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Greece and Mesopotamia: Dialogues in Literature

1. Starting points

‘The fact is, we are mixed in with one another in ways that most national systems of education have not dreamed of. To match
knowledge in the arts and sciences with these integrative realities is, I believe, the intellectual and cultural challenge of the
moment.” [Said 1993: 331]

‘These days I like to advance a concept of comparative literature as a site of powerful intellectual renewal in the study of
literature and culture. ... The big picture is of comparative literature as a particularly hospitable space for the cultivation of
multilingualism, polyglossia, the arts of cultural mediation, deep intercultural understanding, and genuinely global
consciousness. It can develop these things both as scholarly endeavours and as new forms of citizenship in a globalized world.’
[Pratt 1995: 62]

2. ‘Parallels, similarities and sometimes identities’

“This is the longest book I have written (so far), but by no means the most difficult to read. It contains no complicated arguments.
The greater part of it consists simply in the selection and juxtaposition of parallels which will speak for themselves.” [West 1997:
viii]

‘Van Tieghem, his precursors and followers ... have accumulated an enormous mass of parallels, similarities and sometimes
identities, but they have rarely asked what these relationships are supposed to show except possibly the fact of one writer’s
knowledge and reading of another writer.” [Wellek 1963: 285]

3. Babrius’ genealogy of the fable

Babrius, Mythiambi Aesopei, Prologue to Part I, 1-5
Muvbog pév, @ nat Bacihémg AreEdvdpov,

S0PV TOANIWV EGTLY EUpER’ AVOPOTOV,

ot mpiv mot’ foav éxnt Nivov e kai Brjlov.

Tp@OTOC 8¢, Puociv, eine mouctv EAMvav

Alownog 6 609G ...

Fable, son of King Alexander,

is the invention of the Syrians of old,

who lived in the days of Ninus and Belus.

The first to tell fables to the sons of the Hellenes, they say,
was Aesop the wise ...

4. The Greek fable of the bull and the mosquito

Babrius, Mythiambi Aesopei, Fable 84 (1*/2™ century AD)
Kovoy émotag képatt KaOUmTUAmL TaOPOL
HKpoOV T’ Emoywy eine tavTa fopPricag:

‘el 60V PopVUV® TOV TEPOVTO Kol KAIV®,
kobedovp’ aneldwv Totaping én’ alysipov.’
08 ‘o pédel pot” enotv, ‘ouT’ €y nelvnig,
oUT’ Tjv anélinig: ovd’ 61’ ABeg Eyvaokew.’
A mosquito alighted on a bull’s curly horn
and after a short stay whined,

‘If I’'m a weight and a pain on your neck,

I’ll get off and sit on a poplar by the river.’
But he said, ‘I don’t care whether you stay

or go; I didn’t even notice when you came.’

Aesop, Fable 137, ed. Perry (uncertain date)

Kavay émotag képatt Tovpov kol ToALY ypdvov entkodicag, énedn anoilattesdur éueldey, EmvuvBavero 100 Tavpov &l 11N
BovAetar avTOV Amelbelv. 0 8¢ Umotvxwv simev “GAL’ ovte Gte NAOeg Eyvav, oUTE €0ty ATELONIS YveOsouaL.

A mosquito alighted on a bull’s horn and sat there for a while. When it was ready to leave, it asked the bull whether it now
wanted it to go. The bull said: ‘I neither knew it when you came, nor will know it if you depart.’



5. The Greek fable of the elephant and the mosquito

Mesomedes 11, ed. Heitsch, trans. West (early 2" century AD)
EAé@avtog €’ 0VOTL KWVOY

TTEPOV OV MTEPOV (6TUTO GEILOV,

@ato 8’ appova pobov: airtapal,

Bapog oV yap €pov dvvacal GEpety.

08 élee yéhwTog VY’ adovar

AN 00T’ €8amy 6T épurtadng [éneotddng/épectabng Wil.]
ov0’ fjvik” agintacat [aeintaco Wil.] kovey.

On an elephant’s ear a mosquito

with wings all aflutter alighted

and foolishly said, ‘I will fly away,

for my weight you cannot support.’

But he smiled in amusement and said,

‘But I neither knew when you flew down,

nor when you fly off, O mosquito.’

Achilles Tatius 2.20-2 (2" century AD?)

"Hv 8¢ tig avt@v oikétg molvmpdypmv kol Adhog kol Afyvog kot mav 6 1 &v glmot t1g, dvopa Kdvoy. o0tdg pot €doket
nOppwbeV EMTNPElV TO TPUTTOUEVD MUV pdhota 8¢, Omep 1), Lmontevoag P Tt vikTep MUV TpaxdT), Stevoktépeve péypt
TOPP® TG EGTEPAS, AVOMETAGAS TOD dmpatiov Tag Bdpag, Wote Epyov v avTOV Aabeiv. 0 0OV ZATVpog, BovAOEVOS AVTOV £ig
oiav dyayelv, mpocénonle TOAAKIG Kol KOVOTO EKAAEL Kol E0KOTTE TOUVOUN GUV YEA®TL. Kol 00T0g ldwg ToD Zatdpov Trv
TEQVIV TPOGETOLELTO péV avtmailew kol avtog, évetibel 8¢ T moudi g yvdpung 10 domovdov. Aéyet 81 mpog avtdv: “Ene1dn)
KOTOUOKA OV Kol ToUvoud, eépe oot pobov and kdverog enw.” “O Aéov katepéupeto tov [Ipoundéa modhdkic, Ot péyav
HEV aOTOV EMANGE KOl KOAOV Kail TNV eV YEVDV mAise Toig 080001, Tovg 3¢ Tddag Ekpatuve Tolg OVLELY Emoineé Te TV dAlmv
Onpiov dvvatdtepov. ‘O §¢ 1o00T0C,” E€Qacke, ‘TOV dlektpudva poPovpor.’ kat O [pounbevg émotag épn: ‘Ti pe pdmv
alTi; Tor pev yap Epua mavto Exelg 6o mAGTTEY dVVAuNY, 1) 8¢ oT) Yoyr) Tpog ToUTo povov patakiletar.” ékhatev oUV £onTov
0 Mav kol Mg deag katepéppeto Kai téhog Amobavelv NBekev. oVtw 8¢ yvdung &xov EAEpavil meplTvyydvel Kol
TPOGOYOPELGOG ELGTHKEL SIUAEYOUEVOG. Kl OpV S TavTOG T&X T Kivouvta, ‘Ti mhoyels;” €pn: ‘kal ti oM mote 0VSE PiKpOV
ATpepsl Gov TO 0UG; Kal O EALEPAG, KT TOXNV Topantdvtog avt® kdvomos, ‘Opac,” €pn, ‘Tobto 10 Bpoyd T0 BopPovv; v
£l6d0M pov TM) TG aKoTg 08¢, TébvnKa.” Kal O Aéwv, ‘Ti oUv &1t amobviiokew,” €¢n, ‘pe d&l, TocoLTOV GvTa Kai EAEPavTog
gVTVYECTEPOV, OOV KPEITTOV KOVOTOG AAEKTPLOV;” OpAS, GO0V LoYVOG O KOVOY £XEL, WG Kal EAEPavTa QoPely.”

There was one of their servants called Conops — a meddlesome, talkative, greedy rascal, deserving any bad name you liked to call
him. I noticed that he seemed to be watching from a distance all that we were about; and being particularly suspicious that we
were intending (as was indeed the case) to make some attempt by night, he would constantly sit up until very late, leaving open
the doors of his room, so that it was a difficult business to escape him. Satyrus, wishing to conciliate him, used often to joke with
him, calling him the Conops or Mosquito, and good-humouredly punned upon his name; he saw through the device, and while he
pretended to make jokes in return, he showed in his humour his cross-grained and intractable nature. “Since,” said he, “you even
mock at my name, allow me to relate to you a fable derived from the mosquito. The lion often used to complain to Prometheus
that he had made him great and handsome, that he had armed his jaw with teeth and made his feet strong with claws, and made
him stronger than all the other beasts : ‘And yet’, he would say, ‘powerful as I am, I am terrified of a cock’. ‘Why thus blame me
in vain?’, said Prometheus, his attention thus attracted to the matter: you have everything that I could give you at the moment of
creation: your spirit is feeble in this one respect’. The lion wept much at his evil case and cursed his cowardice and at last
determined to slay himself: but while he was in this frame of mind, he happened to meet the elephant, and after hailing him,
stopped gossiping with him. He noticed that his ears kept moving the whole time, and asked him: “What is the matter with you?
Why is it that your ear never keeps still even for a moment?’ It so chanced that at that instant a mosquito was flying about him,
and the elephant replied: ‘Do you see this tiny little buzzing creature? If once it were to get into the channel through which I hear,
it would be the death of me.” ‘“Well’, said the lion, ‘there is surely no reason for me to die after all, seeing that I am big enough
and as much better off than the elephant, as the cock is a nobler creature than the mosquito’. You see then how powerful is the
mosquito, so that even the elephant is afraid of him.”

6. The Mesopotamian fable of the elephant and the wren (‘copied from older original’ in 716 BC)

Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature, pp. 216-18 (Popular Sayings, Reverse III, 50-4; modified)
diq-diq-qu ina m[ulhhi péri ki-i u-5[i-bu)

um-ma ta-lim id-[kla an-a-a-ma ina $i-qi mé™ e-ra-[ag-ma)

pe-e-ru a-na dig-diq-qi ip-[pal]

ki-i tu-$i-bu ul i-di-ma ka-la-ka mi-[i-nu)

ki-i ta-at-bu-u ul i-de-e[-ma)

Als die Miicke sich auf den Elefant setzte,

(sprach sie) also: “Bruder, habe ich dich beldstigt? Bei der Wassertrinke werde ich mich entfer[nen].”
Der Elephant antwortete der Miicke:

“Dass du dich gesetzt hast, habe ich nicht gewusst. Was bist (du) denn ganz und gar?

Dass du aufgestanden bist, habe ich auch nicht gewusst.”

When the mosquito settled on the elephant

(it spoke) thus: “Brother have I bothered you? I will make [off] at the watering-place.”

The elephant replied to the mosquito:

“That you settled on me I did not know: after all, what do you amount to?

That you have left I did not know either.” [trans. Ebeling 1927: 50]



A mosquito, as it settled on an elephant,

said, “Brother, did I press your side? I will make [off] at the watering-place.”
The elephant replied to the mosquito,

“I do not care whether you get on — what is it to have you? —

nor do I care whether you get off.” [trans. Lambert 1960: 218-19]

Een digdigqu-vogel, toen het was gaan zitten op een olifant,

zei “Vriend, ben ik vermoeiend? Dan ga ik wel weg naar de irrigatieplaats.
De olifant antiroordde de digdiqqu-vogel:

“Toen je ging zitten merkte ik niets — wat ben je eigenlijk, al met al? —

en of je nu wegvliegt, merk ik ook niet.”

When a diqdigqu-bird had settled on an elephant,

it said: My friend, am I tiresome? Then I will make off to the watering-place.”
The elephant replied to the digdiqqu-bird:

“I did not notice when you settled on me — after all, what do you amount to? —
and whether you fly off now I do not notice either.” [trans. Stol 1972: 49]

»

A wren, as it settled on an elephant,

said, “Brother, am I pressing your side? I will remove myself at the watering-place.”
The elephant answered the wren:

“When you settled, I didn’t know it — what do you amount to? —

and when you arise I shan’t know it.” [West 2000: 95]

7. Quellenforschung

For the first time we can see not only the contents of a Greek fable correspond to those of the Babylonian, but even the wording,
down to specific detail. We can almost call this a translation of the Babylonian original into Greek, or at least a paraphrase [...]
In any case, we now have a solid basis for Quellenforschung on the Greek fable. It can be hoped that — as new finds accrue — the
dependence of the Greek fable on the Babylonian will become even clearer. The wall which ... has been erected between Greek
and Babylonian culture is collapsing bit by bit. [Ebeling 1927: 50]

The Assyrian anecdote is preserved with extraordinary fidelity across eight or nine centuries during which attestation of it is
lacking. The wren becomes a mosquito; the elephant becomes a bull in two of the versions, but remains an elephant in the third.
The place where the wren proposes to depart, ina Sigi mé, is reflected in Babrius’ poplar by the river. And the big animal’s reply,
especially in the Aesopic version, is virtually a translation of the Akkadian: I didn’t know it when you came, and I shan’t know it
when you depart. How are we to explain this survival? [West 2000: 95]

8. Elephant vs. bull

Sumerian glossary
am — ‘wild-ox’
am-si — ‘elephant’ < ‘wild-ox’ (am) + ‘horn, ray, antenna’ (si)

Sumerian Proverb, Collection 2.65 ed. Alster (early 2"* millennium BC)
kas-a gir-suhub am-ma-ke, gir-ni bi-in-gub nu-ub-si-e-Se
A fox trod on the hoof of a wild-ox. ‘It didn’t hurt!”’, it said.

Sumerian Proverb, Collection 8 Sec. B 19 ed. Alster (early 2" millennium BC)
kas-a ur am-si-ka / giri-bi mu-un-gub ab-si ab-diri-e-Se
A fox trampled on the feet of an elephant. ‘It’s enough, it’s too much’, it said.

9. The Mesopotamian fable of the elephant and the wren, second instalment

Sumerian Proverbs, Collection 5.1, Yale duplicate, ed. Alster, with corrections in Borger 2004: 470 (early 2" millennium
BC)

am-si ni-ta-na mas-an3e “3akan-ka / nig-ga-gi-na-am al-di-me-en nu-gal na-ab-bé-a / al-ti-ri-gu mu-na-ni-ib-gi,~gis / 0 gi-e i-gis-
te-mu-us / za-a-gi-nam al-di-me-en-e-Se

An elephant spoke to himself and said, ‘Among the wild creatures of Sakan, there is no one equal to me.” The alfirigu-bird
answered him. ‘And yet, I, in my own proportion, I am equal to you,’ it said.

altirigu-bird = digdiqqu-bird = wren(?); Sumerian-Akkadian glossary, MSL 8/I1, p. 172, 14; with corrections in Borger
2004: 466
al-ti-ri-gu,

e = di-ig-di-qu : dug-dug-qii

AKkKadian version of Sumerian Proverbs, Collection 5.1, Yale duplicate, ed. Alster, with corrections in Borger 2004: 470
um-ma pi-ru-um i-na ra-ma-ni-Sa / i-na bu-ul Sa-am-ka-an sa ki-ma ia-ti ma-su-u vu-ul i-ba-5i / si-pi-di-qd-ar(?) i-ip-pa-al / u a-
na-ku ki-ma ka-a-ti | a-na ma-na-ti-ia ma-si-a-ku

An elephant spoke to himself and said, ‘Among the wild creatures of Sakan, there is no one equal to me.” The sipidigar-bird(?)
answered, ‘And yet, I, in my own proportion, I am equal to you.’
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