The Significance of the Marmarini Inscription for the Study of Syro-Levantine Ritual and Leviticus

Scholars investigating the rituals of ancient Syro-Levantine groups, including the ritual texts of the ancient Israelites, naturally rely on textual and archaeological findings from that geographical area. Occasionally, scholars also turn to discoveries from the ancient Near East that may provide insights into the Syro-Levantine ritual, but they seldom consult Greek sources from the “ancient West.” Nevertheless, Greek discoveries can sometimes unexpectedly shed light on the rituals and ritual texts of the ancient Levant. I will demonstrate this using two cases: one involving inscriptions from Delos written by (former) inhabitants of Ascalon and Iamnia (Yavneh), which mention ritual practices. This section aims to provide a clear example of how Syro-Levantine migrants could introduce distinct customs and traditions from their places of origin to the Greek world. The second example centers on a recently published inscription from Marmarini, likely inscribed by a mixed group of Greek, Syro-Levantine, and Anatolian population. 
The importance of inscriptions from Delos to the study of the Syro-Levantine world is readily apparent, given that they were undeniably authored by individuals with origins in these regions. However, the significance of rituals practiced by mixed or entirely Greek groups to the study of their Syro-Levantine (including the biblical) counterparts, has been overlooked and deserves greater recognition. As a result, I will allocate more attention to the Marmarini inscription in the subsequent analysis. After exemplifying some of the Near Eastern, primarily Syro-Levantine, elements found in this inscription, I will highlight several similarities to Leviticus. This comparison offers valuable insights, not only into similar customs and rituals but also into the presence of analogous literary and legal traditions concerning sacred precincts in the ancient Levant and eastern Mediterranean. In brief, both the Delos and the Mamarini inscriptions demonstrate that within the vast corpus of Greek epigraphic evidence, some materials can offer glimpses of a mirror image of Syro-Levantine societies.

A. Greek Texts – Syro-Levantine Beliefs
Among the Greek inscriptions that were discovered in Delos, some belong to (former) inhabitants of Ascalon and Iamnia (Yavneh) and may teach us about the ritual customs originating from these regions. An intriguing example is inscription from Delos dated to the 2nd century BCE dedicated to two deities from Iamnia: Heracles, identified with the Phoenician deity Melqart, and Haurona, who is the Phoenician god Horon (ID 2308 = CGRN 174):[footnoteRef:2] [2:  ] 

TEXT
Although this inscription was found in Delos, we may learn from it about the ritual in Iamnia and even about the gods of the city, Heracles and Huron. The pair of gods mentioned here was previously known only due to the inscriptions from Delos, but their status as the central deities in Iamnia during the Hellenistic period is confirmed now thanks to an inscription on a sling bullet recently found in Iamnia’s area.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  ] 

Interestingly, this inscription of Iamnia’s people forbids to sacrifice goats and goats’ products. Offering goat meat is prohibited also in the following inscription from the late second century of early first century BCE, also found in Delos and belonging to (former) inhabitants of Levantine group, in this case to (former) inhabitants of Ascalon. This inscription found below the sanctuary of the Syrian deities on Mount Cynthus at Delos and dedicated to Poseidon of Ascalon (ID 1720; CGRN 216):[footnoteRef:4] [4:   ] 

TEXT
As in many cults of Syro-Levantine groups the inscription forbids offering pork and swine products.[footnoteRef:5] It is quite reasonable to assume, also in light of other data of Phoenician practices, that the norm of avoiding the sacrifice of goats and things made from them, was an accepted practice in the ritual of the Phoenician cities, Ascalon and Iamnia during this period, in addition to the restriction or swine.  [5:   ] 

This assumption is confirmed by another inscription from Delos dated to the second century BCE, a dedication to Zeus Ourios and Astarte Palaistine Aphrodite Ourania, which was uncovered on a small altar (ID 2305 = CGRN 171): [footnoteRef:6] [6:   ] 

TEXT
This inscription belongs to (former) inhabitant of Ascalon and forbids offering both pork and goat meat, as is expected. Here, it is also forbidden to bring cow’s meat – a rather rare custom, mainly characteristic of this specific cult, and more data is needed to determine whether this specific practice came from a Levantine cult as well.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:   ] 

The restriction of sacrificing goats and swine appears also in a series of inscriptions from Thasos from a relatively early period, fifth century BCE (IG XII.8 358=CGRN 17; IG XII.Suppl. 414 = CGRN 27; IG XII.Suppl. 409=CGRN 23 [only goats]). Few scholars have already suggested that these characteristics of the cult originated with Phoenician settlers that inhabited there in an early stage.[footnoteRef:8] If this assumption is correct, the Thasos inscriptions provide important insights into cultic contacts already before the Hellenistic period. While the Delos inscriptions undeniably refer to Levantine places, leaving no ambiguity about their significance, the Thasos inscriptions as well as the subsequent case exhibit more complicated situation, as their authorship remains uncertain. Nonetheless, the significance of the following example stands out due to its numerous Near Eastern characteristics, notably Syro-Levantine elements.  [8:  ] 

 
II. The Group who Inscribed the Marmarini Inscription
The Marmarini inscription is a tall marble stele inscribed on both its sides, which was unearthed in 2002 at a dumping ground near Marmarini, located a few kilometers northeast of the ancient Larisa in Thessaly. Its complete publication appeared in the last decade revealed one of the lengthiest set of regulations related to the cult, dating back to the late third century or the early second century BCE (SEG 65-376 = CGRN 225).[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  ] 

As scholars have noted, the cult described in the inscription exhibits numerous Near Eastern characteristics.[footnoteRef:10] The group responsible for it was likely a mixed assembly of Greeks and Near Eastern individuals, including Syrians (cf. lines A9-10, B65-69 and below) as well as others from Anatolia and the Levant.[footnoteRef:11] The most obvious Semitic elements in this inscription are the names of the cult’s two major festivals, Nisanaia and Eloulaia /Aloulaia (both forms exist in the text), and perhaps also the name of the Mesopotamian god, Nergal. Both of the festivals’ names derive from the Babylonian names of the months that were used in the calendar common throughout the ancient Near East.   Nisanaia derives from the name of the first month in the Babylonian calendar, Nisannu, which occurs close to the Spring equinox (circa April).[footnoteRef:12] The name Eloulaia (A 3) or Aloulaia (B 60, 62) derives from Elūlu or Ulūlu, the name of the sixth month in the Babylonian calendar, corresponding to the local month of Itonios (circa September), which is explicitly mentioned in line B 17.[footnoteRef:13] Another distinct near Eastern features in the inscription is the mention of the divinity name, Nergal, if the reading and the interpretation of lines A 9–10 suggested by Sebastian Zerhoch is correct: “On the 15th, the one who wishes and is willing is to sacrifice to Pan, whom the Syrians (Σύροι) call Neirigles (Νειριγλην, i.e. Nergal)”.[footnoteRef:14] [10:  I mention here only several example. See also… ]  [11:  For discussions concerning this unique group, whether comprised of soldiers or other eastern migrants, see ….]  [12:  ]  [13:  Elūlu was often doubled as an intercalary month in Near Eastern calendars and could occur close to the Fall equinox. See… ]  [14:   …Zerhoch provides a linguistic analysis of this reading as well as an exploration of the identification of Nergal with Pan. The SEG edition still reads ΝΕΙΡΙ̣ΠΛΗΝ. ] 

Although the names, Nisania, Eloulaia/Aloulaia, and the deity’s name, Nergal derived originally from the Mesopotamian world, this does not necessarily mean that the group responsible for the Marmarini inscription originated in Mesopotamia as these terms were also spread in other places throughout the ancient Near East, especially in the Syro-Levantine region.[footnoteRef:15] Many societies in the Near East marked the beginning of the year and celebrated the most important holidays of the year during the month of Nisannu or ניסן in the Hebrew and Aramaic traditions.[footnoteRef:16] In the biblical literature, for example, Nisan is identified with the first month of the year (Esther 3:7).[footnoteRef:17] Ancient Near Eastern texts also mention important festivals celebrated in the month of Elūlu, or אלול in the Hebrew and Aramaic tradition. The term Elūlu, derived from the verb elēlu or ullulu, meaning “to purify,” also designate in Mesopotamian texts the annual ritual of consecrating and purifying the statues of the gods.[footnoteRef:18] In the biblical literature, it is the seventh month that has the more important Fall holidays (Lev 23:23–43; Num 29:1–39) rather than the sixth,[footnoteRef:19] but the Mishna mentions the first day of Elul as one of four days that serves as a New Year (m. Roš Haš. 1:1; cf. Bek. 9:5).[footnoteRef:20]  [15:  Parker and Scullion…cautiously suggest making a comparison between the mouth-washing of the initiates, as described in A 18–23, and the Babylonia mīs pî rituals, usually carried out on the statue of a god. They also note that “this is, of course, highly uncertain.”]  [16:  For the ancient Near Eastern festivals celebrated in Nisannu, see ]  [17:  ]  [18:  ]  [19: ]  [20:  ] 

Nergal is also known in several Near Eastern societies, as evidenced for example by a bilingual inscription (Greek-Phoenician) from the 3rd century BC in Piraeus (KAI 59 = IG II² 10271).[footnoteRef:21] This Phoenician text in this inscription mention a Sidonian named “Yatonbaal, son of Eshmounṣaloh, the great priest of the god Nergal” (YTNBL BN ’ŠMNṢLḤ RB KHNM ’LM NRGL, KAI 59 line 2), indicating that Nergal cult had already spread westward through the Phoenicians during this period. Remarkably, the regulation regarding this deity, Pan, referred to as “Neirigles” by the Syrians, instructs the worshipper “to set on the table whatever he wishes except fish and pigeon” (ἐπὶ τὴν τράπεζαν ἐπιτιθέναι ὅ τι ἂν βούληται πλὴν ὄψου καὶ περιστερᾶς, A 10–11). The prohibition against presenting fish and pigeon meat to the god is a practice known from Syrian cults, as described in De Dea Syria (Luc. Syr.D. 54, cf. also Xen. Anab. 1.4.9).[footnoteRef:22] This finding strengthens the assumption that this cult retains Syro-Levantine characteristics. [21:   ]  [22:   ] 

Another prominent feature of Near Eastern societies in this text that is related to specific sacrifices is the prohibition of offering swine (χοιρέων). Sacrifice or eating pork as part of the feast is a practice quite common in other Greek (and Roman) rituals, but this inscription clearly mentions the prohibition four times in the inscription (B 15, 31–32, 34–35, 50). It also emphasize this prohibition in case the worshippers want to sacrifice according to the Greek manner: “If anyone wishes to sacrifice to the goddess according to the Hellenic custom (ἑλληνικῶι νόμωι), it is possible (to sacrifice) whatever one wants except swine / piglet.” (B 34–35).[footnoteRef:23] Although refraining from sacrificing pigs is attested in certain Greek inscriptions, it is much more common in Near Eastern groups, especially those of Syro-Levantine origin, as we already notice in the Delos inscriptions mentioned above.[footnoteRef:24] [23:   For the meaning of ἑλληνικῶι νόμωι see the different views presented in the commentary to CGRN 225 § 7, lines B 34-44. ]  [24:  For sacrificing pigs in the Greek cult, see, for instance, …For the common avoidance of pork among Syrian and Phoenician groups, see … ] 

Another noteworthy Near Eastern characteristic found in this inscription is the detailed regulation of holocaustic sacrifices, specifically involving the practice of sacrificing whole animals using the verb ὁλοκαυτέω (lines B 66–74). The animals that are entirely burnt include a full-grown ram, a male lamb, a goose, a quail, or a trybba (τρύββα), which is likely a type of bird that could serve as a substitute for the quail. This custom is of particular interest for our purposes because it also signifies a cult with Syro-Levantine attributes. Robert Parker and Scott Scullion noted that this norm “is without parallel in our evidence for Greek sacrifice, where holocausts tend to be prescribed on particular occasions and are relatively uncommon.”[footnoteRef:25] Greek rituals primarily centered around offerings that were shared between the deities and the worshippers, whereas the act of holocaustic sacrifices, involving the complete burning of the entire animal, was infrequently carried out.[footnoteRef:26] The Mesopotamians preferred to present their offerings to the gods, rather than burning them, which is why early Mesopotamian texts hardly provide any noteworthy comparison to the concept of whole burnt sacrifices.[footnoteRef:27] However, the practice of holocaustic sacrifices is well documented in ancient Ugaritic, Hurro-Hittite and Phoenician sources, and of course finds its parallel in the biblical whole burnt offering (עֹלָה), which is usually translated in the Septuagint as ὁλοκαυτώματα or ὁλοκαύτωσις.[footnoteRef:28]  [25:  ]  [26:  ]  [27:   ]  [28: In the Punic tariffs, the term כלל probably denotes the whole burnt offering, sharing linguistic similarity with the Hebrew term כָּלִיל, which appears in a comparable context within biblical literature. See… For the difference between כליל and עלה, see…] 


III. Similarities to Leviticus
In addition to the holocaustic sacrifices, the B side of the stele contains several similarities to Leviticus. Since I have previously outlined some of these resemblances in an earlier study, I will now provide a concise overview of the key points in order to highlight how this Greek inscription can provide insights into the rituals and ritual texts of Syro-Levantine groups, and particularly the ancient Israelites within this area.[footnoteRef:29] These similarities do not merely signify typological parallels across distant cultures. Instead, they suggest that the text reflects literary traditions rooted in the Syro-Levantine region, and it can therefore enrich our knowledge of the biblical texts from a closely connected geographical and cultural context. [29:  Darshan…] 

The inscription’s second side begins with regulations related to accessing the sanctuary, encompassing guidelines for purification prior to entry (B 1–21). After a concise directive to offer sacrifices to the deities Artemis Phylake (the Guardian) and the Anatolian god Men (B 21–22), the inscription proceeds with an extended section that comprises a collection of casuistic laws pertaining to the practices of sacrifice and purification (B 23–82). A standard sentence in this part initiates with conditional phrasing (ἐὰν δέ τις…) and is succeeded by a series of instructions applicable to each specific case.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Carbon, “Festival of the Aloulaia”: 187.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk143865300]The casuistic style that characterizes this section, and also evident in several other Greek “sacred laws”, is significant and recall the ancient Near Eastern law collections.[footnoteRef:31] As is well known, this conditional pattern stands as one of the defining features of the ancient Near Eastern law collections.[footnoteRef:32] However, Near Eastern law collections lack ordinances concerning ritual or religious aspects such as sacrifices and purification rites, and in this regard Leviticus and the Priestly legal texts in the Pentateuch are closer in both content and style to the casuistic sections in the Marmarini inscription (and other Greek inscription formulated in this style).[footnoteRef:33] This conditional framework extends across a significant portion of Leviticus. It can be observed in the texts that discuss different types of offerings (Lev 1–5), the regulations concerning purity and purification—especially those concerning women following childbirth (Lev 12) and issues of genital impurity (Lev 15)—as well as the laws regarding tithes to the sanctuary (Lev 27).[footnoteRef:34] [31:  Although the term "sacred law" pertains to various types of epigraphic materials like laws, decrees, and edicts, my attention was directed towards legal documents that utilize the conditional clause, a defining feature of law collections in the ancient Near Eastern context. For Greek sacred laws in general, see, ]  [32:  For the conditional sentences in biblical and ancient Near Eastern law collections, see, ]  [33: ]  [34:  For this construction, see, ] 

The Marmarini inscription holds additional similarities to Leviticus in both content and order, especially lines B 23–28 which deals with regulations in similar order to Leviticus in the following issues:
Sacrifices (Marmarini Inscription B 23–25; Lev 1–5 [6–7]): the opening lines of the casuistic part in the Marmarini inscription begins with laws related to sacrifices, detailing the specific animals appropriate for each deity: “If anyone wishes to make a sacrifice (consisting of) white fowl (ἐὰν δέ τις θυσίαν βούληται θύειν ἀλέκτορας λευκούς), sacrifice the males to Men, the females to Phylake; and if (anyone) wishes (to sacrifice) little lambs (καὶ ἐὰν ἀρνία θ⌈έ⌉λῃ), (proceed) in the same way” (B 23–25). The phrasing and structure of this passage may recall the regulations found in Leviticus 1–5 (6–7), which deal with various sacrificial offerings. The biblical text begins in a comparable manner, issuing a directive for offering a sacrifice to YHWH: “If any one of you brings an offering of livestock to YHWH (אדם כי יקריב מכם קרבן לה' מן הבהמה), you shall bring your offering from the herd or from the flock” (Lev 1:2).[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  ] 

A woman who gave birth (Marmarini Inscription B 25–26; Lev 12): The next law in the Greek text deals with a woman who gave birth: “The woman (from) childbed (λ[ο]χοῦ) can go inside (the sanctuary) on the thirtieth day, the one having aborted/miscarried (διαφθείρουσαν) on the fourteenth day” (B 25–26). In the Greek text, a woman who gave birth considered impure and cannot enter the sanctuary for thirty days in case of a regular birth and forty days in case of a miscarriage. In Leviticus 12, a woman who gives birth to a male child is deemed ritually unclean for seven days; this is followed by a thirty-three day, during which she is required to refrain from any contact with the sanctuary or sacred items. In the case of a female child, both periods are doubled. Considering their structure, both the biblical text and this Greek text depict the regulations concerning the ceremonial uncleanness of women who gave birth subsequent to the laws concerning sacrifices. In Leviticus, however, the arrangement of the two casuistic sections that mirrors the Greek inscription is interrupted by the accounts of the consecration of priests (Lev 8–9) and the tale of Nadab and Abihu (Lev 10), as well as by the non-casuistic laws of forbidden foods (Lev 11; cf. Deut 14), which come from other source.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  ] 

Intercourse (Marmarini Inscription B 27; Lev 15:16–18): the next case in the Greek text deals with ritual impurity following intercourse. In this case, the woman is deemed impure until she washes (λελουμένην) her body “from the head down” (κατὰ κεφαλῆς, B 27). A similar process is outlined in the biblical text, which introduces an additional temporal aspect. Specifically, it stipulates that their impurity persists until the completion of the day at sunset: “If a man lies with a woman and has an emission of semen, both of them shall bathe in water (ורחצו במים), and be unclean until the evening (וטמאו עד הערב).” (Lev 15:16–18).[footnoteRef:37]  [37:   An even closer and more distinctive parallel to the Levitical text appears in the regulation from Thyateira, which deserves a separate study. See...] 

Menstruation (Marmarini Inscription B 27–28; Lev 15:19): Immediately afterward, the Greek text mentions the impurity deriving from menstruation “from the menses on the seventh day” (ἀπὸ τῶν δὲ κατὰ φύσιν ἑβδομαίαν, B 27–28).[footnoteRef:38] Both the duration of the impurity in this case and the order of the regulations recall the Levitical law: “When a woman has a discharge of blood that is her regular discharge from her body, she shall be in her impurity for seven days (שבעת ימים), and whoever touches her shall be unclean until the evening” (Lev 15:19). [38:  Menstruation is less commonly mentioned in Greek purity regulations, though it does appear in the regulations from Sounion (LSCG 55) related to the Anatolian god, Men, in a text similar to the inscription, specifying the same duration of impurity, as well as in the regulations from Ptolemais (LSS 119 = CGRN 144) and Megalopolis (NGSL 7 = CGRN 155), both related to a cult of Egyptian gods. Interestingly, in an inscription from Delos (LSS 54 = CGRN 217), relating to Syrian gods, the impurity period lasts nine days.] 

Purification of the altar (The Marmarini Inscription B 28–34; Leviticus: Lev 16): Subsequently, using a casuistic structure the Greek text proceeds to outline the procedure for cleansing the altar in case that an individual improperly entered the sacred precinct while in a state of ritual impurity: “If anyone enters who has not abstained from the aforementioned things (ἐὰν δέ τις εἰσέλθηι μὴ ἁγνεύσας τῶν προγεγραμμένων), let one purify the altars with a chick of a fowl (καθαράτω τοὺς βωμοὺς νοσσῶι ἀλέκτορος)” (B 28–34). A ritual designed to cleanse the altar from the impurity of the people—though presented in a distinct context and manner—is also present in the Levitical text, within its discourse on the statutes and directives of the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:11–19).[footnoteRef:39] Both in Leviticus (Lev 16:18–19) and the inscription (B 29–30), the purification is performed by blood or a part of a slaughtered animal.[footnoteRef:40] [39:   The lack of the casuistic formula in this biblical text (Lev 16:2–28) is likely connected to the unit’s incorporation into P from an earlier source. See ]  [40:  See also Ezek 45:18–20. For purification by blood in the biblical and Near Eastern (particularly Hittite) texts, see, … Cf. the cult of the Egyptian gods at Priene (LSAM 36 = CGRN 157, line 36); despite being fragmentary, it seems to correspond to this tradition.] 

Both sources share a parallel sequence of laws addressing sacrifices (e.g., B 23–25; Lev 1–7), childbirth (B 25–26; Lev 12), intercourse (B 27; Lev 15:16–18), menstruation (B 27–28; Lev 15:19), and altar purification (B 28–34; Lev 16). Hence, there’s a plausible indication that the arrangement observed in the initial chapters of Leviticus, which encompass most sections attributed to P in Leviticus, is not arbitrary or an independent innovation of the biblical author. These parallels with the Marmarini inscription bear witness to the presence of analogous literary and legal traditions beyond the confines of these two specific corpora, underscoring the dissemination of such traditions throughout the eastern Mediterranean.

IV. Conclusions 
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The first inscriptions I have presented, originating from the inhabitants of Ascalon and Iamnia who resided in Delos, could offer insights into the cults practiced in their countries of origin. Given the limited availability of data from the Levant, these sources hold significance not only for illuminating the specific cults of Ascalon and Iamnia within the Levant, but also for providing broader insights into the diffusion of rituals and traditions across the ancient Mediterranean. As the examples from Thasos I briefly mentioned shows, this kind of interaction should not confined solely to the Hellenistic period, since immigrants, particularly from the Syrian and Phoenician regions, settled in numerous areas in the eastern Mediterranean already in the first half of the first millennium BCE. 
The Marmarini inscription which probably originated from a mixed group of Greek, Syro-Levantine and Anatolian population, offers more than insights into comparable rituals or traditions; it indicates a literary resemblance to texts in Leviticus. While no direct connection exists between the Greek and Israelite literary corpora, nor should any direct influence of one upon another necessarily be assumed, their same general environment and the unique features of the Marmarini inscription warrants a comparative study. Both the Marmarini inscription and Leviticus contains a dossier of ritual regulations, of which some formulated in a casuistic style in the manner of the ancient Near Eastern law collections. However, in contrast to the near Eastern law collections, both Leviticus and the Marmarini inscription contain ritual and purification laws, some of them are even in similar order. The resemblance between the Marmarini inscription and the book of Leviticus suggests the possible existence of comparable literary and legal traditions that extended beyond the borders of these two places, and that rules in the manner of Leviticus are not sui generis in the ancient Mediterranean.      
The two sections of this article thus provide noteworthy examples from the extensive Greek epigraphic discoveries that can sometimes serve as a mirrored reflection mutatis mutandis of Syro-Levantine societies. Scholarly willingness to expand the scope of comparative biblical studies by incorporating Greek epigraphical material may open up a promising avenue for investigating the ritual texts and practices of the biblical literature and the ancient Levant.
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