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Preface

Augusta McMahon

The chapters in this volume invert traditional
approaches to past human-animal relationships, plac-
ing animals at the forefront of these interactions and
celebrating the many ways in which animals enriched
or complicated the lives of the inhabitants of the ancient
Near East. The authors embrace insights from text,
archaeology, art and landscape studies. The volume
offers rich evidence for the concept that ‘animals are
good to think” (Levi-Strauss 1963), enabling humans in
categorizing the world around us, evaluating our own
behaviours, and providing analogies for supernatural
powers that are beyond humans’ control. However,
totemism has never fit the ancient Near East well,
because most animals had varied and endlessly com-
plicated relationships with their human associates, as
these chapters vividly describe. Taboos on eating or
handling animals ebbed and flowed, and the same ani-
mal could have both positive and negative associations
in omen texts. Animals were good (or bad) to eat, good
(or bad) to think, good (or bad) to live with (Kirksey
& Helmreich 2010) and good (or bad) to be. Through
detailed, theoretically informed and well-supported
case studies, this volume moves the study of human-
animal-environment interactions forward, presenting
animals as embedded actors in culture rather than
simply objectified as human resources or symbols.
The chapters in the first section emphasize the
agency of animals via their abilities to resolve crises
for humans and deities and to shift between animal
and human worlds. Animals have paradoxical affects:
as metaphors for wilderness and chaos, or as valued
companions, helpers, or votive sacrifices. The variety
of interactions and assumptions cautions us to treat
animals, as we do humans, as individuals. Recon-
struction of animals in past rituals has a long history,
usually focused on animals associated with the gods
and/or animals used in formal religious sacrifice.
But the chapters in the second section also examine
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the impact of lesser-known animals and less formal
encounters, e.g., in the landscape or in funeral contexts
within the home. The value and meanings of animals
could vary with context.

The fascination engendered by hybrid or com-
posite figures is also well represented. The persistence
of composite figures in the Near East, from fourth
millennium Bc human-ibex ‘shamans’ on northern
Mesopotamian Late Chalcolithic seals to lamassu and
mushussu of the first millennium Bc, suggests that the
division and recombination of animal body elements
fulfilled a human need to categorize powerful forces
and create a cosmological structure. The anthropomor-
phizing of animals is another facet of the flexibility of
animal identifications in the past. The authors here
also grapple with the question of whether composite
images represent ideas or costumed ritual participants.

The chapters also cover the most basic of animal—
human relations, that of herd management, use in
labour, and consumption, digging deeply into details
of mobility, breeding and emic classifications. Eco-
nomic aspects of the human-animal relationship are
currently being rejuvenated through archaeological
science techniques (e.g., isotopes, ZooMS), which give
us unparalleled levels of detail on diet, mobility, herd
management, and species. Matching these insights
from science, the issues raised here include the value of
individual animals versus that assigned to species, the
challenges of pests, the status ascribed to and reflected
by different meat cuts, animals as status and religious
symbols, and animals’ tertiary products or uses (e.g.,
transport versus traction, bile). These studies allow a
more detailed reconstruction of Near Eastern economy
and society, as well as emphasizing the flexibility of
the relationships between animals, as well as between
human and animal.

The authors implicitly advocate for a posthu-
manist multispecies ethnography, which incorporates
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nonhumans and argues for equal care to be given
to nonhumans in the realms of shared landscapes,
violence, labour and especially ecology (Kirksey &
Helmreich 2010; Kopnina 2017; Parathian et al. 2018).
This approach advocates for nonhumans’ agency in
creating shared worlds, in contrast to the traditional
approach to animals as symbols or resources in the
service of humans. Going forward, the challenge will
be to convert the acknowledgement of equal cultural
contribution into support for nonhuman species to
speak for themselves; this shift from passive subject
of research inquiry to genuine active agency in aca-
demic writing does not have an easy or obvious path,
and many nonhuman animals may be overlooked.
Indeed, multispecies ethnography ideally seeks to
incorporate plants, microbes, stones and more (Ogden
et al. 2013; Smart 2014), many of which are ephemeral
in the archaeological record and all but omitted in
ancient texts. However, ancient texts do support a new
approach which questions our modern boundaries
between species. Our perpetual struggle to translate
terms for different species of equids, to distinguish
whether a word refers to rats or mice, or to link zoo-
archaeological remains to lexical lists, reinforces the
complexity and flexibility of these concepts, and the
futility of attempts at absolute categorization.

The chapters in this volume should inspire col-
leagues to grapple with animals, nonhumans and
contexts that could not be included here. For instance,
the snake has as lengthy a history of human engage-
ment in the Near East as does the lion and had similarly
unusual powers. While the lion was an icon of strength,
the perfect symbol for the proximity of the emotions of
awe and fear, the snake has the sneaky ability to slither
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between worlds, to avoid capture, and to deliver an
almost imperceptible lethal injury. Fear of the snake
conquers awe. Like the fox, the presence or actions of
the snake, as listed in Summa alu, may be positive or
negative omens. The snake was present at key moments
in both Mesopotamian and Biblical literature; its actions
(stealing the plant of immortality, offering the fruit of
the tree of knowledge) changed the fate of humans
forever. Whether represented coiled and copulating
on Late Chalcolithic seals, grasped by Late Uruk ‘Mas-
ters of Animals’ or first millennium Bc lamastu, snakes
and their paradoxical nature deserve deep scrutiny.
There are many other nonhuman animals deserving
of similar problematization and integration, and the
eclectic and exciting research stream represented by
this volume shows us the way.
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Chapter 2

Animal agents in Sumerian literature

Lorenzo Verderame

Animals play a major role in Sumerian literature' in
the construction of metaphors and similes (Heimpel
1968; Black 1996; 1998; 2000). Bovines are recalled as
a comparison for beauty and might, while rampaging
bulls, spitting venom reptiles, gaping mouth felines,
and other wild animals provide images of danger and
fierceness.

(Sud) stood, the object of admiration, like
a magnificent yellow cow.
Enlil and Sud A 8

I am (Sulgi) a dreadful-eye panther
generated by the dragon ...

I am a gaping-mouth panther of Utu ...

I am a mule fit for the road.

I am a horse, whose tail waves on the
highway.

[ am a stallion of Sakkan, who loves to
run.

Sulgi A 3,14, 16-18

Occasionally animals are described as part of the land-
scape. High quality and exotic animals are mentioned
in lists of tributes, sacrifices, and banquets.

Monkeys, mighty elephants, water
buffalo, exotic beasts,
Jostle each other in the broad street,
Mixed with dogs, lions, mountain ibexes
(var.: mountain livestock; horses),
and alum sheep with long wool.
The Curse of Agade 21-3

Apart from being protagonists of fables, proverbs,
and debates (Heron and Turtle, Grain and Sheep, Bird
and Fish), animals are absent or passive in Sumerian
narratives, where gods and humans are the main
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actors and share the same space and features, even
the grammatical ones. In fact, the Sumerian language
distinguishes grammatically two classes instead of two
genders. The Animate Class (or Class A) is used for
animate beings, namely gods and humans. Animals,
plants, things, etc., are marked with element of the
Inanimate Class (or Class B), unless they are characters
in proverbs and disputes.

In a few cases, animals act in human and divine
narratives by playing a minor, though crucial, role.
This chapter explores such dynamics of animal inter-
vention in divine and human narratives, as well as the
relationships between animals, humans, and deities.

The Fox in Enki and Ninhursaga

The text known as Enki and Ninhursaga (= ETCSL 1.1.1;
Attinger 1984)? is composed of three narrative blocks:
the foundation of Dilmun, the chain creation of a
series of deities, and the curse of Enki by Ninhursag
and his final recovery. The myth begins with Enki
founding and ordering Dilmun. The god gives the
site to Ninsikila (Ninhursaga), and then copulates
with her. Ninhursaga becomes pregnant and gives
birth to NinSAR. Enki sees the new-born goddess and
copulates with her. NinSAR gives birth to Ninkura.
Again, Enki sees the new-born goddess and copulates
with her. Finally, Ninkura gives birth to Uttu. At this
point, Ninhursaga advises Uttu; the following pas-
sage is fragmentary. It is unclear if the text continued
with Ninhursaga giving specific instructions to Uttu
on how to act with Enki, or something else happens.
After a gap of c. 13 lines, the text continues with Uttu
asking Enki for fruits (cucumbers, apples, and grapes),
which the god obtains from the gardener. Enki goes
to the house of Uttu with the fruits and the two gods
eventually copulate. However, Ninhursaga intervenes
and removes Enki’s sperm from Uttu; she then creates
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eight plants. Enki sees the plants and decides to taste
them and fixes their fate. Ninhursaga then curses Enki:
‘I will never look upon him with an eye of life until
he dies!” (1. 220-21). The text is not explicit, but from
what follows it is clear that Enki falls ill and becomes
paralysed, while Ninhursaga escapes and hides her-
self. The great gods (Anunna) are in despair and sit
down on the dust.? The situation of crisis is solved by
the Fox. Ninhursaga returns and heals Enki, creating
a god for each part of Enki’s healed body.

Apart from the beginning, most of the Fox episode
in Enki and Ninhursaga (1. 223-467?) is lost. Soon after
Ninhursaga has cursed Enki, the Fox (kas-a) offers
help to Enlil in exchange for a reward (nis-ba). Enlil
replies to the Fox that he will erect two giSgana trees
for the Fox and its name will be praised. The following
lines are full of gaps. Apparently, the Fox unsuccess-
fully seeks divine help at the beginning, but succeeds
at some point in the gap, for Ninhursaga returns and
heals Enki.

The Fox said to Enki:
‘(If) I bring back Ninhursaga, what will be
my reward?’
Enlil answered the Fox:
‘(If) you really bring back Ninhursaga,
I shall plant two gisgana trees in my city
and make your name renown!’
The Fox first anointed its body,
First loosed its fur/hair,
First put kohl on its eyes.
(four lines fragmentary)
‘I went [to Nippur(?)] and Enlil [...],
I went [to Ur(?)] and Nanna [..
I went [to Larsa(?)] and Utu [..
I went [to Uruk(?)] and Inanna [
[...] that/whois [...] my life [...]
(seven lines fragmentary)’
Enki and Ninhursaga 223-46

1
Ny

.,

The Sumerian language does not mark gender gram-
matically and it is unknown if the Fox is female or
male. Even the acts that the Fox performs in 11. 228-30
(anointing the body, loosening the hair/fur, putting
kohl over the eyes) cannot be identified as specifically
male or female. In this episode, the Fox is not preceded
by the divine determinative, but acts as an animate
being for the grammatical elements are those of the
Animate Class (or Class A).

In Sumerian literature, the fox plays a major role
as a cunning and treacherous animal protagonist of
proverbs and mentioned in wisdom literature (Van-
stiphout 1988; Kienast 2003; Cohen 2017; Verderame
2017a, 396-400). As in other cultures, the eyes and the
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tail are the relevant and symbolic parts of the animal.
This fame is paralleled in iconography. The fox is often
depicted on seals of different periods. Occasionally
mid second millennium Babylonian boundary stones
(kudurru) have the image of a fox or jackal among
other gods symbols (Seidl 1989, 143—4) and it may
be related to the homonymous Mesopotamian star
(MUL.KAs.A; see Deimel 1914, 81; Kurtik 2007, 239-41),
possibly to be identified with Alcor (80 Ursae Maioris)
and also known as a learned name for the planet Mars
(Reynolds 1998, 351-52).

Dumuzi and the Fly

Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld (= ETCSL 1.4.1; Sladek
1974; Kramer 1980) is another myth where an animal
intervenes to solve a crisis by finding a hidden charac-
ter. Here, Inanna decides to go to the Netherworld. On
arriving in the court, the infernal gods address Inanna
with a deadly look, an ‘ill body” word, and an accusing
scream. Inanna is sentenced to death and transformed
into a corpse. With Enki’s help, the goddess is revived
but cannot leave the Netherworld unless she provides
a substitute. Inanna returns from the Netherworld to
choose a substitute followed by the infernal gendarmes,
the galla. After having excluded the gods of her circle
who have correctly observed the mourning for her
‘death’” (Ninsubur, Sara, Lulal), Inanna chooses her
lover Dumuzi as substitute. The galla demons who
go with Inanna arrest and beat Dumuzi, while Inanna
addresses him with a deadly look, an ‘ill internal’
word, and an accusing scream. Dumuzi seeks help
from the god Utu, asking him to transform his limbs
into those of a reptile (mus$). Utu grants his request
and Dumuzi eventually escapes. In distress, Inanna
seeks Dumuzi. The Fly (nim) helps the goddess to
find Dumuzi, whose deadly fate is then fixed.*

The passage of the Fly’s aid is described in few
lines. As with the Fox, the Fly asks Inanna for a reward
(nis-ba). Because of the help the Fly offered to Inanna,
the goddess fixes the fate of the Fly.

[The Fly] spoke to holy Inanna:

‘(If) I [show] you where your man is,
what will be my reward?’

[Holy Inanna] answered the Fly:

‘If you show me where my man is, this
will be your reward:

I'will cover [...]V

The Fly [helped] holy Inanna.

The young lady, Inanna, decreed the
destiny of the Fly:

‘In the beer-house, may
vessels to drink

bronze
for you.
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[You will live] like the sons of the wise!’

The destiny (decreed by) Inanna [thus]
came to be.

Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld 394-403

Contrary to the lost story of the Fox, the Fly’s reward is
preserved in the text. Despite the fragmentary passage,
itis clear that the destiny decreed by Inanna for the Fly
will be that of lord/mistress of the beer-house — as with
the case of the Fox, it is not possible to determine the
gender of the Fly (see above). In Sumerian literature,
most references to the fly are related “to fly like a fly’
(nim-gin; ... dal) or to the buzzing produced by the
fly (bu, nim). However, in one passage one can find
the direct association of the fly with beer. In The Home
of the Fish, the fish is persuaded to enter his “house’
(trap) describing an idyllic situation, clearly opposite to
normal life, “No flies buzz around in your house where
beer is poured out’ (e, ki ka$ de,-a-zu nim nu-
mu-un-bu-bu-bu, 1. A 8). The relation of Inanna
with the alehouse is well-known, as for example, in
Inanna I A 16-17, where it is mentioned: “When I sit in
the alehouse, I am a woman, and I am an exuberant
young man’, or in the The Song of the Ploughing Oxen
146-7:’In the alehouse, thejoy ...... PR Inanna
place of relaxation’. Moreover, in the Akkadian Epic of
Gilgames (X 1) the goddess IStar appears to Gilgames as
Siduri, the tavern-keeper (sabitu) living by the seashore.

Lugalbanda and Anzu

Lugalbanda and Anzu (= ETCSL 1.8.2.2; Wilcke 1969) is
either the sequel to Lugalbanda in the Mountain Cave
or is part of the same composition. In Lugalbanda in
the Mountain Cave, after the protagonist has departed
from Uruk towards Aratta, he falls ill and lies in the
cave until he is finally recovered. At the beginning of
Lugalbanda and Anzu, Lugalbanda is lost in the midst
of the mountains. In order to reach his brothers and
Uruk’s army besieging Aratta, he seeks the help of
Anzu, the mythical lion-headed eagle. The episode
detailing the meeting of Lugalbanda and Anzu is
very long; at two hundred lines, it comprises half
of the entire composition, the second part of which
describes the siege of Aratta and the Uruk victory.
In brief, Lugalbanda finds Anzu’s nest and feeds its
chicks with fine food, paints their eyes with kohl, and
puts eren’s scent on them. Then he hides, waiting for
Anzu to return to the nest.

Lugalbanda is knowledgeable and he
achieves great things.

To (the preparation of) the sweet breads
for the gods
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He added carefulness to carefulness.

On the bread dough he spreads honey and
he added more honey to it.

He set them before the nest of the Anzu’s
chick,

He gave the chick fatty meat to eat. He fed
it sheep’s fat.

He placed nindaidea-breads into its beak.

He laid down the Anzu’s chick in its nest,

Painted its eyes with kohl,

Placed white eren onto its head,

Put up a ... of salt meat onto its head.

Lugalbanda and Anzu 50-60

When Anzu arrives, he is pleased with his chick and
wants to fix a good fate for the one who did this. Lugal-
banda shows himself to Anzu and the mythical bird
decrees his destiny. First, Anzu offers him precious
metals and piles of grain, apples, and cucumbers with
which he can return to Kulaba, but Lugalbanda refuses
(1l. 132—-41). Second, Anzu offers him magic arrows, but
Lugalbanda refuses (1. 142-8). Third, Anzu offers him
mythical weapons (helmet, breastplate, battle-net), but
Lugalbanda refuses (Il. 149-54). Fourth, Anzu offers
him plenty of milk and dairy products, but Lugalbanda
refuses (Il. 155-59).° Finally, Lugalbanda asks for the
power of running instead.

Holy Lugalbanda replied to him:

‘Let the (power of) running be on my
shoulder and that I will never be tired!

Let there be strength in my arms,

Let me stretch my arms wide, let my arms
never become weak!

Like the sunlight, moving, like Inanna,

Like the seven storms, the storms of Iskur,

Let me raise like a flame, blaze like
lightning!

Let me go wherever I look to,

Set foot wherever I raise my eyes,

Reach wherever my heart desires,

And in whatever place my heart has
named to me let me spread my
sandals!

Lugalbanda and Anzu 167-77

In exchange for the good fate decreed by Anzu, Lugal-
banda promises that he will fashion a marvellous
wooden statue of Anzu and make his name renowned
across Sumer.

When Utu will let me enter my city,
Kulaba,
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I will make the woodcarvers fashion a
statue of you, and you will stay as an
object of admiration,

Your name will be made manifest
in Sumer

And in the temple(s) of the great gods it
will stay for fitting.

Lugalbanda and Anzu 181-83

Differently from the stories of the Fox and the Fly, Anzu
is marked by the Inanimate Class (or Class B) elements,
although he speaks and acts as an animate being.
Furthermore, the gender of Anzu can be determined
by Lugalbanda assertion ““You shall be my father” he
said’ (za-e ad-da-gu;, he,-me-en bi,-in-duy;)in
1. 127, paralleled by the assertion ““Your spouse shall
be my mother” he said’ (dam-zu ama-gu;, he,-
amj bi,-in-duy,) in the previous line.

In the story of Lugalbanda and Anzu, Lugalbanda’s
first act, the care of Anzu’s chick, is a kind of present
that facilitates contact with the mythical bird. After four
good fates offered by Anzu, all refused by Lugalbanda,
the latter asks for a specific power, that of running,
which is granted by Anzu. The reward of Anzu is
Lugalbanda’s promise to fashion a statue® and make
Anzu’s name famous.

Ninurta and the Anzu’s chick

Not Anzu, but his chick acts at the beginning of
a myth known as Ninurta and the Turtle (= ETCSL
1.6.3; Alster 1972). The story seems to be a sequel to
the Akkadian Anzu myth. It begins after the defeat
of Anzu by Ninurta. Struck by the god, Anzu drops
the MEs, the divine plans (gis-hur), and the Tablet
of destinies which return to the abzu. Possibly with
the intent of recovering them, Anzu’s chick (amar-
anzu™*e") takes Ninurta by the hand and leads him
to the abzu of Enki, where the rest of the composition
takes place.

At [the words (of the chick?)] of Anzu
Ninurta filled with treachery (or: was
silent in treachery).

[Ninme]na gave out a wail:

‘As for me, its divine powers (me) have
not fallen into my hand. Shall I not
exercise their authority?

Shall [I] not live like him in the shrine in
the abzu?’

Father Enki in the abzu knew what had
been said.

The Anzu chick took the hero Ninurta by
his hand
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And drew near with him to Enki to the
abzu.

The Anzu chick returned Uta-ulu
(Ninurta) to the abzu.

The lord rejoiced for the hero,

Father Enki rejoiced for the hero
Ninurta.

Ninurta and the Turtle B 5-14

In this composition, another animal intervenes, the
turtle (ba-al-gu-). Fashioned by Enki from clay, the
turtle is used to ambush Ninurta. It grabs the tendon
of Ninurta and draws him down in a pit that it has
excavated. The turtle is a creature of Enki, obeying its
master’s orders, and has no active role in the develop-
ment of the story.

Inanna, Sukaletuda, and the Raven

The last example of animal agents can be found in the
myth known as Inanna and Sukaletuda (= ETCSL 1.3.3;
Volk 1995). The myth is composed of two parts with
different protagonists. After the description of Inanna’s
departure from heaven and various gaps, the text con-
tinues (1. 49) with the story of the Raven (uga™")
and the creation of the date palm (Verderame 2020).
The second part contains the story of Sukaletuda, the
gardener, who sexually abuses the goddess Inanna
who is resting in his garden. Sukaletuda escapes the
quest and the rage of the goddess thrice thanks to the
help of his father, probably Enki, but Inanna eventually
finds him. The goddess punishes Sukaletuda, but at
the same time she decrees his future fame.

At the beginning of the story, the protagonist is
the Raven, then changes to Sukaletuda. The crucial
point that merges the two stories, where the protagonist
changes from the Raven to Sukaletuda, is lines 91-2.

[... Sukale]tuda was his name,
[Son] of Igisigsig, the [gardener(?)],
Was to water [garden plots]
And was to build a well [among the
plants].
Inanna and Sukaletuda 91—4

Itis generally assumed that Sukaletuda is a new char-
acter introduced in these very lines. Considering his
activities, the word ‘gardener’ is usually hypothesized
in the gap of 1. 91 (Volk 1995, 58), being the gardener a
main character in the Sumerian and Akkadian literature
(Besnier 2002; Rendu Loisel 2013). Igi-sig-sig; (lit. “very
green eye/face’), which appears in the following line
and who is supposed to be the father of Sukaletuda,
is identified as ‘the chief-gardener of An’ in the gods
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list An = Anum ("? nu-#%kiris-an-na-ke,). Further-
more, Sukaletuda has been identified with I$ullanu,
the gardener, lover of Istar, transformed into a toad
in the Epic of Gilgames (Volk 1995, 53-64; see note 7).
However, the relationship between the two stories and
the change of protagonist in Inanna and Sukaletuda has
never been properly examined and it is possible that
an identification of the Raven with Sukaletuda cannot
be excluded a priori.

For the purpose here, the story of the Raven is the
relevant part of the composition. After a gap in the lines
42-8, Enki calls the Raven and instructs it as follows:

The kohl of/for the Eridu’s art of exorcism,
With oil/fat and water in a lapis-lazuli
bowl
Placed in the room of the agrun
You ... with the axe and chew.
Then plant (it in?) a watered trench (lit.
swamp) for leeks in a vegetable plot;
Then you should [pull out (?) ...].
Inanna and Sukaletuda 51-6

The Raven follows Enki’s instruction and something
odd happens. From the mix of the “watered trench for
leeks’ and the “vegetable plot’, a new and unknown
plant grows, the date palm.

A plant growing in a plot like leeks,

An enemy standing up (var.: growing
straight) like a leek, who had ever seen
it before?

It gathered [...], continued growing ...
A bird like the Raven performing the
work of man,

Breaking upward the clod and settling it
downward,

Breaking downward the clod and raising it
upward,” who had ever seen it before?

The Raven raised on the enemy

And with a harness climbed up fo the sky
the date palm.

Inanna and Sukaletuda 66-73

After a fragmentary line where the Raven does some-
thing with the kohl (1. 74), follows a description of
the date palm, its parts and their uses (1. 75-84). The
passage of the bird performing man’s tasks is repeated
(1. 85-7). The story of the Raven ends as it began, with
it entering the abzu, after which begins Sukaletuda
narrative.

At its master’s command, the Raven
entered the abzu.
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Now, what did one say to another?
Did [...] add a single thing?
Inanna and Sukaletuda 88-90

The kohl (Sembi, Sem-bi-zi) deserves further atten-
tion. It appears several times in the Raven’s story and it
may be a link with Sukaletuda. The kohl is used for the
eyes and there may be a relationship between the kohl
and the episode of Sukaletuda’s story when the pro-
tagonist complains that the storm wind has struck his
eyes with the dust of the mountain (igi-gu,, sahar-
kur-ra im-mi-ib-ra, 1. 146). Furthermore, the name
of the supposed father of Sukaletuda, Igi-sig;-sigy, is
composed of the terms ‘eye’ (igi) and ‘green’ (sigy).
Kohl is usually described as ‘green’ (e.g. Sem-bi
sigs-sigs,-ga-bi, Lugal-e 636) and, in the lexical lists,
Igi-sigy-sigy is equated to amurriganu ‘jaundice’ (CAD
A s.v. 91-2), whose symptoms are often green/yellow
(sigy) eyes or face, and to sinnurbii (CAD S s.v. 294),
possibly similar to sinlurmd (CAD Ss.v. 285), a disease
of the eyes; see also $isii (CAD S5 s.0. 127).

In this composition, the Raven is marked with
Animate Class (or Class A) grammatical morphemes
and it is not possible to determine its gender. As
for the fox, the uga™**", identified with the raven
(Weszeli 2007), is a popular character in literature,
particularly in fables and proverbs (Veldhuis 2004,
299-301; Verderame 2017a, 402-3) as well as in divi-
nation (Guinan 2018). The bird depicted on kudurrus
may be a crow or a raven (Seidl 1989, 148-9). The
Raven star (MuL.uga™#"), possibly to be identified
with Corvus constellation (Deimel 1914, 47-9; Kurtik
2007, 557-61), is often used as a learned name for
Mars, as the Fox star (see above; not mentioned in
Reynolds 1998).

A raven makes its appearance in another Sumer-
ian composition, Enlil and Namzitara. In this brief
composition, Enlil appears to Namzitara disguised as
araven. Notwithstanding Enlil’s disguise, Namzitara
recognizes the god and receives from Enlil a good fate
in reward.

Conclusions: magical helpers and the
metamorphosis human-animal

Sumerian literature conveys the idea of a divine-
human connection. Civilized humans live in the city,
a space ordered and protected by the divine presence
in the temple (Verderame 2011); animals are almost
omitted in this ideal structure. In divine and human
narratives, animals may be listed as objects or, in the
case of wild and exotic animals, as a mark of alterity
regarding the civilized urban life. Even in Sumer-
ian language, gods and humans are marked by the
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same grammatical class (Animate/A), as opposed to
the others, including animals, which are marked by
another class (Inanimate/B).

In a few cases, animals escape their objectifi-
cation or anthropomorphizing, which is typical of
wisdom literature. The animals acting in the com-
positions discussed here are not common animals.
First, they speak and perform ‘human’ actions. Some
are mythical beings such as Anzu, and others act in
mythical time and their fate will be fixed as a con-
sequence of their actions (fox, fly). Except for the
fly, all the others (fox, raven, Anzu) are important
figures in Mesopotamian culture. They either have
a position in the pantheon and a role in mythical
narrative (Anzu) or are popular animal protagonists
in wisdom literature (fox, raven). Apart from their
presence in the textual record, they are documented
in iconographic sources and their fame is further
demonstrated by celestial identification with astral
bodies (fox, raven, Anzu®).

Two literary motifs can be outlined from the
passages discussed above: the animal intervention
and the metamorphosis. Firstly, the animal intervenes
to solve at a critical moment or impasse. This is the
case of the Fox in Enki and Ninhursaga and the Fly
in Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld. Both animals
help in the quest of a hidden character and ask for
a reward (nis;-ba ‘share’). Thus, the god, Enlil or
Inanna, fixes the animal’s fate, the destiny or a feature
the animal will have from that moment onward. This
theme may be found in relationship to Anzu and his
chick as well. In Lugalbanda and Anzu, Anzu helps
Lugalbanda, who is separated from the rest of the
Uruk’s army and lost in the middle of the mountains.
In Ninurta and the Turtle, Anzu’s chick leads Ninurta
to the place where the story will take place, the abzu.

In terms of the narrative structure, according
to Propp’s folktale analysis, they can be described
as magical helpers or donors (Propp 1965, 6; 1977,
179-206).° They help the protagonist in his quest in
exchange for a gift. This is the fate rewarded to the
Fox, the Fly, and Anzu. This is also true for Anzu’s
chick, who becomes a ‘magical helper” after the hero
defeats Anzu. In fact, the story of Ninurta and the Turtle
begins after Ninurta’s victory over Anzu. As Anzu,
most of the defeated ‘chaotic monsters” become the
god’s serfs and assistants. They are lieutenants of
the god or appear as guardians of the temple gates.
This is the case of Ningirsu/Ninurta’s adversaries
(Wiggermann 1992, 151-64; Heimpel 1996), as well
as Marduk’s in the later tradition. This can also be
the case with the seven assistants of Hendursaga,
described as animals or beings with animal features,
which may be the forerunners of the Seven demons
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(Verderame 2017a,b). The latter are represented
as animal-headed beings in first millennium ico-
nography and are assistants of the god Nergal and
help Gilgames in his travel to the Kur (Gilgames and
Huwawa).

The second motif emerges from the story of the
Raven in Inanna and Sukaletuda, which is different from
the other stories. The Raven is the main protagonist of
the first part of the story, substituted by Sukaletuda
in the second part. It is difficult to determine the
relationship between the Raven and Sukaletuda and,
particularly, if the animal is identified or becomes
human. However, we know that in later traditions,
the opposite happens: Sukaletuda is transformed
into an animal instead. In the famous list of IStar’s
lovers in the Epic of Gilgames (VI 32-79), Gilgames$
holds the list of her doomed partners against the god-
dess. The list begins with Dumuzi, followed by two
animals (the alallu-bird and the horse) and two men,
ISullanu, the gardener, and the shepherd. ISullanu can
be identified with Sukaletuda. The two humans are
transformed into animals by the goddess: ISullanu
into what is perhaps a toad, the shepherd into a wolf.
Metamorphosis is well documented in Mesopotamian
tradition. In Sumerian language literature, we may
recall the case of Dumuzi animal transformations in
order to escape the chasing demons (Dumuzi’s Dream,
Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld) or Enlil disguised
as araven in Enlil and Namzitara discussed above. The
metamorphosis of human into animal bridges the
apparent gap or, instead, establishes the boundaries
between the two entities and opens a different per-
spective on the human-animal relationship.'

Notes

1  For overviews and introductions to Sumerian literature
see Krecher 1978, Edzard & Rollig 1987, Rubio 2009,
Verderame 2016. Most of the Sumerian literature is
available on the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Litera-
ture (= ETCSL, http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk); an updated
bibliography of Sumerian literature is presented by
Attinger 2019. In this article the reconstruction of the
main text as well as line numbering follows ETCSL’s,
while translations in English from Sumerian are mine.

2 For the interpretation of the myth, see Kirk 1970, 91-9;
Rosengarten 1971, 7-38; Civil 1973; Alster 1978; Dickson
2007; Rodin 2014; Ceravolo 2019.

3 Thisis an act of affliction often accompanied by interjec-
tion of woe. The expression ‘the lord said “Oh!” and sat
in the dust’ (en-e us bi,-in-duy; sahar-ra ba-an-
da-tus/ba-da-an-tus) is used for Gilgames after
the encounter with the ghost of Enkidu in Gilgames,
Enkidu and the Netherworld A 253 and for Lugalzagesi
in Sargon and Ur-Zababa C 7. However, it is also used
specifically as part of mourning. After Inanna descends
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to the Netherworld, Nin$ubur, Sara, and Lulal “sat in the
dust and clothed himself in a filthy garment’ (sahar-
ra im/ba-da-an-tus tug,-mu-durs-ra ba-an-muy,
The Descent of Inanna to the Netherworld 308, 331, 341);
see in general Alster 1983, and in a comparative and
anthropological perspective, De Martino 1958. This
interpretation fits perfectly with the state of death or
non-life of Enki decreed by a negation of life meant
in Ninhursaga’s curse. Note that also the passage of
Gilgames, Enkidu and the Netherworld A 253 refers to a
mourning contest as may well be the case for Sargon
and Ur-Zababa C 7, but because it is fragmentary we
do not know the news brought by the messenger to
Lugalzagesi that cause his distress.

In the The Dream of Dumuzi, it is the friend who betrays
Dumuzi revealing where the god hides, after the galla
have offered him ‘a river of water’ and a ‘field of grain’
and he accepted them (Il. 142-43).

The second, third, and fourth presents of Anzu are related
to the gods Sara, Ninurta, and Dumuzi introduced in
the very first line of the section: ‘Like Sara, beloved son
of Inanna, shoot forth with your barbed arrows like a
sunbeam’ (M? 9Sara, dumu-ki-ag,-‘inana-gin; '
ti zus-zu-a uy-gin; e;-is); ‘May Ninurta, the son of
Enlil, cover your head (lit. skull) with the helmet “Lion
of Battle”” (* 4nin-urta dumu-den-lil,-la,-key
150) tug2ga gSu pirig-mes-a ugu-za hes-eb-dul);
‘The plenty of Dumuzi’s holy butter churn ...” (1
he,-gal, ussakir kus-‘dumu-zi-da-[ka-ka]).
For images of Anzu in Mesopotamian temples, see
Pongratz-Leisten 1995.

These lines have been translated differently by Volk
1995, followed by ETCSL, who hypothesizes that the
‘lump’ (lag) is the counterweight of a shadouf, thus the
Raven would move upward and downward the water-
ing tool to irrigate the date palm; see the discussion in
Volk 1995, 53-64. Volk’s hypothesis is suggestive and
may be right, but I have preferred to give a more direct
translation of the Sumerian text. Note that in the history
of Isullanu (see below) the gardener is transformed into
an animal, possibly the toad, ‘who cannot goup ... who
cannot go down ..." (ul e-lu-1i mi-ih-ha ul a-rid da-I[u(-)
x X x x], Epic of Gilgames VI 78), the same movement
performed by the Raven in [nanna and Sukaletuda’s
passage (""lag an-Se; sags-ge-da ki-Se; tus-us-da
Mlag ki-Se; sags-ge-da an-Se; ez-des-da).

For the Anzu star, see Deimel 1914, 79, and Kurtik 2007,
219-21; as the Fox star and the Raven star, Anzu star is
known as a learned name for Mars, see Reynolds 1998,
355.

The role played by the animal in these cases may recall
that of the deus ex machina or &mo pnxavng 0edg of the
Greek tragedy, who intervenes and solves a seemingly
unsolvable situation. However, some relevant differ-
ences must be drawn between the cases here discussed
and the deus ex machina. First, the deus ex machina is a
scenic trick and its context is that of the tragedy. Sec-
ond, the agents that intervene to solve the impasse are
gods. This is the case of Homeric compositions as well,
where the gods influence human events by helping their
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human protégés. I am grateful to Roberto Nicolai for
his observations on this point.

For an overview of the sources, see Sonik 2012; an article
on metamorphosis in Sumerian and Akkadian literature
is in preparation by Andrea Rebecca Marocchi Savoi and
the present writer.
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Fierce lions, angry mice and fat-tailed sheep

Animals have always been an integral part of human existence. In the ancient Near East, this is evident in
the record of excavated assemblages of faunal remains, iconography and — for the later historical periods —
texts. Animals have predominantly been examined as part of consumption and economy, and while these
are important aspects of society in the ancient Near East, the relationships between humans and animals
were extremely varied and complex.

Domesticated animals had great impact on social, political and economic structures — for example cattle
in agriculture and diet, or donkeys and horses in transport, trade and war. Fantastic mythological beasts such
as lion-headed eagles or Anzu-birds in Mesopotamia or Egyptian deities such as the falcon-headed god Horus
were part of religious beliefs and myths, while exotic creatures such as lions were part of elite symbolling from
the fourth millennium Bc onward. In some cases, animals also intruded on human lives in unwanted ways by
scavenging or entering the household; this especially applies to small or wild animals. But animals were also
attributed agency with the ability to solve problems; the distinction between humans and other animals often
blurs in ritual, personal and place names, fables and royal ideology. They were helpers, pets and companions
in life and death, peace and war. An association with cult and mortuary practices involves sacrifice and
feasting, while some animals held special symbolic significance.

This volume is a tribute to the animals of the ancient Near East (including Mesopotamia, Anatolia,
the Levant and Egypt), from the fourth through first millennia Bc, and their complex relationship with the
environment and other human and nonhuman animals. Offering faunal, textual and iconographic studies, the
contributions present a fascinating array of the many ways in which animals influence human life and death,
and explore new perspectives in the exciting field of human-animal studies as applied to this part of the world.
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