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The Sumerian version of the early history of their world was certainly quite different from the evolution that archaeologists have traced. As we have already seen, the gods dominated their world from the very earliest times. Naturally then their explanations and stories of the way of the world were concerned with the deeds of the gods. The emphasis remained unchanged throughout the 3000 years of ‘Mesopotamian’ history which followed the rise of Sumer. 

The archaeological evidence of the Predynastic periods reviewed above strongly suggests the early crystallization of the forms of Sumerian belief. The Enki temple at Eridu, for example, and the Alabaster Vase indicate that the identities at least of the later deities had emerged. Although it is not certain that the mythology of the earliest periods is accurately represented in the later documents there is at least no evidence of significant differences. It is also certain that many of the myths which have survived in Akkadian inscriptions, such as, in particular, the ‘Enúma Eliš’ and Nergal and Ereškigal are redactions of Sumerian originals. The assumption of continuity is convenient since most of the sources for these myths are late documents, none earlier than ca. 2500 BC.
 



The Cosmology

The Sumerians called the world an-ki, a compound meaning Heaven-Earth, but quite how they imagined it we cannot be sure. There has not come down to us a clear-cut description of the world as the Sumerians understood it so that we must make guesses on the basis of material drawn from allusions and asides in the extant literature. These clues are often to be found in the introductory material to inscriptions where the Sumerian poets might set the cosmological scene.
 

The first line of the ‘Disputation between Cattle and Grain’ has the phrase 

On the mountain of Heaven and Earth 
which rather suggests the image of a heavenly vault above the face of the earth.
 Since Tin was called the ‘metal of heaven’ it is suggested that the vault was made of that substance
 but the heavens were often likened to lapis lazuli.
 There is also mention of the du-ku(g), the ‘holy mound’ in the ubšuukkinna.
 This holy mound is said to be ‘on the mountain of heaven and earth’, but it may be a version of that very mountain, and later a representation of it. In that latter role there are shrines in Girsu, Nippur, and Eridu called after it.

Between heaven and earth was the air, lil, of which Enlil was the lord, i.e. its en. In the myths we find that Enlil was always accounted the father of Nanna (also known as Sin), the moon god, which subordination suggests that the moon was thought to be a form of lil. Similarly, Utu of the sun and Inanna of the evening star were the offspring of Nanna and may indicate that the sun and that star were created from moon-stuff. The other planets and stars were described by the poets as ‘the big ones who walk about (the moon) like oxen’ and ‘the little ones who are scattered about (the moon) like grain’. Their substance we take to be similar to that proposed for Venus.
 

Below the earth was the underworld, called kur or ‘mountain’. Its geography is quite unclear but there seems to be agreement that a river runs through it, though the only evidence for this is in the myth Enlil and Ninlil: The Birth of Nanna. The myth Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World claims that there is also a ‘lapis lazuli mountain’. According to information from two dirges on the Pushkin Museum tablet the sun at night travelled through the underworld, where it was, consequently, day. The moon too, we learn, spent its ‘day of rest’ at the end of each month in that region.
 

The version of the myth Nergal and Ereškigal based on a text found at Tell el-Amarna (old Akhetaton) shows that kur was surrounded by 14 walls with 14 gates.
 By contrast the myth as found in the tablets at Sultantepe
 numbers the walls at 7, in line with other traditions.
 That version goes on to say that access to and from the underworld was by staircases. The standard opening between the world above and the world below was the ablal, but in the epic tale Gilgameš, Enkidu, and the Nether World it is clear that there were other portals. In Uruk was an opening, the ganzir, through which wooden objects could pass, and also a gate by which a person might descend to the other place. Probably other cities would claim to possess similar sites.  The existence led by the gidim, the ghosts of the dead, was not happy. For them Kur was dark and dry, they squeaked like bats, and there was dust in their mouths. If they were not propitiated they could wander abroad to disturb the living. Generally speaking the Sumerians recognised death as being irreversible; the underworld was known as kur-nu-gi-a, the ‘land of no return.’
In a myth concerning Ninurta waters arise from the kur and require to be dammed behind the mountain hursag to prevent their overwhelming Sumer. They were then used to refill the Tigris and Euphrates. It seems from these that the kur was above a sea of primeval waters, possibly that known as the abzu/apsu but more likely those known as nammu. If there is a real distinction behind the different terms, the waters of the absu are fresh waters and are the source of springs and rivers. The nammu waters are salt and exist on a level below the apsu. These waters may in fact have completely surrounded the anki. The name of the goddess Nammu is written with the same sign as the name engur, which is a synonym for the apsu.



The Cosmogony

The problem with the Sumerian cosmogony is just the same as with their cosmology: the lack of any concise statement of the facts. Recognising this Kramer has assembled the relevant extracts and drawn some conclusions from them. 

A tablet describes the goddess Nammu as: 

the mother, who gave birth to heaven and earth 
and since her name is written with the sign for the apsu, it therefore seems that the anki was created by or from the primeval waters in much the same way that land even today emerges from the water. The origin of the apsu is not explained so we must accept that the Sumerians felt no need to trace the chain of events further back than to an answer to the question ‘where did the anki come from?’
 

At this stage An, the sky god, was not distinguished from An, the sky itself, and so we find in the lines introducing ‘The Dispute Between Cattle and Grain’: 

On the mountain of heaven and earth
An begot the Annunaki 
which was the collective title of the fifty great gods of Sumer. We are not sure which gods were included in that group but it is quite certain that Enlil (and, one might have thought, An too) would have been a member. It is probable that these gods were born of Ki (Ninhursag) but this is never mentioned. 

The introduction to the myth Enlil and the Creation of the Pickaxe tells that: 

The lord, in order to bring forth what was useful,
the lord whose decisions are unalterable,
Enlil, who brings up the seed of the ‘land’ from earth,
Planned to move away heaven from earth,
Planned to move away earth from heaven 
This he apparently accomplished with the immediate consequence alluded to in this introductory passage of the epic Gilgameš, Enkidu, and the Nether World: 
After heaven had been moved away from earth,
After earth had been separated from heaven,
After the name of man had been fixed,
After An carried off the heaven,
After Enlil carried off the earth... 
So Enlil is supposed to have carried off his mother the earth. There is a similar episode with the god Enki impregnating his daughters. The easy acceptance of incest in these stories indicates that the Sumerians recognised that the rules of their myths were somewhat different from the rules of simple storytelling. In this, of course, they resemble other peoples whose myths showed scant respect for their morality. 


The Deities
When written records begin the divinities of Sumer had largely reached their final states. Their relationships to the primitive chthonic and other deities were disguised as their elemental natures were clothed in a fully anthropomorphic form. This anthropomorphism may be considered a primitive method of dealing with the abstract natures of natural phenomena which were felt to be in some way animated. The mechanics of anthropomorphism, however, were not considered to be important enough to be dealt with in any systematic way
; the mortal Sumerians were content to imagine their gods leading lives very like their own. 

We know from various sources hundreds of names of Sumerian deities. Lists of names of gods were prepared in the schools and we also find many as elements of proper names. It is likely that gods continued to be created by their worshippers as epithets for various aspects of particular divinities became substantiated, as the society of the gods was expanded to mimic human society, and as philosophers and mythographers filled in gaps where they perceived them. 
The gods are often described as being clothed in melam/melammu, a sort of divine glamour that can also be detected about demons, monsters, heroes, kings, or structures. The effect of this glamour is ni/puluhtu – awe, terror, making one’s flesh creep.
 In visual representations the gods are typically distinguished by the fact that they wear a peculiar crown made up of pairs of bull horns – thus called the ‘horned crown’. Many of the gods are also identifiable by particular attributes. Many also could be represented by symbols (as St John can be represented by an eagle, for example,) though many of the symbols of which we are aware seem to belong to later periods. In the lists which follow symbols and attributes are given only where those are known or plausible for the appropriate period.

The Great Gods
The gods were not all of equal importance. There were groupings which were accepted by the Sumerians and presumably their membership was defined though no definitions have been found. The most obscure of these groups was the igigi. They are rarely mentioned. Another was the ‘Fifty Great Gods’ which may or may not be identical to the anunnaki, the children of An. Most important of all were the ‘Seven Who Decree the Fates’, possibly a subset of one of the other groups.
 They led the discussions in the ubšuukina amongst the assembled gods.
 Although they are not certainly identified Kramer suggests that the seven were An, Enlil, Enki, Ninhursag, Nanna, Utu, and Inanna, in about that order of importance. The Igigi lived on the duku(g), the ‘holy mound’ in the ubšuukinna.
 Their natures and those of the other important deities of Sumer are outlined here. 
An

‘Heaven’ was the male principle in the Creation and the original chief of the gods. His original spouse was probably Ki and their offspring included Enlil who became the de facto head of the pantheon. 
Ninhursag

The ‘Lady of the Mountains’, also known as Ki, Ninmah (‘Great Lady’), Nintu (‘Lady of Birth’), Aruru (‘Germ-loosener’), and by many other names
, is the major remnant of the Mother Goddess of Neolithic religion. The likely female principle in the Creation, and mother of all the gods, she is involved in the creation of Man. In the historical period she was of lesser importance as her functions came to be transferred to other gods. Her transformation into Olympian form is traced above. Her cult centre was at Adab in the Emah. As Nintu (probably) she is associated with the  sign, representing an uterus.

Enlil

‘Lord of the Wind’, became the most important god in the pantheon. He was a storm god and possibly an aspect or consort of the Neolithic divinity of the mountain. Although his destructive aspect as the executor of divine judgement features strongly in the preserved texts, he was a generally beneficent deity. His mate was Ninlil (identical to Sud, a grain goddess) who bore him Ennugi, Inanna, Iškur, Nanna, Nergal, Ninurta, Ningirsu, Pabilsag, Utu, Uraš, Zababa, and Nusku, who was his vizier. His cult centre was at Nippur, and his temple the Ekur (e-kur, ‘House of the Mountain’.) It included the e-ki-ur, the temple of Ninlil.
Nanna

Also called Su’en
, Nanna-Su’en, Nannar, Ašimbabbar. The god of the Moon, son of Enlil. In earlier times he was perhaps more directly connected with An and a prehistoric Bull god whose horns he resembles. When in the underworld he was said to ‘decree the fates’ of the dead.
 The connection with the underworld was probably a result of the Sumerian cosmology rather than indicating a derivation from a primitive chthonic deity. His wife was accepted to be Ningal, though, during the Ur III period at least, a marriage to Gula, goddess of childbirth, was celebrated.
 He travelled the skies in a boat
, a method possibly suggested by his shape. His symbol was the (recumbent) crescent moon. His principal cult centre was at Ur at the Ekišnugal. 
Utu

The god of the sun, son of Nanna. He was apparently of small importance in the early culture as merely the child of the moon, but later his rôle increased. By cosmological argument a frequent visitor to the underworld, he justified his presence by becoming involved in some sort of judgement of the dead. The judicial function is common amongst solar deities, probably because they are supposed to see all and enlighten all. The requirements of the increasingly complex Sumerian society were probably at the root of this developing function.
 In some cylinder seal impressions of the Akkadian period a god with emanating rays is seen emerging from a mountain brandishing the saw he may have used to effect an exit. Because of the rays and appealing to the idea that the sun would appear to rise up into the world through the mountains this god is almost always identified with Utu. No legend has survived to corroborate this identification but we may take the saw and the rays as his symbols. He is said to travel by chariot or on foot.
 His shrine was the Ebabbar (‘House of the Rising Sun’) in Larsa and Sippar.

Inanna

‘Queen of Heaven’
 (possibly from ‘nin-ana’), the goddess of Love, Fertility and Procreation, daughter of Nanna. Also known as Innin. Her evolution can be traced from an aspect of the Neolithic Mother Goddess. Thus we find her involved in ritual marriage and in visiting the Underworld for peculiar reasons. For the same reason she becomes, rather incongruously perhaps, the goddess of War.
 Her spouse was commonly Dumuzi, formerly a king of Uruk, but at Ur he may more consistently have been identified as An, formerly Ki’s mate, thus justifying her title. She was also accounted a celestial figure, being identified with the morning and the evening stars.
 Ninšubur was her vizier. She was worshipped widely: in Uruk her temple was the E-Anna, ‘House of Heaven’. Her symbols are the star, the rosette, and the ring post or (equivalent) reed loops.
 As Ištar – the Akkadian goddess – her character was quite different.

Enki

‘Lord of the Earth’. Also known as Nudimmud (‘Image fashioner’) or Ninšiku. God of sweet water and wisdom, he was presumably a son of An, and is said to be a twin of Iškur. Archaeological evidence make it certain that his cult existed in very early times but it seems to have only insignificant connections with the most primitive strata of Sumerian belief. The name suggests some relationship to Ki herself, but this is not so. Where she seems to represent the passive nature of earth, Enki, as water, was active and male.
 It is possible that a sweet-water god became necessary when the powerful influence of irrigation and the two rivers became apparent. Sumerian civilisation was the product of the rivers and so it is appropriate that in mythological terms Enki is given the credit for that civilisation. Hawkes likens him to a culture-hero.
 His home was called the Abzu (S) or Apsu (A), the ‘abyss’, the name of the subterranean waters which he ruled. His principal cult centre was Eridu, and his temple there was the E-Abzu, ‘House of the Abyss’. He travelled in a magur-boat called the ‘Ibex of the Abzu’
 and the two-faced Ša or Isimud (Akkadian Usmu) was his vizier. He commanded the enkum and the ninkum, who are male and female, and the fifty lahama of the engur.
 His wife was Damgalnuna (Great Wife of the Prince) (Damkina), possibly an early mother goddess. Though her cult centre was at Malgum, she received fish offerings at Lagaš and Umma. Their children include Asarluhi, Enbilulu, Marduk and Nanše. He is pictured with a horned crown, of course, and with streams flowing from his shoulders – sometimes with fish. If his shrine alone is pictured, it is also surrounded by water.
Ninurta

God of the south wind, son of Ninmah (who is better known now as Ninhursag). The south wind is of special importance for Sumer as it brings the rain in Winter and ripens the dates in Summer.
 This god was another aspect of the Storm and was also accounted a warrior god. A hymn to Ninurta also names him Pabilsag and, more importantly, Ningirsu.
 The identification of Ninurta and Ningirsu (q.v.) was not common however and the texts generally speak consistently of either one or the other. Ningirsu is restricted to Lagaš. It is likely that Ninurta is, at least by name, the earlier form as he plays an important rôle in the mythology which Ningirsu does not 
Ningirsu

A particular form of the Storm god well known through his function as the city-god of Lagaš. In fact Ningirsu is purely local to that great city.
 On the silver vase of Entemena he is symbolised by the storm-bird Imdugud (q.v.) who variously holds pairs of lions, goats and oxen symbolising his destructive and productive aspects. Such symbolism is also used in a copper frieze from the temple of Ninhursag at al ‘Ubaid and suggests the derivation of this aspect from the ancient Mother Goddess. He appears in Gudea’s Dream in a clearly derivative form as a winged-man/flood-wave flanked by lions.
 He is the son of Enlil and a brother of Nanše and Nisaba.
 He was married to Bau (or Baba), daughter of An. She had temples in Lagaš and Girsu called the E-tarsirsir where oracles were given.
 He also possessed an extensive domestic establishment.
 His two sons were Igalimma the doorkeeper and Šulšagana the butler, and his wife’s seven daughters were ladies in waiting. Other staff were Šakanšabar the sukkal (‘steward’), Urizi the chamberlain, Ensignun the coachman, Enlulim the goatherd, Gišbare the bailiff. His temple in Lagaš was the Eninnu (‘House of the Fifty [me]’).
 His totem was the lion.

Nidaba

Goddess of Ereš. Also known as Nisaba, Daughter of An and Uraš, sister of Inanna, she was a goddess of the reed who became identified with the gifts of civilisation which flowed from that plant.
 Her relationship with Inanna reminds us of that goddess’s connection to the looped reed bundle, and we also note that Ninhursag’s temple at Ur was called ‘a solid reed construction’ despite the normality of brickwork
 which probably indicates a sacred significance in the material. The use of the reed as a writing stylus made Nidaba goddess of writing, science and accounting. The reed in pipes created music and this was another of her responsibilities. In art she was represented as a lady with reeds sprouting from her shoulders. Haia was her husband. 
Martu

The god of the Amorites, notable as a foreign god attempting entry to the Land by marriage to Adnigkišar, the daughter of Numušda (The Marriage of Martu) (whose shrine was in Kazallu.
) In the iconography he is shown with a gazelle and a staff. 

The Underworld 

The underworld was a separate realm of the Sumerian supernatural geography where we know that many gods had their homes. Several seem to have been sky gods who had fallen foul of the Sumerian mythographers. 
Ereškigal
Also called Irkalla. Sister of Inanna and queen of the underworld deities. In the epic tale Gilgameš, Enkidu, and the Nether World Ereškigal was assigned the Netherworld as her realm by Enlil ‘as a dowry gift.’ There she lived in a palace at the Ganzir. Her history before this time is unknown. Her first husband was Gugal-ana, who is perhaps identical with Ennugi, and who fathered Ninazu on her.
 Namtar (‘fate’) is her son by Enlil and her vizier; Nedu or Neti was her chief gatekeeper; and her daughter Nungal was accounted thÿÿÿÿdge and protector of the ‘blacÿÿheaded people.’ 
Nergal

An underworld deity also known as Erra. God of war and pestilence. Husband of Ereškigal according to the Akkadian poem Nergal and Ereškigal, which may reflect a later tradition. His vizier was also her vizier Namtar. A donkey-eared lion-head staff seen from the Akkadian period on is later identified as belonging to Nergal.

Dumuzi

‘The Good Child’. There are several traditions concerning this god. One tradition holds that he was originally from Ku’ara near Eridu, and he became a king of Uruk;
 but he is later known to be a god there and the consort of Inanna. The mechanics of this deification are unknown to us but may have to do with the celebration of a marriage rite between the king of a city and its goddess
 though such rites are only explicitly evidenced from after the Ur III period. This may have led to his rôle as a fertility god and possibly through the connection felt in antiquity to exist between death and fertility he was assigned to the underworld. As a fertility symbol he attracted the name Amaušumgalanna whose etymology is obscure but which has been translated as ‘the one great source of the date clusters’. This name originally belonged to an independent warrior-god from a village near Lagaš.
 In the tradition that makes him an early king of Bad-tibira he is a ‘shepherd’.
 He is a shepherd god in the myth Dumuzi and Enkimdu: The Wooing of Inanna, and has also been associated with milk and its powers. In the later poem Adapa, which may yet reflect beliefs of this period, he and Ningišzida (actually, Gišzida) are the gate-wardens of Heaven; in the epic tale The Death of Gilgameš, Gilgameš meets those two together down below. His sister Geštinanna (‘Leafy Grapevine’) was also a goddess tasked as a poetess, singer, and interpreter of dreams. 
Gilgameš
A king of Uruk, often accepted as an historical figure, and the hero of the famous epic cycle. His Sumerian name is properly Bilgameš. He claimed the goddess Ninsun as his mother but this sort of claim is not unusual even with rulers who had no pretensions to godhead. His own route to deification is even less clear than Dumuzi’s, particularly since the epic in which he features does not show him as being successful in his quest for eternal life! As a god he became the supervisor of the underworld. We don’t understand this either. 

The Lesser Gods 

The following is a short list of the less insignificant Sumerian deities who have not been sufficiently described already. 

	Asarluhi
	Son of Enki, god of magical knowledge. Originally the god of Ku’ara near Eridu.


	Ašnan 
	A grain goddess (‘Enki and the World Order’) 

	Dagan
	A grain god important in the North-West, especially in Mari. Attendant of Enlil. His wife is Šala

	Damu
	‘Child’. A healing god, son of Ninisin and Ningišzida; or a vegetation god, son of Ninazimua and Ningišzida, god of Girsu.

	Dimpemekug 
	an underworld character
 

	Enbilulu 
	the great farmer of Enlil who is responsible for the upkeep of the two rivers (‘Enki and the World Order’) 

	Enkimdu 
	a farmer god (‘Dumuzi and Enkimdu’) 

	Enmešarra
	An underworld god, married to Ninmešarra. Primeval gods once said to be ancestors of Enlil. Associated with the suššuru pigeon.


	Ennugi
	An underworld god associated with dikes and canals. Son of Enlil or Enmešarra. Spouse is Nanibgal. Perhaps identical to Gugal-ana, a husband of Ereškigal.


	Enzag
	(Akkadian Inšak). ‘The Fair Lord’, son of Enki
 (‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’). Main god of Dilmun, husband of Meskilak.


	Gatumdug 
	a goddess who was the personal genius of Gudea of Lagaš. 

	Gibil
	Also Girra, Akkadian Girru. A fire god. Son of Nusku son of Enlil (q.v.).


	Gula
	‘Great’. A healing goddess. She also took the names of the originally separate goddesses Nintinuga, Ninkarrak, Meme. Identified with Ninisina (q.v.). Wife of Ninurta or Pabilsag. Mother of Damu, a healing god, and Ninazu. The dog was sacred to her. Her cult was centred at Isin at the E-gal-mah, but temples also existed at Nippur, Borsippa and Aššur.


	Hubišag 
	the wife of Namtar.
 

	Iškur 
	Known to the Akkadians as Adad.
 Another storm god, his name is written with the sign for ‘wind’. Son of An (‘Enki and the World Order’), twin brother of Enki
, husband of Šala (but c.f. ‘Dagan,’) ministers Šullat and Haniš.
 His beast is the lion-dragon.

	Kulla 
	(or Kabta
) a pickaxe, brick mould and brick god (‘Enki and the World Order’) 

	Lahar 
	A cattle god (‘Enki and the World Order’) 

	Lisin
	A mother goddess, wife of Ninsikil (who elsewhere appears as a goddess). Paired with her brother Ašgi they were worshipped at Adab and Keš.


	Lulal 
	Associated with Akkadian Latarāk. The two gods may have been originally identical, but came to be treated as a pair.
 Patron of Bad Tibira (‘Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World’). 

	Mamu
	‘Dream.’ A goddess associated with dreams. Daughter of Utu.


	Marduk
	A minor god. Became important only with the rise of Babylon which took him as its god. His symbol was a triangular headed spade (‘marru’).


	Meskilak
	patroness of Dilmun, possibly a name of Ninsikil.
 Her husband was Enzag
 (‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’) 

	Meslamtaea 
	‘Who comes from the mesu-tree.’ A tree-god originally. Son of Enlil and Ninlil, brother of Ninazu (‘Enlil and Ninlil’), twin brother of Lugal-irra (‘Mighty Lord’).
 A form of Nergal, an underworld god and god of Cutha whose temple there was the Emeslam.

	Mušdamma 
	The great builder of Enlil (‘Enki and the World Order’) 

	Nammu 
	The goddess of the primeval waters who begat An-Ki 

	Nanše
	A goddess of Nina near Lagaš concerned with fish, the interpretation of dreams, and justice. In various traditions she was the daughter of Enki, sister of Ningirsu, Nisaba, and Inanna. Nindara was her husband and Hendursag was her vizier.
 

	Ninazu 
	‘Lord doctor’; a healing god residing in the underworld, son of Enlil and Ninlil – or of Ennugi and Ereškigal, or of Gula (qq.v.). Brother of Meslamtaea (‘Enlil and Ninlil’), father of Ningišzida. His cult was originally centred at Ešnunna, but he was displaced by Tišpak. His beast is said to be the snake-dragon, though this is only represented from the Akkadian period.


	Nindub 
	an architect god
 

	Ningišzida 
	‘Lord of the Good Tree’, patron of Gišbanda. Son of Ninazu, husband of Ninazimua (Lady Good Branch,) he should be a tree-god, but his symbol was the horned snake (muš-ša-tur, Akkadian bašmu), a classic chthonic symbol,
 and he is known as an underworld god.


	Nini(n)sinna 
	‘Lady of Isin’, Gula (q.v.) as goddess of Isin. Goddess of medicine and healing
 (‘Enki and the World Order’).
 Originally a dog-goddess, her name is Bau (‘woof!’) in Uruku. 

	Ninkasi 
	‘The Lady who Fills the Mouth’, goddess of intoxicating drinks
 

	Ninki 
	an obscure goddess. On the ‘Stele of the Vultures’ Eannatum swears an oath by Enlil, Ninhursag, Enki, Sin, Utu, and Ninki. She cannot be a minor deity, perhaps it is another name for Inanna 

	Ninkilim 
	goddess of field mice and vermin
 

	Ninkurra 
	‘Lady of Mountains’, daughter of Ninsar and Enki (‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’) 

	Ninmug 
	a sister of Inanna (‘Enki and the World Order’) 

	Ninsar 
	‘Lady Plant’ or Ninmu. Goddess of plants, was Enki’s daughter by Ninhursag (‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’) 

	Ninsikil 
	‘The Pure Lady’, a name of Ninhursag (‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’). 

	Ninsun 
	‘Lady of the Wild Cow,’ a cattle goddess, wife of Lugalbanda and mother of Gilgameš. 

	Nintulla 
	The lord of Magan. His name seems to mean ‘The Lord of Tul’
 (‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’) 

	Nirah
	A snake god. Husband of Sataran. Worshipped at her city Der, and at the Ekur in Nippur.
 His symbol is the snake.

	Nunbaršegunu 
	Ninlil’s mother (‘Enlil and Ninlil’) 

	Nungal
	Daughter of Ereškigal (q.v.), husband of Birtum. Worshipped at Lagaš and in the E-kur of Nippur.


	Pabilsag
	Son of Enlil, husband of Ninisina. Sometimes identified with Ninurta. He had cult centres in Ur and Isin, and he was somehow connected to the antediluvian city Larak.


	Pasag 
	the protector of travellers
 

	Sataran 
	Also called Ištaran. A god of Der (his wife is Šarrat Deri, ‘Queen of Der’), a god who settles complaints
 (‘The Justification of Entemena’) the son of Inanna. His minister is Nirah.

	Šara 
	The god of Umma
 (‘The Justification of Entemena’) Worshipped at the Emah there.


	Šakkan 
	(Akkadian Sumugan/Sumuqan) the god in charge of cattle or of animals in general
 (‘Enki and the World Order’) 

	Šulpa’e
	‘Brilliant Youth’. An underworld god (see the epic tale The Death of Gilgameš).  

	Uraš
	In some traditions the wife of An. Her name is said to mean ‘Earth’, as does ‘Ki’ the name of An’s usual wife. Daughters Ninisina and Nisaba.

	Uttu 
	Daughter of Ninkarru and Enki, a weaving goddess, responsible for clothes (‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’) Her name is written with the sign for ‘spider’.


	Zababa 
	Known only as the warrior-god patron of Kiš
 where he was said to be espoused to Inanna. His temple there was the e-mete-ur-sag.
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Other Supernatural Beings 

Apart from the various gods there were also other supernatural creatures, some of whom – but by no means all – we could class as demons (maškim/rabisu), who were always numerous in Mesopotamia. The following beings are relatively important members of the Sumerian supernatural community. 
Imdugud/Anzu
A giant (eagle) bird with a lion head, who appears in myths and epics, and in many visual representations. In verbal descriptions he has a beak but not in pictures. His name is written AN.IM.DUGUDmušen in Sumerian and was probably so pronounced. The Akkadian pronunciation is ‘Anzu’. Imdugud is a representation of the power of the storm and came to be associated with Ninurta, the god of that function. It may be that Ninurta is an anthropomorphism of Imdugud who represents a more primitive and elemental vision of the storm. In mythological terms the association took the form of Ninurta’s defeat of the Bird (in The Return of Ninurta to Nippur.) In artistic terms the association was represented by the presence of the bird in Ninurta-related designs – and this is even more true of Ningirsu in Lagaš. Anzu is usually found with his wife and children, who meet various fates (e.g. in the epic Lugalbanda and Enmerkar.) In the epic tale of Gilgameš, Enkidu and the Nether World he is seen perched in the branches of the Huluppu tree (gišha-lu-úb), in the An-gim text of the Deeds and Exploits of Ninurta he is in the gišha-lu-úb-HAR-ra-an, and in the Lugalbanda story he is by the ‘eagle tree’ (gišhu-rí-in).
 Only one late myth deals with any of his own exploits: he is said to have stolen the tablets of destiny in the Akkadian myth of Zu (q.v.).
Asag/Asakku
A monster, the offspring of An and Ki
, defeated in battle by Ninurta. His exact form is not known, but there is some evidence that he may be the creature depicted as a seven-headed dragon (muš sag-imin). His function is also complex.

Gud-Alim/Kusarikku
The Bull-Man, and also, possibly, the man-headed bull. A creature who appears in many cylinder seals in animal combat scenes from ED II onwards, and from ED III he often appears with Lahmu, the hairy one, who is apparently some sort of protective deity associated with Enki.
 His function is obviously important, but there is no consensus as to what it is. There seems to be no relevant mythology for him in the extant literature.
The Bull of Heaven
A symbol of drought that appears in the epic Gilgameš and the Bull of Heaven (q.v.) and in very many cylinder seal designs.
 Summoned by Inanna, but destroyed by Gilgameš and Enkidu.
The Goat-Fish
A creature that begins to be represented about the Ur III period. Much later it became explicitly associated with Enki/Ea.

Huwawa/Humbaba
A monster. In the epic tale Gilgameš and the Land of the Living he is Enlil’s Keeper of the Cedar Forest. He appears with a human form, lion claws, and a hideous face. Clay models of his face are used for guides to extispicy!

Other Groups of Supernatural Beings 
The Sumerians had many minor supernatural beings who primarily existed in groups. The following is a list of the more significant of those groups that have not been described above.
	Galla 
	Akkadian gallû. Underworld demons responsible for taking the dead below (They are prominent in the myth Dumuzi and the Gallas). They are not necessarily maleficent: Gudea had a friendly galla called Ig-alima.

	Lama
	Akkadian lammasu. Female protective deities, dressed in long flounced skirts, who introduce worshippers to their gods. The males were alad (šēdu).

	Slain Heroes
	A variable group of conquests of Ninurta/Ningirsu (The Return of Ninurta to Nippur).  

	Udug
	Akkadian uttuku. Demons. Good or bad.




The Myths

Kramer lists twenty Sumerian myths (in that language) or their fragmentary remains that have come down to us
. They are paraphrased below, in narrative order (as listed in the contents to this chapter) as far as possible. Note that two that Kramer lists have been combined to form the myth Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World (and the Death of Dumuzi). 
The myths as we have received them are the literary creations of the scribes. The narrative form may be viewed as the flesh of a myth which makes possible the coordination of the symbolic bones which constitute the ‘true’ content of a myth. In order to interpret these myths it is first necessary to strip away the literary envelope. On the other hand the forms of symbolism are not inherently difficult. For example, a god of ‘X’ can usually be interpreted as the thing ‘X’ itself, though we must bear in mind that any god may be associated with several ‘X’s just as Enki is the god of both Water and Wisdom. Indeed the ambiguity may even be the point of the myth. The symbols themselves are in large part those seen to have been derived from the Neolithic religion as it was transformed into the Chalcolithic Sumerian system. 

The narrative flow of the story enables a succession of symbolic forms to be presented but has usually no relevance to the interpretation. Most commonly we observe that when a god is described as giving birth to a god it usually signifies no more than that a relationship of subordination exists between the relevant aspects of the deities. An important point to note is that whereas a narrative action is discrete and unique, the thing which it describes may be cyclic or even continuous. We see this especially in the ‘Creation of Man’ myth. 

There are further complications which are due to the literary nature of our sources. The scribes seem to have been only too willing to mix several myths into a single narrative, or in some cases to mythologize non-mythical material. The latter case may be seen in ‘Enki and the World Order’. In some cases it is difficult to distinguish myths from other material which treats of the gods of Sumer. In the case of the text known as ‘The Dispute between Cattle and Grain’ for example
 important mythological material is included, yet the format of the work is clearly that of a common exercise called a ‘Disputation’ and its preoccupations belong to that genre. For those reasons we use the mythological information it gives us but we do not count it amongst the myths; we do insist that they have some narrative content. 

It has sometimes been put forward that myths are the spoken accompaniment to ritual acts but in Sumer the surviving myths are pretty consistently ‘explanatory’ (ie. they present analogies to causal explanations). Although ritual seem to have been of some importance in the religion and although myths accompany rites in later Mesopotamian civilisation this does not seem to have been true in Sumer. The only exception might be the myth ‘The Marriage of Dumuzi and Inanna’. Perhaps the myth-ritual nexus is a particularly Semitic feature.
 
Enlil and the Creation of the Pickaxe
Paraphrase


Enlil repaired the wound in the earth at duranki[a] caused by the splitting of Sky and Earth. Enlil creates the pickaxe and decrees its exalted fate. Enlil drives his own golden pickaxe into the ground at duranki in a spot called uzumua[b] and humans sprang from the earth. 


Enlil creates the pickaxe and decrees its exalted fate in Nippur. He has introduced labour[c] and directed ‘power’ to the pickaxe and the basket[d]. Having done so he gives the pickaxe to the Anunnaki who stand about him, and they pass this gift on to the black-headed people. The other deities each make a contribution to the power of the pickaxe and the myth ends with a description of all the useful things a pickaxe can do, such as building cities, putting down rebellious houses, weeding out bad plants, and so on. The pickaxe is exalted. 

Commentary

This is a myth dealing with the organization of the world, although obviously less comprehensive than the myth of ‘Enki and the World Order’. This and the Šukalletuda myth are the only ones which deal with single innovations and the latter is only tangentially concerned with the origin of a culture item. 

The text dates from about 2000 BC and appears to be a particularly difficult one. The translations of Jacobsen and Kramer disagree fundamentally at many places. It is probably pointless to try to analyse a text whose translation is so uncertain. 

a. The ‘bond of heaven and earth’: a name of Enlil’s shrine at Nippur. 

b. The ‘place where flesh sprouted forth’. 

c. This is a rather mild version of God’s decreeing that man shall live by the sweat of his brow. It may be considered that this small section of the 108-line myth expresses some subtle misgivings about the blessings of civilisation. 

d. In the pickaxe’s typical usage the basket is used to hold the material to be removed which the pickaxe has dislodged. 
Enlil and Ninlil: The Birth of Nanna

Paraphrase

The scene is set[a] in the city known as Duranki or Durgišimmar where was the river Idsalla, the quay Kargeštinna, the harbour Karusar, the well Pulal, and the canal Nunbirdu. There lived the god Enlil, the goddess Ninlil and her mother Nunbaršegunu. Ninlil is told by her mother that if she bathes in the stream and walks along the bank she will be seen by Enlil and he will embrace her. Ninlil does just what she has been warned against – with the predicted result. Enlil tries to seduce Ninlil but she is unwilling. When Enlil confides his desire to his vizier Nusku the latter brings up a boat, and Enlil takes Ninlil by force while sailing. Ninlil is now pregnant with the future moon god, Nanna[b]. 

The other gods, the fifty great gods, the seven fate-decreeing gods[c] know of their lord’s immorality and seize him as he walks in the Kiur[d]. For his crime he is sent from the city and goes towards the nether world. Ninlil follows him into exile which upsets Enlil[e]. 

When Enlil on his journey meets the gatekeeper of Nippur he disguises himself and takes his place with the gatekeeper’s cooperation. When Ninlil arrives and explains that she is carrying Enlil’s child he professes himself disturbed that Enlil’s child should be born in the nether world. He suggests that she should bear a child by him in order that his child might take the place of Nanna in the nether world[f]. Ninlil is then impregnated by him. To him she will bear the god Meslamtaea. The same thing happens twice more when Enlil disguises himself as the ‘man of the nether world river’[g] leaving Ninlil pregnant with Ninazu, and then as the ferryman of that river engendering a third, unidentified, god. 

Commentary

The purpose of the myth seems to be to explain the connection of the moon with the underworld and why it regularly descends there. We should think of the liberation of the moon from the nether world not as a unique event but as one that occurs as often as the story can be told. Every new moon physically retells the myth. The description of the moon’s time in the underworld as its ‘day of rest’
 seems inconsistent with this, but would probably not have been a problem for the Sumerians who would have considered it to be describing the moon in a different, permanent, aspect. We are left to wonder where the equivalent myth of the Sun is to be found. 

a. The city is better known as Nippur and the point of the extended description appears to be to gratify the audience of the myth.
 These supernatural events occurred in the world with which they were familiar. 

b. Nanna’s parentage may reflect a cosmological speculation on the substance of the Moon. It is a product of air with the property of luminosity. 

c. The storyteller may have been in error at this point by unthinkingly using the formula for the leaders of the gods. The ‘seven who decree the fates’ surely include Enlil, and we suppose it also included Nanna, Utu, and Inanna, none of whom can have existed at this point. 

d. Enlil’s expulsion by the other gods in congress is thought to be a remembrance of the political behaviour possible in the primitive democracy of the archaic Sumerian culture. The preservation of this feature is due to the inherent conservatism of oral tradition. 

e. Probably the fear he expresses while in his disguises of the possibility of Nanna’s confinement to the nether world is behind Enlil’s distress – but this is not made clear. 

f. It is a feature of the nether world that none who enter it may leave without providing a replacement.
 In order for Enlil, Ninlil and Nanna to return to the upper world it is necessary to provide three substitutes: hence the generation of three more hapless underworld gods. 

g. This is the only source testifying to the existence of this river
. 

The Journey of Nanna to Nippur

Paraphrase

Nanna decides that he should visit his father Enlil and his mother Ninlil at Nippur. Therefore he loads up a boat with plants and animals of various kinds and sets out. En route he stops at five cities; Im (?), Larsa, Uruk, and two others[a]. At each town he is greeted by its tutelary god[b]. Arriving at Nippur’s lapis lazuli quay, its white quay, he asks Enlil’s gatekeeper to ‘open the house, thou who makest the trees come forth, open the house’. When Nanna lists the gifts he has bought the gatekeeper does so and Enlil rejoices and feasts with Nanna. Nanna then presents his petition for prosperity, abundance and long life in Ur. Enlil grants his wish. 

Commentary

As Enlil was the chief god of historical Sumer, so his temple in his home town of Nippur was the chief shrine of the Land. The cultic unity of the land was expressed in ceremonial journeys made by the gods (as represented by their cult objects, presumably) between the cities. The most important such journey would certainly be the journey to Nippur. Apparent depictions of such journeys have been preserved on cylinder seals of the early period. We can also imagine that these journeys would be invested with political significance, being used to mark an alliance between two states as reflecting the friendship of the gods of those states. Again, the centrality of the Nippur journey would have emphasised the cultural unity of the land and would have had a particular political significance if Nippur was used as the centre of an amphictyonic ‘Kengir League’ in Early Dynastic times as proposed by Jacobsen.
 The myth, like all of its type, is merely a narrative to describe the ritual journey of the Nanna statue to Nippur. It cannot, however, be thought of as a liturgy for the ritual. 

a. Note that Larsa and Uruk do not lie on the same ancient branch of the river, though there may have been a canal connection.
 

b. Larsa is Utu’s city, Uruk is Inanna’s city. These are both children of Nanna. 

Enki and Ninmah: The Creation of Man

Paraphrase

In the time after sky had been separated from earth the gods were required to earn their bread by their own labour. This not being to their liking they raised a complaint to Enki. He, the wise one, was sleeping in the deep and did not heed them. His mother Nammu therefore presented their case to him and begged him to create servants of the gods in the image of the gods. Upon consideration Enki agrees to this. Calling together the host of fashioners[a] he instructs Nammu to mix its heart from ‘clay that is over the abyss’[b] and decree its fate. Ninmah will supervise[c] the fashioning and stamp upon it the likeness of the gods. Thus Man is created[d]. 

Enki then prepares a feast for Ninmah. At this feast the gods express their satisfaction with what has been done but Enki and Ninmah drink too much and become assertive. Ninmah claims that it is in her power to make Man’s lot good or bad and Enki accepts the challenge. From the clay which is above the abyss Ninmah creates six types of malformed human, but for each of these Enki is able to decree a fate. The barren woman, for example, to be a lady-in-waiting. Then Enki tries his hand and creates u4-mu-ul (‘my day is remote’) who suffers all the afflictions of old age[e]. Ninmah is unable to find any use for this creature and in anger upbraids Enki who in return taunts her with his ‘triumph’. They quarrel. Ninmah curses Enki and condemns him to the nether world[f]. 

Commentary

The myth quite clearly describes the circumstances of Man’s creation. He is no more than their servant and will be expected to behave appropriately. Thus the myth answers the question of why we are here. It also justifies the centrality of the temple institutions in Sumerian society. In this respect, then, the myth has both an explanatory and a normative aspect. 

The second part of the myth explains two quite different phenomena. First, it shows the origin of the imperfect forms of mankind. These are certainly not part of the original plan of the world and are rather ignoble in their origins. In this respect then the myth has an evaluative aspect. Second, it explains how it is that the sweet waters are to be found below the surface of the earth. Certainly it cannot be understood as making Enki a netherworld god. 

a. There may have been eight fashioners apart from Ninmah.
 Possibly these were to supervise the particular creation of various aspects of Man. A similar arrangement is seen in the myth ‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’. 

b. According to Frankfort
 ‘above the apsu (abyss)’ means below the earth but above the waters which form the apsu and is itself nearly identical with Nammu, the primeval ocean. 

c. Ninmah is told to stand above Nammu as she gives birth. Given that Ninmah is a name for Ninhursag whom we identify with Ki, the Earth, it makes sense that she should stand above the waters. Why the name Ninmah (‘noble lady’) is preferred in this myth is not known. It may be that the name, although universally recognised, denoted the favoured aspect of the goddess in a city whose tradition has been preserved here. She receives the name Ninhursag in a myth concerning Ninurta, but it is unlikely that the scribes would have been concerned to maintain consistency between myths. 

d. We assume that things went off as planned but the text at this crucial point is interrupted. 

e. It may be that Enki creates two hopeless creatures. Kramer and Frankfort disagree on this point. 

f. A break in the text obscures the course of the quarrel which precedes the curse and the final part of the myth is too obscure to attempt a translation. The fact that it does continue suggests that a reconciliation was accomplished. 

The Deeds and Exploits of Ninurta

Paraphrase

Ninurta’s weapon Šarur speaks to him urging him to attack and destroy Asag, the demon[a] of illness and disease who lives in the underworld. Ninurta is persuaded to try. At his first attempt Ninurta’s courage appears to fail him and he ‘flees like a bird’. But after reassurance from Šarur he tries again with all his might and achieves the destruction of Asag. 

Asag’s destruction, however, is followed by disaster for Sumer. The waters[b] of the Kur rise up and prevent the fresh waters from reaching the fields and gardens. The gods responsible for the irrigation and cultivation of Sumer are distraught for there is no ‘good’ water in the Tigris and only weeds are growing. To hold back the underworld waters Ninurta piles up a great wall of stones above the Kur in front of Sumer. The waters which have already flooded Sumer Ninurta guides into the Tigris which then waters the fields. Sumer is saved[c]. 

Ninmah hears of the deeds of her son Ninurta and is greatly concerned. Unable to sleep she addresses a prayer to her son that she may visit him. He agrees and in honour of her own courage in visiting him in hostile territory during a battle he names the great pile he has built up ‘Hursag’ (Mountain) and her its queen, Ninhursag. Then he blesses the Hursag to be fruitful of all natural things. He blesses the stones which were his allies and curses those who were his enemies when he fought the Asag[d]. 

Commentary

This tale is given in the well-known text lugal-e ud me-lám-bi nir-gál, which seems to be a type of exaltation of Ninurta. The combat motif became popular in later Mesopotamia and this myth may be an early example of the genre. In fact there seem to be two combat tales conflated here: that between Šarur and Asag, and another between Wind and Water. The idea of the latter struggle could well have been inspired by the observed effect of the south wind on the waters of the two rivers. Šarur is known in later lists of divinities as an independent being. 

The tale of the Mountain is likely to be an attempt to reintegrate the various aspects of the great goddess. In the later Sumerian religion there may have been little understanding of the associations which were acknowledged to exist between Ninmah, the Mountain, fertility, the underworld, and stormy waters. These connections were natural in the Neolithic culture but needed to be justified afresh to the later civilisation. On the other hand it is suggested
 that the myth may dramatise the human achievement of the taming of the two rivers. There is also a possibility that this myth became transformed into the central myth of the Akkadians with Marduk as Ninurta and Tiamat as Asag. 

a. Asag means ‘the crippler’. Lists of Ninurta’s victories are found in the lugal-e and an-gim dím-ma myths and on Gudea’s Cylinder A.
 Asag is never mentioned but whenever the lists mention Anzu they also mention muš sag-imin, the seven-headed serpent. The Anzu myth is known from Akkadian texts and is seen on seals from that period (and possibly earlier). There is no known text describing the conquest of the Hydra but it too occurs in seal scenes. It is therefore possible
 that Asag is in fact the Hydra. Demons were part of the supernatural community. They could be either good or bad. Their origin is not explored by the mythographers but they seem to represent a subsidiary level of responsibility for events. They became of much greater importance later. 

b. It is unclear which waters are meant here; possibly the Apsu. 

c. Compare the deeds of Yahweh in Psalm 104 3-15. This may be a remnant of a Sumerian (via Canaanite) influence upon the Hebrew tradition. 

d. This explains why some stones are valued, like lapis lazuli, and some are trodden upon.
 The description of the actions of the stones in this myth seems to be lacking but they play a possibly similar part in the episode of the assault on Enki alluded to in the story ‘Gilgameš, Enkidu, and the Nether World’. 

The Return of Ninurta to Nippur

Paraphrase

Ninurta has conquered the hostile ‘mountains’. He brings forth his battle trophies[a]: the six-headed ram from the lofty house, the dragon from the mountains, Magilum[b] from the depths, the bison from the battle dust, the Kulianna from the ends of the world, gypsum and copper from the mountains, Anzu from the halubHARran-tree, the seven-headed serpent from the mountains. He speaks to them of his discontents and thereupon uses them as decoration on his chariot! 

On the apparent invitation of Enlil he sets off for Nippur accompanied by his retinue. Before he reaches the Ekur, however, Nusku, the chancellor of Enlil, comes forth to him. His approach is fearsome he says, and he begs Ninurta to moderate his fearsomeness and to accept the gifts of Enlil. Ninurta then lays aside his whip, his goad and his mace and enters the Ekur driving his captive bulls and cows[c] before him. The other gods – the Anunna, Enlil, Ašimbabbar, Ninlil – were amazed. Now Ninurta makes a great boast of his victories listing his many arms[d]. He demands that he should be worshipped in the Ekur. Hearing this Ninkarnunna[e] suggests that when Ninurta and Ninnibru[f], his wife, return to Ešumeša they should pray for the king. This is pleasing to Ninurta who does what has been suggested. 

Commentary

This tale is given in the well known text an-gim dím-ma which, like the lugal-e, seems to be an exaltation of Ninurta. The final emphasis on the Kingship suggests a composition in about the Ur III period though it incorporates much older mythic material. For a general comment on the Journey-of-the-God genre see the commentary to ‘Nanna’s Journey to Nippur’. In this case the ‘journey’ is a little forced since Ninurta’s shrine, the Ešumeša, was also located in Nippur. 

a. Of the trophies listed here only the Anzu-bird is certainly known from myths, although the Hydra may be Asag. The lists differ in different tellings; in the lugal-e for example, there are also the Palm Tree King, and the Lord Samananna.
 There is evidence that those two and the six-headed ram and copper were worshipped at an early date, and their conquest may be the mythological record of their incorporation into Ninurta/Ningirsu. Note that Gudea had them propitiated at the Eninnu.
 (Note on that, that Gudea’s list does not include Lord Saman-ana.)
b. magilum: gišmagilum is known as a ship but it is hard to understand this as an enemy of Ninurta so perhaps the word is referring to something else. 

c. The ‘captive wild bulls’ and ‘captive wild cows’ may be metaphors for conquered things. 

d. The weapons were the Šarur, the Šargaz, the heavenly mace Udzuninnu, the mountain man Udbanuila, the corpse devouring agašilig-axe, the mountain-destroying heavenly mace, the mountain-defeating seven-bladed cutlass, the allukhapu-net of rebellious lands, the šušgal-net, the seven-fanged serpent, the seven-headed mace, the heavenly dagger, the fifty-headed mace, the Deluge-bow, the throwing stick and shield, the spear, the kurašu’rur, the erimiabinušub, the giskimtila, the fifty-headed mace. Of these Šarur (who is a protagonist in the battle against Asag) and Šargaz are the essential weapons. They became deities themselves in later periods. 

e. nin-kar-nun-na is the ‘Lord of the Princely Dock’. In the lugal-e Ninurta’s ship is called the (giš)má-kar-nun-ta-è-a, the ‘Ship which leaves from the Princely Dock’. Presumably the Princely Dock is the point from which Ninurta’s processional barge departed.
 

f. nin-nibru is ‘Queen of Nippur’ and may be a title of Ba’u who is known elsewhere as Ninurta’s (and Ningirsu’s) wife. 

Enki and Eridu: The Journey of the Water God to Nippur

Paraphrase

The myth is set in a time when ‘the water of creation’ has been decreed[a] and plant life has covered the land. Enki builds himself a house of silver and lapis lazuli in the Apsu. ‘The creatures of bright countenance and wise’[b] emerge from the Apsu to observe the building, standing about Nudimmud[c]. The house is like an ox roaring, uttering oracles[d], and Isimud sings the praises of the house. Enki then raises up the house from the Apsu so that it floats above the water like a mountain[e]. Finally he fills its fruit-filled gardens with birds and its waters with fishes. 

To obtain Enlil’s blessing for the new house and its city he decides to visit Nippur[f]. Rising from the deep he seats himself in his boat and begins his pilgrimage. He stops first in Eridu itself and slaughters many oxen and sheep[g]. He then proceeds to Nippur where upon arrival he prepares a great drinking session for the gods who are there[h]. At the feast he seats An first of all, then Enlil, then Nintu[i] is seated on ‘the big side’. The Anunnaki take their places[j]. After sufficient feasting their hearts become ‘good’ and Enlil accordingly blesses ‘Eridu, the clean place, where none may enter’[k], and its house ‘directed by the seven lyre-songs’[l]. 

Commentary

For a general comment on the Journey-of-the-God genre see the commentary to ‘Nanna’s Journey to Nippur’ 

a. Fresh or sweet water, Enki’s element, which can be used for irrigation. 

b. Gods probably, but the ‘bright countenances’ may refer to fishes (as in the later verse ‘when Enki arises, the fish ... rise’) and wisdom may be associated with fish via Enki.
 

c. A title of Enki. 

d. Not a particularly marked feature of Enki’s cult. 

e. Presumably this is an image of the temple standing above the bay of the see upon which other sources claim Eridu was built. 

f. Note that according to the Sumerian King List
 Eridu is older than Nippur. 

g. There is no obvious reason for Enki to do this. Presumably it simply records the actions which accompanied later ritual reenactments. 

h. Apparently it was quite accepted for major events and decisions to be made after such a drinking bout. The same procedure is described in the (Old Babylonian) Enúma Eliš.
 

i. Nintu means the ‘lady who gives birth’, and the use of this title emphasises her fertility role which may reflect the purpose of the reenacted pilgrimages. 

j. The order of seating is odd. An is Enlil’s father, and originally superior, but Nintu is Enlil’s mother Ninhursag and should also precede him. Perhaps that is the meaning of being on the ‘big side’. It is not clear whether ‘the Anunnaki’ is supposed to include the three named gods. If not it is difficult to know what group of divinities is intended. 

k. In this context ‘Eridu’ doubtless refers to the sacred centre of the city, Enki’s Eengur, the ‘sea house’, his Apsu, the ‘abyss’. Presumably no one except a select few clergy acting for the god could enter the inner cell of the temple. 

l. Another obscure reference, possibly to liturgical music associated with Enki’s rites. 

Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun

Paraphrase

Dilmun[a] is described as a ‘pure’ land where there is no predation, sickness or old age; which lacks nothing desirable except fresh water. Ninhursag therefore requests of Enki that this be supplied and he orders Utu to bring up fresh water from the earth[b]. With this water Dilmun becomes a divine and fruitful garden. 

Enki proposes to Ninhursag and after some hesitation she accepts him. Their offspring is Ninsar, or Ninmu, a goddess of plants. Enki then impregnates Ninsar and the goddess Ninkurra is born. To Enki and Ninkurra is then born Uttu, goddess of cloth and weaving[c]. In all three cases the pregnancy lasts just nine days and the birth is achieved without pain[d]. Ninhursag warns Uttu of Enki. Uttu follows her advice and insists upon marriage; but Enki is required to present gifts of cucumbers, apples and grapes[e] before she will wed him. Enki therefore presents himself at her door with these gifts and is accepted in. Enki gets her drunk on wine and has his way with her[f]. 

Eight plants have then been produced but Ninhursag has not yet assigned them their names and qualities. Enki decides to usurp this privilege. He instructs his vizier, Isimud, to pluck each plant in turn and to bring it to him. Enki eats each plant in turn and decrees its fate. So go the ‘tree-plant’, the ‘honey-plant’, the ‘road weed-plant’, the ‘water-plant’, the ‘thorn-plant’, the ‘caper-plant’, the ‘(unreadable)-plant’ and the ‘cassia-plant’. Ninhursag is outraged, curses him and disappears[g]. The gods are dismayed and Enki suffers sickness in eight parts of his body. The Fox declares that he can bring back Ninhursag, and indeed he does[h]. She heals Enki by seating him by her vulva and producing a god for each of his ailing parts[i]. So she sends Abu for his (unreadable), Nintulla for his jaw, Ninsutu for his tooth, Ninkasi for his mouth, Nazi for his (unreadable), Azimua for his arm, Ninti for his rib[j], Enšag for his (unreadable). The said deities are then assigned their fates. Abu to be king of the plants, Nintulla king of Magan, Ninsutu to marry Ninazu, Ninkasi to be she who sates the heart, Nazi to marry NinDAR, Azimua to marry Ningišzida, Ninti to be queen of the (month), Enšag to be lord of Dilmun. 

Commentary

The function of this myth is to integrate various elements of the Sumerian culture, but the integration is of a mythological rather than a logical nature. Nor is the integration particularly skilfully done; the myth falls naturally into two reasonably self-contained parts. The first section is concerned with the integration of the various processes which are involved in the making of cloth.
 Earth and Water are able to produce plants because Ninhursag/Ki (Earth) and Enki (Water) have the child Ninsar (Plants). By soaking plants in water the fibres which are useful in clothing can be separated out; this is probably how the birth of Ninkurra from Enki and Ninsar is to be understood. Finally water (bearing dye) and these fibres create the possibility of clothing when Enki and Ninkurra engender Uttu. 

In the second section the integration, if it can be called so, is through the medium of punning similarities which exist between the names of the diseased body parts and the gods created to heal them. This is not necessarily a result of frivolity in the redactor for it is not unusual for great significance to be attached to the names of things (the name of the Hebrew god Yahweh is a significant example). Even in Greece we find Deucalion and Pyrrha after the Flood creating people (laos) from stones (laas).
 It is not known that there is any connection between the gods’ origins and the functions which are attributed to them. 

Many correspondences have been detected between this myth and the Hebrew story of the garden of Eden and the Creation of Man – several of which will be described in the notes following. If these are valid then the fact that no Akkadian version of the myth is known
 must be due to the accidents of preservation, for surely the Genesis story would not have been inspired by an obscure (Sumerian) telling of an unpopular tale. The path of transmission presumably led through Babylon, Assyria, and Canaan, all of whom were influenced by the Sumerians
 and there is other evidence of influence from these sources in Genesis.
 

a. Dilmun, as an historical location, is generally identified
 with the island of Bahrein in the Persian Gulf. In this myth however it probably serves only to signify some far-off land. In Genesis ii, 8 we find that Eden was ‘eastward’ and the very name may come from the Sumerian word edin meaning ‘steppe’ or ‘field’.
 The an-edin-na, the ‘high steppe’ was the name for the elevated area between the cities Uruk, Badtibira, Larsa, Umma, and Zabalam.
 

b. Compare ‘There went up a mist from the earth and watered the whole face of the ground’ at Gen. ii, 6 (and the translation of éd as ‘mist’ is doubtful
). Fresh water from below the earth is a natural concept for Mesopotamians and occurs often in their myths (eg. in ‘Deeds and Exploits of Ninurta’), but the same is not true for the Hebrews (but see also Gen. i, 6-8). The rôle of Utu in the action is obscure. 

c. The clothing motif may conceivably be connected with the sudden awareness of nakedness in Adam and Eve after their disobedience at Gen. iii, 7 ff. 

d. This sheds some light upon the curse God pronounces upon womankind (at Gen. iii, 16) that her pregnancy shall be long and her labour painful. In the Sumerian myth it may have more to do with the lengths of time required for the clothmaking processes – if it signifies anything at all. 

e. Presumably some sort of dowry custom. In the records we have of dowry customs from much later times more obviously valuable gifts are preferred. Perhaps there is a reference to a ‘first fruits’ festival ritual here too. 

f. This entire section appears to be no more than a literary linking of two otherwise unrelated myths, though we cannot be certain of the link because the marriage is followed in the text by a severe lacuna.
 It seems reasonable to suppose, however, that the eight plants of the following section are the offspring of Enki and Uttu. 

g. Enki has eaten of forbidden fruit and must therefore die (c.f. Gen. ii, 17). There is no known relation between the plants consumed and the diseased body parts or the created deities. The offence of Enki may have been to partake of the fruits of the land without due deference to the goddess of the harvest, presumably a warning to mortals to observe the appropriate rituals. On the other hand the Sumerian ‘Farmer’s almanac’
 does not indicate that such rituals were much used. The disappearance of Enki may exemplify the drying up of the water sources in the summer.
 

h. The Fox in Sumer is known for its ‘cowardice and conceit’
 rather than its cleverness, therefore its actions here need explanation. 

i. Some of the recognisable puns are as follows. Ninkasi means ‘the lady who fills the mouth’
, á-zi-mu4-a suggests the reading ‘the growing straight of the arm’
. Ninti is ‘the lady of the rib’. 

j. The creation of Eve from a rib is suggested by the birth here of ‘the lady of the rib’. In Sumerian ti means equally ‘rib’ and ‘life’ so that Ninti may also be read as ‘the lady who makes live’. The preservation of this punning detail may explain why Adam’s woman was named Hawwah, or ‘life’
, though the original pun is, of course, unrecognisable in Hebrew. It may not be stretching the point to note that Ninti was born of Ninhursag, goddess of the Earth, whereas Eve was created from Adam whose name, Adámah, means ‘of the Earth’ 

Enki and the World Order

Paraphrase

[a] Enki boasts that he makes all things fertile and prosperous. He is well-loved by An, Enlil, Nintu, and indeed by all the Anunnaki. His great temple is filled with good things and his magur-boat tours the marshes in a joyful progress. The boats of Dilmun and Magan, the magilum-boat of Meluhha[b], bring treasure to Nippur for Enlil. 

Enki decrees the fate of Sumer: its mes will be noble, its kingship will be honoured, the gods will live therein and it will greatly prosper. Enki decrees the fate of the shrine Ur[c]: he can do no more, its fate is decreed by Enlil. Enki decrees the fate of Meluhha: may it prosper in harvests, mes, battles and minerals. He placed Ninsikilla in charge of Dilmun. Elam and Marhaši he destroyed and took the booty thereof to Nippur for Enlil. The Martu received cattle from Enki as a gift. 

Enki, imagined as a bull, fills the Tigris, as a cow, with sweet water. To be the caretaker of the two rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates, he appoints Enbilulu, the inspector of canals. He set fish and reeds amongst the canebrake and appointed (unreadable) for them. He erects a holy shrine in the deep sea and appoints Nanše for it. Enki calls up the fertilising rain and appoints Iškur for it. Plow, yoke, oxen, furrows, and grain he calls forth, and appoints Enkimdu, the man of the ditch and the dyke, for them. The grain and the cultivated field he called forth and appointed Ašnan[d] for them. Enki put his ‘net’ upon the pickaxe and directed the mould, he assigned Kulla the brickmaker for them. Mušdamma is appointed for building work, Sumugan for the cattle of the high plain. For the stalls and sheepfolds he appointed Dumuzi. He fixed the borders and marked them with stones. Utu was set to watch the whole universe[e]. For the mug-cloth and women’s weaving work generally Enki appointed Uttu. 

Inanna is now heard to complain that she has not been favoured by Enki. Aruru, Enlil’s sister, and Inanna’s sisters Ninisinna, Ninmug, Nidaba and Nanše have each their duties and insignia but where are her own[f]? Enki answers that she has been well blessed: with prophecy of battle, destruction of the indestructible, and beauty. 

Commentary

This seems to be not so much a proper myth as an outline of the major elements in Sumerian culture. The nucleus of the myth seems to have been a listing of the responsibilities of the water-god Enki, the traces of which may largely be found in the section between the filling of the Tigris and the assignment of duty to Uttu.
 (The relation of this latter to Enki and water is explored in the myth ‘Enki and Ninhursag in Dilmun’.) Given the scope of Enki’s responsibilities which this myth suggests it is not surprising that he was felt to have had all the mes, the elements of civilisation, in his charge. The further extension of his achievements to the decreeing of fates for the lands was probably a natural extension of this, although it infringes somewhat upon Enlil’s prerogatives. 

The assignment of responsibilities to the various deities is not very successful in mythological terms and the intrusion of Inanna at the end of the myth seems intended to complete a sort of listing of goddesses (similar to the ‘An-Anum’ list perhaps). It may be that a scribal source has created this paean of praise to Enki about a merging of two reference texts. 

a. It has been suggested
 that the missing prologue of this text outlined Enki’s relationship to the great gods. 

b. Magan and Meluhha are usually identified with Oman and the Indus valley civilisation respectively.
 If Meluhha was the name by which the Harappan people called themselves then it may be that after the Aryan invasions that word became mleccha, the pejorative Sanskrit word for barbarian.
 

c. Particular mention of Ur may mark this as the city of the text’s author. 
d. Ezinu according to Jacobsen.

e. The relationship of Enki to border demarcation is doubtful but may be due to the common use of canals or dykes as boundary markers. Utu is given the task as a judicial deity who can be expected to observe all infraction. 

f. Note that of all the goddesses named only Nanše has featured in the section of the myth preceding it. Nintu was indeed mentioned, but only as one who loved Enki. 

Inanna and the Mortal Sin of Šukalletuda

Paraphrase

Šukalletuda was a gardener, but his garden would not bear fruit. Despite his best efforts at irrigation the plants withered and from the mountains came dust which the rude wind blew in his face. Lifting his eyes to the east and the west of heaven he read there the omens and gained the wisdom in the stars[a]. In his garden he therefore planted the sarbatu-tree which would give shade from sunrise to sunset. Now his garden was fruitful[b]. 

One day Inanna, being tired from her travels, lay down close by to his garden. Spying her from the garden’s edge Šukalletuda took advantage of her weariness and raped her. When she woke she realised what had happened and flew into a great rage, resolved to discover her defiler. Three times she sent scourges against Sumer. First she filled the wells with blood which then covered the irrigated lands. Secondly she sent great winds over the lands. Thirdly (unreadable)[c]. But after each attack Šukalletuda seeks and follows the advice of his father to stay in the cities of Sumer hiding amongst the black-heads. Thus Inanna is not able to find him. When this becomes clear to her she decides to go to Eridu and seek the advice of Enki ... 

Commentary

The purpose of this myth cannot be divined because the conclusion (at least) is missing. This and the flood myth are the only myths which feature mortals, if we except Dumuzi’s appearances in the Inanna-Dumuzi cycle. It seems already to be discernibly in two sections, the first concerned with the invention of a type of horticulture and the second being the myth proper. 

a. This method of discovery is unique in the mythology. The normal procedure would be to have the me of shade-tree gardening set up by a deity. In this case it seems to be acknowledged that the technique is due to the perspicacity of a mere mortal, with only very indirect divine help. Most interpretations of Sumerian culture would not credit them with any understanding of their own dynamic rôle in the formation of their civilisation. This now seems too extreme. 

b. It is interesting to find this technique being used so long ago, and it is unfortunate that the sarbatu-tree is unidentified.
 

c. Such trials are reminiscent of biblical plagues, especially the plague of blood upon Egypt mentioned in Ex. vii, 20ff. 

The Flood

Paraphrase

... a deity declares that mankind will return and rebuild their cities and shrines. When An, Enlil, Enki and Ninhursag had created mankind and the plants and animals, and set up kingship, then the rites were perfected and five cities built as cult centres[a]. Eridu was given to Nudimmud, Badtibira to (unreadable), Larak to Endurbilhursag, Sippar to Utu, and Šuruppak to Sud[b] ... 

The decision having been taken[c] to destroy Sumer by flood, the gods appear repentant. Nintu, Inanna, Enki, and Ninhursag are disturbed and cry out to An and Enlil. A warning is therefore sent to Ziusudra[d] out of a wall. ... Great winds blow and the flood comes, overwhelming the cult-centres. For seven days and nights the flood sweeps over the land tossing the big boat, but then the sun comes out. Ziusudra gives thanks to Utu. ... Vegetation is reestablished and Ziusudra thanks An and Enlil. To Ziusudra, preserver of the name of vegetation[e] and the seed of Man, they give immortality, and they allow him to dwell in Dilmun, where the sun rises... 

Commentary

Mesopotamia is the country to which the flood myth is most likely to be native, spreading from there to lands such as Greece and Palestine where flooding can never have loomed large in the inhabitants’ psyches. Before the taming of the two rivers the floods must have been terrible, quite sufficient to bury a city. Evidence of flooding has been discovered at several sites such as Kiš, Uruk, Lagaš and Šuruppak itself,
 but they are not all of the same date, nor even prehistoric. The most notable flood evidence came, however, from the excavations at Ur. There Woolley discovered a thick layer of silt whose significance was obvious to his wife. Her verdict was that ‘Well, of course, it’s the flood’ – and Woolley agreed.
 In the later excavations of the so-called ‘Flood Pit’ Woolley found a layer of silt 11 feet deep dating to the ‘Ubaid period and calculated that the flood that produced it might have been 25 feet deep and have covered an area 300 miles long by 100 broad.
 Unfortunately this event has had no corroboration elsewhere and is now considered merely local. 

This Sumerian legend of the flood has been found only in a single inscription with many lacunae. Šuruppak did indeed suffer a flood towards the beginning of the ED period. An Akkadian version that may be of an older tradition also exists in which the hero is Atrahasis (‘Most Wise’). The tale is more fully given in the Akkadian epic of Gilgameš (where the hero is Utnapištim, ‘Who Found Life’) and has its most significant successor in the tale of Noah’s Ark.
 In Greece it was an obvious source of the myth of Deucalion’s flood
 though the paths of transmission for these last are as yet conjectural. 

a. This is the same tradition of antediluvian cities as preserved in the Sumerian King List. 

b. The god of Badtibira was Latarak (see the myth ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World’). Sud was identified by the later Babylonians with the goddess Ninlil
 and Šuruppak was the city of Ziusudra, son of Ubar-Tutu(k)
 (‘Friend of Tutu’). 

c. Because of the preceding lacuna we do not know what moved the gods to this action. Presumably, as in all other versions of the myth, it was some wickedness on the part of the creatures. 

d. The name Ziusudra means ‘life of long days’ which is merely a reference to his mythological fate. In the Akkadian versions he is called Atrahasis, ‘exceeding wise’, and later Utnapištim, ‘he has found life’. 

e. The emphasis on vegetation is odd but it probably signifies no more than the wonderful resurgence of vegetation after a flood. 

Inanna and Enki: The Civilising of Uruk

Paraphrase

Inanna decided that she wished to make her city Uruk the chief city of Sumer, exalting thereby her own name. To do this she knows that she will have to go to Eridu where Enki lives in his shrine, the Abzu, and take from him the mes. As she approaches Eridu Enki bids his vizier Isimud welcome her into the Abzu, which he dutifully does. Enki and Inanna eat and drink together but Enki apparently drinks too much for he gives away the precious mes to Inanna. She happily accepts and loads them onto her ‘boat of heaven’ for transport to Uruk. 

When Enki recovers his senses he sees that the mes are gone from their usual place[a]. Isimud tells him what has passed but Enki, in great wrath, resolves not to allow the mes to reach Uruk. He sends Isimud after her with sea monsters, like the enkum and ninkum[b], to intercept her at the first port of the seven that lie between Eridu and Uruk. Their instructions are to commandeer her boat but to allow her to continue afoot to Uruk. This intention is frustrated by Inanna’s vizier Ninšubur. The same thing occurs several times but finally Inanna is able to disembark at Uruk and unload her cargo of precious mes amidst the rejoicing of the citizens. 

Commentary

The intent of the myth is quite straightforward: it explains how it is that Uruk has the ascendancy amongst the cities of Sumer when Eridu is acknowledged to be the oldest of the cities and the home of the god of wisdom himself. It shows that Inanna is fully responsible for the present glory of her city and that the transference was legitimate. 

The importance of this myth is in the repetition in three places of the list of the mes which it appears was felt to be a summary of the essence of Sumerian civilisation. This approaches an ancient anthropology. There seem to be more than a hundred entries but not all have survived and some of those that have are incomprehensible. A list follows. 

(1) en-ship, (2) godship, (3) the exalted and enduring crown, (4) the throne of kingship, (5) the exalted sceptre, (6) the royal insignia, (7) the exalted shrine, (8) shepherdship, (9) kingship, (10) lasting ladyship, (11) (the priestly office) ‘divine lady’, (12) (the priestly office) išib, (13) (the priestly office) lumah, (14) (the priestly office) guda, (15) truth, (16) descent into the nether world, (18) (the eunuch) kurgarra, (19) (the eunuch) girbardara, (20) (the eunuch) sagursag, (21) the (battle) standard, (22) the flood, (23) weapons(?), (24) sexual intercourse, (25) prostitution, (26) law(?), (27) libel(?), (28) art, (29) the cult chamber, (30) ‘hierodule of heaven’, (31) (the musical instrument) gusilim, (32) music, (33) eldership, (34) heroship, (35) power, (36) enmity, (37) straightforwardness, (38) the destruction of cities, (39) lamentation, (40) rejoicing of the heart, (41) falsehood, (42) art of metalworking, (47) scribeship, (48) craft of the smith, (49) craft of the leatherworker, (50) craft of the builder, (51) craft of the basketweaver, (52) wisdom, (53) attention, (54) holy purification, (55) fear, (56) terror, (57) strife, (58) peace, (59) weariness, (60) victory, (61) counsel, (62) the troubled heart, (63) judgement, (64) decision, (65) (the musical instrument) lilis, (66) (the musical instrument) ub, (67) (the musical instrument) mesi, (68) (the musical instrument) ala.
a. That the me should be stored in a place suggests that they are physical objects. They are probably tablets as they appear to correspond to the Akkadian ‘tablets of destiny’
 
b. The enkum and the ninkum are also the names of purificatory priests at Eridu.

Dumuzi and Enkimdu: The Wooing of Inanna

Paraphrase

Utu, the brother of Inanna, urges her to marry the shepherd Dumuzi rather than the farmer Enkimdu, but Inanna has eyes only for the latter. Dumuzi is upset by this rejection, especially as a mere farmer is the preferred one. To soothe his pride he indulges in a long consideration of the many ways in which the products of the shepherd are to be preferred to those of the farmer. Becoming overexcited he drives his sheep to the river bank where he sees Inanna and Enkimdu. Ashamed, he runs off into the unsown land but Inanna and Enkimdu both rush to follow him, and Inanna calls out to let him know that he is not despised. 

Commentary

This tale, though it deals with the gods is just barely a myth. In fact its preservation has been achieved as an example of a popular literary form known as a ‘Disputation’.
 We see here a record of the rivalry very often found between the incompatible land uses of the pastoralist and the agriculturalist. The same competition is behind the ‘Disputation between Cattle and Grain’
 and can be seen also in the Hebrew myth of Cain and Abel.
 In the Sumerian case, however, the two sides came to an amicable understanding. 

Inanna in this reading of the tale remains married to the farmer, but in some readings she changes her mind and marries the shepherd.
 This is more consistent with the widespread tradition of a marriage of Dumuzi and Inanna. Indeed, the disputation may have been inspired by the fact of her acceptance of the shepherd-god. 
The Marriage of Dumuzi and Inanna

Paraphrase


Inanna adorned herself with precious metals and stones, aromatic woods and other ornaments. She met Dumuzi in the gipar in the Eanna of Enlil. She, singing, sent a message to her father asking him to make her house ‘long’. There she would take her beloved Amaušumgalanna and they would make love therein. 


Inanna was dancing and singing and shining bright when she was met by Dumuzi who took her hand and embraced her. Inanna protests that she must return home for she knows not how to deceive her mother Ningal. Dumuzi suggests that she tell her mother that she was with a girlfriend in the public square[a], thus they spend the night together. Sometime later they arrive at Ningal’s gate and Inanna is joyful because Dumuzi has come to ‘say the word’[b]. Sweet will be his increase and tasty his plants and herbs[c]. 


Dumuzi presents himself at Inanna’s home and asks to be admitted. Ningal advises her to bathe and anoint herself and to make herself beautiful for her suitor. This done, Inanna opens the door to Dumuzi and they embrace. 

Commentary

The marriage of Dumuzi and Inanna was a central feature of the ritual aspect of Sumerian religion.
 It was intended to symbolise the recurring fertility of the land and was reenacted by the king and a priestess each year. The myth or the ritual has left its mark in Mesopotamian art in very many seal engravings and the Alabaster Vase, where the presentation of marriage gifts and the journey of the husband to Inanna’s house are pictured. This popularity probably accounts for the existence of several different tales. In each of these there is emphasis on Inanna’s beautification for Dumuzi and this suggests that they were all variants of an original (and that this preparation of the bride was part of the ritual.) 

a. This, and much other evidence, suggests that women were rather less restricted than may have been imagined.
 

b. Presumably, propose marriage. 

c. This statement reflects the revegetation rituals with which the worship of Dumuzi was involved. 

Inanna and Bilulu

Paraphrase

As this myth begins Dumuzi is away tending to his flocks. Inanna misses her lover and seeks the permission of her mother Ninlil to visit him. It is granted, but before she can meet him a messenger, perhaps a partridge, brings news that Dumuzi is dead. He has been killed by the old woman Bilulu and her son Girgire. Inanna, upon hearing this, sings the praises of her good shepherd and resolves to avenge him. She pursues and destroys Bilulu and Girgire and turns Bilulu into a water skin[a]. The two become spirits of the desert, but their servant remains to supervise the offerings of flour to them[b]. The myth ends with a lament by Inanna and Geštinanna for Dumuzi. 

Commentary

The interpretation of this myth which Jacobsen proposes relies upon an identification of Dumuzi and ‘Milk’. The identification is supported by the facts that one of his titles is ‘Mother Milk’, and that in ‘Dumuzi’s Dream’ one of the signs of his doom is the overturning of the milk churn. (‘Dumuzi’s Dream’ is a myth fragment which has been incorporated for our collection as a prologue to the myth ‘The Death of Dumuzi’ (supra and see note [f] there].) From other sources we know that Bilulu is a thunderstorm deity and Girgire is a lightning flash. The myth links symbols of milk and thunderstorm because in Mesopotamia the milking season of Spring is also the period when thunderstorms are most frequent. Bilulu and Girgire kill Dumuzi because thunder tends to curdle milk and Inanna kills thunder and lightning because, although they are victorious enemies of milk, they do not persist past the milking season, which is Inanna’s season of fertility. 

As Kirk points out, however, the form of the myth as an allegory is far from providing any sort of explanation of the natural phenomenon, for Bilulu and Girgire are given no motive for the murder of Dumuzi. In fact this myth looks more like a thin framework of narrative upon which is hung a heavy fabric of hymnal, lamentation and ritualistic material. We note in the text, for example, the inordinate length and thoroughness of the description of Inanna’s pursuit, of the recitation of her intended transformations of the malefactors and their ritual purposes, and their final enactment. Thus, whereas Jacobsen assigns this text on stylistic grounds to a genre of ancient Dumuzi myths connected with Bad-tibira, Kirk believes it may be a ‘learned cult-hymn’ with low real mythical content. 

a. The waterskin resembles the stormcloud which is Bilulu in its shape and in its ability to sprinkle water. 

b. Possibly represents some ritual behaviour which this myth was meant to explain. 

Inanna and Mount Ebih

Paraphrase

The poem begins with a hymn of praise to Inanna, but this is followed by a long complaint by Inanna to An concerning Mount Ebih[a]. The meaning is not always clear but the gist of it seems to be that Inanna feels that Kur is not properly acknowledging her might and power, and unless it does submit and praise her she will punish it. She will direct her throw-stick against it, burn its forests, dry its waters like Gibil[b]. Like Aratta[c], like a city cursed by An, it will be overthrown. An sympathises and tells Inanna of the wrongs which Mount Ebih has done to the gods. In particular ‘the mountain, its dreadful rays of fire it has directed against the land’. But Kur is powerful and rich and so An cautions Inanna against attacking it. Inanna is not daunted. She opens the ‘house of battle’, leads out her weapons and aids and attacks and destroys Mount Ebih. From atop the vanquished mountain she pronounces a great boast. 

Commentary

There is a tradition of tales of battles against Kur of which the myth of the Deeds and Exploits of Ninurta and this one are the best formed. This tale is unusual in that Kur here is identified with the mountain Ebih[a] rather than with the sea. With respect to this we may note that there are rock and mountain motives in the other tales whose connection with a sea monster is problematic but which fit perfectly comfortably here. A further point to note is that Ebih/Kur is treated at many points as a particular this-worldly location, or even as a city. Noting the reference in the text to Aratta it might be plausible to see this as a tale of war against another mountain people similar to the tale of war against Aratta told by the Enmerkar epic. This association of Kur with the mountain lands also makes the use of the word kur to mean (foreign) lands more comprehensible. Against this it has to be admitted that Sumerian references to the mountain barbarians are not usually so obscure. Moreover we would then be faced with the problem of explaining how Kur could then have come to be associated with the sea and the underworld. 

It has been proposed
 to read this myth (and the other Kur-combat myths) as referring to a catastrophic earthquake in the general area of Jebel Hamrin resulting in a huge landslide and outbreaks of oil and natural gas fires. The scarring of the Saidmarreh river area indicates a date of ca. 9500BC for this event which would make it one of the earliest events known to be recorded. Only a few Australian aboriginal myths would rival it. This interpretation explains the connection of Kur with rocks and mountains and fires; and the fact that as the fires died out and the oil rivers were exhausted all that would remain would be the holes in the ground into which the demons could be thought to have retreated would explain the association of the Kur and the underworld. The problem would still remain, however, of explaining the later(?) connection of Kur and sea. 

a. Mount Ebih is the Jebel Hamrin, a range of mountains extending from east of Aššur to the Diyala. 

b. A fire demon. 

c. A city in south western Iran which features in the early Sumerian epic of ‘Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta’ [infra pp. 6.2 ff.] 

Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World (and the Death of Dumuzi)
Paraphrase

For some reason Inanna decides to descend to the nether world, therefore she gathers the appropriate laws and royal adornments for the journey. Inanna suspects the ill-will of her sister Ereškigal, Queen of the Nether World, so she leaves instructions with her vizier Ninšubur in case she does not return within three days. He is to set up a lament by the ruins in the assembly hall of the gods; he is to plead with Enlil in Nippur; to plead with Nanna in Ur if that fails; and to plead, finally, with Enki in Eridu. 

Inanna descends to the Nether World. At the gate of Ereškigal’s lapis lazuli temple Neti the gatekeeper questions her and she lies to him. Nevertheless, Ereškigal has instructed that she be brought within. The gatekeeper, therefore, guides her to each of the seven gates of the nether world. At each gate she must remove an article of clothing until finally she is brought naked and kneeling before Ereškigal. With the Queen are the Anunnaki[a] who turn Inanna into a corpse and hang her from a stake. 

After three days have passed Ninšubur pleads with the gods as he has been instructed, but, as Inanna had expected, only Enki will help. He creates the two sexless[b] beings kurgarra and kalaturra and gives them the ‘food of life’ and the ‘water of life’. He instructs them and sends them to the Nether World where Ereškigal, ‘the birth-giving mother’, is sick ‘because of her children’[c]. She is crying ‘Woe my inside’ and ‘Woe my outside’. The kurgarra and kalaturra make that cry with her and say also ‘From my inside to your inside. From my outside to your outside’[d]. They are offered water and grain[e] but, following Enki’s instructions, they refuse them. They say to her ‘Give us the corpse hanging upon a nail’ and when they have it they sprinkle upon it the food and water of life which revives Inanna[f]. 

By the rules of the Nether World Inanna must now provide a substitute before she is allowed to escape permanently. To do this she returns to the upper world accompanied by demons who will fetch her below if she fails. Inanna travels to Umma where Šara grovels before her. She is pleased by his humility and does not allow the demons to carry him off. The same thing happens when she sees Latarak at Badtibira. 

Inanna travels to Uruk where Dumuzi, Inanna’s husband, is king. He has not been mourning her but has ‘put on a noble robe, sat high on a throne’. Inanna is upset at this behaviour and hands him over to her demon companions. Dumuzi weeps and cries out for Utu to help him by changing his hand into the hand of a snake and his foot into the foot of a snake[g] ... 

Commentary

This myth is the original form of the great Tammuz-Ištar myth widely celebrated in the Ancient Near East. As it appears here it is unfinished but the ending has been preserved in the myth ‘The Death of Dumuzi’. The most notable feature is that Inanna does not go down to the Nether World to save Dumuzi but, as we shall learn, condemns her mate to death while she herself is rescued from an unexplained visit to the ‘Land of No Return’. This is the reverse of the story as preserved in the ‘Tammuz Liturgies’ where Dumuzi is recalled from death by Inanna.
 

Dumuzi is a vegetation god and Inanna is a goddess of fertility. The myth describes the failure of fertility and the retreat of vegetation in the yearly cycle. However, just as in other interpretive myths, the story does not contain the cycle within itself but may be supposed to represent a continuing process, one that is evidenced at the appropriate season of each year (c.f. the lunar cycle in ‘Enlil and Ninlil’). Whatever may have been the function of the later, resurrectionist, account of this myth, there is no evidence that the Sumerian Dumuzi-Inanna tale was associated with a fertility ritual. 

a. The Anunnaki are invoked as a group without necessarily contradicting the belief that Inanna was one of their number. 

b. That the creatures are sexless appears to be important for their function – in the Akkadian rescension a ‘eunuch’ appears.
 Presumably this infertility allows them to operate without hindrance in the Nether World which is to be understood here as a stage in the process of fertility. 

c. This is a peculiar description of Ereškigal, Queen of the Nether World, but fits well with her derivation from Ki, the great Mother. It also highlights her relationship with Inanna, the fertility goddess, that they are both aspects of that same goddess. It is possible that the ill will between the two sisters was proposed in consciousness of their ambiguous opposition. At this point it seems that Ereškigal has usurped Inanna’s function, has brought it into the Nether World where it has no place to be. Such an usurpation perhaps indicates that the purpose of Inanna’s descent was to take control of the functions of the Nether World.
 

d. This is possibly some form of sympathetic magic whereby their healthy but infertile bodies are used to correct the illegitimately fertile Ereškigal. 

e. Offerings from deities are often problematic. In this case the water and grain should be seen in opposition to the ‘water of life’ and the ‘food of life’ which the pair have from Enki. Coming as they do from the Netherworld they have no power of life. 

f. The ‘water of life’ and the ‘food of life’ are sprinkled here in a fashion which suggests ritual usages, Inanna/Ereškigal is propitiated by an offering of the necessities of life’s bounty. This, though suggestive, cannot force the conclusion that this myth was the accompaniment of a ritual. 

g. As an animal which emerges from the earth, much as plants are seen to do, the snake is a common chthonic motif. It is often seen as a symbol of fertility (c.f. the Khafajah Bowl
). How identification with this animal is imagined to assist Dumuzi in this situation is unclear, and the snake has been replaced by a gazelle in the corresponding section of the myth ‘The Death of Dumuzi’. 

Dumuzi and the Gallas
Paraphrase

Dumuzi has a premonition of his own death and wanders in the plain lamenting his fate. He lies down amongst the buds and dreams a dream. This dream so disturbs him that he calls for his sister Geštinanna, to interpret it for him. This she does, revealing a most ominous message. His dream is not favourable, his life is in danger, the gallas, demons from the Nether World, are hunting him and he must flee their clutches[a] 

Dumuzi determines to hide amongst the plants[b] and in the ‘ditches of Arali’. He implores his sister and a friend to keep his secret. When the gallas come seeking Dumuzi they attempt to bribe Geštinanna with grain and water but she does not weaken. The friend, however, betrays him, whereupon the gallas seize him, beat him, bind him. As they prepare to take him off to the Nether World Dumuzi cries out to Utu to give him the hands and feet of a gazelle that he might take his soul to Kubireš [c]. Utu grants this wish and so Dumuzi escapes. 

In Kubireš the gallas catch him again. Again he calls to Utu, but this time he wishes to take himself to the house of Belili, ‘the wise old lady’. This he achieves and there he asks her to allow him to drink the libated water and eat the sprinkled flour[d]. Having done so he is again taken by the gallas. Escaping once more in the familiar way he removes to the sheepfold of Geštinanna[e]. There five of the gallas enter and strike him on the cheek with a piercing nail and a shepherd’s crook kills him[f]. Thus ‘the sheepfold is given to the wind’. 

Inanna[g] laments for her lost husband. Sirtur[h] laments for her lost son. Geštinanna laments for her lost brother[i]. Inanna would save Dumuzi for herself and Geštinanna but does not know his whereabouts. Then a holy fly appears and tells Inanna where to find Dumuzi. At Arali[j], at the edge of the steppe, they will find Dumuzi, weeping. Inanna declares that Geštinanna and Dumuzi will alternate in the Nether World, each spending half the year there. 

Commentary

This myth clearly concerns itself with the final episodes missing from the myth ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World’. In fact there seem to be two myths included here which have been artlessly edited together (just as ‘Dumuzi’s Death’ was grafted onto ‘Inanna’s Descent’). Both the myths are parts of a cycle of myths concerning gods dying and being reborn. The absence of Inanna from one of these suggests that the Dumuzi myth had a well established separate existence – as we might expect from a myth which seems relevant to the disappearance of vegetation at a particular time of the year. The form of that myth given here would be well suited to ritual accompaniment, yet rituals were more usually enacted to bring about a situation
 which seems unlikely in this case. 

The second element is unusual in that it explicitly defines a natural cycle. An interesting possibility is proposed by Jacobsen.
 The god Dumuzi is here to be understood as the grain god responsible for beer and his sister is the grape goddess responsible for wine. Geštinanna means ‘leafy grapevine’ and her epithet ama-geštinna is ‘root-stock of the grapevine’. The myth is motivated by the placing into underground storage of harvested grain in spring/summer while the grape harvest occurs in autumn. 

a. The point of this prologue is somewhat obscure though there are several possibilities. It may be merely a literary device, it may be a preface to the ritual enactment if such existed, or it may motivate Dumuzi’s escape from the gallas without requiring a reference to Inanna’s displeasure. 

b. This is an appropriate refuge for the vegetation god. 

c. The identity of Kubireš, formerly read Šubirila, has not been determined
 but from comparisons with Dumuzi’s other refuges it is quite likely that it was a mythical location in some way connected with his fertility aspects. 

d. The libated water and the sprinkled flour which Dumuzi requests is the strongest argument for the ritual nature of this myth. The rôle-playing sacerdote would naturally answer Dumuzi’s request at this point. We should also note the echo of the ‘water of life’ and the ‘food of life’ sprinkled ritually upon Inanna in the myth ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World’. It is an offering of the elements of life to bring forth life. Note also that the bribe offered to Geštinanna and the friend prefigured this. 

e. Dumuzi is the shepherd of Uruk and we have seen that Enki assigned the sheepfolds to the shepherd-god Dumuzi in the myth ‘Enki and the World Order’. We might also remark that sheepfolds were commonly associated with Inanna.
 This refuge is again connected with Dumuzi’s characteristic functions. 

f. The behaviour of the gallas at this point is quite different from previously. Now Dumuzi is killed quite unceremoniously. It seems that the ritual itinerary of Dumuzi’s refuges is completed and that his death is now required to be accomplished. It is accompanied by various signs prophesied in Dumuzi’s Dream. A cup falls from a peg and lies shattered and a holy churn is removed from its stand and lies shattered. Dumuzi’s death by a shepherd’s crook seems paradoxical. 

g. With the appearance of Inanna the second mythical element begins. 

h. Sirtur is another name for Ninsun
, the ‘lady of the wild cows’, (claimed also as the mother of Gilgameš). 

i. In Jacobsen’s version of the myth
 Dumuzi is found in the brewery with the brewers. In Kramer’s version the holy fly is offered the company of brewers, scholars and minstrels as reward for information. 

The Marriage of Martu

Paraphrase

There was a time when there was the holy crown but not the holy tiara, there were the holy herbs but not holy natrum, there was Ninab but not Aktab[a], and in Ninab Martu was the god. Martu having resolved to take a wife asks his mother to find one for him, but she declines the task. Martu sees the woman he wishes when she attends a feast in Ninab with her parents. She is the daughter of Numušda, the god of Kazallu. Happily Martu is able to perform some heroic deed by which he earns the gratitude of Numušda who offers him silver and lapis lazuli as a reward. Martu, however, declares that he desires from him only the hand of his daughter. To this Numušda is agreeable and so is his daughter, though all her girlfriends urge her against it. Martu, they tell her, is a tent-dweller, irreligious and contentious, who eats his meat raw and goes unburied at death[b]. 

Commentary

The myth attempts to explain how the Amorites (called in Sumerian the mar-tu) have become associated with the Sumerian culture. In this respect the myth is explanatory, but by disparaging the Amorite culture it also establishes the greater prestige of the Sumerians. It has two special points of interest. Firstly, it is clear again that the Sumerians were aware of the existence of changes in their culture and environment, as can also be seen in the myth ‘Inanna and the Mortal Sin of Šukalletuda’. Secondly, it is another example of anthropological study which may stand beside the list of mes given in the myth ‘Inanna and Enki: The Civilising of Uruk’. The god Martu was depicted on cylinder seals dressed in Amorite garb and often accompanied by a gazelle. 

a. The intent of this description seems to be to establish that much of the Sumerian culture was in existence yet there were things still to come. The city of Ninab is not identified. 

b. This claim makes it pretty clear that it is the characteristics of the people mar-tu being described, and not those of the god Martu. 
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