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ThefundamentalandpioneeringroleofancientMesopotamiancultures
in the history of asronomy is widety and duly recognized' However' the

i-po*n""ofSumerianandBabyloniancelestialbodynamesasasource
ofcorrespondingtermsinothercultures,uptotheconventionalinventory
of modern asEonomy, is, in our view' underestimated'

Therefore, we have endeavoured to enlarge a series of more or less

known cases of full coincidence of meaning - which is. by no means

haphazard_betweenSumero-Babylonianstar,planetandconstel lat ion
namesandGreek ,La t i nandSemi t i c (bes idesAkkad ian )onesw i th
instanceswheretheMesopotamianoriginoflaterormodernterTnseither
has not, though .uriiy rr.ognizable, drawn due attention of the students,

or is not evident o, "u.n coirpletely disguised and has to be revealed by a

special etYmolo gical analYsis'

There are at Ieast four strategies, that are probably universal, by which

other cultures drew ideas for name-giving from the treasury of

Mesopotamia's lexicon of celestial bodies:

(1) echoing, or full translation' of Sumero-Akkadian terms'

(2) shift of meaning or interpretation of the latter'

i3i teticat, or,,material", borrowing' and

(4) folk etymology, or misinterpretation'

Thefo l lowingdataareaccord inglyarrangedintofoursect ions,each
consis t ingofconvent ionalast ronomical terTnsinthealphabet icgdl .
Though most of them correspond to several Sumerian, Semitic or Greek

terms, or, in other words, the same constellation or planet usually haIS

more than one name in the languages under consideration, only those are

mentioned in each section which are relevant for it, some of the names -



even the most used ones - fitting into no section naturally not mentioned
at all.

As for the Akkadian data, it should be stressed that, except for a few
cases attested in the texts (like zibanttu, zuqdqtpu, iinunutu etc.), we
cannot say if an Akkadian equivalent of the Sumerian name attested only
in bilingual syllabaries was ever really used as a current Akkadian term
of the corresponding celestial object or it was not more than an
explanatory translation of the Sumerian term normally used in
Babylonian astronomical and astrological texts. Nevertheless, whatever
they be, the Akkadian data should by no means be overlooked, since the
literary or oral tradition based on the Akkadian language must have been
an integral stage of the process of inheriting Sumerian celestial body
names - no matter interpreted in a correct (echoing) or fantastic (folk
etymology) way - by later cultures.

In the present study, we do not reat such complicated matters as a
historical background of Mesopotamian influence, direct or indirect, on
Greek culture; a direction and routes of inter-borrowing between different
Semitic-speaking areas outside Mesopotamia and their contact with the
Greek world; a chronology of all kinds of cultural contacts and
influences. Some of these questions, like Arabic lexical loans in Ge'ez or
a Greek influence upon the late (scientific, after P. Kunitzsch) Arabic
tradition, are well studied and present little difficulties. Others, like very
probable connections between the early pre-Islamic (indigenous, after
Kunitzsch) Arabic and Babylonian taditions remain obscure. The data
presented here may give a certain impulse to further investigation.

Quite a number of Hausa (Chadic) and a couple of Ahaggar (Berber) and
Coptic examples are cited to demonstrate that the same strategies go on
working through time and space at least in Afro-Asiatic speaking world.

The problem of identification is naturally out of our competence. In most
cases, we have to rely upon the recent studies in what concerns
Mesopotamian, or, rather, Sumerian constellation and star names and
their identity with the Greek&atin (resp. modern) terms as well as upon
raditional studies including, for lack or sometimes inaccessibility of
more specialized sources, lexical ones, which might be one of the reasons
for possible errors and hence wasted etymological efforts. This refers,
however, only to cases of completely wrong identification in older works



recently proved so on solid astronomical or philological grounds. A mere
partial coincidence in shape and limits of a Mesopotamian and Greek
(resp. modern) constellation is no obstacle to relating corresponding
names. As will be demonstrated, ancient ways of borrowing astronomical
notions and terms, with all kinds of metamorphoses they could undergo,
were also far from being precise and direct.

On the other hand, we dare hope that feasible etymologies and relations

established between names can by themselves throw some light upon
debatable identification cases.

I. Echoing

1. Antares (a Scor.)

Sum. mulgaba fiir.tab ,,the chest of the Scorpion", cr Scor. [Pingree-
Walker 3151.

Arabic qalb 'al-'aqrab,,heart of the Scorpion", cr Scor (Antares), the
ind-A (and sci-A) star name lKunitzsch 53].

One of the few cases of an Arabic star name echoing a Sumerian one,
only a partial coincidence of meaning being no obstacle to this
conclusion, as the notion of the middle of the scorpion is what matters in
both denominations. What language or cultural tradition could have been
a mediator through time and space is not clear. We do not know if a
similar description of Antares was ever culrent in Akkadian (Hunger and
Pingree, Tablet I: ii 30, transcribe mulgaba frir.tab as lrat Zuqaqipi), or in
Aramaic; as for Greek see [Pingree-Walker 322).

2. Aquila

5u-. mul6Trr(mu5en),,Aquila" [Hunger-Pingree] (,,eagle").
4kk. mulgrr2(n) ,,sternbild Aquila" [AHw 247) (,,eagle").
Syrian neird,,aquila; nomen sideris" [Brockelrnann 45 1] (,,eagle").
Arabic T.:' al-nasr' al-ti' t'r,,constellation de l'Aigle" [Schjellerup

105; Belot 8231 (,,the Flying Eagle"). 2.:'aqdb,,l'Aigle"
[Schjellerup 105] (,,eagle").

Greek [aet6s],,eagle""



3. Cancer

5urn. mul"1.lul [Hunger-Pingree] (,,crab").
4p.. muloillttu(m),,Sternbild Ktebs" [AHw 38] (,,crab", a loan from

Sumerian).
Hebrew sar(dn,,crab, Cance/' Uasnow 1025).
S ynan s ar (dn"d,,cancer, n.sidus" [Brockelman n 499] (,,crab").
Arabic 'al-sara(an 

[Schjellerup 148]; [Kunitzsch 21]: the sci-A
constellation name ,,the Crab".

Ge'ez sara(dn, sarldn,iar(dn,Cancer (a sign of the Zndiac)" < Arabic
ll-eslau 5151.

Hausa Kaduwa,,Crab" [Hiskett 174].
Greek [karknnosl,,crab, lobstet''.

4. Corvus

Sum. ugamusen [Hunger-Pingree] (,,raven").
Akk. mula;ba,,Rabenstern; Cowus" [AHw 68] (,,raven").
Arabic 'al-7urdb,Je Corbeau" [Schjellerap 2401; see also [Kunitzsch 31]

(,gaven").
Greek [k6raks],Javen".

5. Gemini

5up. mul6a5.tab. ba [Hunger-Pingree] (,,twin").
Akk. l.: mulp7651t17v), mulma(J)ifi, murmf.ftz,,Sternbild Zwillinge"

[AHw 631J (,,twin", a loan from Sumerian). 2.: tfi(')amu(m) ,,&sE.
wie multu-a-murabfrtrt' ,fiwillinge" [AHw 1364) (,,twin").

Hebrew ta'6nftm (pl.),,twins; Gemini" [Jastrow l&2).
Arabic 'al-tawdmain ,,les G6meaux" [Schjellerup la1] (,,the (two)

twins").
Greek [dfdymoi],,twins".



6. Hydra

Sum. mulmu5 [Hunger-Pingree] (,,snake"). According to [Pingree-Walker
3201 only the middle of muS refers to Hydra.

Akk. 1.: prru(m),,als Sternbild (Hydra?)" [AHw 1093] (,,snake").

2' mul^ribuiiu(m),,(sum. Lw.) etwa Schlangendrache; aB als

Stern" [AHw 683]; , ,Rotschlange (Hydra?)" [Weidner 73]
(,,dragon", lit. ,,red snake", a loan from Sumerian).

Arabic 'al-iu{d',,1e Selpent, I'Hydre" [Schjellerup 232];\u{a' ,,espbce de

serpent" [Belot 360] (,,k. of snake").

Greek [hfdros], thidrAl ,,water animal, water snake".

Latin Hydra, Anguis ,,snake".

7 . Ino

Sum. 1.: mul*.t1ah [Hunger-Pingree] (,,lion", lit. ,,big dog").

2.: mulur.gu.la [Hunger-Pingree, Reiner-Pingree],,Leo Major"

[Labat n 575], (,Jion", lit. ,,big dog"). 3.' muVteur.a [Reiner-Pingree]
,,[ro Minor" [Labat n 575] (,,beaver", ,,otter", lit. ,,water dog").

Akk. 1.: mulurtu\i,,Leo Major" [Labat n 575], ,,Sternbild Liiwe" [AHw
l42gl1,,big dog", ,,lion?", a loan from Sumerian). 2.'muln,5u1*1

[Reiner-Pingree], ,,Leo Minof' [Labat n 575] (,,lion").

Hebrew' dri, '  dryE,Jion, [ro" [Jastrow 1 18].
Syrian 'aryd 

,,leo, nomen sideris" [Brockelmann 486].
Mandaic aria ,,lion; the Zodiacal sign [-eo" [Drower-Macuch 37].

Arabic 'al-'asad,,the Lion" (ind-A asterism) [Kunitzsch 41].

Gd ez | .: ' asad,,a sign of the zodiac ([,eo)" < Arabic [Leslau 4l ].
2.:'erahu,,nalne of a star", perhaps < Syr. 'aryd 

,'l-eo" [[,eslau 38];

cf .  Ge'ez'arwe,,wild animal".
Hausa Zaki,,Lion" [Hiskett 174].
Greek [66n],,lion".

8. Libra
(see also trI.1 and IV.5)

Sum. mulzi.ba.an.na [Hunger-Pingree] ,,Libra" (a loan from Akkadian,

the Sumerian word for,,balance" being Eisrin).



6kk. mul2lbdnttu(m),,Waage, Libra" [AHw 15231 (,,type of scale or
balance").

Hebrew m6(' )znayim,,balances; Libra" U ar;tow 7 221.
Syrian matqdld ,,libra, trutina; sidus librae" [Brockelmann 831]

(,,balance").
Arabic miziin,,balance, Balance (constellation)" [Schjellerup 165, Belot

939] (,,balance").
Hausa Ma'auni ,,Balance" [Hiskett 174].
Greek [zygds] ,,balance; yoke; lever".

9. Lupus

5um. mulrr.idim ,,the Mad Dog" [Hunger-Pingree] (,,mad dog" or
,"hawling dog",, jackal").

(?)Akk. mduridimmr2 ,"Lupus" [Labat n 575]; uridimmu (Sum. Lw.) ,,ein
rnythischer Wildhund, Sternbild Ophiuchus?' [AHw 1420].

Arabic l.:'al-sabu',Ja B0te f6roce" [Schjellerupzafl (,,wild beast").
2.: 'al-faM,Je lropard" [ibid., note 1]. 3.: 'al-'asada 

,Ja Lionne"
[ibid.245, note l] (,phe-lion").

Greek [therfon],,beast".

10. Pisces

Sum. 1.: mulkut [Hunger-Pingree; Reiner-Pingree],,Piscis Austrinus"
(,,fish"). 2.: sim.ma[ [Hunger-Pingree] (,,big swallow" or, rather,
,,big swallow-fish", see IV.7).

Akk. 1.: maln6ny,"Piscis austrinus" [AHw 804] (,,fish").2.: iininfitu
[Hunger-Pingree; AHw 1048] (,"swallow-fish", see IV.7). 3.: rikis
nfini fWaerden 288; cf. AHw 9841 (,,the band, or cord, of the
Fish").

Hebrew ddg ,,frsn*', (rnazAD ddgim,,Pisces" [Jastrow 279].
Arabic l.:'al-hfit,,the Fish, Pisces" [Kunitzsch 50]. 2.: 'al-samakatain

[Schjellerup 194], samakat ,,ur poisson, les Poissons
(constellation)" [Belot342] (,,(the two) fish").3.: a Psc Alrescha,
from the ind-A name 'al-riid' 

,,the Cord" for p And. Wrongly
transferred to ct Psc. in recent times. It is possible that this ,,cord"
was a remnant of the cord joining the two fish of the older
Babylonian zodiac [Kunitzsch 50]. Cf. Akk. ri,trs nfini (above).



Hausa Kifi,,Fish" [Hiskett 174].
Greek likhthfesl,,fishes".

11. Pleiades

5um. mu.lumul [AHw 1511], mul.mul [Hunger-Pingree] (,,the star(s)").
Arabic' al-na{m,Jes Pl6iades", na{,m,,astre, 6toile" [Belot 858] (,,the

star").

12. Regulus (cr Leonis)

5u-. mullugal [Hunger-Pingree] (,,king").
A kk. m ul.ic r ru(m) [Reiner-Pingree] (,,kin g").
Greek [basiliskos],"a little king".

13. Saturnus

Sum. udu.idim sa$.u5 [cf. Reiner-Pingree; Hunger-Pingree] (,,the

constant planet"). The description of Saturnus (sa8.u5) as

,,longlasting, constant" [AHw 420] might refer to its longest
revolution period and is echoed by the Akkadian and Syrian terms.

4kk. mullay(y)amdnu(m) ,,Planet Saturn" [AHw 420] (,,longlasting,
constant").

Syrian (Aramaic) ke'wdn, kewdn, keywan,,Saturnus planeta" ex. acc.
kayawdnu [Brockelmann 3221. The latter is hardly so: since the
planet's name in Akkadian is kayyamdnu (<*kayyawanu), the
Synan term is not a loan from Akkadian, but a form derived from
the verb kwn ,,fuit; firmus, stabilis fuit" [Brockelmann 321] (<

Semitic *kwn 
,,to be, to stay, to stand firm") echoing the Akkadian

and, eventually, Sumerian name for Saturnus.
Arabic kaywan,,Saturne (plandte)" [Belot 7141, a loan from Aramaic.

14. Scorpio

5 ur. mul/tegir.tab [Hun ger-Pin gree] (,,scorpion").
Akk. dzuq dqip u [AHw I 5 3 9 I ; z uq aqip u [Reiner-Pin gree] (,,scorpion" )-



Hebrew 'aqrab,,scorpion, the constellation Scorpio" Uasrow 1109].
Synan' eqdrbd,,scorpio; nomen sideris zodiaci" [Brockelman n 544].
Arabic'aI-'aqrab,,the Scorpion", ind-A (and sci-A) constellation name

lKunitzsch 521.
G{ez'aqrab,'aqrdb srcorpion; Scorpio" (in the meaning ,,Scorpio" is

borrowed from Arabic) [rslau 68].
Hausa Kunama,,Scorpion" [Hiskeu 174].
Ahaggar (Berber) tEatrdamt,,petit scorpion; Scorpion (constellation)"

(rare; la traduction du nom Arabe) [Foucauld 1772].
Greek [skorpfos],pcorpion".

15. Spica (a Virginis)

5u*. mulnb.sin,,furrow" [Reiner-Pingree; Pingree-Walker],,,barley-
stalk" [Sachs 146 n,2l (,,ear of corn" or ,,barley stalk" rather than

,,furow").
Akk. absinnu(m),,Sternbild Spica - tistl. Teil Virgo" [AHw 7], a loan

from Sumerian, cf.. absinnn (Stern Spica) Sa/a iu-bu-ul-tum
[AHw 1258: cf. Hunger-Pingree 33].

Hebrew iibbokit,,ear (of corn), spike; Spica" [Alcalay 25281.
Synan I abb ala,,spica, Virgo" [Brockelman n 7 521 (,,ear of corn").
Arabic sunbulat,,6pi; la Vierge" [Belot 344] (,s'ar of corn")-
Ge'ez sanbuld , asanbaldh, etc. ,,Virgo" (< Arabic as-sunbula) ll-eslau

5051.
Hausa Zangaraniya,Fead of Corn" lHiskett 1751.
Greek [st6khys] ,,ear of corn".

16. Taurus

Sum. mulgu4.in.re [Hunger-Pingree] (,,the bull of heaven"),
Akk. 1.: r Ii [Reiner-Pingree; Hunger-Pingree] o Tauri with the Hyades

(,,the jaw of the bull"). 2.: a\fi,,[Iimrnelstier, Sternbild Stief' [AHw
391 (presumably,,wisent" < Afro-Asiatic *' alw,,elephant").

Hebrew .ior,,bull; Taurus" [Alcalay 2574).
Syrian 'egld 

,,vitulus; cognomen tauri zodiacT" [Brockelmann 509]
(,,calf').

Arabic 'al-tawr,,taureau, boeul Taureau (signe de Zodiaque)" lBelot 67;
Schjellerup 129 - l30l (,,bull" ).



G{ezsawr [[-eslau 521], tawr fibid.582] ,,Taurus (name of azndiac)" <

Arabic tawr.
Hausa Sa,,bull" [Hiskea 174].
Greek [tafrros],,bull".

17. Ursa (Cumts)

Sum. mulmar.gfd.da [Hunger-Pingree (,,wagon"). Cf. also mulkas'a

1 Ursae Majoris [weidner 81; cf. Reiner-Pingree] correponding to
Akk. iElehz(m) ,,Stern g in Ursa Major" [AHw 1210] (,"fox") and
Arabic 'al-7u'labdn ,,les deux Renardeux" [Schjellerup 45],
unidentified stars in UMa or UMi (,,the two foxes").

Akk. ereqqu(m) ,,sternbild GroBer Wagen od. Biir" [AHw 238]
(,,wagon").

Hebrew 'dgdla,,wagon, the constellation called Charle's Wain" [Jastrow
10411.

Syrian ,dgalatd ,,currus, plaustrum; nomen sideris ursi minoris

[Brockelmann 5 10] (,,wagon").
Greek [hdmaksa],,wagon".
Latin cumrs, plausEa.

18. Venus

1 . :
Sum dnin.dar.an.na ,,the Bright Queen of the Sky" [Waerden 58; Reiner-

Pingree Tablet 631 (,,the bright, or vari-coloured, queen of

heavens").
Hebrew maltrnt ha-iiamayim ,,the queen of the heavens (that is Venus)"

lJasrow 6191.
2. :
Akk. t(akl(abu(m),,Stern, v. Venus" [AHw 421) (,,stat'').

Hebrew kokibtit,,the planet Venus" Uastrow 619] (,,star", feminine, or

,,she-stal').
S yrian tcaw lcab t a,,stella veneris" [B rockelma nn 321) (,'she-star").

Coptic co')?ot ,,Venus"; coy-, cioy,,6toile, astre" < Egyptian (Pyramid)

sb3 ,,6toile" [Vycichl200]; pot is unidentifiable (,'star-?").



tr. Shift of meaning

1. Auriga

tu-. mulglm [Hunger-Pingree; AHw 279) (,srook, crooked handle").
oUk. mulgamlu(m),,Auriga" [AHw 279) (,,crook, crooked handle").
Arabic mumsik'al-a'inna,,Celui qui tient les r6nes, le Cocher"

[Schjellerup 91]; 'irrAn,pl. a'innat,g€nes" [Belot 527), rnasal<a
,,tenir I la main, saisir qc." [Belot 770] (,,holding the reins").

Greek [hEnfokhos] ,,(one) holding the reins".
Latin Auriga,,coachman".

What we suggest here is that the Sumero-Akkadian gdmlgam/u was
interpreted by Greeks or some intermediate sources as a crooked
reinholder (reinring) in a chariot attested in Mesopotamia from the 3rd
millennium B.C. on, and then re-interpreted as a rein holding person (the
idea, image or name only, later echoed by Arabs). Whether gdm/gamlu
could really mean that or what was the actual name of the device is not
known, which dooms our suggestion to remain hypothetical.

2. Bodtes

Sum. mul5udun [Hunger-Pingree] (,,yoke"1.
Akk. firu(n) Jochstern =,,,{rktur u. Teile v. Bootes" [AHw 7941

("Yoke")'
Arabic 'al-baqqdr, the sci-A constellation name ... ,,the Oxdriver", for

Bodtes [Kunitzsch 20].
Greek tbOOtesl ,,plowman" (< btis + otos;.

The term borrowed into Arabic and other languages like Russian
(volopas ,,ox-drivel') looks a typical case of folk etymology explained
from a confusion with the Greek fbfrtes] ,,ox-driver". But the Greek
,,plowman", in its turn, is presumbaly an interpretation (a
,,personification" like in II.1) of the Sumero-Akkadian ,,/oke", i.e. of an
implement by which oxen are made to pull the plow, as a plowman
driving oxen.



3. Corona

Ab,k. kippatu(m),,c Cor.Bor." [Pingree-Walker 32U, ,,Krcis; Ring;

Fiernchening" [AHw 482483) (,pircle, ring; ring of lordship").

syrian kznh,,Corona, diadema; nomen sideris" [Brockelman n 327 ]:
<Akk. kililu; [Kaufman 63-641: the terms would appffir to be only

cognates.
Arabic 'it-ifm'al-iamaT ('al {anfrbi) ,Ja Couronne Bor6ale (Australe)"

lschjellerup 691.
Greehtstdptranoi] ,,wreath, srown" (< [stdpho] ,,to surround")'

A shift of rneaning from one circular royalty symbol to another?

4. Delphinus

Sum. mul5ab,,perhaps Delphinus" [Reiner-Pingree] (,,pig")'

Akk. mul.ialrr2 ,,Schwein" = Delphinus [Weidnet 79]; iabfr@) (sum'

Lw.?) ,,Schwein; ein Fisch" [AHw 1133] (,pig", a kind of fish)'

Greek [delphfn], ldelph(s],dolphin".

If the identification is correct, the original constellation name could have

been ,pig-fish", to which dolphin, with its pig-like snout, corresponds

quite well.

5. Perseus

Sum. mdmar.tu [Hunger-Pingree] (,,western (land)")'

4p. mul4.unu(m),,Weststern = Perseus" [AHw 46] (,,western (land)").

Greek [persefs].

A highly hypothetic link is that Perseus'expedition for the Gorgon's head

is claimed to be to the Extreme WesL

6. Satumus

Sum. safr.us ,,longlasting, constant" and the echoing Akkadian and

fuamaic terms (see t.tl) Could have influenced the Greek choice of deity



related to this particular planet: [kr6nos] by its association with [khr6nos]
,rtime".

7. Triangulum

5um. mul Si5apin [Hunger-Pingree] (,plow").
Akk. epinnu(m) [Reiner-Pingree; AHw 2291.
Greek ltrfgdnonl,,triangle".

In the Mesopotamian plow, the plow-beam, the share and the fastening
peg form a triangle which would a@ount for the Greek name.

trI. I-exical borrowing

1. Libra
(see also I.8 and IV.5)

5um. mul2i.ba.an.na,,The Scales" [Hunger-Pingree]. Attested as a
constellation name only; the Surnerian term for balance is 8iSrin.

Akk. zibdnitu (unbekannter Herkunft) ,,Sternbild Waage, Libra"

[AHw 1523J, zi.ba.ni.tua [Hunger-Pingree] (,,type of scale or
balance"). This is one of the few cases where an Akkadian term is
attested not in a syllabary only, but in a text.
zibdnfr the constellation Libra, Sum. lw. [CAD, 2,tffi].

AhJr' <<zibdnitu ...,,provided with' zibana"(possibly duai). The latter
word (probably a Kulturwort) is preserved as a Sumerogram in Hitt.
ZI.BA.NA, phonetically written ZE.PA.NA... The relationship of the
word *zibana to llgar. mznm,Heb. mdznayim and Arabic mizdnun, as
well as to Syr. zeban,,to buy", etc., remains problematical> [CAD 100].

Cf., however, Mandaic zabanitc ,,scales, balances" [Drower-Macuch
1561, which may of course be a loan from Akkadian, and also common
Aramaic zbn,,to buy" [Kaufman 112-113] (Mandaic o,to buy, to sell, to
bartef') and Arabic zbn ,,vendre en bloc (les fruits d'un arbre)", (diai.)
zabfin,plient, chaland" [Belot 285]. As for its broader connections, cf.



Egyptian dbn ,,weight of about 91 grammes; general term for weight of

balance" lFaulkner 311]. Whether ,,there may be some ultimate

connection" [Kaufman, note 408] with the common Semitic 
*mi-wzan

,,Sgales" or there may not, the SOmewhat unusual correspondence of

Semitic 
", - Egptian d is parallelled in Semitic 

*wzn 
,,to weight" -

Egyptian (Old Kingdom) wdn ,,schwer sein", wdnw ,'Gewicht des

Waagelotes" [Erman-Grapow I,390].

In this context. both the Akkadian zibdnltu and the reconstructed"zibana

are very likely to be of Semitic origin, hence an Akkadian loan in

Sumerian as a constellation name, not vice versa as usual. A possible

explanation of this rare case is given in IV.5.

2. Mercurius

A kk. d/muVte mu\ t artlu (< mui t ari+i/a),,Merku r (at . mul t ari leuchtend,

Jupiter)" [AHw 686].

While the word's division suggested by AHw is quite reasonable, no

matter if the second element, i/u, should be understood as ,,$od" or

regarded as some old formant (we are indebted to Dr. P.-R.Berger for his

argumentation for the latter possibility), the resemblance to Arabic

muitari is striking. This form is an active participle meaning ,,acheteuf'

[Belot 371] eventually derived from the verb iard ,,acheter, vendre"

tibid.l; the meaning ,Jeuchtend" cited by AHw is, as far as we know, not

attested, though there is a homonymous verb ,,briller souvent (6clair)"

which could prompt Prof.von Soden the above interpretation.

The Akkadian *muitari is, unlike the Arabic muitari, not motivated,

which, on purely formal grounds, would suggest a borrowing from

Arabic to Akkadian, no matter what historical and cultural implications,

possibly through a third language.

The situation is still more intricate in view of the fact that muitari

,,buying" (and selling - see the verb iara), i.e. ,,trading", is in Arabic a

name of the planet Jupiter, not of Mercurius to whose function as a

trading god in the Roman tradition it fully corresponds, while the same

word was presumably borrowed to Akkadian as a name of Mercurius.

Does that mean that the Arabic term would originally refer to Mercurius



and, besides having been source of
Roman deity or its prototype into a
notion?

3. Orion

the Babylonian name, shaped the
trader through some astronomical

5u-. muVclu5.rf.in (a Cassiopejae?) der sonst nie begegnende Name
mu5.ri.in vielleicht eine seltene Bezeichnung des Orion
[Weidner 80]; ,,ein Adler, als Sternbild" [AHw 1430] (,,eagle").

Could Sumerian u5.rf.in (or [o].r(.in?) be eventually the source of the
unmotivated Greek [0ri0n]? Cf., however, the spelling !u.rf.in [AHw
14301 (bru is probably a scribal misspelling here) and rilu5.ri.in [ibid.];
according to llieberman203] ri should be interpreted as [u] opposed to u,
i and ua [ol.

IV. Folk erymology

l. Aquarius

turo. mulgu.la [Hunger-Pingree] (,,(the) great (one)")
Hebrew dafi, ddE,,bucket; Aquarius" [Jastrow 310].
Synan l.: dawla,pitula; sidus aquarii" [Brockelmann 145].2.:'aied

may' ,,aquaii sidus"; 'eiad,,effudit, profudit" [Brockelmann 52]
(,,pouring watef').

Arabic l.:'al-dalw,Je Seau" lSchjetlerup 185] (,,the buckef').2.: sakib
'al-m.A' 

,,le Verseau" [ibid.] (,pouring watel').
Ge'ez dalw, daldwi, dalu,*Ftquanus" < Arabic [t-eslau 133].
Hausa Guga,,Bucket" lHiskett 174].
Greek [hydrokh6os],pouring watef'.
l,atin Aquarius,,water-carrief'.

The fransformation, if there was any, of ,,the Great One" into ,,the
Bucket" in Hebrew-Aramaic-Arabic and later into ,,the One
Pouring/Carrying Water" (cf. a similar ,personalization" in 1.2 and 3)
might be explained by the following assumption: the Sumerian
constellation name, the meaning of which had been forgotten, was



mistaken (,Jnisetymologized") for its closest homonym in Akkadian,
namely gullu (Ugaitic g/,Hebrew gulla),,Schale, Becken" [AHw 297],
hence the notion of ,,bowl, bucket" in later naditions.

2. Arcturus

5um. mul5u.pa [Hunger-Pingree].
(?)Akk. I.: i,fip,fr,$rcturus" [Labat n 61]. If the identifrcation holds

water, the Akkadian term meaning,,bright, shining, clear" (<
wapfrm,deutlich gemacht, herrlich" [AHw l28l] with a sound
Semitic etymolo gy, cf. Hebrew y dp ri,,beautiful",S yria n p' y,,to
shine, be beautiful") is likely what the Sumerian name was derived
from; cf. the remark in [Hunger-Pingree 125] on the same proposal
by A. L. Oppenheim. 2.(?): mdnamru,"Arcturus" [Labat n 354]
(,,shining").

Arabic 'al-simak'al-ramil.t 
[Kunitzsch 20]: ,,... the ancient ind-A name

for cr Boo... 'the Lance-bearing simdk' (the meaning of simdkis
uncertain)".

This appears to be a case of folk etymoLogy: simat is in fact formed after
the Past Participle Passive pattern of the verb samake ,,to be high,
elevated" [Belot 342], while ramih is the Present Participle Active of
ramal.ta ,,to flash (of lightning)" [ibid. 269], probably echoing the
Akkadian epithets if they really refer to Arcturus.

Hausa Su ,,Fishing" = Arabic al-simak [Hiskett 173]: the Arabic means

,,the Fish".

Another case of folk etymology: simaft, which we tend to understand as
,,elevated, posted high", coincides with the plural of samak,,flsh".

3. Aries

5ur. mul.ltilun. S6 [Hunger-Pingree] (,,hired man").
Akk. mdagru(m),,Sternbild ,Mietling' = Aries, Widder" [AHw 16],

(,,hired man"),
Hebrew {alnlarrb, Aries" [Alcalay 870].
Syrian 

'emard,,agnus; aries (zodiaci)" [Brockelmann 26] (,,lamb").



Arabic l.:'al-lcabi,,the Ramo', ind-A and sci-A [Kunitzsch 18].
2.:'al-ltamal,,the L,arnb"; seems to belong to those zodiacal
constellation names aiready known in ind-A times tibid.l.

Ge'ez Ltamal, I.tarnl ,Swn a sign of the Tndiac" <Arabic [Leslau 232].
Greek [<ri6s] ,Jam".

'We 
wonder if the ram, or lamb, of the later cultures, could spring into

being through rnisinterpretation of the Akk. agru or rather agrutu
(spB ltic-gar-ru-rt-tu,,1\,Iietiing" [AHw 16] as (a)gurratu,"l\rfutterschaf'

lAHw 2991.

4. Capricornus

Sum. muisulur.m65kuo [Hunger-Pingree] (,,goat-fish").
49.. mul3u frur mdi u,,(surn"Lw. ) Ziegenfi sch, S ternbild C apricornus"

[AHw 1055 j (,,goat-fish")"
Hebrew gadi ,tid, young animal; the Capricorn" [Jastrou'21i].
SFtan gadya,,hoedus, nomen sideris" [Brockelrnann lM] (,Jdd").
Arabic 'al-fiady,,the kid, Capricorn" [Kunitzsch 24].
HausaDan akuya,$id" [Hisken 174].
Greek [aigdkdr6s] lit.,,goat-horn".

The notion of a goat-fish (sustained by its depiction on kudumr-stones)
later demystified into a Semitic ,"kid'o should have originated not in ehe
ancients' fanciful visions but in their etyn:ologieal imagination. In
Sumerian, subur wi& the deterrninative ku6 for fsh means a kind of carp-
fish, ,.ein Gro8karpfen" [AFIw 880], while subur.ma5"ku6 is ,,ein
prZichiiger Karpfen" [Salonen, i70j, ma5lm6S rneaning,,betriichtlich,
priichtig, sehr bunt" [AHw 132] and ku6, ,"Fiseh" [Salonen 1421. We
assume that what the canstellation's criginal name meant was a certain
kinei of caqp-fish" But it was another rneaning of ma5/rn{S, ,,Bock,
Bocklein", [i{eimpel 239) that gave rise tc t}re ,,goat"-comp:onent, the
whole name having deveioped eventualiy into ,"the gcat-fish" causing to
existence a corre-sponding image.



5. Libra
(see I.8, III.l and I.14)

Sum. 1.: mul"i.6u.*.na.2: zi.ba.an.na ti mul$ir.tab,,The Scales, the horn

of the Scorpion" [Hunger-Pingree 33].
Akk. 1.: zibanitu(m).2.: zibanitu qaran zuqaqipi,,The Scales, the horn of

the Scorpion" [Hunger-Pingree 33].
Arabic l.: miz dn,,balance, Balance (constellation)". 2. :' al- zubdnaydn

,,the Two Claws (of the Scorpion)"; previous to Greek influence,

the ind-Arabs used this name for the lunar mansion marked by cr

and p Lib. (Obviously related etymologically to Babylonian
zibanitu... also marked by cl and p Lib.) [Kunitzsch 431.

Greek 1.: [khetai] ,,claws (of a scorpion)". 2.: [zyg6s] ,,balance; yoke;

levgr".

The two names of the same constellation, ,,the Sca]es" and ,,the Horn (or

Claws) of the Scorpion" pose a grave problem in view of an evident
phonetic coincidence between Akkadian and Arabic forms. Arabic

zabaniya ('al-'aqrab) ,Jes cornes (du scorpion)" [Belot 285] appears a

semantically motivated derivation of the root zbn meaning something like

,,back side parts": Arabic zabana,donner une ruade I qn.", inzabana

,,s'6loigner, se mettre i l'6cart", zaban ,,c6t6, place tr 1'6cart" [ibid.]
< Semitic: Ge'ez zaban,,back, back part, tail", Tigre, Tigrifrfra zeban

,,back" [Leslau 631-2], Mandaic zbanita ,,some horned creature"

[Drower-Macuch 161]. The same consonantal and, partly, vocalic

composition of Akkadian zibanitu and Arabic zabaniya ot zubdnayan

originating from different Semitic roots is no doubt a chance coincidence,

or typical homonymy, resulting in another complicated case of folk

etymology creating new ideas and images.

The one explanation we can propose is that this part of the Scorpion was

originally called ,,the horn of the Scorpion" in Sumerian, from which it
passed to Akkadian and later Arabic and Greek. Of the Arabic name for

it, zabdniyalzubanayan, Babylonians became aware, and, for some reason

or other, this constellation name, whose meaning was unknown to them,
was so important that it required interpretation in Akkadian. It was found
in the closest Akkadian homonym, zibanitu, and thus came to mean ,,the
Scales". If our explanation is acceptable, this is how a new constellation,
Libra, came into existence; the Akkadian name was later echoed by the

neighbours. Whatever exotic this process might appear, it accounts for no



original Sumerian term for Libra and its borrowing from Akkadian.
Another explanation is that there was once another Akkadian zibanitu (or
a similar form), not attested in the known texts, meaning ,,the horn of a
scorpion" being a cognate of Arabic zabdniyd, which had been the
original name of the constellation later misinterpreted by the Babylonians
as ,,the scales", a homonymous tenn.

6.Lyru�

5um. muli, [Hunger-Pingree] (,phe-goat .).

Akk. mulrnzu(m) ,/iege, Sternbild LWf [AHw ZZI-2) (,phe-goat,).
Arabic 'al: iwaz,J'Oie, la Lyre" [Schjellerup 75], 'iwazz-at 

[Belot 16]
,,oie" (,,goose"). This may be an interpretation by ancient Arabs of
Sumerian tz ,phe-goat", which they mistook for uz,duck, goose..
lBauer 498: ,,Ente, Hausgans"].

7. Pegasus, Equus

Sum. aS jku [Hunger-Pingree], aI. gdn [Reiner-pingree] (,,field.,).
Akk. mul,'tt(rn) ,,Pegasus (sum. Lw)" [AHw 370] i,,(measure of) field").
Hebrew l'r-ssfrs lw-m)'dpEp,,Pegasus, winged horse (also in

ashonomy)" lAlcalay 7 4ll.
Arabic' al-faras' al-' aVam,,the biggest horse.. [Belot IO24).
Greek [hfppos],nhorse".

The misinterpretation of Babylonian - or Sumero-Akkadian, if the
reading (a5).iku is correct - ikfr by Greeks, probabry as early as in the
Mycenaean period, as ,!orse", cf. linear B iqo ,"horse.. < Indo-European*ek'wo, the form that should have rendered something like
iku/ekrViko/eko in any other centum Indo-European language, which also
might have happened to be a mediator for this folk etymology.

The other name of Equus, Pegasus, is also worth attention. The western
fish of Pisces with some of the western part of pegasus was called
sim.ma[ in sumerian and iinfinutu in Akkadian (the latter attested in
Mul.Apin), both meaning ,,the Swallow" [Reiner-pingree; Hunger-
Pingreel; the sumerian tenn literally means ,,big swallow". In sumerian,
sim (also Sim, Emesal Se.en, 3e.na) means,,swallow" when used with the



determinative rnuSen for birds and a kind of fish (,,Schwalbenfisch")
when with the determinative ku6 for ,f,ish". In Akkadian, there is a
related masculine form sinfinu ,,swallow-fish". The Sumerian sAim/n is
very likely to make the first, borrowed, element of the Akkadian
sinfinul\infinutu (bonowed, in its turn, into Syrian as sanunita and Arabic
as sunfinfi,,swallow"), the second being nfinu ,,ftsh" of Semitic origin.
We assume that the name of the constellation was ,,the Swallow-fish"
rather than ,,the Swallow" both in Sumerian and Akkadian, which
accounts for its name, ,,Pisces/the Fish", in later cultures. (Piscis
austrinus was called ku6 in Sumerian and nfinu in Akkadian both
meaning,,fish" [Reiner-Pingree] ).

What was meant by a swallow-fish is most likely a flying-fish, out of all
birds most of all resembling a swallow. If it is true, the image of a winged
horse could have been a kind of ,,mythologization" of a much more
earthly or rather sea creature; or at least the constellation name ,,Flying-
Fish" could have contributed to equipping the Greek Hippos with wings,
i.e. transforming it into Pdgasos.

8. Sagittarius

5utn. muVdpa.bil.saS [Hunger-Pingree]. Being a deity's name the word to
be read pa.bfl.sa$ means ,,grandfather" or any male elderkin
(a related form, pa.bil.ga, is,,Gro8vater, Onkel" TINIM KIENGI
7841).

Hebrew qaiidt,,archer; Sagittarius" [Jasrow 1433).
S yrian lcai a (n,,sagittarius (sidus)" [Brockelmann 34 9- 3 5 0] .
Arabic 1.: 'al-qaws 

,,the Bow", the ind-A constellation name
[Kunitzsch 511.2.: 'al-rdmi,,the Archet'' (sci-A) [ibid.; also
Schjellerup 1751.

Ge'ez qaws ,,arc, n. of the Tndiac" <Arabic [Leslau 456].
Hausa 1.: Baka ,,Bow" [Hiskett 174).2.: Jin dadi ,,Feeling good" [ibid.

1731. An obvious folk etymology, or misinterpretation, of the
Arabic 'al-na'd'im,,the Ostriches", the name of several stars
belonging to Sagittarius, mistaken for a term derived from nc'ama
,,to be well-off' or na'im.a,,to rejoice at".

Greek [toks6tes],,archer".
Latin Sagittarius,,archer".



we wonder whether the Sumerian name of the constellation, if realized
as ,,elderkin", could have been transiated into Semitic, probably Aramaic,
as ,,elder, presbytel'- cf.Syrian qaiid, qaiiiid, Mandaic qaiii(a), Arabic
qass (qissis is rather a syrian loan), Ge'ez qas (while 4asis is considered
a Syrian ioan), Tigrifrfra qciiii, Tig.e qa.i, Amharic qes, qays, all meaning
,,presbyter, priest, elder" < Semitic "qass-f 

,later misinterpreted as a
nearly homonymic,,bow": Akkadian qaitu, Hebrew qtiicit. Syrian qe\td,
Arabic qaws, Ge'ez qast, all < Semitic *qaws(-ai)-.

9. Ursa

synan 'egld 
",vitulus; nomen stellarum duarum in corpore ursi minoris"

[Brockelmann 509]. The name's motivation causes our suspicions in view
of the same consonantal root in Syrian: 'agdlatd,,cutrus, plaustrum:
nomen sideris ursi noinoris" [Brockelrnann 510], which is an echoing of
the Mesopotamian name for ursa/curms (see I. l7).Arabrc'al-farqaddn,
,,the Two Calves", the ind-A asterism name for p and y UMi [Kunitzsch
581, is very likely a translation of Syrian 'egld.

, r * *

We are most thanlfirl to Dr. G. Kurtik, who consulted us on the history of
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of the Hebrew star-names, and Professors Daviii Pingree, Simo Parpola,
Herrnann Hunger, Igor Diakonoff and sergei starostin for reading and
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