Ancient
Mediterranean
and Near Eastern
‘Literature

THE INVENTION OF WRITING AND
THE EARLIEST LITERATURES

“he word “literature” comes from the Latin

for “letters.” “Oral literature” is therefore a

contradiction in terms. Most modern west-
erners assume that literature is something we read
in books; it is, by definition, written language. But
people told stories and sang songs long before they
had any means to record them. Oral types of song,
poetry, and storytelling are quite different from
those produced by writing, and it is difficult for us,
living in an age dominated by printed and digital lan-
guage, to imagine a world where nobody could read
or write. Preliterate societies had different intellec-
tual values from our own. We tend to think that a
“good” story or essay is one that is neatly organized,
original, and free from obvious repetition; we think
of clichés as a mark of bad writing. But people with-
out literacy tend to love stock phrases, traditional
sayings, and proverbs. They are an essential mecha-
nism by which cultural memory is preserved. Before
writing, there was no such thing as an “author”—a
single individual who, all alone, creates a text to be
experienced by a solitary, silent reader. Instead,

King Priam asks Achilles for the body of his son, Hector.
From an archaic Greek bronze relief, ca. 570-560 B.C.E.
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poets, singers, and storytellers echoed
and manipulated the old tales and the
inherited wisdom of their people.

Of course, without either writing or
recording equipment, all oral storytell-
ing is inevitably lost. The tales that were
told before there was writing cannot be
collected in any anthology. But they left
their mark on the earliest works of writ-
ten literature—and many subsequent
ones as well. As one would expect, lit-
eracy did not take hold all at once; the
transition was partial and gradual, and
in much of the ancient world, poetry
and storytelling were less closely asso-
ciated with written texts than they are
for us. Plato’s Phaedrus gives us some
indication that the ancient Athenians
were conscious of the enormous cul-
tural change involved in the invention
of writing. Nostalgia for the days before
literacy continued into the later ancient
world. By the time of the early Roman
Empire—whose culture was much more
literate than that of classical Athens—
poets could make self-conscious efforts
to imitate oral gestures, as when Virgil,
writing his ultraliterate epic, the Aeneid,
pretends to be an oral poet: “Wars and a
man [ sing.”

An administrative tablet from Mesopotamia,
ca. 3100-2900 B.C.E.

Wiriting was not originally invented to
preserve literature. The earliest written
documents we have contain commercial,
administrative, political, and legal infor-
mation. It was in the region of the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers, Mesopotamia
(which means “the place between the riv-
ers”), that writing was first developed; the
earliest texts date from around 3300 to
2990 B.c.E. The characters of this writing
were inscribed on tablets of wet clay with
a pointed stick; the tablets were then left
in the sun to bake hard. The characters
are pictographic: the sign for ox looks
like an ox head and so on. The bulk of
the texts are economic—Ilists of food, tex-
tiles, and cattle. But the script cannot
handle anything much more compli-
cated than lists, and by 2800 B.C.E.
scribes began to use the wedge-shaped
end of the stick to make marks rather
than the pointed end to draw pictures.
The resulting script is known as cunei-
form, from the Latin word cuneus, “a
wedge.” By 2500 B.C.E. cuneiform was
used for many things beyond administra-
tive lists: the texts preserved historical
events and even, finally, literature. It was
on clay tablets and in cuneiform script
that the great Sumerian epic poem Gil-
gamesh was written down. This
writing system was not, how-
ever, designed for a large read-
ing public. Each sign denoted
a syllable—consonant plus a
vowel—which meant that the
reader had to be familiar with
a large number of signs. Fur-

represented two or more dif-
ferent sounds, and the same
sound could be represented by
several different signs. It is a
script that could be written
and read only by experts, the
scribes, who often proudly re-
corded their own names on the
tablets.
The writing system invented
by the Egyptians was even more

thermore, the same sign often

A limestone stele (ca. fourth century B.C.E.)
in the shape of the symbol of the Phoenician
goddess Tanit, with Punic script (a derivative
of Phoenician) carved into its surface.

esoteric than cuneiform. It is called
hieroglyphic, an adjective formed from
the Greek words for “sacred” and “carv-
ing.” Although it appears on many dif-
ferent materials, its most conspicuous
and continuous use was for inscriptions
carved on temple walls and public mon-
uments. It was pictographic, like the
earliest Sumerian script, but the pic-
tures were more elaborate and artistic.
Unlike the Sumerian pictographs, they
were not replaced by a more efficient
system,; the pictures remained in use for
the walls of temples and tombs, while
more cursive versions of hieroglyphics—
the hieratic and demotic scripts—were
developed for faster writing. But the
Egyptians soon developed their system
to include signs standing for sounds, as
well as for single objects: for instance,
the same sign could mean either “house,”
pr, or simply the sound pr. This was
only one of many complications that
made even the modified versions of the
script a difficult medium of communi-
cation for anyone not trained in its intri-
cacies. It is no wonder that one of the
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frequent figures to appear in Egyptian
sculpture and painting is the professional
scribe, his legs tucked underneath him,
his writing material in his lap, and his
brush in his hand.

There was one ancient writing system
that, unlike cuneiform and hieroglyphic,
survived in modified forms, until the
present day. It was developed by the
Phoenicians, a Semitic trading people.
The script consisted of twenty-two
simple signs for consonantal sounds.
Through trade, the Phoenician script
spread all over the Mediterranean. It
was adopted by the ancient Hebrews,
among others. The obvious advantage
of this system was that it was so easy to
learn. But there was still one area of
inefficiency in this system—namely,
that the absence of notation for the
vowels made for ambiguity. We still do
not know, for example, what the vowel
sounds were in the sacred name of
God, often called the Tetragrammaton,
because it consists of four letters; in
our alphabet the name is written as
YHWH. The usual surmise is Jahweh
(yd-way), but for a long time the tra-
ditional English-language version was
Jehovah.

One thing was needed to make the
script even more efficient: signs for the
vowels. This was the contribution of
the Greeks, who, in the eighth or pos-
sibly the ninth century B.C.E., adopted
the Phoenician script for their own
language but used for the vowels some
Phoenician signs that stood for conso-
nantal combinations not native to Greek.
They took over (but soon modified) the
Phoenician letter shapes and also their
names: alpha, a meaningless word in
Greek, represents the original aleph
(“ox”), and beta represents the original
beta (“house”). The Greeks admitted
their indebtedness; Greek myths told
the story of Cadmus, king of Tyre,
who taught the Greeks how to write,
and, as the historian Herodotus tells
us, the letters were called Phoenician.
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The Romans, who adapted the Greek
alphabet for their own language, carved
their inscriptions on stone in the same
capital letters that we still use today.

ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN
AND MEDITERRANEAN
CULTURES

Modern, postindustrial societies depend,
economically, on machines and sources
of energy to operate them. We use com-
plex devices to produce food and clothes,
to build roads and cities, to excavate nat-
ural resources (such as oil or coal), to
construct nonnatural materials (such as
plastics), to get from place to place, and
to communicate with others across the
globe: by phone, television, comput-
ers, and the Internet. In the ancient
world, though metal was mined and
worked, what we know as heavy industry
did not exist. Coal and oil were not
exploited for energy. War galleys were
propelled by sail and human oarsmen;

armies moved, sometimes vast distances,
on foot. People therefore relied far more
heavily on the kind of natural resources
that can be easily accessed by human
labor: no ancient city could be built far
from fresh water and fertile soil, on
which to grow crops and graze animals
for meat and wool. Where we use
machines and fossil fuel, all the advanced
civilizations of the ancient world
depended for their existence on slaves,
who worked the land; took care of ani-
mals and children; dug the mines; built
houses, temples, cities and pyramids;
manufactured household goods (ranging
from basic tableware to decorative art-
work); performed housework; and pro-
vided entertainment. Modern Western
societies exploit natural resources and
harness them by using the cheap human
labor available in less “developed” coun-
tries; most of the time, we do not even
think about the people who made our
clothes, phones, or cars or about the
energy it takes to produce them and dis-
pose of them. Similarly, elite ancient
Hebrews, Greeks, and Romans seem to

A relief from the Palace of Sargon, from the eighth century B.c.E. It shows the
transport of large logs fueled by human rowers.
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have taken slaves almost entirely for
granted. The existence of ancient slavery
should remind us not to idealize ancient
cultures (even those of the “great West-
ern tradition”) and to remember how
easily human beings, ourselves included,
can be blinkered about the forms of
injustice and exploitation that are essen-
tial to their cultural existence.

Because ancient societies depended
on the proximity of natural resources,
especially well-irrigated, fertile soil, the
first civilizations of the Mediterranean
basin developed in two regions that were
particularly receptive to agriculture and
animal husbandry. These areas were the
valley of the Nile, where annual floods
left large tracts of land moist and fertile
under the Egyptian sun, and the valleys
of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, which
flowed through the Fertile Crescent, a
region centered on modern Iraq. Great
cities—Thebes and Memphis in Egypt
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and Babylon and Nineveh in the Fertile
Crescent—came into being as centers
for the complicated administration of
the irrigated fields. Supported by the
surplus the land produced, they became
centers also for government, religion,
and culture.

Later, from the second millennium
B.C.E. onward, more cultures developed
around the Mediterranean, including
those of the Hebrews, the Greeks, and
the Romans. These societies remained
distinct from one another, and each
included many separate social groups:
we should be wary of generalizing about
what “people in antiquity” believed or
did. But it does make sense to con-
sider the ancient Mediterranean and
Near East as a single, albeit complex,
unit, because there were large-scale
cultural exchanges between these vari-
ous peoples, as a result of trade, coloni-
zation, and imperialism. Greek sculpture



8 | ANCIENT MEDITERRANEAN AND NEAR EASTERN LITERATURE

An archaic Greek
grave stele of
Aristion, ca. 510
B.C.E. This piece,
although Greek,
exhibits character-
istics common to
Egyptian and
other Mediterra-
nean and near
Eastern sculpture.

and architecture of the seventh century
B.C.E., for instance, show heavy debts to
Egypt, and striking similarities between
Greek and Near Eastern myths are
probably the result of Mesopotamian
influence.

Most ancient cultures were polythe-
istic (they believed in many gods); and
since crosscultural religious influence
was common, gods were often rein-
vented from one place to another.
Ancient texts that emphasize a single
deity over all others are rare: the most
important exceptions to the polytheis-
tic rule are the Egyptian Great Hymn
to the Aten, composed at a time when
the Egyptian monarchy was setting up

a new cult to the sun god; and the
Hebrew Bible, which featured the sin-
gular and “jealous” god that is now
worshipped by many of the world’s
populations. But neither of these texts
suggests that other gods do not exist—
only that the creator deity is by far the
most important and powerful. The
Hebrew Bible is also unusual in sug-
gesting, in the Ten Commandments,
that religious observance is closely
connected with the observance of a
moral code; morality and religion were
not necessarily linked in the ancient
world, and gods of ancient literature
often behave in obviously immoral
ways. In many ancient cultures, reli-
gious practice (“orthopraxy”) was more
important than religious belief (“ortho-
doxy”). Religion involved a shared set
of rituals and practices, which united a
community in shared activities such as
festivals and song; few ancient cultures
would have understood the idea of a
religious “creed” (a text outlining the
specific beliefs of a particular religious
community, to which all members
must subscribe). Cult practices were
often highly localized. We should,
then, be wary of assuming that the sto-
ries about gods that appear in literary
texts are necessarily a record of the
religious beliefs of a whole culture.
Myths circulated in many different
forms, changing from one place and
time to another; in most ancient cul-
tures, composing alternative stories
about the gods does not seem to have
been regarded as “heretical,” as it might,
seem to a modern Jewish, Christian, or
Muslim reader.

THE GREEKS

The origin of the peoples who eventu-
ally called themselves Hellenes is still
a mystery. The language they spoke
belongs clearly to the Indo-European
family (which includes the Germanic,

A gold “death mask” from Mycenae,
ca. 1550-1500 B.C.E., sometimes referred to
as the “mask of Agamemnon.”

Celtic, Italic, and Sanskrit language
groups), but many of the ancient Greek
words and place names have termi-
nations that are definitely not Indo-
European—the word for sea (thalassa),
for example. The Greeks of historic times
were presumably a blend of native tribes
and Indo-European invaders.

In the second millennium B.C.E., a
brilliant culture, called Minoan after
the mythical king Minos, flourished
on the large island of Crete, centered
around enormous palace structures;
and the citadel of Mycenae and the pal-
ace at Pylos show that mainland Greece,
in that same period, had a comparably
rich culture, which included knowledge
of a writing system called Linear B. But
some time in the last century of the
millennium, the great palaces were
destroyed by fire. With them disap-
peared not only the arts and skills that
had created Mycenean wealth but even
the system of writing. For the next few
hundred years, the Greeks were illiter-
ate and so no written evidence survives
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for this time, known as the Dark Ages of
Greece. During this time, the Greeks
developed the oral tradition of poetry
that would culminate in the Iliad
and the Odyssey.

The Dark Ages ended in the
eighth century B.C.E., when
Greece again became liter-
ate—but with a quite different
alphabet, borrowed from the
Phoenicians. At this time,

Greece was still a highly frag-
mented place, made up of many
small independent cities. These
were known as “city-states” (a ren-
dering of the Greek term polis, from
which we get “politics”), because they
were independent political and eco-
nomic entities—not, like modern cities,
ruled by a centralized national govern-
ment. The geography of Greece—a
land of mountain barriers and scat-
tered islands—encouraged this frag-
mentation. The cities differed from
each other in custom, political consti-
tution, and even dialect: their relations
with each other were those of rivals and
fierce competitors. In the eighth and
seventh centuries B.C.E., Greeks founded
many new cities all over the Mediter-
ranean coast, including some along the
coast of Asia Minor. Many of these
new outposts of Greek civilization expe-
rienced a faster economic and cultural
development than the older cities of
the mainland. It was in the cities
founded on the Asian coast that the
Greeks adapted to their own language
the Phoenician system of writing, add-
ing signs for the vowels to create their
alphabet. The Greeks probably first
used their new written language for
commercial records and transactions,
but as literacy became more wide-
spread all over the Greek world in the
course of the seventh century B.C.E.,
treaties and political decrees were
inscribed on stone and literary works
written on rolls of paper made from the

Egyptian papyrus plant.
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In the sixth century B.Cc.E., the Per-
sian Empire dominated the Near East
and Mediterranean areas, eventually
becoming the largest empire in the
ancient world. Millions of people
lived under Persian control, and the
ruling dynasty of Persia (the Achae-
menids) conducted an expansionist
policy, extending their domain from
their center in Pasargadae (in modern
Iran) east, as far as the Indus river, and
west, into Egypt and Libya, as well as
into the eastern parts of Greece, such
as the cities of Ionia (in Asia Minor).
The Persians had a sophisticated and
globalized culture, influenced by the
many other peoples they had encoun-
tered; their art was rich and intricate,
and their architecture was impressively
monumental. The empire was governed
by a complex and highly developed
political system, with the emperor at the

top. The Persian army was huge and
expertly trained, and it included vast
numbers of skilled cavalrymen and
archers. By the beginning of the fifth
century B.C.E., the Persian Empire must
have seemed all but unstoppable; it would
have been reasonable for the Persians
to assume that they could dominate the
remaining parts of Greece. But surpris-
ingly, the Greeks—led by Athens and
Sparta—managed to repel repeated*
Persian invasions in the years 490 to
479 B.C.E., winning decisive naval bat-
tles at Marathon and Salamis. Their
astonishing victory over Persia boosted
the confidence of the Greek cities in the
fifth century. Free from the fear of for-
eign invasion, the Athenians produced
their most important literary and cultural
achievements.

Sparta was governed by a ruling elite,
an oligarchy (“rule of the few”) that

used strict military discipline to main-
tain control over a majority underclass.
By contrast, Attica—the city-state of
which Athens was the leading city—was
at this time a.democracy, one of the first
such states in the world. “Democracy,”
which means “rule by the people,” did
not imply that all adult inhabitants had
the chance to vote; “the people” were a
small subset of the population, since
women, slaves, and metics (resident
aliens) were all excluded from the rights
of citizenship. The citizens of Attica in
the fifth century” probably numbered
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only about thirty thousand, while the
total population may have been ten
times that. Slaves had no rights at all;
they were the property of their masters.
Women, even free-born women, could
not own property, hold office, or vote.
The elite women of Athens had less
autonomy than those in most Greek
city-states, including Sparta (where
women were allowed to exercise outside
in the gymnasium); in Athens, they
were expected to remain inside the
house except for funerals and religious
festivals, rarely seen by men other than
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A contemporary artist’s reconstruction of the Acropolis in fifth-century Athens.
The Parthenon temple is the large structure near the top of the image.

their husbands or male relatives. More-
over, even among citizens who partici-
pated in civic life on a roughly equal
political footing, there were marked
divisions between rich and poor, and
between the rural peasant and the city
dweller. Still, Athenian democracy rep-
resented a bold achievement of civic
equality for those who belonged. Since
the voting population was so small, it
was possible for the city to function as a
direct, not representational, democracy:
any citizen could attend assembly meet-
ings and vote directly on the issues at
hand—rather than electing a represent-
ative to vote in his place.

Athens’ power lay in the fleet with
which it had played its decisive part in
the struggle against Persia, and with
this fleet it rapidly became the leader of
a naval alliance that included most of
the islands of the Aegean Sea and many
Greek cities on the coast of Asia Minor.
This alliance, formed to defend Greece

from Persia, soon became an empire,
and Athens, with its formidable navy,
received an annual tribute from its
“allies.” Unlike Athens, Sparta was rig-
idly conservative in government and
policy. Because the individual citizen
was reared and trained by the state for
the state’s business, war, the Spartan
land army was superior to any other in
Greece, and the Spartans controlled,
by direct rule or by alliance, a majority
of the city-states of the Peloponnese.
Athens and Sparta, allies in the war of
liberation against Persia, became ene-*
mies when the external danger was
eliminated. As the years went by, war
between the two cities came to be
accepted as inevitable by both sides,
and in 431 B.C.E. it began. It was to end
in 404 B.C.E. with the total defeat of
Athens.

The fifth century saw many political
and cultural changes in Athens, as the
self-confidence roused by Persian victo-

ries, and celebrated by monumental dis-
plays of civic pride (such as the famous
Parthenon temple to the city’s goddess,
Athena, completed in 438 B.C.E.), gave
way to the- increasing social tensions
and anxieties of the war years. But fifth-
century Athens was also at the center of
cultural and intellectual changes that
were without precedent in the ancient
world. In the sixth century, Greeks on
the Ionian coast had already begun to
develop new, protoscientific ideas, alter-
natives to the old myths about how
the world was made. Now many of
the most original thinkers and writers
from all over the Greek world began to
gather in Athens. This time marked the
beginning of new ways of thinking in
many different areas. Greek doctors
began to ask new questions about how
the body works, including how environ-
mental factors (such as climate and
diet) affect health, and they supported
their theories by observation. The first
anthropological historian, Herodotus,
analyzed and described how one cul-
ture differs from another (focusing on
differences between Greeks, Persians,
and Egyptians), while the first political
historian, Thucydides, showed how eco-
nomic and political factors could com-
bine to cause war. These years marked
the dawning of prose literature, in
medicine, history, and philosophy. The
fifth century was also the great age of
Athenian theater: both tragedy and
comedy developed and flourished at this
time, and drama provided an essential
outlet for the cultural confusions of
the age.

Literary and intellectual changes
accompanied changes in the ways that
elite young men were educated. Through-
out the Greek world, during the fifth
century and beyond, children’s educa-
tion was based on the poems of Homer;
Greek boys learned the tales of the Iliad
and the Odyssey along with the alphabet,
often from an educated slave tutor;
sections of these poems were also per-
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formed, by trained actors (rhapsodes),
as adult entertainment. But in the fifth
century the education of adolescent
boys changed. Intellectuals immigrating
to Athens from other Greek cities met a
new demand for their services as teach-
ers, to train young men for public life,
especially for the art of public speaking,
These professional tutors, or Sophists
(“wisdom teachers”), taught the tech-
niques of rhetoric, as well as more sub-
stantial subjects like political science,
ethics, literary criticism, even astronomy.

The Sophists were popular, and many
parents were willing to spend large sums
to have their sons trained by them. But,
perhaps inevitably, the new educational
methods, combined with the new intel-
lectual trends sweeping the city, resulted
in a generation gap. Older men felt that
the new teachers had corrupted their
sons and led them to question the value
of traditional religious beliefs and prac-
tices. These fathers saw the intellectual
advances of the fifth century as morally
corrupting: some feared the corrosion
of moral certainty when teachers made
claims like that of the Sophist Protago-
ras, that “Man is the measure of all
things.” The most famous of the Soph-
ists, in his own day as well as later, was
Socrates. Socrates was in some ways an
unusual Sophist: unlike the majority of
these teachers, he was an Athenian citi-
zen, not an immigrant from another
city; and unlike other Sophists he seems
to have demanded no fee for his teach-
ing. But we should not be too quick to
accept the sharp distinction that his
pupil and defender, Plato, made between
the (supposedly fraudulent) Sophists
and the (genuinely philosophical) Soc-
rates. Contemporaries—including the
comedian Aristophanes, who wrote a
play attacking Socrates’ dangerous
sophistry (Clouds)—made no such dis-
tinction. Socrates’s interests and meth-
ods seemed to overlap with those of
other wisdom teachers: like Protagoras,
he investigated ethics, politics, and
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A mosaic from a villa in Pompeii from ca. 100 B.C.E. depicts a philosophical discussion in the
Academy of Plato.

truth through “dialectics,” a method of
question and answer—although, unlike
Protagoras, he apparently believed in
the possibility of true goodness. Still,
his extraordinary mind and personality
made him by far the most influential
intellectual of his time, and—largely
through the work of his most brilliant
student, Plato—Socrates became the
starting point for all later Western
philosophy.

In the last quarter of the fifth cen-
tury, the whole traditional basis of
individual conduct, which had been
concern for the unity and cohesion of
the city-state, was undermined. “In

peace and prosperity,” says Thucy-
dides, “both states and individuals are
actuated by higher motives;...but
war, which takes away the comfortable
provision of daily life, is a hard master,
and tends to assimilate men’s charac®
ters to their conditions.” Growing
aggressive in their desperation, the
Athenians were aware that they were
faring badly in the war and Jaunched a
disastrous naval campaign in Sicily
(413 B.c.E.), in which many ships were
lost and many men lost their freedom
and their lives. Unstable political con-
ditions followed, leading to a short-
lived oligarchic revolution at home

(411 B.c.E.). The war dragged on for
another seven years, until finally Ath-
ens, her last fleet gone, surrendered to
the Spartans. A pro-Spartan antidem-
ocratic regime, the Thirty Tyrants, was
installed but soon overthrown. Athens
became a democracy again, but the
confidence and unity of its great age
were gone forever. One of the first
actions of the new democratic govern-
ment was to execute Socrates, who had
been associated with Alcibiades and
Critias and whose “corruption of the
young” and unusual religious beliefs
must have seemed to represent every-
thing the city wanted to forget.

In the fourth century B.C.E., the
Greek city-states became involved in
constant internecine warfare. Politically
and economically bankrupt, they fell
under the power of Macedon in the
north, whose king, Philip, combined a
ferocious energy with a cynicism that
enabled him to take full advantage of
the disunity of the city-states. Greek
liberty ended at the battle of Chaeronea
in 338 B.C.E., and Philip’s son Alexan-
der inherited a powerful army and the
political control of all Greece. He led
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his Macedonian and Greek armies
against Persia, and in a few brilliant
campaigns became master of an empire
that extended into Egypt in the south
and to the borders of India in the east.
He died at Babylon in 323 B.C.E., and
his empire broke up into a number of
independent kingdoms ruled by his
generals; modern scholars refer to the
period that followed (323—146 B.C.E.) as
the Hellenistic age. One of these gen-
erals, Ptolemy, founded a Greek dynasty
that ruled Egypt until after the Roman
conquest and ended only with the
death of Cleopatra. The results of Alex-
ander’s fantastic achievements were
more durable than might have been
expected. Into the newly conquered
territories came thousands of Greeks
who wished to escape from the political
futility and economic crisis of the
homeland. Wherever they went, they
took with them their language, their
culture, and their typical buildings—
the gymnasium and the theater. The
great Hellenistic cities, though now
part of kingdoms, grew out of the earlier
city-state model and continued many
of its civic and political institutions. At

A detail from a mosaic (dating from ca. 80 B.c.E.) discovered in Pompeii that shows Alexander
the Great on horseback in battle.
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A sculpture of a Roman nobleman of the first
century B.C.E. holding the busts of two of his
ancestors. Honoring one’s ancestors was a
core virtue in Roman life.

Alexandria, in Egypt, the Ptolemies
formed a Greek library to preserve the
texts of Greek literature for the schol-
ars who studied and edited them, a
school of Greek poetry flourished, and
Greek geographers and mathematicians
made new advances in science. The
Middle East became, as far as the cit-
ies were concerned, a Greek-speaking
region; and when, some two or three
centuries later, the first accounts of the
life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth
were recorded, they were written in the

simple vernacular Greek known as koine
(“the common language”), on which the
cultural homogeneity of the whole area
was based.

ROME

When Alexander died in 323 B.C.E., the
city of Rome was engaged in a struggle
for the control of the surrounding
areas. By the middle of the third cen-
tury B.C.E., Rome dominated most of
the Italian peninsula. Expansion south-
ward brought Rome into collision with
Carthage, a city in North Africa that
was then the greatest power in the
western Mediterranean. Two protracted
wars resulted (264-241 and 218-
201 B.C.E.), and it was only at the end
of a third, shorter war (149-146 B.C.E.)
that the Romans destroyed their great
rival. The second Carthaginian (or
Punic) War was particularly hard
fought, both in Spain and in Italy itself,
where the Carthaginian general Han-
nibal, having made a spectacular cross-
ing of the Alps, operated for years, and
where Rome’s southern Italian allies
defected to Carthage and had to be
slowly won over again. Rome, however,
emerged from this war in 201 B.C.E.
not merely victorious but a world
power. The next two decades saw fre-
quent wars—in Spain, in Greece, and
in Asia Minor—that laid the founda-
tions of the Roman Empire.

Unlike Athens, Rome was never
a democracy. Instead, from around
509 B.c.E.—when, according to legend,
the last tyrannical king of Rome had
been overthrown—the state was gov-
erned by a complex political system
(which changed and developed over
time) known as a republic. Power was
shared among several different official
groups of people, which included the
Senate, a body that controlled money
and administration, and that was tradi-
tionally dominated by the upper classes;

the Assemblies, gathered from the
people, including lower class or “plebe-
ian” citizens; and elected officials
called Magistrates, the most important
of whom were the two Consuls, elected
every year. The system (one of the most
important models for the United States
Constitution many centuries later) was
designed, above all, to prevent any sin-
gle person or group from seizing total
control. The republic would last until
the time of the Roman civil wars, in
the first century B.C.E.

The Greeks believed that arguing,
strife, and competition can be good, since
they inspire us to outdo others
and improve ourselves. The Romans, by
contrast, saw conflict as deadly: it was
what, in Roman mythology, led the
founder of their city, Romulus, to kill
his twin brother, Remus. Whereas the
Athenians prided themselves on adapta-
bility, versatility, and grace, the Roman
idea of personal and civic virtue was
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based on a sense of tradition, a myth
of old Roman virtue and integrity. “By
her ancient customs and her men the
Roman state stands,” wrote Ennius, a
Roman epic poet, capturing an ethos that
emphasized tradition (known as the mos
maiorum, the custom of predecessors)
and commended “seriousness” (gravitas),
“manly courage” (virtus), “industry” (dili-
gentia), and above all, “duty” (pietas).
Roman power was built on efficiency,
and strength through unity. The Romans
organized a complicated yet stable feder-
ation that held Italy loyal to them in the
presence of invading armies, and they
developed a legal code that formed the
model for all later European and Ameri-
can law. The achievements of the
Romans, in conquest and in organizing
their empire after victory, were due in
large part to their talent for practical
affairs. They built sewers, baths with hot
and cold water, straight roads, and aque-
ducts to last two thousand years.

A Roman aqueduct, built in the first century B.c.E., still standing at Pont du Gard in France.
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Given the Romans’ pragmatism and
adherence to tradition, one might expect
their literature to be very dull. But this
is not true at all. Roman poets often
struggled with, or frankly rejected, the
moral codes of their society. The poems
of Catullus, an aristocratic young man
who lived in the last years of the Roman
Republic (first century B.C.E.), suggest
a deliberate attempt to thumb his nose
at the serious Roman topics of politics,
war, and tradition. Instead, Catullus
writes about love, sex, and feelings
and satirizes the people he finds most
annoying. A generation or two later,
both Virgil and Ovid also question—in
very different ways—whether unthink-
ing loyalty to the Roman state is a
desirable goal.

By the end of the first century
B.C.E., Rome was the capital of an
empire that stretched from the Straits
of Gibraltar to Mesopotamia and the
frontiers of Palestine, and as far north
as Britain. While Greek history began
with the epics of Homer (instrumen-
tal in creating a sense of Greek
national identity that transcended the
divisions of the many city-states), the
Romans had conquered half the world
before they began to write. Latin lit-
erature began with a translation of
the Odyssey, made by a Greek pris-
oner of war; and, with the exception
of satire, the model was always Greek.
Roman authors borrowed wholesale
from Greek originals, not furtively but
openly and proudly, as a tribute to the
source. But this frank acknowledg-
ment of indebtedness should not
blind us to the fact that Latin litera-
ture is original, and sometimes pro-
foundly so. Catullus translated the
Greek lyric poet Sappho, but he
added to her evocation of agonizing
jealousy a distinctively Roman anxiety
about idleness. Ovid retold Greek
myths, making them funnier by giving

them a Roman rhetorical punch. Vir-
gil based his epic, the Aeneid, on
Homer, but he chose as his theme the
coming of the Trojan prince Aeneas
to Italy, where he was to found a city
from which, in the fullness of time,
would come “the Latin race...and
the high walls of Rome.”

The institutions of the Roman
city-state proved inadequate for world
government. The second and first cen-
turies B.C.E. were dominated by civil
war, between various factions vying for
power: generals against senators and
populists against aristocrats. Coalitions
were formed, but each proved unsta-
ble. Julius Caesar, a successful Roman
general, seized power (although he
refused the title “king”); but he was
assassinated in 44 B.C.E. by a party
hoping to restore the old system of
shared rule. More years of civil war fol-
lowed, until finally, in 31 B.C.E., Julius’s
adoptive nephew, Octavian—who later
titled himself Augustus—managed to
defeat the ruler of the eastern half
of the empire, Mark Antony, along
with Antony’s ally and lover, Cleopatra,
queen of Egypt. Augustus played his
hand carefully, claiming that he was
restoring the Republic; but he assumed
primary control of the state and became
the first in the long line of Roman
emperors. .

For the next two hundred years the
successors of Augustus, the Roman
emperors, ruled the Mediterranean and
Near Eastern world. The empire cov-
ered a vast area that included Britain,

France, all southern Europe, the Mid-*

dle East, and the whole of North Africa.
Some native inhabitants, in all these
areas, were killed by the Romans; oth-
ers were enslaved; many, both slave and
free, were Romanized, acculturated into
the norms of the Roman people. Roman
culture stamped this whole area of the
world in ways that can still be discerned
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today: the Romans built roads, cities,
public baths and theaters and brought
their literature and language—Latin—to
the provinces they ruled. All modern
Romance languages, including Spanish,
French, and ltalian, developed from the
language spoken throughout the Roman
Empire.

But controlling so many people, in so
many different areas, from the central
government in Rome was difficult and
expensive. It could not be done forever.
Marcus Aurelius (121-180 c.E.), who in
his spare time wrote a beautiful book of

thoughts about his struggle to live a good
life (the Meditations), was the first
emperor to share his power with a part-
ner; this was the first official recognition
that the empire was too big to be ruled
by one man. The Romans fought a long
losing battle against invading tribes from
the north and east. When it finally fell,
the empire left behind it the idea of the
world-state, later adopted by the medie-
val church, which ruled from the same
center, Rome, and which claimed a spir-
itual authority as great as the secular
authority it replaced.

THE BABYLONIAN CREATION EPIC
(ENUMA ELISH)

numa Elish (“When on high”), titled

from the opening words of the poem,
is an Akkadian poem that may have
originated as early as the eighteenth
century B.C.E. (although some have
dated it to the twelfth century B.C.E.).
Even this ancient story combined sev-
eral other, much earlier cosmogonies,
from Sumerian, Old Akkadian, and
West Semitic cultures, that told of the
warrior god’s struggle against the pri-
meval female sea monster (Tiamat). The
narrative structure of our text reflects a
clear agenda: the author gives pride of
place to the Babylonian god, Marduk,
whose temple in Babylon becomes the
religious and political center of the
world. The story traces the world’s cre-

ation: from the two primary personi-
fications of ocean (fresh and salt, Apsu
and Tiamat) out of which emerge the
earliest gods—who fight against the
fresh ocean, the father-figure Apsu,
when he wants to destroy them and
restore primeval silence. Then Marduk,
the creator god, kills Tiamat and from
her body fashions the world; he estab-
lishes the first city, Babylon, where he
has his cosmic home in the Esagila
temple. Marduk’s father, Ea, creates
the first humans out of the blood of
Qingu, Tiamat’s consort and general,
and these are to serve the gods’ many
needs. Finally, Marduk creates the
netherworld, providing a mythic space
for human existence after death.
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I would be happy to have them see
that you know me,

20

and would hold festival to my Goddess.

My heart leaps up to go forth

that I may gaze on my beloved.

How lovely it is to pass by!?

[Seven whole days]

Seventh Stanza

(Boy)

Seven whole days' I have not seen my beloved.

Illness has invaded me,

my limbs have grown heavy,

and I barely sense my own body.
Should the master physicians come to me, 5
their medicines could not ease my heart.
The lector priests? have no good treatment,
because my illness cannot be diagnosed.
But if someone tells me, “Here she is!”—that will revive me.
Her name—that is what will get me up. 10
The coming and going of her messengers—
that’s what will revive my heart.
More potent than any medicine is my beloved for me;
more powerful than the Physician’s Manual.
Her coming in from outside is my amulet.? 15
If I see her, I'll become healthy.
If she but gives me a glance, my limbs will regain vigor.

If she speaks, I'll grow strong.

If I hug her, she'll drive illness from me.
But she has been gone for seven days. 20

[Am I not here with you?]

(Girl)

Am I not here with you?

Then why have you set your heart to leave? _
Why don’t you embrace me? ¥

Has my deed come back upon me?

If you seek to caress my thighs.

Is it because you are thinking of food
that you would go away?

Or because you are a slave to your belly?

3. Each stanza in this seven-stanza song starts
and ends by punning on a word. In Egyptian
six and pass by sound alike.

1. The number seven is used because this is
the seventh stanza. Ancient Egypt did not have

a seven-day week.

2. Specialists in religious and magical texts.
Here the term means “magicians.”

3. Amulet also means “well-being,” and both
senses apply here.

Is it because you care about clothes?
Well, I have a bedsheet!
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Is it because you are hungry that you would leave?

Then take my breasts

that their gift may flow forth to you.
Better a day in the embrace of my beloved
than thousands on thousands anywhere else! 15

THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH
ca. 1900-250 s.c.E.

he Epic of Gilgamesh is the great-

est work of ancient Mesopotamia
and one of the earliest pieces of world
literature. The story of its main pro-
tagonist, King Gilgamesh, and his quest
for immortality touches on the most fun-
damental questions of what it means to
be human: death and friendship, nature
and civilization, power and violence,
travel adventures and homecoming, love
and sexuality. Because of the appeal of its
central hero and his struggle with the
meaning of culture in the face of human
mortality, the epic spread throughout the
ancient Near East and was translated
into various regional languages during
the second millennium B.C.E. As far as
we know, no other literary work of the
ancient world spread so widely across
cultures and languages. And yet, after a
long period of popularity, Gilgamesh was
forgotten, seemingly for good: after
circulating in various versions for many
centuries, it vanished from human mem-
ory for over two thousand years. Its redis-
covery by archeologists in the nineteenth
century was a sensation and allows us to
read a story that for many centuries was
known to many cultures and people
throughout the Near East but has come
down to us today only by chance on brit-
tle clay tablets.

KING GILGAMESH AND HIS STORY

Gilgamesh was thought to be a priest-
king of the city-state of Uruk in South-
ern Mesopotamia, the lands around the
rivers Euphrates and Tigris in modern-
day Iraq. He probably ruled around
2700 B.C.E. and was remembered for
the building of Uruk’s monumental
city walls, which were ten kilometers
long and fitted with nine hundred tow-
ers; portions of these walls are still vis-
ible today. We will never know for sure
how the historical king compares to
the epic hero Gilgamesh. But soon
after his death, he was venerated as a
great king and judge of the Under-
world. In the epic he appears as “two-
thirds divine and one-third human,”
the offspring of Ninsun, a goddess in
the shape of a wild cow, and of a
human father named Lugalbanda. By
some accounts, Gilgamesh means “the
offspring is a hero,” or, according to
another etymology, “the old man is still
a young man.”

Gilgamesh was not written by one
specific author but evolved gradually
over the long span of a millennium.
The earliest story of Gilgamesh appears
around 2100 B.C.E. in a cycle of poems
in the Sumerian language. Sumerian
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is the earliest Mesopotamian language.
It is written in “cuneiform” script—
wedge-shaped characters incised in
clay or stone—and has no connection
to any other known language. About
six hundred years after Gilgamesh’s
death, kings of the third dynasty of
Ur, another Mesopotamian city-state,
claimed descent from the legendary
king of Uruk and enjoyed hearing of
the great deeds of Gilgamesh at court;
the earliest cycle of Gilgamesh poems
was written for these rulers. As in the
later epic, in the Sumerian cycle of
poems Gilgamesh is a powerful king
and an awe-inspiring warrior. Gil-
gamesh’s shattering realization that he
will die and can attain immortality only
by making a name for himself appears
already in this earliest version of the
Gilgamesh story, where he exclaims:

I have peered over the city wall,

I have seen the corpses floating in
the river’s water.

So too it will come to pass for me,
so it will happen to me. . .

Since no man can avoid life’s end,
I would enter the mountain land
and set up my name.

The Sumerian poetry cycle became the
basis for the old version of Gilgamesh,
written in Babylonian, a variant of the
Akkadian language—a transnational
written language that was widely used
throughout the Ancient Near East. The
traditional Babylonian epic version of
Gilgamesh, which adapted the Sume-
rian poems into a connected narrative,
circulated for more than fifteen hun-
dred years. It was read widely from
Mesopotamia to Syria, the Levant, and
Anatolia and was translated into non-
Mesopotamian languages such as Hit-
tite, the language of an empire that
controlled Turkey and Northern Syria
in the latter half of the second millen-
nium B.C.E.

The definitive revision of the epic is
attributed to a Babylonian priest and
scholar named Sin-legi-unninni. He
lived around 1200 B.c.E., and by his
time King Gilgamesh had been dead
for about fifteen hundred years. He
carefully selected elements from the
older traditions, inserted new plot ele-
ments, and added a preface to the epic.
His version, included here in transla-
tion, is divided into eleven chapters
recorded on eleven clay tablets. New
fragments of Gilgamesh continue to
surface from archaeological excava-
tions; some pieces are still missing, and
some passages are fragmentary and
barely legible, but thanks to the pains-
taking work of scholars of Ancient
Mesopotamia we can today read an
extended, gripping narrative.

THE WORLD’S OLDEST EPIC HERO

The Gilgamesh of the epic is an awe-
inspiring, sparkling hero, but at first
also the epitome of a bad ruler: arro-
gant, oppressive, and brutal. As the
epic begins, the people of Uruk com-
plain to the Sumerian gods about Gil-
gamesh'’s overbearing behavior, and so
the gods create the wild man Enkidu to
confront Gilgamesh. While Gilgamesh
is a mixture of human and divine, Enk-
idu is a blend of human and wild ani-
mal, though godlike in his own way.
He is raised by beasts in the wilderness
and eats what they eat. When he breaks
hunters’ traps for the sake of his ani-
mal companions he becomes a threat
to human society and Gilgamesh
decides to tame him with the attrac-
tions of urban life and civilization: for
seven days Enkidu makes love to a
harlot (prostitute), sent out for the
purpose, and at her urging he takes a
cleansing bath and accepts clothing
and a first meal of basic human food-
stuff, bread, and beer. Shamhat, the
prostitute, leads him to the city of
Uruk. Although he and Gilgamesh are

at first bent on competing with each
other, they quickly develop a deep bond
of friendship.

Their friendship established, Gil-
gamesh proposes to Enkidu the first of
their epic adventures: to travel to the
great Cedar Forest and slay the giant
Humbaba, who guards the forest for
the harsh god Enlil. With the blessing
of the sun god Shamash they succeed,
and they cut down some magnificent
trees that they float down the Euphra-
tes River to Mesopotamia. But their
violent act has its consequence: the
dying giant curses them and Enlil is
enraged. Their second adventure leads
to a yet more ambiguous success,
which will set in motion the tragic end
of their friendship. Gilgamesh, cleansed
from battle and radiant in victory,
attracts the desire of Ishtar, goddess of
love and warfare. Instead of politely
resisting her advances, Gilgamesh
makes the fatal error of chiding her for
her fickle passions and known cruelty
toward her lovers, and heaps insults
on the goddess. Scandalized by Gil-

This modern impression of an ancient cylinder seal shows a bearded

]
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gamesh’s accusations, she unleashes
the Bull of Heaven against the two
friends, and it wreaks havoc in Uruk.
After the heroic duo kills the Bull of
Heaven, a council of the gods convenes
to avoid further disaster. The gods
decide that Gilgamesh and Enkidu
have gone too far; one of them musl(
die. The lot falls to Enkidu, because
Gilgamesh is the king,

Enkidu’s death brings Gilgamesh
face to face with mortality. He mourns
for Enkidu bitterly for seven days and
nights and only when a worm creeps
out of the corpse’s nose does he accept
that his friend is dead. Terrified that he
too will die, Gilgamesh forsakes the
civilized world to find the one human
being known to have achieved immor-
tality: Utanapishtim, survivor of the
Great Flood. Like Enkidu in his days as
a wild man, Gilgamesh roams the
steppe, disheveled and clad in a lion-
skin, and sets out on a quest to ask
Utanapishtim for the secret of eternal
life. He braves monsters, runs along the
sun’s path under the earth at night,

hero, kneeling and raising an outstretched lion above his head.
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encounters a mysterious woman who
keeps a tavern at the edge of the world,
passes a garden of jeweled trees, crosses
the waters of death, and finally arrives
at the doorstep of Utanapishtim and his
wife. Utanapishtim’s dramatic account
of their experience and survival of the
flood resembles the biblical story of
Noah and the Great Flood in Genesis.
At his wife’s request, Utanapishtim
gives Gilgamesh the chance to attain
immortality by eating a magic plant,
but he is afraid to try it and a serpent
steals the magic plant and gains the
power of immortality for itself. In the
end Gilgamesh returns to Uruk, empty-
handed. Although in the final moments
of the epic he proudly surveys the
mighty city walls of his making, he is a
profoundly changed man.

AN ANCIENT EPIC

The word epic comes from a Greek term
meaning simply “speech” or “song.” It
has come to refer to long poems that
use elevated language to describe a pan-
oramic sweep of action, spanning the
divine and human worlds. Greek epics
usually invoke the Muses, goddesses in
charge of the arts and a poet’s inspira-
tion who inform the poets of past events
and the world of the gods. They often
include long speeches, in which protag-
onists remember past events or justify
future actions. And they rely heavily on
the repetition of lines with variation and
on a rhetoric of parallels and contrasts.
Scholars of Homeric epic have argued
that repetition and formulaic expression
helped the bards to remember and recite
extensive storylines and point to the
poems’ oral and performative roots.
Gilgamesh shares certain important
features with Greek epic. Certainly,
the verse form is different: a verse line
is not defined by a fixed number of syl-
lables or stresses but varies in length,
which can only be inferred by context,

such as through patterns of parallel-
ism. Still, in contrast to the literary
works of other civilizations of the
ancient world that had no epic, like
China and East Asia, Gilgamesh can be
considered part of a larger Near East-
ern and Mediterranean epic tradition.
Although Gilgamesh was only trans-
lated into cuneiform languages and
never directly entered the epic reper-
toire of alphabet languages like Greek,
it shared with the Greek tradition a
number of classically epic motifs. In
Achilles’ mourning for his friend Patro-
clus (in Homer’s Iliad) we can recog-
nize Gilgamesh's desperation at the
loss of Enkidu. Just as Gilgamesh
finally returns to Uruk after challeng-
ing adventures, Odysseus (in Homer’s
Odyssey) returns to Ithaca from the
Trojan War in the guise of a destitute
stranger after performing dangerous
feats. In Gilgamesh and Greek epics,
scenes featuring councils of the gods
who decide the fate of their heroes
reflect religious beliefs about the inter-
section between human limitations
and divine powers but are also astute
plot devices that sharpen the profile of
the heroes and their ways of confront-
ing divine antagonism. We can see a
parallel to the wiliness of the Greek
gods and their personal preferences in
the opposition of Shamash and Enlil,
in particular in Enlil's argument that
Enkidu should be sacrificed and Gil-
gamesh spared.

In contrast to the orally rooted Ho-
meric epic, Gilgamesh was from the
outset conceived as a literary works:
With its elevated style, geometrically
parallel phrases, and moments of
complex word play, Gilgamesh was
addressed to the sophisticated ears and
minds of scholars and members of the
royal court. We know that it was used in
Babylonian schools to teach literature.
This hypothesis is further supported
when we look at the nuanced use of

speech registers in the epic’s portrayal
of its protagonists. Utanapishtim speaks
in an obscure archaic style that befits a
sage from before the Great Flood, and
he has a solemn way of rolling and dou-
bling his consonants. The goddess Ish-
tar appears in an unfavorable light,
talking like a low-class streetwalker. In
contrast, Shamhat, the prostitute who
brings Enkidu to the city, speaks with
unexpected eloquence and distinction.

Shamhat is a thought-provoking
example of the several powerful female
protagonists in Gilgamesh. Much of what
Gilgamesh accomplishes is ultimately
due to women: his mother’s pleas with
the sun god Shamash allow him to kill
Humbaba; the wife of the scorpion
monster persuades her husband to give
Gilgamesh entrance to the tunnel lead-
ing to the jeweled garden; and the
mysterious woman he finds at the end
of the world, the tavern keeper Siduri,
helps him find Utanapishtim, whose
wife persuades her husband to give
Gilgamesh the plant of rejuvenation.
In some of Gilgamesh’s encounters
there are touches of wit and parody. It
is stunning to find this blend of epic
grandeur and comic sobriety in the
world’s earliest epic. Part of the epic’s
subtlety is invisible today, because we
know so much less about the historical
and literary context of Gilgamesh than
we know about the context of Greek
epic. Still, the glimpses we get show
the sophistication of the early Meso-
potamian states and the art of literary
narrative they developed.

Like Mesopotamian civilization and
its cuneiform writing system, Gil-
gamesh eventually disappeared. In the
seventh century B.C.E., when an invad-
ing force of ancient Iranian people
called Medians sacked Nineveh, one of
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the capitals of the Assyrian Empire,
copies of the epic written on clay tab-
lets, which had been preserved in the
palace library of Ashurbanipal, the last
great Assyrian king (reigned 668-
627 B.C.E.), vanished in the destruc-
tion. Although the epic did not disappear
completely and still circulated until the
third century B.C.E., it was only redis-
covered in the 1850s, when an English
explorer, Austen Henry Layard, dug up
thousands of tablets from the site at
Nineveh. They were later deciphered
at the British Museum in London, and
when the young curator George Smith
made the stunning discovery that this
epic contained a version of the biblical
story of the flood, which had hitherto
been considered unique to the book of
Genesis, this challenged conceptions
about the origin of biblical narrative.
Gilgamesh was suddenly propelled into
the canon of world literature.

The Epic of Gilgamesh took shape
many centuries before the Greeks and
Hebrews learned how to write, and it
circulated in the Near East and Levant
long before the book of Genesis and
the Homeric epics took shape. The
rediscovery of the names of the gods
and humans who people the epic and
of the history of the cities and lands in
which they lived is a gradual, ongoing
process. And the meaning of the epic
itself is tantalizingly ambiguous. Has
Gilgamesh succeeded or failed in his
quest? What makes us human? Can
civilization bring immortality? What-
ever we decide to believe, the story
of Gilgamesh and his companion
Enkidu, of their quest for fame and
immortality, speaks to contemporary
readers with an urgency and immedi-
acy that makes us forget just how
ancient it is.
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The Epic of Gilgamesh'
Tablet I

He who saw the wellspring, the foundations of the land,
Who knew the ways, was wise in all things,

Gilgamesh, who saw the wellspring, the foundations of the land,
He knew the ways, was wise in all things,

He it was who inspected holy places everywhere,

Full understanding of it all he gained,

He saw what was secret and revealed what was hidden,
He brought back tidings from before the flood,

From a distant journey came home, weary, at peace,
Engraved all his hardships on a monument of stone,

He built the walls of ramparted Uruk,?

The lustrous treasury of hallowed Eannal!

See its upper wall, whose facing gleams like copper,
Gaze at the lower course, which nothing will equal,
Mount the stone stairway, there from days of old,
Approach Eanna, the dwelling of Ishtar,

Which no future king, no human being will equal.

Go up, pace out the walls of Uruk,

Study the foundation terrace and examine the brickwork.
Is not its masonry of kiln-fired brick?

And did not seven masters lay its foundations?

One square mile of city, one square mile of gardens,
One square mile of clay pits, a half square mile of Ishtar’s dwelling,
Three and a half square miles is the measure of Uruk!
Search out the foundation box of copper,

Release its lock of bronze,

Raise the lid upon its hidden contents,

Take up and read from the lapis tablet

Of him, Gilgamesh, who underwent many hardships.
Surpassing all kings, for his stature renowned,

Heroic offspring of Uruk, a charging wild bull,

He leads the way in the vanguard,

He marches at the rear, defender of his comrades.
Mighty floodwall, protector of his troops,

Furious flood-wave smashing walls of stone,

Wild calf of Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh is perfect in strength,
Suckling of the sublime wild cow, the woman Ninsun,?
Towering Gilgamesh is uncannily perfect.

Opening passes in the mountains,

Digging wells at the highlands’ verge,

Traversing the ocean, the vast sea, to the sun’s rising,
Exploring the furthest reaches of the earth,
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1. Translated by and with footnotes adapted ~ Eanna, a sanctuary for the goddess of love and

from Benjamin R. Foster. warfare, Ishtar.

2. City-state ruled by King Gilgamesh. It was 3. Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh’s father, was an
the largest city of Mesopotamia at the time earlier king of Uruk. His mother was Ninsun,

and among its important temples featured a goddess called “the wild cow.”
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Seeking everywhere for eternal life,

Reaching in his might Utanapishtim the Distant One,
Restorer of holy places that the deluge had destroyed,
Founder of rites for the teeming peoples,

Who could be his like for kingly virtue?

And who, like Gilgamesh, can proclaim, “I am king!”
Gilgamesh was singled out from the day of his birth,
Two-thirds of him was divine, one-third of him was human!
The Lady of Birth drew his body’s image,

The God of Wisdom brought his stature to perfection.

He was perfection in height,

Ideally handsome

In the enclosure of Uruk he strode back and forth,
Lording it like a wild bull, his head thrust high.
The onslaught of his weapons had no equal.

His teammates stood forth by his game stick,

He was harrying the young men of Uruk beyond reason.
Gilgamesh would leave no son to his father,

Day and night he would rampage fiercely.

This was the shepherd of ramparted Uruk,

This was the people’s shepherd,

Bold, superb, accomplished, and mature!
Gilgamesh would leave no girl to her mother!

The warrior’s daughter, the young man’s spouse,
Goddesses kept hearing their plaints.

The gods of heaven, the lords who command,

Said to Anu:*

You created this headstrong wild bull in ramparted Uruk,
The onslaught of his weapons has no equal.

His teammates stand forth by his game stick,

He is harrying the young men of Uruk beyond reason.
Gilgamesh leaves no son to his father!

Day and night he rampages fiercely.

This is the shepherd of ramparted Uruk,

This is the people’s shepherd,

Bold, superb, accomplished, and mature!

Gilgamesh leaves no girl to her mother!

The warrior’s daughter, the young man’s spouse,
Anu kept hearing their plaints.

[Anu speaks.]

Let them summon Aruru,’ the great one,
She created the boundless human race.
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4. The sky god who is supreme in the pan-  was known for its temples for Anu and Ishtar.

theon but remote from human affairs. Uruk 5. Goddess of birth.
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Let her create a partner for Gilgamesh, mighty in strength,
Let them contend with each other, that Uruk may have peace.

They summoned the birth goddess, Aruru:

You, Aruru, created the boundless human race,

Now, create what Anu commanded,

To his stormy heart, let that one be equal,

Let them contend with each other, that Uruk may have peace.

When Aruru heard this,

She conceived within her what Anu commanded.
Aruru wet her hands,

She pinched off clay, she tossed it upon the steppe,
She created valiant Enkidu in the steppe,
Offspring of potter’s clay, with the force of the hero Ninurta.®
Shaggy with hair was his whole body,

He was made lush with head hair, like a woman,
The locks of his hair grew thick as a grainfield.

He knew neither people nor inhabited land,

He dressed as animals do.

He fed on grass with gazelles,

With beasts he jostled at the water hole,

With wildlife he drank his fill of water.

A hunter, a trapping-man,

Encountered him at the edge of the water hole.

One day, a second, and a third he encountered him at the edge
of the water hole.

When he saw him, the hunter stood stock-still with terror,

As for Enkidu, he went home with his beasts.

Aghast, struck dumb,

His heart in a turmoil, his face drawn,

With woe in his vitals,

His face like a traveler’s from afar,

The hunter made ready to speak, saying to his father:

My father, there is a certain fellow who has come
from the uplands,

He is the mightiest in the land, strength is his,

Like the force of heaven, so mighty is his strength.

He constantly ranges over the uplands,

Constantly feeding on grass with beasts,

Constantly making his way to the edge of the water hole.

I am too frightened to approach him.

He has filled in the pits I dug,

He has torn out my traps I set,

He has helped the beasts, wildlife of the steppe, slip
from my hands,

He will not let me work the steppe.

6. A god of agriculture and war. Son of Enlil.
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His father made ready to speak, saying to the hunter:

My son, in Uruk dwells Gilgamesh,

There is no one more mighty than he.

Like the force of heaven, so mighty is his strength.
Take the road, set off towards Uruk,

Tell Gilgamesh of the mightiness-man.

He will give you Shamhat the harlot, take her with you,
Let her prevail over him, instead of a mighty man.
When the wild beasts draw near the water hole,

Let her strip off her clothing, laying bare her charms.
When he sees her, he will approach her.

His beasts that grew up with him on the steppe will deny him.

Giving heed to the advice of his father,

The hunter went forth.

He took the road, set off towards Uruk,

To the king, Gilgamesh, he said these words:

There is a certain fellow who has come from the uplands,

He is mightiest in the land, strength is his,

Like the force of heaven, so mighty is his strength.

He constantly ranges over the uplands,

Constantly feeding on grass with his beasts,

Constantly making his way to the edge of the water hole.

I am too frightened to approach him.

He has filled in the pits I dug,

He has torn out my traps I set,

He has helped the beasts, wildlife of the steppe, slip
from my hands,

He will not allow me to work the steppe.

Gilgamesh said to him, to the hunter:

Go, hunter, take with you Shamhat the harlot,
When the wild beasts draw near the water hole,

Let her strip off her clothing, laying bare her charms.
When he sees her, he will approach her,

His beasts that grew up with him on the steppe will deny him.

Forth went the hunter, taking with him Shamhat the harlot,
They took the road, going straight on their way.

On the third day they arrived at the appointed place.
Hunter and harlot sat down to wait.

One day, a second day, they sat by the edge of the water hole,
The beasts came to the water hole to drink,

The wildlife came to drink their fill of water.

But as for him, Enkidu, born in the uplands,

Who feeds on grass with gazelles,

Who drinks at the water hole with beasts,

Who, with wildlife, drinks his fill of water,
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Shamhat looked upon him, a human-man, 170 [Shambhat speaks.]
A barbarous fellow from the midst of the steppe:

Come then, let him see your face,

There he is, Shamhat, open your embrace, I will show you Gilgamesh, where he is I know full well.
Open your embrace, let him take your charms! ' Come then, Enkidu, to ramparted Uruk,
Be not bashful, take his vitality! Where fellows are resplendent in holiday clothing,
When he sees you, he will approach you, 175 ' Where every day is set for celebration, 220
Toss aside your clothing, let him lie upon you, ' Where harps and drums are played.
Treat him, a human, to woman’s work! | And the harlots too, they are fairest of form,
His wild beasts that grew up with him will deny him, : Rich in beauty, full of delights,
As in his ardor he caresses you! Even the great gods are kept from sleeping at night!
Enkidu, you who have not learned to live, 225
Shamhat loosened her garments, 180 Oh, let me show you Gilgamesh, the joy-woe man.
She exposed her loins, he took her charms. Look at him, gaze upon his face,
She was not bashful, she took his vitality. He is radiant with virility, manly vigor is his,
She tossed aside her clothing and he lay upon her, The whole of his body is seductively gorgeous.
She treated him, a human, to woman’s work, Mightier strength has he than you, 230
As in his ardor he caressed her. 185 Never resting by day or night.
Six days, seven nights was Enkidu aroused, flowing into Shamhat. O Enkidu, renounce your audacity!
After he had his fill of her delights, Gilgamesh is beloved of Shamash,
He set off towards his beasts. Anu, Enlil, and Ea broadened his wisdom.”
When they saw him, Enkidu, the gazelles shied off, Ere you come down from the uplands, 235
The wild beasts of the steppe shunned his person. 190 Gilgamesh will dream of you in Uruk.
Enkidu had spent himself, his body was limp,
His knees stood still, while his beasts went away. [The scene shifts to Uruk.]

Enkidu was too slow, he could not run as before,

But he had gained reason and expanded his understanding. Gilgamesh went to relate the dreams, saying to his mother:

Mother, I had a dream last night:

There were stars of heaven around me,

Like the force of heaven, something kept falling upon me! 240
I tried to carry it but it was too strong for me,

I tried to move it but I could not budge it.

The whole of Uruk was standing by it,

The people formed a crowd around it,

A throng was jostling towards it, 245
Young men were mobbed around it,

Infantile, they were groveling before it!

[ fell in love with it], like a woman I caressed it,

I carried it off and laid it down before you,

He returned, he sat at the harlot’s feet, 195
The harlot gazed upon his face,

While he listened to what the harlot was saying.

The harlot said to him, to Enkidu:

You are handsome, Enkidu, you are become like a god

Why roam the steppe with wild beasts? 200
Come, let me lead you to ramparted Uruk,

To the holy temple, abode of Anu and Ishtar,

The place of Gilgamesh, who is perfect in strength,

And so, like a wild bull, he lords it over the young men.

As she was speaking to him, her words found favor, 205* Then you were making it my partner. 250
He was yearning for one to know his heart, a friend. The mother of Gilgamesh, knowing and wise,
Enkidu said to her, to the harlot: Who understands everything, said to her son,
Ninsun the wild cow, knowing and wise,

Come, Shamhat, escort me Who understands everything, said to Gilgamesh:

To the lustrous hallowed temple, abode of Anu and Ishtar,

The place of Gilgamesh, who is perfect in strength, 210 The stars of heaven around you, 255

And so, like a wild bull, he lords it over the young men. Like the force of heaven, what kept falling upon you,

I myself will challenge him, I will speak out boldly,

. . . . . '
I will raise a cry in Uruk: I am the mighty one! 7. Shamash was god of the sun and of ora- god of wisdom and magic, is known for his

I am come forwar(? to alter desti'nies.! e, = cles, overseeing matters of justice and right beneficence to the human race.
He who was born in the steppe is mighty, strength is his! 215 dealing; Enlil was supreme god on earth; Ea, a
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Your trying to move it but not being able to budge it,

Your laying it down before me,

Then my making it your partner,

Your falling in love with it, your caressing it like a woman,
Means there will come to you a strong one,

A companion who rescues a friend.

He will be mighty in the land, strength will be his,

Like the force of heaven, so mighty will be his strength.
You will fall in love with him and caress him like a woman.
He will be mighty and rescue you, time and again.

He had a second dream,
He arose and went before the goddess, his mother,
Gilgamesh said to her, to his mother:

Mother, I had a second dream.

An axe was thrown down in a street of ramparted Uruk,
They were crowding around it,

The whole of Uruk was standing by it,

The people formed a crowd around it,

A throng was jostling towards it.

I carried it off and laid it down before you,

I fell in love with it, like a woman I caressed it,

Then you were making it my partner.

The mother of Gilgamesh, knowing and wise,
Who understands everything, said to her son,
Ninsun the wild cow, knowing and wise,

Who understands everything, said to Gilgamesh:

My son, the axe you saw is a man.

Your loving it like a woman and caressing it,

And my making it your partner

Means there will come to you a strong one,

A companion who rescues a friend,

He will be mighty in the land, strength will be his,

Like the strength of heaven, so mighty will be his strength.

Gilgamesh said to her, to his mother:

Let this befall according to the command of the great
counselor Enlil,

I want a friend for my own counselor,

For my own counselor do I want a friend!

Even while he was having his dreams,
Shambhat was telling the dreams of Gilgamesh to Enkidu,
Each was drawn by love to the other.

Tablet 11

While Enkidu was seated before her,
Each was drawn by love to the other.
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Enkidu forgot the steppe where he was born,

For six days, seven nights Enkidu was aroused and flowed
into Shambhat.

The harlot said to him, to Enkidu:

You are handsome, Enkidu, you are become like a god,
Why roam the steppe with wild beasts?

Come, let me lead you to ramparted Uruk,

To the holy temple, abode of Anu,

Let me lead you to ramparted Uruk,

To hallowed Eanna, abode of Ishtar,

The place of Gilgamesh, who is perfect in strength,
And so, like a wild bull, he lords it over the people.
You are just like him,

You will love him like your own self.

Come away from this desolation, bereft even of shepherds.

He heard what she said, accepted her words,

He was yearning for one to know his heart, a friend.

The counsel of Shamhat touched his heart.

She took off her clothing, with one piece she dressed him,
The second she herself put on.

Clasping his hand, like a guardian deity she led him,

To the shepherds’ huts, where a sheepfold was,

The shepherds crowded around him,

They murmured their opinions among themselves:

This fellow, how like Gilgamesh in stature,

In stature tall, proud as a battlement.

No doubt he was born in the steppe,

Like the force of heaven, mighty is his strength.

They set bread before him,

They set beer before him.

He looked uncertainly, then stared,

Enkidu did not know to eat bread,

Nor had he ever learned to drink beer!

The harlot made ready to speak, saying to Enkidu:

Eat the bread, Enkidu, the staff of life,
Drink the beer, the custom of the land.

Enkidu ate the bread until he was sated,

He drank seven juglets of the beer.

His mood became relaxed, he was singing joyously,
He felt lighthearted and his features glowed.

He treated his hairy body with water,

He anointed himself with oil, turned into a man,
He put on clothing, became like a warrior.

He took his weapon, hunted lions,

The shepherds lay down to rest at night.

He slew wolves, defeated lions,

The herdsmen, the great gods, lay down to sleep.
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Enkidu was their watchman, a wakeful man,
He was tall.

He was making love with Shamhat.
He lifted his eyes, he saw a man.
He said to the harlot:

Shambhat, bring that man here!
Why has he come?
I will ask him to account for himself.

The harlot summoned the man,
He came over, Enkidu said to him:

Fellow, where are you rushing?
What is this, your burdensome errand?

The man made ready to speak, said to Enkidu:

They have invited me to a wedding,

Is it not people’s custom to get married?
I have heaped high on the festival tray
The fancy dishes for the wedding.
People’s veils are open for the taking.
For Gilgamesh, king of ramparted Uruk,
People’s veils are open for the taking!
He mates with the lawful wife,

He first, the groom after.

By divine decree pronounced,

From the cutting of his umbilical cord, she is his due.®

At the man’s account, his face went pale.
Enkidu was walking in front, with Shamhat behind him.

When he entered the street of ramparted Uruk,
A multitude crowded around him.

He stood there in the street of ramparted Uruk,
With the people crowding around him.

They said about him:

He is like Gilgamesh in build,

Though shorter in stature, he is stronger of frame.
This man, where he was born,

Ate the springtime grass,

He must have nursed on the milk of wild beasts.

The whole of Uruk was standing beside him,
The people formed a crowd around him,
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8. This means that by his birthright Gilgamesh can take brides on their wedding nights, then

leave them to their husbands.
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A throng was jostling towards him,
Young men were mobbed around him,
Infantile, they groveled before him.

In Uruk at this time sacrifices were underway,
Young men were celebrating.

The hero stood ready for the upright young man,
For Gilgamesh, as for a god, the partner was ready.
For the goddess of lovemaking, the bed was made,
Gilgamesh was to join with the girl that night.

Enkidu approached him,

They met in the public street.

Enkidu blocked the door to the wedding with his foot,
Not allowing Gilgamesh to enter.

They grappled each other, holding fast like wrestlers,
They shattered the doorpost, the wall shook.
Gilgamesh and Enkidu grappled each other,

Holding fast like wrestlers,

They shattered the doorpost, the wall shook!

They grappled each other at the door to the wedding,
They fought in the street, the public square.

It was Gilgamesh who knelt for the pin, his foot on the ground.

His fury abated, he turned away.
After he turned away,
Enkidu said to him, to Gilgamesh:

As one unique did your mother bear you,

The wild cow of the ramparts, Ninsun,

Exalted you above the most valorous of men!
Enlil has granted you kingship over the people.

They kissed each other and made friends.
[(Gilgamesh speaks.]

Enkidu has neither father nor mother,
His hair was growing freely
He was born in the steppe.

Enkidu stood still, listening to what he said,

He shuddered and sat down.

Tears filled his eyes,

He was listless, his strength turned to weakness.
They clasped each other,

They joined hands.

Gilgamesh made ready to speak,
Saying to Enkidu:

Why are your eyes full of tears,
Why are you listless, your strength turned to weakness?
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Enkidu said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Cries of sorrow, my friend, have cramped my muscles,
Woe has entered my heart.

Gilgamesh made ready to speak,
Saying to Enkidu:

There dwells in the forest the fierce monster Humbaba,
You and I shall kill him
And wipe out something evil from the land.

Enkidu made ready to speak,
Saying to Gilgamesh:

My friend, I knew that country

When I roamed with the wild beasts.

The forest is sixty double leagues in every direction,
Who can go into it?

Humbaba’s cry is the roar of a deluge,

His maw is fire, his breath is death.

Why do you want to do this?

The haunt of Humbaba is a hopeless quest.

Gilgamesh made ready to speak,
Saying to Enkidu:

I must go up the mountain forest,
I must cut a cedar tree

That cedar must be big enough
To make whirlwinds when it falls.

Enkidu made ready to speak,
Saying to Gilgamesh:

How shall the likes of us go to the forest of cedars, my friend?
In order to safeguard the forest of cedars,

Enlil has appointed him to terrify the people,

Enlil has destined him seven fearsome glories.’

That journey is not to be undertaken,

That creature is not to be looked upon.

The guardian of [. . .], the forest of cedars,

Humbaba’s cry is the roar of a deluge,

His maw is fire, his breath is death.

He can hear rustling in the forest for sixty double leagues.
Who can go into his forest?

Adad is first and Humbaba is second.

Who, even among the gods, could attack him?

In order to safeguard the forest of cedars,
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9. It was believed that divine beings were surrounded by an awe-inspiring radiance. In the older

versions of Gilgamesh, this radiance was considered removable, like garments or jewelry.
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Enlil has appointed him to terrify the people,
Enlil has destined him seven fearsome glories.
Besides, whosoever enters his forest is struck down by disease.

Gilgamesh made ready to speak,
Saying to Enkidu:

Why, my friend, do you raise such unworthy objections?
Who, my friend, can go up to heaven?

The gods dwell forever in the sun,

People’s days are numbered,

Whatever they attempt is a puff of air.

Here you are, even you, afraid of death,

What has become of your bravery’s might?

I will go before you,

You can call out to me, “Go on, be not afraid!”

If I fall on the way, I'll establish my name:

“Gilgamesh, who joined battle with fierce Humbaba” they'll say.

You were born and grew up on the steppe,
When a lion sprang at you, you knew what to do.
Young men fled before you

You speak unworthily,

How you pule! You make me ill.

I must set my hand to cutting a cedar tree,

I must establish eternal fame.

Come, my friend, let’s both be off to the foundry,
Let them cast axes such as we'll need.

Off they went to the craftsmen,

The craftsmen, seated around, discussed the matter.
They cast great axes,

Axe blades weighing 180 pounds each they cast.

They cast great daggers,

Their blades were 120 pounds each,

The cross guards of their handles thirty pounds each.
They carried daggers worked with thirty pounds of gold,
Gilgamesh and Enkidu bore ten times sixty pounds each.

Gilgamesh spoke to the elders of ramparted Uruk:

Hear me, O elders of ramparted Uruk,

The one of whom they speak

I, Gilgamesh, would see!

The one whose name resounds across the whole world,
I will hunt him down in the forest of cedars.

I will make the land hear

How mighty is the scion of Uruk.

49

175

180

185

195

200

205

210



50 | THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH

I will set my hand to cutting a cedar,
An eternal name [ will make for myself!

The elders of ramparted Uruk arose,
They responded to Gilgamesh with their advice:

You are young, Gilgamesh, your feelings carry you away,
You are ignorant of what you speak, flightiness has taken you,
You do not know what you are attempting.

We have heard of Humbaba, his features are grotesque,
Who is there who could face his weaponry?

He can hear rustling in the forest for sixty double leagues.
Who can go into it?

Humbaba’s cry is the roar of a deluge,

His maw is fire, his breath is death.

Adad is first and Humbaba is second.

Who, even among the gods, could attack him?

In order to safeguard the forest of cedars,

Enlil has appointed him to terrify the people,

Enlil has destined him seven fearsome glories.

Besides, whosoever enters his forest is struck down by disease.

When Gilgamesh heard the speech of his counselors,
He looked at his friend and laughed:

Now then, my friend, do you say the same?:
“I am afraid to die”?

Tablet 111
The elders spoke to him, saying to Gilgamesh:

Come back safely to Uruk’s haven,

Trust not, Gilgamesh, in your strength alone,

Let your eyes see all, make your blow strike home.
He who goes in front saves his companion,

He who knows the path protects his friend.

Let Enkidu walk before you,

He knows the way to the forest of cedars,

He has seen battle, been exposed to combat.
Enkidu will protect his friend, safeguard his companion,
Let him return, to be a grave husband.!

We in our assembly entrust the king to you,

On your return, entrust the king again to us.

Gilgamesh made ready to speak,
Saying to Enkidu:

Come, my friend, let us go to the sublime temple,
To go before Ninsun, the great queen.

215

220

230

1. “Grave husband” plays on the words for “bride” and “interment” (grave); the phrase seems to

portend Enkidu’s death.
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Ninsun the wise, who is versed in all knowledge,
Will send us on our way with good advice.

Clasping each other, hand in hand,

Gilgamesh and Enkidu went to the sublime temple,
To go before Ninsun, the great queen.

Gilgamesh came forward and entered before her:

O Ninsun, I have taken on a noble quest,

I travel a distant road, to where Humbaba is,

To face a battle unknown,

To mount a campaign unknown.

Give me your blessing, that I may go on my Journey,

That I may indeed see your face safely again,

That I may indeed reenter joyfully the gate of ramparted Uruk,
That I may indeed return to hold the festival for the new year,

That I may indeed celebrate the festival for the new year twice over.

May that festival be held in my presence, the fanfare sound!
May their drums resound before you!

Ninsun the wild cow heard them out with sadness,

The speeches of Gilgamesh, her son, and Enkidu.

Ninsun entered the bathhouse seven times,

She bathed herself in water with tamarisk and soapwort.?

She put on a garment as beseemed her body,

She put on an ornament as beseemed her breast,

She set [. . .] and donned her tiara.

She climbed the stairs, mounted to the roof terrace,

She set up an incense offering to Shamash.

She made the offering, to Shamash she raised her hands in prayer:

Why did you endow my son Gilgamesh with a restless heart?
Now you have moved him to travel

A distant road, to where Humbaba is,

To face a battle unknown,

To mount an expedition unknown.

Until he goes and returns,

Until he reaches the forest of cedars,

Until he has slain fierce Humbaba,

And wipes out from the land the evil thing you hate,
In the day, when you traverse the sky,

May Aya, your bride, not fear to remind you,
“Entrust him to the watchmen of the night.”

While Gilgamesh journeys to the forest of cedars,
May the days be long, may the nights be short,
May his loins be girded, his arms strong!

At night, let him make a camp for sleeping,

Let him make a shelter to fall asleep in.

2. A medicinal plant used in cleansing and magic.
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May Aya,? your bride, not fear to remind you,

When Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and Humbaba meet,

Raise up for his sake, O Shamash, great winds against Humbaba,

South wind, north wind, east wind, west wind, moaning wind,

Blasting wind, lashing wind, contrary wind, dust storm,

Demon wind, freezing wind, storm wind, whirlwind:

Raise up thirteen winds to blot out Humbaba's face,

So he cannot charge forward, cannot retreat,

Then let Gilgamesh’s weapons defeat Humbaba.

As soon as your own [radiance] flares forth,

At that very moment heed the man who reveres you.

May your swift mules [. . .] you,

A comfortable seat, a bed is laid for you,

May the gods, your brethren, serve you your favorite foods,

May Aya, the great bride, dab your face with the fringe of her
spotless garment.

Ninsun the wild cow made a second plea to Shamash:

O Shamash, will not Gilgamesh [. . .] the gods for you?

Will he not share heaven with you?

Will he not share tiara and scepter with the moon?

Will he not act in wisdom with Ea in the depths?

Will he not rule the human race with Irnina?*

Will he not dwell with Ningishzida® in the Land of No Return?

[Ninsun apparently inducts Enkidu into the staff of her temple.]

After Ninsun the wild cow had made her plea,
Ninsun the wild cow, knowing and wise, who understands everything,
She extinguished the incense, [she came down from the roof terrace],
She summoned Enkidu to impart her message:

Mighty Enkidu, though you are no issue of my womb,
Your little ones shall be among the devotees of Gilgamesh,
The priestesses, votaries, cult women of the temple.

She placed a token around Enkidu’s neck:

As the priestesses take in a foundling,

And the daughters of the gods bring up an adopted child,
I herewith take Enkidu, as my adopted son,

may Gilgamesh treat him well.

His dignitaries stood by, wishing him well,
In a crowd, the young men of Uruk ran along behind him,

3. Goddess of dawn and wife of Shamash, the  of the goddess.

sun god, often called upon in prayers to inter-

cede with her husband. world deity.
4. Another name for Ishtar and a local form
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5. Literally “Lord of the Upright Tree,” a nether-
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While his dignitaries made obeisance to him:

Come back safely to Uruk’s haven!

Trust not, Gilgamesh, in your strength alone,

Let your eyes see all, make your blow strike home.
He who goes in front saves his companion,

He who knows the path protects his friend.

Let Enkidu walk before you,

He knows the way to the forest of cedars.

He has seen battle, been exposed to combat.
Enkidu will protect his friend, safeguard his companion,
Let him return, to be a grave husband.

We in our assembly entrust the king to you,

On your return, entrust the king again to us.

The elders hailed him,
Counseled Gilgamesh for the journey:

Trust not, Gilgamesh, in your own strength,

Let your vision be clear, take care of yourself.
Let Enkidu go ahead of you,

He has seen the road, has traveled the way.

He knows the ways into the forest

And all the tricks of Humbaba.

He who goes first safeguards his companion,

His vision is clear, he protects himself.

May Shamash help you to your goal,

May he disclose to you what your words propose,
May he open for you the barred road,

Make straight the pathway to your tread,

Make straight the upland to your feet.

May nightfall bring you good tidings,

May Lugalbanda stand by you in your cause.

In a trice accomplish what you desire,

Wash your feet in the river of Humbaba whom you seek.
When you stop for the night, dig a well,

May there always be pure water in your waterskin.®
You should libate cool water to Shamash

And be mindful of Lugalbanda.

Tablet IV

At twenty double leagues they took a bite to eat,
At thirty double leagues they made their camp,
Fifty double leagues they went in a single day,
A journey of a month and a half in three days.
They approached Mount Lebanon.

Towards sunset they dug a well,

Filled their waterskin with water.

6. Travelers carried drinking water in leather bags.

100

105

110

115

120

125

130



54 | THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH

Gilgamesh went up onto the mountain,
He poured out flour for an offering, saying.

O mountain, bring me a propitious dream!

Enkidu made Gilgamesh a shelter for receiving dreams,

A gust was blowing, he fastened the door.

He had him lie down in a circle of flour,

And spreading out like a net, Enkidu lay down in the doorway.
Gilgamesh sat there, chin on his knee.

Sleep, which usually steals over people, fell upon him.

In the middle of the night he awoke,

Got up and said to his friend:

My friend, did you not call me? Why am I awake?
Did you not touch me? Why am I disturbed?

Did a god not pass by? Why does my flesh tingle?
My friend, I had a dream,

And the dream I had was very disturbing.

The one born in the steppe,
Enkidu explained the dream to his friend:

My friend, your dream is favorable,

The dream is very precious as an omen.

My friend, the mountain you saw is Humbaba,

We will catch Humbaba and kill him,

Then we will throw down his corpse on the field of battle.
Further, at dawn the word of Shamash will be in our favor.

At twenty double leagues they took a bite to eat,
At thirty double leagues they made their camp,
Fifty double leagues they went in a single day,
A journey of a month and a half in three days.
They approached Mount Lebanon.

Towards sunset they dug a well,

They filled their waterskin with water.
Gilgamesh went up onto the mountain,

He poured out flour for an offering, saying:

O mountain, bring me a propitious dream!

Enkidu made Gilgamesh a shelter for receiving dreams,

A gust was blowing, he fastened the door.

He had him lie down in a circle of flour,

And spreading out like a net, Enkidu lay down in the doorway.
Gilgamesh sat there, chin on his knee.

Sleep, which usually steals over people, fell upon him.

In the middle of the night he awoke,
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Got up and said to his friend:

My friend, did you not call me? Why am 1 awake? 50
Did you not touch me? Why am I disturbed?

Did a god not pass by? Why does my flesh tingle?

My friend, I had a second dream,

And the dream I had was very disturbing,

A mountain was in my dream, an enemy. 55
It threw me down, pinning my feet,

A fearsome glare grew ever more intense.

A certain young man, handsomest in the world, truly handsome he was,
He pulled me out from the base of the mountain,

He gave me water to drink and eased my fear, 60
He set my feet on the ground again.

The one born in the steppe,
Enkidu explained the dream to his friend:

My friend, your dream is favorable,

The dream is very precious as an omen. 65
My friend, we will go [. . .]

The strange thing was Humbaba,

Was not the mountain, the strange thing, Humbaba?

Come then, banish your fear.

At twenty double leagues they took a bite to eat, 70
At thirty double leagues they made their camp,

Fifty double leagues they went in a single day,

A journey of a month and a half in three days.

They approached Mount Lebanon.

Towards sunset they dug a well, ' 75
They filled their waterskin with water.

Gilgamesh went up onto the mountain,

He poured out flour as an offering, saying:

O mountain, bring me a propitious dream!

Enkidu made Gilgamesh a shelter for receiving dreams, 80
A gust was blowing, he fastened the door.

He had him lie down in a circle of flour,

And spreading out like a net, Enkidu lay down in the doorway.

Gilgamesh sat there, chin on his knee.

Sleep, which usually steals over people, fell upon him. 85
In the middle of the night he awoke,

Got up and said to his friend:

My friend, did you not call me? Why am I awake?

Did you not touch me? Why am I disturbed?

Did a god not pass by? Why does my flesh tingle? %0
My friend, I had a third dream,

And the dream I had was very disturbing.
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The heavens cried out, the earth was thundering,

Daylight faded, darkness fell,

Lightning flashed, fire shot up, 95
The flames burgeoned, spewing death.

Then the glow was dimmed, the fire was extinguished,

The burning coals that were falling turned to ashes.

You who were born in the steppe, let us discuss it.

Enkidu [explained], helped him accept his dream, 100
Saying to Gilgamesh:

[Enkidu’s explanation is mostly lost, but perhaps it was that the volcanolike
explosion was Humbaba, who flared up, then died. ]

Humbaba, like a god [. . .]

[. . .] the light flaring [. . .]

We will be victorious over him.

Humbaba aroused our fury 105
we will prevail over him.

Further, at dawn the word of Shamash will be in our favor.

At twenty double leagues they took a bite to eat,

A thirty double leagues they made their camp.

Fifty double leagues they went in a single day, 10
A journey of a month and a half in three days.

They approached Mount Lebanon.’

Towards sunset they dug a well,

They filled their waterskin with water.

Gilgamesh went up onto the mountain, 1s
He poured out flour as an offering, saying:

O mountain, bring me a propitious dream!

Enkidu made Gilgamesh a shelter for receiving dreams,

A gust was blowing, he fastened the door.

He had him lie down in a circle of flour, , 120
And spreading out like a net, Enkidu lay down in the doorway.

Gilgamesh sat there, chin on his knee.

Sleep, which usually steals over people, fell upon him.

In the middle of the night he awoke,

My friend, did you not call me? Why am I awake? 125
Did you not touch me? Why am I disturbed?

Did a god not pass by? Why does my flesh tingle?

My friend, I had a [fourth] dream,

The dream I had was very disturbing.

My friend, I saw a fourth dream, 130
More terrible than the other three.

I saw the lion-headed monster-bird Anzu® in the sky.

7. Mountain ranges along the Mediterranean  appears in a mythological story, where he
coast of present-day Lebanon. steals power from the god Enlil but is defeated
8. Monstrous bird with the head of a lion. He  in battle by Enlil's son Ninurta.
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He began to descend upon us, like a cloud.
He was terrifying, his appearance was horrible!
His maw was fire, his breath death. 135

[Enkidu explains the fourth dream.]

The lion-headed monster-bird Anzu who descended upon us, like a cloud,
Who was terrifying, whose appearance was horrible,

Whose maw was fire, whose breath was death,

Whose dreadful aura frightens you.

The young man you saw was mighty Shamash 140

[It is not clear how many dreams there were in all though one version refers
to five. A poorly preserved manuscript of an old version includes the following
dream that could be inserted here, as portions of it are fulfilled in
Tablet VI.]

I was grasping a wild bull of the steppe!

As it bellowed, it split the earth,

It raised clouds of dust, blotting out the sky.

I crouched down before it,

It seized my hands, pinioned my arms. 145
Someone pulled me out

He stroked my cheeks, he gave me to drink from his waterskin.

[Enkidu explains the dream.]

It is the god, my friend, to whom we go,

The wild bull was no enemy at all,

The wild bull you saw is Shamash, the protector, 150
He will take our hands in need.

The one who gave you water to drink from his waterskin

Is your god who proclaims your glory, Lugalbanda.

We should rely on one another,

We will accomplish together a deed unheard of in the land. Is5

[Something has happened to discourage Gilgamesh, perhaps an unfavorable
oracle. Shamash comes to their aid with timely advice, just before they hear
Huwmbaba's cry.]

[Before Shamash his tears flowed down]:

Remember, stand by me, hear {my prayer],
Gilgamesh, scion of [ramparted Uruk]!

Shamash heard what he said,

From afar a warning voice called to him from the sky: 160

Hurry, confront him, do not let him go off into the forest
Do not let him enter the thicket!

2
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He has not donned all of his seven fearsome glories,
One he has on, six he has left off!

They charged forward like wild bulls. 165
He let out a single bloodcurdling cry,

The guardian of the forest shrieked aloud,

Humbaba was roaring like thunder.

Gilgamesh made ready to speak,
Said to Enkidu: 170

Humbaba [. . .]
We cannot confront him separately.

Gilgamesh spoke to him, said to Enkidu:

My friend, why do we raise such unworthy objections?

Have we not crossed all the mountains? 175
The end of the quest is before us.

My friend knows battle,

You rubbed on herbs, you did not fear death,

Your battle cry should be dinning like a drum!

Let the paralysis leave your arm, let weakness quit your knees, 180
Take my hand, my friend, let us walk on together!

Your heart should be urging you to battle.

Forget about death,

He who marches first, protects himself,

Let him keep his comrade safe! 185
Those two will have established fame down through the ages.

The pair reached the edge of the forest,
They stopped their talk and stood there.

Tablet V

They stood at the edge of the forest,
They gazed at the height of the cedars,
They gazed at the way into the forest.
Where Humbaba would walk, a path was made, "
Straight were the ways and easy the going. 5
They saw the cedar mountain, dwelling of the gods, sacred to the
goddess Irnina.
On the slopes of that mountain, the cedar bears its abundance,
Agreeable is its shade, full of pleasures.
The undergrowth is tangled, the [thicket] interwoven.

[In older versions, they begin to cut trees and Humbaba hears the noise. In the
standard version, they meet Humbaba first.]
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Humbaba made ready to speak, saying to Gilgamesh: 10

How well-advised they are, the fool Gilgamesh and the yokelman!
Why have you come here to me?
Come now, Enkidu, small-fry, who does not know his father,
Spawn of a turtle or tortoise, who sucked no mother’s milk!
I used to see you when you were younger but would not go near you. 15
Had I killed the likes of you, would I have filled my belly?
you have brought Gilgamesh before me,
you stand there, a barbarian foe!
I should cut off your head, Gilgamesh, throat and neck,
I should let cawing buzzard, screaming eagle, and vulture feed
on your flesh. 20

Gilgamesh made ready to speak, saying to Enkidu:

My friend, Humbaba’s features have grown more grotesque,
We strode up like heroes to vanquish him.

Enkidu made ready to speak, saying to Gilgamesh:

Why, my friend, do you raise such unworthy objections? 25
How you pule! You make me ill.

Now, my friend, this has dragged on long enough.

The time has come to pour the copper into the mold.

Will you take another hour to blow the bellows,

An hour more to let it cool? 30
To launch the flood weapon, to wield the lash,

Retreat not a foot, you must not turn back,

Let your eyes see all, let your blow strike home!

(In the combat with Humbaba, the rift valley of Lebanon is formed by their
circling feet.]

He struck the ground to confront him.

At their heels the earth split apart, 35
As they circled, the ranges of Lebanon were sundered!

The white clouds turned black,

Death rained down like fog upon them.

Shamash raised the great winds against Humbaba,

South wind, north wind, east wind, west wind, moaning wind, 40
Blasting wind, lashing wind, contrary wind, dust storm,

Demon wind, freezing wind, storm wind, whirlwind:

The thirteen winds blotted out Humbaba’s face,

He could not charge forward, he could not retreat.

Then Gilgamesh’s weapons defeated Humbaba. 45



60 | THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH

Humbaba begged for life, saying to Gilgamesh:

You were once a child, Gilgamesh, you had a mother who bore you,

You are the offspring of Ninsun the wild cow. .

You grew up to fulfill the oracle of Shamash, lord of the mountain:
“Gilgamesh, scion of Uruk, is to be king.” 50

O Gilgamesh, spare my life!

Let me dwell here for you [as your. . .],
Say however many trees you [require . . .],
For you I will guard the myrtle wood [. . .].

Enkidu made ready to speak, saying to Gilgamesh: 55

My friend! Do not listen to what Humbaba says,
Do not heed his entreaties!

[Humbaba is speaking to Enkidu.]

You know the lore of my forest,
And you understand all I have to say.
I might have lifted you up, dangled you from a twig at the entrance
to my forest, 60
I might have let cawing buzzard, screaming eagle, and vulture feed
on your flesh.
Now then, Enkidu, mercy is up to you,
Tell Gilgamesh to spare my life!

Enkidu made ready to speak, saying to Gilgamesh:

My friend! Humbaba is guardian of the forest of cedars, 65
Finish him off for the kill, put him out of existence.

Humbaba is guardian of the forest of cedars,

Finish him off for the kill, put him out of existence,

Before Enlil the foremost one hears of this!

The great gods will become angry with us, 70
Enlil in Nippur, Shamash in Larsa.’

Establish your reputation for all time:

“Gilgamesh, who slew Humbaba.”

May the pair of them never reach old age!
May Gilgamesh and Enkidu come across no graver friend to bank on!' 75

9. Nippur and Larsa are cities in Babylonia  curse, cross sounds like friend and bank ech-
L

with important temples to Enlil and Shamash,  oes grave, so that the giant’s words can mean

respectively. either “May they not cross water safely to the

1. This is one of the elaborate, sometimes opposite bank” or “May they not find a friend
obscure wordplays in Gilgamesh. In Humbaba's  to rely on.”
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[An old version contains the following exchange between Gilgamesh and Enkidu
concerning the seven fearsome glories of Humbaba.)

Gilgamesh said to Enkidu:

Now, my friend, let us go on to victory!
The glories will be lost in the confusion,
The glories will be lost and the brightness will [. . .].

Enkidu said to him, to Gilgamesh: 80

My friend, catch the bird and where will its chicks go?
Let us search out the glories later,

They will run around in the grass like chicks.

Strike him again, then kill his retinue.

(Gilgamesh kills Humbaba. In some versions he has to strike multiple blows
before the monster falls.]

Gilgamesh heeded his friend’s command, 85
He raised the axe at his side,

He drew the sword at his belt.

Gilgamesh struck him on the neck,

Enkidu, his friend, [. . .].

They pulled out [. . .] as far as the lungs, 90
He tore out the [. . .],

He forced the head into a cauldron.

[. . .] in abundance fell on the mountain,

He struck him, Humbaba the guardian, down to the ground.

His blood [. . .] 95
For two leagues the cedars [. . .].

He killed the glories with him.

He slew the monster, guardian of the forest,

At whose cry the mountains of Lebanon trembled,

At whose cry all the mountains quaked. 100
He slew the monster, guardian of the forest,

He trampled on the broken [.. .],

He struck down the seven glories.

The battle net [. . .], the sword weighing eight times sixty pounds,

He took the weight of ten times sixty pounds upon him, 105
He forced his way into the forest,

He opened the secret dwelling of the supreme gods.

Gilgamesh cut down the trees,

Enkidu chose the timbers.

Enkidu made ready to speak, said to Gilgamesh: 1o

You killed the guardian by your strength,
Who else could cut through this forest of trees?
My friend, we have felled the lofty cedar,
Whose crown once pierced the sky.
I will make a door six times twelve cubits high, two times twelve
cubits wide, 15
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One cubit shall be its thickness,

Its hinge pole, ferrule, and pivot box shall be unique.?
Let no stranger approach it, may only a god go through.
Let the Euphrates bring it to Nippur,

Nippur, the sanctuary of Enlil.

May Enlil be delighted with you,

May Enlil rejoice over it!

They lashed together a raft
Enkidu embarked
And Gilgamesh [. . .] the head of Humbaba.

Tablet VI

He washed his matted locks, cleaned his head strap,
He shook his hair down over his shoulders.

He threw off his filthy clothes, he put on clean ones,
Wrapping himself in a cloak, he tied on his sash,
Gilgamesh put on his kingly diadem.

The princess Ishtar coveted Gilgamesh’s beauty:

Come, Gilgamesh, you shall be my bridegroom!

Give, oh give me of your lusciousness!

You shall be my husband and I shall be your wife.

I will ready for you a chariot of lapis and gold,

With golden wheels and fittings of gemstones,

You shall harness storm demons as if they were giant mules.
Enter our house amidst fragrance of cedar,

When you enter our house,

The splendid exotic doorsill shall do you homage,

Kings, nobles, and princes shall kneel before you,

They shall bring you gifts of mountain and lowland as tribute.

Your goats shall bear triplets, your ewes twins,
Your pack-laden donkey shall overtake the mule,
Your horses shall run proud before the wagon,
Your ox in the yoke shall have none to compare!

Gilgamesh made ready to speak,

Saying to the princess Ishtar:

What shall I give you if I take you to wife? .
Shall I give you a headdress for your person, or clothing?
Shall I give you bread or drink?

Shall I give you food, worthy of divinity?

Shall I give you drink, worthy of queenship?

What would I get if I marry you?

You are a brazier that goes out when it freezes,
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2. Mesopotamian doors did not use hinges times on a piece of metal, or “ferrule,” at the
but were made of a panel attached to a post. It bottom. The top .of the post was casgd or
was this post, or “hinge pole,” that rotated enclosed so the hinge pole would not slip off

when the door was opened or closed, some- its pivot point.
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A flimsy door that keeps out neither wind nor draught,

A palace that crushes a warrior,

A mouse that gnaws through its housing,

Tar that smears its bearer,

Waterskin that soaks its bearer,

Weak stone that undermines a wall,

Battering ram that destroys the wall for an enemy,

Shoe that pinches its wearer!

Which of your lovers lasted forever?

Which of your heroes went up to heaven?

Come, I call you to account for your lovers:

He who had jugs of cream on his shoulders and [. . .] on his arm,

For Dumuzi,? your girlhood lover,

You ordained year after year of weeping.

You fell in love with the brightly colored roller bird,

Then you struck him and broke his wing,

In the woods he sits crying “My-wing!”

You fell in love with the lion, perfect in strength,

Then you dug for him ambush pits, seven times seven.

You fell in love with the wild stallion, eager for the fray,

Whip, goad, and lash you ordained for him,

Seven double leagues of galloping you ordained for him,

You ordained that he muddy his water when he drinks,

You ordained perpetual weeping for his mother, divine Silili.

You fell in love with the shepherd, keeper of herds,

Who always set out cakes baked in embers for you,

Slaughtered kids for you every day.

You struck him and turned him into a wolf,

His own shepherd boys harry him off,

And his own hounds snap at his heels!

You fell in love with Ishullanu,* your father’s gardener,

Who always brought you baskets of dates,

Who daily made your table splendid.

You wanted him, so you sidled up to him:

“My Ishullanu, let’s have a taste of your vigor!

Bring out your member, touch our sweet spot!”

Ishullanu said to you,

“Me? What do you want of me?

Hath my mother not baked? Have I not eaten?

Shall what I taste for food be insults and curses?

In the cold, is my cover to be the touch of a reed?”

When you heard what he said,

You struck him and turned him into a scarecrow,

You left him stuck in his own garden patch,

His well sweep goes up no longer, his bucket does not descend.

As for me, now that you've fallen in love with me, you will treat me
like them!

3. Shepherd god. He was a youthful lover of 4. According to a Sumerian myth,
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Ishtar

Ishtar, who let him be taken to the nether- seduced a gardener named Ishulianu whom

world when she had to provide a substitute for  she then sought to kill.
herself.
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When Ishtar heard this,

Ishtar was furious and went up to heaven,

Ishtar went sobbing before Anu, her father,

Before Antum, her mother, her tears flowed down:

Father, Gilgamesh has said outrageous things about me,
Gilgamesh'’s been spouting insults about me,
Insults and curses against me!

Anu made ready to speak,
Saying to the princess Ishtar:

Well now, did you not provoke the king, Gilgamesh,
And so Gilgamesh spouted insults about you,
Insults and curses against you?

Ishtar made ready to speak,
Saying to Anu, her father:

Well then, Father, pretty please, the Bull of Heaven,
So I can kill Gilgamesh on his home ground.

If you don’t give me the Bull of Heaven,

I'll strike [. . .] to its foundation,

I'll raise up the dead to devour the living,

The dead shall outnumber the living!

Anu made ready to speak,
Saying to the princess Ishtar:

If you insist on the Bull of Heaven from me,
Let the widow of Uruk gather seven years of chaff,
Let the farmer of Uruk raise seven years of hay.

Ishtar made ready to speak,
Saying to Anu, her father:

The widow of Uruk has gathered seven years of chaff,
The farmer of Uruk has raised seven years of hay.
With the Bull of Heaven'’s fury I will kill him!

When Anu heard what Ishtar said, ,
He placed the lead rope of the Bull of Heaven in her hand,
Ishtar led the Bull of Heaven away.

When it reached Uruk,
It dried up the groves, reedbeds, and marshes,

It went down to the river, it lowered the river by seven cubits.

At the bull’s snort, a pit opened up, .
One hundred young men of Uruk fell into it.
At its second snort, a pit opened up, ;
Two hundred young men of Uruk fell into it.
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At its third snort, a pit opened up,

Enkidu fell into it, up to his middle.

Enkidu jumped out and seized the bull by its horns,
The bull spewed its foam in his face,

Swished dung at him with the tuft of its tail.
Enkidu made ready to speak,

Saying to Gilgamesh:

I have seen, my friend, the strength of the Bull of Heaven,
So knowing its strength, I know how to deal with it.

I will get around the strength of the Bull of Heaven,

I will circle behind the Bull of Heaven,

I will grab it by the tuft of its tail,

I will set my feet onits [. . .],

Then you, like a strong, skillful slaughterer,

Thrust your dagger between neck, horn, and tendon!

Enkidu circled behind the Bull of Heaven,

He grabbed it by the tuft of its tail,

He set his feet on its [. . .],

And Gilgamesh, like a strong, skillful slaughterer,
Thrust his dagger between neck, horn, and tendon!

After they had killed the Bull of Heaven,

They ripped out its heart and set it before Shamash.

They stepped back and prostrated themselves before Shamash,
Then the two comrades sat down beside each other.

Ishtar went up on the wall of ramparted Uruk,

She writhed in grief, she let out a wail:
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That bully Gilgamesh who demeaned me, he’s killed the Bull of Heaven!

When Enkidu heard what Ishtar said,
He tore off the bull’'s haunch and flung it at her:

If I could vanquish you, I'd turn you to this,
I'd drape the guts beside you!

Ishtar convened the cult women, prostitutes, harlots,
She set up a lament over the haunch of the bull.

Gilgamesh summoned all the expert craftsmen,

The craftsmen marveled at the massiveness of its horns,

They were molded from thirty pounds each of lapis blue,

Their outer shell was two thumbs thick!

Six times three hundred quarts of oil, the capacity of both,

He donated to anoint the statue of his god, Lugalbanda.

He brought them inside and hung them up in his master bedroom.

They washed their hands in the Euphrates,
Clasping each other, they came away,
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Paraded through the streets of Uruk.

The people of Uruk crowded to look upon them.
Gilgamesh made a speech

To the servant-women of his palace:

Who is the handsomest of young men?

Who is the most glorious of males?

Gilgamesh is the handsomest of young men!
Gilgamesh is the most glorious of males!

She at whom we flung the haunch in our passion,
Ishtar, she has no one in the street to satisfy her,

Gilgamesh held a celebration in his palace.
The young men slept stretched out on the couch of night.
While Enkidu slept, he had a dream.

Tablet VII

My friend, why were the great gods in council?

Enkidu raised,
spoke to the door as if it were human:®

O bosky door, insensate,

Which lends an ear that is not there,

I sought your wood for twenty double leagues,

Till I beheld a lofty cedar

No rival had your tree in the forest.

Six times twelve cubits was your height, two times twelve cubits was
your width,

One cubit was your thickness,

Your hinge pole, ferrule, and pivot box were unique.

I made you, I brought you to Nippur, I set you up.

Had I known, O door, how you would requite me,

And that this your goodness towards me [...],

I would have raised my axe, I would have chopped you down,

I would have floated you as a raft to the temple of Shamash,

I would have set up the lion-headed monster-bird Anzu at its gate,

Because Shamash heard my plea

He gave me the weapon to kill Humbaba.

Now then, O door, it was I who made you, it was I who set you up.

I will tear you out!

May a king who shall arise after me despise you,

May he alter my inscription and put on his own!¢

He tore out his hair, threw away his clothing.
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5. Because there is a gap in the text, it is 6. These concluding words of Enkidu’s curse
unclear why Enkidu curses the door so vio-  of the cedar door parody traditional Mesopota-
lently. Since it is made of cedar wood from the  mian inscriptions affixed to monuments, which
forest, it might embody the adventure that called the wrath of the gods upon anyone who

results in Enkidu's death.

damaged, removed, or usurped the monument.
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When hef heard out this speech, swiftly, quickly his tears flowed down,
When Gilgamesh heard out Enkidu’s speech, swiftly, quickly, his tears
flowed down. ’

Gilgamesh made ready to speak, saying to Enkidu:

My friend, you are rational but you say strange things,
Why, my friend, does your heart speak strange things?
The dream is a most precious omen, though very frightening
Your lips are buzzing like flies. ’
Though frightening, the dream is a precious omen.
The gods left mourning for the living,
The dream left mourning for the living,
The dream left woe for the living!
i\loyﬁ Ib shall %o pray to the great gods,
will be assiduous to my own god, I will pr.
To Anu, father of the go};ls, 2 by
To Enlil, counselor of the gods,
I will make your image of gold beyond measure.
You can pay no silver, no gold can you [. . ],
What Enlil commanded is not like the [. . .] of the gods
What he commanded, he will not retract. ’
The verdict he has scrivened, he will not reverse nor erase.
People often die before their time.

At the first glimmer of dawn,
Enkidu lifted his head, weeping before Shamash,
Before the sun’s fiery glare, his tears flowed down:

I have turned to you, O Shamash, on account of the precious days
of my life,

As for that hunter, the entrapping-man,

Who did not let me get as much life as my friend,

May that hunter not get enough to make him a living.

Make his profit loss, cut down his take,

May his income, his portion evaporate before you,

Any wildlife that enters his traps, make it go out the window!

When he had cursed the hunter to his heart’s content,
He resolved to curse the harlot Shambhat:

Come, Shamhat, I will ordain you a destiny,

A destiny that will never end, forever and ever!

I will lay on you the greatest of all curses,

Swiftly, inexorably, may my curse come upon you.

May you never make a home that you can enjoy,

May you never caress a child of your own,

May you never be received among decent women.

May beer sludge impregnate your lap,

May the drunkard bespatter your best clothes with vomit.
May your swain prefer beauties,
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May he pinch you like potter’s clay.

May you get no alabaster, .

May no table to be proud of be set in your house.

May the nook you enjoy be a doorstep, _

May the public crossroads be your dwelling,

May vacant lots be your sleeping place, '

May the shade of a wall be your place of business.

May brambles and thorns flay your feet,

May toper and sober slap your cheek.” :

May riffraff of the street shove each other in your brothel,
May there be a brawl there.

When you stroll with your cronies, may the.y catcall after you.
May the builder not keep your roof in repair,

May the screech owl roost in the ruins of your home.
May a feast never be held where you live.

May your purple finery be expropriated,'

May filthy underwear be what you are given,
Because you diminished me, an innocent,

Yes me, an innocent, you wronged me in my steppe.

When Shamash heard what he said,
From afar a warning voice called to him from the sky:

O Enkidu, why curse Shamhat the harlot,

Who fed you bread, fit for a god,

Who poured you beer, fit for a king,

Who dressed you in a noble garment,

And gave you handsome Gilgamesh for a comrade?

Now then, Gilgamesh is your friend and bl?od brother!

Won't he lay you down in the ultimate resting place?

In a perfect resting place he will surely lay you 'dOWl:I! .

He will settle you in peaceful rest in that dwelling sinister,

Rulers of the netherworld will do you homage.

He will have the people of Uruk shed bitter tears for you,

He will make the pleasure-loving people burdened 'down for you,

And, as for him, after your death, he will let his hair grow
matted,

He will put on a lion skin and roam the steppe.

When Enkidu heard the speech of the valiant Shamash,
His raging heart was calmed,
his fury was calmed:

Come, Shambhat, I will ordain you a destiny,

My mouth that cursed you, let it bless you ipstead.

May governors and dignitaries fall in love w1§h you, :

May the man one double league away slap his thlghs in excitement,
May the man two double leagues away let down his hair.

7. That is, may anyone hit her, drunk or not.
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May the subordinate not hold back from you, but open his trousers,
May he give you obsidian, lapis, and gold,

May ear bangles be your gift.

To the man whose wealth is secure, whose granaries are full,

May Ishtar of the gods introduce you,

For your sake may the wife and mother of seven be abandoned.

Enkidu was sick at heart,
He lay there lonely.
He told his friend what weighed on his mind:

My friend, what a dream I had last night!

Heaven cried out, earth made reply,

I was standing between them.

There was a certain man, his face was somber,

His face was like that of the lion-headed monster-bird Anzu

His hands were the paws of a lion,

His fingernails were the talons of an eagle.

He seized me by the hair, he was too strong for me,

I hit him but he sprang back like a swing rope,

He hit me and capsized me like a raft.

Like a wild bull he trampled me,

“Save me, my friend!”—but you did not save me!

He trussed my limbs like a bird’s.

Holding me fast, he took me down to the house of shadows,
the dwelling of hell,

To the house whence none who enters comes forth,

On the road from which there is no way back,

To the house whose dwellers are deprived of light,

Where dust is their fare and their food is clay.

They are dressed like birds in feather garments,

Yea, they shall see no daylight, for they abide in darkness.

Dust lies thick on the door and bolt,

When I entered that house of dust,

I saw crowns in a heap,

There dwelt the kings, the crowned heads who once ruled the land,

Who always set out roast meat for Anu and Enlil,

Who always set out baked offerings, libated cool water from
waterskins.

In that house of dust I entered,

Dwelt high priests and acolytes,

Dwelt reciters of spells and ecstatics?

Dwelt the anointers of the great gods,

Dwelt old King Etana® and the god of the beasts,

Dwelt the queen of the netherworld, Ereshkigal.!
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8. Reciters of spells were learned scholars, 9. Ancient king who was said to have flown
while prophets, or “ecstatics,” were people up to heaven on an eagle to find a plant that

who spoke in a trance without having studied  would help him and his wife have a child.

their words. Ecstatics were sometimes social 1. Queen of the netherworld and jealous sis-

outcasts or people without education. ter of the goddess Ishtar.
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Belet-seri,? scribe of the netherworld, was kneeling before her,

She was holding a tablet and reading to her,

She lifted her head, she looked at me:

“Who brought this man?” 155
I who went with you through all hardships,

Remember me, my friend, do not forget what I have undergone!

My friend had a dream needing no interpretation.

The day he had the dream, his strength ran out.

Enkidu lay there one day, a second day he was ill, 160
Enkidu lay in his bed, his illness grew worse.

A third day, a fourth day, Enkidu’s illness grew worse.

A fifth, a sixth, a seventh,

An eighth, a ninth, a tenth day,

Enkidu’s illness grew worse. 165
An eleventh, a twelfth day,

Enkidu lay in his bed.

He called for Gilgamesh, roused him with his cry:

My friend laid on me the greatest curse of all!
I feared the battle but will die in my bed, 170
My friend, he who falls quickly in battle is glorious.

[Enkidu dies.]

Tablet VIII

At the first glimmer of dawn,
Gilgamesh lamented his friend:

Enkidu, my friend, your mother the gazelle,

Your father the wild ass brought you into the world,

Onagers raised you on their milk, 5

And the wild beasts taught you all the grazing places.

The pathways, O Enkidu, to the forest of cedars,

May they weep for you, without falling silent, night and day.

May the elders of the teeming city, ramparted Uruk, weep for you,

May the crowd who blessed our departure weep for you. 10

May the heights of highland and mountain weep for you,

May the lowlands wail like your mother.

May the forest of balsam and cedar weep for you,

Which we slashed in our fury.

May bear, hyena, panther, leopard, deer, jackal, 15

Lion, wild bull, gazelle, ibex, the beasts and creatures of the steppe,
weep for you?

May the sacred Ulaya River* weep for you, along whose banks we once
strode erect,

May the holy Euphrates weep for you,

Whose waters we libated from waterskins.

2. Literally “Lady of the Steppe,” scribe and  appear in the extant portions of the epic.

bookkeeper in the netherworld.

4. Karun River in the southwest of modern

3. This refers to an episode that does not Iran.

THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH, TABLET VIIl |

May the young men of ramparted Uruk weep for you,
Who watched us slay the Bull of Heaven in combat.
May the plowman weep for you at his plow,

Who extolled your name in the sweet song of harvest home.
May they weep for you, of the teeming city of Uruk,
Who exalted your name at the first [. . .].

May the shepherd and herdsman weep for you,

Who held the milk and buttermilk to your mouth,
May the nurse weep for you,

Who treated your rashes with butter.

May the harlot weep for you,

Who massaged you with sweet-smelling oil.

Like brothers may they weep for you,

Like sisters may they tear out their hair for your sake.
Enkidu, as your father, your mother,

I weep for you bitterly.

Hear me, O young men, listen to me,

Hear me, O elders of Uruk, listen to me!

I mourn my friend Enkidu,

I howl as bitterly as a professional keener.

Oh for the axe at my side, oh for the safeguard by my hand,

Oh for the sword at my belt, oh for the shield before me,

Oh for my best garment, oh for the raiment that pleased me most!

An ill wind rose against me and snatched it away!

O my friend, swift wild donkey, mountain onager, panther of the steppe

O Enkidu my friend, swift wild donkey, mountain onager, panther
of the steppe!

You who stood by me when we climbed the mountain,

Seized and slew the Bull of Heaven,

Felled Humbaba who dwelt in the forest of cedar,

What now is this sleep that has seized you?

Come back to me! You hear me not.

?

But, as for him, he did not raise his head.

He touched his heart but it was not beating,

Then he covered his friend’s face, like a bride’s.

He hovered round him like an eagle,

Like a lioness whose cubs are in a pitfall,

He paced to and fro, back and forth,

Tearing out and hurling away the locks of his hair,

Ripping off and throwing away his fine clothes like something foul.

At the first glimmer of dawn,
Gilgamesh sent out a proclamation to the land:

Hear ye, blacksmith, lapidary,® metalworker, goldsmith, jeweler!

Make an image of my friend,
Such as no one ever made of his friend!

5. Gem carver.
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I will lay you down in the ultimate resting place,

In a perfect resting place I will surely lay you down. 65

I will settle you in peaceful rest in that dwelling sinister,

Rulers of the netherworld will do you homage.

I will have the people of Uruk shed bitter tears for you,

I will make the pleasure-loving people burdened down for you,

And, as for me, now that you are dead, I will let my hair grow
matted,

I will put on a lion skin and roam the steppe!

70

He slaughtered fatted cattle and sheep, heaped them high for his friend,

They carried off all the meat for the rulers of the netherworld.

He displayed in the open for Ishtar, the great queen,

Saying: “May Ishtar, the great queen, accept this, 75
May she welcome my friend and walk at his side.”

He displayed in the open for Ninshuluhha housekeeper of the
netherworld,
Saying: “May Ninshuluhha, housekeeper of the crowded netherworld,
accept this,
May she welcome my friend and walk at his side.
May she intercede on behalf of my friend, lest he lose courage.” 80
The obsidian knife with lapis fitting,
The sharpening stone pure-whetted with Euphrates water,
He displayed in the open for Bibbu, meat carver of the netherworld,
Saying: “May Bibbu, meat carver of the crowded netherworld,
accept this,
Welcome my friend and walk at his side.” 85

Tablet IX

Gilgamesh was weeping bitterly for Enkidu, his friend,
As he roamed the steppe:

Shall I not die too? Am I not like Enkidu?

Oh woe has entered my vitals!

I have grown afraid of death, so I roam the steppe. 5
Having come this far, I will go on swiftly

Towards Utanapishtim,” son of Ubar-Tutu. )
I have reached mountain passes at night.

I saw lions, I felt afraid,

I looked up to pray to the moon, 10
To the moon, beacon of the gods, my prayers went forth:

“Keep me safe!”

6. A netherworld deity in charge of ritual became immortal. He resembles the biblical
washing. Noah and his name literally means “He Found
7. Akkadian name for the sage who, together  Life.” He is called “Ziusudra” in Sumerian and
with his wife, survived the Great Flood and  “Ullu” in Hittite.
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[At night] he lay down, then awoke from a dream.

He rejoiced to be alive.

He raised the axe at his side, 15
He drew the sword from his belt,

He dropped among them like an arrow,

He struck the lions, scattered, and killed them.

[Gilgamesh approaches the scorpion monsters who guard the gateway to the sun’s
passage through the mountains. |

The twin peaks are called Mashum.

When he arrived at the twin peaks called Mashum, 20
Which daily watch over the rising and setting of the sun,

Whose peaks thrust upward to the vault of heaven,

Whose flanks reach downward to hell,

Where scorpion monsters guard its gateway,

Whose appearance is dreadful, whose venom is death, 25
Their fear-inspiring radiance spreads over the mountains,

They watch over the sun at its rising and setting,

When Gilgamesh saw their fearsomeness and terror,

He covered his face.

He took hold of himself and approached them. 30

The scorpion monster called to his wife:

This one who has come to us, his body is flesh of a god!
The wife of the scorpion monster answered him:

Two-thirds of him is divine, one-third is human.

The scorpion monster, the male one, called out, 35
To Gilgamesh, scion of the gods, he said these words:

Who are you who have come this long way?

[The scorpion monster apparently warns Gilgamesh that he has only twelve hours
to get through the sun’s tunnel before the sun enters it at nightfall.]

The scorpion monster made ready to speak, spoke to him,
Said to Gilgamesh, [scion of the gods]:

Go, Gilgamesh! 40

He opened to him the gateway of the mountain,

Gilgamesh entered the mountain.

He heeded the words of the scorpion monster,

He set out on the way of the sun.

When he had gone one double hour, 45
Dense was the darkness, no light was there,

It would not let him look behind him.
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When he had gone two double hours,

Dense was the darkness, no light was there,

It would not let him look behind him. 50
When he had gone three double hours,

Dense was the darkness, no light was there,

It would not let him look behind him.

When he had gone four double hours,

Dense was the darkness, no light was there, 55
It would not let him look behind him.

When he had gone five double hours,

Dense was the darkness, no light was there,

It would not let him look behind him.

When he had gone six double hours, 60
Dense was the darkness, no light was there,

It would not let him look behind him.

When he had gone seven double hours,

Dense was the darkness, there was no light,

It would not let him look behind him. 65
When he had gone eight double hours, he rushed ahead,

Dense was the darkness, there was no light,

It would not let him look behind him.

When he had gone nine double hours, he felt the north wind,

Dense was the darkness, there was no light, 70
It would not let him look behind him.

When he had gone ten double hours,

The time for the sun'’s entry was drawing near.

When he had gone eleven double hours, just one double hour was left,

When he had gone twelve double hours, he came out ahead of the sun! 75
He had run twelve double hours, bright light still reigned!

He went forward, seeing the trees of the gods.

The carnelian bore its fruit,

Like bunches of grapes dangling, lovely to see,

The lapis bore foliage, 80
Fruit it bore, a delight to behold.

[The fragmentary lines that remain continue the description of the wonderful
grove.]

Tablet X

[Gilgamesh approaches the tavern of Siduri, a female tavern keeper who lives at
the end of the earth. This interesting personage is unknown outside this poem,
nor is it clear who her clientele might be in such a remote spot.]

Siduri® the tavern keeper, who dwells at the edge of the sea,
For her was wrought the cuprack,’ for her the brewing vat of gold,
Gilgamesh made his way towards her,

8. Literally “Maiden” in Hurrian, a language 9. Some Mesopotamian drinking cups were
of northern Syria and northern Mesopotamia  conical, with pointed bottoms, so they were
that was not related to Sumerian or Akkadian.  set on a wooden rack to hold them up.
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He was clad in a skin,

He had flesh of gods in his body.

Woe was in his vitals,

His face was like a traveler’s from afar.

The tavern keeper eyed him from a distance,
Speaking to herself, she satd these words,
She debated with herself:

This no doubt is a slaughterer of wild bulls!
Why would he make straight for my door?

At the sight of him the tavern keeper barred her door,
She barred her door and mounted to the roof terrace.
But he, Gilgamesh, put his ear to the door,

He lifted his chin.

Gilgamesh said to her, to the tavern keeper:

Tavern keeper, when you saw me why did you bar your door,
Bar your door and mount to the roof terrace?
I will strike down your door, I will shatter your doorbolt,

Gilgamesh said to her, to the tavern keeper:

I am Gilgamesh, who killed the guardian,

Who seized and killed the bull that came down from heaven,
Who felled Humbaba who dwelt in the forest of cedars,
Who killed lions at the mountain passes.

The tavern keeper said to him, to Gilgamesh:

If you are indeed Gilgamesh, who killed the guardian,

Who felled Humbaba who dwelt in the forest of cedars,
Who killed lions at the mountain passes,

Who seized and killed the bull that came down from heaven,
Why are your cheeks emaciated, your face cast down,

Your heart wretched, your features wasted,

Woe in your vitals,

Your face like a traveler’s from afar,

Your features weathered by cold and sun,

Why are you clad in a lion skin, roaming the steppe?

Gilgamesh said to her, to the tavern keeper:

My cheeks would not be emaciated, nor my face cast down,
Nor my heart wretched nor my features wasted,

Nor would there be woe in my vitals,

Nor would my face be like a traveler’s from afar,

Nor would my features be weathered by cold and sun,

Nor would I be clad in a lion skin, roaming the steppe,
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But for my friend, swift wild donkey, mountain onager, panther of the steppe,
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But for Enkidu, swift wild donkey, mountain onager, panther
of the steppe,

My friend whom I so loved, who went with me through every
hardship, .

Enkidu, whom I so loved, who went with me through every hardship,

The fate of mankind has overtaken him.

Six days and seven nights I wept for him,

I would not give him up for burial,

Until a worm fell out of his nose.

I was frightened.

I have grown afraid of death, so I roam the steppe,

My friend’s case weighs heavy upon me.

A distant road I roam over the steppe,

My friend Enkidu’s case weighs heavy upon me!

A distant road I roam over the steppe,

How can I be silent? How can I hold my peace?

My friend whom 1 loved is turned into clay,

Enkidu, my friend whom I loved, is turned into clay!

Shall I too not lie down like him,

And never get up forever and ever?

[An old version adds the following episode.]

After his death I could find no life,

Back and forth I prowled like a bandit in the steppe.
Now that I have seen your face, tavern keeper,

May I not see that death I constantly fear!

The tavern keeper said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Gilgamesh, wherefore do you wander?

The eternal life you are seeking you shall not find.
When the gods created mankind,

They established death for mankind,

And withheld eternal life for themselves.

As for you, Gilgamesh, let your stomach be full,
Always be happy, night and day.

Make every day a delight,

Night and day play and dance.

Your clothes should be clean,

Your head should be washed,

You should bathe in water,

Look proudly on the little one holding your hand,
Let your mate be always blissful in your loins,
This, then, is the work of mankind.

Gilgamesh said to her, to the tavern keeper:

What are you saying, tavern keeper?
I am heartsick for my friend.

What are you saying, tavern keeper?
I am heartsick for Enkidu!
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[The standard version resumes. |
Gilgamesh said to her, to the tavern keeper:

Now then, tavern keeper, what is the way to Utanapishtim?

What are its signs? Give them to me. 90
Give, oh give me its signs!

If need be, I'll cross the sea,

If not, I'll roam the steppe.

The tavern keeper said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Gilgamesh, there has never been a place to cross, 95
There has been no one from the dawn of time who could ever cross

this sea.
The valiant Shamash alone can cross this sea,
Save for the sun, who could cross this sea?
The crossing is perilous, highly perilous the course,
And midway lie the waters of death, whose surface is impassable. 100
Suppose, Gilgamesh, you do cross the sea,
When you reach the waters of death, what will you do?
Yet, Gilgamesh, there is Ur-Shanabi,' Utanapishtim’s boatman,
He has the Stone Charms with him as he trims pine trees in the forest.
Go, show yourself to him, 105
If possible, cross with him, if not, then turn back.

[Gilgamesh advances and without preamble attacks Ur-Shanabi and smashes the
Stone Charms.]

When Gilgamesh heard this,

He raised the axe at his side,

He drew the sword at his belt,

He crept forward, went down towards them, 110
Like an arrow he dropped among them,

His battle cry resounded in the forest.

When Ur-Shanabi saw the shining [. . .],

He raised his axe, he trembled before him,

But he, for his part, struck his head [. . .] Gilgamesh, 115
He seized his arm [. . .] his chest.

And the Stone Charms, the protection . . . of the boat,

Without which no one crosses the waters of death,

He smashed them and threw them into the broad sea,

Into the channel he threw them, his own hands foiled him, 120
He smashed them and threw them into the channel!

Gilgamesh said to him, to Ur-Shanabi:
Now then, Ur-Shanabi, what is the way to Utanapishtim?

What are its signs? Give them to me,

Give, oh give me its signs! 125

1. Servant of Utanapishtim, ferryman who crosses the ocean and the waters of death.
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If need be, I'll cross the sea,
If not, I'll roam the steppe.

Ur-Shanabi said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Your own hands have foiled you, Gilgamesh,
You have smashed the Stone Charms, you have thrown them into
the channel.

[An old version has the following here.]

The Stone Charms, Gilgamesh, are what carry me,

Lest I touch the waters of death.

In your fury you have smashed them,

The Stone Charms, they are what I had with me to make the crossing!

Gilgamesh, raise the axe in your hand,

Go down into the forest, cut twice sixty poles each five times twelve
cubits long,

Dress them, set on handguards,

Bring them to me.

When Gilgamesh heard this,

He raised the axe at his side,

He drew the sword at his belt,

He went down into the forest, cut twice sixty poles each five times
twelve cubits long,

He dressed them, set on handguards,

He brought them to him.

Gilgamesh and Ur-Shanabi embarked in the boat,

They launched the boat, they embarked upon it.

A journey of a month and a half they made in three days!

Ur-Shanabi reached the waters of death,

Ur-Shanabi said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Stand back, Gilgamesh! Take the first pole,

Your hand must not touch the waters of death,

Take the second, the third, the fourth pole, Gilgamesh,
Take the fifth, sixth, and seventh pole, Gilgamesh,
Take the eighth, ninth, and tenth pole, Gilgamesh,
Take the eleventh and twelfth pole, Gilgamesh.

With twice sixty Gilgamesh had used up the poles.
Then he, for his part, took off his belt,

Gilgamesh tore off his clothes from his body,
Held high his arms for a mast.

Utanapishtim was watching him from a distance,
Speaking to himself, he said these words,

He debated to himself:

Why have the Stone Charms, belonging to the boat, been smashed,
And one not its master embarked thereon?
He who comes here is no man of mine.
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|In the fragmentary lines that follow, Gilgamesh lands at Utanapishtim’s wharf

and questions him.]
Utanapishtim said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Why are your cheeks emaciated, your face cast down,
Your heart wretched, your features wasted,

Woe in your vitals,

Your face like a traveler’s from afar,

Your features weathered by cold and sun,

Why are you clad in a lion skin, roaming the steppe?

Gilgamesh said to him, to Utanapishtim:

My cheeks would not be emaciated, nor my face cast down,
Nor my heart wretched, nor my features wasted,

Nor would there be woe in my vitals,

Nor would my face be like a traveler’s from afar,

Nor would my features be weathered by cold and sun,

Nor would I be clad in a lion skin, roaming the steppe,

But for my friend, swift wild donkey, mountain onager, panther
of the steppe,
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But for Enkidu, my friend, swift wild donkey, mountain onager, panther

of the steppe,
He who stood by me as we ascended the mountain,
Seized and killed the bull that came down from heaven,
Felled Humbaba who dwelt in the forest of cedars,
Killed lions at the mountain passes,

My friend whom I so loved, who went with me through every hardship,

Enkidu, whom I so loved, who went with me through every hardship,
The fate of mankind has overtaken him.

Six days and seven nights I wept for him,

I would not give him up for burial,

Until a worm fell out of his nose.

I was frightened.

I have grown afraid of death, so I roam the steppe,
My friend’s case weighs heavy upon me.

A distant road I roam over the steppe,

My friend Enkidu’s case weighs heavy upon me!

A distant path I roam over the steppe,

How can I be silent? How can I hold my peace?

My friend whom I loved is turned into clay,

Enkidu, my friend whom I loved, is turned into clay!
Shall I too not lie down like him,

And never get up, forever and ever?

Gilgamesh said to him, to Utanapishtim:
So it is to go find Utanapishtim, whom they call the “Distant One,”

I traversed all lands,
I came over, one after another, wearisome mountains,
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Then I crossed, one after another, all the seas.

Too little sweet sleep has smoothed my countenance,

I have worn myself out in sleeplessness,

My muscles ache for misery,

What have I gained for my trials?

I had not reached the tavern keeper when my clothes were worn out,

I killed bear, hyena, lion, panther, leopard, deer, ibex, wild beasts
of the steepe,

I ate their meat, I [. . .] their skins.

Let them close behind me the doors of woe,

Let them seal them with pitch and tar.

Utanapishtim said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Why, O Gilgamesh, did you prolong woe,

You who are formed of the flesh of gods and mankind,
You for whom the gods acted like fathers and mothers?
When was it, Gilgamesh, you [. . .] to a fool?

You strive ceaselessly, what do you gain?

When you wear out your strength in ceaseless striving,
When you torture your limbs with pain,

You hasten the distant end of your days.

Mankind, whose descendants are snapped off like reeds in a canebrake!
The handsome young man, the lovely young woman, death [. . .]
No one sees death,

No one sees the face of death,

No one hears the voice of death,

But cruel death cuts off mankind.

Do we build a house forever?

Do we make a home forever?

Do brothers divide an inheritance forever?

Do disputes prevail in the land forever?

Do rivers rise in flood forever?

Dragonflies drift downstream on a river,

Their faces staring at the sun,

Then, suddenly, there is nothing.

The sleeper and the dead, how alike they are!

They limn not death’s image,

No one dead has ever greeted a human in this world.
The supreme gods, the great gods, being convened,

Mammetum, she who creates destinies, ordaining destinies with them,

They established death and life,
They did not reveal the time of death.

Tablet XI

Gilgamesh said to him, to Utanapishtim the Distant One:

As 1 look upon you, Utanapishtim,
Your limbs are not different, you are just as I am.
Indeed, you are not different at all, you are just as [ am!
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Yet your heart is drained of battle spirit,

You lie flat on your back, your arm

idle.

You then, how did you join the ranks of the gods and find

eternal life?

Utanapishtim said to him, to Gilgamesh:

I will reveal to you, O Gilgamesh, a secret matter,

And a mystery of the gods I will tell you.

The city Shuruppak,? a city you yourself have knowledge of,
Which once was set on the bank of the Euphrates,

That aforesaid city was ancient and gods once were within it.
The great gods resolved to send the deluge,

Their father Anu was sworn,
The counselor the valiant Enlil,
Their throne-bearer Ninurta,
Their canal-officer Ennugi,?

Their leader Ea was sworn with them.

He repeated their plans to the reed
“Reed fence, reed fence, wall, wall!
Listen, O reed fence! Pay attention

fence:

, O wall!

O Man of Shuruppak, son of Ubar-Tutu,

Wreck house, build boat,
Forsake possessions and seek life,
Belongings reject and life save!

Take aboard the boat seed of all living things.

The boat you shall build,

Let her dimensions be measured out:

Let her width and length be equal,

Roof her over like the watery depths.”

I understood full well, I said to Ea,

my lord:

“Your command, my lord, exactly as you said it,

I shall faithfully execute.

What shall I answer the city, the populace, and the elders?”

Ea made ready to speak,
Saying to me, his servant:
“So, you shall speak to them thus:

‘No doubt Enlil dislikes me,
I shall not dwell in your city.

I shall not set my foot on the dry land of Enlil,

I shall descend to the watery depths and dwell with my lord Ea.
Upon you he shall shower down in abundance,

A windfall of birds, a surprise of fishes,

He shall pour upon you a harvest of riches,

In the morning cakes in spates,
In the evening grains in rains.””

At the first glimmer of dawn,

2. City in Babylonia reputed to antedate the
flood, long abandoned at the time the epic was

written.
3. Minor deity in charge of water courses.
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The land was assembling at the gate of Atrahasis:*

The carpenter carried his axe,

The reed cutter carried his stone,

The old men brought cordage,

The young men ran around,

The wealthy carried the pitch,

The poor brought what was needed.

In five days I had planked her hull:

One full acre was her deck space,

Ten dozen cubits, the height of each of her sides,

Ten dozen cubits square, her outer dimensions.’

I laid out her structure, I planned her design:

I decked her in six,

I divided her in seven,

Her interior I divided in nine.

I drove the water plugs into her,

I saw to the spars and laid in what was needful.

Thrice thirty-six hundred measures of pitch I poured in the oven,

Thrice thirty-six hundred measures of tar I poured out inside her.

Thrice thirty-six hundred measures basket-bearers brought
aboard for oil,

Not counting the thirty-six hundred measures of oil that the offering
consumed,

And the twice thirty-six hundred measures of oil that the boatbuilders
made off with.

For the builders I slaughtered bullocks,

I killed sheep upon sheep every day,

Beer, ale, oil, and wine

I gave out to the workers like river water,

They made a feast as on New Year's Day,

I dispensed ointment with my own hand.

By the setting of Shamash,® the ship was completed.

Since boarding was very difficult,

They brought up gangplanks, fore and aft,

They came up her sides two-thirds of her height. -

Whatever I had I loaded upon her:

What silver I had I loaded upon her,

What gold I had I loaded upon her,

What living creatures I had I loaded upon her,

I sent up on board all my family and kin,

Beasts of the steppe, wild animals of the steppe, all types of skilled
craftsmen [ sent up on board.
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4. Literally “Super-wise,” another Akkadian
name of the immortal flood hero Utanapishtim.
5. The proportions of the boat suggest stan-
dard measures of both ship building and the
construction of ziggurats, pyramidal temple
towers.

6. The references to Shamash here and below
suggest that in some now lost version of this
story, Shamash, the god of justice, rather than

Ea, the god of wisdom, warned Utanapishtim
of the flood and told him how much time he
had to build his ship. This substitution of one
god for the other might be due to Shamash’s
role in the epic as protector of Gilgamesh. In
the oldest account of the Babylonian story of
the flood, Ea sets a timing device, apparently a
water clock, to inform Utanapishtim of the
time left before the onset of the deluge.

THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH, TABLET XI

Shamash set for me the appointed time:
“In the morning, cakes in spates,

In the evening, grains in rains,

Go into your boat and caulk the door
That appointed time arrived,

In the morning cakes in spates,

In the evening grains in rains,

I gazed upon the face of the storm,
The weather was dreadful to behold!
I went into the boat and caulked the door.

To the caulker of the boat, to Puzur-Amurri the boatman,
I gave over the edifice, with all it contained.

'”

At the first glimmer of dawn,

A black cloud rose above the horizon.

Inside it Adad” was thundering,

While the destroying gods Shullat and Hanish® went in front,
Moving as an advance force over hill and plain.
Errakal® tore out the mooring posts of the world,
Ninurta' came and made the dikes overflow.

The supreme gods held torches aloft,

Setting the land ablaze with their glow.

Adad’s awesome power passed over the heavens,
Whatever was light was turned into darkness.

He flooded the land, he smashed it like a clay pot!
For one day the storm wind blew,

Swiftly it blew, the flood came forth,

It passed over the people like a battle,

No one could see the one next to him,

The people could not recognize one another in the downpour.
The gods became frightened of the deluge,

They shrank back, went up to Anu’s highest heaven.
The gods cowered like dogs, crouching outside.

Ishtar screamed like a woman in childbirth,

And sweet-voiced Belet-ili? wailed aloud:

“Would that day had come to naught,

When I spoke up for evil in the assembly of the gods!
How could I have spoken up for evil in the assembly of the gods,
And spoken up for battle to destroy my people?

It was I myself who brought my people into the world,
Now, like a school of fish, they choke up the sea!”
The supreme gods were weeping with her,

The gods sat where they were, weeping,

Their lips were parched, taking on a crust.

Six days and seven nights

7. God of thunder.

8. Gods of destructive storms.
9. God of death.

1. God of war. race.

95

105

110

1iS

120

2. A goddess of birth, who in one version of
the flood story was said to have collaborated
with the god Ea in creating the human
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The wind continued, the deluge and windstorm leveled the land. But Enlil should not come to the incense offering,
When the seventh day arrived, For he, irrationally, brought on the flood,
The windstorm and deluge left Off their battle, And marked my peop]e for destruction!”
Which had struggled, like a woman in labor. As soon as Enlil arrived, 175
The sea grew calm, the tempest stilled, the deluge ceased. 135 He saw the boat, Enlil flew into a rage,
He was filled with fury at the gods:
I looked at the weather, stillness reigned, “Who came through alive? No man was to survive destruction!”
And the whole human race had turned into clay. Ninurta made ready to speak,
The landscape was flat as a rooftop. Said to the valiant Enlil: e
I opened the hatch, sunlight fell upon my face. “Who but Ea could contrive such a thing?
Falling to my knees, I sat down weeping, 140 For Ea alone knows every artifice.”
Tears running down my face.
I looked at the edges of the world, the borders of the sea, Ea made ready to speak,
At twelve times sixty double leagues the periphery emerged. Sl e
The boat had come to rest on Mount Nimush,? “You, O valiant one, are the wisest of the gods, 185
Mount Nimush held the boat fast, not letting it move. . e How could you, irrationally, have brought on the flood?
One day, a second day Mount Nimush held the boat fast, not letting Punish the wrongdoer for his wrongdoing,
it move. ] Punish the transgressor for his transgression,
A third day, a fourth day Mount Nimush held the boat fast, not letting But be lenient, lest he be cut off,
it move. Bear with him, lest he [. . .]. 190
A fifth day, a sixth day Mount Nimush held the boat fast, not letting Instead of your bringing on a flood,
it move. Let the lion rise up to diminish the human race!
Instead of your bringing on a flood,
When the seventh day arrived, Let the wolf rise up to diminish the human race!
I brought out a dove and set it free. 150 Instead of your bringing on a flood, 195
The dove went off and returned, Let famine rise up to wreak havoc in the land!
No landing place came to its view, so it turned back. Instead of your bringing on a flood,
I brought out a swallow and set it free, Let pestilence rise up to wreak havoc in the land!
The swallow went off and returned, It was not I who disclosed the secret of the great gods,
No landing place came to its view, so it turned back. 1B I made Atrahasis have a dream and so he heard the secret 200
I brought out a raven and set it free, of the gods.
The raven went off and saw the ebbing of the waters. Now then, make some plan for him.”
It ate, preened, left droppings, did not turn back. Then Enlil came up into the boat,
I released all to the four directions, Leading me by the hand, he brought me up too.
1 brought out an offering and offered it to the four directions. 160 He brought my wife up and had her kneel beside me.
I set up an incense offering on the summit of the mountain, He touched our brows, stood between us to bless us: 205
I arranged seven and seven cult vessels, “Hitherto Utanapishtim has been a human being,
I heaped reeds, cedar, and myrtle in their bowls. Now Utanapishtim and his wife shall become like us gods.
The gods smelled the savor, Utanapishtim shall dwell far distant at the source of the
The gods smelled the sweet savor, 165 S
The gods crowded round the sacrificer like flies. ' Thus it was that they took me far distant and had me dwell at the
source of the rivers.
As soon as Belet-ili arrived, Now then, who will convene the gods for your sake, 210
She held up the great fly-ornaments that Anu had made That you may find the eternal life you seek? ]
in his ardor: Come, come, try not to sleep for six days and seven nights.
“0 gods, these shall be my lapis necklace, lest I forget, .
I shall be mindful of these days and not forget, not ever! 170 As he sat there on his hal.mcl.)es, .
The gods should come to the incense offering, Sleep was s'w1rhr'1g over him lxlfe a mist.
Utanapishtim said to her, to his wife: 215

3. High peak sometimes identified with Pir Omar Gudrun in Kurdistan. Landing place of the
ark in the Gilgamesh epic.

Behold this fellow who seeks eternal life!
Sleep swirls over him like a mist.



86 | THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH

[Utanapishtim’s wife, taking pity on Gilgamesh, urges her husband to awaken him

and let him go home].
His wife said to him, to Utanapishtim the Distant One:

Do touch him that the man may wake up,
That he may return safe on the way whence he came,
That through the gate he came forth he may return to his land.

Utanapishtim said to her, to his wife:

Since the human race is duplicitous, he'll endeavor to dupe you.

Come, come, bake his daily loaves, put them one after another by his
head,

Then mark the wall for each day he has slept.

She baked his daily loaves for him, put them one after another by
his head,

Then dated the wall for each day he slept.

The first loaf was dried hard,

The second was leathery, the third soggy,

The crust of the fourth turned white,

The fifth was gray with mold, the sixth was fresh,

The seventh was still on the coals when he touched him, the man
woke up.

Gilgamesh said to him, to Utanapishtim the Distant One:

Scarcely had sleep stolen over me,
When straightaway you touched me and roused me.

Utanapishtim said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Up with you, Gilgamesh, count your daily loaves,

That the days you have slept may be known to you.

The first loaf is dried hard,

The second is leathery, the third soggy,

The crust of the fourth has turned white,

The fifth is gray with mold,

The sixth is fresh,

The seventh was still in the coals when I touched you and
you woke up.

Gilgamesh said to him, to Utanapishtim the Distant One:

What then should I do, Utanapishtim, whither should I go,
Now that the Bereaver has seized my flesh?

Death lurks in my bedchamber,

And wherever I turn, there is death!
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Utanapishtim said to him, to Ur-Shanabi the boatman:

Ur-Shanabi, may the harbor offer you no haven,

May the crossing point reject you,

Be banished from the shore you shuttled to.

The man you brought here,

His body is matted with filthy hair,

Hides have marred the beauty of his flesh.

Take him away, Ur-Shanabi, bring him to the washing place.
Have him wash out his filthy hair with water, clean as snow,
Have him throw away his hides, let the sea carry them off,
Let his body be rinsed clean.

Let his headband be new,

Have him put on raiment worthy of him.

Until he reaches his city,

Until he completes his journey,

Let his garments stay spotless, fresh and new.

Ur-Shanabi took him away and brought him to the washing place.
He washed out his filthy hair with water, clean as snow,

He threw away his hides, the sea carried them off,

His body was rinsed clean.

He renewed his headband,

He put on raiment worthy of him.

Until he reached his city,

Until he completed his journey,

His garments would stay spotless, fresh and new.

Gilgamesh and Ur-Shanabi embarked on the boat,
They launched the boat, they embarked upon it.
His wife said to him, to Utanapishtim the Distant One:

Gilgamesh has come here, spent with exertion,
What will you give him for his homeward journey?

At that he, Gilgamesh, lifted the pole,
Bringing the boat back by the shore.
Utanapishtim said to him, to Gilgamesh:

Gilgamesh, you have come here, spent with exertion,
What shall I give you for your homeward journey?

I will reveal to you, O Gilgamesh, a secret matter,
And a mystery of the gods I will tell you.

There is a certain plant, its stem is like a thornbush,
Its thorns, like the wild rose, will prick [your hand].
If you can secure this plant, [. . .]

No sooner had Gilgamesh heard this,
He opened a shaft, flung away his tools.
He tied heavy stones to his feet,
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They pulled him down into the watery depths.
He took the plant though it pricked his hand.
He cut the heavy stones from his feet,

The sea cast him up on his home shore.

Gilgamesh said to him, to Ur-Shanabi the boatman:

Ur-Shanabi, this plant is cure for heartache,

Whereby a man will regain his stamina.

I will take it to ramparted Uruk,

I will have an old man eat some and so test the plant.

His name shall be “Old Man Has Become Young-Again-Man.”
I myself will eat it and so return to my carefree youth.

At twenty double leagues they took a bite to eat,
At thirty double leagues they made their camp.

Gilgamesh saw a pond whose water was cool,
He went down into it to bathe in the water.

A snake caught the scent of the plant,

Stealthily it came up and carried the plant away,
On its way back it shed its skin.

Thereupon Gilgamesh sat down weeping,
His tears flowed down his face,
He said to Ur-Shanabi the boatman:

For whom, Ur-Shanabi, have my hands been toiling?

For whom has my heart’s blood been poured out?

For myself I have obtained no benefit,

I have done a good deed for a reptile!

Now, floodwaters rise against me for twenty double leagues,

When I opened the shaft, I flung away the tools.

How shall I find my bearings? :

I have come much too far to go back, and I abandoned the boat on
the shore.

At twenty double leagues they took a bite to eat,

At thirty double leagues they made their camp.
When they arrived in ramparted Uruk,

Gilgamesh said to him, to Ur-Shanabi the boatman:

Go up, Ur-Shanabi, pace out the walls of Uruk.

Study the foundation terrace and examine the brickwork.

Is not its masonry of kiln-fired brick?

And did not seven masters lay its foundations?

One square mile of city, one square mile of gardens,

One square mile of clay pits, a half square mile of Ishtar’s
dwelling,

Three and a half square miles is the measure of Uruk!
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THE HEBREW BIBLE
ca. 1000-300 s.c.E.

he sacred writings of the ancient

Hebrew people are arguably the
world’s most influential texts. They have
remained the sacred text of Judaism and
have inspired two other major world reli-
gions: Christianity and Islam. Because
these texts have been so influential in
human affairs, and have become central
to so many people’s core religious beliefs,
they are not often read in the same way
as “literary” texts. But studying the books
of the Hebrew Bible as literature—
paying close attention to their narrative
techniques, their imagery, characteriza-
tion, and point of view—is not incom-
patible with religious faith. Close reading
enriches our understanding and appre-
ciation of these texts as supremely
important cultural and historical docu-
ments, for readers of any religious back-
ground or belief.

The Hebrew Bible encompasses a
rich variety of texts from different peri-
ods, composed in both poetry and
prose. One of the obvious differences
between the Bible and most works
of “literature”—such as Aeschylus’s
Agamemnon or Virgil's Aeneid—is that
no single human hand composed the
whole Bible, or even the whole of Gen-
esis or Job. Traditionally, Moses is
thought to have been the author of the
first five books of the Bible and also,
according to some traditions, the book
of Job. But modern Bible scholars
agree that these books, in their current
form, must have been woven together
from several different earlier sources.
This theory explains the otherwise puz-
zling fact that there are often odd con-
tradictions and repetitions in the

narrative. For example, God tells Noah
to take two of every kind of animal into
the ark; but a little later, the Lord tells
Noah to take seven pairs of each ani-
mal. The simplest explanation for this
kind of discrepancy is that the text we
have is a collage built of several earlier
narratives, put together, or “redacted,”
into a single master story. Many schol-
ars believe that it is possible to distin-
guish between the different original
strands, each of which has its distinct
stylistic features and perspectives on
the narrative. For instance, one strand
of the text is identified by the name
that it uses for God, YHWH (a per-
sonal name for the Hebrew god: in
English, Jehovah, and hence the strand
is called J); in another strand (dubbed
E), God is called Elohim (which comes
from the standard Semitic term for any
god, el).

The various sources have been put
together with great skill, and the result
is a text of extraordinary literary, philo-
sophical, and theological richness. The
lengthiest selections included here are
abridged versions of the books of Gen-
esis and Job. Perhaps the most impor-
tant element running through the two
is a complex ethical concern with how
human suffering and prosperity come
about and what role God plays in shap-
ing human lives. The books resist easy
answers to these questions. We might
expect that God would simply punish
wrongdoers and reward the righteous;
and indeed, he does punish Adam and
Eve for their disobedience. But often
the relation between human behavior
and divine favor is shown to be deeply



