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Chapter 3
Ghost in the Shell:
Virtual Reality and the Netherworld in the Katumuwa Stele

Timothy Hogue
University of Tsukuba

Abstract:

Since its discovery in 2008 at Zincirli, the Katumuwa Stele has mostly been studied as a
mortuary artifact. This 8™ century stele includes a portrait and inscription of its commissioner,
the Sam’alian elite Katumuwa. The inscription has attracted special attention because of its
use of the contentious Sam’alian term nbs, which is often translated “soul.” It is clear from
the inscription, however, that nbs refers to an embodied entity, and so it has sometimes been
interpreted as a material component of the stele. In this study, I argue that the nbs was a
graphical and textual mediation of an individual’s agency. I develop this argument by
analyzing the artifact in light of the ancient, emic ontology that informed its use. In ancient
West Asia, monuments like the Katumuwa Stele were virtual reality technologies. They
manifested important individuals, who were then seen to participate in various rituals. These
monuments subsequently became useful in funerary rites after their commissioners’ deaths.
However, this functionality in mortuary ritual was a consequence of the artifact’s primary
utility in reembodying their commissioners. They were virtual technologies first, and
funerary artifacts second. From an ancient perspective, these artifacts and the people they
represented were not separate entities. Rather, the artifact was seen as a component of the
person. As a result, when the person the artifact represented died, the artifact was treated as
though it were human remains. This is because ancient West Asians did not recognize a
boundary between organisms and technology. Particular individuals — especially elites like
Katumuwa — could extend themselves using technology. In so doing, that person incorporated
the technology into themselves, and became a cyborg: an “artifact-organism system.”
Accordingly, I translate the Sam’alian term nbs “avatar,” arguing that it was essentially a
graphic and textual representation of an individual that served as a virtual extension of their
agency whether or not they were bodily present or even still living. Much like modern avatars,
this ancient virtual technology allowed an individual otherwise present in the netherworld to
continue virtually participating in social practices where they had lived.

Keywords:
Katumuwa Stele, avatar, virtual reality, Zincirli, funerary ritual
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1. Introduction: Ancient Image Ontologies and the Katumuwa Stele

In 2008, excavators at Zincirli Hoylik (ancient Sam’al) uncovered a room most often
interpreted as a mortuary space complete with an inscribed monument iz situ. Now known as
the Katumuwa Stele, this monument included a portrait and inscription of a non-royal
Sam’alian elite. The aspect of this artifact that has drawn the most attention is its curious use
of the Sam’alian term nbs — a cognate of Hebrew nefesh but in this context almost certainly
also a calque of Luwian atri-. Previous analyses of the stele have proposed that the nbs is
either some internal aspect of its commissioner — that is, Katumuwa’s essence or soul — or
simply a reference to his portrait. As a result, the artifact has been repeatedly analyzed with
refence to ancient conceptions of the afterlife. Thus, with the discovery of this artifact,
debates over the nature of the soul and afterlife moved from philosophical circles to
philological ones. Whereas previous studies have highlighted the stele’s value for
understanding mortuary practice, in this study I highlight that the Katumuwa Stele was
fundamentally a virtual reality technology — a means of mediating Katumuwa’s participation
in ritual while bodily absent. I thus translate nbs as ‘avatar,” borrowing the modern
designation for an agential material representation of a person in virtual contexts.

The value of such an approach will become apparent if we first draw attention to the
aspect of the Katumuwa Stele that has received the least attention in previous scholarship. It
was not originally a mortuary stele at all. At the beginning of the stele’s inscription,
Katumuwa states explicitly that he created the stele bayy “while living.” He also states that
he was the one to perform the inaugural sacrifice to nbsy zy bnsb zn “my avatar that is in this
stele” (line 5). In other words, the nbs was already present in the stele and receiving sacrifices
from Katumuwa himself while he was still alive. The term simply cannot refer to some aspect
of Katumuwa that entered the stele upon his death. This is not to say that the Katumuwa Stele
did not become a mortuary artifact after Katumuwa died, but to understand its function as a
mortuary artifact we first need to address how it functioned when he was still alive. That
function must be analyzed in light of Sam’alian image ontologies.

The title of this study is an admittedly playful reference to a paper by David Hawkins
entitled “The Soul in the Stele?”! Drawing upon comparative evidence from Hieroglyphic
Luwian inscriptions, Hawkins suggests that nbs is a calque of the Luwian term atri-, which
he understands as a designation for monumental images. He denies the possibility of any
immaterial referent for the term in its Sam’alian usage. Hawkins proposal has since been
repeatedly scrutinized. Not only do other Anatolianists point out that a#ri- more often has a
human referent than a graphic one,? but Semiticists have repeatedly drawn attention to
cognates of nbs used to refer to humans in addition to monuments.> The most recent critique
was levied by Virginia Herrmann, who argued that the Katumuwa Stele must be considered
in light of what she calls “ancient Near Eastern image ontologies” — that is, ancient
conceptions of such artifacts and their capabilities.* That is what I propose to do in this paper.

I am not sure whether Hawkins intended it, but his title is reminiscent of Arthur
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Koestler’s book The Ghost in the Machine, which is most notable for its critique of Cartesian
mind-body dualism.> This critique was more popularly explored by Shirou Masamune’s
manga Ghost in the Shell — the English title for Koukaku Kidou Tai, which was later adapted
into an anime film by Oshii Mamoru. These works draw attention to the increasingly fuzzy
boundaries between human and machine, subject and object, and mind and body. This same
breakdown of boundaries has become a key area of inquiry in the so-called ‘material turn’ in
various anthropological disciplines.® In this study, I suggest that the questions faced by
scholars like Hawkins and Herrmann and artists like Shirou and Oshii are in fact more similar
than they might appear. The Katumuwa Stele was a technological mediator of Katumuwa’s
ritual presence and agency. Its function assumes no boundary between organism and
technology.

The mediation of self provided by the Katumuwa Stele was broadly consistent with
ancient West Asian ontologies. Zainab Bahrani describes the ancient West Asian conception
of individuals as “an assemblage of parts, a bodyscape that was not confined to the limits of
the organic body.”’ This assemblage included the organic body but also inorganic
components like the name, the shadow, possessions, and artistic representations. This notion
of the bodyscape is consistent with a proposal by Russel Belk concerning humans’
relationships to technology. He argued that individuals conceive of their selves not as inner
essences but rather as being composed of “[the] body, internal processes, ideas, and
experiences, and those persons, places, and things to which one feels attached.”® This
proposal has the natural consequence that one individual may possess multiple selves that
emerge differently in different contexts.” Belk argues that digital avatars in particular allow
individuals to distribute and multiply their selves, because multiple avatars may be created
in various spaces with varying degrees of correspondence to the user.!” In short, human
selves are assemblages of organic bodies and inorganic extensions, what Andy Clark calls
cyborgs in the term’s original sense of “artifact-organism system.”'! As an ancient cyborg,
Katumuwa consisted of his physical body and a technological amplification: his stele and the
avatar it contained.

2. Recovering the Image Ontology of Ancient Sam’al

In order to analyze the ontology assumed by the Katumuwa Stele, I draw upon a
methodology recently proposed by Sarah Jackson. Jackson proposes reframing engagements
with ancient artistic productions by reconstructing the emic conceptualizations underlying
them. She suggests reconstructing ancient understandings of artifacts by exploring three key
questions. 1) How was the artifact in question perceived by its original audience? 2) What
capabilities was the artifact understood to have? And 3), how did the ancient audience relate
to the artifact?'?
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2-1. Graphical User Interface: Perceiving the nbs

How was the nbs perceived at ancient Sam’al? Our evidence suggests that the nbs was
only perceived as a component of a material artifact — the Katumuwa Stele — and through
physical interactions with that artifact in ritual practice. That artifact is a round-topped stele
discovered in a domestic context. Its iconography depicts Katumuwa in a banquet scene. He
holds a cup and sits before a table laden with bread and a deboned ram’s leg. The depicted
table and vessels may correspond to a table and implements discovered in the same room.'3
Instructions for using these implements were provided in the stele’s inscription, which reads
as follows:

O°pk . ktmw . ‘bd ".7 pnmw . "zy' . qnt . 1I'y" . nsb . b®hyy . wimt . wth . bsyd .
‘Imy . whggt . s®yd . zn . $wr . lhdd . qrpdl . wybl . Ing®r . swdn . wybl . 13ms .
wybl . 1hdd . krmn ® wybl . Ikbbw . wybl . InbSy . zy . bnsb . zn .

©Owt.mn.mn.bny. w.?mnbny §.wyhy.lh.®nsyd. znn. wiw ygh . mn
Ohyl . krm . znn . § . 19 ywmn . lywmn . wyh(Yrg . bnbsy 12 wyswy D1y . §q'*

M T am Katumuwa, servant of Panamuwa, who created this monument while @
living. I erected it in my eternal chamber, and I inaugurated ®’ this chamber with a
bull for Hadad Harpatalli, a ram for ¥ Nikkarawas of the Hunt, a ram for Shamash,
a ram for Hadad of the Vineyards, ® a ram for Kubaba, and a ram for my avatar

that is on this monument.

© Now, if any of my sons or ” any of the sons of another man acquires ® this
chamber, let him take from the @ produce of this vineyard 19 a yearly offering. Let
him perform the (" slaughter before my avatar and ? apportion ¥ me a leg-cut.”

The nbs is mentioned twice in this inscription. First, Katumuwa offers a ram to his nbs, much
as he has to various deities in the preceding lines. Second, Katumuwa prescribes a sacrificial
ritual to be carried out before his nbs in the future. Both references seem to assume that the
nbs is either a physical implement or participant in the rituals surrounding the monument,
and this has significant ramifications for our understanding of the concept at Sam’al.

There is no indication here that the nbs is disembodied or immaterial. Rather, as previous
scholarship has already indicated, the b5 is an embodied participant in the prescribed ritual.'?
It was embodied by the stele, perhaps more specifically by the image or inscription of
Katumuwa.'® I thus translate the term ‘avatar,” following Jamie Banks and Nicholas David
Bowman’s definition of avatars as “interactive, graphic, and social representations of
users.”!” Based on the inscription, Katumuwa’s nb§ was social insofar as it participated in

ritual, it was interactive, and it was an iconographic/epigraphic representation of Katumuwa.
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While the technology for producing modern avatars is undoubtedly different from the
stonemasonry required to produce Katumuwa’s nbs, they are nevertheless a helpful
comparative for reconsidering the Katumuwa Stele. After all, avatars are ultimately just
graphic representations. Admittedly, digital technologies permit highly dynamic and
instantaneous modification of the graphic properties of avatars that increase their perceived
interactivity. Objectively speaking, however, modern users of these technologies are still only
interacting with pixels on a screen and imagining those interactions to be social. They are no
less imaginative than the interactions between the Sam’alians and the Katumuwa Stele.

Understanding the nbs as having a material referent is consistent with cognates of the
term that refer to monuments, such as nps “funerary monument” in later Aramaic inscriptions
and nfs “tomb” in Old South Arabian.'® It is also consistent with the use of atri- in
Hieroglyphic Luwian to refer to images on monuments or the monument as a whole.!” This
practice even persisted into the Hellenistic period in Asia Minor, in which the Greek term
yuyn, was similarly used to refer to monuments.?’ What is important to emphasize here,
though, is that this is also consistent with the use of these terms to designate human referents.
These appear to have physical instantiations of people in mind. For example, the range of
meanings proposed for atri- includes “body,” and etymologically it can be derived from a
word for chest.?! Similarly, we may note the use of the Hebrew cognate nefesh to refer to
corpses in Lev 22:4 or its usage to refer to Adam’s living body in Gen 2:7. Etymologically,

the root NPS originally meant simply “throat.”??

Without an underlying cultural assumption
of mind/body dualism or some other notion of a disembodied self, we can generally assume
that these terms have embodied referents.

What the application of these terms to both organisms and artifacts does imply, though,
is that ancient conceptions of human persons included the organism and its representations.
Many examples could be used to substantiate this, but I will focus on two from the immediate
cultural context of the Katumuwa Stele. In §13 of KARKAMIS A6, the ruler Yariris relates
that CUM-ni-pa-wa/i-tu-ta-" |d-pa-sa |FRATER-la-zi-i |i-zi-i-ha “with him” — that is, the
young king Kamanis — “I made his brothers.” While neither atri- nor any other word for a
monumental image is used here, this text is notable in that Yariris uses a verb often used in
reference to monument erection (izziya-) with the object “brothers.”?* The neighboring
inscription KARKAMIS A7 makes explicit that this refers to the accompanying relief images
of Kamanis’ brothers. But Yariris does not distinguish these images from their referents in
any way. Instead, he describes his creation of the images as his creation of those persons.
This may shed light on a usage of nbs at Sam’al that has mostly been ignored in previous
scholarship. Line 7 of the second Bar-Rakib Palace Inscription refers to nbst.hm “their nbst
(pl. of nbs).” The textual context implies that the nbst belong to Bar-Rakib’s sons, while the
archaeological context might allow us to identify these nbst as the relief images of elite
figures in Bar-Rakib’s palace. This ambiguity is possible because these cultures did not
recognize a boundary between a person and their image. This can be borne out further as we

51



Timothy Hogue
Ghost in the Shell:
Virtual Reality and the Netherworld in the Katumuwa Stele

consider the capabilities of Katumuwa’s avatar.

2-2. Technical Specifications: The Capabilities of the nbs

What capabilities did the nbs have? Most importantly, the nbs could eat and drink — a
capability that is implied by the Katumuwa Stele but made explicit in other Sam’alian
inscriptions. In the statue inscription of King Panamuwa I (ca. 745 b.c.e.) the nbs is said to
eat and drink with the god Hadad.?* The same capability is described in lines 17-18 of the
mortuary statue of Katumuwa’s master, Panamuwa II (ca. 733/732 BCE). Similarly, atri-
images were often the recipients of offerings, implying that they could eat and drink as well.?
This capability precludes an understanding of these concepts as disembodied.

More importantly, these acts of eating and drinking constituted a ritual performance on
the part of the nbs. The ritual assumed here was a feast to be held in proximity to the
monument. The nbs and similar concepts like the atri- were thus understood to have personal
agency in ritual practices like feasting. This is again consistent with my translation of the
term as avatar, which is also defined as “a body that extends agency” into a virtual space.?®
The nbs facilitated more than just the continued presence of Katumuwa in ritual following
his death. The nbs mediated Katumuwa’s participation in those rituals, allowing him to play
an active, agentive role even when he was bodily absent.

In addition to eating and drinking, the nbs may have also been capable of speech. At the
very least, the stele itself and others like it were understood to be capable of speech. Sanders
argues that such monuments “make demands for themselves.”?’ This is most strongly
indicated by the use of the first-person throughout the inscription on the Katumuwa Stele.
Using first-person pronouns, verbal conjugations, and other deictic references gave the
inscription the appearance of an oral performance, which would have generated the
experience of speech among the stele’s users.?® This is a common feature of Northwest
Semitic inscriptions of this time period, but it is even more pronounced in Hieroglyphic
Luwian inscriptions. Luwian inscriptions of this type include the quotative particle -wa in
every clause, indicating that the entire inscription was to be understood as quoted direct
speech.?’ Thus, the avatar’s agency was realized not only in participating in ritual feasting
but also by speaking.

2-3. Human-Cyborg Relations: Ancient Attitudes Towards the nbs

Finally, how did the ancient Sam’alians relate to the nbs? A heuristic model proposed
by Banks and Bowman may help to answer this question. They have observed four different
attitudes that characterize relationships between modern users and their virtual avatars:
avatar-as-object, avatar-as-me, avatar-as-symbiote, and avatar-as-other.>* First, some users
relate to their avatars as though they are simply objects or tools. The inscription on the
Katumuwa Stele precludes such an understanding on the part of Katumuwa, who clearly
conceives of his avatar as possessing ritual agency. He prescribes the same treatment to other
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users of the stele, though it may be in the realm of possibility that some related to it as an
object.

The relationship avatar-as-object is generally forbidden by ancient monumental
inscriptions, but there is evidence to suggest that this attitude was sometimes played out in
antiquity. At neighboring Carchemish, for example, at least one of the ruler Katuwas’
monuments was reused as a paving stone later in the city’s history. The excavators proposed
that this reuse occurred in the 8™ century, while Katuwas’ other 10" century monuments were
still standing and being engaged in rituals at the site.’! Clearly, it was possible for some
monuments to be conceived of as mere objects while others were treated as something more.
Though there is no direct evidence for this attitude towards the Katumuwa Stele, Hawkins’
proposal that the nbs was only a portrait may have held true for some Sam’alians.

Second, some users relate to their avatars as though they are extensions of themselves.
This attitude seems to characterize the referents of the nbs at Sam’al. The monuments to
Panamuwa [ and Panamuwa II mentioned above make no distinction between either
Panamuwa and their respective avatars. The avatar is simply engaged as though it were the
person represented. No distinction is made between image and person. While this seems to
be the predominant attitude towards images of people in ancient West Asia, some aspects of
the Katumuwa Stele preclude assuming this attitude uncritically.

Third, some users relate to their avatars as symbiotes. This relationship involves users
“seeing themselves in avatars but also seeing elements of a unique and authentic social other”
that is nonetheless “anchored in the self.” As a result, “the avatar manifests as an

entanglement of self and other.?

Zainab Bahrani argues for a similar relationship between
images and their human referents in Mesopotamia. For example, the Akkadian term sa/mu
(usually translated “image”) could refer to relief portraits, statues, stelae, and even human
actors used as ritual substitutes for kings. In some sense these referents were considered co-
extensive with the king, but they also possessed their own agency. As Bahrani argues, the
salmu was understood as “a being in its own right.”33 The same appears to be the case for
Katumuwa.

The symbiotic relationship between Katumuwa and his avatar is most clearly
demonstrated by his depicted interactions with it. Katumuwa explicitly claims to have
performed a series of sacrifices which inaugurated his “eternal chamber” as a ritual space.
These include the offering of a ram to his nbs. In other words, the first person to provide a
sacrifice to Katumuwa’s nb§ was Katumuwa himself while he was alive.3* Though the nbs
can be engaged in Katumuwa’s place after his death, he was nevertheless capable of
interacting with it himself as though it were a social other. He and his nb§ may have even
shared a meal together, as implied by the sacrificial ritual. However, this did not mean that
Katumuwa’s avatar was wholly other or separate from him. Rather, the avatar was some
aspect of Katumuwa that was embodied by a means other than Katumuwa’s organic body. As
such, while Katumuwa could perform sacrifices for his own nbs and his nbs could persist
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even following the death of his organic body, the nbs nevertheless was understood to be
Katumuwa himself. The nbs in this inscription — the self embodied by the stele — was simply
one part of the larger assemblage that made up Katumuwa the person. It was a component of
Katumuwa’s bodyscape.

We should consider one final relationship between user and avatar. Some users relate to
their avatars as genuinely social others; this attitude predominates for users relating to avatars
that refer to other people entirely. This is clearly the relationship prescribed by the Katumuwa
Stele’s inscription for users other than himself. Other people were expected to relate to
Katumuwa’s avatar as though it were a person and more specifically a participant in rituals
performed before the stele.

3. Discussion: Avatars, Virtual Reality, and the Netherworld

I want to conclude by considering some of the ramifications of approaching the
Katumuwa Stele in this way. First, without clear evidence for a concept of a disembodied self,
we should abandon the search for immaterial referents for the term nbs. The current evidence
precludes understanding this as anything other than embodied — whether that embodiment
was artifactual or organismic. Previous studies have suggested translations for this term
including soul, self, personhood, and essence. While they provide caveats that these concepts
were embodied in this ancient context, these terms nevertheless imply disembodiment.
‘Avatar’ avoids this by referring to a graphic representation that possesses some degree of
sociality.

However, this approach also requires that we recognize that when terms like nbs are
applied to artifacts, the ancients understood these artifacts as embodying people. To restate
this in terms perhaps more familiar in anthropology and sociology, selves are performatively
brought forth by interactions with these artifacts. Lambros Malafouris calls this “the act of
embodying.”® When the act of embodying is accomplished by an artifact rather than an
organism, Belk labels it a “re-embodiment” to distinguish the result from the physical body.
Digital avatars, for example, re-embody their users by producing their presence via physical
representational means — usually pixels composing iconographic and textual representations
on a screen. In other words, avatars function as an alternative physical instantiation of the
self.3¢ Artifacts like the Katumuwa Stele accomplished the same thing in ancient West Asia.
They reembodied the ritual agency of their commissioners.

Second, it must be stated that the Katumuwa Stele is not only a mortuary artifact. Rather,
it is a technological means for mediating human agency — in other words, a virtual reality
technology. This has already been suggested for similar artifacts from ancient West Asia like
Mesopotamian salmu, which function in non-mortuary contexts whether or not their human
referents were alive.’” The same is true for the nbs at Sam’al. Apart from Katumuwa’s
engagement with his avatar during his lifetime, this is also apparent for the avatars of Bar-
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Rakib’s sons discussed above. Because Bar-Rakib was likely still living when this inscription

was erected, his sons almost certainly were as well.?®

The analysis I have proposed thus
precludes understanding the nbs only in reference to death, but it also explains why the nbs
could become so important in mortuary practice.

Virtual technologies have special utility in mortuary contexts. For example, digital
avatars of deceased individuals are now ritually engaged in the context of digital memorials.>
While the organic body of the deceased is of course inaccessible and no longer interactive,
users of social media websites like Facebook can nevertheless continue to socially interact
with the deceased in the form of their social media avatars. The fact that these avatars are
never updated — and that their creators are dead — makes no difference in these interactions.
Rather, it is precisely because these avatars had already reembodied their users in a virtual
space that they can continue to function as social agents even after their creators’ deaths.
Nevertheless, while we can observe mortuary practices in Facebook, we would never
conclude that such technologies are primarily mortuary in function. Rather, this mortuary
function is a consequence of their primary function: the virtual mediation of social interaction.

The same was true of the Katumuwa Stele. This artifact functioned primarily as a virtual
technology. It illustrates the very ancient human desire to transcend the physical body, to be
present and active virtually even in our bodily absence. It is true that this desire is closely
related to how we relate to our own mortality, but technologies like the nbs are nevertheless
virtual first and funerary second. At least in this case, it seems that the avatar preceded the
soul and virtual reality came before the Netherworld.
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