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SUBAT BASTI: AROBE OF SPLENDOR
DAVID FREEDMAN

Most scholars seem to have accepted the etymological relationship of Akkadian
ba¥tu and Hebrew boSet.' As a result, sub@t basti is usually translated ‘loincloth’ or
the like.* However, the Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University
of Chicago (=CAD), after an incisive study of ba@Stu,* uses the translation ‘gorgeous,
festive garment’ for subat ba3ti.’ Since the CAD and W. von Soden’s Akkadisches
Handwérterbuch (=AHw.) use almost contradictory translations (A Hw. uses ‘Scham-
tuch’), further study is merited.

We ought to note that the translation ‘loincloth’ should never have been suggested
by Hebrew bo&'et for boket is not used of the private parts. The word used is ‘erwak,
and once m€bu¥im.® Moreover, Hebrew bo3et is almost exactly opposite in meamng
from bastu, as the idiom ‘be covered with boSet/batu’ shows. Thus ksh/'th/Ib%/ b¥t’
is negative and means ‘to be embarrassed, chagrined’ and the like; whereas Akkadian
baXta za'in/fitlup is positive and refers to the aura of distinction enveloping crowns®
and gods and their images.® Since the alleged etymological relationship fails to stand,
our investigation of subar ba¥ti should turn to the use of the phrase in Akkadian itself.

There are three occurrences of subat baSti in Akkadian literature: Descent of
Ishtar: 60-62 (cf. Rev.39); Gilgamesh XI:243 (cf. 252); and Lambert, BWL, 228, ii:13.
When we examine the first of these in context, we find that Ishtar, entering the
Netherworld, is stripped of one item of jewelry at each of six gates; and then:

sebl baba u‘ﬁfrlbftma umtassi ittabal subat balti [for badti|¥a zumrisa
ammini &8 tatbal subat baln Sa zumriva
erbi belti Sa Belet-ergetim ki'am parsusa

When he [the gatekeeper of the Netherworld] led her through the seventh gate, he
took hold of and took away the robe of splendor from her body.
*“Why, O gatekeeper, did you take away the robe of splendor from my body?"

“Enter, my mistress. As for the Mistress of the Netherworld [Ereshkigal], such are her
customs.”’

'For a critique of the methodology that relies on face-value etymologies and its abuse in biblical studies,
see Kopf, **Arabische Etymologien und Parallelen zum Bibelworterbuch,” VT 8(1958), 161-215.

E.g.. Heidel, Gilgamesh Epic, 124; Speiser, ANET *, 108a; Meissner, '‘Studien zu den assyrischen
Sprichworten,” MAOG 111/3, 42; Lambert, BWL, 232:13; von Soden, AHw., 186b, 112a.

*As usual, Jensen demonstrated his acumen by translating subat bulti (for busti) ‘Schamtuch’ (KB 6/1,
85). In a long note on pp. 397-98, Jensen points out the difficulty in translating subat basti as ‘Schamtuch’.

The observations made by him there seem to underlie the translations of the CAD, B, 144; E, 29, 314; S.
225.

‘B, 142-44.

B, 144; E, 29, 314; S, 225.

*Deut. 25:11.

"Pss. 35:26; 44:16; 109:29; 132:18; Job 8:22.
*Borger, Esar§., 83, Rev. 34

‘Luckenbill, Senn., 107:34; Borger, Esarf., 91, 61:9, and note de Genouillac, TCL 15, pl. 48, 16:37 (with
edequ).

David Freedman is a candidate for the Ph.D. degree in the Department of Middle East Languages and
Cultures.
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If Ishtar is indeed being stripped of a loincloth, as most scholars assume, one would
expect the poet to employ a substantive such as karru'® or baSamu."' However, the list
of jewelry stripped off at the first six gates leads us to conclude that some kind of
sumptuous garment was being removed here.

More compelling evidence comes from the Sumerian forerunner to the Descent of
Ishtar. There, Inanna (Ishtar) dons the seven mes to go to the Great Below, and none
of the seven mes is as banal as a loincloth. What is removed at the seventh gate is ‘the
pala-garment, the garment of ladyship’.'> So we should expect that baStu had its
usual positive connotations, and subat basti means ‘a robe of splendor’.

Translating the phrase thus in Gilgamesh X1:243 yields better sense than the usual
translation, and is more in accord with the context in which it appears (lines 239-46):

lige$uma Ur¥anabi ana namse€ bilSima

maliSu ina me& kima elli limsi

liddi ma}'k?s'ﬁﬁna Iibil tamtum: tabu 17 saplt zumur¥u
i uddu¥ parsigu ¥a qaggadi¥u

tedega It labi¥ subat baltiSu

adi illaku ana aliSu [var., mati¥u)

adi ika¥¥%adu ana urfidu -

tédequ Sipa ay iddima'® ede¥u lidi§

Therefore, take him, Urshanabi, and bring him to the washing place, and

Let him wash his filthy hair in water like a cultically clean person [i.e., a priest];
Let him cast off his skins'* and let the sea carry [them] away.

Let his fair body be smooth.

Let his headband be renewed;

Let him be clad in a luxurious garment, his robe of splendor.

Until he gets to his city [var., his country],

Until he arrives at his destination,

May his garment not be discolored, but always stay new.

The use here of subdt balti in apposition to tédequ ‘luxurious garment’,'* is much

more telling than any etymology.
The most interesting occurrence of gubat basti is in a bilingual proverb which has

been the object of surprisingly little investigation:'®

[th.galfan.)zu'’ tifg.188¥a*® n) a SITA.ah SAM ) IM
[tug.nig.dalrag. BAD an.muy

19E.g., Descent of Ishtar, Rev. 2: karru 1abi¥ mal na¥i.

YE.g., Borger, Esar., 102, 111:3: ba¥a@mu subat bel arni édiqa zumur¥u.

"?Translation of Kramer, ANET?, 55:157. Note also MSL 10, 131, note to 138. The employment of subat
ba¥ti in the Akkadian Descent of Ishtar where we would expect to find redequ (Malku VI:S8) argues
strongly for a correspondence of the two terms.

3We expect ittaddi here. Cf. BE 17, 31:17; Gilg. X1:217, 227; Erra 1:91.

“Cf. Gilg. VIII, 1i:21-22; iii: 7.

'SFor tedequ as ‘luxurious garment’, c.f., e.g., MSL 10, 131:138-40; VAB 4, 276, iv:26-27; Reisner, SBH.,
145, i:3, 15; Rev. ii:19; 4R, 9a:18; Ebeling, Handerhebung, 116:6, 118:5.

t*Meissner, MAOG 111/3, 42; Lambert, BWL, 228, iii:13-14; and the CAD as cited in note S.

"The restoration k¥.zu (CAD. E. 29, 314) is the usual equivalent for emqu. For gal.(an.)zu=er¥u, cf.
ML 12, 100:148a-b (compare 35:68-71), A V11/2:81, Igituh 1:275, Erimpu¥ 11:16.

CE. MSL 12, 179:29: I té¥¥u.KA.ra=¥a bu-u$-tam (for ba¥tam!; cf. line 25) ha-al-pu. The rest of the
restorations are from CAD, E, 314.
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nanduq er¥u subat balti
nu'fl ulap'® dame*® labi¥*'

The wise [man] is clad in a splendid garment,
The fool is dressed in a bloodstained?’ cloak.

Meissner—using a different translation—takes the proverb to show that *‘wie zu allen
Zeiten und Orten hat also auch in Babylonien der Weise sein Herz nicht an schone
Kleider gehéngt, sondern hat diese Leidenschaft den Toren iiberlassen;’** but the
true meaning of the proverb is almost exactly the opposite of Meissner’s suggestion, as
the analogues to this proverb in the cognate languages would seem to indicate.

To assist in making comparisons, a partial interdialectal distribution for "robe of
splendor’ may be obtained. Hebrew,** Aramaic,” and Syriac®® all would employ [b¥(")
hdr(’) as an equivalent of subat baSti (=balti). An association in any of these lan-
guages of /b¥(") hdr(’) with a wise man or, conversely, of a bloodstained garment with a
fool, would constitute a remarkable parallel to this Akkadian proverb.

Such parallels are to be found in the Syriac Ahigar?’ (and thence to the Arabic ver-

sion),” in the Hebrew Bible,”® and in the Babylonian Talmud.*® The Syriac seems to
preserve the whole proverb:

anYna ax 070 awiaba 1rInT 0 na
anYn2 AR ®ow awiaba v

My ““son,” he who is splendid in his dress is splendid also in his speech; but he who is
despicable in his dress is despicable also in his speech.

'9For ul@pu, cf. Thureau-Dangin, “Fragment d’'un Po¥me Relatif 2 Anu¥at,” RA 11(1914), 87, n. 2 (but
of. Meissner, MAOG 111/3, 34). The derivation by Halévy (Mélanges de Critique et d'Histoire [Paris, 1883],
331) from Arabic ulfat is to be rejected with Pereman (The Book of Assyro-Babylonian Froverbs [Tel Aviv,
1947], 67 [in Hebrew]). But Pereman’s assertion that ulapu denotes a fine or decorative garment stretches
the evidence, particularly in light of ulap dame in our proverb and in MSL 10, 136:302. The word appears
in Lambert, BWL, 242:17-18; Landsberger and Gurney, *Practical Vocabulary of Af¥ur,” AfO 18 (1958),
331:297; An VI11:268; MSL 7, 104:490; MSL 10, 136:301-4; 142:78-79 (cf. 146:53); Myrhman, *Die Labar-
tu [=Lamastu]-Texte,” ZA 16,(1902), 168:13; 170:30; 188:52.

2Note MSL 10, 136:302 TUG nig.ddra.bad=ulap dami.

']t is significant that the verb used with yubar balti is edéqu, while the one used with ul@p dame is
lab@¥u. The inverted order of the verbs, with the poetic (B) word preceding the common (A) word, indicates
very clearly that subat balti is some kind of special garment. Edéqu is similarly used to distinguish a higher
class of garment in Lambert, “The Gula Hymn of Bullutsa-rabi,”” Or NS 36 (1967), 128:194: I¥hut(u)
karri linnadiq subat.

22That ‘bloodstained’ is the correct translation is proved by the Sumerian BAD, the writing da-me (which
is reserved for damu ‘blood”; it should be noted that da'mu ‘dark-colored, dark red’ is almost always writ-
ten with an aleph or with a lengthening), and that da 'matu denoting ‘dark red earth used as a dye’ is always
employed in the feminine plural (cf. CAD, D, 75).

Meissner, MAOG 111/3, 42.

2Cf. Prov. 31:25; Isa. 63:1; Ps. 104:1; Job 40:10.

*sTargum to Prov. 31:25. Note that the Targum uses 4dr’only here. In other cases ¥bhwr' (zyw') renders
hdr.

26Cf. Peshitta to Prov. 31:25 and to Ps. 104:1 and Job 40:10.

¥Conybeare, Harris and Lewis, The Story of Alikar? (Cambridge, 1913), 47 (Syriac numbering), #69.

2*1bid., 9 {Arabic numbering), #64.

29Prov. 31:24-25. The attempt of the New English Bible to interpret Prov. 3:35 as a parallel to this
Akkadian proverb, following a suggestion by Driver, “Problems in the Hebrew Text of Proverbs,” Biblica
32(1951), 177, is unconvincing. Suffice it to say that the result exhibits defective parallelism, has to rely
on an unattested verb, and is shown to be questionable by the very passage (Prov. 14:18) cited as alleged
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The Hebrew Bible preserves the first half of the proverb in the beginnings of two
successive verses of an acrostic:

1YINR 8Y°Y pnwna wIab oIaY oy
A3 Sy Ton nayn 7nona anns a°e

Dignity and splendor are her cloak,
and she is unafraid of the future.
She speaks wisely,
and kindliness is on her lips.

The easy adaptation of ‘z whdr [bw¥h and pyh pthh bhkmh to the acrostic led the poet
to break up an A//B sequence that under normal circumstances would have con-
stituted one verse; while the second half of the Akkadian proverb, out of place in this
context, was disregarded.

The force of the second half of this proverb seems to be preserved’' in the Baby-
lonian Talmud:

229 XX23I0 n”n %> 73M1° AR RAR T2 KOO0/ IpR)
YR nIn 120X RAIDD YD /XRI® onhon 200 1732 YWYy

X711 IpN?KR 27 IBR K3IP2T ORCIVH KUK OOIRIOD PN
X712%2 X7 X»*212 X7 OC3avhD

Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba used to quote Rabbi Yohanan as follows: *‘Any scholar who is
discovered with grease on his clothing deserves to die,’’ as it is written (Prov. 8:36):
‘All who hate me (mefan€ Gy) love death'—understand the text to mean®’ ‘All those
who cause others to hate me lmm’n‘fﬁyl, etc.’”” Rabina said, ‘'Rabbi Yohanan said
‘blood’ (rbd), not ‘grease’ (rbb).’’ There is no contradiction [between R. Hiyya and
Rabina): the former speaks of an outer garment, whereas the latter speaks of [even]
an undergarment.

support for Driver’s interpretation. Moreover, the MT is quite intelligible as it stands if we derive mrym not
from rwm/rym (contrast Scott, Proverbs [Garden City, New York, 1965], 46) but from mwr/myr (cf., the
Targum and Rashi)® Note also Isa. 38:17 (and Ibn Ezra ad loc.); Job 15:31 (and Rashi ad loc.); Ruth 4:7 (cf.
Babylonian Talmud, Baba Mesi‘a 47a, near the bottom). Much of this material is based on an oral com-
munication from Prof. Held.

*Shabbat 114a, near the top.

31The variant in the Munich MS (c.f. Rabinowicz, Variae Lectiones, Shabbat, 254, lamed) is to be correct-
ed with Maharshal (Solomon Luria, 16th Century) and Rabinowicz ad loc. The Tosafot (Avodah Zarah
33a, s.v. ‘' ‘akum rivevan’ record a variant to our text which reads:

sanxy [(?)...] Aanon 3°°nm 1723 Yy 227 xxmaw A¥n 9o

727 aY

It seems as though the reconciliation between the readings rbb and rbd may not be in their text.

*’That this is to be considered an exaggeration is demonstrated by the context (where all the offences
have to do with genar) and by Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, De'ot S:9.

**‘'al tigre regularly introduces a play on words for exegetical purposes, not necessarily an emendation of
the text.
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Rabina’s statement should be interpreted in the light of our Akkadian proverb to
mean: a scholar clad in bloodstained clothes may discourage potential students, for
his clothes may provoke the conclusion that anyone who studies the Torah is a fool!

Considered together, these cognate proverbs appear to confirm our interpretation
of the Akkadian proverb as a whole, particularly the two most controversial parts of
it: that dame denotes ‘bloodstained’ and that subat basti is ‘a robe of splendour’.





