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Abstract: The ritual and incantation series Šurpu ‘Burning’ is one of the longest and most 
complex magical texts to survive from the ancient world.  The present paper offers a close 
analysis of repetition and parallelism used in Tablet IV of the text, revealing an intricate 
web of interconnections, both within Tablet IV, and between Tablet IV and the rest of 
Šurpu. Through this sophisticated use of poetic techniques, Tablet IV plays a major role 
in completely reshaping Šurpu, turning it from a plea for help addressed to a wide range 
of important gods into a ritual focussed almost exclusively on the power of Marduk to help 
the sufferer. 
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The ritual and incantation series Šurpu ‘Burning’ is preserved in three versions.2 
These versions differ from one another in several ways, but the major differences 
between them relate to the way in which the material of Šurpu was arranged. All 

                                                      
1  This article results from research conducted under the auspices of the project REPAC 

“Repetition, Parallelism and Creativity: an Inquiry into the Construction of Meaning 
in Ancient Mesopotamian Literature and Erudition” (2019–2024, University of Vi-
enna) that has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under 
Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (Grant agreement no. 803060). 

 Work on the final version of the paper was funded by the Irish Research Council under 
grant number 21/PATH-A/9412. 

 My thanks to Nicla De Zorzi, Sophus Helle, Martina Schmidl, Martin Worthington, 
and the anonymous reviewer for their many improvements to this paper. 

2  Detailed arguments regarding the existence of three separate versions of Šurpu will be 
given in the writer’s projected new edition of the text. For now, see Simons 2017: 7–
23.   
In the present paper, the use of the terms ‘version’ and ‘recension’ follows the defini-
tions given by Cooper (2005: 50) – ‘recensions’ are manuscripts or groups of manu-
scripts showing significant but minor variations from other manuscripts, ‘versions’ 
are manuscripts or groups of manuscripts showing significant and major variations 
from other manuscripts. 
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three versions seem to have included more or less the same rituals and incanta-
tions, but not necessarily in the same order. The only major exception to this is 
that one version included an extra Tablet.3 This is Tablet IV, which, in its familiar 
form as published by Zimmern,4 Reiner,5 and Borger,6 consists of a single long 
incantation chiefly devoted to an invocation of Marduk.  
 Tablet IV as it is currently known seems to have been compiled from several 
sources. The last 50 lines of text likely belonged to two originally separate incan-
tations (§§B and C, see below), while the first 58 lines (§A) were probably com-
posed specifically to form a single coherent text with these two older incantations.  
 The present paper will first detail the evidence for the separate existence of 
parts of Tablet IV before considering the techniques used to make the text coher-
ent. This discussion will focus first on the internal consistency of §A, and will 
then address the coherence between §§A and B. 
 
1. Tablet IV preliminaries 

Šurpu IV is preserved on 26 manuscripts from at least 7 different sites.7 There is 
small but significant variation between the manuscripts from different sites, 
though for the most part our sources are not complete enough to reconstruct loca-
tion specific recensions of the text. The Ur and Uruk recensions are each known 
from just a single fragment – enough to see that they differ from the text as it is 
elsewhere preserved, but not enough to delve thoroughly into the specifics. A sin-
gle, small, fragment from Nippur is known, but not enough is preserved to deter-
mine to which recension of the text it belongs. This fragment is nonetheless im-
portant, as it is one of just two Šurpu fragments known to have been unearthed in 
the city. 

                                                      
3  In the present paper, Tablet written with a capital T will be used to refer to the internal 

subdivisions of the text – its chapters – while tablet with a lower case t will be used to 
refer to individual manuscripts, e.g. Tablet IV, tablet BM 37126. 

4  Zimmern 1896–1901: 21–25. 
5  Reiner 1958: 25–29. 
6  Borger 2000: 56–74. 
7  Ten fragments from Nineveh, three from Sultantepe, five from Assur, and one each 

from Nippur, Ur and Uruk, alongside two school tablets of uncertain provenance, two 
probably from Sippar, and one from Kiš. The majority of these have been edited in 
Borger (2000: 56–74). 

 Tablet IV is among the best preserved parts of Šurpu, with just two words lost in a 
lacuna. Only one wholly unpublished new fragment (A 30101 from Nippur) is known 
to the writer, on which just 8 lines of text survive. Four of the fragments from Assur 
have not been included in any previous edition of Šurpu, though they have been edited 
previously (Jakob 2018: 88–91; Fadhil 2012: 95–113). Two of these, VAT 10138 and 
VAT 10872 (Jakob 2018: 88–91) will be discussed below. 
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 Fortunately, two recensions of the text are well attested – that of Nineveh, 
attested by 9 fragments belonging to 7 separate manuscripts, and that of Assur, 
attested by 3 fragments from Assur belonging to 2 separate manuscripts, as well 
as 3 fragments from Sultantepe. There are a number of relatively minor differ-
ences between these recensions, and for the sake of simplicity we will here limit 
ourselves to a discussion of the Nineveh recension.8 It is important to note that 
the line numbers of the Nineveh recension differ from that in Reiner’s edition and 
Borger’s partitur, neither of which distinguish between the different versions or 
recensions. The major difference is the omission of two lines from the Nineveh 
recension:9 

34 (33) ša uru-šú ru-u-qu kaskal-šú né-sa-at  bu10 
34a (34) šal-miš a-na uru-šú a-la-ku   bu 
35 (35) šal-la u ka-ma-a a-na un-meš-šú tur-ru bu 
35a (36) ina igi un-meš-šú a-ma-ru   bu 

Lines 34a and 35a are found only in the Assur recension of Tablet IV and so will 
not be considered in the rest of this paper. In addition, lines 80 and 83 in both 
Reiner and Borger are separate lines on just one manuscript (K. 2333+) and are 
here considered to belong to their preceding lines and to have been separated on 
K. 2333+ only for reasons of space. Conversely, line 14 in both Reiner and Borger 
is written over two lines in the only Nineveh manuscript to preserve this section, 
and so this is also followed here, making this lines 14–15. 
  

                                                      
8  These differences will be discussed in the writer’s projected edition of Šurpu. On oc-

casion it has been necessary to restore broken lines from the Assur recension. Since 
within lines preserved by both recensions variations are chiefly orthographic, this is 
usually not explicitly marked in the present paper. 

9  34 (33) He whose city is distant, whose road is far away, to (make healthy and to 
restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
34a (34) To go in safety to his city, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O 
Marduk, and) 
35 (35) To return the prisoner of war and the captive to his people, to (make healthy 
and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
35a (36) To see? in the presence of his people, to (make healthy and to restore rest with 
you, O Marduk, and) 
After Reiner (1958: 25). In the interests of clarity, the line numbers of Reiner’s edition 
will be added in parentheses wherever they differ from those used by the present paper. 

10  bu is an abbreviation for bulluṭu šullumu Marduk ittikama ‘To make healthy and to 
restore rest with you, O Marduk, and…’. This refrain is discussed at length below (§4) 
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2. Sections of the text 

Tablet IV divides naturally into three somewhat uneven sections. The first section 
(§A – first line: ÉN epēš risbi u risibti ‘Incantation: The commission of sin or 
misdeed’) consists of lines 1–58 (Reiner 1958 / Borger 2000: lines 1–60), the sec-
ond (§B – first line: ištēn lipṭur Šamaš qurādu ‘Alone may Šamaš the valiant re-
lease’) lines 59–85 (61–88), and the third (§C – first line: lizzīzzū Anu u Antu 
line’’u murṣu ‘May Anu and Antu stand by, may they ward off sickness’) lines 
86–105 (89–108). These sections are clearly distinguished from one another in 
several ways, the clearest of which is that the addressee of each section is different 
– §A is directed solely to Marduk, while §§B and C are directed towards an array 
of gods. Also salient is the shift from mainly infinitive verbs in §A to almost ex-
clusively precative verbs in §§B and C. The manuscripts are unanimous in placing 
a ruling between §§B and C.11 A close investigation of the manuscripts reveals 
good evidence, of two different kinds, that §§B and C could be used independently 
both of each other and of §A.  
 In the first place, among the very few pre-first millennium manuscripts related 
to Šurpu are two Middle Assyrian manuscripts containing parts of Tablet IV:12 
VAT 1087213 contains the opening lines of §C before a break, following several 
lines which cannot be identified, and with further unidentified material on the re-
verse; VAT 1031814 contains lines 1–19 of §B (= ll. 59–77 [60–80]) before a 
break, which are immediately preceded by a ruling and some unidentified lines of 
text. It seems likely that these manuscripts represent a pre-serialisation form of 
the incantations. The fact that these “forerunner” texts are found in contexts ap-
parently unrelated either to Šurpu as we know it or to the other sections of Tablet 
IV is strong evidence that §§B and C were, at some point, independent incanta-
tions. 
 As already mentioned above, three versions of Šurpu are known. For conven-
ience, we will refer to these as Long, Medium, and Twisted.15 The Long version, 
the sequence of which can be reconstructed only from the catchlines and colo-
phons of Šurpu manuscripts, is that in which Tablet IV is found in its entirety. 

                                                      
11  Four manuscripts preserve the transition between §§B and C, all with a ruling. Six 

manuscripts preserve the transition between §§A and B, none with a ruling. 
12  Neither manuscript was known to Zimmern, Reiner, or Borger. 
13  Jakob 2019: no. 40, 90–91 
14  Jakob 2019: no. 39, 88–90 
15  These names are provisional. The Long version consists of 10 Tablets of incantations, 

the Medium version of 9 Tablets – it lacks Tablet IV. The Twisted version seems to 
consist of the same incantations as the Medium version, but organises the material in 
a very different way. A detailed treatment of the developmental variation of Šurpu is 
planned within the context of the writer’s projected edition of the text. For now, see 
Simons 2017: 7–23. 

Copyright Institut für Orientalistik Wien 2022



 Unity through Poetry 437 
 

The Medium and Twisted versions are known in part from catchlines and colo-
phons, but are also found in several catalogues of the series, as well as the Ritual 
Tablet, in which the incantation incipits are given in order, sometimes with Tablet 
numbers which vary according to version. 
 The most important catalogue for present purposes is VAT 13613, the so-
called ‘Ritual Tablet’ of Šurpu.16 This manuscript in fact preserves two distinct 
compositions related to different versions of Šurpu: a Ritual Tablet for the Me-
dium version and a catalogue of the Twisted version.17 Disregarding its ritual in-
structions, the Ritual Tablet section is essentially a catalogue of the incantations 
of the Medium version, in which the incipit of §C is found alone with an ÉN 
marker: 

Obv. 12  ÉN li-iz-zi-zu dA-num u An-tum li-né-ˀu-u GI[G]  
‘Incantation: May Anu and Antu stand by, may they ward off sickness’ 

According to VAT 13613, this incantation is to be recited between the incanta-
tions which respectively form Tablets III and V of the Long version, but there is 
no mention of either §§A or B. Moreover, the ÉN in this line, marking the incipit 
of an individual incantation, demonstrates conclusively that §C could be used in-
dependently of the other sections of Tablet IV, despite the lack of an ÉN marker 
in any preserved manuscript of the incantation itself.  
 In the catalogue section, which details the Twisted version, no part of Tablet 
IV is listed. This is simply due to the abbreviated nature of the catalogue, however, 
as can be seen by a comparison of the catalogue with a manuscript belonging to 
the Twisted version, K. 2390. The relevant section of the catalogue in VAT 13613 
reads:18 

5’ (6’).  [ÉN ma-mitu DÙ.A.B]I [Incantation: An]y [sanction] 
6’ (7’). [DUB.II?.KAM š]ur-pu [Second?19 Tablet of Š]urpu 
7’ (8’).  [ÉN àš-ši G]I.IZI.LÁ [Incantation: I hold] the torch 

In both the Long and Medium versions the basic outline of Šurpu is the same, and 
the incantation māmītu kalāma is Tablet III and ašši gizillâ is found in Tablet I.20 
The Twisted version, as the name indicates, orders the ceremony completely dif-
ferently. Several manuscripts belonging to the Twisted version can be identified 

                                                      
16  Reiner 1958: 11–12; Ebeling 1953: pl. 91. 
17  Simons 2017: 9–14; Lambert 1959–1960: 122. 
18  After Reiner 1958: 12, rev. i, 6’–8’. For K. 2390 see Borger 2000: 36–42, 73–74. 
19  There is some confusion concerning the Tablet numbers of the Twisted version, so far 

known only from the catalogue in VAT 13613, which requires collation. 
20  The exact organisation of Tablet I in the Long version is not yet certain, but there is no 

reason to doubt that ašši gizillâ belongs somewhere within it. The Medium version 
places it as the second incantation of Tablet I. 
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with confidence thanks to their unusual organisation, one of which is K. 2390, a 
substantial fragment from the top left corner of a four column tablet, preserving 
the beginning of column i and the end of column iv. The obverse contains the first 
40 lines of māmītu kalāma before breaking off. The reverse has the last three lines 
of §C followed by a double ruling and the catchline ašši gizillâ. It is not certain 
whether §C is an independent incantation in the Twisted version, or simply part 
of māmītu kalāma, but as māmītu kalāma is over 180 lines long, there certainly is 
not space for the rest of Tablet IV on K. 2390.21 In both the Medium and Twisted 
versions, therefore, §C was included without the rest of Tablet IV.22  
 
3. §A as a new composition 

There is, then, good reason to understand §§B and C as recycled incantations 
given a new context. At the very least, they were separable from the rest of Tablet 
IV. The same cannot be said of §A, however. There is no manuscript in which §A 
is preserved alone, and no indication from the catalogues of the series as a whole 
that it ever had an independent existence. In a forthcoming paper, Feder has noted 
a number of striking parallels between individual lines belonging to §A and lines 
from other texts, notably the Namerimburruda series. He argues, partly on the 
basis of sense, that the lines fit more naturally in the Namerimburruda incanta-
tions, and that their use in Šurpu seems to have been secondary.23 Moreover, as 
will be discussed at length below, scribes seem to have been at pains to blend §§A 
and B seamlessly, but this is not the case between §§B and C. As far as can be 
told, there are no changes in either §B or §C between the Middle Assyrian and 
first millennium versions of the text.  
 Given that there is no evidence of §A as an independent composition, and that 
there is good reason to believe that it was composed at least partially through the 
reorganisation of material drawn from other texts, it is likely that it was composed 
specifically to form part of Šurpu IV. The strong and frequent resonance between 
§§A and B make this all but certain, as two independent incantations placed side 
by side could not be expected to fuse so neatly. 
  With this in mind, we must consider a key difference between the Long and 
Medium versions of Šurpu. The most likely reconstruction of the composition 
history of Šurpu is that the Long version was a development from the Medium 

                                                      
21  The fact that the incipit is not listed in the catalogue perhaps suggests that §C was 

absorbed into the end of māmītu kalāma. 
22  Recent collation work in Berlin has revealed that another tablet, VAT 9804(+)10843 

(+)11624 belongs to the Twisted version as well. Unfortunately, the traces left in col-
umn iv are too meagre to be certain that they belong to §C of Tablet IV, but this seems 
very likely. 

23  My thanks to Yitzhaq Feder for allowing me to see a draft copy of this paper. 

Copyright Institut für Orientalistik Wien 2022



 Unity through Poetry 439 
 

version, with the apparent aim of amplifying the role of Marduk within the se-
ries.24 At several key points in the text, the Long version invokes Marduk where 
the Medium version invokes a range of different gods. Nowhere is this clearer 
than in §A of Tablet IV, which is found only in the Long version, and which, as 
mentioned above, consists of 58 lines of text whose only focus is extolling Mar-
duk’s power. It is likely, then, that §A was added in the course of the transfor-
mation from the Medium to the Long recension.  
  
4. Coherence of §A 

The most obvious characteristic of §A is its use of a refrain at the end of every 
line: 

bulluṭu šullumu Marduk ittikama  
‘To make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and…’ 

This line is written in full only once, after the opening line of the Tablet. In every 
subsequent line, it is abbreviated to bu, where it forms a striking physical feature 
of manuscripts of this Tablet. This repeated writing of bu mirrors the use of a 
similar refrain in Tablet III of Šurpu: 

upaššar mašmaš25 ilī Asalluḫi 
‘Asalluḫi, exorcist among the gods, will undo’ 

This refrain is also written only once in full, thereafter being abbreviated ú and 
written at the end of each line. The unusual use of bu to indicate the refrain, there-
fore, immediately ties §A into the series as a whole by making Tablet IV look like 
it belongs with Šurpu.26 Indeed, in one unprovenanced school manuscript (BM 
                                                      
24  See for now Simons 2017: 22–23. 
25  CAD P: 242b, s.v. pašāru understands maš.maš to be a logographic writing of āšip 

‘exorcist’. Either term is possible, and as the distinction between these officials is not 
well-understood, it makes little difference. There seems no particular reason to assume 
a logogram here, however, and so we have opted for mašmaš, the construct form of 
mašmaššu.  

26  This can be seen in photos of the better preserved manuscripts of Tablets III and IV, 
compare, e.g, K. 2959+ (Tablet III, CDLI: p394748) and K. 2938+ (Tablet IV, CDLI: 
p394738).   
This characteristic is admittedly not completely unique to Šurpu. Repeated refrains are 
found in several magical texts, but in most the refrain is either written out in full each 
time (e.g. lippaṭrūnikku : lippašrūnikku ‘may it be released for you, may it be absolved 
for you’ on the obverse of the litany text K. 2096 [Fadhil & Jiménez 2020: 240–242]), 
or abbreviated to MIN / KI.MIN ‘ditto’, (e.g. in Namerimburruda recitation 2 [Maul 
2019: 165]). The reverse of K. 2096, and some duplicates, do abbreviate lip : lip in 
place of the full refrain (Fadhil & Jiménez 2020: 240–244), but the practice is not 
uniformly applied. 
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36481), the scribe mistakenly writes ú in place of bu throughout, evidently due to 
confusion with Tablet III,27 and in a Late Babylonian manuscript of Tablet II (IM 
76972) bu is added to the end of each line despite making no sense, clearly due to 
contamination from Tablet IV.28  
 Beyond this connection to the rest of the series, however, the bu refrain is used 
artfully to bring a sense of poetic unity to the whole of §A. A brief excerpt from 
the text demonstrates the thoroughness and poetic flair with which the composer 
of the text went about the task:29 

14 (14) ár-ni šu-us-su-ḫu    bu 

15 (14) gíl-la-ti šu-us-su-ú    bu 

16 (15) ḫi-ṭi-ti šul-lu-mu    bu 

17 (16) 
lúgig 
(marṣu) 

bul-lu-ṭu    bu 

18 (17) ma-aq-tú šu-ut-bu-u    bu 

19 (18) 
qa-at 
/šu.min 

en-ši ṣa-ba-tu   bu 

20 (19) šim-ti ḫul-tì šu-pe-lu   bu 

21 (20) dlamma dum-qi ana lú šá-ra-ku  bu 

22 (21) 
máš.gi6 
(šunat) 

ḫul-tì du-um-mu-qu   bu 

23 (22) ḫul á.meš giškim.meš a-na lú nu te-e bu 

24 (23) ma-mitu uk-ku-šu    bu 

25 (24) 
e-ri-tú 
/munus.peš4 

qa-du  šá šà-ša šul-lu-mu  bu 

                                                      
In Šurpu III and IV, the abbreviations ù and bu are written uniformly in every manu-
script at the end of each line and are therefore far more visually striking. 

27 Borger 2000: 62–63, ll. 35–43. 
28  Borger 2000: 17-33, ll. 12–38; 136–173. 
29  The extracts in the following pages are marked with a variety of underlinings, borders, 

shading &c. to highlight features important to the discussion. Different colours are a 
visually clearer way of marking these, but this was not possible for technical reasons. 
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26 (25) šu-u’-lu-du šu-mu šur-šu-ú   bu 

The major point to note is the overwhelming proliferation of the voiceless sibilant 
phoneme /š/ in these 13 lines of text.30 In the excerpt above, words containing this 
phoneme are marked with single borders. Arguably, logographic spellings con-
taining the phoneme constitute a different category of parallelism as the word rep-
resented would presumably have been spoken in just one language. However, as 
Crisostomo has pointed out, the use of interlingual phonological analogy was a 
key technique of ancient scribes,31 and so we should not draw rigid lines between 
orthography and phonetics – the scribes were well aware of the pronunciation of 
the logograms in both Sumerian and Akkadian. It is assumed here that this 
knowledge was utilised to create phonetic harmonies in ways that would have 

                                                      
30  14 (14) To expel sin, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 

15 (14) To remove crime, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, 
and) 

 16 (15) To make good cultic error, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O 
Marduk, and) 

 17 (16) To restore the sick, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, 
and) 

 18 (17) To lift up the fallen, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, 
and) 

 19 (18) To take the hand of the weak, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O 
Marduk, and) 

 20 (19) To convert a bad fate, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, 
and) 

 21 (20) To bestow a good lamassu upon a man, to (make healthy and to restore rest 
with you, O Marduk, and) 

 22 (21) To make a bad dream propitious, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, 
O Marduk, and) 

 23 (22) To avert the evil of omens and signs from a man, to (make healthy and to 
restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 

 24 (23) To drive away sanction, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Mar-
duk, and) 

 25 (24) To make the pregnant woman, together with her foetus, healthy, to (make 
healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 

 26 (25) To grant the birth of a child, to deliver an heir, to (make healthy and to restore 
rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
After Reiner 1958: 25. 

31  Crisostomo 2019a: 154–155. See also Simons 2022: 22. Both papers deal with prov-
erbs rather than incantations, but the principle is plainly more widely applicable. See 
further Crisostomo 2019b: 113–166. 
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been difficult or impossible just using Akkadian.32 There is clear evidence of the 
permeability of bilingualism in Late Babylonian texts belonging to the Bēl-
rēmanni archive, in which it is evident that the Sumerian readings of logograms 
were used. Medical and archival texts belonging to this corpus were copied from 
dictation, and this resulted in unusual “phonetic logograms” – e.g. ŠIM.BI.RI.DU 
for š i mb i r i d a  (Ú.KUR.RA) = Akk. nīnû ‘(a medicinal plant)’; ZA.BAR-ú-tu 
for z a b a r -ú-tu = Akk. āšipūtu ‘the lore of the āšipu’. The obvious explanation 
for these forms is that the Sumerian logogram was read out phonetically, and then 
written down syllabically by the scribes.33 This plainly demonstrates that the Su-
merian readings of logograms could be read aloud, and it is no great leap to as-
sume that well-trained scribes, accustomed to polyvalency,34 would have taken 
advantage of this fact in composing poetically oriented texts. 
 While it is far from clear that the actual recitation of Šurpu or any other mag-
ical text would have been performed in a sort of Sumero-Akkadian pidgin, it is 
here assumed that, at least to some degree, the officiant could alternate between 
Sumerian and Akkadian readings as he recited the text.35 A further consideration, 
already noted by Veldhuis,36 is that the principal audience for a magical ritual was 
the gods. As such, it is perhaps a moot point for present purposes whether the 
human audience could discern the cleverness of the scribes in making interlingual 
phonological analogies – the gods would, presumably, have been able to see them, 
both in written and spoken form. By this logic, both the logographic and the Ak-
kadian readings are relevant, and the more complex and pleasing they could be 
made, the better. In the present paper, we take a maximalist approach to the ques-
tion, and so the logographic readings are included on an equal footing with the 
phonetic ones. The following discussion therefore focusses on whichever ele-
ments offer the most phonetically pleasing reading of the text. 
 There is some support for this approach within the excerpt in the first words 
of lines 19 – qa-at / šu.min ‘hands’ – and 25 – e-ri-tu / munus.peš4 ‘pregnant 
woman’. Both the syllabic and the logographic spellings are found in Nineveh 

                                                      
32  A (relatively) modern version of this practice can be found in the song ‘Paris’ by Flan-

ders and Swann (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aSvmbdKHMao), in which the 
rhymes are drawn from alternately reading French with English pronunciation and 
English with French pronunciation, e.g. 
You’re still the same/old Notre Dame/Notre-Darm/ 
Your farm ~ fame will never spoil. 

33  Jursa 1999: 21–22; Finkel 2000: 139. My thanks to Michael Jursa for these references. 
34  See, e.g., Michalowski 2010: 195–197. 
35  This is an admittedly speculative position. Further research on this question is war-

ranted, but it is far beyond the scope of the present paper. 
36  Veldhuis 1991: 58–59. 
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manuscripts. The logographic spellings šu.min and munus.peš4 fit into the pre-
vailing tide of /š/, but the syllabic spelling qāt is phonetically parallel to maqtu 
‘fallen’ in the preceding line (underlined above) and erītu rhymes with māmītu, 
the first word of the preceding line (underlined above).37 These could be simple 
orthographic variation – indeed, both writings are common for each word – but 
the fact that both sets of readings are also productive of phonetically pleasing 
resonance is striking, especially when considered in light of the fact that these are 
the only two words in which Nineveh manuscripts vary between logographic and 
syllabic spellings, apart from in the names of deities.38 
 Including the logographic spellings, in this excerpt just line 17 lacks a /š/. 
When read aloud, this makes for a strikingly sibilant succession of sounds, espe-
cially when the refrain bulluṭu šullumu Marduk ittikama is read in full after each 
line, as the /š/ in šullumu resounds with those in each line. It is an obvious con-
clusion that the superabundance of /š/ sounds is due to a desire for this sort of 
consonance with the refrain. This is supported by the fact that line 17, the one line 
to lack a /š/ includes the word bulluṭu, which is also found in the refrain.  
 In fact, lines 14 to 18 are particularly interesting in this respect, comprising a 
group of identically structured lines in which the first word is one of a list of 
ailments (marked with a double border) which is repeated several times in Tablet 
IV (see below), while the second is a verb which chimes with the refrain with 
increasing intensity, building from mirroring the /š/ of the refrain (šussuḫu; šussû 
ll. 14–15), through quoting whole words from it (šullumu;39 bulluṭu ll. 16–17 – 
marked in bold text), to mirroring both /šu/ and /bu/ in a single word (šutbû l. 18 
– marked with a thick border). Line 18, as the end of the ailment list is a minor 
climax in the text, and so it is fitting that it has the verb which resounds most 
harmoniously with the refrain. 

                                                      
37  Note also that ukkušu in line 25 resonates with giškim.meš in line 24. The /k/ and /m/ 

phonemes in these words further resonate with two of the principal phonemes of the 
refrain. Indeed, there is a preponderance of /k/ and /m/ sounds within §A, mirroring 
that of the /š/ sounds discussed here.  

38  There are just 7 instances in the whole of Tablet IV: 19 (18) qa-at / šu.min; 25 (24) e-
ri-tú / munus.peš4; 52–54 (53–55) [d?l]a-maš-tum / dkamad.me; [d?l]a-ba-ṣa / 
dkamad.me.duru5; [d?a]ḫ-ḫa-zu / dkamad.me.LAGAB; 75 (76) diš8-tár-šu / dXV-šu; 88 
(91) dé-a / ddiš.  

39  It is worth noting that šullumu is an unexpected verb to accompany ḫiṭītu in the present 
context. While the two words are used together elsewhere, the sense is always one of 
financial restitution, with ḫiṭītu in the sense of ‘damage, loss, negligence’ (CAD Š/1: 
226–228, s.v. šalāmu 12a–b). When ḫiṭitu is used in the sense of ‘sin, cultic mistake’, 
it is accompanied by a range of verbs (CAD Ḫ: 209b s.v. ḫiṭītu), but only in Šurpu IV 
is šullumu used in the sense of ‘correcting’ sins.  
None of the verbs used elsewhere with ḫiṭītu would have resonated as thoroughly with 
the refrain, which may explain this unusual phraseology. 
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The apotheosis of the sibilant set is found in lines 25–26:  

munus.peš4 qadu ša šà-ša šullumu  bulluṭu šullumu Marduk ittikama 
šuˀludu šumu šuršû   bulluṭu šullumu Marduk ittikama 

Obviously, munus.peš4 and šà-ša should be normalised erītu and libbiša respec-
tively, but as discussed above, scribes who dealt with this sort of text were accus-
tomed to working interlingually. Taking the signs as written, every word except 
for qadu contains at least one /š/40 and in line 25 we find the sequence /ša ša ša 
šu/. In addition, the /š/ words used resonate particularly strongly with the refrain. 
As in line 16, the word šullumu is used, directly mirroring the refrain, but beyond 
this, we find both šuˀludu and šumu, which between them use all of the phonemes 
in šullumu and which, along with šuršû, have the same vocalic structure as both 
šullumu and bulluṭu. 
 The refrain and its reflections within the body of the text aside, there are a 
number of smaller scale parallelisms which help to cement §A together. There is 
not space to detail all of these here, but in the excerpt above it is worth considering 
lines 20–23 (key words marked with shading above): 

šimti lemutti šupêlu   to change a fate of evil …  
lamassu dumqi ana amēli šarāku to bestow a lamassu of goodness upon a 

man … 
šunat lemutti dummuqu  to make a dream of evil good … 
lumun idāti ittāti ana amēli lā ṭeḫê to avert the evil of omens (and) signs from 

a man … 

The ellipsis at the end of each line marks the bu refrain, which is not relevant here 
but should not be forgotten. Although each line is an independent clause, and not 
directly related to its neighbour, they use structural parallelism to draw the whole 
passage together. The lines alternate ḫul ‘evil’ and √dmq ‘good’ – Marduk will 
change something evil, give something good, change something evil into some-
thing good, and avert something evil. The second and fourth lines are exactly par-
allel in phrasing – good/evil thing, ana amēli, verb. The first and third lines are 
also structurally parallel – noun, lemutti, verb – and the nouns (šimti and šunat) 
are phonetically similar to one another. All four lines are also grammatically par-
allel, each opening with a noun in the construct state followed by a genitive.41 

Beyond this, the passage itself is skillfully interwoven with the surrounding 
lines. Lines 14–18 are identically structured, each composed of an unpleasant 

                                                      
40  It is likely that the plosive /q/ of qadu resonated with the /k/ of both Marduk and 

ittikama in the refrain.  
41  Note too that, in Akkadian at least, nearly every consonant in this section is also found 

in the refrain, which contains just 9 distinct consonants. Only /p/, /q/, and /ḫ/, 4 in-
stances out of a total of 46, are not found in the refrain, and only /b/ is found in the 
refrain but not the excerpt.  
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noun and a verb that will alleviate it. The nouns, including the genitive construc-
tion in line 19, form two triplets: arnu, gillatu, hiṭītu, all semantically related to 
‘sin’, and marṣu, maqtu, qāt enši all semantically related to ‘sickness’. Line 19, 
through its use of a genitive construction, serves as a bridge between lines 14–18 
and the passage in lines 20–23, in which each line begins with such a construction. 
Line 24 returns to the format of lines 14–18, and emphasises this return by its use 
of the word māmītu, the /ma/ of which resonates with marṣu and maqtu in lines 
17–18, and the meaning of which resonates with the list of ‘sins’ in lines 14–16. 
The whole group is bracketed by repeated use of the word šullumu in lines 16 and 
25, which itself forms parallel pairs with the semantically related verbs in lines 15 
and 24 – šussû and ukkušu – both of which basically mean ‘to remove’. 
 The characteristics highlighted above are not limited to, or even particularly 
heavily clustered within, this excerpt. They are found throughout §A. A second 
excerpt shows more or less the same quantity and quality of structural, phonetic, 
and graphic parallelism, used to draw the text together: 

32 (31) ša é ṣi-bit-ti šu-ṣu-u zalag2 kul-lu-mu bu 

33 (32) ša ina tuš-ši ṣab-tu ina 
ka
(pî) 

gír 
(paṭri) 

e-ṭe-ru bu 

34 (33) ša uru-šú ru-u-qu kaskal-šú né-sa-at bu 

35 (35) šal-la u ka-ma-a a-na
un.meš-šú 
(nišēšu) 

tur-ru bu 

36 (37) ina še-er-ti e-ṭe-ru bu 

37 (38) ina gíl-la-ti pa-sa-su bu 

38 (39) ina gig šu-ut-bi-i bu 

39 (40) ina 
pap.ḫal 
(pušqi) 

šá-la-pu bu 

40 (41) ina ár-ni ga-ma-li bu 

41 (42) ina munus.kalag.ga šu-zu-bu bu 

42 (43) ina ḫa-áš-ti šu-li-i bu

43 (44) ina ka ka-ra-ši-i e-ṭe-ru bu
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As in the previous excerpt, we see a surfeit of sibilants, with /š/ found at least once 
in all but two lines (marked with a single border).42 Beyond this, once again we 
find words which resonate with the refrain in multiple ways (marked with thick 
border). The majority, like šutbû in line 18, reflect both šullumu and bulluṭu in 
containing both /š/ and a labial plosive + u, whether voiced /bu/ or unvoiced /pu/: 
šutbû,43 pušqi, šalāpu, and šūzubu. In line 32 kullumu resonates with the entire 
refrain, despite lacking both /š/ and /b/, echoing the /ull/ of both bulluṭu and šul-
lumu, as well as the /k/ and /m/ of Marduk and ittikama. 
 Along the same lines as the striking appearance given to the Tablet by the bu 
refrain, this excerpt shows the repeated use of a single sign to open groups of 

                                                      
42  32 (31) To set free the prisoner, to show daylight (to him), to (make healthy and to 

restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
 33 (32) To rescue, from the point of a dagger, him who is seized by slander, to (make 

healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
34 (33) Him whose city is distant, whose road is far away, to (make healthy and to 
restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
35 (35) To return the prisoner of war and the captive to his people, to (make healthy 
and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
36 (37) To save from misdeed, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Mar-
duk, and) 
37 (38) To cancel crime, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
38 (39) To raise from sickness, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Mar-
duk, and) 
39 (40) To rescue from trouble, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Mar-
duk, and) 
40 (41) To forgive sin, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
41 (42) To rescue from danger, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Mar-
duk, and) 
42 (43) To pull out from a pit, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, 
and) 
43 (44) To rescue from the brink of catastrophe, to (make healthy and to restore rest 
with you, O Marduk, and) 
After Reiner 1958: 26. 

43  Written šu-ut-bi-i in the only Nineveh manuscript of this section, but šu-ut-bu-u, as 
would be grammatically expected, in the Assur manuscripts. The same unexpected 
ending is found in lines 40 and 42, where the sole Nineveh manuscript (K. 6443+) 
writes ga-ma-li and šu-li-i in place of the expected gamālu and šulû, as is found in the 
Assur manuscripts. The same manuscript writes the expected nom. inf. case ending -u 
for the verbs of lines 37, 39, 41 and 43. As a result, the ends of lines 37–43 alternate 
regularly between -u and -i in the only known Nineveh manuscript. There is not space 
here to consider this point further, but it seems unlikely to be the result of indifference 
regarding case endings. 
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lines. Lines 32–34 all open with ša and 36–43 all open with ina. In fact, this ex-
tends beyond the current excerpt, with lines 44–54 all opening with /ša/. Just like 
the bu refrain, these groups lend the Tablet as a whole a physical resemblance to 
Tablet 3, lines 3–172 of which all open with ma-mit. Although the lines in this 
excerpt are not so overwhelmingly uniform as those of Tablet III, they are still 
visually striking on the tablet.  
 More than this, they show several flashes of poetic accomplishment. As has 
been remarked elsewhere,44 it is a common feature of Akkadian poetic lists that 
the final entry should be longer than those which precede it and we see this in line 
35, the climax of the ša list, where the opening word is extended to šal-la. This 
does not begin with the same sign, and so the graphic parallelism of the section 
stops, but the phonetic parallelism continues, and is even enhanced by incorporat-
ing /ll/, which mirrors bulluṭu and šullumu of the refrain. 
 In line 33 we find a double use of foreshadowing – the ša section giving way 
to the ina section with two subclauses mirroring those used in the later section: 

ša ina tušši ṣabtu ina pî paṭri eṭēru
To rescue, from the point of a dagger,45 he who is seized by slander… 

The first subclause, ina tušši ṣabtu, mirrors the structure of lines 36–42 – ina, an 
undesirable noun, a non-finite verb. The second, ina pî paṭri eṭēru (marked in 
bold), exactly parallels the final clause of the ina section, line 43:  

44  This was apparently first noted by Ehelolf (1916: 22). My thanks to Sophus Helle for 
this reference. More recently it has been addressed with regard to magic texts specifi-
cally in e.g. Reiner 1985: 97; Veldhuis 1990: 31; Veldhuis 1993: 44. 

45 Literally ‘the mouth of a dagger’. Our interpretation of this idiom is based on a com-
parison between this line and line 43. Reiner’s line 33 suffered from a lacuna only 
filled much later, and so she translated ina pî in line 43 ‘in the throes’, understanding 
‘in the mouth’ to mean ‘in the middle’. This would be meaningless if applied to a 
dagger, and so the phrase must rather mean something like ‘on the brink’. CAD (T: 
497b s.v. tuššu) offers no translation for line 33, considering it ‘uncert.’, though CAD 
(P: 470b s.v. pû) does include two further attestations of the phrase in relation to a 
dagger. Biblical Hebrew uses the term ‘mouth’ of the sword, apparently referring to 
the blade (e.g. in Psalm 149: 6 יפִיּ֣וֹת רֶב פִּֽ  wә-ḥereḇ pîp̄îyôṯ ‘and a double-edged וְחֶ֖
sword’). My thanks to the anonymous reviewer for this reference. 
It is not clear precisely how the dagger idiom relates to slander. Perhaps it means some-
thing along the lines of ‘at the last possible moment’. An alternative possibility, sug-
gested by Martin Worthington (personal communication), is that pî means ‘mouth/ut-
terance’ and that paṭri somehow qualifies it: an utterance like a dagger; or perhaps read 
pî zaqti ‘a sharp mouth/utterance’. It is also possible that both readings are to be un-
derstood simultaneously – the prosaic ‘sharp utterance’ punning on the idiomatic 
‘mouth of a dagger’. 
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ina pî karāšî eṭēru 
To rescue from the brink of catastrophe…46 

Line 33 therefore, while belonging to the ša section, frames the following ina 
section. This is emphasised further by the use of eṭēru again in line 36, opening 
the ina section, and of the phonetically similar turru in line 35, closing the ša 
section. 
 There are also several smaller scale phonetic parallelisms in this excerpt, a 
selection from which can be briefly mentioned (marked with thick underlining). 
Lines 34–35 have the phonetically very similar nesāt and nišēšu in close proxim-
ity to one another.47 More impressive, the phrases just examined in lines 33 and 
43 use interlingual parallelism to achieve the same effect as one another. In line 
33, read in Akkadian pî paṭri eṭēru – paṭri is phonetically a blend of pî and eṭēru, 
while in line 43, read logographically, ka karāšî eṭēru – karāšî combines the /ka/ 
of the logogram with the /r/ of eṭēru, while both /k/ and /š/, as discussed above, 
reflect two of the dominant phonemes of the refrain. 
 
5. Coherence of §B  

The poetic unity of §A is all the more striking when compared with the rest of 
Tablet IV. Similar techniques of poetic unity are used within §§B and C, but as a 
brief excerpt from §B shows, there are differences in emphasis: 

67 (68) ra-kis-ta li-sap-pi-ḫu   

68 (69) ki-ṣir lum-ni li-par-ri-ru  

69 (70) ka-si-ta li-ram-mu-ú ma-mit lip-ṭu-ru 

70 (71) mu dingir 
(ili) 

lip-su-su ár-ni li-is-su-ḫu 

71 (72) gíl-la-ti li-is-su-u ḫi-ṭi-tu li-šal-li-mu 

72 (73) mar-ṣu lib-luṭ ma-aq-tu lit-bi 

                                                      
46  Reiner (1958: 50) understands the commentary text K. 4320 l. 21 to refer to this line, 

restoring [ka-ra-šu-u] = qu-bu-ri ‘[catastrophe] = grave’. Frazer (2018: l. 21) has re-
jected this suggestion, preferring instead to read [MIN (ḫa-áš-ti)] = qu-bu-ri ‘[ditto 
(pit)] = grave’. As she points out (Frazer 2018: fn. 7), this reading has support from 
lexical texts. 

47  A very similar paranomasia is found within divinatory literature. Menicatti’s paper in 
the present volume (p. 233–234, §3.2 [YOS 10 17: 49–51]) includes a discussion of 
manzāzu VI: 37–39, in which the word nesû ‘opening’ in the protasis mirrors, and 
presumably preconditions, the use of nišūt ‘family’ in the apodosis. 
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73 (74) ka-su-ú li-šir ṣab-tu li-taš-šir

Two points are immediately plain: the bu refrain is no longer part of each line, 
and /š/ is no longer the dominant phoneme.48 Indeed, it is found in just three words 
here (marked in bold text). In place of /š/, /l/ is the dominant phoneme, being 
found at least twice in almost every line of the excerpt (marked with single bor-
ders). This is due to a change in the emphasis of the text – rather than extolling 
the virtues of Marduk, as in §A, §§B and C are concerned with imploring a whole 
range of gods for help, which requires extensive use of the precative case, and 
therefore results in a preponderance of /l/ phonemes. In the excerpt above, just 
three /l/ phonemes are found in a word other than a precative (marked with thick 
border). 
 Familiar techniques are also found here, however. The list of ailments already 
mentioned above (marked with double border) is found here, interspersed be-
tween the precative verbs. This list, or rather, subsets of this list, appear through-
out Tablet IV. It is not a refrain, not least because it varies significantly both be-
tween and within texts, but the list of ailments, appearing so frequently throughout 
Tablet IV, through sheer repetition takes on something of a refrain-like quality, 
and therefore plays a major role in holding the text together.  
 As in §A, there are smaller scale phonetic parallelisms in the rest of Tablet IV. 
In the excerpt above we find rakista, kiṣir, and kasīta in successive lines, which 
are all built around the consonants /k/, /r/ and /s/ or /ṣ/. In line 73, kasû (under-
lined) reflects the same phonemic range, but belongs within the list of ailments, 
thereby holding the text together. The key point, as far as we are concerned here, 
is that the poetic quality of §A is both related to, and distinct from, that of the rest 
of the Tablet. Similar techniques are used, but there is a subtle difference in em-
phasis, chiefly revolving around the importance of the bu refrain in §A. 

6. Inter-sectional Coherence

The survey of three brief excerpts from Tablet IV just presented is by no means 
exhaustive, and the lines discussed do not represent even half of the Tablet. From 
just this brief survey, however, the variety and complexity of the composition is 
clear. While impressive, this is perhaps not unexpected, given that both §§A and 

48 67 (68) May they disperse what is tied 
68 (69) May they break the knot of evil 
69 (70) May they loose binding magic, release sanction 
70 (71) May they efface oath by a god, expel sin 
71 (72) May they remove crime, make good cultic error 
72 (73) May the sick get well, the fallen get up 
73 (74) May the fettered go free, the captive be freed 
After Reiner 1958: 27. 
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B were produced as coherent texts intended to attract the gods’ attention and sym-
pathy to the plight of the patient.49 What is more remarkable is the degree to which 
the two sections blend seamlessly and naturally.50  
 This can be seen repeatedly throughout the text. If we return to the excerpts 
already examined, we find a very clear example: 

Disregarding, for the moment, the first phrase of line 70, these two excerpts are 
identical – the same ailments are listed in the same order, with the same verbs 
attached.51 The only differences are the case – the lines from §A are mostly, 
though not entirely, Š-stem infinitives, while those of §B are precatives – and the 
bu refrain.52 

                                                      
49  See Veldhuis 1999: 38–48 for a clear and convincing survey of the purpose of, and 

necessity for, poetry within incantations. 
50  See §2 above. 
51  14 (14) To expel sin, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 

15 (14) To remove crime, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, 
and) 

 16 (15) To make good cultic error, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O 
Marduk, and) 

 17 (16) To restore the sick, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, 
and) 

 18 (17) To lift up the fallen, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, 
and) 

 … 
70 (71) May they efface the oath by a god, expel sin 

 71 (72) May they remove crime, make good cultic error 
 72 (73) May the sick get well, the fallen get up 

After Reiner 1958: 25–27. 
52  It is also worth noting the lines immediately preceding those quoted here. Line 13 (13) 

begins with the phrase kiṣir libbi ‘anger’, lines 67–69 (68–70), as noted above, open 

14 (14) ár-ni šu-us-su-ḫu bu 

15 (14) gíl-la-ti šu-us-su-ú bu 

16 (15) ḫi-ṭi-ti šul-lu-mu bu 

17 (16) lúgig (marṣu) bul-lu-ṭu bu 

18 (17) ma-aq-tú šu-ut-bu-u bu 

…     

70 (71) mu dingir lip-su-su ár-ni li-is-su-ḫu 

71 (72) gíl-la-ti li-is-su-u ḫi-ṭi-tu li-šal-li-mu 

72 (73) mar-ṣu lib-luṭ ma-aq-tu lit-bi 
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 This is the most extensive use of direct repetition in the text. A subtler, but 
significantly more intricate, type of repetition is found leading up to line 58, the 
final line of §A and boundary between §§A and B: 

55 (56) ár-ni ma-mitu ḫi-ṭi-tú  gíl-la-tú bu 

56 (57) mu dingir-meš šib-sat dingir-meš me-ḫir-ti dingir ta-az-zi-im-tú53 bu 

57 (58) ár-rat ad u ama šeš gal-i nin gal-tu bu 

58 (59) it-ti-ka lip-ṭu-ru dingir-meš šur-bu-ti 

Several now familiar characteristics can be discerned straight away. The prolifer-
ation of /š/ (marked with a single border), though not quite so marked as in the 
other excerpts from §A so far discussed, is still clear, and in šurbûti we find an-
other word that chimes with both bulluṭu and šullumu.54 The list of ailments is 
present again (marked with a double border), including mu dingir-meš, which is 
also found, without the meš, in line 70 (see above). The bu refrain (marked with 
a dotted border) is also present, though this stops after line 57. Two other elements 
are worthy of note. In line 56, two ailments are included which are not commonly 
found in the list of ailments: miḫirti ili ‘encounter with a god’ and tazzimtu ‘com-
plaint’ (marked with a triple border). This should be compared with an earlier line 
in §A: 

8 epqu miḫru tazzimtu … skin disease, mishap, complaint … 

Here tazzimtu is the same word as in line 56, but it is preceded not by miḫirti ili 
but by the phonetically similar but semantically different word miḫru. The phrase 

with rakista ‘tied’, kiṣir ‘knot’, and kasīta ‘binding’ respectively. The very narrow 
phonemic range of these words, revolving around /k/, /r/, and a sibilant (/ṣ/ or /s/), 
renders lines 13 and 67–69 essentially parallel to one another, which likely influenced 
the placement of the more completely parallel lines that follow them. 

53  There is a chance that ma-mitu should be read after tazzimtu. It is found in several 
manuscripts of the Assur recension, and all Nineveh manuscripts are broken at this 
point, but it fits poorly from a point of view of sense, and is repeated from the preced-
ing line for no apparent purpose. It has been omitted here on the assumption that Ni-
neveh texts did not include it. 

54  55 (56) Sin, sanction, crime, cultic error, to (make healthy and to restore rest with you, 
O Marduk, and) 
56 (57) Oath by the gods, wrath of the gods, encounter with a god, complaint, to (make 
healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
57 (58) Curse of father and mother, elder brother, elder sister, to (make healthy and to 
restore rest with you, O Marduk, and) 
58 (59) With you may the supreme gods release 
After Reiner 1958: 26. 
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mihirti ili fits well with the rest of line 56, which is composed of phrases in the 
construct state in which the noun is ‘of the gods’ – nīš ilī ‘oath by the gods’ and 
šibsat ilī ‘wrath of the gods’. The word tazzimtu ‘complaint’ does not fit obviously 
with these identically structured phrases, and it seems probable that it was in-
cluded here because of the phonetic similarity of miḫirti and miḫru, perhaps to tie 
§A together. 
 Line 57, excluding the bu, is closely paralleled in Tablet V of Šurpu:55 

43 lu-u ár-rat a-bi-šu   Whether the curse of his father, 
45 lu-u ár-rat um-mi-šu  or the curse of his mother, 
47 lu-u ár-rat ŠEŠ-šu GAL-i  or the curse of his older brother 

Like the bu refrain, this repetition draws §A into the text of Šurpu as a whole.  
 As just noted, the bu refrain, which forms such an important part of §A, stops 
after line 57, and is not found in the rest of the Tablet.56 Line 58, however, belongs 
to §A, and so it is worth closer consideration. 

 bul-lu-ṭu šul-lu-mu damar-utu it-ti-ka-ma 

58 (59) it-ti-ka lip-ṭu-ru dingir-meš šur-bu-ti 

59 (60) 1 (ištēn) lip-ṭur dutu qu-ra-du 

Here we see the refrain, as would have been recited at the end of line 57, followed 
by lines 58–59 – the boundary between §§A and B.57 These three lines would have 
been recited sequentially, and mark the point where the text ceases to focus ex-
clusively on Marduk. This semantic shift is clearly mirrored in line 58, which is 
to be understood as a ‘pivot line’ in the text, i.e. it reflects characteristic phrase-
ology and concepts both from the text which precedes it and that which follows 
it, thereby allowing for a seamless transition between different ideas.58  

                                                      
55  Reiner 1958: 31, l. 43–47. Tablet V has interlinear Sumerian and Akkadian. The Su-

merian is not of any great importance for the present point and so has been omitted. 
56  Manuscripts of the Assur recension continue to write bu at the end of each line until 

the end of §B, and one, VAT 13720, includes it at the end of each line to the end of the 
Tablet. It makes little sense semantically after line 57. 

57  To make healthy and to restore rest with you, O Marduk, and 
 58 (59) With you may the supreme gods release 
 59 (60) Alone may Šamaš the valiant release 
     After Reiner 1958: 26–27. 
58  See Reiner 1985: 95–97; Veldhuis 1990: 30; Veldhuis 1999: 45–47; and other papers 

in the present proceedings, especially those of De Zorzi and Schmidl, for further ex-
amples of this characteristic feature of Akkadian literary texts. 
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 We have already noted that šurbûti ‘supreme’ in line 58 reflects the dominant 
phonemes of the refrain (marked with single and thick borders). This is particu-
larly noteworthy because šurbûti is a relatively rare word in this context. Much 
more common is the related word rabû ‘great’,59 but rabû does not contain a /š/, 
and this seems almost certain to be behind the use of the word.60 We also find 
direct repetition in the form of ittika ‘together with you’, which is immediately 
preceded by ittikama ‘is with you, and…’ in the refrain (marked with underlined 
text). Similarly, lipṭurū ‘may they release’, is repeated in the following line as 
lipṭur ‘may he release’ (marked with a single border). 
 Structurally speaking, 58 blends the forms of the lines on either side. The pho-
netic structure of the refrain is inverted – ittika moves to the beginning of the line, 
while šurbûti, reflecting bulluṭu and šullumu, moves to the end. The verb lipṭurū 
in second place parallels the structure of line 59, as does the use of the epithet 
šurbûti in the same position occupied by the epithet qurādu in the following line 
(marked in bold text). Similarly, ištēn ‘alone (lit. one)’, the first word of line 59, 
is the direct opposite of the first word of line 58, ittika ‘together with you’, thereby 
providing a clear contrast of meaning, while maintaining a parallel structure. The 
same is achieved in the use of gods as the third word of each line – Marduk, ilū, 
and Šamaš respectively (marked with a double border) – denoting the change of 
subject from Marduk, while keeping the structure the same.  
 All of these features give a sense of continuity in what is otherwise a moment 
of sudden change in the text. Until this point, Marduk has been the sole divine 
focus of the text, after it he is simply one of the crowd of gods who will help, but 
as line 58 makes clear, they will help ‘together with’ Marduk, and so his pre-
eminent place is not completely lost. The verb lipṭurū in line 58 is the first preca-
tive verb in Tablet IV. From this line forwards, practically every verb in the text 
is precative. Line 57 ends with the final recitation of the bu refrain, and this is 
reflected in line 58 with a relatively unusual word, which is also semantically 
parallel to qurādu in the following line. 
 The line is not just a work of considerable artistry, therefore, but also funda-
mental to the sense of the text as a whole. It is the final line of §A, and allows it 
to blend almost imperceptibly with the older material that follows it, thereby form-
ing the cornerstone of the Long version of Šurpu.  
 
7. Conclusion – The development of Tablet IV 

In the present paper we have examined a few brief excerpts of Tablet IV of Šurpu, 
focussing on the wide range and high quality of the poetic techniques used in 
composing the text. These poetic techniques offer us insight into the development 
of the text as a whole. 

                                                      
59  Usually written gal-meš. This is written in the Assur manuscripts of the present line. 
60  Note that šurbûti also resonates with the /r/ of Marduk and the /ti/ of ittikama. 
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 As we have seen, §§B and C of Tablet IV were independent compositions from 
at least as early as the Middle Assyrian period. §C remained independent even 
within Šurpu, as a separate and self-contained incantation to be recited in the Me-
dium version of the text. §B does not seem ever to have been a part of Šurpu as 
an independent text. Its non-Šurpu context is not known, and within Šurpu it 
seems only to have belonged to the Long version. §A was clearly composed later 
than §B and (probably) §C. Feder’s recent work has uncovered at least one source 
likely drawn on in the composition of §A, and others could perhaps be found. As 
Feder points out, the reuse of the lines was not simply the result of mechanical 
copying, but involved reorganisation and reworking.61 This is entirely in keeping 
with the poetic quality of §A, which was clearly the work of a skilled literary 
mind. In composing §A, the scribe plainly had the text of §B in mind, and, through 
the use of clever poetic techniques, most notably the pivot line, composed §A in 
such a way that the original focus of §B – a plea to an array of important gods – 
was subverted, even while its original text remained unchanged. 
 It is very likely that the intention behind subverting the text of §B was to create 
a new text that could be interpolated into the middle of Šurpu. This is clear not 
just from the fact that §§A and B belong to the Long version of Šurpu, but also 
from the various elements of §A which mirror and resonate with other parts of the 
series, particularly the use of bu as an abbreviated refrain. Both §§B and C re-
mained, as far as we are able to judge, unchanged from their earlier forms. They 
were not blended into one another – there is no pivot line between them, but rather 
a ruling – a clear sign that they were held to be, to some degree, separate. None-
theless, the two incantations are thematically similar to one another – they invoke 
a multitude of gods by means of precative verbs. As such, simply placed alongside 
one another they are not jarring in the way that §A, with its focus on Marduk 
alone, would be without the great deal of poetic craft that lets it meld smoothly 
with §B. §C follows reasonably naturally from §B, and as such Tablet IV forms a 
single unified whole. 
 Tablet IV serves a clear purpose in the text of Šurpu. In the Medium and 
Twisted versions, Marduk is not especially notable. He appears, and is prominent, 
but no more so than Šamaš, Nusku, Anu, or any of a range of gods. In the Long 
version, Marduk is overpoweringly present. At every important point in the ritual, 
Marduk appears, often sidelining other gods.62 Tablet IV, and especially §A, rep-
resent the pinnacle of this “Mardukisation”. §A contains 58 lines more or less 
exclusively praising Marduk, explicitly naming him in every line through the use 
of a refrain which is thoroughly interwoven with the whole text. More than this, 
however, through the poetic skill of its composer(s), §A forms the basis of the 
new Tablet which completely absorbed §C, a text which, in the Medium version, 

                                                      
61 Feder forthcoming. 
62  See Simons 2017: 22–23 for an example from Tablet VI in which Marduk displaces 

Girra. 
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marks a highpoint of the ritual at which a wide array of the major gods are invoked 
to help the patient. 
 This paper has focussed on just a few brief excerpts from the text of Tablet IV, 
and there is significant scope for further investigation. Through its sophisticated 
use of poetic techniques, §A plays a major role in completely reshaping Šurpu. 
Only through careful examination of such techniques is it possible to see how this 
was done, and, as Šurpu was obviously not the only text to receive such treatment, 
similar analysis of other texts could lead to a far clearer understanding of the de-
velopment of ancient literature. 
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