbû qā išu balāṭi; edition: ibid. 280, ll. 109–120.

 7 See Schwemer (2007a: 95–96). Cf. also the rite of putting one hand of the figurine into its mouth and the 
other into its anus, thereby blocking all the orifices that can release anything from the body (see VAT 35 
obv. 7–8 and BM 40568 obv. 10', the latter edited in Schwemer forthcoming a). The earliest attestation 
of the motif is found in a curse formula of an Old Assyrian royal inscription (RIMA I, A.0.33.1: 40–41), 
where, significantly, it refers to someone who has lied in court.

 8 Fish oil: KAR 80 = KAL 2, 8 rev. 16 with duplicates; LKA 156 = KAL 2, 23 rev. 13' with duplicates. Full 
editions in Abusch & Schwemer (forthcoming) texts 8.1 and 8.4; Maul (1994: 448, l. 41); Th 1905–4–9, 
93 obv. 17' = Meeks (1918–1919: 141–142). Rancid oil and tanning agent, respectively: BAM 140 = KAL 
2, 46 obv. 12'–rev. 1 with duplicates; full edition in Abusch & Schwemer (forthcoming) text 2.2.

 9 For a discussion of the relevant texts, see Schwemer (2007a: 209–214).
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beating10 and squashing the figurines with one’s foot.11 The figurines, or their remains, could 
be disposed of in different ways. Though not all texts provide specific information on the final 
elimination of the substitutes, the available evidence suggests that burned vestiges were normally 
either thrown into a river or dumped in wasteland, thereby entrusting them to the purifying 
power of Ea in the subterranean ocean or leaving them to the uncivilized world inhabited by 
demons and ghosts. Figurines that had been defiled and maltreated, but had not been subjected 
to fire, were either buried in one way or other and thus banned to the netherworld, or thrown into 
a river, which, in the present context, may sometimes symbolize a transfer to the netherworld 
as well.12 Despite the systematic tension between the total annihilation symbolized by burning 
or melting the figurines and the transfer to the netherworld of the more or less intact sorcerers 
symbolized by burying their substitutes, both motifs are employed side by side at least since 
the Old Babylonian period, and contamination between the two concepts is not uncommon, 
burned materials occasionally being buried in the ground, and Girra, the divine fire, sometimes 
requested to convey the evildoers to the netherworld.13 In the following it will be argued that 
the combination of ritual incineration and a transfer of the witches to the netherworld can also 
be found in Maqlû, the burning ritual par excellence, and that the latter motif constitutes one 
of the crucial elements of the well-known opening section of the ritual. This section, during 
which the first five incantations of Maqlû were to be recited, forms a ritual unit of its own, 
which, right at the beginning of the extensive ritual, places the patient in a protected position 
of power from which he can start the ritual battle against his opponents.

Overture to a Drama: Maqlû I 1–36

As is well known, the history of research into Maqlû stretches back to the early days of 
Assyriology. Indeed, the text of the first five incantations of the series has been known basically 
ever since Pinches published the two main manuscripts of tablet I in the fourth of the Rawlinson 
volumes. Tallqvist’s (1895) edition of Maqlû includes almost the complete text, and Meier’s 
(1937) edition has the Akkadian text, except for a few half-lines, as we know it today. While 
these early efforts paid little attention to the overall structure and function of Maqlû, Abusch was 
able to clarify the basic ritual structure of Maqlû in a series of studies published from the 1970s 
onwards (Abusch 2002), demonstrating that what seemed to be a collection of incantations 
is one coherent anti-witchcraft ritual performed over one night ending with the patient’s 
final triumph in the morning. While Abusch’s early studies were based on Meier’s edition, 
he soon took it upon himself to prepare a new edition of Maqlû, and within the framework 
of our collaboration on a new German translation of Maqlû (Abusch & Schwemer 2008), 

 10 VAT 35 obv. 9. For an edition of VAT 35, see Abusch & Schwemer (forthcoming) text 8.12.
 11 Akkadian sêru; see Schwemer (forthcoming a), commentary on BM 40568 rev. 5.
 12 Naturally, the subterranean ocean (apsû) and the underworld were regarded as neighbouring cosmic realms, 

and in a number of texts the inhabitants of the apsû are associated with the underworld and vice versa; see 
Horowitz (1998: 342–344).

 13 The relationship between the ritual killing of the sorcerers by fire on the one hand and by sending them 
to the netherworld on the other hand is discussed by Abusch (1998: 375; 2002: 65–78, 223–234); for a 
slightly modified interpretation of the evidence, see Schwemer (forthcoming b).
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he generously shared with me his yet unpublished synoptic edition of the Akkadian text, which, 
unsurprisingly, includes much unpublished material.14

Abusch recognized early on that the first five incantations, Maqlû I 1–72, have to be under-
stood as a major coherent section. In his Babylonian Witchcraft Literature (Abusch 1987) and 
a number of subsequent articles he offered new translations and detailed interpretations of 
these incantations. Naturally, the present article focuses on the points where I disagree with 
Abusch’s interpretations, though it should be emphasized that the following comments start 
from and build upon his pioneering studies.15

For a long time a cogent interpretation of the incantations, which at first sight form a rather 
heterogeneous group of texts, was barred by the extremely fragmentary state of the pertinent 
passages of the ritual tablet; without the guiding hand of the ritual proceedings it is often 
difficult to unlock the literary images used by the incantations. At Abusch’s request I collated 
and recopied the Sultantepe manuscript of the ritual tablet in 2003;16 and when later copying 
the relevant Kuyunjik manuscripts it became clear that, while we are still far from a complete 
reconstruction of the beginning of the ritual tablet, the basic structure of the opening section 
can be established on the base of the available sources. As expected, the ritual proceedings 
indeed contribute to an increased understanding of the accompanying incantations.17 Since 
orthographic variants are unimportant for the present argument, the text of the incantations in 
Maqlû I 1–72 is presented here in a conflated transliteration that mostly reflects the form of 
the text as found in the various Neo-Assyrian manuscripts from Nineveh; any more substantial 
variants are noted.

 1 ÉN al-si-ku-nu-ši ilū(DINGIR.MEŠ) mu-ši-ti
 2 it-ti-ku-nu al-si mu-ši-tum kal-la-tum kut-tùm-tum
 3 al-si ba-ra-ri-tum qab-li-tum u na-ma-ri-tum
 4 áš-šú munuskaššāptu(UŠ11.ZU) ú-kaš-šip-an-ni
 5 e-le-ni-tum ub-bi-ra-an-ni
 6 ilī(DINGIR-MU) ù dištarī(IŠ8.TÁR-MU) ú-šes-su-ú elīya(UGU-MU)

 14 Within the framework of our collaboration on the Corpus of Mesopotamian Anti-witchcraft Rituals Tzvi 
Abusch has also granted me access to his unpublished catalogue of anti-witchcraft rituals and his provisional 
editions of relevant texts. The work on this article has greatly benefited from using these materials, and I 
would like to thank Tzvi for his generosity; still, any mistakes are mine alone.

 15 Abusch (1987: 85–147; 2002: 219–247, 249–269, 271–286).
 16 Most importantly, the collation of the original confirmed that the detached small fragment copied as the 

top part of the obverse in STT 83 (SU 52–77) must be placed, as Abusch had suspected, below the upper 
SU 52–33 fragment.

 17 The following manuscripts of the ritual tablet have so far been identified (included here are new handcopies): 
K 2385 + 3331 + 3584 + 3645 + 7274 + 7586 + 8033 + 11603, K 2961 (both Nineveh, Neo-Assyrian 
script; see figs. 1–4, pp. 328–330); SU 52–33 + 52–77 (+) SU 52–33 + 52–77 + 52–119 (Sultantepe, Neo-
Assyrian script, first published as STT 83; see figs. 5–6, pp. 331–332); K 8879 + Sm 229 + 499 + 929 + 
1194 (+) Sm 139 (+) Sm 1901 (Nineveh, Neo-Babylonian script; see figs. 7–8, pp. 333–334); BM 46972 
(Babylon(?), Late Babylonian; see figs. 9–10, pp. 335); and VAT 4103 (unprovenanced, Neo-Babylonian 
script; see figs. 11–12, pp. 336–337; first published by Meier 1966: pls. 11–12). Thanks are due to the 
Trustees of the British Museum, London, and the directors of the Vorderasiatische Museum, Berlin, and 
of the Anadolu Medeniyetleri Müzesi, Ankara, for the permission to work in their collections.
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 7 eli(UGU) a-mì-ri-ia5 am-ru-uṣ a-na-ku18

 8 em-de-ku la ṣa-la-lu mūša(GI6) ù ur-ra
 9 qu-ú im-ta-na-al-lu-ú pī(KA)-ia19

 10 ú-pu-un-ti pîya(KA-MU) ip-ru-su
 11 mê(A.MEŠ) maš-ti-ti-ia5 ú-maṭ-ṭu-ú
 12 e-le-li nu-bu-ú ḫi-du-ti si-ip-di
 13 i-zi-za-nim-ma ilū(DINGIR.MEŠ) rabûtu(GAL.MEŠ) ši-ma-a da-ba-bi
 14 di-ni di-na a-lak-ti lim-da
 15 e-pu-uš ṣalam(NU) lúkaššāpīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU) ù munuskaššāptīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU)
 16 ša e-piš-ia5 ù muš-te-piš-ti-ia5

 17 áš-kun ina šap-li-ku-nu-ma a-dab-bu-ub di-ni
 18 áš-šú i-pu-šá lem-né-e-ti iš-te- a-a la ba-na-a-ti
 19 ši-i li-mut-ma a-na-ku lu-ub-luṭ
 20 kiš-pu-šá ru-ḫu-šá ru-su-ú-šá lu pa-áš-ru
 21 gišbīnu(ŠINIG) lil-líl-an-ni šá qim-ma-tú ša-ru-ú
 22 gišgišimmaru(GIŠIMMAR) lip-šur-an-ni ma-ḫi-rat ka-lu-ú šāri(IM)
 23 úmaštakal(IN.NU.UŠ) li-bi-ban-ni šá erṣeta(KI-tim) ma-la-a-ta
 24 gišterinnatu(ŠE.Ù.SUḪ5) lip-šur-an-ni šá še a(ŠE.AM) ma-la-a-ta
 25 ina maḫ-ri-ku-nu e-te-lil ki-ma úsassati(KI.KAL)
 26 e-te-bi-ib az-za-ku ki-ma la-ár-di
 27 tu-ú-šá ša munuskaššāpti(UŠ11.ZU) le-mut-te
 28 tu-ur-rat amās(INIM)-sa ana pî(KA)-šá lišān(EME)-šá ka-aṣ-rat
 29 ina muḫḫi(UGU) kiš-pi-šá lim-ḫa-ṣu-ši ilū(DINGIR.MEŠ) mu-ši-ti
 30 šalāš(3) maṣṣarātu(EN.NUN.MEŠ) šá mu-ši lip-šu-ru ru-ḫe-šá lem-nu-ti
 31 pû(KA)-šá lu-ú lipû(Ì.UDU) lišān(EME)-šá lu-ú ṭābtu(MUN)
 32 šá iq-bu-ú amāt(INIM) lemuttī(ḪUL-tì)-ia5 ki-ma lipî(Ì.UDU) lit-ta-tuk
 33 šá i-pu-šú kiš-pi ki-ma ṭābti(MUN)20 liš-ḫar-miṭ
 34 ki-iṣ-ru-šá pu-uṭ-ṭu-ru ep-še-tu-šá ḫul-lu-qa
 35 kal a-ma-tu-šá ma-la-a21 ṣēra(EDIN)
 36 ina qí-bit iq-bu-ú ilū(DINGIR.MEŠ) mu-ši-ti TU6 ÉN

 1 Incantation: ‘I invoke you, gods of the night,
 2 with you I invoke the night, the veiled bride,
 3 I invoke dusk, midnight and dawn!
 4 Because the witch bewitched me,
 5 (because) the “mendacious one” accused me,
 6 (because) she drove my god and my goddess away from me,

 18 Note that the variant am-ru-ṣu in 82–5–22, 508 obv. 6 is a ventive form in -u, not a subjunctive; pace 
Abusch (1987: 122–123); cf. am-ra-ṣa in A 43 obv. 7'.

 19 For pīya (nom.-acc.) vs. pîya (genitive) in Standard Babylonian, see n. 53.
20 Note that STT 78 obv. i 34 has kīma(GIM) kirbān(LAGxA) ṭābti(MUN) ina mê(A.MEŠ) ‘like a lump of 

salt in water’.
 21 Note that STT 78 obv. i 35 has a precative form here (lim-la-a), but the expected stative in the preceding 

line.
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 7 I have become offensive to (anyone) who sees me,
 8 I suffer from sleeplessness night and day.
 9 Threads fill up my mouth more and more,
 10 they have cut off the flour, (the food) of my mouth,
 11 they have minimized the amount of water I can drink.
 12 My joyous song is wailing, my rejoicing is mourning.
 13 Be present, great gods, and listen to my pleading,
 14 grant me a judgement, learn about what befell me!
 15 I have made figurines representing my warlock and witch,
 16 representing my sorcerer and sorceress,
 17 I have placed (them) beneath you to plead my case:
 18 Because she practised evil, kept seeking bad things,
 19 let her die, but let me live!
 20 May her witchcraft, her sorceries, her magic be undone!
 21 May the tamarisk whose crown is luxuriant cleanse me,
 22 may the date-palm which withstands all wind release me,
 23 may the soapwort which fills the earth purify me,
 24 may the pine cone which is filled with seed release me!
 25 Before you I have become clean as sassatu-grass,
 26 I have become pure, I have become clear as lardu-grass.
 27 Her spell is that of an evil witch,
 28 (but) her word is returned to her mouth, her tongue is tied.
 29 May the gods of the night strike her on account of her witchcraft,
 30 may the three watches of the night undo her sorceries.
 31 Let her mouth be tallow, let her tongue be salt:
 32 let (her mouth) that spoke evil against me drip away like tallow,
 33 let (her tongue) that performed witchcraft dissolve like salt.
 34 Her knots are untied, her machinations are wiped out,
 35 all her words fill the steppe—
 36 by the command which the gods of the night spoke!’ Incantation formula.

Let us briefly recapitulate the overall structure of the text, which now readily reveals its 
character. At the beginning of the text, ll. 1–3, stands the invocation of the astral deities, of 
the deified night and of the personified watches of the night, and thereby, with the very first 
lines, the whole temporal extent of the ritual is envisioned.22 This is followed in ll. 4–12 by 

 22 The commentaries provide information on which deities were associated by first millennium scholars with these 
lines. The deified night was identified with Gula according to KAR 94 obv. 4'–5' // A 405 = Ass. 15955 ii rev. 
7'–8'. For the gods of the night two possible interpretations are preserved in the commentaries. With help of dupl. 
A 405 rev. 5'–6', KAR 94 obv. 1'–3' can be restored as follows (coll.): ˹šá-niš ana mulMUL˺ [mulGUD.AN.NA 
mulSIPA.ZI.AN.NA], i-qab-bi šal-˹šiš˺ [ana MUL.MEŠ], ka-a-a-ma-nu-ti [i-qab-bi] ‘secondly, he says (it) to 
the Pleiades, [Taurus (and) Orion]; thirdly, [he says (it) to] the regular [stars].’ The preceding line in A 405 is 
only fragmentarily preserved, but collation of the original shows that the first possible interpretation simply 
associated the gods of the night with the stars as the astral manifestations of the great gods: ˹DINGIR.MEŠ 
mu-ši-tú MUL.MEŠ˺ DINGIR.MEŠ GAL.MEŠ. I would like to thank E. Frahm for discussing with me his 
reading and interpretation of these lines. Thanks are also due to Director Zeynep Kızıltan and Curator Asuman 
Dönmez, Istanbul Archaeological Museum, for their kind support and permission to collate A 405.
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the patient’s complaint describing the actions of the witch and their dire consequences.23 Lines 
13–14 contain the initial plea for the presence of the gods as judges of the patient’s ritual 
lawsuit, while ll. 15–17 describe the patient’s actions in preparing the following ritual. In ll. 
18–24 the patient actually pleads his case and asks for his purification and acquittal, a section 
that is immediately followed by a confident announcement of the desired verdict: The patient 
is purified and the evil is returned to the witch (ll. 25–28). Lines 29–33 add a final plea for the 
annihilation of the witch; with the words ‘Let her mouth be tallow, let her tongue be salt: let 
(her mouth) that spoke evil against me drip away like tallow, let (her tongue) that performed 
witchcraft dissolve like salt,’ these lines clearly refer to ritual actions to be performed during 
the recitation of the text. The incantation then concludes with the statement that the witch’s 
machinations are undone once and for all. From these final lines we learn that the text with its 
references to the night and its three watches not only alludes to the following proceedings, but 
that it actually anticipates the entire ritual; the structure of the opening incantation—invocation, 
ritual actions, plea and verdict—reflects the basic dynamics of Maqlû as a whole. Like an 
opera’s overture the text is not merely the first recitation, but it presents a programme and 
summary of the following performance. This interpretation of the opening incantation is now 
confirmed by the ritual tablet, whose still very fragmentary beginning reads:24

 1 e -nu-ma né-pe-ši šá ma-aq-lu -[ú teppušu x x x x x x x x x x ]

gap of approximately 2–3 lines of about 24 signs each

 2' [ x x ] x [ gap of approximately 21 signs
 3' [lúG]IG KA.LUḪ.Úsic.D[A? teppuš gap of approximately 16 signs
 4' lúGIG gišŠINIG u mul-l[il? gap of approximately 8 signs
 5' [ space for approximately 10 signs ] x
 6' ÉN al-si-ku-n[u-š]i šalāšīšu(3-šú) ta/imannu(ŠID-nu)
 7' x [ space for approximately 10 signs ] x-e
 8' šá iq-bu-u a-mat lemuttī(ḪUL-tim)-ia i-kaš-šá-dam-ma
 9' [gizillâ(GI.IZI.LÁ) ina(?) išā]t(IZ]I?) kibrīti(PEŠ10.dÍD) t[a?-qàd-m]a? ṣalam(NU) 

 lipî(Ì.UDU)
 10' ṭābta(MUN) ina pî(KA)-šú tašakkan(GAR) ṣalma(NU) ina ap-pi 

 gizillî ( GI .IZI. LÁ ) tašakkan(GAR)-ma
 11' [ina muḫ-ḫ]i dugburzigalli(BUR.ZI.GAL) [it-t]a-na-at-tuk
 12' ÉN al -[s]i-ku-nu-ši tu-q[at??-t]i??-ma
 13' gizillâ( GI.IZI.LÁ ) a-di du[gburz]igalli(BUR.Z]I.GAL) a-n[a bābi(KÁ) 

 tušeṣṣē(È)-ma(?) tuš]-ken

 23 In my view there is no justification for the assumption that the witch is described in neutral terms within 
this section of the incantation; see Schwemer (2007a: 142–144), pace Abusch (1987: 133–134).

 24 The reconstruction of the text is based on SU 52–33 + 52–77(+) obv. 1'–7' (= ll. 2'–13') and K 8879+(+) 
Sm 139(+) obv. i 1'–9' (= ll. 5'–13'). The first line is reconstructed following the quotation of its incipit in 
the catalogue VAT 13723+(+) obv. i 13'; edition: Geller (2000: 226–234).
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  (1)When [you perform] the ritual proceedings of Maqlû: [ … ] — gap — 
(2')[…] … [ … ]. (3')[You perform] the ‘washing of the mouth’ rite [on the pa]tient. 
[ … ]. (4')The patient [ … ] tamarisk wood and a mull[ilu-aspergillum … ]. 
(5')[ … ] …. (6')You/He recite(s) the incantation ‘I invoke you’ three times. [ … ]. 
(7')… [ … ] …. (8')When he reaches (the words) ‘Let (her mouth) that spoke evil against 
me’, (9')y[ou light a torch with] sulphur [fir]e. A figurine of tallow: (10')you put salt in its 
mouth. You place the figurine on the tip of the torch, and (11')[it d]rips away [ove]r a large 
bowl. (12')You fi[ni]sh(!?)25 the incantation ‘I invoke you’. Then (13')[you take] the torch 
together with the large bowl [out] thr[ough the gate;26 then you pros]trate yourself.

This section as it stands could have constituted an anti-witchcraft ritual of its own: The patient 
is cleansed, an incantation is recited, a figurine of the witch is melted and the leftovers are 
disposed of outside the house. Leaving the house for this purpose is otherwise prescribed only 
on two other occasions within Maqlû: After the recitation of Isâ isâ, the last incantation of 
tablet V (ritual tablet, l. 91'), where it marks the end of the series of burnings in the ḫuluppaqqu 
crucible, and after surrounding the patient’s bed with a magic circle, marking the beginning of 
the morning section of the ritual (ritual tablet, l. 139'). The disposal of ritual materials outside 
the house therefore should be interpreted as marking a major caesura within the proceedings: 
Just as the opening incantation anticipates the whole ritual, the accompanying actions represent 
a self-contained anti-witchcraft ritual.

The following lines in the ritual tablet (ll. 14'–18') are frustratingly fragmentary. It seems 
that offerings (for the gods of the night?) are set up after the exorcist’s return to the house and 
that the proceedings included another recitation, quite possibly of the opening incantation.

An  Irreversible Verdict in the Underworld and the Purity of Heaven:
Maqlû I 37–41 and 42–49

After another paragraph ruling the ritual tablet gives instructions for the recitation of the second 
and third incantation of Maqlû:27

 25 The reading tu-q[at-t]i-ma is very uncertain, especially since one would expect a present tense form (tuqatta). 
For the phrase, cf. KAR 90 (ritual tablet Ilī ul īde) rev. 4–6: ÉN ì-lí ul i-de še-ret-ka dan-nat tu-šad-bab-šú ina 
muḫḫi(UGU) šipat(ÉN) dIštar(15) šur-bu-t[i], ˹ i˺-kaš-šá-dam-ma sebet(7) ṣalmī(NU.MEŠ) šá lipî(Ì.UDU) 
ina muḫḫi(UGU) nap-pa-ṭi taqallu(GÍBIL), ÉN ì-lí ul i-de tu-qat-ta-ma tadabbub(DU11.DU11-ub) ‘You 
have him recite the incantation “My god, I do not know (my sin), your punishment is (so) severe”. When 
he arrives at (the words) “Incantation of gre[at] Ištar” you burn the seven figurines of tallow in the nappaṭu-
oven. You recite the incantation “My god, I did not know” to its very end.’ Note, however, that the phrase 
šipat Ištar šurbūti forms no part of the attested version of Ilī ul īde (Lambert 1974: 274–276, ll. 23–39). It 
can of course not be excluded that ÉN d15 šur-bu-t[i] should be understood as an incipit; so Lambert (1974: 
269) and Mayer (1976: 392). However, then the patient would reach the incipit of another incantation in 
the process of reciting Ilī ul īde; perhaps the text is corrupt.

 26 For this restoration, cf. ritual tablet ll. 91' and 139'; in both lines the disposal of ritual materials outside the 
house is introduced by the phrase ana bābi tušeṣṣēma. Note that after a ruling, SU 52–33 + 52–77(+) obv. 
8' continues the text with the words ana bīti(É) x [   …   ] ‘[you return (or: enter)] to the house [   …   ].’

 27 The text is based on SU 52–33 + 52–77(+) obv. 12' and K 8879+(+) obv. i 15'–16'.
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 19' É[N erṣetu(KI-tum) erṣetu(KI-tum) er]ṣetum(K]I-tu4-um)-ma mê(A.MEŠ) 
 tattanaddi(ŠU[B]. ŠUB -d[i])

 20' [ÉN ālī(URU-MU) za]b- ban  ā[l]ī(U[RU-M]U) zab-ban K[IMIN]

 19' Incan[tation ‘Underworld, underworld], oh [under]world!’: You sprinkle water.
 20' [Incantation ‘My city Zabban, m]y [city] Zabban’: d[itto].

The fact that both incantations are accompanied by the same ritual action indicates that the 
two texts should be interpreted as a pair. Bearing this in mind it becomes obvious that the 
main concern of these two incantations is to imbed the ritual into its cosmic setting between 
underworld and heaven. The second incantation reads:

 37 ÉN erṣetu(KI-tum) erṣetu(KI-tum) erṣetum(KI-tum)-ma
 38 dgilgameš(GIŠ.GÍN.MAŠ) bēl(EN) ma-mi-ti-ku-nu
 39 mim-mu-ú at-tu-nu te-pu-šá ana-ku i-di
 40 mim-mu-ú ana-ku ep-pu-šu at-tu-nu ul ti-da-a
 41 mim-mu-ú munuskaššāpātūya(UŠ11.ZU.MEŠ-MU) ip-pu-šá e-ga-a pa-ṭi-ra 

 pa-ši-ra ul(NU) irašši(TUK-ši)28 TU6 ÉN

 37 Incantation: ‘Underworld, Underworld, oh Underworld!
 38 Gilgameš is the lord of your ban!
 39 Whatever you have done, I know,
 40 (but) what I am going to do, you do not know!
 41 Whatever my witches do, there will be nobody (lit. will not get someone) 

 who disregards, releases (or) undoes (it).’ Incantation formula.

The opening line invokes the personified underworld; then the speaker addresses the sorcerers 
directly (2nd pl. masc.): Gilgameš, the judge of the netherworld, will enforce the ban, the curse 
(māmītu) that they have brought upon themselves through their criminal acts (cf. Šurpu II 
68). The invocation of Gilgameš as a god who ensures that the sorcerers are banned to the 
netherworld is attested from the Old Babylonian period onwards. A Sumerian anti-witchcraft 
incantation mentions Gilgameš as the one who guarantees that the witch will not escape the 
netherworld:29

 30 uš7 -ZU níg-ak uš7 -ḫul-dím-ma-ni
 31 dbìl-ga-mes- e  [k]a-kéš-bi ù-me-du8

 32 ki- maḫ -túm-ma-na [b]a[r?-š]è? na-an-ši-in-te -ge26

 30 (As for) her witchcraft, machinations (and) evil sorcery:
 31 when Gilgameš will have released that bond,
 32 in her grave, to which she was carried off, she will certainly not approach 

 (anyone) outside.

 28 STT 78 obv. i 42 has i-šá-a instead of TUK-ši; A 43 obv. 30' has syllabic i-ra-˹aš-ši˺.
 29 Edition: Geller (1989: 194–200, ll. 30–32; OB and MB mss.); cf. also ibid. l. 41'; KUB 37.109: 4' = ibid.: 202; 

and KBo 36.13 rev. col. 15'. The transliteration follows Geller; for the interpretation of ki-˹maḫ˺-túm-ma-na, 
see Wilcke (1973: 12); for the na- prohibitive indicating a categorical negation, see Attinger (1993: 290).
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A number of Akkadian anti-witchcraft rituals involve Gilgameš in his function as king, judge 
and boatman of the netherworld:30 The ritual KAR 227 (and duplicates) addresses Gilgameš, the 
underworld judge, besides Šamaš, the Anunnakki and two ghosts in its quest to ban the sorcerers 
to the netherworld.31 An unpublished ušburruda ritual for sending the sorcerers to the netherworld 
involves Gilgameš and Ḫumuṭ-tabal, both known as ferrymen of the dead.32 Anti-witchcraft 
incantations accuse witches of having entrusted the patient to Gilgameš so that he would guide 
him away across the underworld river Ḫubur.33 An ušburruda incantation begins with the words 
‘Gilgameš, king of the wide earth, unbribable judge’ (SpTU 2, 25 rev. 25). Note that within 
Maqlû the references to Gilgameš seem to be restricted to the incantations; there is no evidence 
that a figurine representing Gilgameš would have been used, as attested for other rituals.34

In ll. 39–40 the speaker continues addressing his evildoers directly. They will not be able 
to defend themselves against the ritual that will now be performed. The mirror-image structure 
that is so characteristic of anti-witchcraft rituals implies that knowing the ways by which the 
patient has been harmed is a prerequisite for adequately countering them: scientia potentia 
est. The patient has been empowered by the exorcist’s professional diagnosis, but his sorcerers 
will be hit unawares.35

The last line does not form part of the direct speech, but reports on the witches’ ultimate fate: 
The self-inflicted curse (māmītu), enforced by Gilgameš, will never be undone. The witches have 
received their irreversible verdict in the netherworld whose prisoners they will remain. The change 
from referring to the warlocks and witches collectively in the 2nd pl. masc. (ll. 38–40) to the focus 
on the witches alone in l. 41 need not, in my view, imply that two different groups of evildoers are 
referred to; rather, it may reflect the combination of various textual snippets in the composition of 
this incantation; and I cannot see any indication in the text whatsoever that the sorcerers of ll. 38–40 
are regarded as dead persons or spectres who are already residents of the netherworld.36 While it 

 30 For these roles of divine Gilgameš, see generally George (2003: 127–135); for the relationship between 
anti-witchcraft rituals and Gilgameš, see Abusch (2002: 107–110) and Parpola (1983: 204).

 31 For the text, see Abusch (1986: 150–151 with nn. 3–4); for a recent translation of the opening section of 
the text, see George (2003: 134–135).

 32 BM 47806+; see Schwemer (forthcoming b).
 33 See Abusch & Schwemer (2009), commentary on O 193 obv. ii 5 for the relevant attestations; cf. BAM 

231(+) obv. i 16; for a full edition of the text, see Abusch & Schwemer (forthcoming) text 8.7.
 34 The letter ABL 56 (= SAA 10, 274; Parpola 1970 and 1983: no. 208) refers to a performance of Maqlû at 

the end of the month Abu and, within this context, also mentions the rites of the 28th(?) day of the month; the 
latter involve a figurine of Gilgameš (rev. 5–6), but there is no evidence that it was used for the performance 
of Maqlû, pace George (2003: 133); for a discussion of this letter, see Abusch (2002: 108).

 35 As noted by Abusch (2002: 228), this motif of the patient’s superior knowledge occurs also in the phrase anāku 
īdēma attakil takālu ‘I know (about it), so I have gained confidence’ in Maqlû VI 129", 137", 145" and 154".

 36 Thus Abusch (2002: 225–228). Note that I also do not share the notion expressed there that the witches are 
perceived as spirits in the incantation Isâ isâ (Maqlû V 158–175). The ritual adjuration (nīš…tamâtunu) 
places its object under an oath to depart and not to return. Usually these formulae are employed within the 
context of sending and banning someone to the netherworld; this type of ritual oath is therefore often found 
in ghost rituals; see Scurlock (2006: 25–26). It is also employed against various demons and (demonized) 
diseases. This, however, does not imply that those adjured and taken under oath are, like ghosts, necessarily 
inhabitants of the underworld from the start. Within Maqlû the incantation Isâ isâ with its oath formulae 
certainly refers to sending the witches to the netherworld, but I cannot see any clear indication in the text 
that it should refer to spectral witches. The adoption of ritual elements typically used for sending off ghosts 
within anti-witchcraft contexts does not presuppose that the witches were perceived as ghosts.
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is true that the meristic figures of the incantations refer to the accused warlock or witch as ‘man or 
woman, dead or living’,37 there is, to my knowledge, no evidence at all for anti-witchcraft rituals 
explicitly performed against dead evildoers, nor do I find the interpretation of Maqlû II 119–123 
as a plea to Girra to authorize the disinterment of dead witches persuasive.38 The vocabulary used 
in the incantation is very unspecific: makkūru is a general term for property, including real estate, 
and has no specific connotation pointing to a meaning ‘grave furnishings’; būšu is the general 
word for movable property, and I know of no contexts that would lend it a specific meaning ‘grave 
goods’. More difficult is ma-na-ḫa-te-šú-nu in l. 121, but in view of the two preceding lines and 
the idiomatic verbal phrase eli…rabāṣu ‘gain possession of …’,39 it seems much more plausible 
to interpret the form as mānaḫātēšunu, ‘their goods’,40 than to derive it from the rare manāḫtu, 
‘resting place’.41 If, as argued here, there are no clear references to graves or the netherworld in 
ll. 119–121, there is little reason to assume that é-kur in l. 123 would refer to the netherworld 
rather than to the main Babylonian sanctuary and temple of Enlil, a fitting abode for Girra, who 
is equated with Enlil’s vizier Nuska in Maqlû.42 The whole passage should not be understood as 
referring to an alleged disinterment of the witches, but as a description of the sorcerers’ defeat in 
images of social degradation, poverty and the resulting restlessness and need:43

 119 dan-nu ma-ak-kur-šu-nu šu-ul-qí
 120 šu-ut- bil bu -šá-šu-nu ek-ke-e-ma
 121 eli(ugu) ma-na-ḫa-te-šú-nu ḫab-ba-ta šur-bi-iṣ

 37 See Schwemer (2007a: 73 with n. 17); add K 8183: 5 to the references given there.
 38 Thus Abusch (2002: 231–234).
 39 See CAD R: 12, 2. b, for the relevant attestations.
 40 mānaḫtu, ‘toil’, following AHw: 602a, in the pl. also ‘goods’ (< gains of toil); cf. especially the attestations 

in omen texts quoted by CAD M/1: 206, 3. e, under the meaning ‘installations, equipment’.
 41 For manāḫtu, see GAG3: §56c; Abusch (2002: 232–233, n. 50). Note that there are only two reasonably 

clear attestations of this word: (1) the commemorative inscription of Marduk-nādin-aḫḫē; cf. CAD M/1: 
206b, but note that Wiggermann (2008: 221–222) in his recent edition of the text argues for a derivation 
from mānaḫtu; (2) the passage OIP 2, 52: 35 (cf. CAD loc. cit.), the interpretation of which is not without 
problems either.

 42 It is questionable whether the Ekur ever serves as a designation of the netherworld, pace AHw: 196a, 
following Tallqvist (1934: 32). Especially in bilingual incantations the Ekur is one of the places from which 
demons come forth. As rightly pointed out by Schramm (2008: 215), Enlil is sometimes mentioned within 
this context as the god who sends out these demons; therefore Ekur certainly refers to his temple (as a 
cosmic locality) in these contexts. The later attestations in Akkadian literature clearly depend on the older 
tradition, and a close reading of the relevant contexts shows that there too Ekur refers to Enlil’s temple 
rather than the underworld (Horowitz 1998: 294–295). There are, however, sources which suggest that 
Enlil himself was associated with the netherworld in periods predating the textual record, and the name of 
his temple may reflect this association with the netherworld (Katz 2003: 440–442); cf. the lexical evidence 
for é-kur-bad, ‘distant mountain house’, adduced by Horowitz (1998: 270–271). Unsurprisingly, witchcraft, 
the perversion of the exorcistic art, according to this line of thought, was regarded as having originated 
from Enki’s realm, the subterranean ocean, rather than from Enlil’s Ekur; see Schwemer (forthcoming a), 
note on BM 47451 obv. 10.

 43 For the motif of restlessness being imposed upon the sorcerers, cf. Maqlû IV 93–94: mušītu kallatu kuttumtu 
kakkašunu lišbirma lā ṣalālu līmissunūte, ‘May the night, the veiled bride, break their weapon and impose 
restlessness upon them’.
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 122 dgíra ez-zu gít-ma-lum ra-šub-bu
 123 ina é-kur a-šar tal-lak-ti-ka e tu-šap-šiḫ-šú-nu-ti a-di sur-riš 44

 119 Let a powerful man take their property,
 120 let a thief carry off their valuables,
 121 let a robber gain possession of their goods!
 122 Fierce, perfect, awe-inspiring Girra,
 123 in the Ekur, where you walk about, do not give rest to them quickly!

On the surface there is little that connects Ālī Zabban, the third incantation of Maqlû, to the 
preceding text with its focus on the netherworld and the eternal ban that is imposed on the 
evildoers. But given that the ritual proceedings indicate that the two texts should be interpreted 
as a pair, it is significant that the second half of ‘My city Zabban’ establishes a firm link 
between the patient, the purity of heaven and the heavenly gods:

 46 a-na-ku e-ra ḫa-aṣ-ba úmaštakal(IN.NU.UŠ) na-šá-ku
 47 a-na ilī(DINGIR.MEŠ) šá šamê(AN-e) mê(A.MEŠ) a-nam-din
 48 kīma(GIM) ana-ku ana ka-a-šú-nu ul-la-lu-ku-nu-ši
 49 at-tu-nu ia-a-ši ul-li-la-in-ni TU6 ÉN

 46 I hold up a snapped off (twig of) ēru-wood (and) maštakal-soapwort,
 47 to the gods of heaven I give water (saying):
 48 “As I purify you for your sake,
 49 (so) you (oh gods), purify me!”’ Incantation formula.

With ‘Underworld, Underworld’ the patient directs his attention to the netherworld, then he looks 
up to heaven; and just as heaven and underworld form a pair, the two incantations complement 
each other. The interpretation of the first section of ‘My city Zabban’ is less obvious, though 
Abusch’s remark (2002: 265 and cf. 261–269) that Zabban ‘here in Maqlû…is a cosmic locale…
that connects the earth, heavens, and the netherworld’ leads us in the right direction:45

 42 ÉN ālī(URU-MU) zab-ban ālī(URU-MU) zab-ban
 43 šá ālīya(URU-MU) zab-ban šitta(2.TA) abullātū(ABUL.MEŠ)-šú
 44 ištēt(1-et) ana dutu-è šá-ni-tu ana dutu-šú-a
 45 ištēt(1-et) ana ṣi-it dšamši(UTU-ši) šá-ni-tu ana e-reb dšamši(UTU-ši)

 42 Incantation: ‘My city Zabban, my city Zabban:
 43 my city Zabban has two gates,
 44 one towards the sunrise, a second towards the sunset,
 45 one to the east, a second to the west.

 44 Abusch (2002: 232) draws attention to a slip in Meier’s edition (1937) of l. 123 (Meier’s l. 122), where the 
preserved text actually reads: e tu-šap-šiḫ-šú-nu-ti (K 2713+ obv. ii 10'; so already in Tallqvist’s edition). 
Interpretations of this line based on Meier, such as the one in CAD T: 98b, have to emend the preserved text.

 45 I am not convinced by Abusch’s attempts (2002: 264–265, 267–269) at associating Zabban with anything 
other than the actual city (city of the zabbu-ecstatic or equation with Mount Ṣaphon). The first is an adhoc 
etymology that does not really explain anything, the second, while very learned, fails to explain why the 
incantation explicitly refers to a city, not to a mountain; note also that Mount Ṣaphon is not otherwise 
attested in Babylonian literature.
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Any discussion of these lines has to start from the commentary on ll. 42–43 in KAR 94 obv. 
19'–23' (coll.), which, however, poses a number of difficulties. It seems worth pointing out 
that the mere existence of a commentary offering several explanations of these lines indicates 
that their meaning was far from obvious to Babylonian and Assyrian scholars.

 19' ālī(URU) zab-ban ālī(URU) zab-ban šá ālīya(URU-MU) zab-ban šitta(2) 
 abullātū(ABUL.MEŠ)-š[ú]

 20' NU \ ma-a zab-ban ana mu- bi?-ra? -a-ti nadi(ŠUB-di) šitta(2) 
 abullātū(ABUL.MEŠ)-šú

 21' ma-a a-na ḫul-pa-qim-ma ma-ši-il
 22' šá ina lìb-bi ut-napišti(ZI)(??) ana šá-šú-ma!??(šu) iq-bu-u
 23' ma-a šá imitti(15) zab-ban-ma šá šumēli(150) KAR kar-ku

 19' ‘My city Zabban, my city Zabban: my city Zabban has two gates’:
 20' NU \ This means: Zabban is situated towards …s;46 it has two gates.
 21' This means: It is similar to the ḫuluppaqqu-crucible;
 22' what he said to him in Ūta-napišti.47

 23' This means: the one on the right is Zabban; the one on the left is ….48

Much of this remains enigmatic, but ll. 20' and 23' indicate that the actual location and layout 
of the city of Zabban form the background of its description in our incantation. The city of 
Zabban in the region of the Jebel Hamrin apparently had unique, unusual fortifications and 
was surrounded by a city-wall with only two gates that formed a western and an eastern access 
to the city.49 In the incantation the city’s unusual fortifications are used as a cosmic image. 
The sun passes through the two cosmic gates in the east and west, and the course of the sun 
includes heaven and underworld, the two cosmic spheres with which the two incantations are 
concerned; Zabban itself serves as a metaphor for the surface of the earth. The comparison 
with the ḫuluppaqqu-crucible (l. 21') puts this burning vessel, which plays a prominent role 
in the ritual proceedings of Maqlû, in place of the city. Perhaps the stand of the crucible had 
two gate-like openings, or, as Maul suggests (personal communication), the two ‘gates’ of 
the ḫuluppaqqu might refer to two spouts on opposite sides of the bowl of the crucible. If 
the latter, the bowl of the crucible would presumably symbolize the surface of the earth, and 
the indirect comparison with Zabban would imply that the city’s fortifications were circular.

 46 Uncertain mu-˹bi?-ra?˺-a-ti is perhaps corrupt for mušēbirāti (see CAD M/2: 263); note the error-mark NU 
on the left margin; for this mark, see Abusch & Schwemer (2009), comments on O 193 rev. iii 10', with 
further literature.

 47 This is no more than a desperate attempt at making sense of this difficult line. It is not clear to me to which 
literary work a title Ūta-napišti would refer. Of course one thinks of the flood-myth, but what would be 
the point of comparison? Note that KAR 94 uses ana libbi to denote in which tablet of Maqlû the quoted 
passages occur (ina libbi alsīkunūši for tablet I, etc.).

 48 KAR kar-ku should probably be interpreted as a place-name, perhaps Kār-karku.
 49 For the localization and history of Zabban (Simurrum), see RGTC 5: 279–280 and Frayne (1997).
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A Commission between Heaven and Earth: Maqlû I 50–60

 Akla nēberu, the fourth incantation of Maqlû, further explores the cosmic theme introduced 
by the two preceding incantations; the text reads:

 50 ÉN ak-la né-bé-ru ak-ta-li ka-a-ru
 51 ak-li ip-ši-ši-na šá ka-li-ši-na ma-ta-a-ti
 52 da-num u an-tum iš-pu-ru-in-ni
 53 man-nu lu-uš-pur a-na dbe-let-ṣēri(EDIN)
 54 ana pī(KA) lúkaššāpīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU) u munuskaššāptīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU) i-di-i 

 ḫar-gul-li
 55 i-di-i šipas(ÉN)-su šá apkal(ABGAL) ilī(DINGIR.MEŠ) dmarduk(AMAR.UTU)
 56 lil-sa-ki-ma la tap-pa-li-ši-na-a-ti
 57 liq-ba-nik-kim-ma la ta-šem-mì-ši-na-a-t[i]
 58 lu-ul-si-ki-ma a-pu-ul-in-ni
 59 lu- qu -ba-ki-ma ši-min4-ni ia-a-š[i]
 60 ina qí-bit iq-bu-ú da-num an-tum u dbe-let-ṣēri(EDIN) TU6 ÉN

 50 Incantation: ‘I have blocked the ford, I have blocked the quay,
 51 I have blocked their sorceries (coming) from all the lands!
 52 Anu and Antu have sent me—
 53 whom should I send to Bēlet-ṣēri (saying)50

 54 “On the mouth of my warlock and my witch put a lock,
 55 put the incantation of the sage of the gods, Marduk!”?
 56 Should they invoke you, do not answer them,
 57 should they speak to you, do not listen to them.
 58 Let me invoke you, then answer me,
 59 let me speak to you, then listen to me—
 60 by the command which Anu, Antu and Bēlet-ṣēri spoke.’ Incantation formula.

The setting of the incantation is neither the underworld nor heaven; rather it is firmly grounded 
in the world of the living, exploring the patient’s situation: Like a city under siege he has 
blocked all the access ways in order to thwart his enemies’ attacks. But then the cosmic theme 
introduced by the preceding incantations is further developed: The patient in his city is located 
between heaven and earth. The heavenly gods Anu and Antu, with whom he is allied, have 
commissioned him to fight the sorcerers. But the destruction and death of the witches must 
be enforced by the powers of the netherworld, here personified by the goddess Bēlet-ṣēri, the 
divine scribe of queen Ereškigal’s palace and, presumably, at the juridical court over which 
judge Gilgameš presides.51 After the rhetorical mannu lušpur, ‘Whom should I send?’, question, 
the patient addresses Bēlet-ṣēri directly in the final lines and asks her for her help.

 50 Abusch (2002: 251) interprets l. 53 as the direct speech of Anu and Antu, but this is difficult to square with 
the clear first sg. lušpur; the fact that the mannu lušpur formula is usually put in the mouth of the speaker 
of the incantation also militates against this hypothesis; for the formula, see Farber (1990).

 51 For Bēlet-ṣēri’s role in the netherworld, see Gilgameš VII 204–205 (George 2003: 483, 644–645) and CT 
23, 15–22+ obv. i 35' with duplicate (Scurlock 2006: 185–186).
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A look at the pertinent passage of the ritual tablet confirms that the main concern of this 
incantation is to create a protected space from which the patient can carry out his heavenly 
commission; it reads:52

 21' É[N ak-la né-b]é-[ru ina? g]aṣṣi(I]M.BABBAR) u maṣḫa[ti](ZÌ.MAD.G[Á])
 22' zisurrâ( ZÌ .SUR.RA-a) ḫu-lu-up-paq-qí te-ṣer
(21') In[cantation ‘I blocked the ford’: With] gypsum and flour (22') you draw a magic circle 
around the crucible.

On the horizontal level the magic circle is to protect the patient from the ongoing attacks like 
a city-wall; it blocks and holds off anything that may approach the patient from outside. At 
the same time he has allied himself with the powers above who authorize him and with the 
powers below who are ready to pass their fatal verdict on his evildoers.

Stand Still, World, Pay Heed: Maqlû I 61–72

The fifth incantation of Maqlû adds yet another facet to the preparation of the patient for 
the long battle against his opponents during the following night. First, the text takes up the 
commission theme, thereby drawing a clear line to the preceding incantation; also Marduk-
Asalluḫi, the divine exorcist, is referred to again:

 61 ÉN šap-ra-ku al-lak u -ú-ra-ku a-dab-bu-u[b]
 62 ana le-et lúkaššāpīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU) u munuskaššāptīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU) dasal-lú-ḫi 

 bēl(EN) a-ši-pu-ti iš-pur-an-[ni]

 61 Incantation: ‘I am sent, so I shall go, I have a commission, so I shall speak;
 62 against my warlock and witch Asalluḫi, the lord of exorcism, sent me.

But then the speaker turns his attention to the world around him, to heaven and earth, to the 
birds, to the fish, to the animals and the people living on dry land:

 63 šá šamê(AN-e) qu-la šá erṣeti(KI-tim) ši-ma-a
 64 šá nāri(ÍD) qu-la-ni šá na-ba-li ši-ma-a pīya( KA-ia )53

 65 šāru(IM) na-zi-qu tur-ru-uk e tal-lik
 66 šá gišḫaṭṭi(GIDRU) u gišmar-te-e54 tur-ru-uk la tal-lak
 67 li-iz-zi-iz ḫar-ra-nu mārat(DUMU.MUNUS) ilī(DINGIR.MEŠ) rabûti(GAL.MEŠ)
 68 a-di a-mat [lú]kaššāpīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU) u munuskaššāptīya(UŠ11.ZU-MU) a-qab-bu-u
 69 alpu(GU4.NÍTA) i-pa-áš-šar immeru(UDU.NÍTA) i-pa-áš-šar

 52 SU 52–33 + 52–77(+) obv. 13' // K 8879+(+) obv. i 17'–18'.
 53 Syllabic spellings indicate that the nom.-acc. bound form of pû before the possessive suffix of the first 

sg. is the simple stem (pīya) in Standard Babylonian rather than a triptotic formation (pûya, pâya, pîya). 
Within Maqlû cf. pi-ia in STT 78 obv. i 9 and BM 43826 + 43835 obv. i 3' (Maqlû I 9) and in Sm 741 + 
2069(+) rev. iv 7' (Maqlû V 138, 139); cf. also mussu pi-ia šutēšurā qātāya in IV R2 17 + K 5326 + 16854 
rev. 25 // KAL 2, 15 rev. iii 3 // Ki 1904–10–9, 108 rev. 3'. For a full edition, see Abusch & Schwemer 
(forthcoming) text 8.5.

 54 So following STT 78 obv. ii 18; Si 14 obv. 10' has: šá gišGIDRU šá mar-te-e.
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 70 a-mat-su-nu lip-pa-šìr-ma a-ma-ti la ip-pa-áš-šar
 71 a-di a-māti a-qab-bu-ú a-mat-su-nu ana pān(IGI) amātīya(INIM-MU) 

 ul(NU) iparrik(GIB)
 72 ina qí-bit dasal-lú-ḫi bēl(EN) a-ši-pu-ti TU6 ÉN

 63 You in heaven, pay attention, you in the underworld, listen!
 64 You in the river, pay attention to me, you on dry land, listen to my speech!
 65 The howling wind is beaten: “You must not blow!”
 66 He who carries stick and rod is beaten: “Do not blow!”
 67 Let the road stand still, the daughter of the great gods!
 68 While I speak, the word of my warlock and witch,
 69 the ox will undo, the sheep will undo.55

 70 Let their word be undone, but let my word not be undone!
 71 While I speak my word, their word will not lie in my word’s way—
 72 by the command of Asalluḫi, the lord of exorcism.’ Incantation formula.

The cosmos and all its inhabitants are requested to pause, to turn their attention to the patient 
and to listen to his plea. Even the divine Wind who is constantly on the move has to lie down 
and keep still. He who races across the land beating down everything in his path is now beaten 
down himself, and does not move anymore.56 All traffic—the road, the daughter of the great 
gods—stops. The final lines of the incantation leave no doubt about the purpose of this general 
stillness. It creates a protected period of time within which patient and exorcist can act against 
the sorcerers without them being able to react. Since the whole world stands still in favour of 
the patient, the warlock’s and witch’s words cannot travel, cannot obstruct and overturn the 

 55 The exact significance of this line is still unclear to me. The following two lines from a dingiršadabba 
incantation shed some light on the role of at least the sheep in exorcistic rites: alpu anākuma šammū ākul[u 
u]l īde, immeru anākuma pišerti a[pšuru u]l īde: ‘I am an ox, I do [n]ot know the plants I ea[t], I am a sheep, 
I do [n]ot know the (ritual) undoing I e[ffect]’ (Lambert 1974: 284–285, ll. 2–3). The sheep is of course 
the standard sacrificial animal of anti-witchcraft and other exorcistic rituals, though oxen are not used for 
this purpose. It should be noted, however, that substances affected by witchcraft can be disposed of by 
feeding them to an ox, i.e., to an animal that proverbially does not know what it is eating (IV R2 59/1 rev. 
22; Schwemer 2007a: 226; cf. for this motif also STT 75 rev. 38' // CAD A/1: 365a). One would expect that 
l. 69 here alludes to concrete ritual actions that were performed at the beginning of Maqlû. The fragmentary 
section of the ritual tablet that follows the opening rites accompanying the recitation of the first incantation 
includes the setting up of an offering arrangement: …] ˹ana˺ maḫar(IGI) [   …   ] riksa(KÉŠ) tara-kás (SU 
52–33 + 52–77(+) obv. 8' // K 8879+(+) obv. i 10'). The proceedings associated with this riksu may well 
have included the sacrifice of a sheep, though the preserved text says nothing about an ox.

 56 Note that this beautiful image does not stem from the literary creativity of the present incantation’s author. 
It is rather one of the traditional boilerplates he used when composing the text, since an unpublished 
ušburruda incantation contains the very same lines in a different context: šá šamê(˹AN-e˺) ˹ qu˺-l[a-nin-ni], 
šá erṣeti(KI-tim) ši-ma-˹nin˺-ni šāru(IM) ˹ na˺-zi-qu tu-˹ru-uk˺ l[a tal-lak], mi-it-ga-ru‹-tu› šārū(˹IM˺.MEŠ) 
[l]i-il-[li-ku-ni]: ‘You in heaven, pay attention [to me], you of the earth, listen to me! The howling wind is 
beaten: “Do no[t blow]! May favourable winds [bl]o[w to me]!”’ (BM 38635 obv. 10–12 // Th 1905–4–9, 
72 + 73 obv. ii 18'–19' // 80–7–19, 146 + K 10559 + 11993 + Sm 1330 obv. i 14'–15'); for a full edition, see 
Abusch & Schwemer (forthcoming) Text 8.8, 4. For standardized lines and groups of lines in the composition 
of incantations after the Old Babylonian period, see Farber (1990: 303) with further literature.
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patient’s defensive ritual. The pertinent passage of the ritual tablet shows that the end of the 
opening section has been reached:57

 23' [ÉN šap-ra-ku al-lak ṣalam(NU) gišbī]ni(ŠI]NIG) ‹ṣalam(NU)› gišerēni(EREN)
 24' ṣalam(NU) lipî(Ì.UDU)58 ṣalam(NU) iškūr[i(DUḪ.LÀ[L) ṣalam(NU) kups]i 

 (DUḪ.ŠE.GIŠ]. Ì ) ṣalam(NU) ittî(ESIR) ṣalam(NU) gaṣṣi(IM. BABBAR )
 25' ṣalam(NU) ṭīdi(IM) ṣalam(NU) līši(NÍG.{ŠE.}SILA11.GÁ) [ina? muḫ]ḫi(UG]U?) 

 ḫu-lu-up-paq-qí ta-sa-dir[(-ma)] tašakkan(GAR-an)
  ( 23')[Incantation ‘I am sent, so I shall go’: A figurine of tamar]isk wood, ‹a figurine› of 

cedar wood, (24')a figurine of tallow, a figurine of wa[x, a figurine of sesame poma]ce, 
a figurine of bitumen, a figurine of gypsum, (25')a figurine of clay, a figurine of dough 
you arrange in a row [o]n the burning vessel.

This is the final preparation before the first main section of Maqlû, with its long series of 
burnings, begins. The preliminaries have been completed, the actual battle, the burning of the 
witch’s figurines, can begin.

Conclusions

The first five incantations of Maqlû form part of a coherent preliminary ritual section of this 
extensive anti-witchcraft ritual. The text of the incantations poetically explicates the patient’s 
requests and concerns, while the ritual actions condense them into concise symbolic gestures. 
To the modern interpreter the dicenda provide the intellectual context of the terse ritual 
instructions, while the agenda help to winnow the essential statement from the rhetorical 
padding and to unlock the poetic images of the incantation language. Given its overall coherence 
and logical stringency, its self-contained nature and its all-encompassing relationship to the 
rest of the ritual, the opening section of Maqlû was composed in all probability at the time and 
within the context of the redaction of the ritual’s canonical text, in my opinion most likely in 
12th- or 11th-century Babylonia.59 The opening section anticipates the successful outcome of 
the ritual and symbolically creates a protected position of power for the patient. Allied with the 
gods of heaven and the underworld, acting from a well-protected place and taking advantage 
of the kairos granted to him by the cosmos, he may defeat his enemies and finally triumph 
over them in the light of the morning sun.

 57 SU 52–33 + 52–77(+) obv. 14'–15' // K 8879+ (+) Sm 1901 obv. i 19'–21'.
 58 So in SU 52–33 + 52–77(+) obv. 14'; in Sm 1901(+) obv. i 20': ˹NU˺ x ˹ni?˺.
 59 Note that Abusch (2002: 287; first published in 1989 as the article Maqlû in RlA 7, 346–351) regards ‘the 

present form of Maqlû…to be a first millennium creation.’ According to him, the opening section I 1–72 
was composed at a third stage of Maqlû’s development, ‘probably’ before major portions of tablet VII 
53–VIII were added, and certainly antedating the addition of several incantations in tablets VI–VII and 
all of tablets II–III. For my own view on the date and structure of Maqlû, see Schwemer (2007a: 37–55; 
forthcoming c).
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Fig. 1: K 2385 + 3331 + 3584 + 3645 + 7274 + 7586 + 8033 + 11603 Obv.
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Fig. 2: K 2385 + 3331 + 3584 + 3645 + 7274 + 7586 + 8033 + 11603 Rev.
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Fig. 3: K 2961 Obv.

Fig. 4: K 2961 Rev.
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Fig. 5: SU 52–33 + 52–77 (+) SU 52–33 + 52–77 + 52–119 Obv.
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Fig. 6: SU 52–33 + 52–77 (+) SU 52–33 + 52–77 + 52–119 Rev.
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Fig. 7: K 8879 + Sm 229 + 499 + 929 + 1194 (+) Sm 139 (+) Sm 1901 Obv.
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Fig. 8: K 8879 + Sm 229 + 499 + 929 + 1194 (+) Sm 139 (+) Sm 1901 Rev.
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Fig. 9: BM 46972 Obv.

Fig. 10: BM 46972 Rev.
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Fig. 11: VAT 4103 Obv.
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Fig. 12: VAT 4103 Rev.
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