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[The presented article addresses the question of whether the epics of Kirta and Aghat from LBA Ugarit
may be considered narratives articulating social myths, building upon the theory of Gérard Bouchard. As
such, the epics are seen as potentially influential elements within the society of Ugarit, significantly
contributing to the construction of the reality of that time. The designation invites us to consider the complex
social and historical setting in which the narratives appeared and worked and ask how they could have been
relevant, what aims their author could have followed, and what means he used to achieve them. The
preservation of sources considerably limits our possibilities in tracking the links among the narratives, author,
audience, local and international politics, environment, religion, or emic conception of history. The
reconstructed context, therefore, remains largely porous. Still, Ugarit is one of the best sites to start such an
endeavour which may broaden our understanding of political uses of narratives in the ancient Near East.]
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1. Introduction

The epics® of Aghat (KTU 1.17-1.19) and Kirta (KTU 1.14-1.16) from the city of Ugarit
belong among the best-known works of narrative poetry from Late Bronze Age Syria. They are
now known to modern scholars for almost one hundred years. During this time, extensive research
has been done on them. The academics have approached these texts from different perspectives and
offered a wide range of interpretations. The perspectives cover, for example, historical, mythical,
political, myth and ritual school, literary (including relations with wisdom literature), allegorical,
agricultural/seasonal, psychological, or satirical.” The viewpoint I wish to follow does not aim at
deconstructing or discrediting previous discussions. After all, I find many of the interpretations
valid, even if not complex and exhaustive. The view I am proposing here is no different; it focuses

1. This work was supported by the Czech Science Foundation project No. 23-05181S, Archaeology of Texts.
Tradition, Transmission, and Transformation in the Ancient Near East. The topic has also been addressed in my
dissertation, Life, Society, and Politics in Relation to Religion at Ugarit in the Late Bronze Age, submitted at Charles
University in Prague in 2023 and defended in April 2024.

2. The term “epic” is used here as a conventional designation, and interpretations are not based on this genre
attribution. Therefore, we may leave the issue of definition and applicability to the ANE material aside.

3. The history of research is not an issue of this paper. See, e.g., Margalit 1999: 203-218 for Kirta, and Wyatt 1999:
238-247 for Aghat.
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only on some aspects of these narratives and does not claim to solve the issue of their interpretation
once and for all.

The primary goal is to explore whether these epics may be considered part of the living
tradition, i.e., works beyond the world of scholars, students, or scribes. Could these narratives have
been more than works of literature, having some real impact on the lives of the inhabitants of
Ugarit? Could they have been relevant for them? Were there any political and ideological
intentions behind the composition of these texts? Did it serve anyone? Answers to any of these
questions are not readily clear. In many ways, we are getting to the limit of what can be reasonably
induced from the sources or deduced from applied theories. We may sometimes even step over the
edge. In the current stage, this paper presents a preliminary suggestion and exploration of
possibilities. The reader should be aware of this issue and is wholeheartedly welcome to be
suspicious of any claims made here. These limitations also lead to an unfortunate feature of this
article that some suggestions remain too open, general, or flat.

The basic presumption of this paper may sound strange: The people living in the ancient world
were indeed living human beings with their social ties, psychologies, opinions, worries, joys,
occupations, etc. While it sounds too obvious, it is sometimes forgotten. Stories that were told in
these societies were a part of life, contributing to the construction of the ancient world.* This,
however, does not mean the narratives were somehow clear or straightforward reflections of the
world, society, or history. To detect how the individual stories were connected to the present life,
how they were relevant, and what influence they had is a tricky business. Some might have been
part of the lived religious realia — reflecting the perceived character of deities and cosmos or used
within cults or healing rituals. Others could have been “dead” and foreign for most people and used
in the confined context of scribal education, not only to learn how to write in cuneiform and
communicate in Akkadian or Sumerian but also to gain an understanding of foreign traditions — a
skill useful in international contacts. Others could have been recounted for amusement. Shortly put,
even though the presence of narratives indicates they were relevant at least to some part of society,
the reasons for this relevance were highly varied. This diversity also varied in different parts of
society and changed over time.” The present paper, therefore, deals specifically with the
possibilities of interpreting the epics of Aghat and Kirta in the society of Ugarit around the turn of
the thirteen and twelve centuries when they have probably been written down (see below).

2. The Theory of Social Myths

In an attempt to approach these issues, we may draw inspiration from the theory of social
myths of Canadian sociologist Gérard Bouchard (2017). His approach is based primarily on
exploring the workings of myths in modern societies, with special attention to national myths (see
also Bouchard 2013). This has some positive and some negative implications regarding the ancient
Near East. On the one hand, myths are explored as something living and with real impact. In
present societies or in recent history, we can observe in better detail what myths do and how people

4. My perspective is strongly rooted in the theory of the social construction of reality; see esp. Berger & Luckmann
1966. Despite its name, it also gives space for individual actors to actively participate in the construction.

5. An example may be given with the well-known story of Oedipus. Its relevance in ancient Greek society gravely
differed from its relevance to Sigmund Freud.
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interact with them. On the other hand, the theory cannot be simply transferred to the ancient society
— a too simplistic comparison may be gravely misleading. What the theoretical perspective of social
myths can do for us is to guide our attention to some issues that may otherwise go unnoticed when
discussing narratives of the past.

Bouchard’s conception of “myth” is in many ways different from its common or even
scholarly use (Bouchard 2017: 23-47). He regards myths as belonging to the category of
“collective imaginaries” (Bouchard 2017: 7-27) — “the symbols that a society produces and
through which its members give meaning to their lives,” (Bouchard 2017: 13) and “the first
references that lie at the core of every culture and that have a very strong hold on society given
that they posses an authority akin to sacredness.” (Bouchard 2017: 8). Collective imaginaries may
be considered the base for social reality — that what is shared by society because it is internalised
through living in any given culture. At the same time, they are not merely a social category. They
are particularly effective when rooted in the unconscious, primary instincts, and emotions. Myths
as collective representations are seen as sacred — in the sense of “beyond criticism”; immune,
fundamental truths. And most importantly for us, myths are seen as powerful social mechanisms —
myths act. Bouchard borrows a quote from Bennett to describe myths: they “are not the things
people see when they look at the world, they are the things they see with” (Bouchard 2017: 105—
106). An important issue worth noting is that myths in this perspective are not the narratives
themselves. Narratives are only instances in which myths are actualised and articulated in a
particular way. They are vehicles for myths. Similarly, myths may be expressed and addressed
through visual means, symbols, or catchphrases. By this, any myth-narrative can draw on numerous
myths present in society.

In the case of social myths, the stress is placed on “the role of the actors, their motivations, the
power relations in which they are involved, their strategic operations, and the concrete, immediate
issues associated with them” (Bouchard 2017: 27). Any myth may be used by social actors to
follow their interests. The fluidity and plasticity of myths even allow them to be used for
contrasting goals. There is no need to make any clear-cut distinction among different dimensions of
myths. For example, if someone carefully narrates a story to manipulate society, it may not conflict
with the religious or historical dimension of the myth. On the contrary, when the narration
resonates with the deep convictions of the audience on a broader scale, it is even more effective.
However, emphasising the roles, intentions, and motivations of the actors should not lead us to
consider myths only as a means of manipulation. This creates an unnecessarily biased perspective
where myths are negative social mechanisms. Myths are a social necessity, both in ancient and
modern times; they are here for better or worse.

One of the most important features of myths is that they give rise to social ethos. They have
the ability to mobilise society into action but also to create an atmosphere of resignation and
pessimism. As we will discuss below, the epics of Kirta and Aghat are very interesting in
portraying numerous instances of failure and misfortunes. One may then ask whether such a story
may indeed serve any mobilising goals or even work as a piece of royal propaganda. Isn’t Margalit
(1999: 206, 208-209 or 1989: 477-482) right in seeing these works as satirical and critical towards
the establishment? The theory of social myths surely allows it. However, Bouchard also stresses
that the myths sometimes address the least favourable times of society: wars, defeats, deaths,
sacrifices, treasons, failures, natural catastrophes, etc. (Bouchard 2017: e.g., 49, 52, or 61-62). All
these themes are powerful as they are filled with emotions. The misfortunes of a king are not
necessarily an indication of a “mock-epic” (Margalit 1999: 222) but may actually work for the
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benefit of the royalty. That inversion, failure, displacement, critique, mockery, or violence may not
have destructive but productive outcomes has also been observed and studied by many others, for
example, anthropologists (e.g., Turner 1977 or Douglas 1984: esp. 95—114). Turner had made such
observances into one of his key concepts: anti-structure. The popular saying “what doesn 't kill you
makes you stronger” should not be ignored when discussing myths.

3. The Epics of Aghat and Kirta as Mirror Narratives

One of the main reasons why I tend to consider the Ugaritic epics as articulations of social
myths is that they, to some extent, address the same issues and draw on similar imageries. This may
indicate that they are focused on dealing with particular themes relevant to Ugaritic society.®
Building upon the structuralist approach, I suspect the topics shared by both narratives are central
to the message intended by the author (or the client?) and deserve particular attention. This by no
means implies that the specifics of each epic are irrelevant; the pondering of the issues from
different perspectives may create the meaning. Instead of recounting the full plots of both texts,” we
may briefly explore where they mirror each other.

3.1. Problems with dynastic continuity

The central motive of both narratives is the crisis of dynastic continuity. The stories open with
situations where both Kirta and Daniil (future father of Aqhat) lack progeny.® The lack of heirs may
be considered an extremely unfavourable situation in ancient Near Eastern societies. The epic of
Aghat addresses this issue in the so-called “duties of an ideal son”,” recounting what a father is
missing in lack of a son. The importance of an heir is contrasted with riches and power — when
these are offered to Kirta by II or King Pabuli,'® they are shown as futile. The epics track the source
of this problem from two perspectives. The problem of Kirta is that he had lost all his wives and,
together with them, all chance for the progeny.'' In contrast, the issue Daniil is facing revolves
around problems with conception.'? The same fate might have been relatable to numerous listeners
in the audience. Even though it might have been considered a part of the human condition,"® it was
undesired, and personal and social consequences were grave.

6. On the contrary, Wyatt (2000: 136) suggests that while the epic of Kirta is ideologically rich, Aghat lacks
ideological intentions. This position is, in my opinion, untenable.

7. For translations of Aghat, see, e.g., Parker 1997: 49-80 or Wyatt 2002b: 246-312; for Kirta, see, e.g.,
Greenstein’s translation in Parker 1997: 9—48 or Wyatt 2002b: 176-243. The texts are edited in KTU as 1.14-1.16 (Kirta)
and 1.17-1.19 (Aqhat). It has been suggested that Aqhat may be connected with the Rapi‘ima texts (KTU 1.20-1.22; see,
e.g., discussion in Parker 1989: 134-135 or Wyatt 1999: 234 or 237). Because I am, together with Parker and Wyatt, not
convinced about this suggestion, I do not include these texts in the analysis.

8. Kirta: e.g., KTU 1.14 I: 7-35, II: 4-5; Aghat: e.g., KTU 1.17 I: 16-33. The issue is then addressed throughout
the narratives.

9. KTU 1.17 I: 25-33 and parallels. See, e.g., Majewski 2023 for a recent discussion of this passage.

10. KTU 1.14 I: 41-42, II: 1-3, I1I: 21-37, and V: 33—VI: 22.

11.KTU 1.14 I: 7-25.

12. KTU 1.17 I: 18-19, 38-43, or II: 24-46.

13. As addressed in the Mesopotamian composition of AtrahasTs, tablet III, col. VII (see, e.g., Lambert & Millard
1999: 102—-103). An excerpt of this narrative has been discovered at Ugarit, too (RS 22.421, see, e.g., Lambert & Millard
1999: 131-133). Of course, its relevance to the social reality of Ugarit may be easily disputed.
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3.2. Deities have positive relations with the rulers and provide solutions for their problems

Both Kirta and Daniil are described as ruler figures who have close and personal relationships
with deities. The two narratives cover these relations from several perspectives. Kirta is approached
by Il in his dream, presumably by the volition of the god;'* but Daniil actively performs incubatio
and thus induces his dream vision to draw Ba‘al near.'” Il sees that Kirta is troubled, but he first
assumes that he craves power and riches and Kirta must reveal the roots of his troubles;'® on the
contrary, Daniil does not need to explain himself to Ba‘al as this deity immediately knows what is
going on.'” The solution offered to Kirta is formulated as an elaborated plan on how to obtain a
new wife by means of a military campaign;'® the problem of Daniil is solved by Ba‘al simply by
asking Il to give a blessing.

The close relations between the rulers and deities are also articulated in other parts of the
narratives. Both Kirta and Daniil invite deities to feast — an invitation that is gladly accepted by
them."” An element of divine favour may be seen in the gift given by Kotar-wa-HasTs to the
newborn Aghat, the precious bow.? Il also supports Kirta when he falls ill, making a healer-
character, Sa‘atigat, for him.?' The bond between Il and Kirta is then best expressed when the king
is designated as the son of this god.”? In his illness, his children also ponder his divine-like
character through his presumed immortality, an idea that is shattered.”

3.3. Some female deities have negative relations with the rulers

These positive relations are contrasted with negative relations with some female deities. This
bluntly reveals that royalty is prone to failure face in face divine will. It also clearly stresses the
mortal nature of the ruling class. Kirta is befallen by a nearly mortal illness because of his
negligence in fulfilling the vow given to goddess Atirat.** In the epic of Aghat, the goddess ‘Anat
craves to acquire the bow of Aghat. The hero not only declines her offer of riches and immortality
but also laughs at Anat and insults her.” This time, the hero pays with his life for crossing the will
of a goddess.

3.4. Dynastic continuity fails again

At first, the problems with dynastic continuity seem to be solved. Both Kirta and Daniil have
progeny they longed for. However, the plot is then twisted. As already noted, the son of Daniil,
Aghat, is killed by goddess ‘Anat. King Kirta is betrayed by his son and heir to the throne, Yassib,

14. KTU 1.14 I: 33-43. As the narrative does not provide great details, it remains possible that Kirta was actively
involved in inviting the god to approach him. However, it seems to me that it is the god, who incites the activity here.

15.KTU 1.17 I: 1-16.

16. KTU 1.14 I: 37-11: 5.

17.KTU 1.17 I: 15-22.

18. KTU 1.14 1I: 6-111: 49.

19. E.g., Kirta: KTU 1.17 III: 52-1V: 8, 1.15 II; Aghat: KTU 1.17 II: 24-39, V: 15-31, 1.19 IV: 22-31.

20. KTU 1.17 II: 9-33.

21.KTU 1.16 IV:1-VI:14.

22.E.g.,KTU 1.16 I: 20-23.

23.E.g., KTU 1.16 I: 2-23 and II: 43-44.

24. Making the vow to Atirat in Tyre: KTU 1.14 IV: 32-43. Atirat reacts to the unfulfilled promise: KTU 1.15 III:
25-30.

25.KTU 1.17 VI-1.18.
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who criticises his father and wants the throne for himself before he has the right.*® Consequently,
Yassib is cursed by his father.

3.5. Are other solutions possible?

The stories end rather pessimistically. We are left to wonder whether this is because of the
damaged state of the tablets or the dynasties of Kirta and Aqghat truly end. With the following
statements, we go beyond the sources. There is still hope for the dynasty of Kirta. At least one
other son is mentioned by name, Ilahu.?’ Possibly, he could replace Yassib in his role. The story of
Aghat, on the other hand, does not mention any other male offspring. This story, however, seems to
be far more open than Kirta,” and more action is reasonably expected. However, the possible
solutions may not be limited to the male side of the dynasty.

3.6. The royal women are presented in a strong position(?)

The society of Ugarit and its power structure may be generally described as patriarchal and
patrilinear, but the position and power of royal women are also well documented, and they had an
influence on the royal succession issues.”’ The epics of Aghat and Kirta toggle with the position of
royal women. First of all, the dynastic continuity depends on them for biological reasons and
without them, the stories cannot evolve. While power and influence are generally connected with
the queen(-mothers), the narratives focus strongly on the royal daughters. Titmanit, the last
daughter of Kirta, is pronounced the firstborn by I1.** Her name, meaning “The Eight One”, is here
contrasted with her pronounced position. Aghat then has a sister who bears a general name Pagit,
“Girl/Princess”. But she takes on a quest contrasting with her name: to avenge the death of her
brother.’! The plots, at least in their extant state, do not resolve the issue.*> We do not know how
and if the stories developed, whether Titmanit and Pagit took on the roles of their brothers, helped
someone else to ensure the continuity of the dynasties, or if the dynasties failed anyhow. We should
also acknowledge the possibility that the narratives ended without any resolution.

On the other hand, there is no indication that a queen(-mother) or wife of the king would or
even could hold the office of the king. Women are depicted not only as strong but also as someone
who is to be acquired, who exists to bear children, and who serves the king and his guests. In
addition, the female deities are depicted as those who cause problems; how much this should be

26. KTU 1.16 VI: 25-58.

27.E.g., KTU 1.15 II: 18-1I1I: 25, 1.16 I: 46, 58.

28. This open character is also what led some scholars to seek the continuation of Aghat in the Rapi’ima texts
(KTU 1.20-1.22). See note 7 above.

29. For some comments on the position of (royal) women at Ugarit, see, e.g., van Soldt 2016b, Stol 2016: 526529
(in a broader context of ANE societies), Thomas 2014, or Vita 1999: 481-482. On many occasions, the position of
women (not only at Ugarit) might have been stronger than the commonly held opinion about the past. Thomas focused on
the essential role of royal women in LBA politics, not limiting the discussion to the commonly held opinion of women
being “assets” or “objects” in political exchange relationships. Nonetheless, this does not counter the overwhelmingly
patriarchal structure of Ugaritic society.

30. KTU 1.15 IIT: 16.

31.KTU 1.19 TV: 28-61.

32. The question of whether the epics are finished or continued is an unresolved issue. Reasonable arguments can
be given for both options. In my opinion, the epic of Kirta might have well ended with the cursing of Yassib, while the
present ending of Aqhat strongly invites continuation. See, e.g., Margalit 1999: 204 and 210 for a short discussion on
Kirta and Wyatt 1999: 234 on Aghat.
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connected to the human condition is, however, not clear. Still, even though the final imagery has
some ambivalent elements, the strong and positive position of royal women is clearly stressed in
the extant texts.

3.7. What does it mean to be a proper ruler?

Both narratives also address the topic of how a proper ruler should act. An essential element of
Yassib’s conflict with Kirta is that during his illness, the king failed to follow his obligations.™
This criticism, which may possibly seem just to some in the audience, is not welcomed by the
father. In contrast to Kirta, Daniil is depicted as a ruler who follows such obligations.** The
imagery of royal obligations is poetically subsumed under the imagery of care for orphans and
widows, the prototypical liminal peoples belonging to the society. The issue of military duties is
addressed, too. In sum, the king should be strong, protective, and take care of his people. Noted is
also the interaction of the rulers with the local elite. When Kirta is ill, he summons the “chiefs and
captains” to discuss with them the problems of governance. It is this elite who pronounces Yassib
as the (temporal/future?) ruler.*® Daniil is then presented as performing his royal duties together
with the elite and not only by himself.*

3.8. The well-being of the land is connected with the well-being of the ruler

Closely connected with the theme of a proper king is his connection with the prosperity of the
land. The weakness of Kirta when he falls ill strongly affects the land. Severe droughts occur, and
the food reserves end up empty.’” The prosperity of the land of Daniil is then connected with the
fate of his heir. Just like in the case of Kirta, when Aghat is killed, the land is befallen with
droughts.®® Unlike the issue of dynastic continuity, the prosperity of the land is resolved. Kirta is
cured by II’s creation of the healer figure Sa‘atiqat, and Daniil and Pagit find the remains of Aqhat
so he may be at least buried.

3.9. The mortality of rulers is stressed

The issue of mortality of the ruling class is addressed in several episodes, all of which were
already mentioned. The wives of Kirta died for various reasons, the king himself almost died of
illness, and Aghat was killed by ‘Anat. The narratives ponder about the mortal nature of rulers from
several perspectives. The most crucial distinction may be seen in the acceptance of the fate. In the
epic of Kirta, the nearing death is pondered in astonishment by his children;* on the contrary,
Aghat directly embraces his human fate and knows ‘Anat’s statement is a false promise.*

33.KTU 1.16 1IV: 29-54.

34.E.g.,KTU 1.17 V: 4-8.

35. KTU 1.15 IV-VI. The passages are, unfortunately, rather fragmentary. Terms ¢y (bulls) and zbyy (gazelles) are
used to designate the elite. See, e.g., Miller 1970 for a short discussion on using such animal designations.

36. E.g., KTU 1.17 V: 6-7. Here, a more straightforward term ddrm is used.

37.KTU 1.16 11I.

38.KTU 1.19 T: 38-46.

39.E.g.,KTU 1.16 I. 2-23.

40. KTU 1.17 VI: 33-38.
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4. The Epics in Contexts

So far, we have only seen that both epics may be read hand in hand, pondering the same issues
from different perspectives. However, the aim of this paper is to explore if this pondering of the
human (especially ruler) condition might have functioned as a social myth. Can we discover
whether these texts might have been relevant to the inhabitants of ancient Ugarit at the end of the
Late Bronze Age? Are there any discernible intentions and motivations on the side of the creator(s)
of these texts? And by what means would the goals have been achieved? If we carefully follow the
contexts in which these texts existed, we may reveal some indications. Unfortunately, the evidence
presented here is mostly indirect and for most relevant contexts, the sources are altogether missing.
Therefore, the conclusions must remain preliminary suggestions.

4.1. Archaeological Setting

The exploration of any ancient text may begin with the setting in which it was recovered by
the archaeologists. If available, archaeological context provides us with the elemental starting point
for further tracking of associations of a text.*! The six tablets bearing the stories of Kirta and Aghat
are associated with the structure conventionally designated as the House of the High Priest, located
on the Acropolis of Ugarit.* This is where the ancient life of the text ended, being buried in the
debris of the long-fallen building. If we can uncover anything from the time the building was still
in use, we may possibly enrich our understanding of the life of the tablets. We are trying to uncover
their role as actors in the Ugaritic society. For that, they — especially their contents — must have
been “on the move” and interacted with other actors.

The texts were discovered in the same context as most narratives written in the Ugaritic
alphabet and language.* The building further associates the epics closely with Ugaritic cultic
practices, both spatially and textually: the House of the High Priest is located between the Temple
of Ba‘al and the Tempe/Terrace of Dagan, and a relatively rich collection of ritual texts has been
discovered here.**

Although the association of Kirta and Aqhat with religion, represented here by myths and
cults, is obvious from the find-spot perspective, the precise links of how all these go together are
missing. The reasons for their presence in this particular house may be various, but we must not
ignore that this is where they were (intentionally!?) placed. However, the notion of this structure
should not be subsumed only under religion. The letters and administrative texts discovered here
further allow us to set the working of this “institution” into broader networks of Ugaritic life.
Unfortunately, we know nothing about how these texts were manipulated, who had access to them,
and for what purposes they were stored. The only direct link to a particular individual that the
tablets provide leads us to the person who has written them down.

41. While I borrow this vocabulary from Latrour’s Actor-Network Theory (see, e.g., Latour 2005) and I draw some
inspiration from him on how to approach the material, my approach is far from being ANT. E.g., the very application of
the theory of social myths is in contrast with the ANT approach.

42. Only a fragment of tablet KTU 1.14 (RS 2.[003]) and the whole KTU 1.17 (RS 2.[004]) are recorded as
discovered on the “surface” (TEO: 26), but the general context indicates they positively belong to the same structure as
the rest of the tablets and fragments of the two epic compositions.

43. E.g., the Ba‘al Cycle (KTU 1.1-1.6), the Rapitima (KTU 1.20-1.22), or the Goodly Gods (KTU 1.23).

44. However, we may note that in absolute numbers, the so-called House of the Hurrian Priest in the South
Acropolis Trench yielded more ritual texts.
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4.2. Authorship

The authorship of both epics is attributed to Ilimilku. This claim is based on the colophons
preserved on the tablets. KTU 1.16, the last tablet of Kirta, is on its left edge inscribed with text spr
iimlk t'y, “scribe: Ilimilku, ta**ayu-official”. The first tablet of Aghat, KTU 1.17, bears on its lower
edge a badly damaged inscription of which only the ending is visible: [...] prin. This is usually
compared with the colophon of [limilku from the Ba‘al Cycle and reconstructed as [spr . ilmlk sbny
Imd . atn ] prin, “[scribe: Ilimilku from Subbanu, student of Atténu], the diviner”.**

It seems reasonable to suggest that Ilimilku was the scribe of these texts. The question remains
whether he may also be considered an author in any creative sense. Such an authorial input has
already been argued for by several scholars, notably Tugendhaft (2018) or Wyatt (1997, 2002a, or
2015). The theory of social myths invites us to focus our attention on the activity and intentions of
the actors present in creating and articulating the myth-narratives. Was the creation of the six
tablets a result of an inventive input on the side of the scribe, or was he a “mere copyist”? Was
Ilimilku an obedient student, or did he create these texts later in his career with a rich experience
reflected in the clay? Because all data we possess on these issues are of an indirect nature, a broad
range of interpretations have appeared.*® For example, Pitard saw Ilimilku as a fine but still young
scribe who made a lot of scribal errors in his work (2008 and 2012). Hawley, Pardee, and Roche-
Hawley argue that Ilimilku was rather an author than a copyist (2015: 250-251). Tugendhaft then
places the authorial activity of this scribe at the end of his rich political career, reflecting
accumulated wisdom rather than youthful sloppiness, at least in regard to the Ba‘al Cycle (2018:
31-34).*” Ultimately, the answer may not be the same across the works attributed to him.

The activities of Ilimilku, his status and connections are essential for the interpretation. Was
he in any position to use myth as a political device? Unfortunately, since we lack precise
synchronicities, the life of Ilimilku collapses for us into an undifferentiated bundle. The best we
can do now is to explore Ilimilku as if all information on him applied at once. This endeavour may
further be complicated by the fact that not every Ilimilku mentioned in the sources is the same
person.*®

The most “detailed” information we have on him is his colophons. The last tablet of the Ba‘al
Cycle preserves the lengthiest of them: spr . ilmlk Sbny / Imd . datn . prin . vb . / khnm rb . ngdm / t%y
. ngmd . mlk vgrt / adn . yrgb . b’l . trmn (KTU 1.6 VI: 54-58), “Scribe: Ilimilku from Subbanu,
student of Atténu, the diviner, chief priest, chief herdsman, ta*G@yu-official of Nigmaddu, king of
Ugarit, lord of Yargubu, master of Tarimanu.” (Hawley, Pardee & Roche-Hawley 2015: 248).

45. So far, I have not encountered any study claiming different authorship, for example, on palacographic grounds.
On the other hand, I have neither encountered a study confirming the authorship on palacographic grounds, only some
feeble references. E.g., Wyatt notes that “the script is similar” (1999: 234) or that the “ductus is consistent” (2015: 412)
without providing further references. I myself lack both the expertise and access to the tablets to make an informed
decision in this regard.

46. For a general discussion and further references, see Wyatt 2015 or Pardee 2014, 2012: 112, or 1997: 273, n. 283.

47. It is appropriate to note that the work of Tugendhaft (esp. 2018) has been the starting point for me to consider
the political implications of Ugaritic narratives in the context of the author’s contribution.

48. The name was probably relatively common and different bearers of this name are attested; e.g., [limilku son of
Ilibelu in RS 16.145 (PRU III: 169), or Ilimilku son of TakSanu and Ilimilku son of Ulunari in RS 16.257+ (PRU III:
199-204). These are not taken into consideration, building upon the fact that Ilimilku has not used patronymic in his
colophons (see below).
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The translations and interpretations of the colophon differ among the scholars. First, it is not
clear which titles relate to whom in it.*’ I would argue that Ilimilku has designated himself as 1) a
scribe, 2) from the village of Subbanu, 3) a student of Atténu, and 4) fa*Gyu-official of
Nigmaddu.>® The title “diviner” most likely belongs to Atténu.’' Titles “chief priest” and “chief
herdsman” may belong to either of them. I have little doubt that the final titles belong to
Nigmaddu.

What does this tell us about Ilimilku? The position of the scribe neither confirms nor denies
any creative contribution on his side. Although scribes are often associated with the elite, they may
not necessarily be elite themselves but occupy a position similar to craftsmen. The site of Subbanu
with which he associates himself also does not reveal to us anything about his status. However, it
was probably important to him, and the fact that he chose to identify himself via geographical
origin and not through patronymic is itself interesting when considered in the context of
patrimonial society (see Schloen 2001). His position was not, at least explicitly, deriving from his
father’s position. On the contrary, Ilimilku chose to highlight his teacher. The position of Atténu
would be of great interest to us, but we know of him only from the colophons of Ilimilku. The
office of prin (“diviner”’) might have been an important one but is generally shrouded in mystery to
us. We cannot even tell if this had anything to do with divinatory practices, as one would expect.*
If Attenu were the holder of the titles “chief priest” and “chief herdsman”, these would further
relate him to official cultic activities and highlight his elite position. The association Ilimilku
makes with Atténu is, in my opinion, a reference to his education in the highest circles, akin to
highlighting studies at Oxford, Sorbonne, or Harvard in a modern CV.>

Probably the most important reference is to the office of ta*ayu and specifically ta*ayu of the
king. Supposing the attribution to Ilimilku is correct, it indicates his proximity to the ruler. The
office itself was then highly important, even though most of its characteristics, unfortunately, elude
us. Van Soldt has suggested that this term should be equated with logosyllabic SUKKAL (1988),
indicating a high-level scribe/official akin to “royal secretary” or “secretary of state”. At the same
time, the term has clear cultic connotations. In ritual texts, the term ¢ was used to designate a
specific type of offering and the verb z--y designated its performance. In KTU 1.119, we may
encounter a sacrifice that is performed in bt %y, the house of fa**ayu. Unfortunately, further details
of both the political and religious dimensions of this office elude us. It is also possible that the term
t'y designated different positions in politics and cults. Anyhow, Ilimilku may be well associated

49. Various suggestions have been explored and referenced by Wyatt (2015: 405-407). Interestingly, he does not
consider the sequencing suggested by Hawley, Pardee & Roche-Hawley (2015: 248), which seems one of the most
probable to me.

50. This attribution is sometimes contested, and Atténu is seen as the holder of this tile. However, since Ilimilku
described himself as ta*a@yu-official in KTU 1.16: left edge or in KTU 1.4: left edge (damaged) without any reference to
his teacher, it seems reasonable to suppose he was (at least in some part of his life) not only fa*ayu-official but
specifically fa*‘ayu-official of Nigmaddu.

51. In KTU 1.179: 40 from the House of Urténu, title prin seems to be once again connected with Atténu. In
addition, both Atténu and prin share Hurrian etymology, which may indicate a connection — however feeble.

52. Van Soldt 1989 has established the understanding of this term as a “diviner” in comparison with Hurrian
purulini. I have tentatively suggested this office could have related to the Hurrian cults at Ugarit, drawing an association
with the contemporary office of “the diviner” at Emar, where he has been an overseer of Hittite-Hurrian cults. But this is
far from being anyhow conclusive; see Valek 2021: 54.

53. On the other hand, some argue this indicates his student status when writing/copying the compositions; see,
e.g., Pitard 2008 or 2012.
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both with religion and politics, which is in accord with the findspot of the tablets, as well as their
contents.

Ilimilku was also set within the elite circles of Ugaritic society. Letter KTU 2.88 from the
House of Urténu includes two messages sent from an unnamed queen and Ilimilku to Urténu.>*
This correspondence places the scribe side by side with the queen and connects him with Urténu,
who may himself be counted among the Ugaritic elite with high-level connections and important
trade relations.”> The letter further indicates a high level of trust among the correspondents.
Although its exact contents and meaning are debated, it seems that Urténu is obliged to keep the
conversation secret. Association of Ilimilku with the queen is further strengthened by letter RS
6.198 from the House of the High Priest (see, e.g., Lackenbacher 2002: 297-298), in which Be&lu-
biir asks Ilimilku to deliver a message to the queen, indicating he had access to her. His relations to
a queen may bear some implications for the topic of the position of the royal women tackled in the
epics. This letter also draws Ilimilku into the sphere of the Assyrians. As we will see below, this
may not be an insignificant detail. RS 19.070 (PRU IV: 294) from the Royal Palace mentions
Ilimilku as the royal envoy despatched to the Hittite court. The link with Urténu made above may
be further strengthened by several texts discovered at “his” house. Even though these may not
necessarily relate to Urténu himself, they place Ilimilku in relations with an elite and influential
household. Medico-magical text KTU 1.179 includes a colophon attributed to him,*® and letters RS
94.245 and 94.2483 place him within international relations with USnatu and Sidon. An excerpt of
the Ba‘al Cycle on tablet KTU 1.133 then connects Ilimilku with the House of the Hurrian Priest,”’
an important locus with numerous religious texts, including ritual texts related to royalty.

In my opinion, this composite image of Ilimilku allows us to consider him a person fit to
participate in the creation of narratives bearing influence on the state ideology. This applies to the
epics, as well as the Ba‘al Cycle. In the colophon of KTU 1.179, he states: ind ylmdnn, “no one has
taught it (to me).” With this, Ilimilku may intend to highlight his creative skills and expertise. In
contrast with Mesopotamian practices, he does not add his colophons to the narrative compositions
to note that he faithfully copied them from some verified ancient originals. Rather, he might have
added these colophons to be known as the author who has given creative input into his works,
maybe even in parodying the Mesopotamian tradition (Hawley, Pardee & Roche-Hawley 2015: 251).

Still, it must be stressed that providing creative input does not readily mean that Ilimilku
wholly invented these compositions from scratch. As further argued below, building upon previous
traditions is one of the strategies for constructing a successful social myth. The authorial input may
be more in how a story is told. Different emphases, new episodes, changes, or restructuralisation
may significantly shift the meaning of a known composition. In this regard, we may note that the
ground plot of the fight of Ba‘al with Yamm from the first two tablets from the Ba‘al Cycle was

54. For recent studies, see, e.g., Monroe 2020 and van Soldt 2016b.

55. On Urténu, see, e.g., Malbran-Labat & Carole 2007.

56. The name is lost in lacuna, but similarities to his other colophons are clear. KTU 1.179: 40°: [spr . ilmik .
SItb\ny . Imd . atn . prin.

57. It has also been suggested that an Akkadian excerpt of this composition, pertaining to the building of the
Temple of Ba‘al, has been discovered in the House of Urténu (RS 94.2953, Arnaud 2007, no. 65). However, it has been
convincingly argued that this text is not anyhow connected to the Ba‘al Cycle but narrates a flood story; see Cavigneaux
2007. Therefore, this potentially very interesting connection must be abandoned.
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surely not created by Ilimilku as we know of references to it several centuries prior to him from
Mari (FM 7, nos. 5 and 38). But this does not anyhow counter the possibility that the particular
recounting of this story at Ugarit was his own, aimed at particular interests, just as when this plot
has been reinterpreted in Egypt for the benefit of Amenhotep II (so-called papyrus Astarte, see
Collombert & Coulon 2000). As Bouchard notes, the process of creating social myths is difficult. It
is often rather “through an operation that belongs more to translation or transposition than to
construction or invention” (Bouchard 2017: 90).

4.3. Historical Context

Although the possibility that Ilimilku simply wrote down known narratives cannot be
disregarded, the chance that he was active may be further corroborated by the historical context in
which he lived. I count myself among those who claim that there is never “the” meaning of any
myth that could be discovered through the narrative itself. The relevance and perceived meaning of
any story goes hand in hand with the various circumstances in which it is set. Any myth can be
recounted with different interests, goals, and emphases and read or listened to with many
interpretations. The highly varied modern interpretations are a clear indication of this. It also does
not matter if the plot itself is set in the past, present, future, or beyond time; it is always (also)
about the present (Michalowski 2010: 16), and its relevance should be sought there.’® The obvious
problem here is that we have no direct accounts of how the Ugaritic epics were performed and
received. At best, we can search for indications and parallels — are there any ways in which the
epics could have been historically relevant at Ugarit at the end of the Late Bronze Age? Are there
indications of why Ilimilku has written them as he did and chosen to reflect the specific topics in
them?

The first issue that needs to be addressed here is whether it is reasonable to suppose these texts
were in active use during this timeframe. The recent shift in dating the invention and active use of
Ugaritic alphabetical cuneiform seems to confirm this.*” If the script was indeed in use only after
ca. 1250 BC until the end of Ugarit’s existence, then the Nigmaddu mentioned in the colophon of
Iimilku must be Nigmaddu IV, the penultimate king of Ugarit, ruling ca. 1210-1200 BCE.*® This
significantly narrows the possible timeframe, moving it closer to the demise of Ugarit. Still, a
window of some 30 years or more remains for the precise date of the composition.®' Obviously, a
lot has changed during this time, and the political relevance of the narration might have changed or

58. Here, we may note that the relevance of the text does not need to be anyhow deep or noble. Some may indeed
be relevant for constructing opinions about life, the cosmos and everything, but others may be relevant only in small
details, because they are fun, good for learning languages and writing, or interesting objects of study for scholars. There
is never a too-insignificant motivation. However, not every motivation and story lead to the creation of a full-blown
social myth.

59. For the recent shift in dating the active years of Ilimilku to the reign of Nigmaddu IV (according to the
numbering of Arnaud 1998) together with the shift in dating the invention/practical application of Ugaritic alphabetical
script to the second half of the thirteen Century, see, e.g., Roche-Hawley & Hawley 2013: 258-263 or Hawley, Pardee &
Roche-Hawley 2015: 234 with further references.

60. The precise dating of the reigns of kings of Ugarit is problematic. I am here following the dating of Liverani
(2014a: 332) and numbering of Arnaud 1998.

61. Theoretically, Ilimilku might have written any of his works up until the end of Ugarit’s existence — using the
title of za**ayu of Nigmaddu to refer to his long-passed position. At the same time, his relation to Nigmaddu is expressed
only in the colophon from the Ba‘al Cycle. Consequently, the epics might have been also composed well before
Nigmaddu IV ruled.

Aula Orientalis 42/2 (2024) 253-280 (ISSN: 0212-5730)

264



THE EPICS OF AQHAT AND KIRTA AS SOCIAL MYTHS?

passed. Unfortunately, with our current knowledge, we are left with a more condensed
understanding of the historical context covering a longer period.

This time, probably like any other, was full of paradoxes. Ugarit was an economically
prospering kingdom, building upon its trade relations and favourable geographical position. The
location was good not only for interconnecting inland and maritime trade routes but also for
agriculture, as the mountains to the east held the precipitation at the coast. Nonetheless, the end of
the kingdom was nearing. The very end might have been an abrupt event caused by a military
attack, but the process leading to it was far more gradual. Kemp and Cline (2022) have explored
the period from the perspective of the “Systemic Risk Theory”; droughts, hunger, social
disruptions, migrations, military endangerment, wars, and earthquakes all slowly contributed to the
disruption of the LBA system (see also Knapp & Manning 2016). The topic of droughts is
highlighted in the Ugaritic epics, connecting rain with the well-being of the king.

As far as the sources indicate, Ugarit was a Hittite vassal until its demise, but the grip of the
overlords might not have been so tight in the end, and Ugarit tried to get the best of it (see, e.g.,
Devecchi 2019, Boyes 2018, or Halayqa 2010). Hatti itself was a subject of the growing crisis, and
Ugarit was at the same time well aware of its economic potential and importance. It maintained
good relations with Egypt, and the expanding Assyrians tried to undermine the Hittite position.
Here, we may enquire about the position of the king of Ugarit and how it fits into the international
context. To which king we may relate the words of RS 34.129: “The king, your lord, is young and
does not know anything.” (RSO VII, no. 12)? This exclamation may resonate with the problems of
dynastic continuity addressed in the epics. When were the “great men” (LU.MES GAL) and the
“elders” (LU.MES Sibu-ti) addressed by Urhi-TeSub from Karkemis to discuss the issues of military
assistance instead of the king (RS 88.2009, RSO X1V, no. 2)? Do the two letters coincide in time? I
am inclined to place the second letter at the nearing end of Ugarit, being threatened by military
conquest (see also Halayqa 2010: 322-323). However, by then, ‘Ammurapi Il was probably not
that young (a fact which might have been maliciously ignored by the Hittite king). These letters
were discovered in the House of Urténu. Documents from this house attest to strong political ties
on the highest level. In addition, it mediated important international political correspondence and
therefore had considerable political influence. And, as already mentioned, it also had direct ties to
the author of the epics. Yet another text from the House of Urténu possibly tackles the relevant
context, KTU 1.161. This is a text of a royal funeral pertaining to the transition of power from
Nigmaddu IV to ‘Ammurapi II. This event fits well into the timeframe of interest and may also
resonate with the problems of dynastic continuity, as well as with the position of royal women, as
the queen Tarriyelli is mentioned there alongside the heir to the throne.

4.4. Near Eastern Propaganda in Narrative at Ugarit

The last of the broader contexts outlined here is the possibility of inspiration for Ilimilku to
actively contribute to politics via narratives. Here, we may draw our attention to the genre of royal
epics that may be considered the prototype of narrative royal propaganda. However, a narrative
does not become a royal epic in this sense simply by being a story about a king. Here we may note
that Daniil is not even designated as a king in the epic of Aghat. Nevertheless, his ruler-like
character seems clear enough.

The usual royal narrative praises a king more directly — his military achievements, his building
activities, his undeniably positive relation with deities, and so on. If any hiccups appear, they are
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there to show how well the hero surpasses them. In addition, such royal narratives are usually
aimed at praising the living king. Such compositions are easily understood as royal propaganda,
aiming at becoming a full-fledged social myth, even though the precise processes mostly elude us.

The cases of Kirta and Aghat are largely different. Even though Liverani noted on the epic of
Kirta that “the happy ending of the story is typical of a fairy-tale” (2014a: 342), the stories, in my
opinion, present us with a series of ups and — mostly — downs. The stories of Ugarit also do not
narrate about living kings. Even more, they do not narrate about any famous predecessor or founder
of the dynasty.®* Consequently, it may be hard to take the Ugaritic narratives as royal epics per se —
as works of propaganda. When a comparison with the Near Eastern royal epics is made, the
researcher faces difficulties in how exactly these narratives should promote the king or his office. It
is rather surprising that scholars who interpret them as royal propaganda have so often ignored the
recurring and substantial pattern of failure.

Nonetheless, the more straightforward royal epics illustrate that narrating politics was a
practised option in the ancient Near East. What I want to argue here is that Ilimilku might have
known of this, and the encounter with such practices might have inspired him to engage in the
activity himself. As has already been noted, Ilimilku participated in international diplomacy, where
he presumably encountered various representations of other royal figures. One letter in particular
may attest to this.”

An example of an active narrative propaganda is a letter RS 34.165 from an Assyrian king,
addressed to the king of Ugarit, discovered in the House of Urtenu (RSO VII, no. 46).
Unfortunately, neither the name of the sender nor the addressee is preserved, only the sign U of -
ga-ri-it remained. Suggested as the relevant Assyrian kings were Shalmaneser I or Tukulti-Ninurta
I (see, e.g., Tugendhaft 2018: 107-108, Liverani 2014a: 360, Halayqa 2010: 315, or Singer 1999:
689). The letter describes the events leading to the battle of Nihriya, where the Assyrian and Hittite
forces clashed. The Assyrians tried to undermine the position of the Ugaritic overlord by depicting
him as a weak ruler who resorted to the diplomacy of manipulation and lies.® It is arguably too
bold a statement to assert that this document from Assyria have directly inspired Ilimilku to use
narratives to promote local political goals. However, it supports the claim that narrative articulation
of'ideology was a known form of political activity at Ugarit.

In addition, Ilimilku’s education probably allowed him to build upon a long tradition of
cuneiform literature to compose something fitting his (and his client’s) needs. Such a practice was
rather common in the context of Near Eastern royal propaganda (see, e.g., Valek 2022: 67, Rieken

62. Even though Daniil is mentioned among the Rapitima in KTU 1.20-1.22, there is no clear indication he would
belong to the Ugaritic dynasty. For the emic conception of it, the best evidence is the dynastic lists (see, e.g., Arnaud
1998), where neither Kirta nor Daniil appear. Instead, the eponym Ugaranu is seen as the founder of the dynasty.
However, the Rapitima text indicates that Daniil was a part of the Ugaritic cultural milieu. He might have been a good
literary persona to fulfil the needs of the epic. Unfortunately, we know very little about him. Some Biblical figures may
belong to the same stream of tradition (Parker 1997: 50-51 with references to Ezek 14: 12-20, 28: 3 and Jub 4: 20).

63. Originally, I have also used fragment RS 25.435 from the Lamastu Archive to support this argument. It has
been identified by Arnaud (2007, no. 36) as belonging to the Epic of Tukulti-Ninurta (see Machinist 1978). Since
Tukulti-Ninurta was a contemporary of several Ugaritic kings, including Ammittamru 111, Ibiranu VI and possibly also
Nigmaddu IV, using this document as an attestation for the spread of Assyrian propaganda was tempting. However, it
became clear that this intertextual attribution is untenable. The most decisive factor is a new edition of the epic’s
fragments in Jakob 2024. Text no. 9 in his edition contains the passage for which Arnaud suggested overlap. This overlap
is clearly not present. See Valek 2024 for a summary.

64. For an interesting study on lying and telling tales in international correspondence, see Breier 2020.
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2001: 583-584, or Vanstiphout 1998, esp. 586). We may note that a traditional work of
Mesopotamian epics, the Epic of Gilgames, has been discovered at Ugarit in the House of Urténu
(RS 94.2066; see Arnaud 2007, no. 42 and George 2007). Mesopotamian compositions, including
heroic poetry, were at that time spread across the Near East (see, e.g., Bachvarova 2012: 103-104,
Gilan 2010, or Westenholz 2010: 37-39) and thus influenced the scribes when creating works for
the living kings. Such compositions were not used only for learning logosyllabic cuneiform and
Akkadian or Sumerian. They also provided scribes with a repertoire of motives that could be
employed in promoting royal ideology.

In the perspective of social myths, the use of intertextual references is a powerful tool. Giving
hints and making intertextual puns may resonate with the audience. The necessary prerequisite for
this to work, however, is the knowledge of the audience of the referenced narratives. In this regard,
it must be noted that any story may through a variety of references address different audiences,
with different effects. In addition, reuse of motives may also simply work for the author as a source
of inspiration that he himself finds useful and fitting. This issue is also further addressed below.

5. Aghat and Kirta as Social Myths

So far, we have mapped some basic contexts in which the epics were set. Now, we may direct
our attention to exploring whether the epics could have really worked as social myth-narratives,
i.e., epics through which some social actors aimed at reaching particular goals and influencing the
perception of reality in society. In other words, if we suspect some social impact of narratives, we
should be able to track why, how, and for whom they were composed.

Should we accept that Ilimilku was the author of the epics, we may now search for his motives
to do so. We have already noted that some researchers propose interpreting his works, for example,
as a critical reflection of the existing political system (Tugendhaft 2018 on the Ba‘al Cycle), or
even more strongly as satirical works aimed at ridiculing the degenerate institution of (divine)
kingship (Margalit 1999: esp. 206, 208—-209 and 1989: esp. 477-482 on the epics).

What such interpretations, in my opinion, lack, is that they leave the issue of why a high-
ranking official would do so open. Wyatt replies to Margalit’s interpretation: “I cannot myself
believe that [limilku was a republican” (Wyatt 1997: 780). Side by side with Wyatt, I doubt that
Ilimilku aimed to undermine his lord’s position via poetry and then commit treason. Let alone
append his name on the pamphlet. Of course, composing critical poetry does not have to aim to
destroy political order; it may also focus on saving it. Also, the reasons for such an activity do not
have to be anyhow deep. Maybe Ilimilku simply wanted to have a laugh at the royalty without them
noticing, and we are now cracking our heads over an elaborate joke, and only Margalit is having a
good laugh with him. Taking the basic presumption of the social myth theory — Ilimilku was a
thinking person — this surely remains a possibility.

We have seen that [limilku was well interwoven with the elite of Ugarit. Such a position can
lead a person to consider many different options. He could have wanted to keep his position and
would not risk criticise his benefactors. He could have carefully worked to strengthen his position
together with the royal ideology. He could have craved more power and therefore aimed to weaken
his lords. The royalty could have also been enlightened and welcomed the feedback. The epics
might have been a didactic tool for a young monarch or could set up a mirror for an older one. All
these, and many more, remain viable and are not necessarily exclusive. For the sake of our
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argument, let us pretend that Ilimilku wanted to be constructive and support the regime and not
discredit royalty. Such a claim is rather complicated.

Some motives belong to the repertoire for praising kings, but most themes in Kirta and Aghat
reflect a failure. Is childlessness, illness, drought, famine, failure to keep a promise to a deity, death
of an heir, or treason of an heir fit for royal representation? Can these themes help with royal
ideology? The answer may be positive, but often only when the problems are overcome and work
to highlight the ruler’s strength and success despite the unfortunate conditions.®> In the case of
Ugaritic narratives, this issue is complicated by the state of the extant tablets — we do not know if
the tales ended with the scales tipping wholly in favour of the monarch. What has been preserved
suggests otherwise.

The context in which the epics appeared indicates that there were some very pressing issues
endangering the societies, and the position of political representation might have been rather
unstable. Ugarit and many other sites of the LBA world were on the brink of destruction and
dissolution of current political elites.

The process was gradual, and indications of it were probably observable. As we have noted
several times, Kirta and Aghat were addressing some of the problems. Most visibly, this pertains to
the periods of drought and subsequent food shortages. In addition, the expressed royal obligations
relate to social issues, subsumed under the imagery of widowhood and orphanhood. Although these
were old and well-known literary topoi in the ancient Near East, it does not diminish their
relevancy.

It may be argued that the narratives do not provide solutions for the presented issues. Or, if
they present any, it is mostly only temporal, ends in failure anyway, or a new problem surfaces.
What is helpful to consider is that political narratives do not have to provide a solution to the
problem. We know of this from modern political campaigns, too. Highlighting the problems and
providing someone who “knows what to do” works well, even if the “what” is never articulated.
Far more important is to articulate the problem. The myths are here to give rise to emotions that
lead to a shared ethos. An ethos, that may favour a strong king, supported by deities, who listens to
the advice of the elite, who knows how to deal with usurpers, solve crises, and ensure the
continuity of the political elite and his own dynasty. When the king and his dynasty are weak, the
whole land suffers. When the king is strong, the land prospers. Such an ethos favours a strong
persona on the throne.

The imagery of such a king could have been achieved by portraying him in a more victorious
manner. However, we should consider that Ugarit was a rich and powerful kingdom but still a
petite one. Ugarit was always dependent on large powers — Mittani, Egypt, or Hatti. Presenting the
king as a mighty conqueror is difficult to imagine in this position. Kirta’s siege of Udum results in
obtaining a wife, not in expanding his kingdom. Rather, the epics note that the king’s obligations
lie in the kingdom’s military protection. A contrasting strategy — acknowledging and promoting the
role of the Hittites and deriving the power from them® — would be incompatible with the presumed

65. Some comparisons may be made, e.g., with the Statue of Idrimi (BM 130738; see e.g., online edition by
Lauinger, ORACC, Statue of Idrimi, available at: http://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/aemw/alalakh/idrimi/corpus/ [accessed
14" November 2023]). In this story, Idrimi faces initial difficulties, losing his throne. Nonetheless, for the most part, the
statue inscription tells a story of his successful reinstalment — even if with the great help and support of the Hurrian king
Parattarna, which bears some further political implications of power negotiations.

66. As the Idrimi inscription did with the Hurrians, see note above.
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context of negotiating and problematising power relations. At the same time, it might have been
reasonable not to promote great local power and independence. Facing the possibility that the
Assyrians may soon be taking over the Hittite sphere, including Ugarit, to remain sober in this
regard was better than to propagate too bold plans. The subordination of Ugarit was a political fact.
But a fact set in ever-shifting power relations.

The strongest recurring topic in both narratives is the threat to dynastic continuity. We have
seen that it has been addressed from several perspectives: lack of children due to the death of wives
or bareness, death of an heir, and disobedience/treason. The sources from the period we are
exploring do not explicitly mention any problems with royal succession. Nonetheless, there are
some indications that the position might not have been excellent at some points. For example, we
have seen that the Hittites addressed the sakinu of Ugarit via the House of Urténu instead of the
king himself (RS 34.129) and, more importantly, noted that the king was young and inexperienced.
The second letter (RS 88.2009), addressed to the elders and great man, also indicates the bypass of
the royal office. On the other hand, the evidence for a strong position of the king is abundant, and
few indications do not have to mean a structural and long-term problem for the royalty.

The above-mentioned text of the royal funeral (KTU 1.161) may be seen as a feeble reference
to some issues within the dynasty within our timeframe. It seems suspicious that the text mentions
‘Ammittamru and Nigmaddu, presumably ‘Ammittamru Il and Nigmaddu IV, as well as the heir to
the throne ‘Ammurapi, but omit the predecessor of Nigmaddu IV, Ibiranu VI. Could we suspect
any foul play here?

The recent historical experience could have also been a factor in addressing the problem of
succession. The strikingly short period of rule of Ar-Halba and some documents related to him are
sometimes interpreted as a consequence of revolt against the Hittites not long after Ugarit became
their vassal (e.g., Singer 1999: 636—638). Whether this was the case or he only suffered a
premature death is not that important. Either way, it had some implications on royal succession. He
was succeeded by his brother and not by a son whom he might have lacked. The problems with
royal succession were once again repeated in the next generation, when the brothers of
‘Ammittamru Il were deported to Alasiya (see RS 17. 35, 17.352, 17. 362, and 17.367, edited in
PRU IV: 121-124). Even closer to the active years of Ilimilku was the international clamour
surrounding the divorce of ‘Ammittamru III with his wife from Amurru, who had also been a
relative of the Hittite king (see, e.g., PRU IV: 125-148, Singer 1999: 680—681, or Thomas 2014:
esp. 140-229). The issue of royal succession was an intrinsic part of it, too — the son had to choose
either to follow his mother and lose his claims to the throne or to abandon her (see Thomas 2014:
esp. 140-162).

The historical reality of dynastic succession was far from seamless at Ugarit. The epics were
set within this historical experience. Once again, it is next to impossible to trace direct links
revealing the effectivity of the narratives in this regard, but there is a possibility that they were
intended as a kind of “damage control”.?’

67. Similarly, the extensive ideological reforms of Sulgi in Ur IIl may be perceived as an attempt to control the
damages caused by the death of Ur-Nammu on the battlefield (Michalowski 2010: 20).
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The epics also touch upon two topics where the royal ideology is detached from the persona of
the king. The rulers in the epics are shown to interact with the elite of their cities, and the
government is, therefore, not a pure monarchy. The already-mentioned letter RS 88.2009 then
confirms that it was not only a literary topos, but the elders, great men, as well as other officials
were indeed an effective component in the political life. The epics confirm this as the proper way
of ruling. We may wonder whether such a notion was present in the epics because the influential
elite, including Ilimilku, wanted to promote themselves side by side with the king. Did they try to
subtly take advantage of the young king? How would this relate to the dispersion of political
activities to the “private” households in the city, like the House of Urténu?

Apart from the rulers and (male) elite, the epics also highlight the role of the royal women.
There may be several reasons for this. Obviously, they are intrinsically connected with the royal
succession. Without them, there is none. However, their role in the epics is far from “producing
heirs”. They are active actors in the plot. While this is never stated explicitly in the epics, the
princesses Titmanit and Pagit may also be those who, in the end, resolve the problems with royal
succession. The poet plays with their very generic names — the Eight-One and Girl/Princess. But
the last daughter of Kirta is pronounced firstborn by Il, and Pagit takes upon herself the quest of
searching for the body of her dead brother and avenging him. Thomas (2014) has broadly explored
that in political relations, the women were not — as is sometimes stipulated — mere objects of
international exchange, generating power through their paternal relationship, but active actors in
both domestic and international politics. The now widely accepted conception of patrimonial
society at Ugarit (following Schloen 2001) sometimes cloaks the fact that neither political reality
nor the language was exclusively patrimonial but depended a great deal on women, too (Thomas
2014: 1-19). Is it conceivable to perceive these literary features in the context of the close relations
of Ilimilku and the queen? Once again, the sources surrounding the epics allow for this option, even
if any explicit and direct links elude us.

The theory of social myths also invites us to search for elements that can be used as persuasion
strategies (Bouchard 2017: 93-111). What makes a narrative effective in reaching its goals?
Expectedly, the nature of our sources provides complications to this line of enquiry. Many of the
persuasion strategies the actors may employ are connected with the live performance of the
narratives. In this regard, it is essential to acknowledge that we are exploring a society that was
dominantly oral. There was only a very limited circle of those who could read the epics as they
were composed. This opens space for more actors who had an effect on the articulation besides
Ilimilku himself. If we suppose the stories were mediated via performers, we should acknowledge
that they themselves could have modified the contents of the story. Even though this material is not
available to us, it seems that oral cultures scarcely retell a story exactly the same throughout
different iterations (see, e.g., Ong 2005: 56—66). However, it was not only the narrated content that
contributed to the reception of a story. Where did the performer make emphases? Where did he
pause or whisper? Was this accompanied by any kind of dramatic performance? On what occasion
did such a performance appear? And how would that hope affect the listener?

Our knowledge of the performance of narrative compositions is nearly non-existent. At best,
we have some indirect references and comparative evidence. For example, the Ba‘al Cycle
mentions a singer who sings at the feast of the Storm-God (KTU 1.3 I: 18-22). It is possible that
this is a narrative reflection of the real practices (Hawley 2015: 73). Singing was also performed
during religious rituals (see e.g., KTU 1.112: 21 or KTU 1.148 that includes a Hurrian hymn), and
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singers are mentioned in some administrative texts (e.g., KTU 4.103:41 or 4.168:4). A large
collection of Hurrian hymns on deities from the Royal Palace (see, e.g., Ernst-Pradal 2016) further
highlight the importance of songs in cultic contexts. Unfortunately, it is far from clear if these
practices should be anyhow related to the performance of narrative poetry. Text FM 9, no. 8 from
MBA Mari mentions a singer who should serve the king by extolling him, but such a shred of
comparative evidence is feeble at best.

Where the researcher may fall victim to efforts to empathise is when trying to figure out what
was perceived as compelling by the audience. It seems to me that there are no common rules on
what is perceived as a good performance. Admittedly, accustomed to the Hollywood production,
when reading the ancient narratives and poetry for the first time, I had problems in grasping how
this would be appreciated by anyone. Whenever someone states that some ancient work is an
excellent example of a great skill of poetry, I ask myself: really? For me, it took a lot of time to
immerse in these works to start appreciating some of their aspects. This, however, should not be
confused with what was appreciated by the ancient authors (see also Parker 1989: 54-59). To
properly narrate a story, the narrator and listeners must be mutually attuned. When this is not the
case, the myth can, in a better case, be unsuccessful in raising the wished-for ethos; in a worst case,
the myth can wholly backfire.

The most problematic issue of this research is to determine the audience. Although this term
appears repeatedly in this paper, there are no indications of whom it should designate (see also
discussion in Parker 1989: 143—144). In theory, we may include “everyone” here. Liverani has
suggested approaching the reach of ideological materials within the framework of the “theory of
concentric belts” (2014b). Possibly, the narratives could have circulated throughout society, but
with different levels of details, understanding, and impact. The limited number of persons closest to
the king knows most of the details and is strongly influenced by the peculiarities of the narratives.
The further the narrative is distanced from the elite, the level of details decreases, and the story is,
in the end, known only in a feeble outline, but to a great number of people. Anyhow, this remains a
theory at best, and no solid conclusions can be made with it. We should never forget that the
individuals in the audience were also the actors of the social interactions. They were an integral
part of the process of narrative reception. The modern interpretations can hardly cover the whole
spectrum of ancient perceptions.

One of the features where we can possibly observe the efforts of the poet to make his work
compelling is the employment of various poetic devices. The epics were set within the broader
cultural milieu of the ancient Near East. As has already been noted, the scribes of Ugarit were
trained on known compositions from Mesopotamia, like Atrahasis or the Epic of Gilgames (see,
e.g., Roche-Hawley 2015, Cohen 2013: 55-77, Hawley 2008, or van Soldt 2016a and 1995). Some
of the poetic devices were shared in this milieu, and we may suspect Ilimilku was inspired by them.
Natan-Yulzary has explored such literary features appearing in the Ugaritic epics (2017, 2020, and
2022; see also Parker 1989: 7-59). The audience might have expected and appreciated the
extensive use of different forms of parallelisms, fixed word pairs, or repetitions.

One of the recurring poetic features is the “seven/eight-fold” imagery. It has been recurring
throughout heroic compositions. The employment of this imagery was probably aimed at raising a
feeling of completeness. Kirta had seven/eight sons and seven wives — all of them perished (KTU
1.14 I: 7-21); seven/eight new children are promised to him (KTU 1.15 II: 23-25); Kirta is
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instructed to march to Udum for seven days (KTU 1.14 III: 1-5); Daniil is approached by Ba‘al
after seven days of venerating deities (KTU 1.17 I: 15-16); the droughts affect the country for
seven/eight years (KTU 1.19 I: 44-46); and Aghat is mourned for seven years (KTU 1.19 IV: 15—
18). Ilimilku then used the deviance from this pattern to build up the tension. For example, Kirta
did not follow the instructions of Il but stopped at the shrine of Atirat in Tyre; by this, he had
interrupted the sequence (Natan-Yulzary 2020: 158—159). This deviance was the start of his later
illness. Thus, Ilimilku constructs his compositions upon established traditions, but he does not so
blindly, but creatively manipulates them to insert plot twists (Natan-Yulzary 2020: 164165, 170-172).

Ilimilku has aptly made use of more cases of intertextuality.®® An episode where a more direct
inspiration probably appears is the quarrel between Aghat and the goddess ‘Anat. The deity craves
the precious bow of the young hero and even offers immortality in exchange (KTU 1.17 VI: 25—
41). This episode is reminiscent of the Epic of Gilgames, where the hero refuses similar offers of
I3tar.®® At the same time, the Ugaritic text is very far from merely transposing the known episode,
but creatively adapts, reuses, and transforms parts of it to narrate a new story. For example, in the
Mesopotamian composition, the friend of the main protagonist, Enkidu, pays for this quarrel; at
Ugarit, it was Aghat himself.

But we do not have to focus only on how Ilimilku has been using and transforming the
contents of known compositions. Most of the time, he had been building upon well-established
literary topoi in a more subtle way. Apart from the seven/eight-fold sequencing, we may note the
imagery of widowhood and orphanhood (see e.g., Fensham 1962).

One of the very important recurring imageries used by Ilimilku is the following of divine will
(see, e.g., Valek 2022: 53-56). While we often tend to perceive the rulers as those who do as they
wish, this has not been the case — at least in ideology. Proper rulers crave divine support, boast of it
and care for divination.”” The epics highlight the submission of the rulers to the divine will as an
essential element, and any deviance from it does not end well. Once again, we may use the example
of Kirta’s vow to Atirat. Not only does he not follow the instructions of Il, but he also fails to fulfil
his promise to the goddess. The prime example of this deviance is Yassib, the son of Kirta, who
opposes his father because ywsrn[[x]]n . ggnh, “his insides instructed him” (KTU 1.16 VI: 26,
translation according to DUL: 293). He did not follow the divine will, but his own. The quarrel
between Aghat and ‘Anat may be perceived in the same context — he had opposed her wishes.

In the context of the social myths theory, using intertextuality and traditional expressions is a
time-tested way to success. It is easier to build upon the imageries shared within society than to
create completely new sets of them. However, this does not mean these imageries have to be
statically repeated. As we have seen, a sudden deviance from them is also highly effective, as it
attracts the attention of the audience and explicates plot twists. The possibility that [limilku had

68. The research on intertextuality is a vital field of study of ANE compositions. For some recent contributions, see,
e.g., Wisnom 2019 or Bach 2020.

69. Tablet VI of the standard Babylonian epic; see George 2003: 616—631. See Parker 1989: 112—122 for broader
literary connections of this episode.

70. Divination was often an integral part of the decision-making process in ANE courts. See, e.g., Maul 2018: 237—
252 and 2015 or Lenzi & Stokl 2014. At Ugarit, the evidence for the active use of divination in politics is only indirect. It
may be evidenced, e.g., by the large collection of ivory divinatory models from the Royal Palace (see Gachet & Pardee
2001) or by the Ugaritic divinatory compendia that could also have a bearing on the public sphere.
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only reworked known stories about Kirta and Aghat also fits well into this scheme and does not
counter the suggested interpretation.

Natan-Yulzary notes that “the knowledge shared by the poet and his interpretive community
allows the poet to manipulate the audience’s interpretations” (2020: 172—173). This opens yet
another issue for the enquiry. Such a statement presupposes that there is some shared knowledge
between Ilimilku, the interpreter, and the audience. However, we have started this section with a
reference to the scribal education. Now, the question is whether the poetic artistry of [limilku might
have been appreciated outside the scholarly community. Because of their training, the scribes might
have been ignorant of the rest of the population. What has worked well on scholars might not have
worked on everyone or in the same manner. Because we lack access to the oral traditions of Ugarit,
we cannot know how well, and if, people knew Gilgame$ or AtrahasTs and how interiorised were
the recurring patterns of poetry. Since many of them occur throughout the history of the ancient
Near East, it is probably not unreasonable to suppose the oral tradition, to a great extent, worked
similarly. The feature of the seven/eight-fold imagery may easily belong to the broadly dispersed
pattern of expression. But not every instance of intertextuality might have meant something to the
audience. But we should be aware that the careful reading of every word, expression, and
formulation may, to some extent, miss how the narratives worked when being told.

Because the sources of the poet’s inspiration could have been too distant for some of his
audience, he also employed imagery that was more fitting to a particular time and place. For
example, the comparison with the ritual texts from Ugarit clearly shows that the pantheon
appearing in the epics was well-known at the site. These were not deities from distant places,
belonging only to stories. They were present in the local temples, affecting the daily life of the city.
The light motifs of Hurrian themes in the epic of Kirta may draw on the popularity of Hurrian
elements in the local culture (see, e.g., Valek 2021 49-54). Kirta is a known king of Mittani; the
new wife of Kirta is named Huraya, possibly “the Hurrian-One”; and the name of his city Habur
relates to the river in the Hurrian homeland. This Hurrian setting, nevertheless, cannot overshadow
the prevalent Semitic scheme and content. Geographical references may also trigger some
associations within the audience — namely, the cities of Tyre and Sidon, which are mentioned in
relation to Atirat, belonged most likely to the known world of Ugarit due to their proximity. Even
though we cannot locate the cities near which Aghat was killed (g7 . mym, mrr . tgll . bnr, or ablm),
and we cannot even be sure about their historicity, the names were probably chosen because they
were somehow relevant for the audience and aimed to trigger specific associations.

In contrast with this familiar setting, the poet situated the plot of the narratives completely
outside the Ugaritic realm. The epics are distanced from Ugarit and from the ruling dynasty. This
poses a legitimate objection to interpreting them as part of the local royal propaganda. However, it
may also be interpreted as a clever move on how to talk about failures. Bouchard has argued that
myths do not have to be about victories and successes to achieve their goal (2017: e.g., 49, 52, or
61-62), especially in the case of the petite and dependent kingdom such as Ugarit.

The motive of failure is full of potential because it is intrinsically connected with emotions. It
also bears the promise of improvement. We have already mentioned in the introduction that a
similar approach has been coined by Turner in his conception of anti-structure, especially in
relation to ritual. Inversion, failure, humiliation, loss, harm, or endangerment do not have to be
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mechanisms of disintegration, but the other way around.”' However, they also always open the
potential for destruction. Connecting the failures directly with the living ruler may be very
dangerous. It is sometimes better to ponder them from a safe distance.

The emotion-rising elements appear throughout the epics. The motifs of bareness, betrayal and
the loss of children, wives, or fathers were surely relatable to many. In the patrimonial society,
family continuity was important not only for the royalty and elite but also for the rest of the
population. The danger of droughts and crop failure was an ever-present possibility, having grave
consequences. The contemporary correspondence even attests to the emotions these problems
caused (e.g., KTU 2.104 between Urté€nu and his sister).

Emotions have the power to mobilise. They create a powerful ethos, especially when built
upon shared collective imaginaries. However, there is also a risk of giving rise to feelings of
hopelessness. Myths can mobilise but also lead to pessimistic resignation — myths can backfire
(Bouchard 2017: 53).

6. Conclusion

The epics of Kirta and Aghat were explored from the perspective of the theory of social
myths. As such, they were addressed as active elements within the Ugaritic society, forming the
social reality, entering into dialogue with historical realities, and stemming from the intentions of
their creators.

It has been argued that both epics can be read hand in hand because they share many topics
they address from different perspectives. Problems with dynastic continuity, the dependence of the
prosperity of the land on the well-being of the ruler, positive and negative ruler-deity relationships,
position of royal women, obligations of the rulers, etc. The narratives help the author and the
audience to ponder these issues from a safe distance, to explore the limits of cultural order, society,
the human condition, or politics.

The epics were discussed within the specific context of the LBA Ugarit, shortly before the city
and its kingdom ceased to exist. Their author, Ilimilku, was well entangled within the elite relations
of local and international politics, economics, and religion. The sources indicate that he did not
have to be a mere copyist of these works but could have actively contributed to their contents and
might have used them to achieve his (or his client’s) goals, disregarding whether he has been
composing anew or building upon already existing tradition. The broader historical setting in which
he has written these works is sometimes reflected in them. For example, environmental issues
addressed in the narratives significantly contributed to the dissolution of the LBA world.

The narratives are filled with motives of obstacles and failures. Childlessness, illness, drought,
famine, failure to keep a promise to a deity, death of an heir, or treason of an heir were articulated
as problems a monarch may face. It has been argued that such motives may not be a sign of satire
or critique of the system but could have been employed in favour of the current establishment,
strengthening the position of the king, the elite, and possibly also the royal women. This strategy

71. In this context, we may mention KTU 1.114, which includes the divine banquet of II, ending in the humiliating
inebriation of the head of the pantheon. This story is then used constructively as a base for a remedy, presumably for a
hangover.
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might have been particularly effective in the context of a petite kingdom that was experiencing
environmental, social, and warfare issues.

As stated in the introduction, the conclusions of this research must remain preliminary. The
available evidence is rich, but it does not allow us to discern the peculiarities and details necessary
to track all associations that were present in ancient times. The motives of involved actors, the use
of the narratives, the intended audience or the reach of these epics are revealed in the sources only
indirectly. We are able to reconstruct to some extent the relevant relationships of Ilimilku with the
elite, the historical context, or to explore many poetic devices and intertextualities of the narratives
that could have been used to increase their social effect, but the final and definitive links that would
clearly connect the physical tablets and their contents with these realities are usually lost to us.
Still, I hope that the article shows that such an endeavour is not entirely impossible and
meaningless. Hopefully, with future exploration of more narratives and the active involvement of
the authors, kings, elites, but also the non-elite audience in their production and reception, a more
detailed understanding of ANE narratives as active and living social elements may be achieved.

7. Abbreviations
DUL DEL OLMO LETE, GREGORIO & JOAQUIN SANMARTIN 2015. A Dictionary of the

Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition. 3™ revised edition. HIO 112. Leiden—
Boston: Brill.

FM 7 DURAND, JEAN-MARIE 2002. Florilegium marianum VII: Le Culte d’Addu d’Alep et
l’affaire d’Alahtum. Mémoires de N.A.B.U. 8. Paris: SEPOA.

FM9 ZIEGLER, NELE 2007. Les musiciens et la musique d’aprés les archives de Mari.
Mémoires de N.A.B.U. 10. Paris: SEPOA.

KTU DIETRICH, MANFRIED, OSWALD LORETZ & JOAQUIN SANMARTIN 2013. Die

keilalphabetischen Texte aus Ugarit, Ras Ibn Hani und anderen Orten. Dritte,
erweiterte Auflage. The Cuneiform Alphabetic Texts: from Ugarit, Ras Ibn Hani and
Other Places. Third Enlarged Edition. AOAT 360/1. Miinster: Ugarit-Verlag.

PRU III NOUGAYROL, JEAN, GEORGE BOYER & EMMANUEL LAROCHE 1955. Le Palais Royal
d’Ugarit, volume I1I: Textes accadiens et hourrites des archives est, ouest et centrales.
Mission de Ras Shamra VI. Paris: Imprimerie Nationale & Klincksieck.

PRU IV NOUGAYROL, JEAN 1956. Le Palais Royal d’Ugarit, volume 1V: Textes accadiens des
archives sud (Archives internationales). Mission de Ras Shamra IX. Paris: Imprimerie
Nationale & Klincksieck.

RS object siglum, Ras Shamra (Ugarit)

RSO VII  BORDREUIL, PIERRE (ed.) 1991. Une bibliothéque au sud de la ville. Paris: ERC.

RSO XIV  YON, MARGUERITE & DANIEL ARNAUD (eds.) 2001. Etudes ougaritiques I. Travaux
1985-1995. Paris: ERC.

TEO BORDREUIL, PIERRE & DENNIS PARDEE 1989. La trouvaille épigraphique de
[’Ougarit, 1: Correspondance. RSO V/1. Paris: ERC.
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