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Akkadian Love Poetry and the Song of Songs: 
A Case of Cultural Interaction 

 
 

Martti Nissinen, Helsinki1 
 
 
The Song of Songs is the only composition of love poetry in the Hebrew Bible, 
indeed, the only example of ancient love poetry written in the Hebrew language. 
The uniqueness of the Song of Songs in its linguistic and literary context does 
not mean, however, that it is in any way exceptional in its cultural and historical 
environment. On the contrary, there is ample – if somewhat uneven – evidence 
of love poetry from the ancient Eastern Mediterranean cultural sphere, and par-
allels to the Song of Songs have been found in Egyptian, Mesopotamian (both 
Sumerian and Akkadian), and Greek literature. Such a wide variety of points of 
comparison has raised the question whether it is due to an Eastern Mediterrane-
an cultural interaction – something that I would like to argue for in this article 
using the Akkadian love poetry and the Song of Songs as a case study. The ob-
jective of my article is a rather traditional one: to gather the available evidence 
for love poetry in the Akkadian language, observing parallelities with the Song 
of Songs that could point towards an answer to the question of cultural interac-
tion and help to understand the Song of Songs as another specimen of ancient 
Near Eastern love poetry. 

This essay is divided into three parts. First, I present some basic thoughts 
concerning comparative methodology essential to the issue of cultural transmis-
sion. After that, I will give a brief presentation of the Akkadian source material, 
and, finally, will argue for its relevance for the study of the Song of Songs. 
 
Comparative Methodology 
 

Professor Oswald Loretz, my German Doktorvater to whose memory I would 
like to devote this essay with much gratitude, had to remind me many times: 
“Mr. Nissinen, you must always be aware of what you are comparing!” Self-
evident as it sounds, this should always be the first question of any comparative 

1 A German version of this essay will be published in Ludger Schwienhorst-Schönberger 
[ed.]: Das Hohelied (ÖSB), Frankfurt 2016. I would like to thank Dr. Drew Longacre for 
correcting my English and for his valuable comments. Thanks are also due to the Finnish 
Institute in Rome for the opportunity of writing this article in Villa Lante in September 
2015. 

                                                           



2 Martti Nissinen 

venture.2 Comparative studies always happen between two or more entities such 
as cultures, societies, religions, practices, languages, political systems, and so 
on. Responsible comparative enterprise requires the best available knowledge of 
all materials brought together for the sake of comparison: their language, prove-
nance, social and historical environment, and afterlife; however, we often have 
to accept that our knowledge is restricted, whether due to the fragmentary state 
of the sources or to our personal constraints, for instance, with regard to lan-
guage proficiency. 

Whatever the points of comparison, we always primarily compare sources 
(texts, images, artifacts), and only secondarily realities that can only be con-
structed from the evidence provided by the sources. What we have in front of us 
when we compare the Song of Songs with the Akkadian love poetry is, on the 
one hand, a text included in the Hebrew Bible – the result of a long process of 
transmission, standardization and canonization – and on the other hand, a frag-
mentary set of disconnected clay tablets from different times and places, discov-
ered in archaeological excavations. In one case, a text with a long and unbroken 
history of interpretation, and in the other, a few texts discovered only in recent 
times with no known history of interpretation at all outside the academic com-
munity.  

This imbalance leads to my second question: Why am I doing this? Am I 
aiming at a big picture of the ancient Near Eastern cultural sphere? Or am I fol-
lowing a Bible-centered agenda, perhaps highlighting the intrinsic value of the 
biblical book at the cost of some non-biblical texts, or in a more neutral mode, 
utilizing the cultural parallels to improve my understanding of the biblical text? 
Or is it out of sheer curiosity that I compare these abstruse texts only to find out 
how difficult it is? I would like to paint the big picture in the first place, doing 
justice to all points of comparison. However, I have to confess that my interest 
in the Song of Songs and its cultural milieu arose when I was preparing its trans-
lation for the new Finnish Bible as a member of the team of translators in 1988–
89 and incidentally read a newly published Akkadian text, the Love Lyrics of 
Nabû and Tašmetu (SAA 3 14), that I found to be bafflingly similar to the Song 
of Songs. Ever since I have wanted to know why this is so. Remembering my 
teacher’s admonitions, I have also tried not to rush into the comparison all too 
early, but to familiarize myself with the Akkadian material independently from 
the Song of Songs.  

Hence my third question is: What is it that we want to know? I see two prin-
cipal ways of answering that question.  

(1) We are interested in origins and influences. This ever-legitimate enter-
prise attempts to compare the views visible from two distinct keyholes, investi-
gating whether source A and B – in our case, the Song of Songs and the Akkadi-
an love poetry – are connected and how this connection can be best explained. Is 
it about the impact of A on B, the continuity from A to B, or just the similarity 
of A and B that may or may not be due to impact or continuity? (2) We can also 
study how A and B function in their respective contexts and compare them to 

2 For problems and principles of comparative studies, see, e.g., Malul: Method; Barstad: 
Comparare; and especially Smith: Place; Smith: Religion. 
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each other functionally and phenomenologically, whether or not their parallels 
are due to a historical connection, and whether or not the chain of transmission 
between them can be reconstructed. Both ways, the problem is how a compara-
tive approach, focusing on morphological and structural elements or clusters of 
elements, can be historically responsible.3  

Both in terms of transmission and contextuality, the fourth question is: How 
can source A be helpful for explaining source B, and vice versa? This entails a 
set of further questions: How important is it to establish a connection between A 
and B, and why is it important? What do we gain when the route of transmission 
can be reconstructed, and what do we lose if this turns out to be impossible? 
Why is the knowledge obtainable from the Near Eastern sources necessary or 
even indispensable? What would we not understand without knowing these 
sources?  

When we ask the above questions with regard to sources that derive from a 
restricted space, that is, from the geographically connected cultural sphere of the 
ancient Eastern Mediterranean, a historical connection should always be consid-
ered a distinct possibility that should be neither overlooked nor overinterpreted. 
A and B may or may not belong to the same historical landscape, but they are 
never in an isolated space. If they do not resemble each other in every aspect, 
both of them may resemble C, D, or E, which may indicate a network of cultural 
interaction instead of a direct genealogy.4 It is clear that autochtonous phenome-
na sometimes look very similar, be they drawn from the ancient Mediterranean, 
South America, or the Pacific Islands, and anthropological comparison often 
delves into such materials with instructive results. The historical and geograph-
ical background of the Song of Songs and Mesopotamian love poetry, however, 
is restricted enough to increase the probability of cultural interaction.  

But what to do with cases where there seems to be a connection between A 
and B but it cannot be clearly demonstrated? Some of us would perhaps rephrase 
Wittgenstein and say: “Wovon die Quellen nichts sagen, darüber muß man 
schweigen.”5 This would mean that if we do not see how the views we see 
through two distinct keyholes connect, we cannot say anything about their con-
nection: no information obtainable from view A can be extrapolated to view B. 
If this view is absolutized, it easily leads to listing of features of A and B with-
out saying anything more. Some would perhaps call this a necessary caution, but 
I would rather call it lack of courage and intuition. 

Another often-expressed caveat concerns the differences between A and B: if 
differences weigh more than similarities, the connection is considered improba-
ble. However, differences as such do not disprove historical connection, since 
continuity always entails transformation. Every comparison, in fact, is a matter 

3 Cf. Smith: Religion, 9. 
4 Cf. Jonathan Z. Smith’s “multiterm” expressions “x resembles y more than z with 
respect to…” and “x resembles y more than w resembles z with respect to…” (Religion, 
23). 
5 The original phrase, “Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, darüber muß man schweigen” 
(“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent”) is the concluding sentence nr. 
7 of Wittgenstein: Tractatus, 90.162. 
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of a methodical manipulation of difference, as Jonathan Z. Smith says, “The 
questions of comparison are questions of judgment with respect to difference: 
What differences are to be maintained in the interests of comparative inquiry? 
What differences can be defensibly relaxed and relativized in light of the intel-
lectual tasks at hand?”6 Managing differences helps us to come to terms with 
what we mean by similarity, and differences, rather than similarities, may serve 
as the key to identifying routes of transmission and the nature of cross-cultural 
interaction between source A and source B.  

If no connection can be establish between A and B, this is not the end of the 
comparative enterprise. Source A may be helpful in explaining source B even 
without demonstrable links connecting them. I would like to mention my own 
studies in prophecy as an example. My sources form a triangle consisting of 
Near Eastern, biblical, and Greek sources, and I can rarely argue for connections 
between, or even within, these three corpora.7 Nevertheless, these keyholes 
seem to yield visions of the same extended landscape, making me convinced 
that what I see in the sources is different phenotypes of the prophetic phenome-
non that speaks the Mediterranean koinē. I would like to argue that the same can 
be said of Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Greek, and biblical love literature as well. 

Finally, we should never forget that the result of our comparisons – that is, 
the big picture or the area between keyholes – is our construction, a picture 
drawn by us, while our sources are constructions of their producers. Under such 
circumstances, our picture will never be complete, and our constructions may 
turn out to be wrong. But if we are ready to be wrong on a high level, and if 
there is room for scholarly intuition and even some well-grounded speculation, 
then the comparison makes sense. We just need to know what we are compar-
ing, why we are doing it and what we want to know. 

I have stayed rather long on methodological issues. This is because compara-
tive studies are all too often done in a way that is not equally interested in all 
points of comparison. Now I try my best not to fall short on my own aims to do 
justice to both the Song of Songs and the Akkadian texts.  
 
Sources of Akkadian Love Poetry 
 

To date, the corpus of Akkadian love poetry (excluding incantations) comprises 
eighteen published texts from different periods (see Table 1).8 
  

6 Smith: Place, 14. 
7 For the most recent attempt, see Nissinen: Springs, 29–48.  
8 This list includes several poems not discussed in my earlier overview of the material in 
Nissinen: Akkadian Rituals, 113–127. For other overviews of Akkadian Love poetry, see 
Westenholz: Song; Hecker: Eros; Long: Song, 756–758. 

                                                           


