
Shrewd historians have come to recognize that recreating the past is essentially an imaginative 
undertaking in which facts culled from a variety of sources are hlended together to form a plausible 
reality. It is a common verity of the profession, however, that when it comes to reconstructing moments 
from Mesopotamian life, modern historians have largely failed to invest their narratives with the vision 
necessary to persuade and command attention. I have therefore elected to reverse the usual mode of 
inquiry and to offer in the following pages a work in which the facts are available to you in the notes 
supplied at the end but in which the vision comes from two decades of my immersion in the Mari 
archives. I hope that you will read this as fictional history (but not as historical fiction) and that you 
will find the experiment not devoid of didactic benefits. I also hope that you will note the ambiguity 
of the title and realize that Zimri-Lim's thoughts are, in effect, hardly distinguishable from my own 
reconstructions.l 
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Zimri-Lim paced back and forth in the small reception 
room to which the Ugaritic emissary would be 
brought upon touring the palace.2 He thought again 
of the prophecy he had received from Addu-duri.3 

Although everyone had told him to ignore it, he kept returning 
to it. Addu-duri was competent and not prone to hysterics, and 
the dream she reported was bloodcurdling. 

He was suddenly angry with himself for dwelling once 
more on the old woman's dream, and he stopped to stare at the 
griffin that had been painted on the wal l Its fierce profile both 
attracted and repelled him. If he was worried; he told himself, 
he should look for signs of trouble in his own affairs. If some­
thing was wrong, it could be corrected. He began to pace again. 

There were no obvious problems. Mari was prosperous. 
Certainly the metal and leather goods, the clothing, and the 
weapons she manufactured would continue to find ready 
markets, and her place as an important station on the great 
trade route was assured. His wharfmasters were dispatching 
rich tolls exacted from ships sailing the Euphrates. The 
political situation also was satisfactory. His vassals in the 
Upper Country were faithful (although it was tedious keeping 
track of their changing relationships with each other), and the 
Benyaminite nomads were no more restless than usual. To the 
West, relations with Hazor, Qatna, and Yamkhad remained 
friendly, as did those to the Southeast with Eshnunna and 
Babylon.4 

The thought of Yamkhad caused him to slow his pace. 
Yarim-Lim was still king there, and Zimri-Lim was completely 
confident of his support; Yarim-Lim was, after all, his father-in-
law. But now he was seriously ailing, and the future king, Ham­
murabi, seemed to favor his namesake in Babylon over Zimri-
Lim. Truth to tell, Zimri-Lim no longer really felt like acting as 
the faithful client. 

The changing relationship with Yamkhad was troubling 
but not, he thought, serious. And one of the reasons he wanted 
to meet less formally with the emissary from Ugarit was to see 
what he could learn from him about the latest from Yamkhad. 
Hammurabi himself had made the request that the emissary 
from Ugarit be allowed to visit Mari. 

Zimri-Lim felt a little better, and he decided to relax on the 
comfortable divan. If he fulfilled his responsibilities to his 
people and especially to the gods, he should be all right. He 
would not make the mistakes his father Yakhdun-Lim had. 
Once, when he was waiting to get into this very room to see his 
father, one of his father's vassals, a visiting king, stormed out 
angrily. Two of his followers were trying very hard to calm him 
down. When they were almost out of sight he thought he could 
make out the word "haughty." 

Zimri-Lim agreed even then. His father had sacrificed the 
well-being of Mari to his own vanity—launching battles at 

In the preceding papers in this issue, the sound "kh" has been indicated by h, 
and the sound "sh" by s. In the present paper, these sounds have been spelled out 
so that readers unfamiliar with the diacritical marks can gain a better sense of 
the pronunciation of affected words. Ed. 

Artist's interpretation of a griffin 
painted on a palace wall at Mari. 

Addu-duri's Dream 

To properly introduce this dream, recorded in 
ARM X.50,1 need to mention three matters. 
The first came to light only after I had written 
my analysis of this dream (Sasson 1983a) and 

concerns our discovery that Addu-duri died when Zimri-
Lim was master of his own house; in fact, at the height of 
his powers. From this perspective, Zimri-Lim may well 
have regarded Addu-duri as a Cassandra-like figure, and 
merely have dismissed the burden of her vision. 

The second matter refers to a convention in 
Mesopotamian as well as, for that matter, Hebrew 
theology, that holds that gods leave their shrines when 
they decide to abandon a city to its enemies. Finally, I 
alert you to the fact that two crucial terms are kept, in my 
opinion, purposely ambiguous. In the first paragraph, 
shulmum, carries opposite meanings: restoration as well 
as destruction of a dynasty; in the last paragraph Thra-
Dagan can be regarded as the name of a previous 
occupant of Mari's throne or as a full sentence, which 
appeals to Dagan to return. 
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Upon presenting her own nightmare, Addu-duri 
turns hurriedly to a prophecy that confirms the negative 
thrust of her own nightmare. She then sends along 
material that will be used by Zimri-Liiris diviner to 
authenticate the reliability of the dreamer as carrier of 
divine messages: a lock of her own hair, and fringes of 
clothing she was presumably wearing when she had her 
dream. 

Since the restoration/destruction of your father's 
house, I have never had such a dream as this. Previous 
portents of mine were as this pair. 

In my dream, I entered the chapel of the goddess 
Belet-ekallim; but Belet-ekallim was not in residence! 
Moreover, the statues before her were not there either. 
Upon seeing this, I broke into uncontrollable 
weeping. —This dream of mine occurred during the 
evening watch!— 

I turned around, and Dada, priest of the goddess 
Ishtar-pishra, was standing at the door of Belet-ekalliins 
chapel-, but a hostile voice kept on uttering: "Return, O 
Dagan, Return, O Dagan!') this is what it kept on 
uttering. 

More! A female ecstatic of the goddess Annunitum 
arose in the temple to announce: "Zimri-Lim! Do not go 
on a journey; stay in Mari, and I myself will be 
responsible (for you)!' 

My lord, therefore, should not neglect his own 
protection. I have herewith sealed a lock of my hair and 
fringes of my garment, sending them to my lord. 

Rule at Mari 
MARI DYNASTY / ASSYRIAN DYNASTY 

Yagid-Lim / lla-Kabkabu 

(Sumu-Yamam) Aminu 

18201 Yakhdun-Lim 
(1755)2 

Shamshi-Adad 

(Sumu-Yamam) 

1800 
(1735) 

1780 i ^ ^ ™ 
(1715) Zimri-Lim 

Yasmakh-Adad 

Ishme-Dagan 

1760 
(1695) 

Hammurabi 
of Babylon 

1 Middle chronology 
2Lovv chronology 

Adapted from a chart in volume 10 of Encyclopedia Judaica (1971). 

minor provocations, marching his unhappy armies across hun­
dreds of miles to challenge the deeds of half-forgotten 
predecessors, memorializing his victories with inscriptions in a 
vocabulary properly reserved for the acts of immortals, creating 
cities and naming them after himself. When Yakhdun-Lim 
heard rumors about his own wife, he humiliated her by setting 
her outside the palace. He punished allies for imagined slights 
by abandoning them to powerful Shamshi-Adad of Asshur in 
the north.5 

All this tempted the gods—though Yakhdun-Lim never had 
to face the consequences of his vanity. No. That was left to 
others. Sumu-Yamam had not been on the throne long when he 
was struck down by a harem conspiracy, and Zimri-Lim had to 
flee for his life. 

Those were dark times, thought Zimri-Lim. To wait in 
hiding all those long years while Shamshi-Adad took control 
and put his son Yasmakh-Adad on Man's throne was 
excruciating.6 

But enough of that! He'd gotten through, and now he was 
king. He fulfilled his responsibilities. His affairs were clear. 
The dream meant little —no more than the many others he'd 
received, most of which foretold good fortune. 

At that moment he noticed that his personal secretary 
Shunukhrakhalu was standing in the doorway. He wondered 
how long he had been there and he waved him away. Zimri-Lim 
knew what he wanted to talk about. A few days earlier he had 
received a letter from Yaqqim-Addu, the provincial governor of 
Saggaratum Province saying that his sister Yamama's husband 
had drowned.7 Zimri-Lim had liked Asqudum; a diviner and an 
all-purpose palace functionary, he had been useful (and it hadn't 
been that easy to find a husband for Yamama). 

It would be necessary to honor Asqudum with a kispum 
ceremony soon,8 but Shunukhrakhalu was concerned lest 
Zimri-Lim postpone the festival of Ishtar that was soon to take 
place.9 His secretary was a stickler for proper cultic procedure. 
Zimri-Lim could already hear him arguing that festivals could 
not be postponed since they were meant to remind the gods, no 
less than humans, of ancestral covenants. "If we are to hope for 
Ishtar's fulfilling her part of the pledge," he was likely to say, 
"we must have our own celebrations and prayers coincide with 
that particular moment in the past when vows were exchanged 
between her and us." He could not be stopped from giving his 
sermons (pedants are rarely stifled), even if one stated his agree­
ment in advance. But because Shunukhrakhalu was cautious 
and often timid, just to be sure, he would ask that a haruspex be 
ordered to perform liver divination; and Zimri-Lim would have 
to participate. He hated the messy procedure passionately. But 
he would do it. 

He stood up and walked back to the wall. He had always 
had the uncomfortable feeling that the griffin was about to turn 
and look at him. It was a very effective painting. 

Zimri-Lim began to feel impatient. His son-in-law Bakhdi-
Lim should have finished showing the Ugaritian around by 
now. He needn't take him to all two hundred and fifty rooms! 
His annoyance against him did not last long, though. He liked 
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his son-in-law very much. In fact, he planned to ask him to 
become majordomo in the palace. He only wished that all the 
marriages he had arranged for his daughters had worked as 
well.10 

He thought of Kirum and Shimatum. Marrying them both 
to Khaya-Sumu of Ilansura had been a mistake, no question. 
His advisors had warned him of it, but Khaya-Sumu had asked 
for their hands before concluding a treaty, and Zimri-Lim 
depended on him to troubleshoot among his inconsistent allies 
in the Upper Country. 

It might have worked, he thought, if Shimatum had not 
proven so fertile (twins no less!). Kirum's letters had become 
increasingly strident, and he was beginning to think he would 
have to ask his wife Shiptu to arrange for Kirum's return lest she 
do something to hurt herself. She has threatened to do so often! 

As bad as they were, however, her letters were no worse 
than the ones he received from Inib-sharri, whom he had mar­
ried to Ibal-Addu of Ashlakka. Ibal-Addu was a faithful vassal, 
but not terribly sensitive. He insisted on favoring his first wife, 
even in Inib-sharri's presence. Zimri-Lim shook his head. 

It hurt him to think of the dowry that his daughters would 
abandon should they return home. Even Erishti-Aya, who, in­
spired by her aunt the priestess, had insisted on entering a 
cloister, was less trouble. Her letters from the Sun-god's 
establishment in Sippar were always sanctimonious and full of 
vapid blessings (and lately also resentful comments about 
Shiptu), but at least these could be ignored. 

He was thankful for Inib-shina's marriage to Bakhdi-Lim, 
and for the good matches he had arranged for his daughters 
Tispatum and Ibbatum. The former was happily married to Ili-
Ishtar of Shuna, the latter to Khimdiya, a rising star at the court 
of Andariq. But more than anything, he longed for a son. His 
thoughts easily drifted to his wife of recent years, Shiptu. She is 
young and healthy, he thought, and one day she will surely bear 
that son. He remembered well the day when he went north­
ward, just after his splendid victory over the dreary 
Benyaminites, to meet her father the king of Yamkhad. They 
each had huge retinues. The father of the bride carried gifts, 
many coming from as far away as Caphtor in the midst of the 
Great Sea, but he expected even more from his future son-in-
law. Zimri-Lim had worn a splendid tunic from Tunip, many-
colored, and embroidered with mythological scenes all along 
its broad hems. He chose to ride a glossy mule, on that occa­
sion, because he wanted all to know that he was king of the 
Amorites and not merely a ruler of nomads. Shiptu herself 
came out from the tent, a mere child, huddled against her 
nursemaid Zizi. But since then, she had come to take com­
mand of the palace, seeing to it that all was well managed when 
her husband went on his frequent battles or tours of duty. Yet 
Zimri-Lim knew well that she had come to be much resented 
for her efficiency, and feared because of her potential for bear­
ing the future prince of Mari . u 

But Bakhdi-Lim was now standing at the threshold, and 
Zimri-Lim motioned him to usher in the emissary from Ugarit. 

"How do you find my palace? Yes? Did Bakhdi-Lim show 

One of thirty-two clay liver models found in room 108 of the 
Man palace. Liver divination involved inspecting an 
animal's organ for abnormal state, shape, and coloring in 
order to predict future events. The photograph is used 
courtesy of Musées Nationaux, Paris. 

Trials by 
the River-god 

Although many of the leaders in the Upper 
Country were vassals of Zimri-Lim, they did 
not necessarily get along with each other. In 
the following excerpts from lengthy letters, 

territorial disputes became so entangled that only 
recourse to ordeals by the river-god could resolve the 
situation. The characters that appear in the two texts 
include: Khaya-Sumu, king of Ilansura, married to two of 
Zimri-Lim's daughters,· Ili-Ishtar, king of Shuna and the 
land of Shabasim, married to Zimri-Lim's daughter, 
Tispatum; Shubram, writer of the first letter, king of Susa 
¡not the Elamite city) and the land of Apum, possibly 
another son-in-law of Zimri-Lim; Ili-Addu, king of 
Kidukh. The city in dispute is Shunkhum. 

The second letter was sent by Meptum, Zimri-Lim's 
high official. The two letters may be concerned with the 
same land dispute. The two texts, in transliteration and 
translation but not in copies, can be found in Bottéro 
(1981: 1034-44). 

First Letter 
Formerly when my lord was in Tadum and when Ili-
Ishtar of Shuna wrote my lord concerning Shunkhum: 
"The city is mine; they seized it by force, and Ili-Addu of 
Kidukh has been raiding me constantly ever since"— 
these and much more Ili-Ishtar having written my 
lord — , my lord summoned me and gave me 
instructions: 

"Ili-Ishtar and his elders, Ili-Addu and his 
elders, you and the elders of Apum as leaders, 
ought to get together and have Khaya-Sumu ren­
der a decision for all of you. Whatever decision 
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Khaya-Sumu renders for you, you will have to 
accept it." This is what my lord instructed me. 

When Khaya-Sumu came back here from my lord's 
presence, according to my lord's instructions, we went 
to Khaya-Sumu—I and the elders of Apum as leaders, Ili-
Addu and his elders—, at a time set by him; but [Ili-
Ishtar] did not show up, and did not even send his elders! 
Instead, he dispatched Zakku, his servant, along with 
a page. Khaya-Sumu set for us the following conditions: 

"[Ili-Ishtar!] If this is indeed your city, two 
men and two women from Shuna should grasp 
earth from Shunkhum and plunge in the (divine) 
River declaring: 'The city is certainly mine, and 
has indeed been attributed long ago as share to the 
land ofShabasim; the people of Apum have never 
ceded it as gift (to us).' They ought to make this 
declaration and, upon agreeing to plunge, they 
may take over the city. 

Otherwise, two men and two women from 
Apum should grasp earth from Shunkhum and 
plunge into the (divine) River declaring: 'The city 
is certainly Shubram's, and has indeed been 
attributed long ago as share to the Khanean 
(tribesmen).'They ought to make this declaration 
and, upon agreeing to plunge, they may take over 
the city." 

Khaya-Sumu had set for us these conditions. But Ili-
Ishtar did not accept the conditions which Khaya-Sumu 
set for us; instead he decided to pillage the citizens of 
Apum, raiding instantly whether one travels at dawn or 
finds night shelter. I have repeatedly written to him, but 
he does not respond to me or accept the decision.... 

Second Letter 
With regard the plunging-team of Shubram and of 
Khaya-Sumu which my lord sent to me, I sent 
trustworthy inspectors with this plunging-team, (and 
here is my report): 

First, they made a woman plunge (into the river); 
she came out (safely). After her, they made an elder 
plunge; he went about 40 meters into the (river) God, and 
came out (safely). After him, they led another woman; 
she came out (safely). After her, however, the River-(god) 
covered up a third woman, and since they had 
established for her the same distance as the elder, 40 
meters, but the River-(god) covered up the third woman, 
the men from Khaya-Sumu's team refused to plunge the 
remaining three women and formally declared: "The 
city and the land are certainly yours [Shubram's]!" 

The elder then threw himself at the feet of 
Shubram's men saying: "Do not have the remaining 
women plunge; they ought not die. We will secure a 
document of no-contest concerning city and land, and 
henceforth and evermore, no one will contest the 
matter. The city and the land are certainly Shubram's." 

He dictated a no-contest document before your 
inspectors, the Babylonian representatives, and the 
citizens of the (disputed) city. I am now dispatching this 
team to my lord; my lord may question the plungers 

you my icehouse? I had an Elamite engineer working on it for a 
full year. I am told—and I can't say that I quite understand it 
all—that last winter the cool evening air was made to freeze 
water in a shallow pond so that ice could be cut and stored in 
deep vaults. No matter, we should be able to have cool sherbets 
this summer. Well perhaps I'll take you myself. 

"I assume all is well in Ugarit? I would like to visit there 
someday. I'm told it's pleasant on the sea. We have now, as you 
doubtless know, an agent there, dispensing tin to points south. 
Have you met him? He goes around with a translator in case he 
meets with strangers from across the seas. 

"You look tired. Have you recovered from your trip? If you 
didn't sleep well I'd be glad to have my private physician suggest 
something for you. I'm not sure what—I've never had trouble 
sleeping—but I know he gave Shunukhrakhalu a potion that 
was effective. My physician is very well-thought-of, especially 
since he stopped the spread of a contagious disease recently. He 
isolated the poor woman, Nanna. She's much better n o w . n Per­
sonally, I think he might be a little too quick with the knife. 
Please let me know if you require anything. 

"Let's sit down. You too. No. This isn't Babylon. We're not so 
formal here. My ambassador there, Ibal-pi-El, tells me that 
Hammurabi has his scribes preparing a law code for him? Have 
you heard about this? T h e best code ever.' Good luck to him! 
Does he not know that such collections are meant only for the 
gods? But I think them to prefer good deeds over noble words, 
don't you? Certainly Hammurabi has done good deeds. Did he 
not make room for one of my daughters in a cloister? Oh, other 
things too. 

"The reason I wanted to talk informally with you today is 
to tell you why we cannot have a party in honor of your visit. I 
think you've heard of the death of my sister's husband? Yes. We 
are all saddened by it. I naturally can't conduct official business 
at such a time, and soon we will be having the kispum of 
Asqudum. We have these even for nonroyal individuals here. I 
have ordered it: Loyal and faithful attendants should be so 
honored. Perhaps you would like to participate. There is 
nothing to prevent us from having a fine meal during the 
ceremonies. We have just received fruits from the South, the 
first pick of the early season. I have already tasted the medlars, 
which ought to ripen a bit more when spread on the palace's 
roof. And we have truffles. I admit that I gave Yaqqim-Addu a 
hard time when he first sent them to me from Saggaratum, but 
Amadugga, the head of the kitchen detail, tells me that they 
have been pickled successfully. (You like the name Amadugga? 
It means "Sweet Mama" in Sumerian, you know.) We also have 
pickled grasshoppers from Assyria, fine wines from Car-
chemish sent to me by king Aplakhanda, fish roe from the 
Balikh river, and deer meat stored from last season.1 31 think 
you would enjoy taking part, despite, of course, the sadness of 
the occasion. 

Τ appreciate your understanding and I sympathize with 
your hesitation. I would rather forgo all this myself and attend 
the spring festivals that will soon be breaking out in the 
villages and in my provincial palaces. Just yesterday I received 
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the first of the numerous requests I am sure to get to let the 
gods leave Mari in order to visit their own shrines.141 would 
much rather have the peasants keep their gods where they 
please, sacrifice when they want, and avoid these yearly plaints 
to let the gods go home. But I am advised against it. They say 
it's the best way to guarantee political loyalty. I don't know I 
feel that loyalty is assured by honest and fair management on 
my part; and the gods know that I have striven to act 
accordingly. ^ • B ^ ^ ^ T T ^ ^ ^ ^ J ^ * ' ^ 

"The paintings on the walls of this room? Yes, they are 
good. Yasmakh-Adad had some of them done. He did much to 
decorate the palace. I think it's all his father would permit him 
to do on his own. Thé concubines tell me he was kind to the 
women, though.15 \ | Δ ^ Λ ι v^JPEEm* 

"Why don't we go see the icehouse now? In passing, I'll 
show you something that no foreigner has ever seen. I'll take 
you to the inner walls protecting the royal chambers. They are 
built to last. The gods themselves swore to protect them 
eternally." 
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After about ten years Zimri-Lim fell victim to 
was defeated and its ramparts dismantled within 
reached the political prestige it had achieved du 
The fate of Zimri-Lim is unknown, but it could no 
Shiptu and the other women from Man were probably 
palace-entered into the Ba, 
dancing instruction, or assi( 

tion was not left on the si 
Hammurabi, his allies, an\ 
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commensurate with their training, with the majority likely assigned as palace 
and temple menials. No doubt a few were sold by Hammurabi's merchants 
as slaves to foreigners. 

Notes 
ll have explored these observations in more detail with 

regard to recreating Israel's premonarchic history (Sasson 1981), 
as well as that of Mari (Sasson 1984). 

Our appreciation of Zimri-Lim's career is undergoing major 
revisions as a result of recent inspection of the Mari archives. 
The biographical details heretofore presented had him, still a 
young man, escaping to Aleppo when Shamshi-Adad suc­
cessfully fomented a coup against either his father, Yakhdun-
Lim, or his brother)?), Sumu-Yamam. In Aleppo, Zimri-Lim is 
supposed to have married the daughter of the powerful Yarim-
Lim and remained with his father-in-law until the death of 
Shamshi-Adad gave opportunity for regaining his legitimate 
throne. 

It is now more likely that Zimri-Lim may have never lived 
in Aleppo, and that his marriage to Shiptu, the daughter of 
Yarim-Lim, occurred when he had acquired control, and indeed 
had reached the zenith of his power, at Mari. A recent reading 
of a sealing of a cylinder belonging to Zimri-Lim has also raised 
the possibility that he too was a usurper, as were so many of his 
contemporaries. Rolled upon the cover of a letter that belongs 

above 
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Ice at Mari 

During the winter at Mari, air temperature on 
clear nights was usually only a few degrees 
above freezing. A properly constructed 
system could affect conditions so that ice 

would form. In turn, a proper storage facility could per­
mit its preservation for use during the summer, when 
temperatures often went above 100° Fahrenheit. The 
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