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16) The Divine Determinative And The Names Of Assyrian Rulers — The divine determinative1) in 
the writing of royal names in Mesopotamian cuneiform has long been a part of the debate on the issue of 
royal deification in ancient Mesopotamia.2) This brief article discusses the presence (and absence) of the 
divine determinative in the writing of the names of Assyrian rulers and thus contributes to the debate on 
royal deification in ancient Assyria.3)  
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After having conducted searches in the online databases RIAo (Royal Inscriptions of Assyria online) 
and RINAPo (Royal Inscriptions of the Neo-Assyrian Period online),4) complemented by some manual 
book and article surveys,5) the following attestations of the writing of the names of Assyrian rulers with the 
divine determinative were found6): 
 
Old Assyrian Period: 
dLUGAL-GIN Sargon I RIMA 1, A.0.35.1: 1 
dLUGAL-GIN Sargon I RIMA 1, A.0.35.2001: 2 
dna-ra-am-dZUEN Naram-Sin  SAAB 12/1: 1: i 1 

Middle Assyrian Period: 
dGIŠ.tukul-ti-dnin-urta Tukulti-Ninurta I RIMA 1, A.0.78.19: 1 
[d]⸢GISKIM⸣-MAŠ Tukulti-Ninurta I RIMA 1, A.0.78.28: o 1 
dGISKIM-MAŠ Tukulti-Ninurta I RIMA 1, A.0.78.28: r 9 
d⸢tukul⸣-ti-dnin-u[rta] Tukulti-Ninurta I RIMA 1, A.0.78.37: 3 

Neo-Assyrian Period: 
[mdtukul-ti-dMAŠ] Tukulti-Ninurta II RIMA 3, A.0.102.5: i 1 
[mdtukul-ti-dMAŠ] Tukulti-Ninurta II RIMA 3, A.0.102.11: o 12´  
dLUGAL-ú-kin Sargon II  RIMB 2, B.6.22.4: i 1 
dLUGAL-GI.NA Sargon II  RIMB 2, B.6.22.5: 6 
dLUGAL-ú-kin Sargon II  RIMB 2, B.6.22.6: 4 

Before commenting on the attestations listed above, it should be remarked that these are strikingly 
few, considering the enormity of the Assyrian (especially Neo-Assyrian) text corpus.7) Anyway, there are 
no attestations from Assur-based rulers of the third millennium BCE, but there are indeed some attestations 
from the Old Assyrian period, i.e. from the reigns of Sargon I and Naram-Sin. From the Middle Assyrian 
period, there are attestations from the reign of Tukulti-Ninurta I, and from the Neo-Assyrian period, there 
are attestations in the texts of Shalmaneser III regarding Tukulti-Ninurta II. 

Beginning with the attestations from the Old Assyrian period, the name of Sargon I (c. 1900 BCE) 
is written with the divine determinative in several impressions on clay tablets and envelopes from the 
Assyrian trade colony karum Kanesh in Anatolia. The text presents Sargon I as, “Sargon (dLUGAL-GIN), 
vice-regent of the god Ashur, son of Ikunum, vice-regent of the god Ashur” (RIMA 1, A.0.35.1). The same 
writing is found in a dedicatory text (from a woman named Haditum) which tells of the dedication of a 
bronze plate to the old Ishtar temple at Assur when Sargon I was ruler (RIMA 1, A.0.35.2001). These are 
the only known “royal inscriptions” attributed to Sargon I. The form dLUGAL-GIN can be transcribed into 
Akkadian as Šarrum-kīn, meaning “the king is legitimate (as ruler)”. The word “king” (šarrum) naturally 
refers to Sargon I and the worldly sphere. 

Naram-Sin (c. 1850 BCE), another Assyrian ruler of the Old Assyrian period, also has seal 
impressions on documentary evidence from the Assyrian trade colony karum Kanesh in Anatolia which 
contain his personal name written with the divine determinative. The text in question here presents Naram-
Sin as, “Naram-Sin (dna-ra-am-dZUEN), vice-regent of the god Ashur, son of Puzur-Ashur, vice-regent of 
the god Ashur” (SAAB 12/1: 1). There is no other known royal inscription of this ruler. The form dna-ra-
am-dZUEN can be transcribed into Akkadian as Narām-Sȋn, meaning “beloved of Sin”. The verbal adjective 
(giving passive meaning) form of the verb râmu, “to love”, is obviously not a divine element, in contrast to 
the moon-god Sin whose name is written next. 

Continuing with attestations from the Middle Assyrian period, the name of Tukulti-Ninurta I (1244-
1208 BCE) is written with the divine determinative before a “worldly” word in several texts. A text on clay 
cones from Assur concerning this ruler’s work on the wall and moat of that city presents the king as 
dGIŠ.tukul-ti-dnin-urta in starting the section of royal titles (RIMA 1, A.0.78.19: 1). The writing dGISKIM-
MAŠ can be found (twice, starting sections of royal titles) on a clay tablet from Nineveh which has a copy 
of an inscription from a royal seal of lapis lazuli, originally belonging to a Babylonian king (RIMA 1, 
A.0.78.28: o 1, r 9). Finally, the writing (kar-)d⸢tukul⸣-ti-dnin-u[rta] appears on bricks from Assur and Kar-
Tukulti-Ninurta (RIMA 1, A.0.78.37: 3). While the royal name that the text begins with lacks a divine 
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determinative (l. 1), the writing of the mentioned toponym contains one (l. 3). The form dGISKIM-MAŠ 
(with variations) can be transcribed into Akkadian as Tukultī-Ninurta, meaning “my support (is) Ninurta”. 
The word for “support” (tukultu) can naturally not be seen as a divine element, in contrast to the god Ninurta 
whose name concludes the royal name. 

Concluding with attestations from the Neo-Assyrian period, the name of Tukulti-Ninurta II (890-
884 BCE) can be written with the divine determinative in the royal inscriptions of Shalmaneser III (858-
824 BCE). In a summary inscription on a bronze gate at Imgur-Enlil (Balawat), Ashurnasirpal II (the 
reigning king’s father) is presented as the son of [mdtukul-ti-dMAŠ] in the first line of the text (RIMA 3, 
A.0.102.5: i 1). The same (reconstructed)8) writing can be found in a fragmentary annalistic inscription on 
a stone slab fragment from Assur which e.g. speaks of Ashurnasirpal II as the offspring of Tukulti-Ninurta 
II in the section of royal titles and epithets (RIMA 3, A.0.102.11: o 12´). It should be noted here that the 
word tukultu is preceded by both personal and divine determinatives. Finally, the name of Sargon II (721-
705 BCE) is written with the divine determinative in three royal inscriptions from Uruk regarding work on 
Eanna (RIMB 2, B.6.22.4: i 1; B.6.22.5: 6; B.6.22.6: 4). 

How should these attestations be understood? To begin with, the overwhelming absence of divine 
determinatives in front of “worldly” word elements that form part of Assyrian royal names must be stressed. 
That said, the above-discussed attestations are not self-evidently expressing royal deification either. The 
names Sargon and Naram-Sin obviously allude to the famous Old Akkadian/Sargonic kings with the same 
names. These kings seem to have reached a semi-divine status in the Old Assyrian period, much like 
Gilgamesh, the legendary and partly divine ruler of Uruk, was seen as more than a mere mortal.9) In other 
words, the deification in the names of Sargon I and Naram-Sin of Assyria primarily tells of the statuses (in 
terms of mortal/divine) of these Sargonic kings. Anyway, it might have been the perceived heroic qualities 
of the Sargonic kings that the said Old Assyrian rulers sought to associate themselves with.10) As for the 
supposed deification of Tukulti-Ninurta I, it is true that there are reforms in the royal ideology of that king’s 
time, related to the elevation of the king.11) Still, the number of times where the name is written without the 
divine determinative greatly outnumbers the ones including it.12) The great majority of the former writing 
makes it reasonable to claim that scribal errors or an alternative scribal convention were at play in the latter 
writing.13) The writing of Tukulti-Ninurta II’s name in Shalmaneser III’s royal inscriptions is harder to grasp. 
The number of times where the former’s name is written without the divine determinative dominates,14) and 
Tukulti-Ninurta II himself did not write his name with the divine determinative in front of tukultu.15)  

All in all, in the debate on royal deification in ancient Assyria, the factor of divine determinatives 
consistently speaks in favour of the idea that Assyrian rulers did not claim divine status in their royal 
inscriptions. Rather, they presented themselves as mortals who were supported from “above” in the 
execution of their divine office, the vice-regentship or kingship of the god Ashur.16) 

Notes

1. Conveyed through the ‘dingir’-sign (sign no. 10 in MZL (pp. 248-250)) in its classificatory function. 
2. See e.g. the classical works by R. Labat (1939) and H. Frankfort (1948). 
3. See e.g. the works by J.E. Reade (rejecting deification) (1998) and S. Parpola (identifying deification) (1999).  
4. http://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/riao/pager (2020-01-07), http://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/rinap/corpus/ (2020-

01-07). Based on the books RIMA 1-3 and RINAP 1, 3-5. The search-element was ʻdʼ (standing for the divine 
determinative sign). It is only natural to focus on royal inscriptions, considering the inherently ideological and 
programmatic character of this genre. 

5. RINAP 2 (the texts of Sargon II) is unpublished. ISKh, SAAS 8, Iraq 37, OrNS 68, and MDOG 115 were then 
surveyed. 

6. Divine determinatives that directly precede divine names in the names of Assyrian kings are ignored in this 
article. Both personal names of reigning kings (living rulers) and royal predecessors (deceased rulers) are included 
in the discussion. 

7. There is a possibility that royal deification may be “hidden” behind the divine determinatives preceding divine names 
(see e.g. the royal names Shalmaneser and Sennacherib where the divine elements come first). However, an added personal 
determinative regularly and supposedly distinguishes the mortal ruler from the divinity, as in mdEN.ZU-ŠEŠ-MEŠ-eri-ba 
(Sennacherib). When the divine name concludes the royal name, the divine determinative is normally postponed 
accordingly, as in pu-zu-ur-da-šùr (Puzur-Ashur III) and me-ri-ba-dIŠKUR (Eriba-Adad I). Royal names without divine 
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names in them lack divine determinatives, as in i-ri-šu-um (Erishum I) and mGIŠ.tukul-ti-IBILA-é-šár-ra (Tiglath-pileser 
I). The name Shamshi-Adad (I-V) should be considered as containing two divine names, as implied in the occasional writing 
dUTU-ši- dIŠKUR. The name of the ancestor king Bel-bani ((m)(d)EN-ba-ni) most likely has a divine name as first element. 

8. Following the transliterations at http://oracc.org/riao/Q004610/ and http://oracc.org/riao/Q004616/ (2020-01-10). 
9. For the repute and deification of Sargonic rulers, see e.g. Liverani 1993: 41-67 (as for Assyria) and Kuhrt 1997: 

44-55 (generally). For the partly divine (“2/3 a god”) Gilgamesh (dGIŠ.GÍN.MAŠ), see the Gilgamesh epic (SAACT 
1, I 45-46). 

10. For the importance of royal heroism in Assyrian state ideology, see e.g. Liverani 1993: 41-67 and Gaspa 2007. 
11. The ideology of Tukulti-Ninurta I is innovative in the sense that the king is now imagined as divinely created, 

as endowed with royal radiance (melammu), and as a representation (ṣalmu) of the deities (Machinist 2011: 409-413). 
12. Proceeding from RIMA 1 (pp. 231-299), the name is written 34 (full reconstructions not counted) times 

without a divine determinative directly preceding tukultu. The proportion counted in percent is then as high as 91,9 %. 
Furthermore, the proportion in question increases with an “exemplar”-based way of counting, in its giving 145 times 
and 94,2 %. 

13. Admittedly, though, one should be careful in suggesting scribal errors simply because things do not fit in. 
Nevertheless, the great minority of the writing with the divine determinative arguably makes it legitimate to at least 
suggest the possibility. 

14. A mention of the reigning king’s closest predecessors is a standard feature of early Neo-Assyrian royal 
inscriptions (Karlsson 2016: 215-216). Consequently, the number of attestations without the divine determinative 
should be significant. 

15. For Tukulti-Ninurta II (whose name is often written mGISKIM-dMAŠ) and his texts, see RIMA 2 (pp. 164-188).  
16. For such a conclusion (based on additional evidence and early Neo-Assyrian sources), see Karlsson 2016: 75-93. 
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