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Abstract: Since Homer’s time Greek mythographers have portrayed the god Okeanos
(“Ocean”) in an entirely discordant way: as a Potamos, “River.” Even more remarkable was
their claim that this River-god encircled the earth. These perceptions elicit an obvious
question. How did Homer, Hesiod, and later Hellenic authors learn that the god “Ocean” was
actually a “River” that circled the terrestrial world? The current article shows that this
mythical description was founded on celestial wisdom that originated in Mesopotamia.
Babylonian and Assyrian astronomers envisioned the constellations as “heavenly writing” that
imparted immaculate wisdom through the medium of wordplay. Puns encrypted in the
cuneiform terms for the Southern Pisces Fish + & {, 0, € Pegasi defined this constellation as:
“the God River Ocean.” Adjacent to the latter constellation-god on the north stood the
Pegasus Square, which Mesopotamian dictionaries labeled with a cuneiform sign that meant
“Inhabited World.” Two additional puns enciphered in the Pegasus Square imparted the verb
lamii, “to circle around an object.” Thus, embedded as wordplay in the cuneiform names of
the constellations we today call Pegasus and the Southern Pisces Fish stood the words: “the
God, River, Ocean, Encircles, the World.” Archaeological and linguistic evidence implies that
the Mesopotamian perception of the starry sphere as “heavenly writing” that imparted
inviolable wisdom through the medium of punning was transmitted directly to Homer and
Hesiod; implying that Hellenic mythographers’ perception of Okearnos as a deified “River”
that “circled the world” was founded on the aforementioned Mesopotamian astronomical

wordplay.

Keywords: celestial, mythology, constellation, heavenly, writing, lumashi, puns, wordplay


mailto:jjmchugh72164@comcast.net

























10

Vital to our quest for Okeanos was the manner in which divine names and epithets
were analyzed for concealed puns that might disclose some previously unknown aspect of a
deity:
In ancient cuneiform scholarship the writing of a name can be adapted to impart

information about the nature and function of its bearer. ..

... Babylonian scholars themselves were fond of the speculative interpretation of
names in particular. This was not a trivial pursuit but a means of revealing
profound truth about the nature and function of deities and their attributes
(George 2003, I 86-87, italics added).

Therefore, if a Mesopotamian astronomer-magician discerned a pun within a deity’s
name, he was inclined to construe this concealed meaning as a numinous revelation from the
gods—one that explained some previously unknown aspect or attribute of the deity in
question. Such pun-based revelations were typically accompanied with some variation of the
phrases: miidii mitdd likallim & midi aj imur, “Let the learned instruct the learned, the

P,

ignorant may not see!” or piristu 3a ilani rabiti, “Secret of the great gods!” (Livingstone
1986: 1). Hence, the discovery of a veiled pun in a god’s name or epithet was construed as

inviolable wisdom that exposed a previously unknown attribute of is possessor.

Nowhere is this concept better illustrated than in Knuma Elish tablet VII. Jean Bottéro
has utilized the commentaries on the ancient authors of Enuma Flish to show that practically
the entire seventh tablet was compiled through punning. In that text, Mesopotamian magician-
scholars decoded wordplay from the fifty epithets for the supreme Babylonian deity, Marduk,
and then arranged these into coherent statements that exposed facets of his identity and
powers (Bottéro 1977: 5-28; c.f, Dalley 1989: 276-277, n. 47). Because the commentaries on
puns given in Enuma Elish VII were an essential reference manual to Mesopotamian
astronomers (Lambert 1976: 313-318; Rochberg 2004: 209-236), and the ancient techniques
for discerning and utilizing wordplay are pertinent to our quest to discover the basis for
Ocean’s mythical identity as a River-god that circles the earth, we will analyze one

astronomical line to illustrate how this practice was employed.

The deity Marduk was embodied in the planet Jupiter (Géssmann 1950, no. 260). An
astronomical epithet for Marduk-Jupiter was DINGIR Nébiru, “the god Crossing,” a title
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applied to this planet-god when he stood on the meridian and was therefore “Crossing” the
midpoint of the sky (ibid. no. 311; Hunger & Pingree 1989: 28-29). Although Nébiru is an
Akkadian word, pun-seeking Babylonian magicians envisioned it artificially—as if it were the
Sumerian logogram: DINGIR NE,-BI-RU (Bottéro 1977: 20). They then examined every
cuneiform sign in this epithet in search of wordplay that might expose some previously
unknown aspect of this planet-god’s powers. Their extensive grammatical knowledge allowed
astronomer-magicians to comprehend that the determinative DINGIR was also read AN,
“skies, heavens,” and was initially depicted by the symbol of a star (Kramer 1963: 303),
therefore conveying the meaning kakkabu, “star,” and samé, “the skies,” in Akkadian (Bottéro
1977: 12). Sumerian-Akkadian dictionaries imparted that BI represented the Akkadian word
s, “his” (Bottéro ibid.; Borger 2004: 320, no. 358). By the first millennium BC the vowel in
consonant-vowel signs such as RU had become multivalent, thus the RU sign in NE,-BI-RU
was also read RA, a nuance mentioned in the secret commentaries for this line (Bottéro ibid.
1977: 17-18). And RA represented $a, “which,” and ina, “in,” in Akkadian (Ibid.: 12; CAD
17/pt.1: 1, $a, lexical section; ibid. 7: 141-142, ina, lexical section). Finally, an additional
commentary indicates that an earlier epithet for Marduk given in line 9, TU-TU, could be read
DU,-DU,, thereby forging a homophone with the composite logogram DU-DU, which meant
$iapii, “to cause to appear, shine” in Akkadian; the latter verb was then conjugated into the
third-person plural usap#, “they caused to appear,” to suit the grammatical needs of the pun
(Bottéro 1977: 12, 16-17, CAD 1/pt.2: 202, api, 5).

Therefore, polysemous readings embedded in the cuneiform signs used to write the
title DINGIR Nébiru yielded the puns: kakkabu/“star,” Su/“his,” sa/“which,” ina/“in,”
Samé/“the skies,” usdpi/“they-caused-to-appear” (Fig. 3). These puns were then arranged into
a coherent statement that imparted an aspect of Marduk-Jupiter’s powers; wisdom that was
then reported as fact in verse 126 of Enuma Elish tablet seven:

DINGIR NE;-BI-RU kakkab-5u 5a ina Samé usdpi

“The God Crossing [is] his star which in the skies they caused to appear.”

(von Soden 1942: 16-17; Horowitz 2011: 114-115)
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The latter evaluation allows us to assume that Hesiod either directly or indirectly
relied upon Enuma Elish to compose Theogony. And dependence on Enuma Elish implies that
Hesiod, or someone collaborating with him, was familiar with the methods used to discover
the wordplays upon which tablet seven of that text was based. This idea becomes all the more
plausible when we find Hesiod utilizing a pun on the name Pegasus (Greek: Pégasos) to
ascertain the setting of the Flying Horse’s birth: “... the horse Pégasos who is so called
because he was born near the springs [pégas] of Ocean” (Hesiod 1977: 100-101, brackets
inserted; Liddell & Scott, 1997: 637). Hesiod’s use of the accusative, plural term for
“springs”/pégas as the root for Pégasos indicates that he had employed the same methodology
that Babylonian-Assyrian scholars had utilized to reveal aspects of Marduk’s identity in
Enuma Elish VIIL

How Hesiod might have become familiarized with the Akkadian Enuma Elish is seen
in an archaic phenomenon attested throughout ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman
literature. Vanquishing monarchs conscripted foreign scholars of the occult—including
astrologers—into their own entourage, where they served as hostages in the court of the new
regime (Brown 2000: 33-34). A prime example of this is seen in the Old Testament’s Book of
Daniel. The first six verses recollect how this young Jewish prophet and three of his
countrymen were conscripted into the court of the conquering Babylonian king,
Nebuchadnezzar 11 (604-562 BC), and that Daniel was to be “trained for three years, and after
that ... to enter the king’s service.” His curriculum included learning “the language and
literature of the Chaldaeans [i.e., the Babylonians],” which was Akkadian and Sumerian, and,
as we saw above, comprised numerous opportunities for punning. Verse 5:11 confirms that
Daniel had risen through the ranks to become the supervisor of all forms of occult
prognostication, including astrology, ... King Nebuchadnezzar your father—your father the
king, 1 say—appointed him [Daniel] chief of the magicians, enchanters, astrologers, and

diviners” (Daniel 5:11, brackets inserted).

In his Natural History Pliny the Elder (23-79 CE) proclaims that a similar conscription
brought the astronomical science to Rome, “... slaves on sale that had been imported from
over-seas; instances of these being Publilius of Antioch the founder of our mimic stage and
his cousin Manilius Antiochus the originator of our astronomy ...” (Pliny 1968, IX: 406-409).

And M. J. Geller recounts how a Babylonian ummcdnu/“scholar-magician” was taken in the
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BC indicates friendly relations between a coastal Syrian city under Assyrian political control
(Boardman 1980: 44), and a Greek island where Hesiod was present. In fact, it was in Euboea
that Hesiod won a handled tripod as a prize for a song he performed at the burial ceremony of
King Amphidamas (Hesiod 1977: 50-51). Regarding the presence of Euboean Greeks at Al-

Mina, Walcot remarks:

“... [Euboean Greeks] seem to have been extremely active here [i.e., Al-Mina]
during the eight century BC, for part of which time the Assyrians were in control
of the region. Al-Mina is an obvious place for the Greeks to have acquired a
knowledge of Enuma Elish or any other work of Babylonian literature ...”
(Walcot 1966: 121, brackets inserted).

And acquiring knowledge of Enuma Elish implies the presence of scholars fluent in the
Akkadian and Greek languages as well as the religious ideologies of both cultures. More
importantly, it implies the presence of Mesopotamian astronomer-magicians indoctrinated
with the arcane belief that the constellations depicted divine “writing” that imparted sacred

wisdom through wordplay.

Further evidence suggests that Euboean Greeks assisted Assyrian forces as
mercenaries at Al-Mina (Burkert 2004: 9; Kearsley 1999: 109-134; Boardman 1980: 42).
And, sometime after Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III (circa 744-727 BC) had seized control
of Syria and Cyprus, his governing official had reported three maritime raids by Greeks off
the Phoenician coast, one of which was discussed by Parker, above (Parker 2000; ¢ f.
Boardman 1980: 44). In circa 711 BC Assyrian king Sargon II—who is believed to have had

city of Ashdod (Burkert 2004: 9; Burkert 1992: 13; Boardman 1980: 45). And finally, around
695 BC Sargon II's successor, Sennacherib, had Greek sailors working for him on the Tigris

River in the Assyrian city of Nineveh (Boardman 1980: 46).

Hence, the archaeological and literary record indicates that in Homer and Hesiod’s
time Greeks and Assyrians had established intermittent commercial-based alliances and also
confronted each other in military skirmishes. Any one of the aforementioned military
conflicts, pirate raids, or trading expeditions between Mesopotamians, Phoenicians, and

Greeks could have resulted in a Babylonian or Assyrian “astronomer-magician” being
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captured and sold to a Hellenic overlord, a vestige of the transaction found in the name
Homer: “Hostage.” At which time the Mesopotamian concept of the starry sky as hallowed
“writing” that imparted divine messages through the medium of wordplay would have passed

into Hellenic thought.
Walter Burkert argues for direct contact in the eight century BC:

Akkadian cuneiform side by side with Aramaic, Phoenician, and Greek alphabetic
script produces a continuum of written culture in the eighth century [BC] which
stretches from the Euphrates to Italy. Cuneiform tablets are found not only as far
as Syria but also on Cyprus and Tarsos, where the Greeks were definitely
present... which proves that Greek literary practice is ultimately dependent upon
Mesopotamia (Burkert 1992: 31-32).

Martin West also proposes direct contact between Greek and Mesopotamian scholars in the

eight century BC:

But how was this influence transmitted from one poetic tradition to another across
the language barrier? ... I see no alternative to the assumption of a certain number
of bilingual poets, probably easterners who had settled in Greece and learned to
compose epic in the Greek manner ... In other instances we seem to detect close
relationships between Homeric or Hesiodic passages and other ‘classic’
Babylonian texts such as Afrahasis and Eniama Elis. To account for them we must
surely postulate poets educated in the Levant who subsequently became

Hellenized and practiced in Greece (West 2011, 1: 71).

In sum, the archaeological and textual record implies intermittent face-to-face
interaction between Mesopotamian and Greek scholars throughout the eight century BC, a
circumstance that has compelled three authorities on Mesopotamian-Greek cultural
transmission (Peter Walcot, Walter Burkert, Martin West) to argue that such direct encounters
indisputably occurred. The ancient record specifies how this transmssion took place: a
Babylonian ummdnu/“scholar-magician” had been taken “hostage” by a Hellenic satrap.
According to Lucian a vestige of the encounter remains in the eponymous title of the father of
Greek epic poetry, Homér/“Hostage.” Whence the Akkadian language and constellation

names were transmitted into the Hellenic cultural sphere along with the secret conviction that
































http://www.sumeria.n.orglsumerlex.htm






http://www.migration-diffusion.info/articl



http://psd.museumupennedulepsdlnepsd-frame.html
http://www.artsci

Thompson, R. Campbell The Reports of the Magicians and Astrologers of Nineveh and Babylon,
vols. 1-2; London, England, Luzac and Co., 1900, reprinted in New York, USA, AMS Press,
1977.

van der Waerden, B. L. “Babyloman Astronomy II: The Thirty-six Stars” Journal of Near
Eastern Studies 8 (1949) 7-26.

von Soden, Wolfram “Neue Bruchstiicke zur sechsten und siebenten Tafel des
Weltschopfungsepos Enlima elis” Zeitshcrift fiir Assyriologie und vorderasiatitische
Archdologie 47 (1942) 1-26.

Walcot, Peter Hesiod and the Near East, University of Wales Press: Wales, England, 1966.

West, M. L. “Epic” Hellenica; Selected Papers on Greek Literature and Thought vol. 1; Oxford
University Press: Oxford, England, 2011.

31



