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During the 1st millennium BCE, the Assyrian and Babylonian cultures 

underwent massive transformations, from a state of absolute political and cultural 

hegemony to their decline and eventual disappearance. The influx of Aramaic 

language and culture came to supplant Akkadian, and Babylon lost its 

independence first to the Persian and then to the Seleucid empire. The Late 

Babylonian period in particular witnessed an ever closer entanglement between 

cultural traditions, forcing Babylonian scholars to redefine the intellectual heritage 

they sought to guard. 

Beginning with the last decades of the Assyrian empire, authorship became 

increasingly important within a cultural sphere that had traditionally been 

dominated by literary anonymity. Scholars began to draw up lists of famous 

authors, such as the Catalogue of Texts and Authors or V R 44, and to invoke the 

names of famous authors as their family ancestors. In short, as Assyrian and 

Babylonian culture waned, the figure of the author waxed. I will propose that this 

surprising development can be understood as a response to the intensifying 

cultural contact of the period. 

The Uruk List of Kings and Sages, written during the last years of the 

Seleucid period, is a particularly striking example of this, as it links the mythical 

sages from before the Flood to the historical authors of Akkadian literature. The 

list positions the Urukean scholars as the last heirs to an age-old tradition, but 

further, it also presents a synoptic overview of that tradition. As argued by Michel 

Foucault, the name of the author serves to construct discursive unities, marking 

certain texts as ‘authorial’ and gathering them in specific configurations. I will 

analyse what kind of discursive operation is being carried out in this list, and what 

significance is attached to the name of the author. 

In short, the construction of the ’author’ as a salient figure allowed the 

scholars to formulate a cultural identity amid the rapid transformations of their 

time. By listing the names of famous authors, they effectively constructed a 

Babylonian canon as a response to the threat of irrelevance. By doing so, they 

were not only preserving but also modifying this literary tradition, by assigning 

authors to what had previously been anonymous works. 
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