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Comparing the Babylonian Akitu with the Panathenaic Festival 


Once a year, in celebration of the protective deity of the city, the peoples of ancient Athens and Babylon witnessed a magnificent festival, dazzling the citizenry’s eyes with opulent displays of wealth and power and joining the community together through their hopes for a good year and their appreciation of free meat. None of these religio-politico-culinary events happened in a vacuum, though. Processions followed routes that had been carefully chosen and had been molded to better suit the festivals’ needs. Sacrifices, with their attendant feasts, needed to abut large open areas that could fit thousands of citizens/worshippers. The physical layout and location of the city affected the festival and the festival affected the cities. In this paper I will perform a comparative analysis of the Babylonian akitu festival, focusing on the New Year celebration of Marduk during the Neo-Babylonian era, and the Panathenaic Festival, whose form is most extensively documented during the Age of Pericles. I will outline the contents of each festival in their historical and religious contexts and then examine the use of space and processional routes in each, finding that the cities have been shaped to allow the festivals to interact with as much of the city and populace as possible.

The Neo-Babylonian Akitu Festival


In 626 BC, Nabopolassar, an official in the Assyrian imperial administration, seized the throne of Babylon and united the city’s hinterland under his control. This new native Babylonian dynasty, over the course of the next decade, led to the downfall of the Assyrian empire and took over much of its territory. The empire that Nabopolassar created stretched from Anatolia to the Levant to the southern Mesopotamian marshes. Neo-Babylonian society was very much concentrated in cities, achieving a level of urbanization not seen in centuries. Nabopolassar’s son, Nebuchadnezzar, who reigned from 605-562 BC, wished to recreate the glory of Babylon’s empire in its capital city, “to express in its physical layout and monuments the idea that it was the center of the universe, bringing order in a world of chaos and constantly renewing the primordial act of creation” (van de Mieroop 2007: 277). The king either began, continued work on, or restored the royal palace, the city walls and the temple to Marduk, among others.


The “primordial act of creation” was renewed as part of Babylon’s akitu festival. The akitu is the New Year’s festival of ancient Mesopotamia; in fact, it is still celebrated to this day by Assyrian Christians. It took place in most cities of the region and was dedicated to various. By the Neo-Babylonian era, in Babylon, the akitu had been formalized as a twelve-day festival on the month of Nisan, approximately near the vernal equinox, dedicated to the gods Marduk and his son Nabu. The festival was the most important in the Neo-Babylonian year, so important that when it could not happen for ten years because the king, who needed to be present, moved his court into the desert, the entire Babylonian cultic calendar was in disarray (van de Mieroop 2007: 280). The first days of the festival consists of ritual preparations, praying at Marduk’s temple, cleaning his and Marduk’s temple and blessing the temple. The king leaves the city on the fourth day to fetch the cult statue of Nabu from its home shrine. On the fifth there is a sacrifice and bonfire in the courtyard of Marduk’s temple at sunset. On the eighth, the cult statue of Marduk leaves the city accompanied by the king, through the Ishtar Gate to the bit akiti house outside the gates via a boat on the Euphrates. On the eleventh day of the festival, the gods returns, with the king to Babylon in a great procession and to their final destination in Nabu’s temple. Although the procession of the eleventh day involved more gods, likely the king’s exit on the eighth attracted a great deal of pomp as well. 

Black proposes that the akitu festival, as it was celebrated in 6th century Babylon, was an accumulation of a number of festivals, whose purposes included ensuring success in the spring harvest, a celebration of the city’s main god Marduk, marking time and the New Year, reception of the god Nabu, and affirmation of the king as the favorite of Marduk (Black 1981: 42-48). Politically, the celebration of the akitu festival, with its central role of the king, served to impress upon the citizens the legitimacy of the king (Bidmead 2002: 12). The statues of gods from surrounding cities travel to Babylon to attend the procession along with delegates from those cities. Besides impressing his own population, the akitu festival was an opportunity to display his power – and his status as the beloved of Marduk – to his neighbors and potential allies or enemies. It was in the king’s interest, therefore, to exalt the akitu festival; as chief builder of the city, he could shape the city to accomplish those ends. 

The akitu procession began at the bit akiti, located outside of the city. It is unsure where the bit akiti was located – some sources say only 200 meters outside of the city walls (Bidmead 2002: 115) – but others say in the steppe, which is confirmed by Marduk’s travel there by boat – the Euphrates would not have been needed. Yet the bit akiti does not seem to be a major part of the festival, from an urban construction standpoint. It was a minor temple and may have functioned more for a way to allow the procession to pass through the magnificent Ishtar Gate. This gate, built by Nebuchadnezzar on the north side of the city’s inner walls, was of monumental size and decoration. It was dedicated to the Assyrian goddess Ishtar, its doors were made of Lebanese cedar, and its walls were covered with glazed tiles depicting creatures of Marduk. These decoration continued on the walls of the road leading from the gate into the city, the Ay-ibur-shabu, the “street of Babylon” (Bidmead 2002: 114). This street led past the royal palace, restored or constructed by Nebuchadnezzar, past Nabu’s temple, past the tower, or ziggurat of Babylon, and past the Esagila complex that included the main temple to Marduk to the bridge on the Euphrates (Boiy 2004: 58). The street thus ran alongside the main monuments in Babylon, through the middle of the inner city for approximately half of its length, a little less than one kilometer. For the people of Babylon, this procession of deities and nobility “in all their finery” was the more important ceremony of the festival; “Food and drink were in abundant supply. People came from far and wide, lining the streets to catch a glimpse of the glorious statues of Marduk and the other gods” (Bidmead 2002: 5). The processional road itself was set off from the rest of the city. It was well-tended, broad and straight, distinguishing it from the confused, uneven, and narrow streets of the rest of the city (Contenau 1966: 31). It was also repeatedly elevated to further distinguish it. 

The other monumental structures connected to the festival were similarly impressive. The ziggurat was “visible from afar and towered over the city quarters” (Leick 2003: 107), serving as a focal point for the procession as it headed through the gate into the city. “The first feature of the Esagila… that would strike an observer approaching from the Ishtar Gate was the great forecourt,” an open space approximating 100 meters by 80 meters, allowing for a crowd of about 10,000 people to gather in the court (if allowing a little less than a square meter per person). With such a long processional route, starting outside of the city, entering through a monumental gate, and traveling on an elevated road through the heart of the city, the king would be surrounded by decorated walls and divine and royal regalia. A majority of those watching the procession (those not watching from roofs or the walls, for example) would have to look up towards the king. At the sacrifice at the Temple of Marduk, the king would again be aggrandized, as he stood before a massive crowd of thousands and was associated with the god. Also, the procession advanced through the most massive gate of the city, demonstrating the defensive strength of the city, and the royal palace complex, demonstrating the political strength of the king.

The Panathenaic Festival


The Persian invasion of 480 BC marked a distinct break with the past from Athens. The Persians sacked the city, destroying much of the monumental structures on the city’s citadel, the Acropolis. After the Persians were defeated in battle and the city resettled, a building campaign began that would last for the next half-century, until Sparta’s victory in the Peloponnesian Wars would halt Athens’ growth. Under Themistocles the city’s walls were built and extended to the sea and under Pericles the Acropolis was filled with monumental structures. Much of this construction was funded by the treasury of the Delian League, formed to protect the Aegean from the Persian Empire, which was filled by Athens’ allied or subject cities.


The Panathenaic Festival had existed in Athens since archaic times; Mikalson argues that the annual offering to Athena had its roots in sacrifices to Erechtheus, a heroic king of Athens and possibly a local form of a more ancient pre-Greek figure (Mikalson 1976: 145).
 Since historic times, however, the festival was celebrated in honor of Athena, for her birthday. The festival consisted of two principal parts – the procession and the sacrifice. The procession began outside the city, at the Pompeion. This building, situated at the Diplyon Gate, had a number of functions, but its main one was its connection to the great festival processions. It was the starting point for Athenians’ journey outside the city to Eleusis during the Great Eleusinia, and the starting point into the city for the Panathenaia (Hill 1953: 35). Until the Themistoclean walls were constructed in the 470s, the Pompeion likely lay outside of the city; one possible cause of its significance is its location near Sub-Mycenaean (1100-1050 BC) and Protogeometric (1050-900 BC) era graves. This site was used for burial until 520 BC, so the gravesites were known to classical Athenians.


The Panathenaic procession included delegates from all the districts of Attica, representatives of the government, choral groups, delegates of allied cities, and the sacrificial cattle. Greek colonies usually sent some offering to their mother city for religious festivals; under the Empire, Athens treated its allies as colonies, requiring a cow and a suit of armor from each. While not all would have sent one, if even some of Athens’ four hundred allies did, in addition to the cattle provided by Athens herself, the processional party would have included a large number of sacrificial animals, reminding all those watching the procession of the huge offering their city was making to Athena and of the meat to be distributed after the sacrifice (Parke 1977: 49). The central aspect of the procession was not any sacrificial animal or official – it was the peplos, the richly decorated dress presented to the cult statue of Athena, and its method of transportation, as the main sail on a wagon designed like a ship. The peplos, whose decoration traditionally involved Athena overcoming a giant, reminded the observer of their city’s heroic protector while the ship connected the festival to the sea, Athens’ source of power. The peplos may have originated as a simple dress to be presented to a life-sized statue, but by Periclean times it had grown to enormous proportions, allowing the decoration to be visible to onlookers.


The procession continued into Athens in a southeasterly direction. It passed the Kerameikos district and entered the Agora, the civic and commercial center of the city. The agora was the most open area of Athens, used for civic assemblies where a quorum of 6,000 was needed (Jones 1997: 65). The Panathenaic Way, the street on which the procession progressed, cut diagonally through the agora. As the procession passed through, the cavalry broke off and made a round of the agora, perhaps a competition, perhaps to allow more citizens a closer look at the horses that were the symbol of the upper classes’ wealth (Hill 1953: 69). The Panathenaic Way passed next to the Odeion, a concert hall built with a balcony and basement that had no functional connection to the musical purpose of the building. It is suggested that they were built simply to offer more places from which to see the Panathenaic procession (Hill 1953: 75).


The procession continued on the Panathenaic Way out of the agora towards the Acropolis. It passed the Eleusinion just southwest of the agora. This temple was dedicated to the cult of Demeter and Kore, who were celebrated at the Great Eleusinia. The procession continued up the outer slopes of the Acropolis past the Pythion, a shrine to Apollo, until the grade became too great for the peplos ship-wagon to continue. It was moored, the peplos was removed, and the procession continued towards the Acropolis. It entered by way of the Propylaia, a monumental gate on the western end of the Acropolis. Passing through the Propylaia, the first sight to confront the members of the procession was the great bronze statue of Athena. This was not the cult statue of Athena to which the peplos would be presented. The procession continued to the south of the statue up the central avenue on the Acropolis, traveling with the Parthenon on the procession’s right and the Erechtheion on its left. Before the Persian invasion, the procession ended with the presentation of the peplos and sacrifice at the Temple of Athena Polias, “Athena of the city,” in the middle of the Acropolis. This temple was razed by the Persians and rebuilt as the Erechtheion. This temple was unique in its design, it had three distinct porches on an asymmetrical foundation, and in its meaning, it accommodated Athena, Poseidon, Zeus, and Erechtheus. In the Panathenaic festival, it was the Erechtheion’s connection to Athena, to the ancient temple of Athena that defended the city, that was celebrated. A small sacrifice was carried out before the Erechtheion and high ranking officials ate the meat from this offering. Most of the cattle and sheep were sacrifice at the great altar of Athena at the Parthenon, the larger, more dominant temple on the Acropolis; meat from this sacrifice was distributed to the general public (Mikalson 1976: 151). The Erechtheion possessed a strong connection to the Panathenaic procession. Its north porch, sitting on the edge of the Acropolis, was visible from the Panathenaic Way and constitutes the most distinct landmark on the summit when viewed from the norther parts of the city (the district from which the procession advanced). It reminded the procession all along the way of its destination. In rebuilding the Temple to Athena Polias, what would become the Erechtheion, the city builders moved the temple northwards by approximately 30 meters (Hurwit 2005: 11). This made the task of building the temple far more difficult – one reason for the Erechtheion’s unorthodox design is the steep grade of the ground on which it is built. Moving it did have great benefits. The open space in the middle of the Acropolis was increased fivefold (Gerding 2006: 391). With the greater open area, more citizens could be accommodated on the Acropolis and could watch the sacrifice. Gerding postulates that the presentation of the peplos was carried out in a private ceremony until the expanded space allowed for an elaborate celebration that everyone could watch, allowing for the festival to culminate in two parts, the sacrifices and the presentation of the peplos, “equally visible to the participants and combined into a coherent ritual” (Gerding 2006: 400). Following the sacrifices, the animals were cooked. Here, the festival connected to the processional way once more. Runners assembled at the Diplyon Gate. They were given lit torches and raced along the Panathenaic Way. The first one to reach the Acropolis with his torch still lit had the honor of igniting the sacred fire that would cook the sacrifice. The communal feast, “a common ritual for defining and reaffirming the full extent of the human and cosmic community” (Bell 1997: 123), took place in part on the Acropolis and for the lower classes and slaves, in the Keramikos district. 


The domestic architecture of Athens forced those who would watch the festival into certain public areas. “With its narrow streets and low houses Athens will not have been built so as to enable people to see the procession well in the town itself” (Parke 1977: 49). Citizens were forced to assemble along the Panathenaic Way and especially in the agora, Keramikos, and on the Acropolis, which was rebuilt to hold enlarged crowds. Along the way, the procession interacted with other symbolic structures. It began near ancient graves and outside of the city gates. It proceeded through the civic center of town, past temples of Demeter and Kore, who are represented on the Parthenon as present on Athena’s birthday, Apollo, and ended at a temple sacred also to Poseidon, Zeus, and ancient kings. In this way, the gods, as well as the citizens, came out to honor Athena on her birthday. Athenian leaders, mindful of their allies’ presence at the festival, menaged to impress upon visitors the preeminence of Athena and their level of worship of her, epitomized in the massive statue of her that confronted the procession as it entered the Acropolis. All the while the procession advanced with its destination, the Erechtheion, in sight.

Analysis – The Use of Urban Space in Festivals


In both the Periclean Panathenaic festival and in the Neo-Babylonian akitu festival, the religious activities and urban configuration were remarkably interconnected. In Babylon, the procession advanced through a monumental gate, along a raised and monumental street, past the king’s palace, the largest building in Babylon, and the main sacrifice took place in the massive courtyard of the main god’s temple. Nebuchadnezzar’s construction projects deliberately created an environment for the festival as opulent as possible, which imprinted upon the observers the magnificence of the king and Marduk.


In Athens, the Panathenaic festival also shaped the city. The Acropolis was rebuilt with the intention of accommodating larger crowds. The Odeion was built with parts designed for watching the festival. The procession advanced through the city, bringing the worship of Athena straight through the civic center of Athens, past shrines to other gods, and to the most ancient section of the city. In remaking the Acropolis to suit the Panathenaia, the city leaders were fortunate – the Acropolis had little functional value. The city was adequately protected by its outer walls and the Long Walls that connected it to the port. Its administrative, business, and law centers were elsewhere (indeed, no trading could have been done on the Acropolis as no trader would carry his goods up the steep slope). The leaders of Athens therefore had historically and religiously significant space to use as they wished. That they chose to leave a large portion open so that the citizenry could more fully interact in their greatest festival shows the importance the gathered experience a festival can have in building ties between classes and social groups. Nebuchadnezzar may not have had the same free space as the Athenians did, but his construction projects accomplished the same goal of remaking the city to accomodat the festival.

The Panathenaic festival did not have, in Periclean times, a direct connection to one specific man, since Athens was run as a democracy rather than a monarchy. Yet in the procession’s interaction with the agora and the inclusion in the procession of high-ranking officials and delegates from allies, the city’s government was connected to the worship of the god just as the neo-Babylonian king took part in the festival and it passed by the royal palace. In both the Babylonian akitu festival and the Panathenaic procession, therefore, the festivals helped shape the cities and, with that accomplished, were able to help mold the peoples of the city.
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� The festival was expanded in 566 at the initiative of the tyrant Peisistratus; every four years the festival would include musical and athletic contests, following the trend for such games at Olympia, Delphi and NemeaI will not address the quadrennial Great Panathenaic Festival, but will focus on the annual Panathenaic procession and sacrifice.





