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Gen 9:18-29 and the Drunkenness  
of  a  Main Parental  or  Divine Figure Entai l ing 

the Future of  Their  Fi l ia l  Enti t ies  

Joël André Minsi Endomo 

Gen 9:18-29 in which the hero of the biblical flood becomes drunk in his 
tent after the world cataclysm, remains fascinating as well as disconcerting. Even 
after it is known that the Bible does not have a monopoly on the flood story in 
the ANE1, this episode of Noah remains unique. It is not only because its hero 
dies, contrary to the Mesopotamian myths where almost all heroes become 
immortal2, but more so for the scene of drunkenness. Certainly, the absence of 
such an episode in the known complex of diluvian stories of the ANE, could lead 
to considering Gen 9:18-29 as a distinct feature of the biblical narrative which 
liked to stress the contrast with Mesopotamian myths by describing Noah in a 
rather unflattering scene3. But even by accepting it, the reader does not seem 
better informed about the origin, the meaning or the role of this episode of 
drunkenness prior to the table of nations, and that Gertz rightly suggest reading 
“primarily as a story about Canaan, its absent but ever-present main character”4.  

Was it part of one of the biblical traditions of the flood or should we rather 
think of an independent episode that probably belongs to the creation traditions 
in general and which would have found an adequate insertion here? Moreover, 
what was the meaning and purpose of preceding with the biographical note of 

 
1 Cf. ANET, 42-44 (Sumerian flood); 93-97 (Gilgamesh, Tablet XI); DALLEY, Myths, 

9-35. 
2 Wasserman reports in his study of the Akkadian flood sources that Atrahasis in I, r, 

4', also known as Ziusudra in z, v, 15'-19', received also immortality like the other 
Mesopotamian flood heroes. This clears doubts that had previously hung over Atrahasis’ end 
according to the available sources (Atrahasis, VII,1-35), see WASSERMAN, The Flood, 84, 
101; L’HOUR, Genèse 5-11, 103; LAMBERT – MILLARD, ATRA-ḪASĪS, 102-103; DALLEY, 
Myths, 34-35. 

3 Cf. WENHAM, Genesis 1–15, 204. 
4 Cf. GERTZ, Genesis 1–11, 352. 
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Noah’s death with a family episode that strangely focused on Canaan who, not 
only did not take an active part in it, but was not yet born? This contradicts the 
style of Gen 1–11. An examination of Gen 9:18-29 seems to provide convincing 
inputs likely to illuminate them significantly, and thus broaden the understanding 
of this unprecedented episode. 

A quick reading of Gen 9:18-29 will highlight at once the prominent role 
of drunkenness in this plot, in a terms and conditions more or less analogous to 
Gen 19:30-38 and Ps 78:65-72. Seemingly confirmed by extra-biblical literature, 
this will suggest that the use of the drunkenness of a main parental figure was a 
known pattern in the context of creation narratives. It was used in cases of 
delicate generational transitions, by resorting to the effect of surprise specific to 
drunkenness. This will lead to a better understanding of the function and purpose 
of this literary pattern in general, as well as its probable Mesopotamian influence 
in Gen 9:20-27 within the general creation’s context of Gn 1–11. 

1  Gen 9:18-29 – Noah’s drunkenness, plot and structure 

Some authors such as Corinne Bonnet and Sofia Cavalletti already noted 
analogies between the drunkenness of Noah in Gen 9:18-29 or of Adonai in Ps 
78 with some uses of it in the extra-biblical literature5. By following this line of 
thought, I intend to investigate what appears to be a literary motif of drunkenness 
of a main parental or divine figure, by highlighting its elements and its purpose 
in general, as well as the specific orientation chosen by Gen 9:18-29 within the 
framework of the section Gen 9:18–10:32. Since the conjunction of the syntagm 

הלֶּאֵוְ  (Gen 10:1) which opens the exposition of table of nations, suggests that Gen 
9:18-29 and 10:1-32 are connected. 

1.1  The plot of Gn 9:18-29 

Gen 9:18-29 
18 The sons of Noah who came out of the ark were Shem, Ham and 

Japheth, and Ham, he was the father of Canaan. 
19 These were the three sons of Noah, and from them came the people 

who were scattered over the whole earth. 
20 Noah, a man of the soil started, he planted a vineyard. 

 
5 Cf. BONNET, Le vin, 73-91; CAVALLETTI, Proposta, 339-340. 
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21 He drank some wine; he became drunk and lay uncovered inside his 
tent. 

22 Ham, the father of Canaan, saw his father naked and told his two 
brothers outside.  

23 But Shem and Japheth took a garment and laid it across their 
shoulders, then they walked in backward and covered their father’s 
naked body; and their faces, as they were walking backward, did 
not see their father’s nakedness. 

24 Noah awoke from his wine and found out what his youngest son 
had done to him. 

25 He said: Cursed is Canaan! The lowest of slaves will he be to his 
brothers. 

26 He also said: Praise is the Lord, the God of Shem! May Canaan be 
his slave. 

27 May God extend Japheth’s territory, may Japheth live in the tents 
of Shem, and may Canaan be his slave. 

28 After the flood, Noah lived 350 years. 
29 Noah lived a total of 950 years, and then he died. 

Genesis 9:18-29 is generally divided in three parts: The introduction in vv. 
18-19, the exposition of the story in vv. 20-27 and the conclusion in vv. 28-29. 
Furthermore, the central part of the narrative is further subdivided into two 
scenes which are both constructed around the alternation between the parental 
category (Noah) and the filial one, and according to a precise order that starts 
from Noah, then Ham/Canaan followed by Shem-Japheth. Based on the 
dynamics of the characters, vv. 20-27 are a parallelism which enable the 
progressive transformation of the characters thanks to Noah’s drunkenness and 
his awakening from it. 

Inciting moment 
The tension created by the naming of Ham as Canaan’s father (  אוּה םחָוְ
ןעַנָכְ יבִאֲ ) in v. 18b after the sons of Noah who left the ark (v. 18a) is detectible 

even in the syntax of the verse, since the story shifts to the background by a 
double protasis-apodosis proposition in v. 18b-c. It breaks the pace of the 
narration and drawing attention to Ham and Canaan. This syntactic choice in 
which the protasis, ְםחו  (“and Ham”), is a casus pendens as suggested by its 
repetition by the singular masculine personal pronoun אוה  (“he”). It signals the 
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importance the narrator gives to what is said of Ham in the apodosis, namely that 
he was the father of Canaan6. 

The mention of Canaan thus coincides with the “inciting moment” in 
which the conflict appears for the first time, and it is probably in this sense that 
Blecher considers that information to be central and that v. 18 would represent 
the entire story7. 

Complication  
Verses 20-21, which narrates the drunkenness, call for solutions that is 

perceptible both in the syntax and the plot. 
After the consumption of wine and drunkenness (vv. 21a-b), the simplified 

syntactic constructions “verb-subject” or “verb-object” of v. 20 become more 
elaborate and are enriched with new elements: “verb-[subject]- תאֵ -object” (v. 22a; 
vv. 23a.d). In addition, there is also the appearance of new syntactic categories 
such as adverbial phrases of place ( הIהֳאָ Gוֹתבְּ , v. 21c; ַּץוּחב , v. 22b and ַםכֶשְׁ־לע , v. 
23b), of manner ( תינּרַחֹאֲ , v. 23c) or indirect object complements ( ויחָאֶ־ינֵשְׁלִ , v. 
22b). 

In terms of plot, the distinctive feature of vv. 21a-b is due to the fluctuation 
of the pace which passes from the expeditious tone of vv. 20-21, to a longer 
narrative time in vv. 22-23. The consumption of wine and drunkenness in vv. 20-
21 has as much an impact on the narrative as on its syntax. It begs for an 
explanation regarding the conflict raised by the naming of Canaan. 

The search for an explanation begins with the first active appearance of 
Noah’s sons following a chiasmus that contrasts Ham’s “sight” of Noah’s nudity 
and his filial failure on the one hand; and Shem-Japheth’s “non sight” and their 
helping of the parent on the other hand: 

 תאֵ ןעַנַכְ יבִאֲ םחָ ארְיַּוַ 
  ויבִאָ תוַרְעֶ

22 

ץוּחבַּ ויחָאֶ־ינֵשְׁלִ דגֵּיַּוַ    

הלָמְשִּׂהַ־תאֶ תפֶיֶוָ םשֵׁ חקַּיִּוַ  םכֶשְׁ־לעַ וּמישִׂיָּוַ 
 םהֶיבִאֲ תוַרְעֶ תאֵ וּסּכַיְוַ תינִּרַחֹאֲ וּכלְיֵּוַ םהֶינֵשְׁ

תינִּרַחֹאֲ םהֶינֵפְוּ  

  23 

וּארָ אֹל םהֶיבִאֲ תוַרְעֶוְ    

 
6 Cf. JOÜON – MURAOKA, A Grammar, § 156a; WALTKE – O’CONNOR, An Introduction, 

§ 4.7b; NICCACCI, Sintassi, § 123. 
7 Cf. BLECHER, Noah’s Curse, 131. 
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According to this chiasmus, the characterization of Noah’s sons is not 
determined first by their “seeing” or otherwise of the father’s nakedness, as the 
supporters of voyeurism maintain. It is rather determined by their behavior in 
confronting that situation. Thanks to this first active appearance of the filial 
entity, the reader now knows that the three sons of Noah are different because of 
their reaction towards their father. 

Climax 
In Noah’s return on the scene, the narrator prefaces the statement with 

“[he] awakened from his wine” ( וֹנייֵּמִ חַנֹ ץקֶייִּוַ , v. 24a). This awakening, which 
allows Noah to inquire about the events that occurred during his “absence”, also 
leads him to confirm the differences that have arisen between his sons and which 
constitutes the turning point. He thus resolves the problem of the embarrassing 
mention of Canaan in Ham’s lineage, by formalizing the latter’s inability to be 
treated equally with “his brothers”, because he is cursed ( רוּראָ ), hence opposed 
to Sem whom God is blessed ( Gוּרבָּ ).  

Designating A as the appearance of the parental entity and by B as the filial 
counterpart, vv. 20-27 consist of a parallel framework ABA'B'. These two parts 
are both driven by drunkenness, which arouses the search for solutions in the first 
part, while Noah’s awakening from it marks the turning point in the resolution 
of the problem. 

1.2  The Structure of Gen 9:18-29 

Introduction: Shem, Ham the father of Canaan and Japheth populate the whole 
earth (vv. 18-19) 
 Shem, Ham and Japheth are the sons of Noah who came out from the ark 

(v. 18a) 
 Ham was the father of Canaan (v. 18b) 
 Three are the sons of Noah (v. 19a) 
 The whole earth was populated from these three sons of Noah (v. 19b) 
A Noah the farmer, winegrower gets drunk (vv. 20-21) 
 A1 Noah begins to cultivate (v. 20a) 
 A2 He plants a vineyard (v. 20b) 
 A3 He drinks wine (v. 21a) 
 A4 He gets drunk (v. 21a) 
 A5 He uncovers himself inside his tent (v. 21b) 
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 B1 Ham, the father of Canaan, sees his father’s nakedness and 
makes it known (v. 22) 

B 
 B1a  Ham the father of Canaan sees his father’s nakedness 

(v. 22a) 
 B1b He tells his two brothers outside (v. 22b) 

 B2 Shem and Japheth cover their father and do not see his 
nakedness (v. 23) 

  B2a Shem and Japheth take the mantle (v. 23a) 
  B2b They put it on their shoulders (v. 23b)  
  B2c They walk backwards (v. 23c)  
  B2d They cover their father’s nakedness (v. 23d) 
  B2e They do not see their father’s nakedness (v. 23e) 
A´ Noah wakes up from drunkenness and returns to cognition (v. 24) 
 A´1 Noah wakes up from his drunkenness (v. 24a) 
 A´2 He knows what his youngest son did to him (v. 24b)  
 B´1 Curse of Canaan (v. 25) 

B´  B´1a Cursed is Canaan (v. 25a) 
 B´1b Canaan will be the last of his brothers’ servants (v. 25b) 

 B´2 blessings of Shem and Japheth (vv. 26-27) 
     B´2a Blessing of Shem (v. 26) 
     B´2aα Blessed is Yhwh the God of Shem (v. 26a) 
     B´2aβ Let Canaan be the servant of Shem (v. 26b) 
     B´2b Blessing of Japheth (v. 27) 
     B´2bα May God enlarge Japheth (v. 27a) 
     B´2bβ May Japheth dwell in the tents of Shem (v. 27b) 
     B´2bγ Let Canaan be the servant of Japheth (v. 27c) 
Conclusion: The length of Noah’s life (vv. 28-29) 
 The Lifespan of Noah after the Flood (v. 28) 
 The entire Lifespan of Noah (v. 29a) 
 Death of Noah (v. 29b) 

Annotations 
Genesis 9:18-29 in which drunkenness constructs and structures the 

unfolding of the plot seems to share similarities with Gen 19:30-38 and Ps 78:65-
72. Therefore, it is appropriate to study these two other biblical episodes in order 
to see what comes out of it. In doing so, it will also be investigating the extra-
biblical universe in search of such similar uses of drunkenness, which will allow 
to better understand what seems to be a literary pattern of drunkenness of a main 
parental figure. 
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2  Other allusions in the Bible  

2.1  The drunkenness of Lot in Gen 19:30-38 

The intertextual allusion between the destruction of the flood and that of 
the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah was already known in the time of Luke 17:26-
30 and 2 Pet 2:5-8. Moreover, the fact that Noah and Lot, the survivors of these 
two destruction stories, are both described in a scene of drunkenness immediately 
after the cataclysm, seems to support the possibility of a substantial connection 
between these episodes. 

Gen 19:30-38 
30 

 
Lot and his two daughters left Zoar and settled in the mountains, for he 

was afraid to stay in Zoar. He and his two daughters lived in a cave. 
31 

 
And the elder daughter said to the younger, “Our father is old, and there 

is no man to give us children, as is the custom over the earth. 
32 

Let’s get our father to drink wine and then sleep with him and preserve 

our family line through our father.” 
33 That night they got their father to drink wine, and the elder daughter 

went in and slept with him. But he was not aware of it when she lay 

down or when she got up. 
34 The next day, the elder daughter said to the younger, “Last night I slept 

with my father. Let’s get him to drink wine again tonight, and you go in 

and sleep with him so we can preserve our family line through our 

father.”  
35 

So they got their father to drink wine that night also, and the younger 

daughter went in and slept with him. But he was not aware of it when 

she lay down or when she got up. 
36 So both of Lot’s daughters became pregnant by their father. 
37 The elder daughter had a son, and she named him Moab; he is the father 

of the Moabites to this day. 
38 

The younger daughter also had a son, and she named him Ben-Ammi; 

he is the father of the Ammonites to this day. 

The story of Lot’s drunkenness in Gen 19:30-38 is divided into three 
subunits: the introduction in v. 30, the story itself in two parallel scenes in vv. 
31-35, and the conclusion in vv. 36-38. 

Verse 30 sets the scene and delimits the framework of the story, which is 
the isolated space of a cave in the mountain. The solitude of Lot and his daughters 
in this separate place leads to the inciting moment with the eldest daughter’s 
speech which point out with concern the aging of and the absence of descendants 
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for their father ( ןקֵזָ וּניבִאָ ). It is a situation more disturbing since there is no man 
in the country to unite with them and remedy the problem (  אוֹבלָ ץרֶאָבָּ ןיאֵ שׁיאִוְ

ץרֶאָהָ־לכָּ Gרֶדֶכְּ וּנילֵעָ ). 
On the other hand, v. 31 constitutes the complication and it leads to the 

first attempts to solving the problem at v. 32 which is syntactically marked by 
volitive phrases, unlike the enunciative one of v. 31 ( הכָלְ הקֶ֧ שְׁנַ , הבָ֣כְּשְׁנִוְ , ). But it 
is the drunkenness at the beginning of each night (vv. 33.35) that constitutes the 
turning point of the resolution, thanks to its capacity to neutralize Lot and allows 
the daughters to implement their respective solutions of saving the family. In that 
period of the absence of Lot, each of the daughters distinguishes herself by 
becoming a mother. 

Structure of Gen 19:30-38 
Introduction: Lot and his two daughters in a cave on the mountain (v. 30) 
  A    First speech of the elder: Lot is old and there are no men (v. 31) 
 B Motivation of the speech: to make the father drunk and raise up 

descendants from him (v. 32) 
 C Execution of the plan (v. 33) 
 C1  

C2  
C3 

The two daughters get their father drunk (v. 33a) 
The elder daughter sleeps with her father (v. 33b-c)  
Lot is unaware of his daughter’s going to bed or getting up 
(v. 33d) 

 A´          Second speech of the elder daughter the next day (v. 34a-c) 
 B´ Motivation of the speech: Getting the father drunk and raise up 

descendants from him (34d-g) 
 C´ Execution of the plan (v. 35) 
 C´1  

C´2  
C´3  

The two daughters get their father drunk again that night (v. 
35a) 
The younger daughter sleeps with him (v. 35b-c) 
Lot is unaware of his daughter’s going to bed or getting up 
(v. 35d) 

Conclusion: Etiological notes on the Moabites and the Ammonites (vv. 36-38) 
                 v. 36: Lot’s two daughters are pregnant 
                 v. 37: The elder daughter gives birth to Moab and information on 

the Moabites 
                 v. 38: The younger daughter gives birth to Ben-Ammi and 

information on the Ammonites 
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Annotations 
In Gen 19:30-38, Lot does not voluntarily become drunk but is made drunk 

by his daughters in order to ensure the continuity of their family. This differs 
from Gen 9:18-29 in the modus operandi and the intended result. However, 
a focus on the general purpose and motivation will highlight the issue of the 
future of the descendants of the drunken person. Furthermore, the main scene, 
which takes place in two parallel sequences punctuated and inherently driven by 
drunkenness, argues for a functional use of this latter in order to justify a given 
condition of a main parental figure’s descendants.  

This therefore encourages further investigation by examining the allusion 
to Adonai’s drunkenness in Ps 78:65-72. In this psalm, Adonai strangely wakes 
up like a warrior from drunkenness. Just like in Gen 9:18-29, the verb ָץקַי  is 
related to the adverbial phrase ַןיִי  by means of the preposition ִןמ . Moreover, after 
this awakening from drunkenness, it also highlights an opposition of an uncle to 
his nephew as in Gen 9:18-29. 

2.2  The drunkeness of Adonai in Ps 78:65-72  

Sofia Cavalletti analyzed the semantic correspondences between the 
drunkenness of Yhwh in Ps 78:65 and that of ’El in Ugarit. She sensed that the bold 
allusion to Yhwh’s drunkenness in Ps 78 could have been the result of Canaanite 
influence and that this would provide proof of a diffuse practice in the ANE8. 

Ps 78:65-27 
65 Then Lord awoke as from sleep, like a warrior who had been 

struck down by wine. 
66 He beat back his enemies, he put them to everlasting shame. 
67 Then he rejected the tents of Joseph, the tribe of Ephraim he did 

not choose. 
68 But he chose the tribe of Judah, mount Zion, which he had loved. 
69 He built his sanctuary like the heights, like the earth that he 

established forever. 
70 He chose David his servant, and took him from the sheep pens; 
71 from tending the sheep, he had brought him, in order to be the 

shepherd of his people Jacob, of Israel his inheritance. 
72 And he shepherded them with integrity of heart, with skillful 

hands he led them. 

 
8 Cf. CAVALLETTI, Proposta, 339-340. 
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As was already said, the awakening of Adonai which is compared to that 
of a warrior who returns from his drunkenness according to the verb ָץקַי  followed 
by ִןיִיַּמ  is quite evocative of Gen 9:18-29. Moreover, the elective act of Adonai 
following an antithetical parallelism seems to lead back again to Gen 9:18-29.  

This antithetical parallelism places in confrontation the tent of Joseph and 
the tribe of Ephraim which are rejected on the one hand, and the tribe of Judah, 
Mount Zion and David who are chosen on the other hand. Furthermore, just as 
in Gen 9:18-29 where Canaan finds himself opposed to his uncle Shem, the real 
opposition in Ps 78:65-72 occurs between the tribe of Ephraim ( רחָבָ אֹל ) and that 
of Judah ( רחָבָ ). This highlights a probable analogy between these two episodes. 

The structure of Ps 78:65-72 
Introduction: Adonai’s awakening from drunkenness and reaction against his 
enemies (vv. 65-66) 
 A Non-election (v. 67) 
 A1 Rejection of Joseph’s tent (v. 67a) 
 A2 Non-election of the tribe of Ephraim (v. 67b) 
 B Election (vv. 68-72) 
 B1  Election of the tribe of Judah (v. 68a) 
 B2   Election and manifestation of God’s choice for the mount Zion 

(vv. 68b-69) 
 B2a He Chooses mount Zion, which he loved (v. 68b) 
 B2b Manifestation of the choice: Construction of the sanctuary 

similar to the heights and the earth (v. 69) 
 B3 Election and manifestation of the divine choice for David (vv. 

70-71)  
 B3a He chooses David his servant (v. 70a)  
 B3b Manifestation of the divine choice (vv. 70b-71) 
 B3bα He takes him as shepherd of the flock and of the 

mother sheep (vv. 70b-71aα) 
 B3bβ He brings him to shepherd Jacob and Israel (vv. 

71aβ-b) 
Conclusion: David fulfills his task with all his heart and with intelligence (v. 72) 

Annotations 
The presentation of Adonai’s awakening is quite evocative of Gen 9:18-

29. It contributes to understanding the biblical literary use of drunkenness 
involving main parental or divine figures that carry implications for the future of 
their filial parts. 
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 Before drawing synthetic conclusions on this topic of drunkenness, it is 
useful to first explore the extra-biblical world. To be explored are scenes of 
drunkenness of main divine or parental figures that may contribute to the 
knowledge of a gradually emerging literary pattern used to resolve the issue of 
the children’s future. 

3  Investigation into the extra-biblical world9 

3.1  Ancient Mesopotamia 

In the mythologies of ancient Mesopotamia, the banquet, an essential 
component of social life, appears as the privileged place for scenes of 
drunkenness. In these festive contexts, there is a desire to broaden the aspect of 
sharing in the banquet other aspects such as power. But if one does not share 
power or royalty, then the myths of Enki’s journey to Nippur, Inanna and Enki 
or of the relation of Marduk’s ascension to the head of the Babylonian pantheon 
in the Enūma eliš, make these transmissions of power possible through use of the 
sharing of beer or wine. This includes the replacement or approval of the status 
of someone in apparently strained and delicate contexts. Corinne Bonnet is right 
by asserting that drunkenness is used in these stories as a disinhibiting 
expedient10. 

3.1.1  Enki’s journey to Nippur11 

This Sumerian myth dates back to the end of the 3rd millennium BC. It 
narrates how after having built a highly sumptuous palace in Eridu, Enki journeys 
to Nippur, the residence of Enlil his “father”, and offers a banquet in honor of 
the latter, together with other main divinities of the Sumerian pantheon.  

In this 129-line story, the introduction occupies the first ten lines. It 
presents a summary of the work accomplished by Enki in the past. After a brief 
account of the temple construction in lines 11-17, lines 18-68 offers a lyrical 

 
9 For reasons of the extent of the work on the one hand, and on the other, given that 

the Book of the heavenly cow in Egypt and the drunkeness of ’El in Ugarit offer information 
that almost already appear in the other extra-biblical stories, they will not be examined here. 
For the drunkeness theme in there, see VIROLLEAUD, Les nouveaux textes, 545-551; PARDEE, 
Les textes, 13-74; DIETRICH – LORETZ, Studien, 409-523; BONNET, Le Vin, 84-86. 

10 Cf. BONNET, Le Vin, 78, 83. 
11 Cf. BOTTÉRO – KRAMER, Lorsque les dieux, 142; LOISEL, L’ivresse, 40. 



Gen 9:18-29 and the Drunkenness 

Studia Biblica Slovaca 

170 

celebration of the temple by Isimud, Enki’s page12. At the end of this, Enki grants 
himself a rest (l. 69-76) and realizes he must go to Nippur to Enlil whose “son” 
he was. This requires Enki to swear allegiance to Enlil and submit his designs to 
him for ratification (l. 77-94).  

With Enki’s arrival in Nippur, the poem enters into the phase of the 
banquet. There is an extensive description of the preparations, notably the 
concoction of alcoholic beverages (l. 95-100). The guests are seated and among 
them An, Enlil, Nintu and the Anunna. The banquet begins with an abundant 
consumption of beer and wine that relaxes the atmosphere (l. 101-113). Then 
Enlil comes out of his retreat and gives a speech approving Enki’s construction 
(l. 114-129)13: 

Enki’s journey to Nippur, 111-126 
111 kaš ba-naĝ kurun2 ba-du10-ga-ta  [once lifted] beer and wine had been 

libated and enjoyed. 
112 e2-ta ĝiri3-bi-a ba-ra-ĝar-ra-ta  [once lifted] from the house where 

his feet were placed. 
113 den-lil2 nibruki-a hul2-la mu-ni-ib-

DU 
Enlil who was made happy in Nibru. 

114 den-lil2-le da-nun-na-ke4-
ne gu3 mu(un)-na-de3-e  

Enlil addressed the Anuna gods.  

115 diĝir gal-gal-la i3-su8-ge-en-za-na  Great gods who are standing here. 
116 da-nun-na ub-šu-unken-na-

ka si mu-un-sa2-sa2-e-en-za-na 
Anuna, who have lined up in 
the Ubšu-unkena. 

117 dumu-ĝu10 e2 mu-un-du3 lugal den-
ki ke4 

My son, King Enki has built up the 
temple. 

124 eš3 abzu nam-du10 den-ki-
ke4 me galam-ma tum2-ma 

The Apsû sanctuary of Enki is 
something favorable, skillfully 
constructed and appropriate to the me. 

125 eriduki e2 ku3-ga du3-a-ba [for having] well-built Eridu, the 
pure abode. 

126  den-ki za3-mim Enki be praised. 
By emphasizing Enlil’s emotional transformation that is fostered by the 

consumption of alcoholic beverages, the introduction of the final speech 
underlines the fundamental and essential role of what could be characterized as 

 
12 Cf. BOTTÉRO – KRAMER, Lorsque les dieux, 142. 
13 Cf. CECCARELLI, Enkis Reise, 96, 105-106; ETCSL 1.1.4, Enki’s journey to Nibru, 

114-120, 127-129; BOTTÉRO – KRAMER, Lorsque les dieux, 146; BONNET, Le vin, 83; 
LOISEL, L’ivresse, 41. 
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drunkenness (l. 111-113). Returning to l. 113 where Enlil is described by the 
subordinate verbal form ḫul2-la (“who is joyful”), and considering the huge 
quantities of beer and wine consumed by the guests, this would be the case where 
drunkenness manifests itself by a euphoric excitement. 

It suggests that the construction of Enki’s sumptuous temple without 
consulting his “fathers” would have created implicit tensions at the top of the 
Pantheon; it had to be appeased. Thanks to this excessive consumption of 
alcoholic beverages that relaxes the gods, Enki achieves his aim: the ratification 
of his work by his “fathers”, particularly by Enlil the main god of Nippur. 

3.1.2  Inanna and Enki 

This tale is mainly reported by two incomplete tablets divided into six 
columns, and completed in some places by two or three fragments and a handful 
of erratic scraps dating from the first third of the 2nd millennium BC14. Like the 
previous myth, Inanna and Enki entails a visit to a god; Inanna the goddess of 
Uruk-kul’aba to her “father” Enki, the sovereign of Eridu.  

In this long tale marked by numerous repetitions, the heart of the story 
consists in showing how Enki passed down his powers to Inanna, and how Uruk-
kul’aba acquired the powers of civilization thanks to its titular goddess Inanna15. 
After relating Inanna’s departure from the desert for the steppe in order to join a 
shepherd, she is presented for the beauty of her genital organs. This is followed 
by her decision to go to Eridu to meet Enki, the wise god capable of penetrating 
the thoughts of deities from afar16. 

Upon Inanna’s arrival and after her welcome, the narrative enters the main 
phase of the banquet. Enki and Inanna indulge in beer and wine in a textual 
exposition that evokes the previous myth. It is suggestive of a literary topos of 
drunkenness17: 

 
14 Cf. BONNET, Le vin, 78; BOTTÉRO – KRAMER, Lorsque les dieux, 230. 
15 Cf. BONNET, Le vin, 78. 
16 Cf. FARBER-FLÜGGE, Der Mythos, 16-17; ETCSL 1.3.1, Inanna and Enki; BOTTÉRO 

– KRAMER, Lorsque les dieux, 230. 
17 Cf. FARBER-FLÜGGE, Der Mythos, 20-21; CECCARELLI, Enkis Reise, 96, 105; 

BOTTÉRO – KRAMER, Lorsque les dieux, 146, 231-232; BONNET, Le vin, 78; LOISEL, 
L’ivresse, 43. 
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Enki’s journey to Nippur, 106-109 Inanna and Enki, I, ii, 27-30 
106 da-nun-na ki-us2-ki-us2-bi im-mi-in-

dur2-ru-ne-eš 

27 den-ki dinanna e-en-bi-ta 

107 lu2-u3-ne kaš i3-na8-na8-
e kurun2 im-du10-ge-ne 

28 abzu-a kaš im-na8-na8-
ne kurún im-du10-ge-ne 

108 zabarAGA im-kur4-kur4-(r)e-ne 29 zabarAGA im-gur4-gur4-e-n[e] 
109 zabar-e an uraš-e a-da-min3 mu-un-

e3-ne 
30 [za]bar duraš-a a-da-min mu-

un-a[ka-ne] 
 The Anunna sat on its pedestals. 

They drank beer and enjoyed wine. 
They filled the bronze vessels AGA 
to the brim.  
In heaven and on earth they 
competed for the bronze vessels. 

 Enki and Inanna, side by side. 
In the Absû, they drank beer 
and enjoyed wine. 
They filled the bronze vessels 
AGA to the brim.  
In heaven and on earth they 
competed for the bronze 
vessels. 

Since the text explicitly reports that Enki was drunk, the description of 
Enlil as “happy” in the previous myth would therefore also be an expression of 
drunkenness. But unlike the previous one, Enki comes to: 

9 kaš-nag-ġa-ra kaš-nag-ġa-
ra kaš mu-un-ta?-e11-da 

Beer he drank, beer he drank, he 
ascended from beer. 

10 a-a den-ki kaš-nag-ġa-ra kaš mu-
un-(ta?-e11-da) 

Father Enki drank beer, he ascended 
from beer. 
(Inanna and Enki, I, v, 9-10) 

Following this awakening, Enki undertook to regain his powers seven 
times in vain. At the end of these unsuccessful attempts, Inanna arrived at the 
port of Uruk to the cheers of her people praising her bravery. However, the story 
ends with a speech of Enki who, visibly resigned, endorses his daughter’s work. 

However, considering that Enki was able to penetrate the hearts of the gods 
from afar, he knew the purpose of Inanna’s visit, which appeared thus doomed 
to failure. But the anesthetic power of drunkenness allowed control over him, 
thereby transferring his powers to Inanna for the progress and great happiness of 
Uruk. 

3.2  Marduk’s rise to the head of the pantheon in Enūma Eliš 

In the Akkadian creation story, the election of Marduk as the “avenger” of 
the gods during a banquet presided over by Anšar, the “father” of the great gods, 



Joël André Minsi Endomo 

StBiSl 16 (2/2024) 

173 

also uses the expedient function of drunkenness to persuade the great gods to 
renounce their prerogatives forever in favor of their “son” Marduk. It was written 
probably between the end of the 2nd and the beginning of the 1st millennium BC. 

Tiamat, the mother of all the gods, was exasperated by the din orchestrated 
by some divinities. She decided to decimate these latter (I, 105-162)18. In panic 
and advised by Anšar, the culprits tried in vain to reach a peaceful resolution 
through the respective mediations of Ea and Anu (II, 1-124). In this turmoil, Ea 
the father of Marduk (I, 79-84) suggested he to go to Anšar to appease the latter’s 
heart, and probably to make himself as the avenger of the fathers against Tiamat 
(II, 130-135). So, Marduk agreed but put forward some preconditions19: 

155 bēlum ilāni šimat ilāni rabiūtim Lord of the gods, destiny of the great 
gods. 

156 šummama anāku mutēr 
gimillikun 

If I should become your avenger. 

157 akamme tiāmtama uballaṭ kâšun  If I should bind Tiamat and preserve 
you.  

158 šuknāma puḫra šūterā ibâ šīmtī Convene an assembly, and proclaim 
for me an exalted destiny.  

159 ina Ubšu-kkinakki mitḫāriš 
ḫadîš tišbāma 

In the Upšukkinakku, sit all together 
joyfully. 

160 epšū pīja kīma kâtunuma šīmāta 
lušīm 

Let me, with my utterance, decree 
destinies instead of you.  

161 lā uttakkar mimmû abannû 
anāku 

Whatever I have instigate must not be 
changed. 

162 aj itūr aj innenâ siqar šaptīja Nor may my command be nullified or 
altered. 

(Tablet, II, 155-162) 
Given the imminent context of war in this dialogue, the suggestion of l. 

159 seems out of place unless tablet III is taken into consideration. It explains 
Marduk inviting the gods to sit in a copiously washed down banquet (cf. III, 8-
10, 133-138). If the banquet itself is convivial, the description of the events at 
the end of tablet III nevertheless points to a phenomenon similar to that of Enlil’s 

 
18 One notes immediately the similarity of the respective causes of anger and decision 

to destroy in Enūma Eliš by Tiamat on the one hand, and in Atrahasis, the Akkadian flood 
tale, by Enlil on the other. However, the guilty parties are gods in Enūma Eliš, whereas they 
are humans in Atrahasis. 

19 Cf. LAMBERT, Babylonian, 72-73; TALON, The Standard, 45, 86; KÄMMERER – 
METZLER, Das babylonische, 176-177; GÖSTA, Enūma Eliš, 137. 
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drunkenness which is manifested in great joy. The use of the literary topos of 
drunkenness would therefore highlight the difficulty inherent in Marduk’s 
request: that the great gods renounce their prerogatives “forever” in his favor. 

Furthermore, while Marduk’s proposal is debated among the great gods 
(III, 130-133). It is only ratified after the latter have drunk beer and become 
largely carefree20: 

8 lišāna liškunū ina qerēti lišbū 133 lišānu iškunū ina qerēti ušbū 
9 ašnan likulū liptiqū kurunnu 134 ašnan īkulū iptiqū kurunnu 

                 --- 135 širīsa matqu usanninū rāṭī-šunu 
                 --- 136 šikru ina šatê ḫabāṣu zumri 
                 --- 137 ma’diš egû kabattāšunu ītelliṣ 

10 ana dAMAR.UTU mutir 
gimillīšunu lišīmū šimtum 

138 ana dAMAR.UTU mutir 
gimillīšunu išīmū šimta 

Let them confer as they sit at 
table.  
Let them eat grain, let them 
drink beer. 

 
 

They conferred as they sat at table. 
They ate grain, they drank beer. 
They stuffed their drinking-tubes with 
sweet beer. 

                           --- 
                            
                           --- 
                           --- 

 
 
 
 

As they drank the strong drink, [their] 
bodies relaxed. 
They became quite carefree; their 
mood was merry. 

For Marduk their avenger, let 
them decree the destiny.  

 For Marduk, their avenger, they 
decreed the destiny. 

(Tablet III, 8-10, 133-138) 
The discrepancy observable in the statements of Marduk’s request in tablet 

III are not random. In the first repetition in l. 8-10, Anšar confirms that the joy 
requested by Marduk is the banquet, while the use of the topos of drunkenness 
in l. 135-137 underlines the intoxicating dimension of the latter. It is also this 
specific character of drunkenness that appears in tablet VI, 70-77 where the great 
gods curse themselves so that only Marduk remains exalted21: 

70 bēlum ina BARAG MAḪ ša ibnû 
šubas-su 

The lord being on the lofty shrine they 
had built for his dwelling. 

71 DINGIR.DINGIR AD.MEŠ-šu 
qerētā-šu uštēšib 

The gods, his fathers, seated at the 
banquet. 

72 annām Bābili šubat narmê-kun This is Babylon, your fixed dwelling. 

 
20 Cf. LAMBERT, Babylonian, 76-77, 82-83. 
21 Cf. LAMBERT, Babylonian, 72-73, 114-117; TALON, The Standard, 100-101. 
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73 nugâ ašruš-šu ḫidūtā-šu tišbâ-
ma 

Take your pleasure here! Sit down in 
joy! 

74 ūšibū-ma DINGIR.DINGIR 
GAL.GAL  

The great gods sat down. 

75 ṣarbaba iškunū ina qerēti ušbū Beer was set out, they sat down at the 
banquet. 

… ……………….. ………………. 
95 ipḫurū-nim-

ma DINGIR.DINGIR GAL.GAL  
The great gods assembled.  

96 šimat dAMAR.UTU ullû šunu 
uškinnū 

As the fate of Marduk is the highest, 
they bowed down. 

97 uzakkirū-ma ana ramānī-šunu 
ararru 

They invoked a curse on themselves. 

98 ina A.MEŠ u GIŠ.I3 itmû 
ulappitū napšāti 

They took an oath with water and oil, 
they put their hands on their throats. 

(Tablet VI, 70-75, 95-98) 
Although the great gods had already recognized Marduk’s greatness 

because of his victory over Tiamat, their prerogatives still seemed to contrast 
Marduk’s sovereignty. Moreover, the fact that they had to curse themselves 
during a joyful gathering to establish Marduk, betrays the difficult and unusual 
nature of what they were about to do. 

Ancient Mesopotamia therefore was acquainted with a literary use of 
drunkenness involving parental or main divine figures. It is employed in cases 
requiring the containment of the power and office of the latter, in order to enable 
a generational passage that is rather delicate, unexpected and unhoped. 
Moreover, this use of drunkenness also seemed to be known beyond 
Mesopotamia, as suggested by the tradition of theogonies especially the Orphic 
reported by Porphyry of Tyre. 

3.3 Zeus’ rise to the head of the pantheon in the orphic theogony 

According to the orphic theogonic tradition reported by Porphyry of Tyre 
in section 16 of de anthro nympharum, honey played a decisive role in the victory 
of Zeus over Cronus22: 

 
22 Cf. PORPHYRIUS TYRIUS, De Antro nympharum, 16; KERN, Orphicorum, 193-194; 

REALE – VERZURA, Orfici, 418-421; KERN, Orphic Fragmenta 154 [Accessed 01-10-2024]. 
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παρὰ δὲ τῷ Ὀρφεῖ ὁ Κρόνος µέλιτι ὑπὸ Διὸς ἐνεδρεύεται· πλησθεὶς γὰρ 
µέλιτος µεθύει καὶ σκοτοῦται ὡς ὑπὸ οἴνου καὶ ὑπνοῖ, ὡς παρὰ Πλάτωνι 
ὁ Πόρος τοῦ νέκταρος πλησθείς· οὔπω γὰρ οἶνος ἦν. φησὶ γὰρ παρ’ Ὀρφεῖ 
ἡ Νὺξ τῷ Διὶ ὑποτιθεµένη τὸν διὰ µέλιτος δόλον 

εὖτ’ ἂν δή µιν ἴδηαι ὑπὸ δρυσὶν ὑψικόµοισιν 
ἔργοισιν µεθύοντα µελισσάων ἐριβόµβων, 
δῆσον αὐτόν. 

ὃ καὶ πάσχει ὁ Κρόνος καὶ δεθεὶς ἐκτέµνεται, ὡς ὁ Οὐρανός, τοῦ θεολόγου 
δί ἡδονῆς δεσµεῖσθαι καὶ κατάγεσθαι τὰ θεῖα εἰς γένεσιν αἰνισσοµένου 
ἀποσπερµατίζειν τε δυνάµεις εἰς ἡδονὴν ἐκλυθέντα. ὅθεν ἐπιθυµίᾳ µὲν 
Ουνουσίας τὸν σὐρανὸν23 κατιόντα εἰς Γῆν ἐκτέµνει Κρόνος· 

In Orpheus, likewise, Cronus is ensnared by Zeus through honey. For 
Saturn, being filled with honey, is intoxicated, his senses are darkened, 
as if from the effects of wine, and he sleeps; just as Porus, in the banquet 
of Plato, is filled with nectar; for wine was not (says he) yet known. 
The Goddess Night, too, in Orpheus, advises Jupiter to make use of 
honey as an artifice. For she says to him: 

“When stretched beneath the lofty oaks you view, 
with honey by the bees produced 
Sunk in ebriety (intoxication), fast bind the God.” 

This therefore, takes place, and Cronus being bound is emasculated in 
the same manner as Heaven; the theologist obscurely signifying by this 
that divine natures become through pleasure bound, and drawn down 
into the realms of generation; and also, that, when dissolved in pleasure 
they emit certain seminal powers. Hence Saturn emasculates Heaven, 
when descending to earth through a desire of generation. But the 
sweetness of honey signifies, with theologists, the same thing as the 
pleasure arising from generation, by which Saturn, being ensnared, was 
castrated. For Saturn, and his sphere, are the first of the orbs that move 
contrary to the course of Cœlum or the heavens. Certain powers, 
however, descend both from Heaven (or the inerratic sphere) and the 

 
23 The expression ουνουσίας τὸν σὐρανόν is probably an homoiarton error due to 

resemblance between σ and ο at the beginning of the lexemes συνουσίας and οὐρανόν, hence 
the proposition of Hercher to read συνουσίας rather than ουνουσίας on the one hand, and 
οὐρανόν instead of σὐρανόν on the other hand. This is probably also the opinion of Nauck 
whose text presents συνουσίας τὸν Οὐρανόν, see HERCHER, Adnotatio critica to Aeliani, De 

natura, lxix; NAUCK, Porphyri philosophi Platonici, 68. 
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planets. But Cronus receives the powers of Heaven, and Zeus the 
powers of Cronus. 

The drunkenness of Cronus is therefore essential for his dethronement by 
his son Zeus. Furthermore, the reference to the “lofty oaks” is highly suggestive 
as it seems similar to the tradition of the “oaks of Dodona”, the sacred space from 
which Zeus pronounced his oracles24. 

Beyond the late nature of this Porphyrian testimony, there seems to be no 
reason to doubt the antiquity of this tradition. Considering the likeness of Cronus’ 
drunkenness to that of Expedient in Plato’s Banquet, the greatness of honey is 
reflected and enhanced. The similarity of both examples bolsters the truth of the 
statement. Given the authenticity of the episode on the drunkenness of Expedient 
in the Banquet25, it seems plausible that Porphyry had connected it with another 
tradition known to his audience. 

Drunkenness thus appears necessary to thwart the attention of the very 
vigilant Cronus who devoured all his children at their birth to avoid any rivalry26. 
Following this eviction which consecrated him as the supreme master of 
Olympus, Hesiod’s theogonic narrative shifts into a description of the ordering 
of reality and creation under the control of Zeus. This description is similar to 
that of Enūma Eliš after Marduk’s consecration as sole sovereign. 

4  Synthetic Remarks on the Drunkenness’ Pattern and the 
Form Adopted in Gen 9:18-29 

Beyond the overall differences that emerge from the episodes examined, 
the texts nevertheless appear united by the use of drunkenness, following 
a certain procedure. This drunkenness’ pattern always intervenes in trans-
generational questions. It momentarily annihilates the main parental or divine 
figures, in order to enable the manifestation of new filial configurations. 

Now I intend to highlight the literary conventions attached to this pattern: 
the occasion that creates and frames it, the contents and the forms associated it. 
This will gradually allow the identification of the option taken by Gen 9:18-29, 
regarding its potential origin and its orientation toward Gen 10, specifically with 
Canaan, the unexpected figure of the tale opposed to Shem and his descendants. 

 
24 Cf. LIDDELL – SCOTT, δρῦς, 451; BAILLY, δρῦς, 540-541. 
25 Cf. PLATO, Symposium. 203b. 
26 Cf. HESIODUS, Theogony 466-467. 
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4.1  Context of drunkenness 

These episodes almost always take place in a family setting and present an 
issue involving the filial entity. The resolution involves the intoxication of the 
parental or divine figure. Drunkenness tames the parental or divine figure at the 
most expressive area of his function. It momentarily creates a space outside the 
omnipresence and power of the parental or divine figure wherein the filial entities 
can distinguish themselves. The trigger for the crisis therefore always seems to 
be related to the trans-generational question. 

It should be noted that the distinctions in filial entities are not always the 
same, nor do they aim at the same objectives. Indeed, if the manifestations of the 
filial figure in the episodes of Noah and Adonai are quite similar, the other stories 
seem to move towards other perspectives. The former stories distinguish two 
entities of the filial part by an election of the uncle and disqualification of the 
nephew, while the Mesopotamian and Greek ones concern the rise of divinities 
and their tributary civilizations. The logic is similar to that of the etiological story 
of Gen 19:30-38 which exposes the rise of the Moabites and Ammonites from Lot. 

But unlike Gen 19:30-38 in which there is no apparent rivalry between Lot 
and his daughters and the Enūma Eliš in which the conflict is between Marduk 
and Tiamat, the Greek and Mesopotamian accounts present a tension between 
the filial figure who is exalted and the parental figure who is drunk. The biblical 
accounts of Noah and Adonai also agree with this tension. In fact, Noah’s 
indignation in Gen 9:24 over the younger son’s behavior towards him reveals a 
latent antagonism that is more manifest in Ps 78, with the sons of Ephraim who 
refuse to walk in the Law of God (Ps 78:9-11), tempting him (cf. ָהסָנ , Ps 
78:18.41.56) and continually rebelling against him (cf. ָהרָמ , Ps 78:8.17.40.56). 

4.2  Content of drunken scenes 

4.2.1  Parental figures are main characters and filial ones are 
renowned 

Filial figures are almost exclusively renowned characters and all the 
parental figures are main characters in the events. However, a quick glance could 
lead one to think that Lot is an exception. But in Gen 19:30-38, this aspect is 
suggested as much by the post-cataclysm context of the narrative, as by the words 
of his elder daughter. She notes the impossibility of finding a man with whom to 
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unite as it was customary throughout the earth ( ־לכָּ Gרֶדֶכְּ וּנילֵעָ אוֹבלָ ץרֶאָבָּ ןיאֵ שׁיאִוְ
ץרֶאָהָ , v. 31). The final and modal infinitive clause ָץרֶאָבָּ ןיאֵ אוֹבל  denies the 

subject ִשׁיא  (“man”) as if to say that one could not find a man on earth. This 
leads, either to think to the total destruction of all life; or only to limit it in the 
isolated region where they live with their father. 

At another level, the biblical filial entities span two generations, unlike the 
extra-biblical stories that have only one. In the Mesopotamian myths, 
drunkenness appears as a community phenomenon, whereas the biblical 
perspective and the Greek ones, do not have filial figures consuming alcoholic 
beverages. Far from being a common phenomenon, drunkenness was here aimed 
first at the parental or divine figure, and was not to be confused with any 
phenomenon of intoxication. 

The younger son 
A review of these stories suggests the functional nature of the term ְּוֹנב 

ןטָקָּהַ , his youngest son, in Gen 9:18-29. Its function seems even to extend to the 
choice of Canaan who, according to the presentation of the table of nations, is 
the youngest son of Ham (Gen 10:6). In addition, it is emphasized that Ephraim 
who is taken to task in Ps 78 was the youngest son of Joseph at the time of Jacob’s 
arrival in Egypt27. Moreover, Joseph would also have been chosen in the psalm 
because he was the youngest son of Jacob during the return from his uncle 
Laban28.  

The focus on the younger son would probably also be at work in Gen 
19:30-38. It is seen in the attention paid to Lot’s younger daughter, who acts 
according to a predetermined plan unlike the elder daughter. In fact, the initial 
plan that is made explicit in v. 32 involves sleeping with their father according 
to the verb ָׁבכַש  + the preposition ִםע  (see also vv. 34.35). But in the action of the 
elder daughter, one reads rather תאֵ +  בכַשָׁ  (v. 33.34), contrary to that of the 
younger who remains consistent (v. 35). Moreover, in the action of the elder 
daughter, it is no longer a question of our father ( וּניבִאָ , vv. 31.32.33.35); but of 
her father ( הָיבִאָ ) or my father ( יבִאָ ). 

In the extra-biblical context, Marduk who generally appears as Ea’s first-
born, is nevertheless his only son in Enūma Eliš. In the Greek story, the pattern 
of the younger son is rather explicit, since Zeus is designated in Hesiod’s 

 
27 Cf. Gen 48:1-19. 
28 Cf. Gen 30:1–33:7. 
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theogony as ὁπλότατος, the youngest, the most appropriate to undertaking 
a revolution29. 

4.2.2  Drunkenness and manipulation of the parental or divine figure  

Drunkenness is almost always the result of abundant consumption of 
alcoholic beverages and is expressed by lexemes ( רכַשָׁ , Gen 9:21), µεθύσκω (for 
Cronos); or by syntagms as in the case of Lot (Gen 19:33.35), Adonai (Ps 78:65) 
and the Mesopotamian figures. In most cases, drunkenness leads to an emotional 
change or cognitive alteration as it appears with Noah and Lot who become 
unconscious. In Ps 78:65-72, this appears in the comparison of Adonai with a 
warrior who was overcome by wine ( ןנֵוֹרתְמִ , Ps 78:65) whose effects, according 
to the LXX’s perfect participle κεκραιπαληκώς, are still felt. 

In the topos of drunkenness of Sumerian myths, there is also the mention 
of emotional changes in Enlil who becames joyful (cf. ḫul2-la), an aspect which 
was probably also reported in the myth of Inanna and Enki, where almost 34 
lines are missing. Furthermore, there is an affinity between the Babylonian myth 
of Enūma Eliš and these Sumerian stories, since Tablet III, 137 relates that after 
drinking, the great gods became tired or careless.  

The verb egû(m) used for the occasion could express either to “be tired” or 
to “be careless/negligent”, which would indicate a lack of interest to the 
surrounding reality in a posture similar to “non-knowledge”30. In any case, the 
text expresses a psychosomatic decline stimulated by the consumption of an 
alcoholic beverage, as also in the situation of Cronus in Greece. However, based 
on cognitive data, the Mesopotamian myths of Enki’s journey to Nippur and 
Enūma Eliš are distinguished from other narratives by the fact that the gods who 
are described as drunk, deliver substantial speeches without prior sobering. 

Drunkenness of a main parental figure was therefore part of a process in 
the transformation of a reality that involves prior sensory manipulation of the 
parental figure who guarantees authority. It is noted in this regard that, if in the 
extra-biblical myths and in Gen 19:30-38 one seems to seek emotional alteration 
to control the parental figure, then in Gen 9:18-29 and Ps 78:65-72, it is rather to 
awaken the latter from the situation prior to his drunkenness. The parental or 

 
29 Cf. HESIODUS, Theogonia, 137-138.478; BAILLY, ὁπλότατος, 1391b; MONTANARI, 

ὁπλότατος, 1471. 
30 Cf. VON SODEN, egû(m), 191; OPPENHEIM et al., egû, 48-49. 
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divine figure is invited to wake up and react against the situation in which 
a nephew and his descendants appear to prevent the emergence of his uncle and 
the entities associated with him. 

4.2.3  The action of the parental or divine figure after intoxication 

A crucial moment in these stories occurs after drunkenness and during 
which, the parental or divine figure performs concrete acts usually a speech, 
except for the episodes of Lot and Zeus. This moment allows distinguishing these 
stories of drunkenness from those in which the latter is used to assassinate 
a character who can no longer act, speak or simply be there. Furthermore, the 
actions of the parental or divine figure after or during his drunkenness will 
profoundly change the content of the exposition, becoming more decisive. 
Although from a different perspective, the actions of the parental or divine 
figures in Enūma Eliš and in Gen 9:18-29 and Ps 78:65-72 highlight the theme 
of the domination of certain entities. 

Unlike some Mesopotamian episodes in which parental figures make 
speeches during their drunkenness, the biblical accounts of Gen 9:18-29 and Ps 
78:65-72 have been keen to separate the speech or action of the latter from 
drunkenness. They probably anticipated the objections that could have arisen 
regarding the value of such an act undertaken under the influence of drunkenness. 
That was probably already implicit in Inanna and Enki, with Enki who claimed 
his powers from Inanna after awaking, because he thought he was unconscious. 

The occasion and content of these episodes of drunkenness therefore 
underline similarities between the key moments of these expositions. The 
complication or inciting moment is connected with a trans-generational problem. 
The resolution occurs thanks to the drunkenness of a parental or divine figure in 
the most significant place of his function, creating significant upheavals and the 
appearance of new configurations. 

Elements of drunkenness’ pattern of a main parental or divine figure 
(1) An explicit or implicit conflict, linked to the trans-generational 

question. 
(2) Drunkenness of the parental or divine figure in order to remedy the 

problem. 
(3) Action of filial figures. 
(4) Return to the cognition of the parental or divine figure. 
(5) Parental/divine action that confirms or directs the new configurations. 
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The common exposition groups together (1), (2), (3) and sometimes (5); 
while (4) appears already in Inanna and Enki are found in Gen 9:18-29 and Ps 
78:65-72 as a necessary moment for the credibility of the action of the parental 
or divine figure. 

4.3  Recurrent linguistic and stylistic forms 

4.3.1  The propensity for poetic narration of history 

The prosaic aspect is dominant, even in Ps 78. Hossfeld and Zenger define 
it as “Geschichte in poetischer Brechung” in considering the prominent role of 
wayyiqtol in it31. Indicating en passant the prosaic orientation of the episodes of 
Noah and Lot, this appears also true in the Mesopotamian and Greek myths that 
demonstrate mainly a prosaic attitude. 

The extrabiblical myths develop according to the pattern of the creation of 
a civilization in a primeval context and point out the heroism of the titular 
divinity. In the bible where the context no longer directly deals with gods but 
with humans or humans in their correlations with God, there is also a use of 
mythical motifs in the contexts of these episodes (heavenly cataclysms, plagues 
of Egypt). 

However, beyond this framework similar to that of the primitive or nature 
sagas especially in the Genesis’ accounts, there is a tendency towards the family 
saga with an etiological content. It explains either the origin of the two peoples 
descended from Lot in Gn 19:30-38, or the favor of one filial entity over another 
as in Gen 9:18-29 and Ps 78:65-72. 

4.3.2  Parallelism and Repetitions 

The tendency to repeat words, sentences or entire paragraphs is quite 
marked in these episodes, and particularly in the extra-biblical ones. In the 
biblical texts, it is articulated as parallelism, which is one of the common stylistic 
elements of these episodes. Thanks to it, similarities are established between 
members of the filial entities, and scenes or characters are opposed or 
distinguished. Gen 19:30-38 presents a synonymic parallelism of the daughters 

 
31 Cf. HOSSFELD – ZENGER, Psalms 2, 286. 
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of Lot, the two nights of his drunkenness and the generation of his descendants; 
whereas Gen 9:18-2932 and in Ps 78:65-7233 resort to the antithetical parallelism. 

4.4  Stories reporting an awakening from drunkenness 
4.4.1  Numerical arrangement  

A. Inanna and Enki 
If it is difficult to establish correlations between the lists of powers (me) in 

the phase preceding Enki’s sobering there is a numerical logic that add one unit34: 

Lists’ 

number 
Translation 

Lists’ 

number 
Translation 

1
st
 list (1) the office 

of en priest 

(2) the office 

of lagal priest 

(3) divinity  

(4) the great and good 

crown  

(5) the royal throne 

6
th 

lists lost                                  

2
nd

 list (1) the noble sceptre 

(2) the staff and crook 

(3) the noble dress 

(4)  shepherdship 

(5)  kingship 

7
th
 list (1) the standard 

(2) the quiver 

(3) sexual intercourse  

(4) kissing  

(5) prostitution  

(6) ...... running(?) 

3
rd

 list  (1) the office of egi-
zi priestess,  

(2) the office of nin-
dijir priestess,  

(3) the office 

of icib priest, 

(4)  the office of lu-
mah priest,  

(5) the office 

of gudu priest 

8
th
 list  (1) forthright speech 

(2) deceitful speech 

(3) grandiloquent speech 

(4)  ...... 

(5) the cultic prostitute 

(6) the holy tavern 

 
32 Ham sees ( האָרָ , v. 22) / Shem and Japheth do not see ( וּארָ אֹל  , v. 23). Canaan is 

cursed ( ררַאָ , v. 25) / the God of Shem is blessed ( ךרֵבָּ , v. 26). 
33 Joseph is rejected ( סאמ ), the tribe of Ephraim is not chosen ( רחַבָּ אֹל  , v. 67) / the tribe 

of Judah, Mount Zion and David are chosen ( רחַבָּ , vv. 68.70). 
34 Cf. ETCSL 1.14, segment F, 14-34. 
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Lists’ 

number 
Translation 

Lists’ 

number 
Translation 

4
th
 list (1) constancy 

(2) …. 

(3) …. 

(4) going down to the 

underworld,  

(5) coming up from the 

underworld,  

(6) the kur-jara priest 

9
th
 list  (1) the holy nijin-

jar shrine 

(2)  ...... 

(3) the hierodule of 

heaven 

(4) loud musical 

instruments  

(5) the art of song 

(6) venerable old age 

5
th
 list  (1) the sword and club 

(2) the cultic 

functionary saj-
ursaj 

(3)  the black garment 

(4) the colourful 

garment 

(5)  the ...... hair-style  

(6) the ...... hair-style  

  

 

  

 

 

               

This appears also in the fact that Enki hands over his powers to Inanna 
during his drunkenness in six speeches, while he tries to recover them seven 
times35: 

Number During drunkenness After drunkenness 

(1) I, iii, 1-4. II, i, 1-34. 

(2) I, iii, 5-9. II, i, 35-68. 

(3) I, iii, 10-13. II, ii, 1 – II, ii, 34. 

(4) I, iii, 14-17. II, ii, 35 – II, iii, 4. 

(5) I, iii, 18-21 II, iii, 5 – II, iii, 38. 

(6) I, iii, 22-25. II, iii, 39 – II, iv, 15. 

(7) ——— II, iv, 16ss. 

B. In Gen 9:18-29 and Ps 78:65-72 
A similarity between these two stories based on the numerical logic of 

increasing one unit is immediately noted, as it appears in the later phases of the 

 
35 The remaining two lines of I, iii (26-27) could not have contained a seventh phase 

of delivery of the me, because it would have required at least 4 lines, see FARBER-FLÜGGE, 
Der Mythos, 21-25, 33-53. 
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awakening from drunkenness. Here, the number of entities of the disqualified 
filial part is increased by one unit in the group of the election (Table 1).  

Table 1: Addition of a character in the elected part 

 Gen 9:18-29 Ps 78:65-72 

During drunkenness  vv. 22-23 ——— 

Negative filial 
reaction 

האָרָ  (1) Ham, the father of 

Canaan 

——— 

Positive filial 
reaction 

 אֹל
האָרָ  

(1´) Shem  

(2´) Japheth 

——— 

After waking up  vv. 25-27 vv. 65-72 

 

Rejected filial part  ָררַא  (1) Canaan (v. 25) ָסאַמ  
רחָבָ אֹל  

(1) Tent of 

Joseph (v. 67a) 

(2) Tribe of 

Ephraim (v. 67b)  

Chosen filial part  ָּךרֵב  
התפּ  

(1´) Shem (v. 26) 

(2´) Japheth (v. 27) 

 

        רחַבָּ
 

(1´) Tribe of 

Judah (v. 68a) 

(2´) Mount 

Zion (vv. 68b-69) 

(3´) David (vv. 70-

72) 

This numerical pattern is applied as much to the elements of the different 
antithetical parts, as to the number of meanings within the chosen parts of the 
tale. 

Verse 72 is not included into the elective part of Ps 78 because, unlike vv. 
68-71 where the subject of the verbs is Adonai, in v. 72 it is David who is 
described as shepherd of the people in conformity with the divine election (Table 
2). 
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Table 2: Addition of a phrase in the elected part 

 Gen 9:25-27 Ps 78:65-71 

Non 
election 

Canaan (1) Cursed is Canaan (v. 

25a)  

(2) Servant of his brothers 

(v. 25b) 

Joseph (1) Joseph’s tent 

set aside (v. 67a) 

Ephraim (1´) Tribe of 

Ephraim not 

elected (v. 67b) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Election 

Shem (1) Blessed is Yhwh, God 

of Shem (v. 26a) 

(2) Canaan be his 

servant (v. 26b) 

Juda (1) Tribe of Juda 

is chosen (v.68a) 

Japheth (1) God enlarges Japheth 

(v. 27a) 

(2) Let him dwell in the 

tents of Shem (v.27b)  

(3) Canaan be his servant 

(v. 27c)  

Sion (1) Mount Zion is 

chosen (v. 68b) 

(2) Building the 

sanctuary like the 

heights and 

foundations of 

the earth (v. 69) 

  David (1) David is 

chosen (v. 70a) 

(2) He is taken 

from the flock, 

behind the sheep 

(vv. 70b-71a) 

(3) He shepherds 

Jacob and Israel 

(vv. 71b-c) 

4.4.2  The sentences of sobering up in Inanna and Enki, Gen 9:18-29 
and Ps 78:65-72 

In Inanna and Enki, I, v, 9-10 it is reported: 
9 kaš-nag-ġa-ra kaš-nag-ġa-

ra kaš mu-un-ta?-e11-da 
Beer he drank, beer he drank, he 
ascended from beer 

10 a-a den-ki kaš-nag-ġa-ra kaš mu-
un-(ta?-e11-da) 

Father Enki drank beer, he ascended 
from beer 

In the phrase mu-un-ta-e11-da at the end of these lines, the prefix mu- 
suggests the animate nature of the subject of the verb e11, to ascend, to go down. 
This subject who is indicated by the pronominal prefix of the third person -un- 
refers to Enki and not to the inanimate noun kaš, beer. However Gertrud Farber-
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Flügge chose to translate it as: [9] Als das Bier demjenigen, der Bier getrunken 
hatte, demjenigen, der Bier getrunken hatte, hochgestiegen war (?), [10] Als das 
Bier dem Vater Enki, der Bier getrunken hatte, (hochgestiegen war (?))”36. 

Furthermore, the ablative prefix -ta- and its corresponding directional 
ablative postposition -da refers to the inanimate complement kaš as the point of 
origin “from which” the movement of the verb e11 starts. As a result, kaš mu-un-
ta-e11-da refers to an ascent out of the beer. This is similar to Gen 9:18-29 and 
Ps 78:65-72, with the parental or divine figure waking up. This is expressed by 
the verb ָץקַי  (“to wake up”) related to the adverbial phrase ַּןיִי  (“wine”), by means 
of the preposition ִןמ , out of or from. 

The Sumerian text thus provides valuable evidence both for the use of a 
syntagm semantically close to that of the stories of Gen 9:24 and Ps 78:65, and 
for the similarity of the syntactic construction. In these three episodes, the 
awakening is expressed by a formal or conceptual verb of movement (e11; ָץקַי ) 
that is related to the adverbial phrase of place characterized by an alcoholic drink 
(kaš; ַּןיִי ), by means of a preposition of distance (-ta-; ִןמ ). This analogy also covers 
the phase following the awakening since in all these episodes, the parental figure 
who awoke reacts against the filial entity at the heart of the confusion or the 
affront. 

These stories would therefore not aim to inform about the unfolding of an 
historical event. Rather it creates a continuity between the past and the present in 
the treatment of a facet of present reality, by using drunkenness to explain an 
unexpected trans-generational passage. 

4.5  The form adopted by Gen 9:18-29 

As already noted, the purposes of these stories of drunkenness of a main 
parental or divine figure are sometimes distinct from one another. Mesopotamian 
and Greek myths generally seek to explain the origins of the main religious 
institutions, societal structures and political roles. It is based on the bravery and 
qualities of the titular deity. They gain advantage over their “father” thanks to 
the latter’s drunkenness. Although not intended to supplant, Gen 19:30-38 

 
36 Cf. FARBER-FLÜGGE, Der Mythos, 26-27; WOODS, The Grammar, 111, 143-144; 

THOMSEN, The Sumerian Language, § 342; ATTINGER, e11, 335; HALLORAN, e11, 58; 
HALLORAN, -n-, 183-184. 



Gen 9:18-29 and the Drunkenness 

Studia Biblica Slovaca 

188 

focuses also on Lot’s replacement by his daughters in order to beget descendants 
from/for him. 

In this overall context, Gen 9:18-29 and Ps 78:65-72 are more interested 
in showing how a certain fundamental change of direction occurred within the 
filial entities of Noah and Jacob, starting from the respective drunkenness of 
Noah and Adonai. In the phase following the awakening, these two episodes 
develop in an analogous way according to the pattern that elects an uncle to the 
detriment of one of his nephews, the youngest son among his siblings. They 
seemed to integrate and formalize a characteristic already found in Enūma Eliš 
and more explicitly in the theogonic tradition relating to Zeus. These two biblical 
stories offered a formalization in their own terms. 

Gen 9:18-29 appears however as a criticism of the attempt to supplant the 
father and signals the failure of the attempt. Gen 9:18-29 would therefore be a 
synthesis using intoxication of a main divine or parental figure as an element in 
the legitimation of a present filial situation relating to the election, and to 
territory. The territorial data in this pattern is not a creation of Gen 9:18-29, 
because it already appears in the Mesopotamian and Greek myths, since they deal 
with the rise of a civilization and its territory. 

Therefore, it is possible to presume its Mesopotamian importation to Gen 
9:18-29, facilitated by the general context of primeval account of Gn 1–11 which 
is also underlined in the extra-biblical and especially the Mesopotamian myths. 
Given the above similarities mentioned between Enūma Eliš and Atrahasis the 
Babylonian flood, and considering the connection of Gen 9:18-29 to the biblical 
flood, the Mesopotamian inspiration of this pattern applied to Noah appears to 
be likely.  

The mythical figure of Noah is in line with the extra-biblical trend. It 
situated the favors that the line of Shem would have had and the disfavors of 
Canaan in the origin of the world. In other words, following the main theme of 
the episode that Gen 9:19 stipulates in terms of the settlement of the earth and its 
concretization in Gen 10; Gen 9:18-29 intended to rationalize the unexpected 
territorial occupation of the “land of Canaan” by certain descendants of Shem, as 
a reality rooted in the primordial event. 
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Formal pattern of drunkenness in Gen 9:18-29 
• drunkenness of the main parental figure (Noah) 
  • actions of the filial entities towards the parental one 
    – negative (Cham father of Canaan: brother) 
    + positive (Shem and Japheth: brother) 
• awakening from drunkenness of the main parental figure (Noah) 
  • reactions of the main parental figure on the filial entities 
    – negative: curse (Canaan: nephew) 
    + positive: blessing (Shem: uncle) 
    + positive: blessing (Japheth: uncle) 

4.6  Social and literary context of Gen 9:18-29 

It is clear that the formulas ָרוּרא  and ָּוּרבG  have several life settings in 
biblical literature, the oldest of which would be that associated with home and 
family. However, the omission of the specific reason in the blessing of v. 26, 
leads one to think of formulas used in worship to praise God. Jenni and 
Westermann considers Gen 9:18-29 as no longer in a family setting but in a cultic 
context37. 

Following the interpretation suggested by v. 19, the benefit is linked to the 
occupation of the land. Considering that the curse formula ָרוּרא  of v. 25 is in the 
third person and the blessing ָּוּרבG  of v. 26 does not contain any motivation38, it 
could suggest that Gen 9:18-29 bears a late territorial polemic. Japheth would 
also have participated in the favors of Shem’s blessing by dwelling in his tents, 
hence Gen 9:18-29 would be inscribed in the inclusive line of non-P blessings. 

 Thus, for reasons related to the coherence of the overall narrative, the 
original life setting of this account was probably the controversy over territorial 
occupation that was transposed into the primordial context. Genesis 9:18-29 
therefore appears as a kind of cultic legitimization of social, political and 
religious institutions. This is in line with the ancient tendency in which one does 
not simply designate the aspects of existential facts, but grounds its raison d’être 
by etiology39. 

 
37 Cf. JENNI – WESTERMANN, ךרב  , 324. 
38 Cf. SCHARBERT, ררא , 408-409 ; SCHARBERT, ךרב , 305-307. 
39 Cf. SPARKS, Ancient Texts, 15. 
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Conclusion 

Drunkenness of a main parental or divine figure that challenges the future 
of its filial part is therefore attested beyond the biblical world. In Mesopotamian 
stories, this pattern was part of the creation and affirmation of civilization stories, 
with a particular emphasis on the unexpected nature of this passage. This is 
possible thanks to the bravery of the filial figure who was none other than its 
titular divinity. There is also that aspect of supplanting the parental figure thanks 
to drunkenness recounted in the Greek story of Zeus, that translates as parental 
replacement in Gen 19:30-38. 

If the extra-biblical episodes are associated with the cultic framework and 
that of the family, Gen 19:30-38 has only the family context and could represent 
a possibility of this literary pattern detached from the cult. However, cultic 
allusions are not totally foreign to the biblical use of this pattern as evidenced by 
Gen 9:18-29 and Ps 78:65-72. 

In these two stories that expose a phase of awakening from drunkenness, 
the idea of parental supplanting is transformed into a failure or rebellion towards 
the parental or divine figure. It signals a failure of the dominant tendency of the 
ancient biblical world to favor the younger son. The favored filial figure is no 
longer the one whom the narrative lingers, since Canaan or Ephraim who are the 
most prominent figures in their respective episodes, are unfortunately also rejected. 

These two stories of drunkenness would therefore have extended the 
emotional change of the parental or divine figure. The drunkenness is no longer 
aimed at supplanting him, but at awakening him so that he can react against the 
threat. Starting from drunkenness as an instrument to manipulate or overcome 
the obstacle represented by the parental or divine figure, Gen 9:18-29 exhibits 
substantial modifications that facilitated its collocation in the primeval account. 

Its application to the mythical figure of Noah would also follow this 
general trend. However, there is not enough evidence to affirm that this story was 
part of any P or non-P source of the flood. Neither can it claim that Gen 9:18-29 
is only an editorial tale connected to the flood narrative. Now, the presence of 
this literary motif of drunkenness in Gen 9:18-29, provides some proofs 
regarding its possible origin and function in this story of Canaan before birth, in 
contradiction with the style of Gn 1–11 which speaks of a protagonist only after 
his birth narrative. 

Moreover, these results lead to the current state of recognizing the 
distinctive character of Gen 9:18-29 which, beyond its probable inspiration from 
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a known Mesopotamian pattern, has nevertheless resorted to a specific synthesis. 
Thanks to its ability to decant rather complex situations, the biblical author 
resorted to the drunkenness motif known for its disconcerting force and its 
capacity to produce the unexpected. It served to guide in this early phase, not 
only the election of the Abrahamic branch in Gen 11:26 and his favor on Canaan 
on the land of his original dispersion (Gen 10:19), but also served to differentiate 
the biblical hero from those of Mesopotamia because he became drank. 
Ultimately, he died. 
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Summary 

Some authors such as Corinne Bonnet and Sofia Cavalletti already noted analogies between 
the drunkenness of Noah in Gen 9:18-29 or of Adonai in Ps 78 with some uses of it in the 
extra-biblical literature. Following this line of thought, I intend to investigate what appears 
to be a literary motif of drunkenness of a main parental or divine figure, by highlighting its 
elements and its purpose in general, as well as the specific orientation chosen by Gen 9:18-
29 within the framework of the section Gen 9:18–10:32. That is, to guide in the early phase 
of Gen 1–11 the favor of the Abrahamic branch on Canaan, regarding the land of the 
Canaanites’ original dispersion in Gen 10:19. 

Keywords: Drunkenness, Noah, Canaan, Curse, Abrahamic descendance. 
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Zhrnutie 

Medzi autorov, ktorí už poukázali na analógiu medzi opitosťou Noema v Gn 9,18-29 alebo 
Pána v Ž 78 a na použitie opitosti v mimobiblickej literatúre patria aj autorky Corinne Bonnet 
a Sofia Cavalletti. Zámerom autora článku je v tejto línii preskúmanie literárneho motívu 
opitosti rodiča alebo postavy božstva s dôrazom na prvky motívu a jeho účel vo všeobecnosti, 
ako aj na jeho špecifické použitie v Gn 9,18-29 v rámci celku Gn 9,18–10,32. Inak povedané, 
článok poukazuje na to, že priazeň Abrahámovskej vetvy v skorej fáze Gn 1–11 bola 
nasmerovaná na Kanaán, vzhľadom na krajinu s pôvodným rozptýlením Kanaánčanov v Gn 
10,19. 

Kľúčové slová: opitosť, Noe, Kanaán, kliatba, potomstvo Abraháma. 
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