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BIUEF COMMUNICATION

A Janus Parallelism In Ihe, Gilgamesh Flood Sioryt

In 1978, C.H. Gordon coined the term "Janus parallelism" for a lilerary device
in which a middle stich of poelry parallels in a polysemous manner both Ihe line that
precedes it and Ihe line which follows it. Gordon's observalion suggesled a "new diree-

lion" wilh which biblical scholars could approach Iheir lext.2 Several have conlinued
Ihe search and have been able to find addilional examples of Ihis mOSIhidden of lilerary
devices.'

Given the fact Ihal liler:\ry, and especially poetic techniques, orten lran/nd 'cul-
tural boundaries, one should nOI be surprised 10 find Ihe device in olher ancient Neal'
Eastern sources. An excellenl example of Janus parallelism can be recognized in Ihe
Akkadian Flood Story of the "Epic of Gilgamesh." In Tablet XI, lines 2S-27,wc
read as follows:

2S. mumr mdrc Jc'i napUti

26. makkura zerma napiJta bu/li{

27. IJJulima zcr napJati kalama ana libbi ci~clippi
Translation:

2S. Abandon weallh! Seek life!

26. Property spurn (it)! Living beings keep alive!
27. Make all living beings go up into the boal!

While explaining the redaelion of these lines from Ihe texl's Vorlage, the "Alral]-
asis Epic," H.A. Hoffner poinled oullhe polysemy of Iwo words in line 26; Ihe noul1
nwkkurn mid Ihe verbal form zcrma.4 Allhough Hoffner was aware of the pun, he
did not recognize the presence of Janus parallelism. His firsl observation was that IIwk.
kurn, aside from ils more common meaning "property," also means "a kind of boal,"

(the word is borrowed from the Sumerian mll-gma).s Ahhough Ihe doubled k i~ 1101
the expected syllabic orthography for malk)kuru = "ark," it is not unattesled.A~
Hoffner slated:

Indeed a douhling of Ihe first consonant following ilia in the Akk. form of Ih,'
Sum. loanwords for boat types is nOI isolated: lIIilkkilll (nlO\.gid-da),uwkkli/U (1II:i,

gud4.da), nOlably all examples conlain the Sum., phoneme g.6
Thus, the word makkura signifies here both "property" and "ark."

Now we turn our attenlion 10 Ihe word zcrllla, usually Iranslaled "spurn, shun,"
. or Ihe like. The inilial sibilant in ze-e-er'lIIa may be either s, ~, or z, and as HoHncl

remarked, "neither Ihe spelling nor Ihe form indicates whelher Ihe verb used is cscru,

as/~/zaru or s/~/zera.'" While Ihis allows a cerlain nexibilily in rendering the line,
one possibility may be ruled out by context. Our word cannol dcrive from si'ru =

C/




