The Inverse World of Mourning in the Hebrew Bible
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1. Introduction

The Hebrew Bible describes a vast array of rituals connected with almost
every sphere of life. One such rich source of rituals is mourning customs
and, on glancing through the many items customary on such occasions, a
remark made by Bojanovsky-Stubbe seems particularly pertinent to Ancient
Israel, namely that ,,.Die menschliche Fahigkeit zur Trauer unendlich vielge-
staltig (ist) ...*' Furthermore, what is striking about this repertoire of
mourning practices is the widely divergent nature of the gestures mentioned,”
some of them seeming to have no logical connection at all (according to our
modern perceptions) with the others. What mostly happens in scholarly lite-
rature or exegetical commentaries is that these different occurrences are
simply mentioned and very seldom is any attempt made to explain the specific
nature of the rituals, or to indicate how they could possibly relate to one
another.

Various hypotheses have been advanced to explain the significance of
these ceremonies, of which the following may be the most important:

(a) Among the earliest interpretations was the view that these gestures were
expressions of fear on account of the fact that the dead could harm the
living.>

(b) Another suggestion is to take these gestures as signs of solidarity of the
living with the dead: ,,Wer sich als Trauernder die Haare schert, nimmt sich
fiir eine bestimmte Zeit das Leben, um am Totenzustand eines Betrauerten in
einem Akt von ganzheitlichem ,Mitleiden® zu partizipieren. Wer als Trauernder
seine Kleider ablegt, solidarisiert sich fiir eine bestimmte Zeit ,korperlich®
mit dem Verstorbenen, der im Begriff ist, seine leiblichen Hiillen abzulegen.

Bojanovsky / Stubbe, Mensch 92; cf. also Stubbe, Trauer 527f.: ,.Der biblische
Mensch trauert gleichsam von ,Kopf bis Fuss® und ,von innen nach aussen ‘.

For lists of these practices, cf. e.g. Mueli, Entstehung 92ff.; Scharbert, Schmerz 55fF.;
de Vaux, Israel 93ff; Kutsch, Trauverbrduche 25ff.; de Ward, Customs; Gruber,
Aspects 401ff; Alster, Mythology 6ff.; Spronk, Afterlife 244ff., and Lang / Hent-
schel, Trauerbriduche 918f.

Morgenstern, Rites 114ff., and the literature cited by Spronk, Afierlife 34f., suppor-
ting this viewpoint.



42

Paul Kruger — BN NF 124 (2005)

Haarschur und Entbléssung sind Riten der Devitalisierung und Depotenzie-
rung: sie toten einen Trauernden rituell fiir die Zeit der Trauer.**

c) Still another perspective is to regard these gestures as ,,Selbstminderungsri-
ten*> expressive of “the humiliation and pain at having got into close touch
with death.”®

(d) Over and against the popular view that such rituals are aimed at consolida-
ting the solidarity between the dead and the living (cf. [b] above), some
scholars look at these practices the other way round and regard them as strate-
gies addressing the needs of those performing the rituals. According to this
line of thought, the primary objective of such practices is ... um Position
und Funktion der Hinterbliebenen neu zu regeln ... >

2. The Phenomenon of Symbolic Inversion

A cultural phenomenon rarely considered in interpreting the particular

nature of these mourning gestures is that of symbolic inversion (mundus
inversus, ,umgekehrte Welt“).® “Symbolic inversion” is a universal human
phenomenon’ which can be defined as: “... any act of expressive behavior
which inverts, contradicts, abrogates, or in some fashion presents an alter-
native to commonly held cultural codes, values, and norms be they linguistic,
literary'” or artistic, religious, or social and political”"' An ancient Near Eastern
domain where this phenomenon of a “topsy-turvy world” is especially promi-
nent is in social movements where existing socio-political structures are

4

Hasenfratz, Tod 133; see also Spronk, Afterlife 244ff. Robertson Smith, Lectures
322, regards the object of such ceremonies as “communion with the dead.”

Kutsch, Trauerbrauche 34: ,,Wer sie vollzieht, gibt damit zum Ausdruck, dass er
gebeugt ist, eine Minderung erfahren hat.*

Pedersen, Israel 494 (my emphasis).

Sundermeier, Todesriten 250; see also Radcliffe-Brown, Structure 146; Podella,
Som-Fasten 76; idem, Totenrituale 542ff,

See, however, Podella, Som-Fasten (especially the paragraph: ,,Trauer als Spiegel
Jenseitiger Ordnung™ 78ff), and Andersen, Time 491F; for a general anthropological
understanding cf. Stubbe, Trauer 527f; Stubbe, Formen, particularly the paragraph
,Trauerverhalten als Ubergangsritus* 329fF.

Kenner, Phinomen, traces the first instances of this cultural phenomenon back to the
ancient Near East, see also Brunner-Traut, Tiergeschichte 12f, and Flores, World,
who draw attention to some of these occurrences in Egyptian art.

The genre of the satire could be regarded as a literary strategy of construeting such an
“inverse world”; see Lazarowicz, Welt 1963.

Babcock, World 14. The discipline of philosophy could actually be added to this list;
see e.g. Keulartz, Welt 12, who regards the “Metapher der Umkehrung” as the
guiding principle in Habermas’ philosophy.
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attacked or undermined. The Egyptian prophet Neferti (c. 1950 BC), for
example, saw a world which is characterised in this manner: “I show thee
the land topsy-turvy. The weak of arm is (now) the possessor of an arm.
Men salute (respectfully) him who (formerly) saluted. T show thee the under-
most on top ...”"?

Another cultural sphere where the conception of inversion is likewise
universally important is the one that marks the boundary between normal
life and life after death: life after death is in many instances the direct
reverse of ordinary life."> And since rituals of mourning are so closely asso-
ciated with the phenomenon of death, it is not unexpected that such rites
most often display similar symbolic inversions."

One of the most innovative attempts to account for this “anti-structure”
of many cultural items in human life, and especially those associated with
the phenomenon of death / mourning, is the well-known book of Armold van
Gennep Les rites de passage (1909)"°. In it he analyses the ceremonies
which characterise the individual's “life erises” and points out: “The life of
an individual in any society is a series of passages from one age to another
... For every one of these events there are ceremonies whose essential
purpose is to enable the individual to pass from one defined position to an-
other.”'® These passages are associated with those critical transition phases
of life, such as birth, initiation, marriage, parenthood and death. Structurally
the following three stages can be isolated: separation, transition (or a liminal

"2 The translation is by Wilson, Prophecy 445; for a more recent translation, cf. Shupak,

Prophecies; for a discussion of other literary passages where the same phenomenon
occurs (e.g. “The Admonitions of Ipuwer”, etc.), cf. Luria, Ersten; Assmann, Stein
260ff. Hebrew Bible texts manifesting a similar pattern, include Isa 24:1-2 and Prov
30:21-23; see Van Leeuwen’s discussion, Proverbs 30:21-31, of the latter passage; cf.
also Schorch's recent attempt, Propheten, to interpret the Istaelite marzeach feast
along similar lines; for a literary appreciation of some of these ,,Umkehrungs-
Spriichen® cf. Strauss, Motiv.

Durkheim / Mauss, Classification xxxix; see also Lévy-Bruhl, Soul 303ff.; Miihl-
mann, Mythologem 614; Sundermeier, Todesriten 252.256; Stolz, Religionswis-
senschaft 98fT.; Jebens, Welt 323ff.; Janowswki, Konfliktgespriche 259.

LDer Geist des Verstorbenen befindet sich in der ,anderen* Welt und die rituelle
Aktivitit des Trauernden besteht darin, sich ihm anzugleichen ... also muss alles
anders, ,umgekehrt® geschehen™ (Stubbe, Trauerverhalten 202). For a similar expla-
nation, cf. Feldman, Defilement 95; cf. also Herodotus, who already observed that in
times of mourning ... the Egyptians, who shave at all other times, mark a death by
letting the hair grow both on head and chin™ (Histories 2,36); the translation is by
Marincola, Herodotus 109; see also Stubbe, Formen 243.

Translated in 1965 with the title: The Rites of Passage.

Van Gennep, Rites 2-3.
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phase) and incorporation into a new phase. Not all these phases are applica-
ble to all rites of passage to the same extent. In the case of funeral (mour-
ning) rites, for example, the liminal phase acquires a certain autonomy.'” In
this phase the characteristics of the ritual subjects are ambiguous: they ...
constitute a special group, situated between the world of the living and the
world of the dead.”'®

The phase of liminality is most brilliantly expounded by the anthropo-
logist Turner,'® who focuses attention on the ambiguous nature of the ritual
“passengers” during this “betwixt and between” state. He points out that this
stage is characterised by homogeneity among the participants (a kind of
communitas, as he calls it), which stands in direct opposition to the “status
system. "** The properties of this liminal position are manifested in a series
of binary opposed states. The application of some of these inversions to the
rich source of mourning gestures in the Hebrew Bible can be most illumi-
nating.”’ In this (liminal) phase of mourning the following socio-cultural
properties of inversion are most prominent:

(1) Acceptance of pain and suffering versus avoidance of pain and suffering;
(i1) Disregard for personal appearance versus care for personal appearance;
(i) Nakedness or uniform clothing versus distinctions of clothing;

(iv)  Humility versus pride of position;

(v) Absence of rank versus distinctions of rank.

3. Properties of the liminal position

3.1 Acceptance of pain and suffering (as inverse behaviour)

This notion is well illustrated by, among others, the following mourning
gestures:

(a) Gashing the body (Lev 19:27-28; Deut 14:1; Jer 16:6; 41:5; 47:5; 48:37),
pulling out beard and hair (Ezra 9:3), beating the breast (Isa 22:12; Jer 6:26;
Micah 1:8);

(b) Tearing the garments (Gen 37:34; 2Sam 1:11; 3:31;13:31; Job 1:20);

(c) Staying without food (2Sam 3:35; 12:17; Ezek 24:17; Neh 1:4);

(d) Abstinence from sex (2Sam 12:24);

Van Gennep, Rites 146.

Van Gennep, Rites 147.

Turner, Forest 93ff.; Turner, Process 94fF.

Turner, Process 106.

For the examples supplied here of. Kruger, Communication 153ff.
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(e) Suspension of any social interaction (Job 2:1322);
(f) Suspension of any activity: sitting / lying23 on the ground (2Sam 13:31; Neh 1:4);
(g) Walking around restlessly.24

3.2 Disregard for personal appearance (as inverse behaviour)

The following gestures may be connected with this property:

(a) Putting earth on the head (Josh 7:6; 1Sam 4:12; Ezek 27:30; Job 2:12), rol-
ling the head (Job 16:15), or the whole body in the dust ( Jer 6:26; Ezek
27:30; Micah 1:10), or sitting in ashes (Isa 47:1; Jonah 3:6);23

(b) Refrain from wearing a turban (Ezek 24:17) and let the hair hang loose (Lev
10:6);

(c) Refrain from washing, using anointments (2Sam 12:20; 14:2) or attending to
the toenails and moustache (2Sam 19:2526); remaining dirty and untidy in
the mourning garb (see the passages cited under 77p in KBL).

3.3 Nakedness or uniform clothing (as inverse behaviour)

The sackeloth serves as the universal garment worn by all participants,

irrespective of rank or social status: Jacob (Gen 37:34); Joab’s followers (2Sam
3:31); Ahab and the kings of Samaria and Nineveh, respectively (1Kgs
21:27; 2Kgs 6:30; Jonah 3:6); Mordecai (Esth 4:1).

23

24

26

Apart from this notion expressed here by the gesture “sitting without saying a word”,
something similar is hinted at elsewhere by using slightly different phraseology: to
“sit alone” (772 2¢; Lam 1:1; 3:28), “to sit and to remain silent / to sit and to be
appalled” (onwi /omnT 2w; Ezek 26:16; Lam 2:10; Ezra 9:3); see Lohfink, Testament.

Cf. also the ingenious explanation of Heinisch, Trauergebriduche 37, of this gesture:
..Bei grossem Ungliick ... ist das seelische Ergriffensein so gross, dass der Korper
versagt und der Mensch zusammensinkt; er muss sich dort niederlassen, wo er gerade
steht, ohne noch einen Sessel suchen zu konnen.” Haulotte, Symbolique 128, takes
the posture of sitting as imitating the descent to the Sheol; cf. also Gruber’s reference,
Aspects 461, to Jewish customs during times of mourning which have also to do with
the postures of “lying” and “sitting,” viz. the “overturning of the bed,” or “the
changing of the seat in the synagogue.”

This is a characteristic often associated with mourners; see Barré, Wandering; Ksel-
man, Wandering; Kruger, Depression. For Hebrew Bible evidence of this practice cf.
1Kgs 21:27; Ps 42:10; 55:3; Job 30:28. -

Cf. also Podella, Som-Fasten 74, who interprets this corporeal-symbolic rite and
related ones (self-mutilation, tearing of the clothes, etc.) as practices aimed at ,.cine
Verinderung des Ausseren der ausfiihrenden Person®; see also Elhorst, Trauerriten
117; De Waard, Customs 8.

See McCarter, 2Samuel 413.
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3.4 Humility of position (as inverse behaviour)

This idea is best illustrated by the homogeneity in “vertical” position: all
the participants are “sitting” or “lying” on the ground. No distinction is made
between royal persons and ordinary folk: David (2Sam 12:16; 13:31); the
virgin daughter of Babylon (Isa 47:1); princes (Ezek 26:16); Job and his
friends (Job 1:20; 2:13); Nehemiah (Neh 1:4).

3.5 Absence of rank (as inverse behaviour)

Apart from the property referred to at 3.4 above, the equality in status is
very nicely demonstrated by the so-called “royal mourning” gestures. Du-
ring times of mourning royal figures have to perform an “extra” gesture in
order to reach the same “low” position characteristic of ordinary people or
slaves: they have “to descend” (77) from their thrones and have “to sit”
(32°) on the ground (Isa 47:1-2; Ezek 26:16, Jonah 3:6).% for in mourning
all are of equal rank.”®

Summary

Various interpretations have been offered to explain the significance of mour-
ning gestures in the Hebrew Bible, viz. to regard them as gestures signalling stances
of fear, humility or solidarity, etc. Although such suggestions may apply to a greater
or lesser extent, this contribution deals with the wide array of mourning practices as
likewise expressive of the universal cultural phenomenon of “symbolic inversion”
(;umgekehrte Welt*). In terms of Turner’s theoretical framework on liminality,
Hebrew Bible evidence on mourning practices is representative of the following
categories of “inverted behaviour”™: (1) gestures demonstrative of the property: ac-
ceptance of pain and suffering versus avoidance of pain and suffering, (2) customs
pointing to: disregard for personal appearance versus care for personal appearance,
(3) practices relating to: nakedness or uniform clothing, (4) gestures expressive of:
humility versus pride of position, and (5) rituals suggestive of the property: absence
of rank versus distinctions of rank.

7T See Taylor, Thing; Kruger, Slave. For a Ugaritic text where the same pattern is

evident cf. KTU 1.5.VI 11-22 and Anderson's discussion of it (Mourn 60fY).

..Der Trauernde selbst ,stirbt® einen sozialen Tod, deshalb auch seine Ahnlichkeit
mit den im sozialen Raum an unterster Stelle Stehenden ... (Stubbe, Trauetrver-
halten 202). Note also that when the period of mourning / penitence has come to
a definite conclusion, the properties of the “normal world” are restored again,
¢.g. David after the death of his and Batshebah’s son: “Then David rose from the
ground, and washed and anointed himself, and changed his clothes ... and he
went into his house ... and they set food before him and ke aze” (2Sam 12:20).
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Zusammenfassung

Verschiedene Interpretationen wurden angeboten, um die Bedeutung von Gesten
der Trauer in der hebrdischen Bibel zu erkldren, ndmlich sie als Gesten zu sehen, die
Furcht, Demut oder Solidaritdt usw. ausdriicken. Obwohl solche Vorschlige in einem
groBeren oder kleineren Ausmal} zutreffen mdégen, behandelt dieser Beitrag das
breite Spektrum von Trauerpraktiken auch als Ausdruck des universellen kulturellen
Phénomens der ,,umgekehrten Welt* (“symbolic inversion™). Im Sinne von Turners
theoretischen Rahmen beziiglich ,,Liminalitit™ fallen die Belege iiber Trauerprak-
tiken in der hebrdischen Bibel in folgende Kategorien von ,,umgekehrtem Verhal-
ten*: (1) Gesten, die auf Eigenschaften verweisen: Annahme von Schmerz und Leid
versus Vermeidung von Schmerz und Leid, (2) Briuche, die hinweisen auf: Vernach-
ldssigung der personlichen Erscheinung versus Aufmerksamkeit auf die persénliche
Erscheinung, (3) Praktiken in Bezug auf: Nacktheit oder uniformierte Bekleidung
versus Unterscheidungen durch Bekleidung, (4) Gesten zum Ausdruck von: Demut
versus Stolz auf eine Position, und (5) Rituale beziiglich der Eigenschaft: Fehlen von
Rang versus Unterscheidung durch Rang.
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