


Forschungen zum Alten Testament
2. Reihe

Edited by

Konrad Schmid (Zürich) · Mark S. Smith (Princeton)
Hermann Spieckermann (Göttingen)

90





Aren M. Wilson-Wright

Athtart
The Transmission and Transformation
of a Goddess in the Late Bronze Age

Mohr Siebeck



Aren M. Wilson-Wright, born 1988; 2016 PhD in Hebrew Bible at the University of Texas
at Austin; currently a postdoctoral researcher and habilitation candidate at Universität
Zürich.

ISBN 978-3-16-155010-2
ISSN 1611-4914 (Forschungen zum Alten Testament, 2. Reihe)

The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliogra-
phie; detailed bibliographic data are available on the Internet at http://dnb.dnb.de.

© 2016 by Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen, Germany. www.mohr.de

This book may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, in any form (beyond that permitted by 
copyright law) without the publisher’s written permission. This applies particularly to reproduc-
tions, translations, microfilms and storage and processing in electronic systems.

The book was printed by Laupp & Göbel in Gomaringen on non-aging paper and bound by
Buchbinderei Nädele in Nehren.

Printed in Germany.

e-ISBN PDF 978-3-16-155011-9



  

To Grandma Ruth, with love 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 

Preface 

This book is a revised version of my 2016 doctoral dissertation of the same name 
at The University of Texas at Austin. It had its genesis in a conversation with Jo 
Ann Hackett about the study of goddesses in the ancient Near East and the need 
for a new paradigm for conceptualizing deities. Further conversations with Jo 
Ann as well as Na’ama Pat-El helped me settle on the goddess Athtart as the 
subject of my dissertation and develop the theoretical approach to daily routines 
and deities employed in it.    

This project would not have been possible without the help and support of 
many people. First and foremost, I would like to thank my dissertation supervi-
sors, Na’ama Pat-El and Jo Ann Hackett, for their mentorship. Together they 
taught me what it means to be both a careful and cutting-edge scholar. I would 
also like to thank the other members of my dissertation committee – John 
Huehnergard, Athanasio (Nassos) Papalexandrou, Thomas A. Tweed, and Betsy 
M. Bryan – for their feedback and support. A comparative and theoretical project 
such as this would not have been feasible without the advice of so many experts.   

This project also benefitted from the comments and critiques of several schol-
ars outside of my dissertation committee, prime among them Mark S. Smith. His 
feedback helped me refine the theoretical thrust of my main argument and im-
prove several smaller sections. Sarah Kimball, Michael Weiss, and Christina 
Skelton helped me with the Indo-European data used in Chapter One and Robert 
K. Ritner provided several suggestions and Egyptological references for Chapter 
Two.      

I had a wonderful editor in Joshua Sears. He went over the manuscript in 
painstaking detail and saved me from numerous errors. Thanks are also due to 
Konrad Schmid, who encouraged me to submit my dissertation to Mohr Siebeck 
for publication, and Henning Ziebritzki, who coordinated the publication of this 
book at Mohr Siebeck. I would also like to thank Tom Palaima for providing me 
with both an office and a stimulating intellectual environment in which to con-
duct research.    

Finally, I would like to thank my family for their love and support. My wife, 
Saralyn McKinnon-Crowley read earlier versions of every chapter and provided 
helpful feedback in addition to being generally amazing. My grandma, mom, 
sister, and dad all gave me their unwavering support and were very understand-
ing when I was unable to visit them as long as I would have liked first while 
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dissertating and then while completing work on the book manuscript. This book 
is dedicated to my Grandma Ruth, who dedicated much of her daily routine the 
past twenty-six years to taking care of me and my sister.   
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Chapter 1 

 Introduction 

Goddesses with names deriving from the root ˤṯtr (e.g., Akkadian Ištar, Ugaritic 
ˤṯtrt, Emarite Aštart, Phoenician ˤštrt) appear through the ancient Near Eastern 
and ancient Mediterranean worlds, from Shuruppak (Farah 3: 110 i 3)1 to Eng-
land (IG 14: 2553–54) and from the twenty-sixth century BCE to the Roman era 
(30 BCE–395 CE). No doubt the wide geographic and temporal dispersal of these 
deities resulted from countless acts of cultural and inter-cultural transmission. 
Yet the process of transmission receives little attention in the scholarly literature 
on these goddesses. Instead, most scholars combine evidence from different pe-
riods and places to create a compound picture of a single goddess named Athtart, 
of whom the historical forms are mere manifestations. Such an approach assumes 
continuity between goddesses with cognate names, glosses over cultural differ-
ences, and ignores the dynamic and transformative processes of transmission. 

To begin to solve these problems, I will propose a new model for studying 
deities in the ancient world and then illustrate the utility of this model by apply-
ing it to the study of Athtart in the Late Bronze Age. The key insight of my model 
is that the representations of deities vary with the daily routines of their worship-
pers: what people do in their daily life corresponds to the types of deities they 
worship.2 Furthermore, certain daily routines, such as those associated with 
trade, transportation, and technology, privilege the transmission of associated 
deities and thus shape the outcome of cultural transmission. To substantiate these 
claims, I will study the forms of Athtart3 at three Late Bronze Age (1500–1180 
BCE) sites – Egypt, Emar, and Ugarit – and demonstrate how they correspond 

                                                
1 Cited in W. G. Lambert, “The Pantheon of Mari,” MARI 4 (1985): 537.  
2 Throughout this study I will use the phrases “correspond to,” and “associated with” to 

describe the relationship between the representations of deities and the daily routines. I do so 
in part to suggest that daily routines are not wholly determinative of religious content in a 
manner of reminiscent of the relationship between the base and the superstructure posited by 
Karl Marx in A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, trans. S. W. Ryazanskaya 
(Moscow: Progress, 1977), 2. Rather, to borrow a phrase from Max Weber, I see an “elective 
affinity” between the representation of deities and the daily routines of the devotees. For We-
ber’s use of the term “elective affinity” see Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” 
of Capitalism, trans. Peter Baehr and Gordon C. Wells (New York: Penguin Books, 2002), 36. 

3 For the sake of grammatical simplicity, I will use “Athtart” in the singular as shorthand to 
refer to all of the different forms of Athtart attested in the ancient Near East. I do not believe 
there was a single entity lurking behind all of the historical forms of Athtart. 
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to the daily routines of different individuals and social groups at these sites.4 I 
will also examine how daily routines influenced the intercultural and interper-
sonal transmission of Athtart. My analysis will unfold over three chapters, each 
dedicated to a single site.  

Using the transmission of Athtart to Egypt from the Levant as a case study, 
the first chapter argues that the everyday routines of the individuals involved in 
cultural contact can indelibly affect its outcome. I first demonstrate the existence 
of an equestrian form of Athtart associated with the elite routine of horse training 
and chariot warfare. Then, I suggest on the basis of the surviving sources that 
Semitic-speaking horse trainers brought this form of Athtart with them to Egypt, 
where Pharaoh Amenhotep II (1427–1400 BCE) adopted her as a tutelary god-
dess. Athtart’s association with chariots within Egypt persisted into the Ptole-
maic and Roman periods (332 BCE–395 CE), long after chariots ceased to be 
used in battle, and the daily routines of horse trainers had shifted to reflect this 
technological development. In addition to equestrian Athtart, this chapter will 
examine two other forms of Athtart found in Egypt: Syrian Athtar and “magico-
medical” Athtart, a form of Athtart found in incantations. 

The second chapter examines how the shift from pastoral to urban life, and 
the change in daily routines this shift brought, affected the representation and 
transmission of Athtart at Emar. Emar started out as a village, but was rebuilt as 
an urban, military outpost after being captured by the Hittite king Muršili II 
(1321–1295 BCE) in the fourteenth century BCE. Accordingly, the ritual texts 
from Emar attest to a shift from forms of Athtart associated with pastoral rou-
tines, like hunting and the harvest, to forms of Athtart associated with urban ones 
like warfare, monumental architecture, and kingship. Of these later forms, Ath-
tart of Battle proved particularly popular. 

The third chapter considers the physical processes of cultural transmission in 
more detail, using the different forms of Athtart at Ugarit as an example. At Uga-
rit, the king transmitted information about Athtart ḫurri and Athtart of the Fields 
primarily through bodily participation in ritual as part of his daily routine as city 
ruler. Cult singers and scribes, on the other hand, combined formulae, type 
scenes, and plot structures to create compelling and memorable narratives about 
forms of Athtart as part of their daily routine. But while their daily routines were 
indispensable for the transmission of information about Athtart, they had little 
effect on the forms of Athtart that they transmitted: all of the surviving narratives 
about Athtart from Ugarit depict her as a warrior or a huntress. In addition, a few 
non-narrative texts found at Ugarit associate Athtart with incantations. Overall, 

                                                
4 The Late Bronze Age is the first period to yield significant textual and material evidence 

pertaining to Athtart, including visual representations from Egypt, ritual texts from Emar, and 
mythological texts from Ugarit. This material thus forms the foundation for understanding the 
transmission of Athtart in later periods. 
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such an approach to the goddess Athtart marks a significant departure from pre-
vious scholarship. 

A. Review of Previous Scholarship 
A. Review of Previous Scholarship 
Only a few scholars have produced article-length treatments of the goddess Ath-
tart. Instead, most of the work on Athtart in the ancient Near Eastern and ancient 
Mediterranean worlds consists of brief notices in works on Ugarit, Phoenician, 
and Canaanite religions and entries in reference works and biblical dictionaries. 
Many of these works depict Athtart as a wanton sex goddess – accepting Classi-
cal polemics against “oriental” religion – or as a rather colorless deity – trans-
muting a lack of evidence into a character trait.5 Furthermore, and more im-
portantly for my work here, most of these works treat Athtart as a single, unitary 
goddess, of whom the historical forms are both manifestations and reliable indi-
cators of timeless and general traits.6 The unarticulated model of transmission in 
these works seems to be duplication, as if different cultures received identical 
copies of one original Athtart. While it is beyond the scope of this introduction 
to review all of the scholarly work on Athtart (much of which is short and deriv-
ative), I will survey the general methodological trajectory of research starting in 
the late nineteenth century.7 

The earliest scholarly work on Athtart dates to the late nineteenth century and 
is largely bound up in comparative projects intended to unearth the origin of re-
ligion, such as James George Frazer’s The Golden Bough and William Robertson 
Smith’s Religion of the Semites. Although now discredited as an account of reli-
gious origins, Frazer’s work shaped the trajectory of later work on ancient Near 
Eastern deities through the work of W. F. Albright.8 In the fourth chapter of The 
Golden Bough, Frazer proposes a three step evolutionary scheme in human 
thought from magic to religion to science that took place at different times in 

                                                
5 Theodore J. Lewis, “Athtartu’s Incantations and the Use of Divine Names as Weapons,” 

JNES 70 (2011): 225.  
6 This emphasis on Athtart’s immutable nature reflects the problematic assumption that 

goddesses – and the human women on whom they modeled – are unchanging and interchange-
able. Jo Ann Hackett, “Can a Sexist Model Liberate Us? Ancient Near Eastern ‘Fertility’ God-
desses,” JFSR 5 (1989): 65–66.  

7 Rüdiger Schmitt collects a more comprehensive bibliography in his article “Astarte in 
Ugarit, Kanaan und Ägypten,” UF 45 (2014): 509–24, translated as “Astarte, Mistress of 
Horses, Lady of the Chariot: The Warrior Aspect of Astarte,” WO 43 (2013): 213–25. 

8 For a cogent critique of Frazer, see J. Z. Smith, “When the Bough Breaks,” HR 12 (1972): 
342–71; and Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982), 19–35.  


