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NOEGEL HOMER AND ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ONMCY

Dreaming and the Ideology of Mantics:

Homer and Ancient Near Eastern Oneiromancy”

ear Eastern influence on Greek

literature has been the subject of

increasing scholarly interest in
the last few decades. The works of W.
Burkert! and of others? have done a great
deal to “re-orient” our understanding of
Greek literature by considering it in the
larger context of the ancient Mediterra-
nean world. Martin West’s famous re-
mark that “Greece is part of Asia; Greek
Literature is Near Eastern literature,™
encapsulates this approach. While a great
deal of prior comparative work in this
area has consisted primarily of the cata-
loguing of examples of possible influ-
ence and exchange, more recently schol-
ars have begun to move toward a more
complete understanding of what K. A.

€

Raaflaub refers to as “...the precondi-
tions that made them possible and the
limits and exact modalities of transmis-
sion and effect.”™ :

In this essay, I shall adopt Raaflaub’s
direction, at least in part, by examining
the use of divinatory wordplay in the
exegesis of dreams in Mesopotamian and
early Greek literature. I shall restrict my-
self to discussing the interpretation of
only those dreams which we could call
“symbolic,” i.e., those dreams of unclear
meaning that require interpretation. They
are the opposite of the so-called “mes-
sage,” dreams in which a dream figure
delivérs a missive that requires no inter-
preter.

Parallels between Near Eastern and

* Previous versions of this paper were delivered at the
University of Washington and at the Third Annual
Meeting of the Assyrian and Babylonian Intellectual
Heritage Project (MELAMMU) in Chicago, on October
28, 2000. I would like to thank especially Jim Clauss,
Stephen Hinds, Sheila Colwell, Simo Parpola and
Christopher Faraone for their helpful comments after
these presentations. The abbreviations adopted herein
follow those of the Journal of Near Eastern Studies.

! See, e.g., Walter Burkert, “Homerstudien und Orient,”
in Joachim Latacz (ed.), Zweihundert Jahre Homer-
Forschung: Riickblick und Ausblick (Colloquium
Rauricum, 2; Stuttgart and Leipzig), 155-181; The
Orientalizing Revolution: Near Eastern Influence on
Greek Culture in the Early Archaic Age (Cambridge,
1992). .

% See, e.g., M. C. Astour, Hellenosemitica: An Ethnic
and Cultural Study in West Semitic Impact on Myce-
naean Greece (Leiden, 1967), and more recently,
“RDMN/RHADAMANTHYS and the Motif of Se-
lective Immortality,” in Manfred Dietrich and Ingo
Kottsieper (eds.), “Und Mose schrieb dieses Lied
auf”: Studien zum Alten Testament und zum Alten
Orient: Festchrift fiir Oswald Loret= zur Vollendung

A. Panaino & G. Pettinato (eds.)
MELAMMU SYMPOSIA 11T (Milano 2002)
ISBN 88-8483-107-5

seines 70. (AOAT, 250; Miinster, 1998), 55-89;
Robert Rollinger, “Altorientalische Motivik in der
frithgriechischen  Literatur am  Beispeil der
homerischen Epen. Elemente des Kampfes in der
Ilias und in der altorientalischen Literatur (nebst
Uberlegungen zur Prisenz altorientalischer Wander-
priester im fritharchaischen Griechenand),” in
Christoph UIf (ed.), Wege -ur Genese griechischer
Identitit: Die Bedeutung der fritharchaischen Zeit
(Berlin, 1996), 156-311; Stephanie Dalley and A. T.
Reyes, “Mesopotamian Contact and Influence in the
Greek World: 1. To the Persian Congquest,” in
Stephanie Dalley (ed.), The Legacy of Mesopotamia
(Oxford, 1998), 85-106.

3 M. L. West, Theogony (Oxford, 1966), 31.

4 K. A. Raaflaub, “Influence, Adaptation, and Inter-
action: Near Eastern and Early Greek Political
Thought,” in Sanna Aro and R. M. Whiting (eds.),
The Heirs of Assyria: Proceedings of the Opening
Symposium of the Assyrian and Babylonian Intellec-
tual Heritage Project Held in Tvdrminne, Finland,
October 8-11, 1998 (Melammu Symposia, I; Hel-
sinki, 2000), 54.
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Greek message dreams, have received
some scholarly attention® and have been
numerous enough for West to assert: “It
is not easy to avoid the conclusion that at
some stage of its history the Greek epic
tradition has been strongly influenced by
contacts with the Eastern tradition.”®
Therefore, a comparative study of Greek
and Near Eastern symbolic dreams is a
logical next step.’

My comparison will consist of two
parts: first, the punning interpretation of
symbolic dreams in Near Eastern and
Greek omen texts; and second, the pun-
ning interpretation of symbolic dreams as
reflected in Near Eastern and early Greek
literature. Throughout the paper I shall
comment on the possible preconditions,
limits, and modalities of transmission for
the punning hermeneutic.

Part I. The punning interpretation of symbolic dreams
in Near Eastern and Greek omen texts.

In a monograph on the exegesis of
dreams in the ancient Near East, I re-
examine all extant Mesopotamian dream
oracles for evidence of what I will call
the punning hermeneutic.®* My research
has turned up dozens of examples, but a
smaller sampling will suffice to demon-
strate.’

If a man dreams that he is eating a raven
(arbu); he will have income (irbu).

If a man dreams he is eating human flesh
(§éru): he will have great riches (§ar#).!°

If (in a dream) a person goes to Laban
(La-ba-an); he will build a house (DU-
uf$] = ibani§)."! '

If a man dreams that he is travelling to
Idran (/D-ra-an = A-ra-an); he will free
himself from a crime (aran).!?

If one gives him bird “oil” (I + GIS
MUSEN); they will shout ‘Watch out!
Watch out!’ (i-sur i-sur KA-i)."?

If (someone) has given him mihru-wood;
he shall have no rival (mahiru).

[If] one gives him the head (SAG) of a
pick-axe; his head (SAG.DU) [will be
cut off]. '

(If] he pours his urine into a fish pond
.(TUL): he will lose (HA.A) his pro-
perty.'

5 A. Leo Oppenheim, The Interpretation of Dreams
_ in the Ancient Near East: With a Translation of the
Assyrian Dream Book (Transactions of the American
Philosophical Society, Volume 46/3 [1956]; Phila-
delphia, 1956), 209.

® M. L. West, “The Rise of the Greck Epic,” JHS 108

(1988), 169.
7 The problems posed by the commonly accepted
typology nothwithstanding. On such difficulties see
- Scott B. Noegel, “Dreams and Dream Interpreters in
Mesopotamia and in the Hebrew Bible (Old Testa-
ment),” in Kelly Bulkeley (ed.), Dreams and
Dreaming: A Reader in Religion, Anthropology,
History, and Psychology (Hampshire, 2001), 45-71;
- Nocturnal Ciphers: The Allusive Language of
Dreams in the Ancient Near East (forthcoming).
¥ See Noegel, Nocturnal Ciphers.
® Oppenheim, The Interpretation of Dreams in the
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Ancient Near East, 269, 272.

19X: x+13 (K.6663 + 8300).

""" A play here on labdnu “make bricks,” was noted
by Oppenheim, The Interpretation of Dreams in the
Ancient Near East, 268, n. 34,

12 IX: rev. ii, x+21 (K.2582). In addition to the paro-
nomasia, note that the pun is also visual and based on
identical signs (with the exception of A = ID in the
protasis). .

13 The play here is on the word “bird” (issuru).

1* VII: rev. ii, x+15-16. The apodosis HA.A = haldqu
“lose,” appears to have been associated with the pro-
tasis’ TUL = burtu “well, fish pond,” via a learned
pun between its component signs, HA and A. The
former sign, when read as KUg means nunu “fish,”
i.e., a creature living in a fish pond. The latter sign A
also represents mi “water.” CAD B 335, s.v. burtu.




If he goes to Lubda (Lu-ib-da"): im-
prisonment (me-si-ru) will seize [him].!

If he seizes a fox (KAs.A = §élibu), he
will seize a Lamassu (AN.KAL), but if
he seizes a fox in his hand (SU), and it
escapes, he will have seized a Lamassu,
but it also will escape from his hand

(SU).1

Mesopotamian oneirocritic practices
appear to have had a wide-ranging influ-
ence. A. Leo Oppenheim, in his seminal
work on the subject, suggested that the
New Kingdom Egyptian dream oracles
showed the imprint of Mesopotamian
techniques in their format and in some
details, a remark now supported by addi-
tional Egyptological research.'” Though
he does not discuss it in depth, I point
out that both the Egyptian dream book
frequently displays the punning herme-
neutic. Three examples will illustrate.

If a man has a dream in which he peels
off his finger nail (be’ek). Bad omen.
The work (be’ek) of his hands will be
seized.

If a man has a dream in which he offers
incense (snzr) to the god. Bad omen. The
rage of the god (nrr) is against him (i.e.,
he is incensed!).

NOEGEL HOMER AND ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ONEIROMANC

If a man has a dream in which he uncov-

~ers (kf'w) his derriere (phwy). Bad
omen. He will come to an end (kf'w
phwy).

More recently, Mark Geller'® has seen
similar Mesopotamian oneirocritic influ-
ence in the format and some protases of
some Talmudic dream reports.'”® Here
again the dream reports reveal the pres-
ence of the punning heremeutic.

Bar Kappara reports a dream to Rabbi in
which some people told him “You will
die in the month of ’Adar and not see
Nisan.” Rabbi interprets this dream:
“You will die with honor (’adratah), and
not come into temptation (nisayén).”?°

Bar Kappara reports a.dream in which his
nose (‘ap) falls off. As Rabbi interprets
his dream: “Heated anger (harén 'ap)
has been removed from you.”?!

One who sees a reed (qaneh) in a dream
will acqire (geneh) understanding.?

If one sees an elephant (pil) in a dream,

wonders (pela’ot) will be wrought for
him.? -

Though some scholars have empha-

- sized similarities in format and detail

when demonstrating Mesopotamian in-

B IX: obv. i, y+13 (Sm 29 + 79-7-8, 94). Here it is
the LU sign which logographically suggests itself as
DAB = kdlu “imprison, hold, contain.” Similarly, the
UB sign (=KU) represents the verb nads, one of
whose many meanings is “put in prison, fetter, cage.”
CAD N/1 86, s.v. nadii. These equations are bolstered
visually as well by the signs LU and DAB which are
identical, and by the UB sign which differs from LU
and DAB only in that it lacks a vertical wedge on its
right side.

16 If “fox” is read syllabically as Se,-/ib-bu, the same
signs can be read as (A).AN.KAL-y, i.e., “Lamassu.”
Moreover, though SU here means garu “hand,” one
lexical lists shows us that ‘LAMMA = “SU. See
Scott B. Noegel, “Fox on the Run: Catch a Lamassu
by the Pun,” NABU (1995), 101-2.

17 See Noegel, Nocturnal Ciphers.

¥ M. J. Geller, “The Survival of Babylonian Wissen-
schaft in Later Tradition,” in Sanna Aro and R.- M.

Whiting (eds.), The Heirs of Assyria: Proceedings of
the Opening Symposium of the Assyrian and Babylo-
nian Intellectual Heritage Project Held in Tvdr-
minne, Finland, October &8-11, 1998 (Melammu
Symposia, I; Helsinki, 2000), 1-6.

1 For the tole of wordplay in Rabbinic exegesis in
general see Isaac Heineman, 7173%0 *277 (Jerusalem:
Magness Press, 1970), 103-130. See also BT,
Berakhot 56b, 57a; Baba Kama 55a. For a brief dis-
cussion of Talmudic dreams see Joshua Trachten-
berg, Jewish Magic and Superstition: A Study of Folk
Religion (New York, 1974). For a complete list of
dream puns in the Talmud see Noegel, Nocturnal
Ciphers.

20 BT, Berakhot, 56b.

21 BT, Berakhot, 56b.

22 BT, Berakhot, 56b.

2 BT, Berakhot, 56b-57a.

169



NOEGEL HOMER AND ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ONEIROMANCY

fluence on these other dream collections,
I would suggest that the presence of the
punning hermeneutic also should be ta-
ken into consideration. We need not look
for specific punning parallels, but rather
simply the presence of the punning her-
meneutic itself, since it implies the exis-
tence of a learned system of hermeneutic
principles or approaches. Therefore, the
Egyptian and Talmudic dream oracles,
both in format and in their ubiquitous
employment of the punning hermeneutic,
uniquely evidence the chronological and
geographic pervasiveness of Mesopota-
mian oneirocritic practices. :

With this background in mind, I turn to
what to my knowledge is the only extant
ancient dream ' manual in Greek, the
Oneirocritica of Artemidorus of Daldis.
Though a product of the second century
CE, the Oneirocritica nevertheless repre-
sents the apex of a long oneirocritic tra-
dition, one which it collects and embod-
ies. Artemidorus himself cites numerous
dream interpreters and their works by
name. He also consorted with market-
place diviners and studied every avail-
able work on the subject. Thus, the Onei-
rocritica is a fitting text with which to
compare the Near Eastern dream manu-
als.

The ancient hermeneutic traditions
which the Oneirocritica represents em-
ploy various interpretive principles ac-

cording to classifications that appear
generally in the earlier Near Eastern
dream materials. These patterns include
taking into account the dreamer’s occu-
pation, a distinction between the right -
and the left, and a polarity between
dreams and their meanings, i.e., if one
dreams a bad thing, it means a good
thing. As in Near Eastern sources, the
Greeks use the word “to see” to describe
a dream experience, and thus, both peo-
ples equate dreams with visions. With
regard to literary “message dreams” we
also find in both sources a likening of
sleep to wind,** and an association of
dreams with the underworld. The latter
appears already in Homer’s Odyssey
24:11-12 in which the souls of the dead
are taken by Hermes past the Gates of
Helios and the “Land of Dreams” (8fjuog
ovelpwv).?® Also similar is a distinction
between message dreams and symbolic
dreams, a belief in the divine origin of
dreams, the topos of a dream figure
standing by the head of one’s bed, and a
preoccupation with the time in which a
dream occurs.

Moreoever, like the scholars of the an-
cient Near East, Artemidorus employs
word plays of all sorts, including no-
tarigon*® and gematria, two interpretive
strategies that consider the anagramic
and numerical values of words, respec-
tively.?” The numerological strategies,

# Oppenheim, The Interpretation of Dreams in the
Ancient Near East, 216. '

% In Jliad 23:65fF. records the appearance of the soul
of Patrocolus in a dream. In /iad 16:672 Sleep and
Death are twin brothers.

% For Notarigon see Artemidorus Daldianus, Oneiro-
critica. Transl. Robert J. White (Noyes Classical
Studies; Park Ridge, NJ., 1975), 196, where a mili-
tary commander in the Jewish War in Cyrene dreamt
that the letters iota, kappa, and theta were inscribed
on his sword. These letters were taken to represent
the Jews, Cyrenaens, and death. For rabbinic practice
and the Bible, see Stanley Gevirtz, “Abram’s 318,”
IEJ 19 (1969), 110-13. Compare this with the gematria
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found in Mesopotamian colophons and god lists,
e.g., Erle Leichty, “The Colophon,” in Studies Pre-
sented to A. Leo Oppenheim, June 7, 1964 (Chicago,
1964), 152-3 and Stephen J. Lieberman, “A Meso-
potamian Background for the So-called Aggadic
‘Measures’ of Biblical Hermeneutics,” HUCA 58
(1987), 174-6. The recent publication by Laurie E.
Pearce, “The Number-Syllabary Texts,” J40S 116
(1996), 453-74, doubtless will help to uncover addi-
tional examples.

" See also, Daldianus, Oneirocritica; 166-7, 178, n.
13, 196, 223, n. 22, 232, 245, n. 7, for a discussion of
the numerical values of words.
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which Frans Dornseiff long ago sug-
gested were Mesopotamian in origin,?
remind us of Artemidorus’ understanding
of dreams as texts, as he notes: “For it
makes no difference whether one says the
number itself or a word whose letters in-
dicate the number.”” Three examples
will demonstrate the diversity of Artemi-
dorus’ punning interpretive strategies.

A weasel (yalfj) that appears in a dream
represents a lawsuit (8ixm), since both
words, when treated as numbers, equal
forty-two (3+1+30+8=42//4+10+
20 + 8 = 42/) (gematria).*®

A penis (uidea) in a dream can signify
the making of important plans (u#dec)...
(polysemy).’!

A wolf (hixog) signifies a year
(MnéBag) because of its name (parono-
masia).*?

Another feature found in Artemidorus
and in Near Eastern dream oracles, is the
use of literary and mythological texts as
interpretive templates. For example, Ar-
temidorus interprets the appearance of
“horses” in a dream as denoting “ships,”

NOEGEL HOMER AND ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ONEIROMANCY

since Homer’s Odyssey 4:708 refers to
ships as “horses of the sea” (&log
immwol).>* Artemidorus similarly asserts:
“That dreams are not entirely unrelated
to myths can be seen from this example...
Heracles burned in a fire, so too a woman
who dreamt she did the labors of Hera-
cles.””** If one quotes a book in a dream,
the events of that text will come to pass
in one’s life as they unfolded in the
text.>* Thus, as with Near Eastern manu-
als, dreams are viewed as texts and sym-
bolic dreams, as texts that require deci-
pherment. As Artemidorus put it: “Whe-
never they (the gods) speak in riddles
and do not speak plainly, you must at-
tempt to solve the riddles.”® This re-
mark, of course, reminds us of the Near
Eastern view expressed in Num 12:6-8.%7

When a prophet of Yahweh arises among
you, I make myself known to him in a vi-
sion, I speak with him in a dream. Not so
with my servant Moses; he is trusted
throughout my household. With him I
speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in
riddles...

Part 2. The punning interpretation of symbolic dreams
as reflected in Near Eastern and early Greek literature.

The punning hermeneutic in Mesopo-
tamia was not limited to dream interpre-
tation. On the contrary, since punning

appears originally to have been a mantic
device, it appears in most of the other
methods of Mesopotamian divination,

% See, e.g., Frans Dornseiff, Das Alphabet in Mystik
und Magie (Leipzig, 1925), and also the following
additions to the subject. R. Hallo, “Uber die griechis-
chen Zahlbuchstaben und ihre Verbreitung,” ZDMG
80 (1926), 55-67; “Zusitze zu Franz Dornseiff's Al-
phabet,” Archiv fiir Religionswissenschaft 23 (1925),
166-74; A. Bertholet, Die Macht der Schrift in Glau-
ben und Aberglauben (Abhandlungen der Deutschen
Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin, 1948/1;
Berlin, 1950). Each noted in Lieberman, “A Meso-
potamian Background for the So-called Aggadic
‘Measures” of Biblical Hermeneutics,” 167, n. 45.

2 Daldianus, Oneirocritica, 196.

30 Daldianus, Oneirocritica, 165, 178, n. 11.

31 Daldianus, Oneirocritica, 39.

32 Daldianus, Oneirocritica, 96, 142.

33 Daldianus, Oneirocritica, 46.

34 Daldianus, Oneirocritica, 202.

35 Daldianus, Oneirocritica, 210.

36 Daldianus, Oneirocritica, 214,

37 See similarly, Lieberman, “A Mesopotamian Back-
ground for the So-called Aggadic “Measures’ of Bib-
lical Hermeneutics,” 157-225; Tigay, “An Early
Technique of Aggadic Exegesis,” 169-189; Dorn-
seiff, Franz, Das Alphabet in Mystik und Magie
(Leipzig, 1925); Scott B. Noegel, “Atbash in Jere-
miah and Its Literary Sigificance,” JBQ 24/2-4
(1996), 82-9, 160-6, 247-50.
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. from extispicy texts, to birth omens,
magic stones, prophecy, astral magic,
and the reading of birds.’® In an extispicy
texts, for example, we read:

“If the station (a particular mark on the
liver) is long (arik); the days of the ruler
will be long (irriku).”*°

“If the ‘reinforcement’ (another well-
defined portion of the liver) is thick (ul-
lus); rejoicing (ullug 1libbi) of the
army.”*?

In the series of abnormal birth omens
known as Summu Izbu we find:

“If a ewe gives birth to a lion, and it has
matted hair (mali); a reign of mourning
(malf); the land will be full of mourning
(mala); attack of the enemy.”*!

To cite one example from a Neo-
Babylonian magical stone list I refer to
the aban aré “eagle stone” which was
employed as an amulet for pregnant
women precisely because of the homo-
nymity between ari “be pregnant” and
ari “eagle.” I could cite numerous others
from a wide variety of divinatory disci-
plines.*? Indeed, ancient Mesopotamian
scholarly commentaries also bear witness
to the derivation of esoteric meanings
from texts via word play.®* Though it
certainly was not the only hermeneutic in

existence, punning nevertheless served as
one of the most pervasive divinatory
hermeneutics throughout Mesopotamian
history. The pervasiveness of this pun-
ning hermeneutic bolsters the words of S.
Parpola.

...the crafts of these scholarly experts
were to a large extent complementary
and... their respective disciplines and
fields represented parts of a larger
whole, which I, in conformity with the
native Mesopotamian terminology, pro-
pose to call “wisdom.”*

This background informs W. Burkert’s
comment that these same experts, his
itinerant ‘“craftsmen of the _sacred,”"s
transmitted their divinitory and purifi-
catory skills, as well as elements of their
mythological “wisdom” to the West,*
where they impacted Greek literature.

This impact is confirmed by extant pas-
sages of early Greek literature that
clearly echo Mesopotamian classics...
Just as in the case of liver divination, the
literary borrowings seem to belong only
to the last phase of Greek epic poetry; it
is post-Bronze Age works such as Enuma
Elish and Erra which have left their
mark. It is precisely the Homeric epoch
of Greece that is the epoch of the orien-
. talizing revolution.*’ -

38 See now the collection of essays in Scott B. Noegel
(ed.), Puns and Pundits: Wordplay in the Hebrew
Bible and Ancient Near Eastern Literature (Bethesda,
MD, 2000). y

3% Starr, The Rituals of the Diviner, 10.

49 Starr, The Rituals of the Diviner, 10.

41 Leichty, The Omen Series: Summa I=bu, 77, V:39,
Noted also in Tigay, “An Early Technique of Agga-
dic Exegesis,” 178, but as an example of Mesopota-
mian “parable, allegory, or symbol.” This example
more accurately belongs with Tigay’s reme:z cate-
gory.

42 See Noegel, Nocturnal Ciphers.

43 Qee, e.g., Livingstone, Mystical and Mythological
Explanatory Works of Assyrian and Babylonian
Scholars (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986).

“ Parpola, “Mesopotamian Astrology and Astronomy
as Domains of Mesopotamian “Wisdom’,” in Hannes

172

D. Galter, ed., Die Rolle der Astronomie in den
Kulturen Mesopotamiens; Beitrdge zum 3. Grazer
Morgenlicndischen Symposium, 23.-27. September,
1991 (Grazer Morgenlidndische Studien, 3; Karl
Franzons Universitit, Kopernikusgasse 24; Graz,
1993), 52. The emphasis is the author’s. It perhaps is
no coincidence that the word 021 “wisdom™ appears
in Genesis only in connection with the mantic profes-
sionals of Egypt (Gen 41:8, 41:33).

43 See, Walter Burkert, “Itinerant Diviners and Magi-
cians: A Neglected Element in Cultural Contacts,” in
R. Higg (ed.), The Greek Renaissance of the Eigth
Century B.C. Tradition and Innovation (Proceedings
of the Second International Symposium at the
Swedish Institute in Athens, 1-5 June 1981; Stock-
holm, 1983), 115-19.

% Burkert, The Orientalizing Revolution, 6.

4 Burkert, The Orientalizing Revolution, 129.




Though Burkert does not mention it,
the authors of these Mesopotamian clas-
sics were mantic professionals.*® Indeed,
the author of the Epic of Erra states in
his opening that he received the entire
text in a dream. The Epic of Gilgamesh
was compiled by an exorcist, or perhaps
kalu singer. To some degree, therefore,
demonstrating Mesopotamian literary in-
fluence in early Greek literature is tan-
tamount to demonstrating divinatory in-
fluence. In this regard West’s depiction
of the Greek bard is striking: '

We should probably envisage the IE
poet-besides other functions such as in-
voking gods at sacrifices, and reciting
magical incantations for various commu-
nity needs-celebrating the noble qualities
and heroic enterprises of the king and his
ancestors...*°

Indeed, we hear of the complementar-
ity and inter-disciplinarity of Greek divi-
natory professionals, in the Iliad 1:62-63,
where, Achilles equates, as with equal
power, the soothsayer, omen readers,
priest, prognosticator, and dream inter-
preter.’® In the Mesopotamian world, this
range of interdisciplinary mantic skills
and their commonalities, explains why
we find the word play hermeneutic por-
trayed accurately in Mesopotamian liter-
ary portrayals of dream interpretation. I
offer a few examples to illustrate, each
from the Epic of Gilgamesh.

In the Old Babylonian version, Gil-
gamesh dreams that a meteorite (kisru)
fell from the sky on top (ana seri) of
him. His mother interprets the dream by

NOEGEL HOMER AND ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ONEIROMANCY"

way of word play. She asserts that he

- will meet one born of the steppeland (ina

seri) who will become the strength
(kisru) of the god Ninurta. Both inter-
pretations are confirmed shortly after-
wards.

Gilgamesh’s mother also employs a
polysemous hermeneutic in the Assyrian
version. After conveying his first dream
in which he sees the kisru Sa °Anim
(1,v,28) or “meteorite,” his mother offers
an interpretation that derives from multi-
ple readings of the word kisru. For ex-
ample, she states kima kisru §a “Anim
dunnuna emugasu “like a kisru of Anu,
so mighty is his strength” (I:iii,4). Here
the words dunnuna emuqasu “mighty is
his strength,” semantically play on
another meaning of kisru, namely
“strength.”! She also asserts that his
dream represents dannu tapJpu musezib
[ibri] “a strong commrade who rescues a
friend” (I:vi,1), one who [d innizebka
kasa “will never forsake you” (I:vi,5).
The verb kasdaru can be written in Sume-
rian in several ways. One way in par-
ticular is with KAD, a sign that in turn
can be read ezébu “forsake,”? the very
verb that we have twice in her interpre-
tation.

Elsewhere I have discussed two poly-
semous -messages in Ea’s secret warning
to Utnapishtim.** Specifically, I exam-
ined XI:14: Sakan abubi ubla libbasunu
ilani rabuti “the great gods set their
hearts to ubla the deluge” and XI:26:
makkura zerma napiSta bullit “spurn
property, keep living beings alive.” I

8 It is likely that many Israelite and Egyptian divi-
natory techniques were inherited from Mesopotamia.
See, e.g., Frederick H. Cryer, Divination in Ancient
Israel and its Near Eastern Environment: A Socio-
Historical Investigation (JSOTS, 142: Sheffield,
1994).

4 West, “The Rise of the Greek Epic,” 154.

%% For a discussion of the similarities here to Greek
epic see Rollinger, “Altorientalische Motivik in der

frithgriechischen Literatur am Beispeil der homeris-
chen Epen...,” 187-90

51 CAD K 436, s.v. kisru.

2 CAD E 416, s.v. ezébu.

53 Scott B. Noegel, “A Janus Parallelism in the Gil-
gamesh Flood Story,” 4SJ 13 (1991), 419-21; “An
Asymmetrical Janus Parallelism in the Gilgamesh
Flood Story,” ASJ 16 (1994), 10-12. -
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noted that the former plays on the poly-
semy inherent in the word ubla, namely
“want, desire, yearn for”%* and also
“carry and sweep off (which often is said

of water),”* and that the latter in XI:26

involves two puns: zerma “spurn,” which
also can be read as sérma “construct”;
and makkura “property,” which also sug-
gests makura “boat” (from Sum. mé-
gurg).’® I shall not detail my observations
here since they are available elsewhere.
Suffice it to add that in both passage Ea
also equips his urgent message with a
wealth of alliteration, specifically in the
repeated consonants /b/, /l/, and /n/.

Later in X1:45-47,7 Ea issues a poly-
semous warning to Utnapishtim by tell-
- ing him that the chief god Enlil promises
to “provide” (zandnu) the people with an
“abundance” (nuhsu) of “wheat cakes”
(kukki) and “wheat” (kibati). Utna-
pishtim, the wise man that he is, is able
to perceive other meanings in these four
words, namely an “excessive” (nuhu)
~ “storm” (zananu) of “darkness” (kukkii)
and “heaviness” (kibittu).*®

Each of the polysemous statements I
have discussed have in common a context

of dreams. As Ea tells the divine assem-
bly: anaku ul apta piristi ilani rabiti.
Atra-hasis Sunata uSabriSumma piristi
ilani isme “It was not I who disclosed the
secret of the great gods. I let Atra-hasis

"behold a dream, and he perceived the se-

cret of the gods™ (XI:186-187).

Examples of the literary portrayal of
symbolic dreams and the punning here-
meneutic could be multiplied many
times,’® and I could add to them samples
from the biblical record; but I think the
point has been made-since the ancient
Near Eastern literary texts were the per-
view of mantics, they accurately reflect
the use of the punning hermeneutic also
found in other forms of Near Eastern
divination.

The materials I have discussed, and the
parallels between Mesopotamian and
Greek dream omens, naturally raise the
question whether earlier Greek literary
texts reflect the punning hermeneutic.
With this in mind, I turn to what W.
Arend has defined as the only extant
symbolic dream in early Greek lite-
rature,® that of Penelope’s dream in the
Odyssey 19:536-559:

% CAD A/1 21-22, s.v. abalu. See also the double
sense of abdlu in an apodosis in the Verus Tablets of
Ammisaduga (= Tablet 63 of the series Enuma Anu
Enlil): naghu ippataru “Adad -unnesu “Ea nagbesu
ubbula Sarru ana Sarri Salima isappar “‘springs to
open’,” Adad will bring his rains, Ea his floods, king
will send messages of reconciliation to king.” Found
in Reiner and Pingree, Enuma Anu Enlil, Tablet 63:
The Venus Tablet of Ammisaduqa, 13.

55 CAD A/1 16-17, s.v. abalu.

¢ Harry A. Hoffner, “Enki’s Command to Atraha-
sis,” in Kramer Anniversary Volume. B. L. Eichler,
al. (eds.), Alter Orient und Altes Testament (Num. 25;
Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1976), 244,

37 Scott B. Noegel, “Raining Terror: Another Word-
play Cluster in Gilgamesh Tablet XI (Assyrian Ver-
sion, 1. 45-47),” NABU 75 (1997), 39-40.

8 CAD K 498, s.v. kukki. The first to spot the word-
play was Carl Frank, “Zu den Wortspeilen kukku und
kibati in Gilg. EXI,” ZA4 36 (1925), 216. For a con-
trary opinion see A. R. Millard, “The Sign of the
Flood,” frag 49 (1987), 63-9. Here, I think, Millard
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does not realize that puns need not be grammatically
“perfect” to be effective. See also my remarks in
“Raining Terror: Another Wordplay Cluster in
Gilgamesh Tablet XI (Assyrian Version, 1. 45-47),”
NABU 75 (1997), 39-40, regarding M. Malul’s (“A
Possible Janus Parallelism in the Epic of Gilgamesh
X1, 130,” ASJ 17 [1995], 338-42). Moreover, the text
Millard chooses as a preferable example was dis-
cussed already in my dissertation, which has since
been published as Janus Parallelism in the Book of
Job (JSOTSup, 223; Sheffield, 1996), see especially
160-2. Moreover, in the light of the polysemes dis-
cussed above, we do well to note the remark by Ulla
Jeyes, Old Babylonian Extispicy: Omen Texts in the
British Museum (Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-
Archaeologisch Instituut Te Istanbul, 1989), 44, re-
garding a liver omen based on the darkness and
abundant fat of a particular visceral feature: “The
combination of fat = abundance = negativity fittingly
produces an apodosis which predicts a flood.”

*® See Noegel, Nocturnal Ciphers.

8 W. Arend, Die typische Szenen bei Homer (Berlin,




