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[The theory commanding the current scholarly communis opinio
holds that the source or sources of the four world empire schema
in Dan 2 derives from Greek and Persian thought. The recent pub-
lication of the Babylonian '"Dynastic Prophecy" with its four world
empire schema calls this theory into question. This paper reviews
the evidence traditionally cited for a schema of four world em-
pires from Roman, Hellenistic and Persian provenance with the pur-
pose of evaluating the claims of the respective relationships to
Dan 2. The major purpose is to discuss the new evidence of the
Babylonian "Dynastic Prophecy" regarding the four world empire
schema. It is argued that Dan 2 appropriated a common Near East-
ern prototype of a schema of successive kingdoms, dynasties, or
empires in which it is closer to the Babylonian '""Dynastic Prophecy"
than to other schemas and yet manifests a creativity unknown any-
where else in the development of the kind of apocalyptic typical
of the second chapter of the book of Daniel.]

Scholarly interest in the schema of four world empires as
found in Dan 2 and its ancient correspondences has lasted now for
over one century. It is generally claimed that this schema is
borrowed from non-Jewish sources /1/ and more particularly as
summarized by D. S. Russell:

The source of the account in Daniel 2 . . . is to be
found in Greek thought . . . [and] also among the
Persians and is characteristic of the teaching of
Zoroastrianism. /2/

The informed reader will recall the traditional arguments
supporting the hypothesis that the origin of Jewish apocalyptic
is best explained as the product of Persian ideas. This tradi-
tional hypothesis has recently been called into question by P. D.
Hanson's studies which suggest instead that "apocalyptic repre-
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sents the final phase of a very long development very much at home
on Israelite soil''/3/ with strong links to Israelite prophecy /4/
and elements reaching far back into ancient Near Eastern think-
ing. /5/

In the case of the schema of the four world empires of Dan 2,
the claim of association with and dependence upon texts of either
Roman, Hellenistic, and/or Persian provenance has been made time
and again /6/ with the assertion that in this instance ''there are
certainly cases of the direct influence of motifs and ideas."/7/

The recent publication of Akkadian cuneiform texts which are
assigned to the literary genre '"Akkadian prophecies'" /8/ and even
designated to be 'Akkadian apocalypses," /9/ containing the schema
of "the rise and fall of empires,' /10/ calls for another look at
the schema of the four world empires in Dan 2. This is made man-
datory by the fact that several scholars have pointed out that
these Babylonian texts have a relationship to OT apocalyptic /11/
and that the '"publication [in 1975] of the Dynastic prophecy now
sheds startling new light on this relationship." /12/ To the
knowledge of the present writer the sequence of the fall and rise
of empires as revealed in the Babylonian '"Dynastic Prophecy" has
so far not yet been studied in relationship to the schema of the
four world empires of Dan 2. Accordingly this essay attempts
(1) to review briefly the evidence of the texts traditionally
cited to contain the schema of four world empires and the claims
of relationship to Dan 2 and (2) to investigate the newly pub-
lished Akkadian text with a view to elucidate the new light shed
upon the matter of relationships.

I. TEXTS OF ROMAN PROVENANCE

A fragment generally dated between 189 and 171 B.C. /13/ of
the works of the otherwise unknown Roman writer Aemilius Sura is

preserved as a gloss by Valleius Paterculus (i 6,6) from ca.
A.D. 30:

Aemilius Sura says in his book on the chronology of
Rome: 'The Assyrians were the first of all the races
to hold power, then the Medes, after them the Persians,
and then the Macedonians. Then, when the two kings,
Philip and Antiochus, of Macedonian origin, had been
completely conquered, soon after the overthrow of
Carthage, the supreme command passed to the Roman
people. Between this time and the beginning of the
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reign of Ninus, king of the Assyrians, who was the
first to hold power, lies an interval of 1,995
years.' /14/

The sequence of kingdoms is Assyria, Media, Persia, Macedonia, and
finally Rome. Thus we have here a sequence of four Near Eastern
empires, followed by a fifth one of non-Near Eastern provenance.
It is believed that this tradition of empires is of Near Eastern
origin. /15/ There is evidence that it was used later by other
writers in the Roman period, /16/ one of whom suggests that the
power would finally pass from Rome. /17/

Dan 2 presents the sequence of four world empires followed by
a fifth one. Instead of listing Assyria as the first, it has in
its place the Neo-Babylonian empire (Dan 2:36-38), /18/ followed
by three more. In Dan 2 the four world empires are shown to be
inferior to each other, /19/ with the last one finally being
divided into an iron-clay mixture which is broken in pieces with
all the rest of them (2:34-35, 44-45). The fifth empire is an
everlasting kingdom (2:44-45), which means the end of present
human history and the ushering in of the new aeon. /20/ M. Noth
has noted quite correctly that 'it is obvious that this idea of a
series of predominantly Oriental empires was not formed within the
Roman horizon of ideas." /21/

II. TEXTS OF HELLENISTIC PROVENANCE

A schema of empires is present in the fourth Sibylline Oracle
(4:49-104) /22/ in the sequence of Assyria, Media, Persia, Mace-
donia, and Rome. The author is said to use a "Hellenistic
oracle" /23/ which was composed around the year 80 A.D. but is
reflecting a source earlier than 140 B.C. /24/ with but four
nations.

The historical sequence is a combination of a ten generation
schema which is divided into a four (or five) empire sequence.
Six generations are alloted to Assyria (Sib Or 4:49-55), Media has
two generations (vv. 56-60), Persia has one generation (vv. 61-
66), and Macedonia follows (vv. 86-88). Finally Rome shall rule
over the whole world (v. 103) as is explicitly stated also for the
Assyrians (v. 50) and Persians (v. 65). The sequence of five
empires is believed to be an expansion of an earlier four-empire
sequence which is supposed to be the source. /25/ This recon-
struction of the text, however, remains problematical. 1In any
case, the fourth Sibylline Oracle reveals no eschatological
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motifs associated with the fourth or fifth empires. It reflects
an anti-Macedonian ideology. /26/

The schema of the four metals of gold, silver, bronze, iron
which are of decreasing value but increasing strength is expres-
sive of the qualities of the four world empires in Dan 2. The
four metal schema has been a point of discussion for more than a
century /27/ and has been discovered in the writings of an ancient
Greek poet.

The Greek poet Hesiod composed in the eighth century B.C. his
famous work, Works and Days. /28/ He speaks of four (or five)
"ages'" (yévo.L) of men which are associated with four metals. The
declining value of the metals corresponds to the deterioration of
each age of man. The golden age (lines 112f.) is followed by that
of silver which was "far worse" (line 127). The bronze "was in no
way equal to the silver age" (line 144). The final age is that of
iron in which Hesiod himself lives (lines 151-201). /29/

It has been argued that Hesiod is the inventor of the four
metal=ages sequence. /30/ This is not impossible. It seems more
likely, however, that the metal sequence reflects a common tradi-
tion with variations in different traditions of the ancient
world. /31/ 1In any case, it is rather difficult to maintain that
Dan 2 is directly or indirectly dependent on Hesiod. The corre-
spondence may appear to be coincidental or it may reflect a common
tradition with both Hesiod and Dan 2 appropriated each in their
own ways.

III. TEXTS OF PERSIAN PROVENANCE

There is evidence for a metal sequence in a portion of the
Persian Bahman Yasht, a Zoroastrian text in the Pahlavi language
in which Zarathustra sees in a dream a tree with branches of gold,
silver, steel, and one of mixed iron. /32/ 1In the interpretation
provided by Ohrmazd, the four branches represent 'four periods
which will come." /33/ The first period is that of Zarathustra
and Ormazd, the silver period is that of "Ardakhshir the Kayan
King," the steel period that of "Khusro son of Kevad" and the
"mixed iron" period is characterized by '"the evil sovereignty of
the demons with dishevelled hair of the race of Wrath."

It has been claimed that Dan 2 is directly influenced by
these Iranian ideas. /34/ However, a dating problem has been
noticed. While the date of the Iranian original is still uncer-
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tain, /35/ the present texts of the Bahman Yasht do not antedate
the 13th century A.D., although it has been suggested that the
kernel of this work goes back to the time of Zarathustra. /36/
Aside from the "chronological difficulties which make it doubtful
whether it is relevant to the interpretation" of Dan 2, /37/ there
are significant differences between both dreams: (1) In one in-
stance we have a tree, in the other a statue; (2) in one the third
metal is steel, /38/ in the other it is bronze; (3) in one the
fourth metal is "mixed iron,'" in the other it is plainly "iron";
(4) in one nothing follows the '"mixed iron," in the other "iron
mixed with clay" follows; and (5) in one the metals refer to kings,
in the other the metals refer to empires. These differences seem
to argue against a direct influence of one on the other. Both may
reflect common Near Eastern conceptions which were used according
to the given needs and purposes.

In view of possible misconceptions it should be noted that
the Bahman Yasht contains another dream-vision in which a tree is
involved. /39/ This time, however, a sequence of seven metals
appears: gold, silver, zinc, brass, tin, /40/ steel, and mixed
iron. The interpretation identifies each metal with rulers from
the time of Zarathustra to the Sassian period, ending in the
Muslim conquest. /41/

The dual tradition of four and seven (or six) metals which
represent kings of various periods of time in the Bahman Yasht
further complicates the notion of relationships between the four
world empires in Dan 2 and the Persian Bahman Yasht.

IV. TEXTS OF BABYLONIAN PROVENANCE

A point of contact between the 'Akkadian prophecies" /42/ and
the book of Daniel seems to present itself in the concept of the
rise and fall of empires. To be sure, the "Akkadian prophecies"
know nothing of a sequence of four world empires followed by an
eschatological kingdom, but they have a general pattern of alter-
nating ''good" and "bad" reigns at the end of each change of dynas-
ty. At one point this was interpreted as a cyclical view of his-
tory. /43/ The importance nevertheless seems to be the prophetic
description in certain Babylonian texts /44/ about "the rise and
fall of dynasties and empires, including the fall of Assyria, the
fall of Babylon, and the rise of Persia, the fall of Persia and
the rise of the Hellenistic monarchies.' /45/
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The so-called "Dynastic Prophecy" which was published for the
first time in the year 1975 contains descriptions of changes or
falls and rises of dynasties and empires. Unfortunately the text
is fragmentary, and absolute certainty is not to be had on all
points. Column i seems to describe by means of a "prophecy" /46/
the fall of Assyria brought about by Babylon. /47/ Destruction is
followed by rebuilding. After a lacuna another "prophecy' appears
which refers to the rulership of a king who will reign three
years, /48/ followed by his son, /49/ then another king will
reign for seventeen years, having established '"the dynasty of
Harran." /50/ The three kings have been identified with Neri-
glissar, Labashi-Marduk, and Nabonidus, /51/ i.e. the last kings
of the Neo-Babylonian empire. The following "prophecy'" speaks of
the rise of "a king of Elam," /52/ i.e. Cyrus, who will remove the
previous king, i.e. Nabonidus, ''change his place'" and "settle him
in another land.'" /53/ A lacuna interrupts the text again. But a
king is said to reign for two years before he will be murdered by
a eunuch. /54/ This is believed to refer to Ares who was killed
by the eunuch-general Bagoas. /55/ Then a five-year reign is pre-
dicted for a new king, /56/ i.e. Darius III, after which the army
of the Hanaean (i.e. Alexander the Great) will attack but will be
defeated. /57/ The traces of text following another lacuna are
short /58/ and it remains doubtful whether the words "seize the
land" /59/ is enough of an indicator to identify the action with
Seleucus I and thus to suggest that a new dynasty is in view, the
rise of Macedonia. /60/ The tenuous nature of the evidence is
painful as regards a definite identification.

Although no one has as yet related this newly published
Babylonian "Dynastic Prophecy'” to the scheme of the four world
empires, if the sequence of Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, Greece
(with Macedonia?) is indeed correct, then we have the first
Babylonian cuneiform evidence for a four world empire schema.

The provenance of the 'Dynastic Prophecy" is apparently
Babylon and it may be dated to either the Persian or Seleucid
control of Babylon. /61/ It may be possible that the text under
discussion reflects the schema of successive world empires of an
older Babylonian tradition. /62/

Is Dan 2 dependent upon the four world empire schema of the
Babylonian "Dynastic Prophecy"? In terms of the sequence itself
there appears to be a closer correspondence in this instance than
in any of the texts traditionally associated with Dan 2. Although
the author of Dan 2 does not speak of the first empire (viz.
Assyria), but may be understood to share the sequence of the
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following three. /63/ In its present form Dan 2 has a Babylonian
setting which links it more closely to the Babylonian provenance
of the "Dynastic Prophecy'" than to Roman, Hellenistic, or Persian
texts. On the other hand, we need to list the following differ-
ences: (1) In one instance we have a sequence of but four empires,
in the other four world empires followed by a fifth of eternal
duration; (2) in one we have the alternation of '"good' and "bad"
times, in the other continuing deterioration; (3) in one we have
the mention of different lengths of reign of various kings, in the
other no such description; /64/ (4) in one the predictions do not
lead to an eschatological climax, /65/ in the other everything
leads up to apocalyptic eschatology; and (5) in one we have a
political tract, /66/ in the other an apocalyptic dream=

vision. /67/ These differences should caution against any

hasty conclusions about direct borrowing of one from the other.

Our investigation has indicated that the schema of the four
world empires in Dan 2 can no longer be supposed to be the result
of a unilinear development from either Greek and/or Persian
sources. We have noted the variety of problems associated with
each of the hypotheses. Recent cuneiform texts of Babylonianori-
gin give evidence, along with the variety of schemes of Roman,
Hellenistic and Persian provenance, that the idea of successive
kingdoms or empires is varied and complex in the ancient Near
East. The traditional hypothesis of a common pattern of Assyrian,
Median, Persian, Grecian (Macedonian) empires can now no longer be
maintained. /68/ 1In view of the complexities involved in each
schema the matter of borrowing can no longer be seen in simplistic
ways. It may be suggested on the basis of present information as
gleaned from current evidence that the various traditions in the
ancient Near East share as a possibly common prototype a schema of
successive kingdoms, dynasties, or empires. The current evidence
also indicates that the qualities, /69/ numbers, /70/ evalua-
tions, /71/ and possible future aspects differ respectively. /72/
This seems to suggest that the common prototype of successive
kingdoms, dynasties, or empires was individually embedded into
their respective cultural and contextual settings in which we
find them presently. The aims, purposes and needs of the respec-
tive settings determined apparently the transformation of and/or
additions to the common prototype. Aside from the appropriation
of this common prototype with its own variances in each setting
one may hardly any longer speak of sources and/or direct influ-
ences of one tradition upon the other. What appears to be evi-
dent is actually not any direct or even indirect wholesale bor-
rowing as such in Dan 2, but the immense creativity exhibited
through the appropriation and transformation of what appears to
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be a cormon Near Eastern prototypical schema of successive king-
donms, dynasties, or enpires into the kind of apocal yptic typical
of Dan 2. In several respects Dan 2 is closer to the four world
enpi re schema of the Babylonian "Dynastic Prophecy" than to the
schenes of Roman, Hellenistic, and Persian provenance and yet the
di fferences as noted above between the Babyl onian "Dynastic
Prophecy" and Dan 2 are so striking that a direct or even indi-
rect relationship seens to be out of the question.
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