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Introduction 

The Ancient Story of the  
Storm-god’s Combat with the Sea 

The cultures of the ancient Near East developed extensive diplomatic and trading ties 
across the region, made treaties with and went to war against one another, and witnessed 
mass migrations of peoples and individuals. It is thus not surprising that they also shared 
literary works and traditions. The majority of these, such as the Epics of Gilgameš and 
Atra	asis – committed to writing in second-millennium BCE Mesopotamia, �atti, inner 
Syria, the Levantine coast, and Egypt – originated in Mesopotamia. Circulating widely 
across the Fertile Crescent, they served primarily as the means whereby scribes learned 
Akkadian, then the lingua franca.1 The story of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea is an 
exception to this rule. Known across the entire ancient Near East, it was written in each 
local vernacular. The protagonist assumes the guise of the local Storm-god who fights 
Sea, defeats him, and is then enthroned. This constitutes the core of the story, traces of 
which have been preserved in various languages in diverse versions across the region – 
inner Syria, Egypt, �atti, Ugarit, Mesopotamia, and Israel. Over time, it found its way 
across the sea to Greece and India, appearing in Jewish, Christian, and Muslim texts as 
well, and continuing to exist in popular culture up to the present day. 

 This volume collects all the written versions of the tale found across the ancient Near 
East in an effort to identify its earliest forms and determine where it was composed and 
how it was reworked in each tradition. As we shall see, striking correspondences exist 
among the various renderings. Some of these nonetheless do not fit their geographical 
or cultural context. This might indicate the existence of a common literary source that 
had not yet been fully assimilated within the cultures into which it spread when it was 
committed to writing. As will also become evident, the Levantine cultures lying along 
the Mediterranean coast played a prominent role in the crystallization of this literary 
source prior to its dissemination. This path of transmission is unusual, the cultures ad-
joining the great rivers of the region usually influencing the smaller peripheral societies 
rather than the other way around. We shall thus additionally explore this phenomenon 
and the circumstances that gave rise to it. 

 
1 Cf. Hallo, ‘The Syrian Contribution to Cuneiform Literature and Learning’, 80–82; Kämmerer, 

Šimâ milka; Fincke, ‘The School Curricula’. 
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A. The Findings 

Numerous traditions echoing the story of the Storm-god’s combat against Sea have been 
preserved in the Hebrew Bible. In the first century CE, Philo of Byblos collected some 
of the closely parallel Phoenician sources, some of which were later copied by Eusebius 
of Casearea. Although this fragmentary evidence has long been known to modern schol-
ars, the ancient story as a whole only came to light toward the end of the nineteenth 
century in the wake of the decipherment of En
ma eliš. This Babylonian composition, 
which recounts how Marduk fought Sea (Ti�mtu), was the first complete work to center 
around the combat with Sea to be discovered in the modern era.2 Following its publica-
tion, scholars such as Barton and Gunkel promptly noted its association with biblical 
descriptions of YHWH’s struggle against Sea (Yamm), reconstructing the Israelite ver-
sion of the story in its light.3 The prevailing scholarly premise that Mesopotamia formed 
the cradle of civilization led to the theory that the story of the Storm god’s combat with 
Sea originated in Babylon. This became the popular view, only very few scholars pro-
posing a divergent theory. Adducing the then-available evidence – biblical and Phoeni-
cian-Hellenistic traditions – Clay, for example, argued that the tale first arose along the 
Levantine coast, reaching Babylon with the migrating Amorite tribes.4 
 In 1932, Gardiner published a fragmentary Egyptian document that became known 
as the Astarte Papyrus by virtue of its extensive reference to this well-known West-
Semitic goddess.5 This text also designates Sea, the gods’ adversary, by its West-Semitic 
appellation Yamm, further alluding to other local Egyptian deities such as Ptah, Nut, 
and Seth. Correctly discerning the affinities between this text and an Egyptian spell in 
which Sea (under its Egyptian name) is portrayed as Seth’s foe, Gardiner suggested that 
the Astarte Papyrus described Seth’s battle against and defeat of Sea.6 Although he noted 
its correspondence with the Babylonian plot of En
ma eliš, he argued that the divergent 
gender attributed to Sea and other details weakened the links between the two texts. 
 This radically altered with the discovery of the Ugaritic version of the story of the 
Storm-god’s combat with Sea in the 1930s.7 Forming the first four tablets of the Baal 
Cycle, this was initially regarded as the ‘original’ Canaanite version of the story. It refers 
to the gods by their West-Semitic names – Baal, Yamm, El, and Astarte (in contrast to 
the Egyptian papyrus, in which only Sea and Astarte bear West-Semitic designations), 

 
2 The cuneiform tablets were first published by G. Smith in 1876: Smith, The Chaldean Account of 

Genesis. For the publication history of En
ma eliš, see Kämmerer and Metzler, Das babylonische Welt-
schöpfungsepos En�ma elîš, 49–55. Ever since the first work’s publication, Sea has been referred to by 
the name Ti�mat (in the vocative state), rather than the correct generic form Ti�mtu, despite customarily 
being written in cuneiform signs that give no indication of how it is to be pronounced: ti-GÉME or in 
the syllabic form with a case ending: see R. R. Borger, ‘Zur neuen Schulausgabe’, 272–73; and below, 
p. 116. 

3 Barton, ‘Tiamat’; Gunkel, Creation and Chaos.  
4 Clay, Amurru, 53–54; idem, The Origin of Biblical Traditions, 87–93. 
5 Gardiner, ‘The Astarte Papyrus’; idem, Late-Egyptian Stories, 76–81. 
6 Gardiner, ‘Notes and News’. For his comparison of this source with pHearst 11.12–15, see Chapter 

1, pp. 30-31 below. 
7 For the first edition, see Virolleaud, La déesse �Anat. 
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contains Levantine toponyms, uses language that exhibits numerous affinities with 
West-Semitic dialects, and recalls various biblical passages. To date, it is clear, how-
ever, that this Ugaritic text possesses its own distinctive features, unique to its author 
and his audience.  
 The first to fully explore the associations among the texts detected so far in relation 
to the tale of the Storm-god against Sea, i.e. the Baal Cycle, Astarte Papyrus, En
ma 
eliš, and the biblical passages, was Albright.8 He linked them together with two others 
– the Mesopotamian Myth of Labbu and the Hittite Myth of Illuyanka.9 Despite the fact 
that Sea is not hostile to the gods in either of the latter, he believed them all to derive 
from a common source, whether Mesopotamian or Levantine. In particular, he high-
lighted the affinities between the Astarte Papyrus and the Baal Cycle.10 
 The discovery and publication of the Song of Ullikummi at Bo�azkale (formerly 
known as Bo�azköy) in 1946 took research a further step forward.11 A Hittite adaptation 
of a Hurrian work, the Song depicts the hostility between the great rock Ullikummi, the 
progeny of Kumarbi and a maternal-rock, and the Hurrian Storm-god Teššub (= Hittite 
Tar	unna). Herein, Sea serves both as the close ally of Kumarbi, the Storm-god’s ad-
versary, and the place in which Ullikummi grows up. Adducing various affinities be-
tween the Song of Ullikummi and the Ugaritic story of the conflict between Baal and 
Yamm, Güterbock posited that the former was originally a Hurrian composition that, 
after influencing the Hittites and Levantines, eventually also found its way to Greece.12 
In addition to the Song of Ullikummi, Güterbock also drew brief attention to the Hurro-
Hittite Song of �edammu and Myth of Pišaiša, both of which also serve as prominent 
witnesses to the story in �atti. 
 The Song of �edammu closely corresponds in content to the Song of Ullikummi.13 
Like the latter, it speaks of Teššub’s foe being reared in the sea as the offspring of Ku-
marbi, while the same Sea – Teššub’s enemy – allies himself with Kumarbi. In contrast to 
the Song of Ullikummi, however, �edammu is represented herein as a serpent rather than 
a rock, his mother being Sea’s huge daughter. The Myth of Pišaiša – named after its pro-
tagonist, Mount Pišaiša, which appears in Hittite documents in proximity to Mounts Leb-
anon and Sirion – contains a brief account of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea.14  

 
8 Albright, ‘Zebul Yam and Thapi� Nahar’. With the exception of the Astarte Papyrus, Albright 

attributed the first recognition of the parallels to Ginsberg. 
9 For these two compositions, see the Appendices in Chapters 2 and 4, pp. 71-73, 149-55 below. 
10 At that time, he was followed by Lefebvre, Romans et contes Égyptiens de l’époque pharaonique, 

108–9; Virolleaud, Légendes de Babylone et de Canaan, 82–84. 
11 Güterbock, Kumarbi: Mythen. He published a second, updated edition in 1951/52. 
12 Ibid., 110–11, 122; idem, ‘The Hittite Version of the Hurrian Kumarbi Myths’.  
13 The first (partial) edition of the Song of �edammu was published by Friedrich, ‘Der churritische 

Mythus’. The first full edition was published by Siegelová, Appu-Märchen und Hedammu-Mythus. 
Additional fragments were later discovered. All the texts are now available on Hethiter.net/: CTH 348 
(2009), edited by Riecken et al. 

14 For Pišaiša in the vicinity of Lebanon and Sirion, cf. the references in the Hittite treaties CTH 49, 
53, 62, 66: see Beckman, Hittite Diplomatic Texts. 
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 Up until this point, scholars thus knew of several second-millennium texts from Uga-
rit, Egypt and �atti that contained variant accounts of the story of the Storm-god’s com-
bat with Sea. The primary plot of the Ugaritic Baal Cycle recounts Baal’s combat with 
Sea, encouraged by his ally Astarte. Other traditions preserved in the Cycle recount 
Baal’s struggle against the terrible creature Ltn and Anat’s battle against Sea and the 
creatures Ltn and Tnn. According to the Egyptian version – reflected in the Astarte Pa-
pyrus and several spells – Sea threatened the gods, and Seth set out to fight him. The 
extant lines of the Astarte Papyrus also relate how Astarte assisted the gods, referring 
to both Astarte and Sea by their West-Semitic names. The Hurro-Hittite version is ex-
emplified in various texts. In the Song of �edammu, the Storm-god Teššub fights 
�edammu, the serpent living in the sea. In the Song of Ullikummi, he takes on Ul-
likummi, the rock standing in the sea. In both, Sea also serves as Kumarbi’s ally, while 
Teššub’s sister – Šawuška of Nineveh – provides aid to her brother. The Myth of Pišaiša 
further adduces the warfare between the Storm-god and Sea; however, it gives no addi-
tional details.  

Several years after the publication of the Song of �edammu, Gaster pursued the 
direction Albright had originally proposed (contra Güterbock), suggesting that, together 
with the Astarte Papyrus and Baal Cycle, this belongs to the same literary source, orig-
inating in the Levant.15 Believing the Astarte Papyrus to be a reworking of a Canaanite 
text, he reconstructed its Canaanite/Ugaritic Ur-text, tracing this to a lacuna in the Uga-
ritic Baal Cycle. Echoes of this conjectured Ur-text he found in the Hurro-Hittite Song 
of �edammu, which – like the Egyptian Astarte Papyrus – cites the assistance the Storm-
god’s sister gave �edammu during his combat with Sea.16 Disagreeing with this theory, 
Posener argued that the Astarte Papyrus originated in Egypt, exhibiting very limited 
Levantine influence.17 While this view gained few adherents, the majority of scholars 
maintained that all the Egyptian texts relating to Seth’s victory over Sea demonstrate 
clear evidence of Levantine influence – albeit not necessarily from the Baal Cycle.18  
 The links between the Hurro-Hittite Songs – which, in contrast to the Astarte Papy-
rus, make no use of West-Semitic names – and other second-millennium texts have been 
less discussed. Some scholars concur with Gaster that they all derive from a coastal 

 
15 Gaster, ‘The Egyptian “Story of Astarte” and the Ugaritic Poem of Baal’. 
16 Prior to Gaster’s thesis and the publication of the Ugaritic texts, Sayce already examined the 

Astarte Papyrus in the light of several extremely fragmentary Hittite texts from the Kumarbi Cycle: 
Sayce, ‘The Astarte Papyrus and the Legend of the Sea’. 

17 Posener, ‘La légende égyptienne de la mer insatiable’. He identifies the cosmogonical account in 
the Egyptian sapiential work the Instructions for Merikare as an antecedent of the Astarte Papyrus, 
Canaanite influence only being evident in the choice of Astarte and Seth as the protagonists of the later 
version: see Chapter 1, pp. 28-30 below. 

18 See, for example, Helck, Die Beziehungen Ägyptens; Kaiser, Die mythische Bedeutung des 
Meeres; Stadelmann, Syrisch-Palästinensische Gottheiten in Ägypten; Kitchen, ‘Interrelations of Egypt 
and Syria’; Ritner, ‘The Legend of Astarte and the Tribute of the Sea; Collombert and Coulon, ‘Les 
dieux contre la mer’, 226–42. Posener was followed by Vandersleyen, Ouadj our, 96–97, who suggests 
that Sea in the Astarte Papyrus is in fact the Nile; and Shupak, ‘He has Subdued the Water Mon-
ster/Crocodile’, who proposes that, Sea playing a major role in Egyptian culture, no good reason exists 
to assume that the tale did not originate therein.  
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Levantine source. Others posit a local northern Syrian influence rather than a distinc-
tively Canaanite tradition.19 In the 1980s, Helck proposed that they form the source of 
the Egyptian Astarte Papyrus. He, too, has been followed by several scholars.20 
 Whatever the common source of the texts from Ugarit, Egypt and �atti, most schol-
ars continued to maintain – following Gunkel and Barton – that the story of the Storm-
god’s combat with Sea as a whole originated in Babylon; first appearing in En
ma eliš.21 
In 1964, however, Lambert made use of Babylonian theological and historical argu-
ments to argue that En
ma eliš should in fact be dated to the reign of Nebuchadnezzar I 
– i.e., toward the end of the second millennium BCE.22 This placed the composition of 
the Babylonian text after its equivalents in Egypt, �atti, and Ugarit. Four years later, 
Jacobsen resurrected Clay’s proposal, contending that Marduk’s battle against Sea does 
not fit either Mesopotamian climate or geography.23 Nor in his view does Sea as a hostile 
force have any antecedent in Sumerian tradition. Unlike Clay, Jacobsen had at his dis-
posal the Ugaritic findings discovered thirty years earlier. His argument that the literary 
core of En
ma eliš originated in the coastal Levant, whose landscape it reflects, was 
thus much more firmly grounded. Like Clay before him, Jacobsen maintained that the 
story of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea found its way from the Levant to Babylon 
with the Amorite tribes that migrated there at the end of the third millennium BCE, dis-
regarding the possibility of later transmitters. 
 Jacobsen’s thesis did not immediately entrench itself, primarily, it would appear, 
because of scholarly skepticism with respect to the small Levantine cultures’ ability to 
influence such a great society as Babylonia. It was nevertheless difficult to ignore the 
weight of his arguments regarding En
ma eliš’s divergence from earlier Mesopotamian 
literary works and the local climate and landscape. During the 1980s and ’90s, most 
scholars thus tended to view the diverse traditions of the story of Storm-god’s clash with 
Sea as versions of a single ancient myth, making no attempt to determine its provenance 
or paying any attention to the different way it developed in various locations.24 

 
19 Otten posits a Canaanite source behind the Hurro-Hittite texts: Otten, ‘Ein Kanaanäischer Mythus 

aus Bogazköy’. Popko, Haas, and Archi narrow down the provenance to the present-day region of 
�skenderun: Popko, ‘Zum Wettergott von Halab’; Haas, Die hethitische Literatur, 131; Archi, ‘Orality, 
Direct Speech and the Cumarbi Cycle’, 215. 

20 Helck, ‘Zur Herkunft der Erzählung’; cf. Schneider, ‘Texte über den syrischen Wettergott aus 
Ägypten’; Breyer, Ägypten und Anatolien, 466–72. In 1992, Houwink ten Cate drew attention to an-
other Hurro-Hittite work that exhibits even closer affinities with the Astarte Papyrus: see below. 

21 See, for example, Gray, The Legacy of Canaan, 22–32; Loewenstamm, ‘The Ugaritic Myth of the 
Sea and its Biblical Counterparts’. On occasion, this led to a vain search for a creation account in the 
Ugaritic Baal Cycle: see Fisher, ‘Creation at Ugarit and in the Old Testament’; Cross, Canaanite Myth 
and Hebrew Epic, 118–20. For a discussion of this issue, see also M. S. Smith, The Ugaritic Baal 
Cycle, 75–84; and Chapter 5, p. 195 below. 

22 Lambert, ‘The Reign of Nebuchadnezzar I’; cf. idem, ‘Studies in Marduk’; idem, Babylonian 
Creation Myths; Chapter 4 below. 

23 Jacobsen, ‘The Battle between Marduk and Tiamat’; cf. idem, The Treasures of Darkness, 168. 
24 When Siegelová (Appu-Märchen und Hedammu-Mythus, 81, 87–88) published an edition of the 

Hurro-Hittite Song of �edammu, for example, she adduced closely corresponding legends – En
ma 
eliš, the Astarte Papyrus, the Baal Cycle, and, of the course, Song of Ullikummi – without designating 
its source. Rejecting Güterbock’s thesis of Hurrian provenance, however, she suggested that it was a 
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  The origin of the early myth came under renewed scrutiny in the 1990s in the wake 
of Durand’s publication of a letter from the Mari archive which speaks of the weapons 
with which the Storm-god Addu of Aleppo fought Sea.25 Written in Akkadian, the lan-
guage of international correspondence, it was sent to Mari from Aleppo, the center of 
the mighty Amorite kingdom Yam	ad. Composed in the eighteenth century BCE, it is 
the earliest witness to the myth of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea unearthed so far. 
Several scholars have thus argued that it reflects the prominent status of the myth among 
the Amorite kingdoms, its dissemination being largely due to the preeminent temple of 
Addu the Aleppan Storm-god.26 Others posit that the Akkadian name Têmtum given to 
Sea herein rather than the West-Semitic Yamm suggests that the myth had found its way 
to Aleppo from Babylonia. In the wake of the acceptance of Lambert’s late dating of 
En
ma eliš, those scholars had to argue that this ‘Babylonian tradition’ is in fact a vague 
account of a god fighting a hostile demonic force, rather than the account of the Storm-
god’s combat with Sea.27  
 The debate has now broadened beyond the issue of the tale’s provenance to include 
its principal elements and parameters. In light of the last argument we must address the 
question of whether every scene picturing a deity struggling with a demonic creature 
can or should be considered an antecedent to the mythologem of the Storm-god’s combat 
with Sea. 
 Additional fragments – particularly from Egypt and Anatolia – that refer to the 
Storm-god’s combat with Sea have continued to be discovered since the publication of 
the Mari letter. Some of these constitute missing parts of fragmentary works already 
published, thus confirming or refuting earlier suggestions. The join of the opening lines 
of the Astarte Papyrus, for example, evinces that its plot centers around the Storm-god’s 
clash with Sea.28 New fragments of the Songs of �edammu and Ullikummi similarly 
contain further descriptions of Kumarbi’s consultation with Sea and the wiles the god-
dess employs in coming to the aid of her brother, the Storm-god.29 Other new fragments 

 
widespread Near Eastern myth. Another example is found in Wakeman’s seeking in her typological 
study to place the biblical traditions in the context of all the stories found across the ancient Near East, 
Greece, and India relating to a battle fought by one of the gods against monsters. Rather than acknowl-
edging the distinctive features of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea – or of those of other tales, each of 
which possesses its own distinctive features and place of origin – she treated them all as a single block: 
Wakeman, God�s Battle with the Monster. Cf. also, recently, R. D. Miller, The Dragon, the Mountain, 
and the Nations. 

25 J.-M. Durand, ‘Le mythologème du combat’. Noted early by Charpin and Durand, they believed 
the legend to be an Amorite myth: Charpin and Durand, ‘Fils de Sim�al�, 174. 

26 See, for example, Popko, ‘Zum Wettergott von Halab’; Schwemer, ‘The Storm-Gods 2’. 
27 Lambert, ‘A New Look’, 110–13; Annus, The Standard Babylonian Epic of Anzu, ix–x; idem, 

The God Ninurta, 171–86. Both these scholars also argue that the Myth of Labbu, which recounts the 
warfare between a deity and sea creature, was composed during the third millennium BCE: see Chapter 
4, pp. 149-55 below.  

28 Collombert and Coulon, ‘Les dieux contre la mer’. 
29 Groddek, ‘“[Diese Angelegenheit] höre Ištar von Ninive nicht!”; Dijkstra, ‘The Myth of Apši’; 

idem, ‘Ishtar Seduces the Sea-Serpent’. 
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belong to previously unknown compositions. Among these are the so-called Hurro-Hit-
tite Song of Sea, which describes how the gods sent tribute to Sea to appease its surging, 
and a Hurrian composition that bears the same name.30 
 Only a few scholars investigating the tale’s provenance or seeking to interpret the 
Ugaritic, Babylonian, or Israelite texts comparatively, have yet made any use of these 
documents. This might be partially due to the lack of a complete collection of the rele-
vant sources, and that a full or detailed survey of all the ancient Near Eastern texts re-
lated to the story of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea, its transmission and dissemina-
tion history has not been undertaken until now.31 This is the goal the present study has 
set itself, collecting the ancient Near Eastern versions and references – full and frag-
mentary – to the story of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea from the first findings from 
the second half of the nineteenth century CE through to all the attestations extant today.  

Extensive space will be additionally devoted to comparing the textual evidence in 
order to determine the earliest forms and elements of the story, the places of their crys-
tallizations, and the manner in which they were adapted to local contexts. The wider the 
scope covered, the more the witnesses increase across time and place – but, at the same 
time, the literary links among them is decreased. Establishing the tale’s parameters and 
components requires a clear and appropriate methodology that will identify the relevant 
documents and exclude those that fall outside our brief. 

B. Methodology 

The affinities between the ancient Near Eastern versions of the Storm-god’s combat 
with Sea may be explained theoretically by two different processes: 1) parallel develop-
ment of close tales, with no genetic relation, on account of similar geographical, socio-
logical and/or historical conditions; 2) one story transmitted within different civiliza-
tions, each of which adapted it to its own context. A third possibility – that the legend 
developed separately and was assimilated on the basis of correspondences – does not in 
fact constitute a middle path, but is rather a form of accommodation to a new environ-
ment.32  

 
30 Houwink ten Cate, ‘The Hittite Storm God’; Blam, ‘Le Chant de l’Océan’; Schwemer, Die Wet-

tergottgestalten, 451–54; Rutherford, ‘The Song of the Sea’. 
31 In addition to the above references (among which Schwemer’s monumental work [2001] is of 

particular note), see also T. Fenton, ‘The Attitudes of the Biblical Authors’; Greenstein, ‘The Snaring 
of Sea’; Fronzaroli, ‘Les Combats de Hadda dans les textes d’Ebla’; Wyatt, ‘Arms and the King’; R. 
Müller, Jahwe als Wettergott; Ballentine, The Conflict Myth and the Biblical Tradition. It should be 
noted that this volume contains references to pertinent scholarship that was available to the author up 
to early 2019. 

32 The various ways in which the references of the combat between the Storm-god and Sea are 
designated in this volume – myth (in relation to its divine protagonists), tale (in relation to its transmis-
sion and diffusion), story and account (in relation to its narratival nature), etc. – are merely stylistic, 
not reflecting any methodological approach. 
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 The determination of which of these two explanations is most suitable to the present 
case of dissemination rests on historical-philological criteria rather than any precon-
ceived conceptions. Initially developed in order to trace the Ur-text of copied manu-
scripts, in the nineteenth century scholars also began applying this type of investigation 
to research on folktales. This gave rise to the discipline known as the historical-geo-
graphical method. Examining stories transmitted orally from generation to generation 
and culture to culture across a delimited historical and geographical space, this seeks to 
reconstruct the Ur-form of a certain tale on the basis of the extant versions, identify the 
place and date of its composition, and trace its geographical dissemination and local 
variants in particular locations.33 Although this method was initially developed for ex-
ploring versions of tales transmitted orally (in contrast to recensions of written texts), 
no tools in fact exist to discern whether a certain tale was transmitted orally, or as a 
written text, or as both throughout its history. Since ‘oral’ thus possesses little meaning 
in this context, I prefer Yassif’s definition of folktales as stories characterized by ‘mul-
tiple existence’ – i.e., comprised of diverse versions. Divergence in content in delimited 
cultural or geographical environments indicates a tale’s acceptance within a culture. 34 
Following scholars of midrash, this definition is suitable to the texts discussed in this 
work, whose ultimately final form in all cases is textual.35 The two concepts employed 
by scholars of the historical-geographical method, developed by the founders and prac-
titioners of this field – Aarne, Krohn, and Thompson – that are most relevant to this 
study, are ‘motifs’ and ‘tale type’. The smallest unit of the plot, the motif includes a 
protagonist, a significant object, a specific place, etc. It may also be an event (or 'for-
mulae') – comprised of at least two motifs.36 The tale type consists of a sequence of 
certain motifs which distinguishes it from other types. Two centuries of research have 
demonstrated that while the existence of a sole motif across the globe is frequently due 
to similar thought patterns, the tale type is virtually always a particular creation.37 

 
33 See Ben-Amos, ‘Toward a Definition of Folklore in Context’, who in fact opposes this method-

ology.  
34 Yassif, The Hebrew Folktale, 3–10. The English edition addresses this issue in brief on p. 9. 
35 See ibid.; Noy, ‘The Jewish Versions of the “Animal Languages” Folktale’; Hasan-Rokem, Web 

of Life; Elstein and Lipsker, ‘Thematology of the Literature of the Jewish People’. 
36 The disparity between ‘event’ and other motif types has led some scholars to question the premise 

that it is the smallest member of a story and seek other definitions. This issue is irrelevant to the present 
study. 

37 As noted by Krohn’s son in 1891 with respect to his father’s theory: Krohn, ‘The Method of Julius 
Krohn’, 42; cf. Thompson, The Folktale, 415–16. In order to widen the scope, other approach ignore 
the specific content of each motif, thus finding the same ‘tale type’ around the world. Cf. the formal 
elements à la school of Propp (Propp, Morphology of the Folktale), and the contrastive symbols, as per 
Lévi-Strauss: Lévi-Strauss, ‘The Structural Study of Myth’). The working methods of the comparative 
linguistic approach which are based solely on language also takes no note of the contents of the tale, 
its social and tradition environment, narrator and audience: see DuBois, ‘Linguistic Approach’. Despite 
not generally forming part of folkloristic principles, it is noteworthy because of Watkins’ monumental 
work examining all the stories relating to the battle between the protagonist and a dragon in Indo-
European-speaking cultures: Watkins, How to Kill a Dragon. Precisely his lack of attention to non-
linguistic parameters led him to take the Hittite tales out of their geographical context – despite the 
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 The major motifs of the story of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea are the characters – 
the Storm-god and Sea – and the event: the battle between them that ends with the Storm-
god’s victory. Additional minor-event motifs appear in numerous versions: Sea’s desire 
to rule, the Grain-god’s involvement, the aid given by a goddess, the role played by the 
Storm-god’s wife or sister, Sea’s lust for the goddess, the Storm-god’s fear of Sea, the 
Wisdom-god’s assistance, the Storm-god’s enthronement, and the erection of his palace. 
Several versions also contain a place motif – Mount �aphon.38 As we shall see below, 
three to five of the event and place motifs form the core. Together with the major motifs, 
these constitute the Ur-form of the tale type, out of which the other versions developed. 
 In order to be assigned to a specific tale type, all the versions of a story should pos-
sess the major motifs. Those which include only a few minor motifs must be excluded, 
their major motifs attributing them to other tale types.39 An example in the present con-
text is the Egyptian Tale of Two Brothers, which recounts Sea’s lust for the protagonist’s 
divine wife. While this motif appears in at least three versions of the tale type of the 
Storm-god’s combat with Sea, the major motifs of the Tale of Two Brothers treat a very 
different subject. It thus belongs to another tale type. Nonetheless, because studies of 
ancient literature rest largely on epigraphical findings – some fragmentary, others yet to 
be unearthed – the present volume may not include some versions that originally con-
tained the major motifs. New discoveries are likely to lead to new conclusions with 
regard to the scope of the corpus and the content of the texts alike. 
 The motifs comprising the tale type are divided into various variants, which distin-
guish one version from another. This can be exemplified by the role played by the place 
motif Mount �aphon. The Ugaritic Baal Cycle relates how, following Baal’s defeat of 
Sea, a palace is erected for him on Mount �aphon. In the Hurro-Hittite Song of Ul-
likummi, Teššub ascends the mountain (referred to by its northern Syrian name, Mount 
�azzi) in order to observe his adversary rising out of Sea. The Hurro-Hittite Myth of 
Pišaiša alludes to the divine Mount �aphon (= �azzi) in the context of the Storm-god’s 
conflict with Sea (the description is missing because of a break in the tablet). In a Hurro-
Hittite ritual text (CTH 785), the priest is commanded to sing the Song of Sea commem-
orating the Storm-god’s triumph over Sea during the celebrations of Mount �aphon (= 
�azzi). Finally, two biblical passages (Job 26 and Psalm 89) relate how Mount �aphon 
was created at the culmination of YHWH’s struggle with Sea.40 While the place motif 
Mount �aphon thus differs in the various compositions, it forms part of the tale type of 
the Storm-god’s combat with Sea. 
 When a tale is transmitted from one place to another, it is modified by its transmitter 
and new audience, giving rise to new, local adaptations. As Propp aptly observes, the 

 
abundance of evidence evincing the decisive influence of the cultures of the Fertile Crescent on Hittite 
society. 

38 See Table 1 below. 
39 Cf. Krohn, ‘The Method of Julius Krohn’. Contra the view of early folklorists, the story’s length 

has no bearing on its antiquity, an original short version could have absorbed additional motifs while 
long ones could have lost them. See: von Sydow, ‘Geography and Folk-Tale Oicotypes’. 

40 Also lying beyond our (chronological) scope is the Bibliotheca attributed to Apollodorus (second 
century CE), which relates the combat of Zeus and Typhon on Mount Casius (= �azzi/�aphon): see 
Drakon; cf.  Ayali-Darshan, ‘The Question of the Order of Job 26:7–13’. 



10 Introduction: The Ancient Story of the Storm-god’s Combat with the Sea  

transformations are frequently marked by reduction (some details being less important 
to either the new transmitter or his audience), expansion, contamination, inversion (e.g., 
feminine for masculine), intensification or attenuation, and changes prompted by, e.g., 
the geographical locale or the religious faith of a society.41 Any alteration of a detail 
naturally draws another in its wake. In this manner, the hypothetical distortion ulti-
mately disappears.42  
 An example of the way in which an initial transformation prompted further changes 
in our tale relates to the gender of Sea. With the exception of the Babylonian version, 
this figure is always masculine in the ancient Near Eastern versions of the tale. While 
some scholars maintain that this fact suggests that the various versions are unrelated, 
Propp has demonstrated that gender exchange is a common folkloristic feature.43 In the 
present case, the grammatical gender of the substantive ‘sea’ in the Semitic languages 
determines its masculine (West-Semitic languages) or feminine (Akkadian) identity. As 
a female mythical figure in the Babylonian En
ma eliš, Sea is characterized by maternal 
attributes – the ability to conceive and the escort of male spouses which enable her to 
play a dominating role. The masculine Sea in the other versions has no need of any such 
accompanying characters in order to reign, but he cannot conceive. In versions in which 
a birth motif occurs, such as the Hurro-Hittite Song of �edammu, it is associated with 
Sea’s daughter rather than Sea himself. 
 How are tales transmitted from one society to another? Early on, scholars pro-
pounded that they spread spontaneously from group to group, thus being confined to 
specific locales, the only exceptions to this rule being unusual circumstances – such as 
colonialism. Since storytelling always involves a narrator and audience, however, tales 
do not transmit themselves but are passed on through human channels – such as soldiers, 
migrants, travelers, or envoys. Tales can thus ‘leap’ from one region to another, without 
requiring geographical contiguity.44 Alongside these universal modes of dissemination, 
the story of the Storm-god’s combat with Sea was evidently transmitted by at least two 
other distinctive modes – the deliverance of the Storm-god’s weapons from one temple 
to another, accompanied by an account of the central features of his battle with Sea, as 
documented in the Mari letter; and its recitation in ritual ceremonies, as recorded in 
Hurro-Hittite and Mesopotamian texts.  
 The transmission of a certain story frequently depends on a single transmitter. It can 
thus disappear completely if it did not find suitable surroundings, be subsumed within a 
similar story without leaving a trace, or adapt to its new environment. In regard to the 
third situation, von Sydow designated the different ways of adaptation as oicotypes. This 
is a botanical term that refers to the genetic characteristics of a plant that adapts itself to 
a specific context by ‘natural selection’. In literary terms, the oicotype is ‘a certain uni-
fication of the variants within one and the same linguistic or cultural area on account of 
isolation from other areas’.45 A tale’s spread from place to place can be tracked by the 

 
41 Propp, ‘Transformations of the Wondertale’. 
42 Krohn, Folklore Methodology, 122–23; cf. Lüthi, ‘Urform und Zielform in Sage und Märchen’. 
43 Propp, ‘Transformations of the Wondertales’. 
44 Von Sydow, ‘Geography and Folk-Tale Oicotypes’.  
45 Von Sydow, ‘Folktale Studies and Philology’, 238. 
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