THE DOOM OF PARADISE: LITERARY PATTERNS IN ACCOUNTS
OF PARADISE AND MORTALITY IN THE HEBREW BIBLE
AND THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Diane M. Sharon

The State of Paradise is always doomed. In every culture all
paradise myths must end in doom, since no culture in the world
is perfect or without its struggles, and paradise myths account
for how this state of events came to be.! This is true for paradise
myths in the HB and in the literature of the ANE as well.

In the Bible, and in Sumerian and Akkadian literature, analy-
sis reveals a common structural pattern that underlies accounts
telling of the end of a state of paradise, or of the inevitability of
human mortality. Although other ancient cultures have paradise
myths in which an ideal situation is ill-fated, the underlying
structural pattern identified in this study is by no means univer-
sally present. This pattern is absent, for example, from Greek
paradise myths.

The present study, which is part of a larger work,? identifies
the underlying structural pattern common to biblical and ANE
accounts of paradise and mortality, bringing examples from
biblical and Near Eastern texts. The evidence suggests a com-
mon and long-standing literary convention that underlies these

1. Iam indebted to Professor Tamara M. Green, of the Department of
Classics and Oriental Studies, Hunter College, CUNY, for this insight,
personally communicated, June 1994. Cf. Barbara C. Sproul, Primal
Myths: Creating the World (New York: Harper & Row, 1979); and Louis
Derousseaux (ed.), La Création dans L’orient Ancien (Paris: Cerf, 1987).

2. Diane M. Sharon, ‘The Literary Functions of Eating and Drinking
in Hebrew Bible Narrative with Reference to the Literatures of the
Ancient Near East’ (PhD dissertation; New York: Jewish Theological
Seminary of America, 1995).
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accounts of the doom of paradise and the inevitablity of husmz:
mortality.

Methodology

My method in working with the HB and the literature of the
ANE is to approach the text as a literary unit that may be anz-
lyzed according to a variety of modern literary theories. The
likelihood is that there are oral and other sources of the received
texts in each of these cultures; but, since these antecedents zre
unrecoverable, attention is focused upon literary analysis of the
actual texts that have come down to us.

In my larger work, I begin with the proposition that eating
and drinking events serve a literary function when they occur in
the HB, and I proceed to apply structuralist principles to biblical
eating and drinking events as these principles are articulated for
folklore and literature by Vladimir Propp and his followers.?
Jack Sasson and Pamela Milne, among others, have applied this
approach to biblical texts.*

Propp’s intellectual roots are among the philologists, lin-
guists, literary historians and folklorists known as the Russian
Formalists.’ Description of the detailed application of Propp’s
method to biblical and Near Eastern literature, which is under-
taken in the larger work, is beyond the scope of the present
study. Here we can do no more than summarize the result of
applying this approach.

3. V. Propp, Morphology of the Folktale (trans. Laurence Scott;
Austin: University of Austin Press, 2nd edn, 1968).

4 JackM.Sasson, Ruth: A New Translation with a Philological Com-
mentary and a Formalist-Folklorist Interpretation (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1979); Pamela J. Milne, Viadimir Propp and
the Study of Structure in Hebrew Biblical Narrative (Bible and Liter-
ature, 13; Sheffield: Almond Press, 1988).

5. Victor Ehrlich, Russian Formalism: History-Doctrine (Slavistic
Printings and Reprintings, 3rd edn, 1969 [1955]). Also see Milne,
Viadimir Propp, pp. 26-29; A. Dundes, The Morphology of North Amer-
ican Indian Folktales (Folklore Fellows Communications, 195; Helsinki:

Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia/Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 1964).
p-30.
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Stated brietly, Propp’s literary approach works on the surface
structure of a text, on the level of plot, It describes and charts
the linear sequence of elements in a text, seeking to recognize
sequential patterns of actions in the narrative, Once a morphol-
ogy of such narrative events is isolated, where they occur in a
story and what their function might be can be analyzed and
interpreted. One of Propp’s great contributions is the insight
that the same motif can mean different things, depending on
where it occurs in the story: the person falling off a boat at the
start of a story is probably the hero, whose adventures are the
subject of the tale; the person falling off a boat at the end of a
story is probably the villain, whose comeuppance closes the
tale.® This dependence of significance upon sequence may be
self-evident today, but it was revolutionary when Propp first
published his findings in 1928.

I have found that when texts in the HB containing eating and
drinking events are analyzed according to Propp’s method, they
frequently appear to exhibit a literary pattern consisting of the
core elements of eating and drinking followed by an oracle. This
pattern, which is very frequently accompanied by other ele-
ments, as we shall see below, appears to underlie and reinforce
accounts of the establishment of an entity when the oracle is
positive, or the condemnation of an entity when the oracle is
negative.

This pattern occurs so often in biblical and ANE literature that
I have suggested that it functions as a literary convention. I term
the general genre defined by this morphology patterns of des-
tiny, and further designate subsets of this category as founda-
tion patterns or doom patterns, depending upon whether the
oracle in the sequence is positive or negative.

Paradise accounts are a particular case within the more gen-
eral category of doom pattern. When this structural pattern is
present in a narrative, the entity that is the subject of the story is
condemned or overthrown by divine will. Before looking
specifically at paradise stories, it would be productive to exam-
ine the structure of this more general pattern of doom.

6. [ am grateful to my daughter, Reena E.S. Nadler, who brought this
example to my attention in 1993.
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Patterns of Destiny: Condemnation

In the larger work, T outline the morphology of foundation pat-
terns as they are found in biblical narrative and in ANE litera-
ture.” 1 suggest there that a particular pattern underlies the
establishment of a cultural entity that is the subject of such texts.
The foundation pattern that I find in Sumerian, Akkadian,
Ugaritic and biblical literature appears to consist of an eating or
drinking event, often but not necessarily a banquet, followed by
an encounter among the main characters in which is embedded a
positive oracle, or blessing, that is later given affirmation by the
narrator or by subsequent events.

There is a group of narratives within the HB that appears to
exhibit a pattern very similar to the one I have suggested for
‘foundation accounts’, but with a variation so at odds with the
category of establishment that it seems to deserve its own
classification. The pattern for this variant group of texts appears
to consist of the familiar functions in the expected order: eating/
drinking; oracle; and affirmation, with the core constants of
eating/drinking and oracle occurring in sequence, and the other
functions often present but not essential to defining the pattern.

However, in this group the pattern seems to exhibit one
significant difference: the oracle slot within the doom sequence
contains neither blessing nor prediction of the establishment of
an entity; instead, the oracle in this pattern consists of the curse
or condemnation of the entity that is the subject of the text. I
have identified twenty-two biblical examples and about four-
teen in the ANE containing the core pattern of eating, oracle.
Twenty of the biblical plus seven of the Near Eastern examples
contain the fuller pattern of elements—eating/drinking, encoun-
ter, oracle and affirmation.®

The Basic Pattern of Doom

An example of the doom pattern I am suggesting for biblical
narrative occurs in Daniel 5. This episode recounts the divine

7. See the author’s dissertation, passim.
8. See the author’s dissertation from p. 251 and passin,
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condemnation of king Belshazzar, heir to the throne of his
father Nebuchadnezzar.

To summarize the story, Belshazzar hosts a great banquet at
which he gets drunk (eating/drinking, 5.1). In his inebriated
state, Belshazzar orders the gold and silver vessels that were
captured from the Jerusalem Temple to be brought and used by
the nobles at his profane feast (5.2-23). The nobles drink from
the holy vessels, praising their pagan gods as they do so. Sud-
denly, the king is alarmed by the appearance of the fingers of a
human hand writing on the wall of the King's palace (5.5).

In a familiar wisdom trope,’ the king’s wise men make a vain
effort to decipher the writing, and rich rewards are offered for
successful interpretation. Then, at the suggestion of the Queen,
Daniel is called and the king charges him with the task. Daniel
rejects material gifts and undertakes the interpretation (5.7-
17)_10

Daniel interprets the omen (oracle) within the context of Bel-
shazzar’s failure to learn from his father’s folly—neither father

9. There are many examples of wisdom trope featuring the failure of
the king’s wise men to perform a task, the offering of a reward, and suc-
cessful performance by an unanticipated hero. See, for example, the dis-
cussions of the biblical episode of Joseph interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams,
beginning on p. 249 of the author’s dissertation.

10. On the motifs of the wise man as savior and the subtype ‘Disgrace
and Rehabilitation of a Minister’, especially as it occurs in the Bible and
the literature of the ANE, see Donald B. Redford, A Study of the Biblical
Story of Joseph (Genesis 37-50) (VTSup, 20; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1970),
pp- 96-97. For an analysis of such stories that takes into account pattern
and sequence in addition to shared motifs, see Susan Niditch and Robert
Doran, ‘The Success Story of the Wise Courtier: A Formal Approach’,
JBL 96.2 (1977), pp. 179-93, in which they rightly criticize the approach of
W. Lee Humphreys as set out in ‘A Lifestyle for Diaspora: A Study of the
Tales of Esther and Daniel’, JBL 92 (1973), pp. 211-23. Humphreys ignores
the importance of sequence in his discussion of isolated motifs in these
texts. Cf. Humphreys, ‘The Motif of the Wise Courtier in the Book of
Proverbs’, in John G. Gammie et al. (eds.), Israelite Wisdom: Theological
and Literary Essays in Honor of Samuel Terrien (New York: Union The-
ological Seminary, 1978), pp. 177-90. The motif of a disgraced and rehabil-
itated minister also occurs in the story of Ahikar. For the various ver-
sions of this tale, see F.C. Conybeare, ].R. Harris and A.S. Lewis, The
Story of Ahikar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1913).
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nor son sees the necessity of glorifying the Lord of Heaven:
instead, Belshazzar’s contempt for the Lord’s holy vessels has
earned him divine condemnation. Daniel interprets the hand-
writing on the wall as the doom of Belshazzar and his kingdom
(5.18-28).

The text gives no indication that this oracle is taken seriously
by the king. Instead, the text underlines with irony the king’s
frivolity: as though the oracle and its interpretation were part of
an elaborate entertainment, Daniel is rewarded for his success-
ful decipherment with what is certainly an ephemeral appoint-
ment to the troika of rulership of the doomed kingdom. The
chapter closes with a terse affirmation of the first part of the
oracle: Belshazzar is killed that very night (5.30).1

The pattern of this text may be summarized as an
eating/drinking event, Belshazzar’s feast, at which there occurs
an encounter, signaled by the challenge to God symbolized by
profane use of the temple vessels. The encounter contains an
oracle and its interpretation, here the handwriting on the wall
and Daniel’s explanation. The final element of the doom pattern
is an affirmation of the oracle, in our text the statement in Dan.
5.30 that the King has been murdered.

The oracle element in patterns of doom is never a blessing;
instead, here in Daniel 5 and in the doom pattern throughout
the Bible, the oracle consists of a curse or condemnation—con-
demnation of a person (here, the king), condemnation of an
entity (here, Belshazzar’s united kingdom), or both.

The relationship of this doom pattern to the foundation pat-
tern is highlighted by the juxtaposition of the two in chs. 18 and
19 of Genesis."? | have discussed the foundation pattern
underlying Genesis 18, and that text as a paradigmatic example
of the ‘Foundation Account’, in the earlier study.!> Now let us

11. The next move of the narrative continues in Daniel 6, where the
first verse of that chapter affirms the final judgment of the oracle: Darius
the Mede receives the kingdom after Belshazzar's demise (6.1).

12. Many scholars have drawn attention to the similarities among
the texts discussed here, Cf. Stuart Lasine, ‘Guest and Host in Judges 19:
Lot’s Hospitality in an Inverted World’, JSOT 29 (1984), pp. 37-59, and
Fobert C. Culley, Studies in the Structure of Hebrew Narrative
Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1976), pp. 52-59.

13 i the author’s dissertation, from p, 200,
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review the doom pattern underlying the destruction of Sodom in
Gen. 19.1-29.

The angels arrive in Sodom and are welcomed by Lot, who
invites them to share his hospitality. After some urging they
agree, and Lot prepares for them a feast which they eat (eating,
Gen. 19.1-3). Then follows an encounter between Lot, the stran-
gers and the townspeople that is resolved by supernatural
means (vv. 4-11). The visitors, who have sufficiently investi-
gated the extent of wickedness inl Sodom as suggested in Gen.
18.20-21, announce the impending destruction of the city (oracle,
19.12-13). Lot’s family does not believe them, and Lot himself
delays acting until the visitors bodily remove Lot, his wife and
his daughters from the city (departure, vv. 14-22). The oracle
receives affirmation with the annihilation of Sodom once Lot
and his family are safe (vv. 23-29).

Keeping in mind the doom pattern I have just defined—an
eating event followed by an encounter, in which is embedded a
negative oracle that is subsequently affirmed—we may now
turn to a particular subset of narratives that exhibit this doom
pattern: accounts of paradise and mortality in the HB and in the
ANE. An examination of these texts reveals an underlying struc-
tural pattern common to biblical and ANE accounts of paradise
and mortality. The evidence from biblical and Near Eastern
texts suggests a common and long-standing literary convention
that underlies these accounts of the doom of paradise and the
inevitablity of human mortality.

Paradise accounts are a particular case of the more general
category of doom pattern I have been discussing. In keeping
with the doom pattern I have just identified in Daniel 5, for the
doom pattern to be present in texts dealing with paradise and
mortality we would expect those accounts to have an eating or
drinking event, at which there occurs an encounter in which is
embedded an oracle. We would also expect the text to close with
some affirmation of that oracle. Because the state of paradise is
always doomed, we would expect that the oracle that is part of
this pattern will always be negative—a curse instead of a bless-
ing. It is significant for the present study that the doom of the
state of paradise in the HB contains the sequence I have come to
associate with the doom pattern.
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The Paradise Account in the Hebrew Bible

A pattern of doom appears to close the first episode of the
primeval history in Genesis 3. In this text the eating event is
neither a banquet nor a feast, but concerns the ingestion of a
fruit forbidden by God. The eating of the fruit of the tree (vv. 1-
7) is followed by an encounter between Eve, the serpent, God
and Adam (vv. 8-13), culminating in an oracle dooming the ser-
pent and humankind to mutual enmity, and dooming both men
and women to hard labor (vv.14-19).} The oracle receives
affirmation in the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the garden
(vv. 22-24).

Other ancient cultures have paradise myths in which an ideal
situation isill-fated, but the doom pattern is absent, for example,
from Greek paradise myths. The Greek myth of Pandora, as it is
told in Hesiod's ‘Works and Days’, blames the present unpleas-
ant state of the world on female curiosity. No eating/drinking
event or oracle accompanies the Pandora story, and our doom
pattern is nowhere in evidence."”

14. For the oracle of doom see below, esp. nn. 53 and 54.

15. Hesiod, ‘Works and Days’, 1l. 42-107, in H.G. Evelyn-White
(trans.), Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns, and Homerica (Loeb Classical Lib-
rary; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982 [1914]), pp. 5-10.
‘Works and Days’ ascribes the creation of Pandora to Zeus’s desire to
exact from mankind a heavy price for the fire that was brought to them
by Prometheus against Zeus’s will. Lines 90-93 describe the state of
mankind before Pandora’s unleashing of the plagues contained in the
casket she unwittingly opens: ‘For ere this the tribes of men lived on
earth remote and free from ills and hard toil and heavy sicknesses
which bring the Fates upon men’, p. 9. Rather than fitting into a founda-
tion pattern, however, this tale fits into a category defined by a pattern of
interdiction (men may not have fire)/interdiction violated (men secure
fire through the intervention of Prometheus)/punishment (Pandora is
created and presented to mankind along with a casket of plagues that she
unsuspectingly unleashes)/mitigation (but hope remains). This pattern
is suggested by Propp in Morphology, pp. 26-28, and discussed further by
Dundes, North American Indian, pp. 4-72 and passim.

An eating event does precede another version of the creation of Pan-
dora in Hesiod's ‘Theogony’, 1. 536-616, pp. 118-25 in the same Loeb Clas-
sical Library volume. Zeus is bested by Prometheus in a trick, explaining
why the gods receive the bones and fat of a sacrifice and people may eat







