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SHORT NOTESSHORT NOTES

THE THE ETYMOLOGY ETYMOLOGY OFOF EDENEDEN

CurrentCurrent scholarshipscholarship offers twooffers two explanationsexplanations forfor "Eden""Eden"

denotingdenoting thethe placeplace where Godwhere God plantedplanted thethe gardengarden in whichin which thethe firstfirst

man lived.man lived. One seeksOne seeks thethe originorigin ofof the namethe name inin an Akkadianan Akkadian wordword

borrowed fromborrowed from Sumerian,Sumerian, the otherthe other inin thethe Semitic stemSemitic stem Cdn,Cdn,"abun-"abun-

dant,dant, lush".lush". AA reconsiderationreconsideration of theof the argumentsarguments andand somesome newlynewly
available evidenceavailable evidence areare presentedpresented here,here, strongly favouringstrongly favouring thethe latterlatter

explanationexplanation overover the former.the former.

1.1. Eden Eden an Akkan Akkadian adian wordword

The derivationThe derivation ofof EdenEden from afrom a BabylonianBabylonian sourcesource arose after thearose after the

recoveryrecovery ofof partpart of aof a cuneiform tablet fromcuneiform tablet from Nineveh.'Nineveh.' ThisThis tablettablet

contains acontains a list oflist of SumerianSumerian word-signsword-signs inin its centralits central column,column,

phonetic renderingsphonetic renderings inin the leftthe left handhand column,column, andand AkkadianAkkadian

equivalentsequivalents inin thethe rightright column.column. TheThe list,list, knownknown to-dayto-day asas

SyllabarySyllabary b,b, waswas apparently compiledapparently compiled latelate inin thethe second millenniumsecond millennium

B.C.,B.C., oror earlyearly inin thethe first.2first.2 OneOne entryentry (line(line 104)104) reads reads e-di-in e-di-in :: edinedin

:: e-di-nu,e-di-nu, the next e-di-inthe next e-di-in :: edinedin :: se-e-ru.se-e-ru.There isThere is abundant evidenceabundant evidence

to showto show that that edin edin was was thethe normalnormal Sumerian word forSumerian word for "steppe,"steppe,

plain",plain", andand for thefor the second Akkadiansecond Akkadian equivalent,equivalent, seru,seru, inin thethe samesame

meaning.meaning. FriedrichFriedrich Delitzsch,Delitzsch, who knew ofwho knew of the textthe text before its of-before its of-

ficialficial publication,publication, claimed the firstclaimed the first AkkadianAkkadian equivalentequivalent waswas iden-iden-

ticaltical withwith thethe Hebrew name.Hebrew name. InIn his Wohis Wo laglag das Paradies?das Paradies?Leipzig,Leipzig,

1881),1881), pp.pp. 4, 6,4, 6, 7979 f.,f., hehe asserted thatasserted that HebrewHebrew CedenCedenwas not con-was not con-
nectednected withwith wordswords forfor "delight""delight" fromfrom the basethe base Cdn,Cdn,nornor with thewith the

ArameanAramean place-nameplace-name Bit-Adini,Bit-Adini, but withbut with thisthis Sumero-AkkadianSumero-Akkadian

term. Withterm. With heightenedheightened interestinterest inin finding Babylonianfinding Babylonian influencesinfluences inin

GenesisGenesis following Georgefollowing George Smith's Smith's The The ChaldeanChaldeanAccountsAccountsofof GenesisGenesis

(London, 1876),(London, 1876), thisthis exampleexample waswas widely acceptedwidely accepted and tookand took itsits

placeplace beside othersbeside others inin thethe literature. Forliterature. For example,example, A. H.A. H. SayceSayce
wrote "Thewrote "The cuneiformcuneiform inscriptionsinscriptions have,have, however,however, clearedcleared upup thethe

geographygeography of theof the gardengarden of Eden.of Eden. TheThe Sumerian name of theSumerian name of the

'plain''plain' ofof BabyloniaBabylonia waswas Edin,Edin, whichwhich waswas adoptedadopted byby the Semitesthe Semites

under the form ofunder the form of Edinu."3 WhileEdinu."3 While somesome authorities wereauthorities were cautiouscautious
about theabout the relationship,relationship, the F.the F. Brown-S. R.Brown-S. R. Driver-C.Driver-C. A.A. BriggsBriggs
LexiconLexicon qualifiedqualified it withit with "perhaps","perhaps", thethe endorsement Heinrichendorsement Heinrich

ZimmernZimmern gavegave inin his Akkadischehis AkkadischeFremdworter4Fremdworter4asas sufficientsufficient authorityauthority
forfor the L.the L. Koehler-W.Koehler-W. BaumgartnerBaumgartner Lexicon oLexicon o acceptaccept it.it. AmongAmong thethe
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commentatorscommentators H.H. Gunkel,Gunkel, J.J. Skinner,Skinner, S. R.S. R. Driver,Driver, R. de VauxR. de Vaux

have all noted thehave all noted the equation,equation, somesome withwith slight hesitancy.slight hesitancy. In moreIn more re-re-

centcent yearsyears E. A.E. A. SpeiserSpeiser wrote "Eden. Heb.wrote "Eden. Heb. Ceden,Ceden,Akk.Akk. edinu,edinu,basedbased

onon Sum. edenSum. eden 'plain,'plain, steppe'steppe' ...... this wordthis word isis rarerare inin Akk. butAkk. but ex-ex-

ceedinglyceedingly commoncommon inin Sum.Sum. thusthus certifyingcertifying thethe ultimateultimate source assource as

veryvery ancient indeed"ancient indeed" (Genesis [Garden(Genesis [Garden City,City, 1964],1964], pp.pp. 16,16, 19).19).
Attractive asAttractive as thisthis derivationderivation seems,seems, itit facesfaces majormajor objections.objections.

One,One, restatedrestated recently byrecently by ClausClaus Westermann,Westermann, deservesdeserves attention.5attention.5

The SumerianThe Sumerian wordword beginsbegins with awith a simplesimple /e/. That/e/. That languagelanguage hashas nono

/c/,/c/, and there is noand there is no groundground forfor supposingsupposing one stood asone stood as the initial ofthe initial of

thethe wordword inin Akkadian,Akkadian, asas itit doesdoes inin Hebrew.Hebrew. OneOne may comparemay compare
Hebrew Hebrew 'ed 'ed and itsand its generallygenerally supposedsupposed ancestor,ancestor, the Sumerianthe Sumerian

e4-de,e4-de, "flood-storm","flood-storm", AkkadianAkkadian edu whereedu where the initial vowel isthe initial vowel is car-car-

riedried byby // inin Hebrew.Hebrew.

TheThe secondsecond objectionobjection arisesarises from thefrom the historyhistory ofof thethe wordword inin

Babylonia. Babylonia. Speiser Speiser rightlyrightly observesobserves that it isthat it is "exceedingly"exceedingly com-com-

mon" inmon" in Sumerian.Sumerian. InIn Akkadian,Akkadian, on the otheron the other hand,hand, its occurrenceits occurrence

is limited to theis limited to the singlesingle entryentry inin SyllabarySyllabary b cited above.6b cited above.6 WhereverWherever

"steppe""steppe" isis toto bebe expressedexpressed inin Akkadian,Akkadian, and wherever thereand wherever there areare

AkkadianAkkadian renderingsrenderings ofof SumerianSumerian compositionscompositions usingusing edinedinthe wordthe word

normallynormally foundfound isis seru,seru, edinuedinunevernever appears.7appears.7 This could be anThis could be an acci-acci-

dent,dent, AkkadianAkkadian textstexts containingcontaining edinuedinuhavinghaving escaped recovery.escaped recovery. YetYet

givengiven that that seru seru so so often often translatestranslates edin,edin, andand that there are severalthat there are several

knownknown synonymssynonyms ofof seruseru nn Akkadian,Akkadian, itit seems safeseems safe to concludeto conclude thatthat

edinu edinu was was notnot a worda word currentcurrent inin Akkadian,Akkadian, butbut simplysimply a learneda learned
scribalscribal transcriptiontranscription of the Sumerianof the Sumerian word-signword-sign in thein the Syllabary.Syllabary.

Again,Again, a learned Hebrew scribea learned Hebrew scribe mightmight have borrowedhave borrowed anan extremelyextremely
rare word fromrare word from BabylonianBabylonian becausebecause it could allowit could allow aa popularpopular

etymology,etymology, but it canbut it can hardlyhardly be consideredbe considered veryvery likely,likely, and is notand is not

the casethe case with other Akkadianwith other Akkadian loan-wordsloan-words inin Biblical Hebrew.Biblical Hebrew. TheThe

numbernumber ofof ancient readersancient readers who could who could have understood have understood suchsuch in-in-

genuitygenuity wouldwould not havenot have beenbeen large.large.
BothBoth thethe problemproblem ofof thethe initialinitial phonemephoneme andand the absencethe absence of edinuof edinu

fromfrom anyany Akkadian textAkkadian text exceptexcept one lexicalone lexical listlist militatemilitate againstagainst thethe

derivation of Hebrewderivation of Hebrew
CedenCeden

rom anrom an East SemiticEast Semitic andand
ultimatelyultimatelySumerian word.Sumerian word.
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2.2. Eden Eden a a WestWestSemitic wordSemitic word

Biblical Hebrew knows several wordsBiblical Hebrew knows several words with Cdnwith Cdnas their baseas their base andand

thethe commoncommon ideaidea ofof "pleasure, luxury". Traditionally,"pleasure, luxury". Traditionally, Eden isEden is
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linkedlinked withwith them,them, thethe SeptuagintSeptuagint already representing gan-eidenalready representing gan-eidenbyby

paradeisosparadeisos esestruphestruphesat Gen.at Gen. ii 15 and elsewhere.ii 15 and elsewhere. ManyMany scholarsscholars havehave

continued tocontinued to upholduphold this link. Those whothis link. Those who preferprefer thethe BabylonianBabylonian ex-ex-

planationplanation assumeassume withwith SpeiserSpeiser that thethat the foreignforeign word "came toword "came to bebe

associated,associated, naturally enough,naturally enough, with thewith the homonymoushomonymous but unrelatedbut unrelated

Hebrew nounHebrew noun forfor 'enjoyment''enjoyment' ",", whilewhile Skinner affirmedSkinner affirmed "There is"There is

nono probabilityprobability that thethat the properproper name wasname was actuallyactually coinedcoined inin thisthis

sense".8 Hithertosense".8 Hitherto onlyonly Biblical HebrewBiblical Hebrew amongamong the ancient Westthe ancient West

SemiticSemitic languageslanguages preservedpreserved indubitableindubitable examplesexamples of theof the basebase CdnCdnnn

use,use, Syriac showingSyriac showing itit at at a a later time. later time. The The base is knownbase is known inin ArabicArabic

andand could be ancould be an integral partintegral part of thatof that language.language. Neither Neither of of the occur-the occur-

rencesrences claimedclaimed inin UgariticUgaritic byby C. H. Gordon is sustainedC. H. Gordon is sustained byby recentrecent

studies,9studies,9 althoughalthough anotheranother passagepassage is nowis now widelywidely held to exhibit aheld to exhibit a

form from Cdn.10form from Cdn.10
WithWith thethe recoveryrecovery of the life-sizeof the life-size statuestatue ofof Had-yisci, kingHad-yisci, king ofof

Guzan,Guzan, fromfrom TellTell FekheriyehFekheriyeh inin northernnorthern Syria,Syria, aa newnew exampleexample ofof

a worda word apparently cognateapparently cognate withwith CedenCeden as becomeas become available.1available.1 InIn

the firstthe first partpart of theof the parallelparallel AssyrianAssyrian andand AramaicAramaic texts standstexts stands aa

seriesseries ofof epithetsepithets ofof Hadad asHadad as godgod ofof life-givinglife-giving water. Hewater. He isis

styledstyled "water-controller "water-controller of of heavenheaven andand earth,earth, whowho rains downrains down

plenty,plenty, whowho gives pasturegives pasture andand watering-placeswatering-places to allto all lands,lands, whowho

gives prosperitygives prosperity (?)(?) andand offeringsofferings to all theto all the godsgods hishis brothers,brothers, water-water-

controllercontroller of allof all rivers,rivers, whowho makes allmakes all lands abound."lands abound." TheThe lastlast

phrasephrase inin thethe Aramaic is mcdnAramaic is mcdn mt kinmt kin for whichfor which thethe AssyrianAssyrian hashas
mu.ta4hidumu.ta4hidukibrati.kibrati. There is noThere is no doubt thedoubt the AssyrianAssyrian verbverb means "tomeans "to

enrich,enrich, makemake abundant",abundant", nor that thenor that the AramaicAramaic parallelparallel shouldshould

have ahave a similar sensesimilar sense (although(although thethe two texts are nottwo texts are not absolutelyabsolutely iden-iden-

ticaltical inin everyevery phrase).phrase). Here, then,Here, then, isis CdnCdn nn aa verbalverbal form,form, "who"who

enriches,enriches, givesgives abundance",abundance", inin an Aramaican Aramaic inscriptioninscription whichwhich wewe

assignassign to theto the mid-ninthmid-ninth centurycentury B.C.B.C. ClearlyClearly Old AramaicOld Aramaic gavegave aa

sense to Cdnsense to Cdnwhich waswhich was veryvery similarsimilar to its valueto its value inin Biblical Hebrew.Biblical Hebrew.

NeitherNeither explanationexplanation ofof Eden can beEden can be finallyfinally establishedestablished asas thethe

105105



rightright one;one; this newthis new exampleexample ofof thethe cognatecognate verbverb inin OldOld Aramaic,Aramaic,
with itswith its

context,context,
reinforces thereinforces the earlierearlier

interpretation.interpretation.
WhileWhile thatthat

mightmight still be claimedstill be claimed asas secondary,secondary, or as aor as a popularpopular etymology,etymology, thethe

objectionsobjections to theto the BabylonianBabylonian etymologyetymology make it much weaker thanmake it much weaker than

itsits championschampions havehave allowed. Weallowed. We maymay preferprefer to treatto treat Eden,Eden,

therefore,therefore, asas conveyingconveying fromfrom the first allthe first all that was containedthat was contained inin thethe

"blissful Paradise of"blissful Paradise of God",God", inin thethe tradition of thetradition of the SeptuagintSeptuagint andand

thethe poetpoet JohnJohn Milton.Milton.

LiverpoolLiverpool A. R. MillardA. R. Millard
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meaningmeaning "time,"time, moment"moment" here whichhere which othersothersacceptacceptelsewhereelsewhere(e.g.(e.g. Baal IIBaal II vv 6, 7,6, 7,

Gordon,Gordon, UTUT 51,51, CTACTA4)4) althoughalthough Virolleaud translated Virolleaud translated "bienfait" "bienfait" inin SyriaSyria13.13.
11 A.A. AbouAbou Assaf,Assaf, P.P. Bordreuil,Bordreuil,A. R.A. R. Millard,Millard, La StatueLa Statue ee TellTellFekheryeFekheryeParis,Paris,

1982).1982).
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