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Abstract

A close examination of the language of the
Akkadian creation myth Enima Eli¥ (Tablet I) sug-
gests that many of the lexemes used in reference to
the god Apstt (“fresh water”) and the goddess Tii-
mar (“salc water™) were chosen for their allusions to
water. Similarly, the text often refers to the brazen
god Marduk wich words suggestive of fire. These
allusions, which the text often achieves through
puns and paronomasia (sound play), demonstrate an
often unrecognized licerary sophistication and
bespeak an attempe by the scribes to portray these
gods as physical manifestations of the elements they
embody.

INTRODUCTION

%-_Thc gap of several millennia thac separates modern

iyriologists from their ancient Mesopotamian coun-

arts often hinders a clear understanding of the more
saotle nuances of Akkadian lexemes. While scholars
have come a long way in isolating and defining thou-
sands of words and their semantic ranges, it remains
clear that what appear to us today as mere nouns and
verbs, in antiquity were references alive with signifi-
cance and allusion. This may be demonstrated by a close
examination of allusive word choice in the first tablet
of the ancient Mesopotamian creation epic, Enama Elif
(lit. “When on high”).!

Eniima Elis is probably the most significant expres-
sion of ancient Mesopotamian theology. The seven
tablets which comprise the epic depict a primordial
battle berween order and chaos in which the watery
forces, the gods Apst and Tiimat, are defeated by Mar-
duk, the new chief of the Babylonian panthcon. Though
the oldest copics of the text date to the first millennium
B.C.E., they doubtless are an expanded form of an ear-
lier Mesopotamian cosmology. While the text’s theo-
logical and historical aspects have received much atren-
tion in the scholarly literature, an examination of the
tablets’ highly sophisticated poetic style remains a
desideratum, especially with respect to its use of al-
lusion and paronomasia.

The purpose of allusion and paronomasia is diffi-
cult to ascertain because the devices are an integral part
of the eclevated diction. of literary texts. As Enama Eliy

°h.D. student, Department of Near Eastern Studies, Cor-
_ell Universiry.

! The definicive text edition remains that of Lambert 1966.

was ritually recited at the New Year's festival, however,
we may opine that word and sound plays were under-
stood as more than just embellishment. In Joshua
Finkel's words, “the ancients probably took a more se-
rious view of the situation and regarded the inherent
duality of meaning as replete with marvelous and mys-
terious potentialities” (Finkel 1953:37). It is likely,
therefore, that wordplay was more than just a method of
enhancing a story, but a2 means of shaping a hearer’s
perception and conjuring images of the divine. As such,
allusive language becomes a sophisticated method of
character portrayal. In chis respect, Eniama Elifisa
masterpicce.

THE WATERY GODS

An illuscration of the epic’s brilliant use of allu-
sion occurs with respect to the divine couple Apsii and
Tiimat. The importance of recognizing that Apst and
Tiamat rcgrcscm the watery forces of chaos cannor be
overstated,* for in portraying these characters the epic
continually alludes to water and/or destruction by wa-
ter. A host of examples refer to calm or rough seas. For
instance, when we are told in 1.26: 9Tidmar fugammu-
mat ina mahri¥unu, “Tiamat was serene before them,"3
we cannot help but envision the turbulent Tiamat (Sea)
calming before her stormy batele.4 Similar are lines 40:
qilu lifakinma, “let calm be established...” and 58: git/u
isbatii faqummiy u¥bi, “they (cthe gods in Tiamart's midst)
seized silence, they sat calm.” When it is said of Apsit
immeri panuiu, “Apsi's face lit up” (1.51), a picture
comes to mind of the surface of the fresh water Apst
reflecting light.? Similar is the god's rebuke against
Tiamat in |.114: idSu la tallikima qali¥ tuthi, “And you
did not go to his side, but lay calm.” When we keep in
mind that the verb algku, translated “go,” may be “said
of the coming of a flood,” and that idx may mean both
“side” and “shore,”® we may read instead: “And you did
not flow to his shore, but lay calm.” The importance of
portraying the characters “true to form” may be linked
to the actiology behind the text. It should be

2 Apst="fresh water sea,” CAD A/2 197, s.v. apsii: Tia-
mat="Meer, Sea,” AHw 1353-1354, s.v. tiamee

3 Unless otherwise noted, translations and transliterations are
myown.

4 Storms ofcen metaphorically represent batedles in ancient
Near Eastern literature. See, c.g., Enuma Eli¥ 1V:35-60 and
Job 20:23-25.

5 CE. the use of “face™ in Gen 1:1: “and the spirit of Elghim
hovered over the face of the warer.” :

6 CAD AJ1'308, s.v. aliku; V) 15, s.v. idu.
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remembered that in dividing up the corpse of Tiamac
later in the epic, Marduk forms rivers.” The flooding
of the Tigris and Euphrates, therefore, may be the issue
addressed by these allusions to water. In this way the epic
continually builds its characters and impresses their
images upon the hearer.

The verbs employed to describe the actions of Apsi
and Tiimac are filled with allusions to water, The verb
dalahu, “stir up, roil (water),”8 appears five times in the
story, always in connection with Tiamar, the Sea (11.23,

108, 109, 116, 119). Possible translations of some of

these lines might read:

23. dalhiinimma Ya 9Tidmac karassa
“They stirred up that which was Tiamart's desire.”

108. uiabli agamma udallah dTiimac
“He induced a flood wave and made Tiamat
turbulent.”

116. Yudluhu karfakima 4l nisallal ninu
“...to stir up your depths, and now we cannot resc.”

Similarly used is dd/u, which while normally trans-
lated “wander around aimlessly” or “watch carefully,”
also may allude to dald, “draw water."? The allusion is
- underscored in lines 109 and 119 by a close association
of dalu with dalahu “roil (water).”

109. dalhas Tiamatama urra u muli idulli
“Tiamat stirred and churned day and night.”

119. %! ummu art dullubif tadulli

“Are you not a mother? Do you not swirl around
* )i‘
astir?

Apsii is referenced in similar terms in 1.25:

25. la nalir Apst rigim¥un
“Apsi could not diminish their din.”

Also of note in 1.25 above is that natary, “diminish, cut
off, remove,” also means “pour out.”!9 The verse might
be rendered more accurately with the watery nature of
Apsi in mind, “Apsi could not douse their din.”

Of interest also is aps, “appear” (1.7). Like daldhu its
secondary meaning is “blur the eyes (with water).”!!
The subtle allusion to water is perfect for a description
of the birth of the gods, who are made to appear (i.c.,

7 uparri'ma wlac damila, ¥aru iltanu ana puzrar ultabil (IV:131-
132). Hence, the assembly's declaration following Tiimac's
defeat: “May she retreat without hindrance, may she recede
forever!” (VII:134), So Heidel 1951:59.

8 CAD D 43, s.v. dalahu

9 CAD D 58, 59, s.v. dalis, CAD D 56, s.v. dali

10 4D N/2 60, 64, s.v. nataru.

11 CAD AJ2 204-205, s.v. apit, CAD D 43, s.v. dalibu
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“made to be seen with the eyes”) by the mixing of the wa-
ters of Apsd and Tiamac. This also foreshadows the
great confrontation with Marduk in which the vision
of the rival gods “blurs™ (IV:70; so Heidel 1951:39).

An allusion to water also occurs with sapdju,
“disperse™ (1.39), which also can mean “spill, dif-
fuse.”12 Apsi threatens: lulballigma alkatsunu lusappih,
“Let me abolish their ways and disperse them.” The
picture presented here is one of destruction by flood.
Further, li-sa-ap-pi-if also may be read li-¥a,y-ab-b1-ip,
i.c., “let me sprinkle.”!3 The author ingeniously has

- portrayed Apsi as diffusing the rebellious gods like wa-

ter drops. That “spilling” can mean “killing” may be
scen in Tablet IV:18 of the same myth wherein the
promise to find the agitator runs: u ilu Ja limnzti ibuzu
tabitk naptassu “But as for the god who espoused evil,
pour out his life!”

Scill illusions run deep. In line 53 we read:

53. dMummu iredir kifassu
“Mummu embraced his (Apsi's) neck.”

Translations do not do justice to the line's cleverness.
The word ki¥ddu means not only “neck,” but also
“shore”!!'4 The idiom, which is akin to the English
“hugged the shore,” is one of the more creative examples
of punning in the tablet. The wordplay occurs again in
Tablec 11:113 where Marduk promises Antar: kifid
Tiamas urrupif takabba area “Soon you will trample
upon the neck/shore of Tiamar!”

Allusions to water do nort end here. When Ea puts
Apsii to slecp we hear:

G4. Jirtu irtehitu salil tubbatiy
“He poured sleep on him so that he slept soundly.”

05. ulaslilma Apsim rihi Sirtam
“Put Apst to rest drenched with sleep.”

Here the 1II/1 conjugation of reb#, “pour out” and its
adjectival form rifi, “drenched” are used appropriately
to depict Apsi as sinking into decp sleep.

Shorty after chis the epic relates how Mummu took
advantage of Apsi's rest by iptur riksitu iftahat agatu,
“unfastening his belt and taking off his crown” (1.G7).
When we observe that agiz means both “crown” and
“wave,” a pun rises to the surface.! Fictingly, Apsii was
crowned with water. That the secondary meaning of agi
was known to the composer of the text is confirmed by
the use of agit as “wave” in line 108.

12 CAD 5151, 256, s.v. sapiaine
13 c4D 311 3, s.v. Tababu.

14 Note the example: ana ki-Ya-ad sidmsim illik. CAD K 450,
sv. ki¥adu,

15 CAD AN 153,157, s.v. ag:
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Linked with the playful use of ag in line 67 is -
ta-hat, from Yahatu, “take off.”10 If one instead reads if-
ta-hat, a reading permitted by the ambiguous orthog-
raphy, another allusion to water_emerges, for Yaharu
means “sprinkle, drain, or wash.”17 In one breath we are
told how Mummu “took off his crown” and “washed
him with a torrent” (presumably of slv.-.::p).13

One play on Tidmac’s watery ways is unique in thac
it constitutes a Janus Parallelism. Janus Parallelism is a
literary device in which a pun faces back to a previous
stich of poetry in one of its meanings and ahead to a fol-
lowing stich in another. The polysemy can occur cither
in two stichs (“asymmetrical Janus parallelism”™) or
three (“symmetrical Janus parallelism”) and both cypes
are attested in biblical Hebrew and Akkadian.!?

43, marsif uggugat edif{ila
“Delirious, she was beside herself with rage,

44, limurta ittadi ana karfita
But the wickedness she suppressed inside,

45. mina ninu Ya nibnt nulhallag
‘How can we destroy what we ourselves made?™

‘V"nilc karfu is heard on the line's surface as “belly,
sths,” it echoes within karald, “catastrophe, annihila-
»n."20 Wich its secondary meaning karfu, “desire,

heart, mind,” the text reminds us of Tiamat's rage men-

tioned in the previous line. As a metaphonic pun on
kara¥i, “annihilation,” the pun anticipates “shall we de-
stroy?” in the nexe verse. Thus, it is a symmetrical Janus

Parallelism. That Tiamat’s suppressed “desire” was to

“annihilate” is made clear by the proximiry of karfu to

nadi, which means both “throw, hurl” and “let water

flow, steep in liquid.”21
It is perhaps in the light of such allusions to water
that we should understand Tiamat's epithet:

133, umma Hubur patiqat kalamu
“Mother Hubur fashioner of all things.”

As noted by S, Dalley, the line contains 3 pun.on the

Hubur River, the river of the underworld.2Z Moreover,

16 cAD 811 93, s.v. Yaharu.
17 CAD 311 84, s.v. Jaharu.
18 There may be another pun here in that Jahdru also means

“fear.” The line would therefore read “Mummu feared his

(Apsit's) torrent.” CAD 311 86, s.v. Jahdtu.

19 For the discovery of Janus Parallelism see Gordon
1978:59-66; 1992:50-51. For examples in Akkadian and
Ugaritic literature, sece Noegel 1991:419-421; 1994:306-308;
995:1-4; 1995a; Heinrz 1994:59; Horowiz 1995:11-12.

¢0 CAD K 225, s.v. karfu; CADK 214, s.v. karafi.
41 CAD NN 68, s.v. nadit. :
22 Dalley 1989:274, n.8. CAD H 219, s.v. hubur. The line may

also be hinting at Tiamar's role as the silencer of noise, as
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a river scems a suitable place to envision the birth of
snakes, as we find subsequently in lines 134-141.
Later, Tiamat's omnipotence is boasted:

145. gapia térétula li mapra Yinama

“Her orders so powerful, (they) could not be.
changed.”

The verb fani, normally translated “change, alter,” also
means “flood with water."23 The verb is used artfully
here; che subcle message conveyed is that one is as likely
to change Tiamar's orders as one is to inundate her.

There may also be a reflection of water in the words
of Tiimat to her lover Kingu:

155. li Surbatama ha'iri edit atid

“You will be the greatest, for you are my only
“lover.” :

The fact that Kingu is actually Tiamac's second lover,
second to Apsi, is humorously alluded to by the use of
edii, both “only, most notable” and “an on-rush of wa-
ter."24 Therefore, we may franslate the verse as a
metaphorical term of endearment: “You will be the
greatest, my lover, you are an on-rush of water."25

MARDUK AND FIRE

The flood of allusion in connection with Apsi and
Tiamac comes to a trickle with the appearance of the
epic’s main character, Marduk. His birth sets the stage
for the closing of the flood gates of chaos, and the end
of Tiimat's unchecked rule. As Marduk grows in
strength and stature the watery powers of Apsa and Tii-
mar are subsumed into his being. Just as their power was
embodied in liquid, so it is by liquid that"Marduk ab-
sorbs his power. Born of Enki, the god of waters, and af-
ter having “sucked the breasts of the goddesses” (1.85),
Marduk is JuSqu ma'dis elifunu atar mimulu, “clevated
far above them, and superior in every way” (1.92). Here
Yusqu, a I1I/1 stacive conjugation of the verb Jagi, “be
high,” also can be rendered “he was made to drink."26
The notion that powers formerly belonging to Tiamat
could be bestowed by drinking is supported by a similar
use of Yagi in reference to Kingu, upon whom Tiamat
bestows her love and the command of her hosts.27

bubur also means “din.” CAD H 220, s.v. pubiirw.

23 cAD 811 403, 408, s.v. Yani.

24 CAD E 35, s.v. edii. The allusion also may be to Marduk,
who elsewhere is connected with edi. See b2l kuppi nagbi -
di-¢ u tdmari, “(Marduk) lord of sources, springs, high waters

- and seas” (Gilg XI:297). CAD E 36, s.v. edit.

25 The connection of torrents to love is not uncommon in
ancient Near Eastern literature. Cf. Song 8:7: “Many waters
cannot quench love, ncither can floods drown it.”

26 AHw 1180, s.v. fagi 11 *hoch sein™; AHw 1181, s.v. Jagii 111
“trinken.”

27 Elsewhere in Eniima EliY (IV:77), Tiamat's swelling
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148. u¥aiga Kingu ina biriunu Yafu ulrabbif
“She raised Kingu (made him to drink), made him
greatest among them.”

159. innanu Kingu Yaiqu ligi Anati
“When Kingu was promoted (made to drink), he re-
ceived Anu's power.”

Marduk’s connection with water also may serve to
foreshadow his eventual defear of Tiamar. Witness the
following lines: “He who has opened the fountains
(and) has apportioned waters in abundance™ (VII:60);
“He who crosses the wide sea in its anger” (VII:74);
“The sca is his craft upon which he rides” (VII:77). In
fact, in order to defear Tiamar, Marduk “raises the rain-
flood” (IV:40; so Heidel 1951:38, 56-57).

Later, upon receiving his nourishment, the youthful
Marduk is admired:

87. Yambat nabnitsu sarir niii enisu

“Extraordinary his form, the glance of his eyes
sparkling.”

The word sarir may be read three ways: as “frightening,”
\ “flickering,” or “flowing."28 Though it is commonly
" understood as “frightening” or “flickering,” the
possibility of it meaning “flowing,” in light of other
allusions to water, should not be discarded completely.
Moreover, there is reason to view the double meaning as
a literary embodiment of Marduk’s transition to adult-
hood represented by a miraculous transformation of el-
ements, i.c., from water to fire. Note that “flickering”
and “frightening” are apt descriptions of fire, as
“flowing” is of water. '
When Marduk reaches maturicy, allusions of warter
in reference to him completely evaporate, giving way to
images of fire. Marduk is now in his element. The con-
trast berween water and fire is developed further
through an ironic twist of words wherein Kingu, who
was filled with power by Tiamat, is described with an
allusion to the fiery Marduk. When Marduk is de-
scribed we are told: Japtifu ina Sutabuli 4Gicru itranpah,
“when his lips moved, fire blazed forth™ (1.96). When
Tiamar bestows her power on Kingu, she quips: ipJa
pikunu 9Girru linipha, “let the decrees of your mouth
quench fire” (1.161). The exclamation is a subtle refer-
ence to Marduk which alerts the hearer to the ensuing
battle between Tiimatr and Marduk, i.c., berween water
and fire. The reference is made clear later when Mar-
duk is later called by the name 9Girru, “fire” (VII:155).
Not only are Marduk’s sensory organs aflame (1.96),

conceit and self-praise are described as a high tide: [kdrima
ra) bati elif natari{ma), “[In you arrogance] you have risen (and)
have highly exalted yourself.” Interestingly, the verb nafii can
mean “to draw off water.” CAD N/2 80, s.v. nalii

28 cAD S 114, s.v. sarraru; CADS 114, s.v. sarr.
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but even when he rejoices, he immir, “ignites.”2?
Mortcover, Marduk's eminence is likened to that of the
sun, a common symbol of heat and radiance:

102. mari Yam¥u Yamfu Ya9Ani
“My son, majesty! Majesty of the gods!” (So Dalley
1989:236).

Here 9Ani also means “sky,” allowing for the reading
“My son, sun! Sun of the sky!” As many have pointed out,

~ the words mari Yamlu are also a play on MARAUTU,

Marduk.30 The metaphor and word play are quite in
keeping with the brazen image of Marduk. Again, the
allusions to firc may subtly foreshadow the final con-
flict. When Marduk billows his strength at the batcle-
line we arc told: ifkun birqu ina panifu, nablu multah-
mitu zumulu umtalla, “Lightning precedes him and
fills his body with a blazing flame” (IV:39-40).

That Marduk embodies the element fire is perhaps
best seen by another Janus Parallel in line 104.

103. labi¥ melammé efrit ilani Yagif itpur
“Clothed with the radiance of ten gods, worn high
above the head,

104. pulbatu halassina eli¥u kamra
An aura of fear covered him entirely,

105. ibnima ¥iri irbetta walid S Anum
Anu made the four winds, he gave them birth.”

Pertinent here is the word “entirely,” ha-Yat-si-na.3!
Though it offers no grammatical problem to the sense
of the passage, other readings are possible. For example,
we may read the word ha-mat-si-na, “fires,” or ha-Yat-si-
na, “fifty."32 The reading “fires” is supported by the
frequent association of melammu with fire.33 As such, it
puns on the previous line wherein Marduk's radiance is
deseribed. If we read instead “fifty,” the line serves both
as a Janus Parallclism between lines 103 and 105 by
referring to a number and as an allusion to-the fifty
names of Marduk.34 Indeed, as A. Heidel notes, one of
Marduk’s names was Fifty: “...the number of names
proclaimed by the assembly of gods (for Marduk) was
still fifty, which permitted the gods to call Marduk

29 The verb namaru also means “burn, heat.” CAD N/1 214,
5.Y. namari.

30 Jensen 1924:77-79. See also Lewy 1946:380, n.G; Speiser
1967; Zimmern 1923:239; Heidel 1951, and most recently
Dalley 1989:274, n.6. Multiple meanings also have been sug-
gested for the god Mummu. See Heidel 1948:98-105.

31 CAD H 68, s.v. hammaru.

32 CAD H 64, s.v. hamans CAD H 81, s.v. haniz.

33 cAD M12 10, s.v. melamma.

34 The reading “fifty” is given for this line in CADK 113, s.v.

kamaru, although without reference to the fifty names of
Marduk: “the fifty Fears are heaped upon him.”
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Hansha ( F:&y) (Hcldcl 1951:60, n.151).3% Thus, j just
s in mari Jamiu above, both Marduk's name and fiery
nature were recited simultancously. Morcover, the word
kamra, “heaped,” also means “annihilation.”36
Therefore we have reason to read line 104 in a number
of ways:

“An aura of Fear covered him entirely.”
“Fearful fire rays covered him entirely.”
“The Fifty fears are heaped upon him.”
“The Fifty, he is fear, he is annihilation.”

CONCLUSION

The examples of allusion and paronomasia above
illustrate the forethought wicth which words were cho-
sen for portraying characters. The author(s) took great
care to cast the story as an accurate depiction of a con-
frontation berween two opposing elements, water and
fire. That the element fire, i.c., Marduk, achicves vic-
tory in the end is meant to underscore the miracle be-
hind the event. When water and fire meet in realicy, wa-
ter would naturally be expected to win. Here, however,
the laws of nature are reversed. Marduk's victory is no

. less miraculous.

That Enima Eli¥ was read before the populace on the

t fourth day of the New Year's festival suggests that liter-

* ary allusions were meant to be descried by those attend-

ing and that they were in some way important to the rit-
ual (Dalley 1989:231). In this respect, it is interesting
to note that firc and water figure promincntly in the
mythological explanatory works of Babylonian schol-
ars, in particular, in those texts which make references
to Apst, Tiamat, and Kingu (Livingstone 1986:120-
121). It is also possible that such allusions served an
oracular function, as symbolic manifestations of the di-
vinity.37 We are reminded again of the words of J.
Finkel: “In contradistinction to ‘poor us’ nondescript
philologers they were linguists of omen and portent by
dint of uncanny coincidences of sound and mecaning”
(Finkel 1953:37).

Unfortunately, a sea of time between then and now
drowns all possibility of knowing with certitude the
purpose of such allusions. The epic’s ritual contexr,
however, suggests that they were regarded as more than
just licerary embellishments. Yet, despite a gap in our
knowledge, we are able to appreciate the literary devices
in Enuma Elif for their profound depth and brilliance.
It is hoped that future studics concerning other ancient
Near Eastern nature deities will consider the language

35 His comment is based on VII:143-144.
36 CAD K 112, 113, s.v. kamiru.

37 This may be connected with the well-known importance
placed on names in the ancient Near East, especially the
name of a god. The significance of Marduk’s name is made
clear in the epilogue: “Let his name be declared, uttered in
the land™! (VII:50); “May this his name endure forever™
(VIL:54).
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employed to describe them.38 In so doing, we will
arrive at a better understanding of the literary and theo-
logical sophistication of the ancients.
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