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Explore the Cultural Significance of a Lunar Myth 
The Sumerian Moon – God Nanna/Suen

This essay explores the moon-myth of Nanna/Suen among the Sumerian/Akkadian people from around 1800 B.C.E, and the extent of the cultural function he played in Mesopotamia. The Sumerian tablets with cuneiform writing are, as far as we know, the first written texts humankind have produced and the moon deity Nanna/Suen features on them. 

To understand the moon-myth of Nanna/Suen and its position within Mesopotamian culture the terms culture and myth are defined to clarify the approach of the examination. The paper continues with the exploration by means of the deity’s three key roles which are celestial, decider of fates and pastoral and concludes on the extent of the moon myth’s cultural importance and function on the Sumerian people. 

Myth
The Greek mythos means tale, story, narrative, plot.[footnoteRef:1] According to Segal, what unites the study of myth are questions about origin, function and subject matter.[footnoteRef:2] He proposes to define myth as a story.[footnoteRef:3] Eliade emphasizes the relation between the annual repetition of cosmogeny and the return to the origin of time, illud tempus, through re-enacting that return via festivals.[footnoteRef:4]   [1:  The Online Etymology Library, Mythology (2007) < https://www.etymonline.com/word/Mythology > 
   [accessed 20 February 2023].]  [2:  Robert A. Segal, Myth, A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p.2.]  [3:  Ibid. p.4.]  [4:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1959), pp.80-81.] 


The common factor possible to extract from these can be summarized by Burkert’s description, citing Kirk: ‘According to the broadest definition, a myth is a traditional tale.’[footnoteRef:5] He continues with the observation that the themes are constant and that they return again and again.’[footnoteRef:6] He states that myth, the telling and retelling of the story, ‘clarifies the order of life.’[footnoteRef:7] Taking the Greek origin as basis for its meaning, the lens through which this essay explores the Moon-God’s myth is Burkert’s broad definition of it being a story which can be retold and clarifying the order of life.  [5:  Walter Burkert, Homo Necans (Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1983), p.31.]  [6:  Ibid. p.32.]  [7:  Ibid. p.33.] 


Culture
Due to the complicated nature of the word culture, as Williams observes, this essay takes the same broad approach to the word as myth.[footnoteRef:8] The origin and meaning of the word cultura, from the latin colere, has a range of meanings: ‘inhabit, cultivate, protect, honour with worship.’[footnoteRef:9] Adding to these meanings is his statement that culture is ‘a particular way of life, whether of a people, a period, a group, or humanity in general, from Herder and Klemm.’[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Raymond Williams, Keywords, A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 
  1983), p.87.]  [9:  Ibid. p.87.]  [10:  Ibid. p.90.] 


Eagleton also recognizes the complexity of the term culture. Going back to one of the original meanings of the latin colere is husbandry, the tending of natural growth.[footnoteRef:11] The Mesopotamians tended to crops and cattle and held rituals related to that tending. In this sense their particular way of life can be termed as their culture. [11:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2000), p.1.] 

 
The all-encompassing terms for myth and culture used in this essay allow for an ample view and exploration of the meaning of the moon-myth Nanna/Suen for the Mesopotamian people. Culture in this paper is seen as a particular way of life of a people who inhabit a region, Mesopotamia, tending to natural growth and whose story is retold, clarifying their order of life, which is the approach to myth in this essay. 

Context 
Mesopotamia is the name for the vast region, as the Greek origin indicates, between the rivers Euphrates and the Tigris. Originally nomads, the Mesopotamians settled and created villages, which matured into king-reigned city-states such as the Sumerian Ur and Nippur with their peak in the third and second millennia B.C.E. Due to the two distinct language groups present in Mesopotamia the double name Nanna/Suen is for the same deity. The southern Mesopotamian Sumerian Nanna of Ur relates to the Akkadian Suen, commonly used in the other regions of Mesopotamia.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Mark G. Hall, A Study Of The Sumerian Moon-God Nanna/Suen.(Unpublished PhD thesis: University of
    Pennsylvania, 1985), p.32.] 


The primary sources 
Tablets[footnoteRef:13] found at Ur and Nippur, dated from 1820-1763 B.C.E.,[footnoteRef:14] were dedicated to the Moon-God Nanna/Suen and can be examined, according to Hall, from the perspective of the three roles he fulfilled: the celestial, the decider of fates and the pastoral.[footnoteRef:15] Other tablets dedicated to the Moon-God, such as one found in the ancient city of Nineveh, dated around 668-633 B.C.E., contain a hymn and prayer showing his three personas as well.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Ibid. pp. 829-835.]  [14:  Mark G. Hall, A Hymn to the Moon-God, Nanna, (Journal of Cuneiform Studies, Autumn, 1986, Vol. 38, No.
    2, The University of Chicago Press, 1986), p.152.]  [15:  Ibid. p.153.]  [16:  Ferris J. Stephens, ‘Sumero-Akkadian Hymns and Prayers’ in Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old
    Testament with Supplement ed. by James B. Pritchard (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 383-
    391 (pp.385-386).] 


Celestial role 

1. The lord has ... the heavens; 
2. he has embellished the night (var.: the earth). 
3. Nanna has ... the heavens; 
[bookmark: _Hlk129435367]4. he has embellished the night (var.: the earth). 
5. When he came out of the darkened mountains, 
6. he stood like Utu (stands) at noon. 
7. When Asimbabbar came out of the darkened mountains, 
8. he stood like Utu (stands) at noon[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Hall, A Hymn to the Moon-God, Nanna, pp.155-157.] 


The lines 1-8 of the hymn to Nanna-Suen indicate the Mesopotamians observed the moon and recognized its presence: ‘he has embellished the night’ and ‘When he came out of the darkened mountains’ alluding to the full moon shining bright and standing just as luminous as the sun (Utu) at noon.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Ibid. p.152.] 


Scribes[footnoteRef:19] mention animal offerings during the es3-es3 festival “new-moon festival for the beginning of the complete month” as well as the  “new-moon festival (of the house of) the fifteenth day”, which is approximately the time of the full moon, halfway through the month.  [19:  Hall, A Study Of  The Sumerian Moon-God Nanna/Suen, p.287.] 


Hall indicates the consistency of the festival taking place at the beginning and half way through the month, coinciding with the new moon and full moon as well as day seven which coincides with the moon’s first quarter, showing the importance the moon phases had during Ibbisuen’s reign.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Ibid. p.287.] 


The timing indicates the cultural significance of honouring the Moon-God. The celebration and attendance of the festival with its rituals were at fixed moments and part of the Mesopotamians’ lives. The story of the Moon-God at his various phases- the myth- was not only seen by all, but retold and re-lived consciously during the festival. In this sense, according to Burkert, the myth was ‘characterized by its suitability for telling and retelling’ [footnoteRef:21] Additionally, the regular and observable moon phases with its returning rituals, determined the way of life, as Burkert[footnoteRef:22] states and thus the myth clarifies its order.[footnoteRef:23] Their culture is, as Williams indicates, a way of life.[footnoteRef:24] The cultural function of the awareness of the moon phases with its related festivals was therefore one of structuring their way of life. Reinforcing the latter, according to Burkert,  ‘We can be certain, however, that myths and rituals successfully combine as forms of cultural tradition.’[footnoteRef:25]  [21:  Burkert, Homo Necans, p.32.]  [22:  Ibid. p.32.]  [23:  Ibid. p.33.]  [24:  Williams, Keywords, A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society, p.90.]  [25:  Burkert, Homo Necans, p.32.] 


Decider of fates

  9. His father, whose word is true, 
10. speaks with him day and night. 
11. Enlil, whose word is true, 
12. speaks with him day and night. 
13. (Based on) a decision he determines with him (Nanna) the fates [footnoteRef:26] [26:  Hall, A Hymn to the Moon-God, Nanna, p.157.] 


Line 13 states that Nanna was decider of the fates together with his father Enlil, part of the trinity of the Mesopotamian Pantheon and god of air and wind. The line on the tablet from ancient Nineveh also states, literally, that Nanna/Suen is the ‘decider of destinies’.[footnoteRef:27] Likewise, Anderson writes, his position as decider of fate is clear from the fact that Nanna was appointed by the gods An and Enlil as ruler of Ur who then appointed an earthly representative, Ur-Nammu, to govern the city.[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Stephens, p.386.]  [28:  William Anderson, Man’s Quest for Political Knowledge: The Study and Teaching of Politics in Ancient
    Times (Minneapolis: The University Of Minnesota, 1964), p.34.] 


To understand the cultural significance and function of this role, a parallel can be seen in the role of the king of the respective city states. The general theory of kingship for Mesopotamian people, Anderson observes, included it being a divine creation in itself.[footnoteRef:29] Royal powers were given by the God to the human king and the king was a ‘human tool for the gods.’[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Ibid. pp.30-31.]  [30:  Ibid. p.31.] 


The kingship and shepherdship bestowed upon him by An over the land and ‘a good name’ given to him by Enlil are similar to the ceremonies of shepherdship, kingship and naming a king underwent to legitimize his kingship.[footnoteRef:31] The connection between the earthly king and the Moon-God Nanna is made. In this way, the retelling of Nanna’s story and commemorating him during ritual and festival is at the same time a festival for the king. The order of life, according to Burkert[footnoteRef:32], is clarified and at the same time the king’s position is reinforced. Just as the Moon-God decided the celestial fates, the king, as his representative, decided the fates of the people in the earthly realm. [31:  Hall, A Study Of The Sumerian Moon-God Nanna/Suen, p.466.]  [32:  Burkert, Homo Necans, p.33.] 


Pastoral role

Nanna/Suen’s pastoral role takes up most of the hymn and emphasizes the amount of cattle he possesses.[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  Hall, A Hymn to the Moon-God, Nanna, p.157.] 


18. He drives the cows together in herds for him. 
19. His various types of cows are 39,600. 
20. His young(?) cows (and) calves (var.: his fattened cows) are 108,000. 
21. His young bulls are 126,000. 
22. Its dappled cows are 50,400. 
23. Its white cows are 126,000 (var.: its... calves(?)

These lines are followed by praising the abundance of dairy products derived from the cattle and other nutrition:

36.‘The pure cows of Nanna, cherished by the youth Suen be praised! 
37. The milk-fat of abundance in the sacred animal pens of [ . . ] (and) goats
39. Great mountain "brew," honey, and liquor"  

The shepherdship of Nanna/Suen is mentioned in the lines 18-23. Apart from herding the cattle the specific mention of their high numbers indicate a limitlessness and abundance, as Hall observes.[footnoteRef:34] The continuousness in fertility is expressed in cows, calves and bulls (lines 19-23) and the resulting milk-fat for dairy products (line 37). The emphasis of the pastoral role of Nanna/Suen is expressed in other hymns as well and show the significance of husbandry for the Mesopotamians, as Hall attests.[footnoteRef:35] His role of shepherd is not only of the cows but ‘to the whole land of Sumer, according to Hall.’[footnoteRef:36] Eagleton’s statement[footnoteRef:37], ‘the tending of natural growth’, can be understood in the broad sense of culture, applicable to all beings of Sumer.  [34:  Ibid. p.153.]  [35:  Ibid. pp.153-154.]  [36:  Hall, A Study Of The Sumerian Moon-God Nanna/Suen, p.466.]  [37:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.1.] 


Nanna/Suen not only functions as a shepherd of cattle, but he himself is addressed as a bull.[footnoteRef:38] The lines 1-8[footnoteRef:39] previously discussed under Nanna’s celestial role show the Sumerians observed the sky and the moon phases, as the festivals celebrated at the new and full moon indicate. The crescent of the waxing moon positioned practically horizontally for the Mesopotamians would also have been observed and makes the bull with his horns present in the sky.[footnoteRef:40] [38:  Stephens, p.385.]  [39:  Hall, A Hymn to the Moon-God, Nanna, p.152.]  [40:  Jeremy Black, The Literature of Ancient Sumer (Oxford: Oxford University press, 2006), p.145.] 


The festivals held in honour of the deity were celebrated at two important moments for a people
occupied with husbandry, in the definition of tending to natural growth, as Eagleton notes.[footnoteRef:41] The natural growth of crops was celebrated during a festival at harvest time and six months later, when ‘the seed was planted for the coming year’ at the a2-ki-ti festival.[footnoteRef:42] The deity’s identification as a bull is possibly linked to being the source of the seed which fertilises the cows and land and is therefore ‘offspring which is self-created’ and ‘womb that gives birth to everything’.[footnoteRef:43] [41:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.1.]  [42:  Hall, A Study Of The Sumerian Moon-God Nanna/Suen, p.340.]  [43:  Stephens, p.385.] 


This image of the Moon-God as bull, celebrated at harvest and seeding festivals, reinforces Nanna/Suen as the myth with the cultural function of husbandry, of tending to the natural growth of livestock and agriculture, as Eagleton writes.[footnoteRef:44] Additionally, the recurring festivals at harvest and seeding, together with the celebration of the deity who makes it possible with his recurring moon phases, is a myth which is a story retold with a common themes and clarifies the order to life.[footnoteRef:45] [44:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.1.]  [45:  Burkert, Homo Necans, p.33] 


Additionally, since humans are part of this natural world, the tending is done to all natural beings, the human included. Therefore, an expansion on the broad definition used in this paper for culture, as Eagleton argues, the tending, the cultivation of natural growth is applicable to ourselves: self-cultivation.[footnoteRef:46] Culture implies, he states, ‘making and being made’[footnoteRef:47] and thus self-shaping, self-reflection: we are self-cultivators.[footnoteRef:48] Also, according to Eagleton, culture can be seen as a division within ourselves, the raw material, the lower faculties which are cultivated and refined by our higher qualities.[footnoteRef:49] Continuing with Eagleton’s approach, the three personas of the deity Nanna/Suen would therefore be found within us as well. In this context the cultural function of the Moon-God myth is an all-encompassing tale, told and retold, of the creation of all creatures on earth and in the sky, humankind included, and which Segal identifies as the return to the origin of time, illud tempus, through re-enacting that return via festivals.[footnoteRef:50]   [46:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, pp. 5-6.]  [47:  Ibid. p.5.]  [48:  Ibid. p.6.]  [49:  Ibid. p.5. ]  [50:  Segal, Myth, A Very Short Introduction, p.80.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk66539521] 
Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to explore the cultural function of the moon-myth of Nanna/Suen through his celestial, decider of fates and pastoral roles, applying Burkert’s broad definition of myth, meaning a story being retold and clarifying the order of life[footnoteRef:51] and looking at culture, according to Williams, as a particular way of life[footnoteRef:52] and Eagleton’s definition meaning tending to natural growth.[footnoteRef:53]  [51:  Burkert, Homo Necans, pp.32-33.]  [52:  Williams, Keywords, A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society), p.87.]  [53:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.1.] 


Nanna-Suen’s celestial role is apparent by his observed presence and trajectory through the night sky, written on tablets in the form of hymns and prayers. The moon-deity was honoured at the moon new and full moon phases, marking harvest and seeding, vital for the Mesopotamians who depended on crops and cattle for their livelihood and celebrated with rituals as well as with festivals. 

The recurring festivals and rituals in honour of the Moon-God at specific moon phases thus structuring their particular way of life which was focused on tending to natural growth, vital for the Mesopotamians’ survival and livelihood, strengthen Herder and Klemm’s definition of culture, as  cited by Williams, indicating it being a particular way of life[footnoteRef:54] and validate Burkert’s definition of myth, namely being a story which is told and retold, clarifying the order of life.[footnoteRef:55] [54:  Williams, Keywords, A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society), p.87.]  [55:  Burkert, Homo Necans, pp.32-33.] 


The Moon-deity’s decider of fates persona is articulated on tablets stating his role as such[footnoteRef:56], the king given royal powers by the Moon-Deity, making him, according to Anderson, a human tool of the God[footnoteRef:57], hence making the celebrations during festivals not only an honouring of the Moon-God but of the king as well. [56:  Hall, A Hymn to the Moon-God, Nanna, p.157 and Stephens, p.386.]  [57:  Anderson, Man’s Quest for Political Knowledge: The Study and Teaching of Politics in Ancient Times, p.31.] 


The cultural function of the positioning of Nanna/Suen as decider of the Mesopotamians’ fates can be seen as reinforcing the king’s position in Mesopotamians’ lives and clarified the order of their lives, as Burkert[footnoteRef:58] states, thus strengthening this definition for myth as well as reinforcing Williams’ definition for culture, citing Herder and Klemm, as being a particular way of life.[footnoteRef:59] Both the Moon-God and the king were honoured during recurring festivals, thus the myth being a story which was told and retold, validating Burkert’s definition.[footnoteRef:60] [58:  Burkert, Homo Necans, p.33.]  [59:  Williams, Keywords, A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society, p.90.]  [60:  Burkert, Homo Necans, p.32.] 


Nanna/Suen’s pastoral role is evoked with the mentioning of the large amount of cattle he herds  and the abundance of nutritious products he provides for.[footnoteRef:61] The continuous fertility he made possible providing for the natural growth of crops and livestock were honoured at the festivals and reinforces Eagleton’s definition of culture, husbandry, the tending of natural growth.[footnoteRef:62] Nanna/Suen shepherded over the cyclic rhythm of sowing, harvesting, seeding and birthing and so the moon-myth was a retelling of the cyclical story and defined the order of all live beings, validating Burkert’s definition of myth.[footnoteRef:63] [61:  Hall, A Hymn to the Moon-God, Nanna, p.157.]  [62:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.1.]  [63:  Burkert, Homo Necans, pp.32-33.] 


The tending to natural growth, according to Eagleton’s definition of culture[footnoteRef:64], of all beings of Sumer[footnoteRef:65], Hall attests, includes humans and makes them self-cultivators refining their lower qualities, the raw material by their higher faculties, as Eagleton states.[footnoteRef:66] Expanding on Eagleton’s definition of the self-tending through the three personas humans have themselves, the stories being told and retold, invites the thought the Mesopotamians possibly didn’t only tell stories to clarify the order of life, but that they considered themselves the tale, they were the myth, together with all other living beings and by honouring Nanna-Suen, they honoured their own and all other creatures’ beingness.  [64:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.1.]  [65:  Hall, A Study Of The Sumerian Moon-God Nanna/Suen, p.466.]  [66:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, pp.5-6.] 
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