From List to Historiography: The Table of Nations (Genesis 10)
in its Eastern Mediterranean Context
Genesis 10, known as the Table of Nations, is an extensive and encyclopedic list of ethnic groups and geographical names that were located, at the time, in the eastern Mediterranean and the Near East. This list appears as part of the post-diluvian narrative: when the Flood subsided, and Noah’s family left the ark, we are told that “from these, the people of the whole earth were dispersed” (Genesis 9:19). Genesis 10 is devoted to the geographical placement of Noah’s descendants, structured as a genealogical list of eponymous names from Noah onward.
In recent decades, scholars have wondered how the inland biblical writers who usually focused on internal Israelite issues had access to such wide-ranging geographical information. They pointed to several possible sources of knowledge or inspiration, one of which is Mesopotamian literature. Since the Table of Nations is linked to the Flood story (which originated in Mesopotamia), and Mesopotamian culture provided several models for the Israelite cultures in other cases, this approach is considered quite self-evident.

Many years ago, Umberto Cassuto suggested an alternative possibility: that the biblical writers may have been informed by the Phoenician (or Canaanite) world, a proposal that has not yet received due scholarly recognition. Cassuto's claim regarding the uniformity of the material in Genesis 10 is not convincing, and I will criticize it briefly at the beginning of my remarks. However, his claim that the biblical writers based themselves on Phoenician traditions is in line with the new data from Greek genealogical works that I will present today. This evidence supports Cassuto’s suggestion and sheds new light on our knowledge of the interconnections and interrelations between civilizations of the pre-Hellenistic eastern Mediterranean.

 1. The Biblical Tables of Nations

I start with a brief literary history of the text and emphasize that the Table of Nations in Genesis 10 was not originally a homogeneous narrative. Scholars have long noticed the contradictions, doublets, rough seams, and stylistic differences in the chapter. For example:

a) According to v. 7, Havilah and Sheba (places in southern Arabia) were the descendants of Ham and Cush, while in vv. 28–29 Havilah and Sheba are said to be the offspring of Shem and Joktan;

b) Verse 13 states that the Ludim (meaning, residents of Lydia) were the sons of Mizrayim (Egypt), while in v. 22, Lud is mentioned as a descendant of Shem;

c) While v. 22 records that Asshur was one of Shem’s sons, the name “Asshur” occurs previously in v. 11 as a toponym, together with the names of important cities founded within it—Nineveh, Rehoboth-ir, and Calah. And so on. There are further, similar contradictions, that I will not mention due to time constraints.
d) Stylistic inconsistencies also abound. Thus, for example, while some of the genealogical units list the succession by a waw-conjunctive, as in “The descendants of Japhet—Gomer and Magog and Madai and Javan and Tubal…” (10:2; cf. 10:3, 4, 6, 7, 22, 23), other verses include narrative and fragments of mythic stories.

These contradictions, doublets, and inconsistencies have led to several attempts to explain the formation of this text. The best explanation, the one that solves all the difficulties without requiring ad hoc explanations of any verse, is that the Table of Nations in Genesis 10 is a compilation of two rival “tables” of nations. This solution, then, posits two independent genealogical lists relating to the dispersal of the peoples across the earth.

1.1 The Priestly Table of Nations

The verses belonging to the first stratum of Genesis 10 (verses 1–7, 20, 22–23, and 31–32) are marked by a consistent and distinctive style. The structure of the unit is clear-cut and orderly. It opens with a heading: “These are the generations (תולדת) of the sons of Noah: Shem, Ham, and Japhet” (10:1), and concludes with a summary statement: “These are the families of the sons of Noah according to their genealogies (לתולדתם)” (10:32). The body of the text is divided into three sections, each of which deals with the genealogy of one of the sons. It is formulated as: “the descendants of X” + a series of offspring connected by a waw-conjunctive, such as: “The sons of Japhet: Gomer and Magog and Madai and Javan and Tubal and Meshech and Tiras” (10:2).
The list reveals an orderly geographical worldview. The descendants of Japhet are the people who dwell north of Mesopotamia and Canaan. The descendants of Ham dwell in the south of the ancient world—in Africa and southern Arabia. The descendants of Shem, who close the list, dwell in-between, at the center of the ancient world. This yields a historic-geographic outlook, according to which each of Noah’s sons begat offspring whose descendants dispersed across the earth. The orderly structure, including the use of headings and conclusions, together with the expressions תולדות (10:1, 32) and למשפחֹתם (10:5, 20, 31) are all characteristic of the Priestly author in the Pentateuch (called P in short).
1.2 The Yahwistic Table of Nations

The verses in the chapter that do not belong to P (verses 8–19, 21, and 25–30) also form a consistent, coherent sequence, usually assigned to J, the Yahwistic thread. This thread includes a few minor additions that do not belong to the original unit. I will not discuss these. The remaining verses clearly constitute a coherent, orderly geographical description of four important geographical centers of the biblical world, commencing with the two greatest powers in the ancient Near East: Egypt and Cush, which here refers to Babylon. (The name probably originated from the Kassite kings who ruled southern Mesopotamia between the second half of the second millennium BCE and the twelfth century BCE). These two are followed by the inhabitants of the lands west of the Euphrates: The Canaanites and the Eberites, referring to the Arameans and Arab tribes.

The editorial task of combining the two threads into a single unit appears to have been relatively straightforward, where the material was arranged according to similar names and geographical order.
2. The Mesopotamian Legacy

Many scholars have linked the biblical Table of Nations to Mesopotamian sources.
Although the Mesopotamian societies were geographically distant from the Mediterranean locations highlighted in the biblical traditions I mentioned before, the Mesopotamian literature contains several examples of scholarly and encyclopedic collections. Mesopotamian geographical texts, such as the Babylonian clay tablet (BM 92687 called the Babylonian Map of the World, or Mappa Mundi) or the work called the Sargon Geography, reveal extensive knowledge and literary ability in these areas. At the same time, most scholars realize that these Mesopotamian geographical compositions differ in many aspects from the biblical Table of Nations in terms of content, genre, and geographical focus, in accordance with the location of each culture. The Table of Nations is not a list of geographical names; it is rather, first and foremost, a genealogical lineage that includes the eponymous descendants of the hero of the Flood
. In this respect, the biblical Table of Nations has no parallel in the Mesopotamian works.
The Flood story originated in Mesopotamia; however, none of its versions 
represent its protagonist or his sons as fathers of the world’s nations, nor do they focus on the genealogical sequences 

of the eponymous fathers. Ziusudra, the Sumerian Flood hero and Utnapishtim in the Gilgamesh account both attain eternal life and are subsequently removed from humanity; their descendants are not mentioned. In Atrahasis, although the end of the story is fragmented, it appears that rather than describing humanity’s dispersion, it recounts how the gods 
limited human procreation in order to prevent another Flood. 
The principal content of the Table of Nations is the genealogical derivation of the eponymous ancestors from the protagonist of the Flood story. Epigraphical findings from ancient Near Eastern civilizations do not reveal anything similar to this genealogical genre either, certainly not on the scale of the biblical Table of Nations. However, early antecedents of the genealogical biblical texts are found in two central elements of the Mesopotamian king lists—namely, the use of the Flood as the dividing line between the ancient, mythic generations and the generations of ordinary humans, and the limited and rather restricted reference to eponymous ancestors as representing geographic regions or ethnic groups.


Presenting the Flood as a watershed event in human history is particularly evident in the early Mesopotamian king lists. The Flood serves as the turning point in the sequence of the first kings in the Lagash King List (BM 23103) and the Dynastic Chronicle (ABC 18). The most prominent and well-known of these lists is the Sumerian King List, which cites the kings’ names and their years of reign from the descent of the kingship from heaven to the first city of Eridu. Some versions of the Sumerian King List contain a brief preface that includes the names of the first kings of the world, those who reigned before the Flood. While the reigns of the first kings lasted for millennia, the reigns of those who lived after the Flood lasted for only several hundred years, with the number of years assuming increasingly realistic, rather than mythic, proportions as time progressed. P offers a very similar account of the shortening human lifespan. The first pre-diluvian generations lived hundreds of years, while the lifespan of the post-diluvian generations was drastically reduced.

The king lists of the Western Semitic dynasties, who ruled in Assyria and Babylon during the first quarter of the second millennium BCE, may provide another type of analogy to the genealogical material in Genesis. These lists, composed during a period when the Western Semitic (Amorite) dynasties seized power in the Mesopotamian kingdoms, make limited use of the motif of eponymous ancestors representing ethnic groups or geographic regions. In fact, using the names of peoples or geographical locations as forefathers or kings was a new and relatively uncommon motif in the writing tradition of the Sumerian King List. This motif seems to have developed as a way of promulgating the Western Semitic local traditions by merging them with the Mesopotamian forms. In the Assyrian and Babylonian king lists, the eponymous names remain a very minor element that was confined to the first generations, but this may herald the appearance of the far more complex lists in the ensuing Western Semitic literature—namely, in the biblical texts that were composed centuries later.
The primary focus of the Assyrian and Babylonian king lists is the issues of kingship and royal succession, whereas the genealogical data in biblical literature refer to eponymous forefathers rather than kings. As we have already noted, although some Mesopotamian king 
lists mention the Flood, and the Flood is also undoubtedly a Mesopotamian motif, they do not list the protagonist’s descendants nor the nations they become. While these themes, which first appeared in writing in the Mesopotamian king lists, seem to have continued to develop within the Western Semitic world, no real parallel to the biblical Table of Nations existed in the Mesopotamia of the second millennium BCE or before.

3. Phoenician Traditions
Umberto Cassuto proposed an alternative way of understanding the origins of the Table of Nations.
 He noticed the similarities between the Table of Nations and the lamentation for 
Tyre in Ezekiel 27, both in terms of their wide geographical scope as well as the geographical focus of both pericopes. In this lamentation, Ezekiel describes Tyre as a large and luxurious ship that was constructed out of the most expensive materials that were brought from different places around the world (TEXT). All the nations took part in this ship: “The inhabitants of Sidon and Arvad were your rowers… The elders of Byblos and its artisans were within you… Paras and Lud and Put were in your army,” etc. (Ezekiel 27:8–10).
Although Cassuto did not distinguish between the different layers of the Table of Nations, there is a distinct similarity between the Priestly layer of the Table of Nations and the Ezekiel text dealing with the peoples north of Canaan 
and the Aegean region. Particularly, the sequence “Javan, Tubal, and Meshech” is repeated in both texts, while the geographic/ethnic names Tarshish, (Beth-) Togarmah, and sons of Dedan or Dedanim (which should probably be read in both cases with resh at the beginning of the word, as they refer to the residents of Rhodes) come in close proximity: (TEXT)
Since the prophecy in Ezekiel 27 refers to Tyre, includes many toponyms from around the eastern Mediterranean, and has affinities with the Table of Nations in Genesis 10, Cassuto suggested that the lists of peoples in the two texts are based on geographical literary traditions derived from information acquired by Phoenician traders and colonists through their connections with the surrounding lands. Several of Ezekiel’s other prophecies seem informed by Levantine (or Canaanite) literary traditions, such as the well-known mention of Danel (the Ugaritic Dn’il
) in Ezekiel 14:14, 28; 28:3. This fact that may strengthen Cassuto’s assertion.

Unfortunately, few literary works have survived from the ancient Phoenician world due to the widespread practice in the Levant of writing on perishable materials. However, there is some late fragmentary evidence that Phoenician literary traditions included lists of eponymous names. The use of geographical or ethnic names in genealogies can also be found in the writings of Philo of Byblos, who apparently drew upon early Phoenician traditions. In a description of the first generations “of those called mortals,” Philo presents a Sidonian or Tyrian tradition that includes two generations with geographic names. The first bears the names of Lebanese mountains, and the second, areas within Phoenician cities (FGrH 790 F 2 = Euseb. PE 1.9–10). The members of the first generation, Cassius (Mount Zaphon), Lebanon, Anti-Lebanon, and Brathy are named after mountains. Philo of Byblos explained that these were men of high stature who were associated with the mountains from which they ruled. Two brothers were born to them: Samemroumos, also called High-in-Heaven (Hypsouranios), who founded Tyre, and Ousoos his brother, who quarreled with him. As Otto Eissfeldt has demonstrated, Samemroumos (šmm rmm) was a quarter within the ancient city of Tyre, known today from a Phoenician inscription (KAI 15). Ousoos is Ushu, or mainland Tyre, as often mentioned in ancient Near Eastern royal inscriptions. In contrast to many scholars, this Philo tradition is not a list of gods, but rather a list of geographical names similar to the biblical Table of Nations that reflects the relations between the various cities
. Philo also inserts a foundation story, like the tradition regarding Nimrod in the biblical Table of Nations (Genesis 10:10–12), describing how Samemroumos (Hypsouranios) established the city of Tyre. Their sibling rivalry seems to reflect the competition between maritime Tyre, or the Sidonians who took credit for founding the city, and Ushu, referring to mainland Tyre.
Another tradition in Philo’s work that is reminiscent of the biblical Table of Nations is found in a fragmentary note relating to Eisirios (Εἰσίριος), the brother of Chna (Χνᾶ), “whose name is later changed to Phoenix,” the eponymous father of the Canaanites. The name Eisirios, which is not known from any other source, is probably related to Syria (Aram) or Assyria. This text provides additional support for the existence of a Phoenician genealogical-geographic model, according to which Eisirios, denoting Syria or Assyria, was the brother of Chna, called also Phoenix, who represented Phoenicia.


A closely-corresponding idea—the genealogical derivation of cities from one another—can be found on Hellenistic Phoenician coins. A Sidonian coin from the middle of the second century BCE bears the Phoenician inscription which says that it is the coin “of the Sidonians, the ‘mother’ [or, metropolis] of Cambe [Carthage], Hippo, Citium [Kition], and Tyre.” Not only is Sidon presented here as the elder of the Canaanite cities, just as the Table of Nations calls Sidon the “first born,” בכור), but the relationship between the cities is also portrayed in genealogical terms: Tyre is the “daughter” of Sidon, one of the colonies established by the Sidonians. This view is clearly ancient; Isaiah (23:1-18) alludes to it, calling upon Tyre the “daughter of Sidon” to cross over to Kition in Cyprus (23:12).


Despite the paucity of extant Phoenician material, the available information indicates that genealogical models of eponymous ancestors who represent cities and peoples may have existed in sources in the eastern Mediterranean basin in addition to the biblical material, but this theory requires additional evidence. 
4. The Greek Genealogical Literature As A Reflection Of Syro-Levantine Traditions
Further support for Cassuto’s hypothesis may come from the early Greek genealogical writings from the Archaic period, the end of the seventh to the fifth centuries BCE.


At the beginning of the twentieth century, Samuel Rolles Driver and Hermann Gunkel noted the parallel between the Table of Nations in Genesis 10 and Greek genealogical concepts. However, these were only preliminary attempts to deal with the Greek genealogical material. They discussed none of the other affinities—which are, in fact, of much greater significance for the literary analogy, and did not even mention the references to the relevant Greek compositions. This may reflect the fact that research into the Greek genealogical genre was still at a very preliminary stage. Significant advances in the study of Greek genealogical literature occurred only with the publications of papyri preserving parts of the Catalogue of Women attributed to Hesiod—the most important of the Greek genealogical works—and their arrangement in Reinhold Merkelbach and Martin West’s edition, as well as in the recent editions by Martina Hirschberger and Glenn Most. To these, we must now add Fowler’s new edition of the Greek mythographers who composed genealogical writings in prose. Together with other studies of this genre, carried out in the last decades, these works facilitate a new and more comprehensive approach to the genealogical material from the early Greek world and their parallel patterns in the Pentateuch. In recent decades, a few biblical scholars, such as Ronald Hendel and John Van Seters, noted several parallels between the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women and Genesis, but I will refer here to several other aspects of the Greek genealogical and mythographic writings which were not developed in earlier discussions. 
As in the biblical Table of Nations, the genealogical traditions of Argos feature the forefathers of many nations beyond the Greek territories, most of them from the eastern Mediterranean. The fragments preserved in the Catalogue of Women indicate that, further down the lineage, Libya—the eponymous nymph of Libya (or, North Africa)—gave birth to Belus and Agenor by Poseidon (F 138 M-W). Belus begat Aegyptus, who represents Egypt, and Danaus, the eponymous father of the Danaans (FF 127–128 M-W), and so on. As Martin West notes, some of the eponymous names have no known mythological story attached to them, and their presence merely constitutes a link in the lineage. This portrait thus seems to be intended to delineate the genealogical relations between the Greeks and the eastern Mediterranean groups, such as the Phoenicians and the Egyptians, and to establish the Greeks’ place within this setting.


This structure closely corresponds with the geographical and genealogical description of the Tables of Nations in Genesis 10. Both texts portray the eponymous forefathers as human beings with a genealogical lineage.
However, what is of particular interest and has not received much attention by scholars dealing with the biblical Table of Nations—are the first generations of the genealogical sequence in the Catalogue of Women and many other Greek genealogical traditions. Both the biblical and Greek traditions depict the ethnic groups and Greek peoples as descending from the hero of the Flood narratives. Thus, just as Noah begets Shem, Ham, and Japhet according to the biblical account, whence derive all the various peoples and races, including the Israelite forefathers, so, too, the Greek Flood hero Deucalion—the son of Prometheus (FF 2, 4 M-W) and the grandson of the Titan Iapetus—serves as the central figure in Greek genealogical traditions. Deucalion sires Hellen, the forefather of the Greeks, whose three offspring become the progenitors of the major Greek groups: Dorus, Aeolus, and Xuthus, the father of the Ionians and the Achaeans. The primary role of these characters appears to lie in representing the forefathers of the Greek groups. The lineage according to Hecataeus (FgrH 1 FF 13, 15) and the Greek prose genealogical works is a bit different, Both, however, retain the principle of placing Deucalion and his descendants as the progenitors.
A detailed account of the events that took place in the days of Deucalion has only been preserved in later sources, such as Pseudo-Apollodorus’ Library, but intimations of the central elements of it also appear in early fifth century BCE works. The earliest sources describing the Greek Flood are those of Pindar (Ol. 9. 42​–53) and the comic writer Epicharmus, both dating to the beginning of the fifth century BCE. Fragments from Epicharmus’ works are preserved in a papyrus from Oxyrhynchus. These contain Prometheus’ instructions to Deucalion regarding the building of the ark and the amusing concern of Deucalion’s wife Pyrrha that Prometheus might take the ark and run off with it (PCG 113 = P. Oxy. 2427 FF. 1–25). According to the Apollodorus’ Library, when the ark had come to rest on Mount Parnassus after the Flood, Deucalion and Pyrrha offered a sacrifice to Zeus. Then Deucalion begets Hellen, the forefather of the Greeks, who had three children who become the progenitors of the major Greek groups.
The motif of Deucalion and Pyrrha’s survival became a fixed component in the Greek genealogical writings. Solon’s brief account in Plato’s Timaeus (Tim. 22a–24c), which includes Phoroneus (the first man according to the Argos traditions), Deucalion (the hero of the Flood), and probably the continuation of the line in Hellen and his descendants, show signs of the view that subsequently became prevalent among the Greek genealogical traditions, according to which Deucalion, the hero of the Flood, headed the lineage.

The parallels between the biblical sources and the Greek genealogical traditions are of great significance, especially in light of the fact that—as noted earlier—the dispersion of the various peoples following the Flood does not appear in any of the Mesopotamian Flood accounts. On the one hand, we cannot claim there is a direct link between these sources. On the other hand, the Greek Flood account is not considered an original Greek tradition and is commonly thought to have reached Greece from the ancient Near East. It is also evident that, despite the centrality of the Flood hero within the genealogical traditions, the Flood story itself never gained preeminence in Greece to the same extent that it did in the ancient Near East. Earlier scholars proposed that the Flood narrative reached the Greek world via the cultures of the north Levant or the Syrian region, whence the Greeks absorbed the influence of numerous cultural and artistic characteristics during the Archaic period. It is therefore plausible to assume that the Flood story which reached the Greek world from the Syro-Levantine region included the genealogical pattern, which places the hero of the Flood at the head of the genealogical lists as the progenitor of various peoples, together with other unique motifs. If this assumption is true, and the Greek Flood story indeed reflects Syro-Levantine traditions, then this may further support the contention that the biblical Table of Nations is based on geographical, mythological, and genealogical traditions that circulated in the eastern Mediterranean. Writers from the area described their history and delineated their ethnic identity in comparison to other groups in the area by drawing upon the Mesopotamian legacy and reworking these traditions and old notions in a new spirit.
5. Conclusions
I presented several depictions of the Mediterranean 
in biblical literature. The Table of Nations in Genesis 10, which reflects extensive geographical knowledge, is not a homogeneous unit. In fact, it is a compilation of two rival independent genealogical-geographical lists describing the dispersal of the peoples across the earth. It is reasonable to assume that these lists are only two among other similar genealogical and geographical traditions that circulated in the eastern Mediterranean. While the Mesopotamian geographical texts cannot serve as a close model to the biblical Table of Nations, Ezekiel 27 preserves a similar broad geographical tradition, and is particularly close to the P stratum in Genesis 10. Given that the prophecy in Ezekiel refers to Tyre and its affinities with the Table of Nations, some scholars have suggested that the geographical details in the two texts are based on literary traditions derived from information acquired by Phoenician traders and colonists through their connections with the surrounding lands.
In my review of ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean traditions, I added to this discussion similar patterns and literary fusions from the Greek genealogical and mythographic writings. The parallel between the biblical accounts and the Greek traditions does not relate merely to literary motifs, but also to their unique form and genre. Within this genealogical structure, the protagonist of the Flood and his descendants plays a central role. In both cases, the genre also deals with questions of identity and the foundation of the different groups. Since there is no direct connection between the Greek and Israelite corpora, it appears that both traditions, including the Table of Nations and similar biblical traditions, were based upon genealogical, geographical, and mythological models that had already existed in the eastern Mediterranean, most probably in the ancient Syro-Levantine traditions.
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