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The tradition of the Great Rebellion against Naram-Sin is known through royal
inscriptions and various literary works. This event holds significance for two
main reasons: first, Naram-Sin's elevation to divine status following the
suppression of a widespread revolt; second, the profound impact it had on the
historical memory of Mesopotamian people, particularly influencing later
literary works. According to Naram-Sin's own inscriptions, the rebellion was
so severe that it seemed as though all the lands under his command had risen
against the king of Akkad. The rebellion was ultimately quelled through the
intervention of the goddess Ishtar-Anunitum, after which Naram-Sin, with the
prayers of the Akkadian people and divine approval, was elevated to godhood.
This article offers a comprehensive analysis of the Great Rebellion against
Naram-Sin, examining the narrative of the Great Revolt inscription alongside
related literary works. The historicity of the rebellion, its geographical scope,
and the purposes behind the composition of these texts will be discussed.
Finally, the research will explore whether the key events of the Great Rebellion
are historically grounded, and how later literary texts employed this theme for
propaganda, to interpret contemporary events, or simply as works of fiction.
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1. Introduction

The Great Revolt against the fourth ruler of the Akkadian dynasty (ca. 2261-2206 BCE) is presented
in the royal inscriptions as an almost universal uprising: “the four quarters of the world rebelled at the
same time.” In a single year the king of Akkad fought nine battles, eradicated every opposing enemy
with the decisive help of Ishtar-Anunitum, crushed the rebel cities, conquered Magan across the Lower
Sea, and was immediately granted an honour with no precedent in earlier Mesopotamian tradition—to
be deified as a living god. The citizens of Akkade, with consent, erected a temple for him and
acclaimed him “god of Akkade.” The crisis therefore marks both the ideological high point of the
world’s first territorial empire and the historical origin of divine kingship in Mesopotamia.

Within a few centuries the revolt had become one of the most intensively reworked episodes in ancient
Near Eastern literature. Old Babylonian scribes produced a varied cycle of compositions—some in
pseudo-royal style, others openly epic or tragic—while a later Hittite version relocated the entire
narrative onto Anatolian geography. The present study offers a complete synthesis of the whole
tradition, from the original Old Akkadian inscriptions and their copies to its vast and diverse literary
future.

2. Discussion

The royal version survives primarily in Old Babylonian copies of a lost monumental inscription. It
describes two subsequent coalitions—a northern alliance headed by Iphur-Kish of Kish and a southern
one led by Amar-girid of Uruk—that together included every major centre in Sumer and northern
Babylonia. Naram-Sin defeats both of them through divine intervention, destroys Kish and Uruk, and
even sets sails to Magan. An Old Akkadian school tablet from Eshnunna confirms the same rebel
leaders. Contemporary Old Akkadian inscriptions repeatedly boast of “victory in nine battles in a
single year” and explicitly relate the revolt’s suppression to the award of divine status. A real
widespread rebellion confined to the Mesopotamian center almost certainly occurred and directly
triggered the unprecedented grant of living divine status.

Later literary texts diverge sharply from this victorious narrative. Although the Pseudo-inscriptional
text from Mari and the Geneva version remain closest to the royal version, they introduce a striking
ideological reversal: the king’s grandfather is portrayed as the kind liberator of Kish, casting the later
rebellion as base ingratitude; Iphur-Kish is elected by an assembly of elders—a purposeful Amorite-
period anachronism that questions divine autocracy. The Hittite Version replaces Mesopotamian cities
with Anatolian ones, converting the story into a local heroic archetype.

More dramatic compositions mix the revolt with motifs of barbarian invasion: the enemy appears as
semi-demonic hordes “without flesh or blood” or as commanders leading cosmic armies. The king is
driven to the edge of annihilation and despair before divine intervention, shifting the focus from
celebration to tragic contemplation on the limits of royal power. Throughout most Old Babylonian
versions, Naram-Sin’s image darkens while his grandfather Sargon is idealized—In contrast to the
original Akkadian propaganda. Each retelling serves specific contemporary purposes: legitimizing
invasions against northern rivals, defending electoral monarchy, creating prestigious precedents for
suppressing revolts, or offering heroic models to foreign rulers.

3. Conclusion

A major historical rebellion did take place almost for sure, and its successful suppression enabled the
first living deification of a ruler in Mesopotamian recorded history. However, almost soon after, this
event ceased to be only a historical incident and became a malleable cultural myth that later
generations reformed for propaganda, political criticism, morality, and entertainment. Old Babylonian
scribes did not merely preserve an old victory; they transformed it into a mirror reflecting their own
concerns about power, legitimacy, and the boundary between the human and the divine. The Great
Revolt certainly stands as an obvious illustration of the living, creative nature of Mesopotamian
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historical memory—a resource that was continuously revised to make sense of new realities of later
periods long after the empire itself had collapsed.
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