ONE POSSIBLE INTERPRETATION
OF THE STRUCTURE OF THE EARLY
SUMERIAN PANTHEONON
Pe e t e r E s pa k
Abū Ṣalābīkh and Fāra God Lists are long known primary sources of
interpreting the earliest truly known hypothetical Sumerian pantheon or
its relative structure. The latest longer analysis of the lists was conducted
by. Jan Lisman1 who bases his analysis of mythology largely on the
theories of Jan van Dijk and the existence of the so-called chthonic and
cosmic motives in the early Sumerian mythology. According to van Dijk,
the different traditions, possibly belonging also to different tribal groups
or nations having different ways of life (farming versus cattle-breading or
desert life) might be under question as the causers of the different creation
myths. 2 The current author has previously3 argued that the two motives
can be interpreted as different developmental phases inside the Sumerian
religion. Heaven and Earth are often sacred divine elements for the most of
the ancient mythologies and peoples. During the course of development,
the younger generation of gods takes over as the active head of the divine
pantheon. For example, Enki can be interpreted representing a secondary
development in Sumerian religion. Alongside the mother-goddess with
whom he is always paired in mythology (who hypothetically represents
the secondary development of the mother-earth Ki), Enki acts just like
the sky god An in Ukg. 15 myth when he impregnates the mother-goddess
Ninhursag in the Enki and Ninhursag text; or is making the earth fertile
in different accounts.
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From Neo-Sumerian sources, for example, the Ur-Ninurta B hymn
demonstrates no sharp distinctions between the so-called chthonic and
cosmic motives (lines B, 8–12):
idigna i7buranuna ka kù-bi du8 -ù nì giri17-zal si-si4
dungu sír-re a `é-¡ál-la šúm-mu a-gàr-ra šè¡-šè¡
d
ézina ab-sín-na sa¡ íl-íl-i ú-šim edin-na TAR [...] x
pú-¡eškiri6 làl ¡eštin ki tag-ga tir-gen7 sud-sud-e
an lugal di¡ir-re-e-ne-ke4 á-bi mu-e-da-a-á¡
i7

The holy mouths of the Tigris and Euphrates to keep open, to fill them with joy
Dense clouds to give water abundantly, to rain over the fields
To make Ezina (grain) in his furrows to lift the head, the greenery of the steppe
To make gardens of syrup and vines to grow as forests
An, the king of the gods, has ordered (Enki) to do that

Enki is here pictured as following the orders of An in making the earth
fertile. He does not represent any specific Eridu tradition theology in
opposition to Nippur theology. 5 It might be said that there is no traceable
“rivalry” between the theologies of two gods Enlil and Enki. The gods act
to achieve different goals only in the mythological narrative. In several
royal hymns and myths Enki is titled “the junior or small Enlil” and
having all the powers of his slightly more important brother Enlil. The
sources picture Enki and Enlil both as major Sumerian gods who are
responsible for the organising the world order. Enlil´s primary function
is to act as the granter of political power. Enki, in turn, is seen as the
productive manager of earth, caretaker of its fertility and developer of
human civilisation. Several conflicting opinions of Enlil and Enki in –
for example in the Flood Stories – seem to be mythological motives of an
ancient “action story” and they seem not to represent any rivalry between
different theological schools. 6
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Also the earlier god lists can be analysed in terms of not “different
schools / layers of mythology” but in their actual possible situation. The
SF 23 list from Fāra lists seven divine pairs headed by Enki and Ninki.
Enlil and Ninlil are given as the second pair and then follow five en and
nin pairs. Similar order is followed in the Abū Ṣalābīkh list with slight
variations – a pair en-an and nin-an is added7:
SF 23:8 1–22		

OIP 99:9 82, v. i 1–24
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In both of the lists, the later known major gods of Sumer are listed after
the en and nin pairs. The first divine figure after the primordial en/nin
gods seems to be the mother-goddess. The Abū Ṣalābīkh list adds den-an
and dnin-an to the seven pairs mentioned in the Fāra list. It might be a
sort of a theological speculation for adjusting the system of the list with
the mythology according to which the world was created as a result of
the intercourse of An and Ki – heaven and earth.10 When the cult or a
“picture” of the mother-goddess earth Ki and the great sky-god An had
already been overshadowed by later mythology, the scribes try to explain
the den-ki – dnin-ki and den-an – dnin-an (when to read them as Lords of
Heaven / Ladies of Heaven) as primordial divine powers manifested and
contained in the images of earth and sky.
However other texts usually11 do not mention the en-an / nin-an pair
and if such a combination of beings ever was meant is therefore doubtful.
The Mari god list, for example, only mentions en and nin of “the holy
mound” and the parents of Enlil (lines 17–20): den-du6 -kù-ga dnin-du6 kù-ga / den ama a-a den-líl-lá dnin ama a-a den-líl-lá / den-me-šár-ra dninme-šár-ra.12
At least when to use imaginative speculation, one way of interpreting
the Abu Salabikh list would be the following. The primeval universe before
the separation of An and Ki was seen as an embryonic entity containing
all kinds of different divine creatures manifested symbolized in the malefemale pairs en-ki / nin-ki and en-an / nin-an – all primeval creatures
present in both later female earth and male sky. In this universe “before
time” also several other divine powers or “ideas” existed – including the
god Enlil and his spouse. Adding Enlil and Ninlil as the second pair of the
list testifies that both the lists are certainly stemming from the mythology
already seeing Enlil as the main granter of kingship and the most important
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god in that sense. Are the theories considering Enlil a “newcomer” to the
Sumerian pantheon correct and Enki the “original head of the pantheon”
is of course unknown.13 At least the ordering of Abu Salabikh list does
not differ much from the myths of Ukg. 15 or the Barton Cylinder, if to
consider the interpretation of the divine named “Lord/Lady Heaven”14
correct.
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