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Chapter One 

The Royal Epilogues and the Politics of Dead Kings 

1.1. Introduction 

In the narrative of ancient Israel found in the Book of Kings, the end of a 
king’s life is summed up in a series of formulaic statements that begin with 
the poetic expression for death: “and [the king] lay with his fathers.” The 
summary statements all revolve around the problem of royal death and 
succession, encapsulated in a closing statement that consisted typically of 
a notice of burial (in the royal tombs) and the introduction of the succeed-
ing ruler.  Within the block of literature known as the Deuteronomistic 
History (henceforth, the DtrH),1 these summary notices play a small, yet 
significant, role.  Together with a series of introductory statements, the lit-
erary units serve as prologues and epilogues that frame the various ac-
counts of individual kings in Israel and Judah.  The formulaic summaries, 
however, are more than merely generic literary-bookends that demark the 
conclusion of one king’s reign and the subsequent beginning of the next, 
the epilogues are also ideological statements that reflect the manner in 
which political power was devised in ancient Israel and the Levant. 

Death, burial and succession: taken together, this complex affects the 
sovereignty of a given dynasty, marking their patrimonial claims of power 
by means of royal tombs and the patrilineal descent of leadership.  The key 
formula of the epilogue is the opening notice: “and PN1 lay with his fa-
thers.” This phrase is used throughout Kings (though with some selectiv-
ity) to acknowledge the death of a ruler in Israel or Judah.  The phrase is 
expressed through the combination of a term related to mortuary practices 
(bk#$, “to lie [down]”2) and an ancestral image (twb), “the fathers”).3 But 
does this phrase represent a specific allusion to the act of burial?  If so, 

                                                
1 NOTH, Überlieferungsgeschichtliche Studien.  Citation in this study will follow the 

English translation (published in 1981), Deuteronomistic History. 
2 BEUKEN, art. bk@a#$; �ekab, 664–667. The specific verb, of course, is �rbq (“bury”) 

found in either the Qal or Niphal stems.  The verb in question, �bk#$, connotes burial (and 
thus, death), through the image of [the dead] lying down inside the tomb. 

3 Although some modern translations avoid gender specific language regarding the 
term twb) (the NRSV renders it as “ancestors”), this study will consistently translate the 
term as “fathers” in order to better convey its patrimonial sense. 
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why is it typically followed by a description of burial?  If it is not related 
to mortuary practices, why does the phrase draw upon a verb commonly 
used for interment in order to describe an individual’s death?  More impor-
tantly, what is the formulaic significance of this phrase?  It is proposed in 
this study that the phrase “lay with fathers” served as a literary means of 
expressing undisrupted dynastic succession.  Although the phrase holds its 
own unique meaning, its semantic sense is relayed through the statements 
that follow it in the epilogue, which describe the place of burial and intro-
duce the successor.  To understand this relationship is to understand a key 
aspect of the socio-political structure of power in ancient Israel, where 
sovereignty was built upon kinship-models and legitimacy was expressed 
through genealogical constructs.4 

The formula’s unique terminology represented a ritual process termed 
here royal funerary rites.5 This is not to reduce the phrase to a single act, 
burial, but rather to equate it with a series of social actions that were initi-
ated by the death of a king.  The rites and ceremonies subsumed under the 
term “royal funerary rites” focused on the departure of the dead, the de-
funct king,6 from the world of the living.7 As such, the ritual process 

                                                
4 See the analysis by F. M. Cross of kinship terminology in the monarchy of Judah 

(CROSS, Epic to Canon, 3–21).  The discussion, however, is concerned more with divine 
covenant and what Cross calls “kinship-in-law,” which involves the inclusion of non-
blood relations into a larger group (either through marriage or adoption). 

5 The ritual itself remains vague at best, as burial practices and mourning rites are 
both known, but their larger context is not.  Furthermore, it is not clear how (and when) 
commemorative rites would have fit into this ritual context.  Therefore, this study will not 
attempt to define ritual more than a culturally established set of actions “that [are] de-
signed and orchestrated to distinguish and privilege what is being done in comparison to 
other, usually more quotidian, activities.” BELL, Ritual Theory, 74; cf. also Perspectives 
and Dimensions, 136–137.  This definition of what Bell calls “ritualization,” is quoted by 
David Wright (Ritual in Narrative, 11–13) in his discussion of the term.  In other words, 
ritual is created through the intrinsic relationship between meaning and action within a 
specific context; cf. similarly LANERI, Funerary Rituals, 2–3.  For a recent attempt to 
define ritual within a larger study of royal funerary rituals in early Mesopotamia, see 
COHEN, Death Rituals, 7–14. 

6 The literature on the subject of death in past cultures frequently uses the term “de-
funct,” for the deceased ruler (who is effectively decommissioned by death).  An expla-
nation of the term in this sense, where it is applied to the dead in general and called the 
“sociology of death,” is found in BOTTÉRO, Mesopotamia, 268. 

7 The term “funerary-rite” is used to distinguish the act of burial from ancestor cults.  
This terminology follows that of the MORRIS, archaeology of ancestors, 150.  The termi-
nological distinction is discussed in SCHMIDT, Beneficent Dead, 4–12.  Schmidt defines 
four general categories, with funerary rituals (along with mourning customs) and mortuary 
cults placed alongside the cult of the dead (roughly equivalent to ancestor worship) and 
necromancy.  See also, SKAIST, Ancestor Cult, 127–128, n. 3.  (Both Schmidt and Skaist 
base their classifications on the anthropological work of Meyer Fortes.) The distinction 
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would have included acts of mourning, commemorative rites and other 
ceremonies, as well as all requisite mortuary practices.  When the phrase is 
understood in such a manner, it becomes possible to recognize the integral 
relationship that this initial formula has with the two formulaic phrases it 
precedes in the typical epilogue within the Book of Kings.  The most last-
ing symbol of a funerary rite is the tomb, which itself served as a tangible 
image of patrimony.8 Thus, the phrase is followed immediately by the de-
scription of the burial site (in most cases).  Rather than negating the fune-
real sense encoded within the language of the epilogue’s first notice, the 
burial notice that follows confirms the first notice’s significance by stating 
that the defunct king was interred within his patrimony; in essence it local-
izes the meaning and significance that is created through the ritual process.  
The third and final statement introduces the succeeding son and expresses 
the consequences of the ritual process, which are related to division of in-
heritance and succession of power.  Socio-anthropological studies of fu-
nerary rites have shown that they often represented a transformative proc-
ess in which the identity of the participants underwent conversion.9 This 
transformative nature is evident in both the first and last statements of the 
royal epilogue, as the defunct king becomes an ancestor (by joining his 
“fathers”) and the crown prince becomes the new king (“and…his son 
ruled in his stead”). 

1.2. Research Objectives 

The study of the royal epilogues, with their reference to the burial of a 
king, must rely in part upon the archaeological exploration of ancient mor-
tuary practices.  Since the early 1970s, archaeological research into mortu-
ary practices has shifted to the study of death within its social context.10 
This shift has slowly made an impact on the various studies of death-ways 
in ancient Israel, where the concern has been typically theological.11 It is 

                                                
between the occasional rituals associated with burials (funerary rites) and the regular ob-
servance of mortuary cults (ancestor cults) in ancient Ugarit is discussed in SALLES, Rituel 
Mortuaire, 171–184; see also PARDEE, Marzihu, 273–287. 

8 The manner in which funerary rites are illustrative of succession and inheritance, as 
expressed through patrilinear concepts of ancestry, is discussed in PARKER PEARSON, 
Archaeology of Death, 114–115. 

9 See, for instance, TURNER, Forest, 93–111. A full discussion of these theories is 
given below. 

10 See the collection of essays in BROWN, Approaches.  For a review of this work and 
its impact, see CHAPMAN, Death, society and archaeology, 306–312; LANERI, Funerary 
Rituals, 1–10; and BROWN, Third Millennium, 301–305. 

11 For instance, SPRONK, Beatific Afterlife; see also JOHNSTON, Shades. 
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not surprising therefore, that few studies have addressed the political prob-
lems caused by the death of a ruler in the ancient kingdoms of Israel and 
Judah.  In fact, there have been only a limited number of works that exam-
ine the topic of death in the ancient Near East within a royal (i.e., political) 
context,12 and even fewer that move beyond the subject of royal tombs.13 
This fact is reflective of the paucity of written sources that deal with the 
death of a king in Mesopotamia and the Levant,14 which itself may reveal 
the political delicacy of the topic.15 Aside from the odd literary sources 
concerned with the dead king in the afterlife,16 the few Mesopotamia 
sources that deal with royal funerals consist almost entirely of administra-
tive documents (lists of funerary provisions and offerings) and are from a 
diverse range of cultures.17 In the Levant there are even fewer sources, al-
though there are ritual texts from Ugarit, written in Ugaritic and Hurrian, 
which are concerned with the problem of dead kings.18 Yet these texts are 

                                                
12 The exceptions include HALLO, Death of Kings, 148–165; RICHARDSON, Assyrian 

Garden, 145–216; CHARPIN, “Le Roi et Mort, Vive Le Roi!” 69–95.  One of the few 
scholars who have made several contributions to the study of the royal dead is Herbert 
Niehr, whose works will be cited throughout this dissertation. 

13 The interest in royal tombs has been stoked by recent discoveries in modern Syria 
and Iraq, and only a select bibliography can be given here (though the scholarship will be 
reviewed in Chapter Three).  For the MB II–LB tombs of the palace at Qa�na, see AL-
MAQDISSI et al., Königliche Hypogäum, 189–218; cf. more recently, NIEHR, Royal Fu-
neral, 1–24.  On the discovery of additional tombs in the palace at Kalh �u (Nimrud, Iraq) 
and their historical significance, see DALLEY, Yabâ, Atalaya, 83–98; and DAMERJI and 
KAMIL, Gräber Assyrischer Königinnen. 

14 One notable exception is the extended ritual for the cremation of a Hittite king or 
queen, which exists in several sources that describe the fourteen-day ceremony, see 
OTTEN, Hethitische Totenrituale.  For a recent translation, see KASSIAN, KOROLEV, and 
SIDEL'TSEV, Hittite Funerary Ritual.  Another exception is the death and commemoration 
of Panamuwa, the king of Sam‘al, which is described in KAI 215 1:16–23.  This inscrip-
tion, however, does not describe how the king was buried. 

15 On this problem in Mesopotamian sources, see briefly MICHALOWSKI, Death of 
Shulgi, 224.  William Hallo’s qualifying remarks about the nature of the literature are 
appropriate, see HALLO, Death of Kings, 164 n. 138. 

16 Notably, KRAMER, Death of Ur-Nammu, 104–122. 
17 For instance, from southern Mesopotamia during the ED IIIb periods there are 

Sumerian documents that list funerary provisions: the so-called “funeral of Baranamtara” 
(= TSA 09 [CDLI P221370] and VS 14, 137 [CDLI P020152) as well as Nik 1, 134 (CDLI 
221903) – all of which are from Lagash/Girsu.  (The citation of Sumerian texts will in-
clude the numbering of the Cuneiform Digital Library Initiative [http://cdli.ucla.edu/].)  
These texts were recently analyzed in COHEN, Death Rituals.  The Old Sumerian texts 
compare with a later document from northern Mesopotamia, dating to the Neo-Assyrian 
period, that lists funerary offerings; see MCGINNIS, Neo-Assyrian Text, 1–15 and 
DELLER, Sealed, 69–71. 

18 For the Ugaritic ritual, KTU 1.161, see PARDEE, Les textes rituels 2, 816–825. 
(This ritual text is discussed in Chapter Six.)  For the Hurrian ritual, KTU 1.125, written 
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difficult to understand, let alone relate to the archaeologically attested re-
mains of royal tombs at Ugarit (Ras Shamra, Syria).19 Because of the lim-
ited nature of the written sources regarding the death and burial of a king 
(what few texts exist are usually ambiguous and difficult to interpret), it 
becomes essential to analyze the material record of royal tombs, which 
provide a solid (though still limited) source for understanding the political 
implications of dead kings. 

There are no royal tombs within the archaeological remains of the 
Kingdom of Judah, although certain structures in Samaria have been pro-
posed to be the tombs of the kings of Israel.  Given the paucity (and uncer-
tainty) of evidence, the insight drawn from the archaeology of death and 
burial is restricted in its manner of approach, which are: analogues drawn 
from elsewhere in the ancient Levant (such as Qa�na and Ugarit), and the 
analysis of elite (albeit non-royal) customs indigenous to the southern Le-
vant.  This limitation is not as drastic a problem as it may initially appear.  
To begin with, the initial statement of the royal epilogues, “he lay with his 
fathers,” is euphemistic; it is an indirect way of stating that the king died.20 
The observation is certainly consistent with the more-or-less furtive atti-
tude concerning a king’s death in written sources found elsewhere in the 
ancient Near East.  But the poetic aspect of the euphemism draws from 
burial customs found throughout the southwestern Levant, from the Middle 
Bronze through the Iron Age.  To address the problem of royal funerary 
rites in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah it is imperative to begin by rec-
ognizing the social significance of death and burial specific to this part of 
the Levant.  The household was the defining symbol in the societies of an-
cient Israel and much of the Levant.21 Furthermore, burial was a symboli-
cally charged action and the family tomb was emblematic of the kin-based 
social structure of ancient Israel.22 Thus, the manipulation of images drawn 

                                                
in the alphabetic-cuneiform script of Ugarit, see DIETRICH and MAYER, Hurritisches To-
tenritual 79–89.  

19 For one of the few attempts to reconstruct the royal cult of the dead at Ugarit, see 
NIEHR, Topography of Death, 219–242.  This insightful essay deals specifically with the 
cult of royal ancestors and not the ritual process of the royal funerary ritual; see also 
IDEM., Beitrag zur Konzeption, 173–174. 

20 In one sense, the use of a politically expedient expression for a king’s fate that 
avoids stating directly that he has died, is seen in the well-known Hittite phrase used of a 
defunct king: “When in �attu�a a great sin has occurred, in which the King or Queen 
becomes a god.”  This is the first line of the fourteen-day ritual, see OTTEN, Hethitische 
Totenrituale, 18–19. 

21 SCHLOEN, House of the Father, 45–48. Scholoen uses the term “root,” as in root-
metaphor or root-symbol, following the work of Paul Ricouer. 

22 The connection between the family tomb and patrimony in ancient Israel has been 
recognized and studied, see BRICHTO, Kin, 10; and VAN DER TOORN, Family Religion, 
207–208. 
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from social practices (burial) was a deliberate tactic of political dynasties 
in ancient Israel.  For this reason, the proceeding study will employ the 
term “socio-political” throughout its discussion.23 

It is important to establish a theoretical basis in approaching the subject of 
death and burial in the biblical world.24 Because the evidence for funerary-
rites in ancient Israel is so pervasive, the small number of studies that have 
addressed royal death-rites in this area have used the material record of 
burial remains as an analogue to better understand the tombs of David, as 
cited in the Hebrew Bible.  These studies raise certain conceptual issues 
that will be addressed in later chapters, yet it should be noted here that 
their objectives were circumscribed by questions that served religious or 
literary agendas and not problems that reflected the social and political 
context of the tombs.25 Two recent essays devoted to the study of royal 
death-rites in the Hebrew Bible only investigated the question of royal an-
cestor-worship,26 despite the fact that the evidence for ancestor worship in 

                                                
23 Schloen uses the term “socio-historical” because the nature of his study is society 

as a whole, SCHLOEN, House of the Father, 49–63.  In contrast, the project here is con-
ducted top-down and the focus is entirely upon royal dynasties; therefore the term “so-
cio-political” is appropriate.  Note the following quote (albeit focused on divine king-
ship): “The historians want to know how the ceremonial image and the stability of the 
state relate to each other, whereas the anthropologists want to know how a society con-
structs a transcendent symbolic idiom, and how human beings are transformed into di-
vine kings.” CANNADINE, Introduction, 14.  The “transcendent symbolic idiom,” con-
structed through royal funerary rites, is the ancestral image of the ruling dynasty, which 
is evoked in terms that are constitutive for Israelite society as a whole. 

24 One of the first studies of death in the Hebrew Bible that engaged social scientific 
theory, the Oxford doctoral thesis of Brian Schmidt (published originally in 1994), de-
voted only a small section the topic of royal ancestors. SCHMIDT, Beneficent Dead, 276–
278.  Schmidt draws from Mesopotamian examples of ancestor cults, using a definition 
that is similar to Durkheim’s concept of the cult of the dead, in order to dismiss any royal 
funerary rites (or mortuary cults) in ancient Israel and Judah.  The point of Schmidt’s 
work is to refute the existence of ancestor worship in ancient Israel.  Although this pre-
sent work will not engage in any reconstruction of ancestor worship (or Israelite cult of 
the dead), it will seek to show that the concept of royal ancestry is, in fact, enforced by 
dynastic succession, and specifically located within the royal capital (and thus, grounded 
within the realm of the palace). 

25 Two recent examples are NA’AMAN, Death Formulae, 245–254; and the response in 
STAVRAKOPOULOU, Exploring, 1–21.  The discussion of these studies is one of religious 
practices that relate either to cultic purity or a cult of the dead.  For Na‘aman the ques-
tion stems directly from the change in literary style found in the formulaic statement of 
burial in the epilogues of Kings (beginning with Hezekiah).  These two studies will be 
fully analyzed in the subsequent chapters of this work. 

26 HALLO, Royal Ancestor Worship, 381–401.  Hallo redefined the question by theoriz-
ing a concept of “ancestor veneration” that was distinct from the normative practice of 
worship in ancient Israel, however the essay by the venerable Assyriologist placed most 
of its emphasis on Mesopotamian sources.  The essay by Francesca Stravrakopoulou is a 


