
umerians are a civilization that lived in Mesopotamia between the
years 3500-2000 B.C., with numerous inventions like cuneiform writ-
ing, the oldest known law system, as well as the city-state, the whe-
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Congenital Anomalies: An Analysis of
a Myth on Sumerian Clay Tablets

AABBSS  TTRRAACCTT    OObbjjeeccttiivvee::  In this study, the 4th, 5th, 6th and 7th ba bi es born with dif fe rent ano ma li es that
had be en des cri bed in the Su me ri an myth of “En ki and Nim nah: Cre a ti on of Ma n”, ha ve be en eva lu a -
ted. MMaatteerriiaall  aanndd  MMeetthhooddss::  The myth was eva lu a ted with the help of arc he o lo gi cal so ur ces, on li ne mu-
se um ca ta lo gu es, re vi ews writ ten on this sub ject and get ting opi ni ons of va ri o us ex perts. RReessuullttss::  In the
first part of the myth, a fe ast gi ven by the gods to ce leb ra te the cre a ti on of the per fect man had be en
des cri bed. In the se cond part, the God dess Nim nah, had be co me je a lo us of En ki’s suc cess and cre a ted
6 de fec ti ve, cripp led ba bi es out of mud. As En ki had got angry with Nim nah’s act, he had cre a ted the
7th de fec ti ve baby. Ba sed on the des crip ti ons of the ba bi es in the myth, the 4th one had uri nary con ti -
nen ce, the 5th one was an in fer ti le girl, the 6th one had am bi gi o us ge ni ta li a, and the 7th one had pro bably
Wolf-Hirsc hhorn syndro me. The cre a ti ons of the se seven ba bi es we re do ne du ring abo ve-men ti o ned
fe ast un der the inf lu en ce of al co hol. To the best of our know led ge, this myth pre sen ted on the Su me -
ri an clay tab lets has an im por tan ce as they are the first writ ten do cu ments des cri bing uri nary in con ti -
nen ce, in fer ti lity and am bi gi u o us ge ni ta li a. CCoonncclluussiioonn::  It can be spe cu la ted that, Su me ri ans, who had
pi o ne e red va ri o us fi elds of sci en ce and tech no logy might ha ve ob ser ved the te ra to ge nic ef fects of pa -
ren tal use of al co hol and wan ted to send a mes sa ge to the fol lo wing ge ne ra ti ons by this myth. 

KKeeyy  WWoorrddss::  Congenital abnormalities; fe tal al co hol syndro me; ci vi li za ti on 

ÖÖZZEETT    AAmmaaçç::  Ça lış ma mız da; “En ki ve Nim nah: İnsa nın ya ra tı lı şı” adıy la bi li nen Sü mer mi tin de sö zü
ge çen ve çe şit li ano ma li ler le do ğan 4.,5.,6. ve 7. be bek ler  in ce len miş tir. GGeerreeçç  vvee  YYöönntteemmlleerr::  Mit; çe -
şit li ar ke o lo jik kay nak lar, on li ne mü ze ka ta log la rı, ko nuy la il gi der le me ler, çe şit li uz man gö rüş ve yar -
dım la rı ile araş tı rıl mış tır. BBuullgguullaarr:: Mi tin ilk bö lü mün de ilk mü kem mel in sa nın ya ra tı lı şı nı kut la mak
için tan rı la ra ve ri len zi ya fet, ikin ci bö lüm de ise En ki’ nin ba şa rı sı nı kıs ka nan tan rı ça Nim nah ’ın ça -
mur dan 6 ano ma li li be be ği ya rat ma sı ve  bu na öf ke le nen En ki’ nin 7. ano ma li li be be ği ya rat ma sı iş len -
mek te dir. Bu be bek ler den 4. sün de üri ner in kon ti nans, 5.sin de in fer til bir kız, 6.sın da am bi gu is
ge ni tal ya ve 7.sin de muh te mel Wolf-Hirsc hhorn ol gu su ta rif edil mek te dir. Mi tin ikin ci kıs mı dik kat -
le in ce len di ğin de 7 ano ma li li be be ğin bol al kol tü ke ti mi olan bir zi ya fet sı ra sın da ya ra tıl dık la rı  dik ka -
ti çek mek te dir. Bil di ği miz ka da rıy la, bu mi tin yer al dı ğı kil tab let üri ner in kon ti nans, in fer ti li te,
am bi gu is ge ni tal ya dan bah se di len ilk ya zı lı kay nak ol ma sı açı sın dan önem ta şı mak ta dır. SSoonnuuçç::  Bi lim
ve tek no lo ji ala nın da sa yı sız il ke ön cü lük eden Sü mer ler, an ne ve ba ba nın al kol kul la nı mı nın te ra to -
je nik et ki le ri nin ola bi le ce ği ni fark et miş ve bu mit ara cı lı ğıy la biz le re me saj ver mek is te miş ola bi lir ler.

AAnnaahh  ttaarr  KKee  llii  mmee  lleerr:: Konjenital anomaliler; fö tal al kol sen dro mu; medeniyet
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el and ag ri cul tu re with re gu lar ir ri ga ti on. They ga -
ve the first samp les of li te ra tu re with the Myth of
Gil ga mesh and even the ol dest wri ting in me di ci -
ne. 

In myth of “En ki and Nim nah: Cre a ti on of
Ma n”, six han di cap ped in di vi du als we re cre a ted 
by Nim nah and anot her one na med “Umu l” was
cre a ted by En ki af ter get ting an no yed by Nim nah.
The se se ven in di vi du als ha ve fe a tu res that are par-
ti cu larly in te res ting from a me di cal pers pec ti ve.
This paper will spe cu la te on the pos sib le di ag no ses
of the 4th, 5th and 6th in di vi du als  cre a ted by Nim-
nah and the last one cre a ted by En ki, by sum ma ri -
zing the myth and in ter pre ting the ano ma li es of
so me of them from the vi ew of pe di at ric sur gery
and sug ges ting a li kely eti o logy for the se con ge ni -
tal ano ma li es des cri bed in this myth.

THE MYTH AND ITS’ ANALY SIS FROM 
THE ME DI CAL PERS PEC TI VE

The first stu di es on the Su me ri an Li te ra tu re be gan
with the trans la ti on of Su me ri an texts in Bri tish
Mu se um by Henry Raw li son ve Ge or ge Smith in
1875. The re are abo ut six tho u sand known and
iden ti fi ed “li te rar y” clay tab lets and pi e ces in mu-
se ums and tab let col lec ti ons worl dwi de. Alt ho ugh
the ori gi nals are pre ser ved in dis tant pla ces li ke
Phi la delp hi a, Is tan bul, Lon don and Bag dad, most
text pi e ces we re con nec ted by re se arc hers. Abo ut
twenty myths, ni ne epic nar ra ti ons, mo re than two
hun dred works of art li ke ant hems, pro verbs and
song lyrics we re iden ti fi ed eit her par ti ally or com-
p le tely.1

The myth of “En ki and Nim nah: Cre a ti on of
Ma n” is one of the iden ti fi ed myths and its con tent
ori gi na tes from a tab let, one part of which is in the
Nip pur Col lec ti on of Uni ver sity of Penns ylva ni a
Mu se um and in the Mu se um of the Lo uv re (Fi gu re
1). 

In the pre sent study, the myth was in ves ti ga -
ted with the help of arc he o lo gic so ur ces, on li ne
mu se um ca ta logs, re vi ews writ ten on this mat ter
and opi ni ons of va ri o us ex perts. In the so me parts
of text, the use of qu o ta ti on marks in di ca tes the
frag men tary words on the clay tab lets.

If we want to sum ma ri ze the myth of “En ki
and Nim nah: Cre a ti on of Ma n”; En ki ar ran ges a
fe ast for gods to ce leb ra te the cre a ti on of the first
samp le of per fect man. Du ring this fe ast he is ap-
p la u ded as the god of gre at works and ex ten ded
com pre hen si on and is sub li ma ted. Nim nah who is
gri e ved and so mew hat eneb ri a ted af ter drin king
wi ne is ea ger to de nig ra te the En ki’s work, acts ar-
bit ra rily with cap ri ce and cre a tes six han di cap ped
hu mans. Alt ho ugh En ki is al so drunk, he chal len -
ges Nin mah and finds ap prop ri a te and use ful oc-
cu pa ti on for each han di cap ped in di vi du al. Af ter
this, En ki who is mad at Nim nah’s in sis tent and
qu ar rel so me com pe ti ti on, cre a tes an in di vi du al,
cal led Umul, who is fa tally di sab led. He chal len -
ges Nim nah to find a use ful oc cu pa ti on for this in-
di vi du al li ke he did for ot her six in di vi du als.
Nim nah can not ac hi e ve this, and this help less
Umul ca u ses Nim nah to be hu mi li a ted by ac cep -
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FIGURE 1: One part of the tablet presenting the myth, from the Museum of
Louvre.
Online available (http://cartelen.louvre.fr/cartelen/visite?srv=car_not_frame&idNotice=

24697) (07-04-2009)



ting his su pe ri o rity. The fa tal com pe ti ti on bet we -
en En ki and Nim nah is the do mi nant pat tern in
this myth.2

When we exa mi ne the han di cap ped in di vi du -
als in this myth, we wo uld li ke to po int out so me of
the in te res ting fe a tu res and di sa bi li ti es in so me of
them from the vi ew of pe di at ric sur gery. 

The six in di vi du als cre a ted by Nim nah we re
des cri bed in the myth. He re only the des crip ti on
of the first thre e in di vi du als is gi ven as sta ted in
the Eng lish trans la ti on of the clay tab lets, wit ho -
ut ad di ti o nal com ments. The first tab let sta tes:
“Nim nah to ok clay from the top of the ab zu in her
hand and she fas hi o ned from it first a man who
co uld not bend his outs tretc hed we ak hand s”.
From  the se cond, “she fas hi o ned one who tur ned
back... the light, a man with cons tantly ope ned
eye s” is writ ten. From the third, “she fas hi o ned
one with both fe et bro ken, one with pa raly sed fe -
e t”.2

From the fo urth: “She fas hi o ned one who co -
uld not hold back his uri ne ”. This des crip ti on in
me di cal pat ho logy is in ter pre ted as “uri nary in con-
ti nen ce ”.2 Uri nary in con ti nen ce is the le a ka ge of
uri ne du e to in vo lun tary re ver sal of the gra di ent.
So me pos sib le ca u ses of uri nary in con ti nen ce in a
new born we re lis ted in Tab le 1.

From the fifth des crip ti on: “She ma de a wo -
man who can not gi ve birt h”.2 As we do not ha ve
any know led ge abo ut the chro mo so mal sex, pro b-

ab le ca u ses of in fer ti lity in a new born girl or a fe-
ma le ap pe a ring new born are lis ted in Tab le 2. 

From the sixth des crip ti on: “She ma de one who
has no ma le or gan, who has no fe ma le or ga n”.2 This
des crip ti on may be sug gest the pos si bi lity of am bi -
gu o us ge ni ta li a, ab sen ce of pe nis and scro tum in a
boy or ab sen ce of va gi nal ope ning and la bi a ma jo ra
in a girl. New borns with 46,XX or 46,XY can be ex-
p la i ned by so me cli ni cal fe a tu res out li ned in Tab le
3. In ba bi es with am bi gu o us ge ni ta li a, cor rect and
early di ag no sis is im por tant for sur vi val, psycho lo -
gi cal de ve lop ment and ge ne tic trans mis si on.3

The se venth cre a tu re cre a ted by En ki was
Umul. Umul was des cri bed as fol lows “its he ad was
aff lic ted, its pla ce of… was aff lic ted, its eyes we re
aff lic ted, its neck was aff lic ted. It co uld hardly bre -
at he, its ribs we re shaky, its lungs we re aff lic ted,
its he art was aff lic ted, its bo wels we re aff lic ted.
With its hand and its lol ling he ad it co uld not put
bre ad in to its mo uth; its spi ne and he ad we re dis-
lo ca ted. The we ak hips and the shaky fe et co uld not
carry... it on the fi eld-En ki fas hi o ned it in this 
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Anatomic Neurogenic

• Extravesical urinary drainage of ectopic ureters • Myleodysplasia

• Obstruction • Spinal dysraphisms

-Posterior urethral –valves -Lipoma or lipomeningocele

-Prolapsing ureterocele -Diastomyelia

-Anterior urethral diverticulum -Dermoid cyst

-Cowper’s duct cyst -Tethered cord

• Developmental anomalies • Spinal tumors

-Exstrophy

- Epispadias

TABLE 1: Possible causes of urinary incontinence 
in a newborn (4.th creature).

46, XX 46,XY

• Anatomic abnormalities • Testicular feminization

-Mullerian dysgenesis • Pure gonadal dysgenesis

-Vaginal agenesis • Anorchia

-Transverse vaginal septum • Testicular steroid enzyme defects

• Hypothalamic defects

-Defects of LHRH transport

-Defects of LHRH  pulse production

-Kallmann’s syndrome

• Congenital pituitary dysfunction

• Hypergonadotropic hypogonadism

-Steroid enzyme defects

-Gonadal dysgenesis (pure gonadal dysgenesis, 

Turner’s sendrome, Turner variants)

-Mixed gonadal dysgenesis

-Testicular regression syndrome

-True hermaphroditism

-Ovarian resistance sendrome (Savage’s syndrome)

TABLE 2: Possible causes of infertility in a newborn girl
or girl appearance newborn (5th creature).



wa y” on clay tab lets.2 The se com bi ned fin dings
evo ke the pos si bi lity of many con ge ni tal syndro -
mes, and in par ti cu lar, of Wolf-Hirsc hhorn Syndro -
me (WHS) in which the re are he ad, eye, car di ac,
ske le tal system, in tes ti nal (mal ro ta ti on), chest and
lung ano ma li es and hypo to ni a.4

The the me of the first part of the myth was a
fe ast star ting the un for tu na te and una vo i dab le
events. The se cond part of the myth was a hu ge
com pe ti ti on, and the con se cu ti ve cre a ti ons of se -
ven de fec ti ve in di vi du als by En ki and Nim nah,
both un der the inf lu en ce of al co hol.2 As known,
al co hol is a te ra to gen.5-7 The te ra to ge nic ef fects of
al co hol can al so in du ce fe tal mal for ma ti ons both
at the ear li est, as well as at the lo west le vel of in-
ta ke. The ef fec ti ve ness spre ads dif fe ren ti ally over
the who le pro cess of rep ro duc ti on and af fects the
de ve lo ping fe tus in var ying deg re es, in both ex-
tent and se ve rity which is de pen dant on the do sa -
ge and ti ming.8 Fe tal al co hol syndro me (FAS)
re fers to a pat tern of ano ma li es oc cu ring in chil-
dren born to al co ho lic wo men. The most com mon
cha rac te ris tics of chil dren born with FAS are
growth, cra ni o fa ci al, mus cu los ke le tal, car di ac,
ner vo us system, ge ni to-uri nary ab nor ma li ti es and
ne u ro-de ve lop men tal de lay or men tal de fi ci ency
as well.8 Ge ni tal ab nor ma li ti es are un des cen ded

tes tes and mal for ma ti ons of the lo wer wall of the
uret hra in ma les and hypop las tic la bi a in fe ma les.
Mi nor kid ney ab nor ma li ti es ha ve al so be en de tec -
ted.9

CONC LU SI ON
The myth, es pe ci ally the se cond part, of our in-
te rest, may be tar ge ted to ans wer a qu es ti on that
may ha ve co me to the mind of Su me ri ans, na -
mely, what is the ca u se of con ge ni tal birth de-
fects. This myth may ha ve had a be a ring on
whet her a les son was to be de ri ved re gar ding the
pre ven ti on of con ge ni tal de fects. One can spe cu -
la te whet her Su me ri ans, who pi o ne e red in co -
unt less fi elds of sci en ce and tech no logy might
ha ve know led ge abo ut con ge ni tal de for mi ti es
and the ir ca u ses, and may  be ai med to ex press the
te ra to ge nic ef fects of ma ter nal and pa ter nal usa -
ge of al co hol in this myth.   

AAcckk  nnooww  lleedd  ggee  mmeenntt
We wo uld li ke to thank Mu az zez İlmi ye Çığ, Eme ri tus
Pro fes sor of Arc he o logy and one of the im por tant ex-
perts in Su me ri o logy for her kind con tri bu ti ons in both
fin ding and in ter pre ta ti on of this myth and my col le a -
gu e As soc. Pro fes sor En der Güç lü for his kind help in
wri ting the ar tic le.
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TABLE 3: Possible causes of absence of vagina in a newborn girl and absence of penis in a newborn boy.

46,XX 46,XY

• Absence or anomalous development of vagina, uterus, and fallopian tubes (Mayer-Rokitansky-Küster-Hauser syndrome) • Aphallia (46,XX-XY mosaic, 46, XY)

• Failure of recanalization of the vaginal plate  • Penoscrotal transposition

• Primary failure of the müllerian anlage to reach the urogenital sinus • Penoscrotal hypospadias

• Female pseudohermafroditism • Intrauterine penil amputation

- Endocrine causes (male pseudohermafroditism, Laron syndrome, panhypopitiuiarism, isoleted growth hormone deficiency, • Microphallus

hypogonadotropic hypogonadism, hyper gonadrotropic hypogonadism, fetal exposure to exogenous progestins during pregnancy)

- Nonendocrine causes (Noonan syndrome, Smith- Lemli-Opitz syndrome......etc.)
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