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Abstract

This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of dendrolatry, the veneration and worship of
trees, within the diverse cultural and religious landscapes of the Ancient Middle East prior to 1
CE. Far from being a monolithic or primitive practice, tree veneration was a sophisticated and
deeply integrated phenomenon, manifesting in various forms across Mesopotamia, the
Levant, Egypt, and Anatolia. This study explores the primary expressions of dendrolatry,
including the concept of the cosmic tree (axis mundi), the function of sacred groves as liminal
sanctuaries, the association of specific tree species with particular deities, and the use of
arboreal symbolism in royal and political ideology. Through an examination of textual
evidence, iconographic representations from reliefs and cylinder seals, and archaeological
findings, this paper argues that trees served as potent symbols of life, fertility, divine
presence, and cosmic order, playing a central role in the ritual and mythological life of the
ancient world. It will also analyze the polemical discourse against dendrolatry found within the
Hebrew Scriptures, which paradoxically highlights the practice's prevalence and significance
in the region.

1. Introduction

Dendrolatry, from the Greek dendron (tree) and latreia (worship), refers to the religious
veneration of trees and groves. In the ancient world, where civilization was intimately tied to
the natural environment, trees were powerful symbols. As entities rooted in the earth while
reaching for the heavens, they were perceived as natural conduits between the human and
divine realms. They provided essential resources—food, shade, fuel, and building
materials—and their life cycles of dormancy and renewal mirrored fundamental concepts of
death and rebirth. This paper will investigate the multifaceted nature of dendrolatry in the
Ancient Near East (ANE), demonstrating that it was not merely animism but a complex system



of belief interwoven with theology, mythology, kingship, and social practice. We will examine
key case studies from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Levant to illustrate the breadth and depth
of this ancient religious tradition.

2. Mesopotamia: The Ordered Cosmos
and the Divine Tree

In the civilizations of Sumer, Akkad, Babylon, and Assyria, the concept of a sacred, cosmic tree
was central to religious iconography and, by extension, to the conception of an ordered
universe.

e The Assyrian Sacred Tree: Perhaps the most famous representation of a sacred tree
comes from Neo-Assyrian art, particularly the palace reliefs of kings like Ashurnasirpal Il
(9th century BCE) at Nimrud. This highly stylized tree, often interpreted as a date palm, is
not a depiction of a natural plant but a complex ideogram. It is typically depicted being
flanked by protective spirits (apkallu), genii, or the king himself. The winged disk of the
supreme god Ashur often hovers above it. Scholars like Simcha Parpola argue that the
Assyrian Sacred Tree represents the divine world order, the cosmic axis mundi
connecting the heavens, the earth, and the underworld. The king’s ritual attendance to
the tree symbolized his primary duty: to maintain the divinely ordained order and ensure
the prosperity and stability of the empire. Its intricate palmettes and geometric structure
likely represent a map of the cosmos and its divine powers.

e The Kiskanu Tree and Inanna/lshtar: Earlier Mesopotamian texts refer to a sacred
kiskanu tree, which grew in Eridu, the primordial city of the god Enki. In the Epic of
Gilgamesh, a huluppu-tree (often identified as a willow) is planted by the goddess Inanna
(Ishtar) on the banks of the Euphrates, demonstrating the intimate connection between
goddesses and sacred trees. The date palm, in particular, was associated with fertility
and Inanna/Ishtar due to its life-giving fruit. Cylinder seals frequently depict scenes of
worship directed at a sacred tree, often in the presence of a deity, indicating that this
veneration was a component of personal and official piety.

3. The Levant: Sacred Groves, Asherah
Poles, and Yahwistic Polemic

The religious landscape of the Levant, particularly Canaan, was rich with dendrolatrous
practices, which became a major point of contention for the emergent religion of ancient
Israel.

e The Asherah: Central to Canaanite religion was the veneration of the goddess Asherah,
the consort of the high god El. Her primary cultic symbol was the asherah (plural:



asherim), a sacred pole or stylized tree planted near altars. The asherah was not simply a
piece of wood but was understood to be imbued with the presence and life-giving power
of the goddess herself. Archaeological excavations at sites like Kuntillet ‘Ajrud have
uncovered inscriptions and drawings that link "Yahweh and his Asherah," sparking intense
scholarly debate about the extent of religious syncretism in early Israel and Judah.

e Biblical Condemnation as Evidence: The Hebrew Scriptures provide extensive, albeit
hostile, evidence for the pervasiveness of tree veneration. The Deuteronomic code
explicitly forbids the practice. As it is written in The Scriptures 2009:"Do not plant for
yourself any tree as an Asherah near the altar of Yahweh your Elohim which you make for
yourself." (Deuteronomy 16:21)

Prophets and historians repeatedly condemned the kings and people of Israel and Judah
for "serving Ba'al and the Asherim" under "every green tree" (e.g., Judges 6:25-30, 1
Kings 14:23, 2 Kings 23:4-7). King Josiah’s reform, for instance, involved cutting down the
Asherah pole that had been placed within the Temple of Yahweh in Jerusalem itself. This
polemic confirms that sacred groves and poles were ubiquitous features of the popular
and even official religion of the region, seen as powerful loci of divine-human interaction.

e Venerated Trees in Israelite Tradition: Despite the official prohibition against
Canaanite-style dendrolatry, a tradition of venerating specific, significant trees exists
within the foundational narratives of Israel. These were not objects of worship but sites of
theophanies and covenants:

o The Oak of Moreh at Shechem, where Yahweh first appeared to Abram in the land
(Genesis 12:6-7).

o The Terebinths of Mamre, where Abraham hosted divine messengers (Genesis
18:1-8).

o The Tamarisk Tree planted by Abraham at Beersheba, where he "called on the Name
of Yahweh" (Genesis 21:33).

These instances suggest that the issue was not the sacredness of trees per se, but their
association with rival deities and cultic practices deemed illegitimate by the Yahwistic
priesthood.

4. Egypt: The Sycamore Goddess and
the Tree of Life

In Egyptian religion, trees were profoundly linked to life, death, and the afterlife.

e The Sycamore Fig (Ficus sycomorus): The sycamore tree was considered sacred to
several deities, most notably the goddesses Hathor and Nut, who were both given the
epithet "Lady of the Sycamore." In funerary texts and tomb paintings, these goddesses
are often depicted emerging from a sycamore tree on the edge of the desert, offering
food and water to the soul (ba) of the deceased. The tree was thus a liminal entity, a
bridge between the world of the living and the Duat (underworld), providing eternal



sustenance for the soul's journey.

The Ished Tree: The mythological Ished tree was a sacred tree of the sun god Ra,
located in Heliopolis. It was on the leaves of this tree that the gods, particularly Thoth
and Seshat, were said to inscribe the name and regnal years of the pharaoh, cosmically
affirming his right to rule and granting him a long reign. This parallels the Assyrian king's
relationship with the Sacred Tree, linking arboreal symbolism directly to royal legitimacy
and longevity.

The Djed Pillar: While not strictly a tree, the Djed pillar, a key symbol in Egyptian religion,
is widely interpreted as an abstract representation of a tree (perhaps a conifer with
lopped branches) or a stylized sheaf of grain. It symbolized stability, endurance, and the
backbone of the god Osiris, whose resurrection was central to Egyptian funerary beliefs.

5. Synthesis and Common Themes

Across these distinct cultures, several common themes emerge:

1.

The Tree as Axis Mundi: In Mesopotamia and Egypt, a cosmic tree connected the
realms, representing divine order and stability.

The Tree as a Source of Life and Fertility: The association with mother goddesses
(Inanna, Asherah, Hathor, Nut) and life-sustaining fruit (dates, figs) is a pervasive link.
Sacred Groves as Sanctuaries: Groves and "high places" served as open-air temples,
sites for sacrifice, divination, and community ritual, existing both in parallel to and in
competition with state-sponsored temples.

Arboreal Symbols of Kingship: The well-being and legitimacy of the monarch were
ritually and symbolically tied to the health of a cosmic or sacred tree.

Liminality and Divine Presence: Trees and groves were consistently viewed as places
where the veil between the human and divine world was thin, making them ideal locations
for theophanies, oracles, and communication with the gods.

6. Conclusion

Dendrolatry in the Ancient Middle East before 1 CE was a fundamental and widespread aspect
of religious life. It was a complex symbolic language through which ancient peoples expressed
their understanding of the cosmos, the divine, the nature of life and death, and the
foundations of political power. From the highly abstract cosmic tree of Assyrian reliefs to the
Asherah poles of Canaanite high places and the life-giving sycamores of Egyptian funerary
belief, trees were far more than just flora. They were active participants in the mythological
drama, conduits of divine power, and anchors of cosmic stability. The intense polemical
reaction found in the Hebrew Scriptures, rather than dismissing the practice, serves as a
powerful testament to its deep roots and enduring influence on the peoples of the ancient
world. The sacred tree was, in essence, a central pillar in the spiritual architecture of the



Ancient Near East.
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