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Women in the Two Versions of Gilgamesh
Women characters have been developed in the play version of the Gilgamesh narrative. However, simply having female characters in the both play and the epic does not mean that they are presented in a positive light. Women, in the old societies, had mixed responsibilities. Even though they were not actively involved in power, politics, and forms of decision-making that placed them in powerful positions like men, they had important roles that helped them influence events in a powerful way. Based on the two readings, the epic, and the play, the female characters are presented in the same way; harlots, maidens, and mistresses. Women have been depicted in the same way in the two versions of Gilgamesh.
Women are depicted as mistresses in the two versions of Gilgamesh. The role of women in both the epic and play of Gilgamesh have been expressed and depicted in the same way. Shamhat, the priestess of Ishtar is a mistress as her role involves seducing men with no personal motivation. Her work in both the play and the epic revolves around pleasuring men through sex and deduction. In most cases in the epic, she is referred to as the “harlot”. As depicted in the epic, Shamhat pleasures men. The author writes that “have her take off her robe and expose her sex; when he sees her, he will draw near to her” (Kovacs 4). She is used as a tool to set traps for men. In the play, she is depicted in the same way; as sex, a tool only serving to provide pleasure for men. In both the play and the epic, the mistress Shamhat has been euphemistically presented as a mare dancing girl even though she is a priestess of the goddess Ishtar. Basically, she is a sex worker who through the embodiment of the goddess of fertility Ishtar, uses her charms to seduce men like Enkidu. However, in both texts, Shamhat does not do what she does out of her own volition or personal motivation. She does this, pleasuring men with sex because she is commanded by the tyrannical king, Gilgamesh. For example, when Gilgamesh sends a trapper to lure Enkidu into the forest, he instructs him to take along Shamhat, the harlot who will lure Enkidu with her nude and sexy body for the trapper to trap Enkidu. It is clear that Shamhat is doing what she is doing not out of her volition but because she is forced to. She lives in a patriarchal society where men dominated and dictated almost every aspect of a woman’s life.
Even though women are in possession of powerful tools at their disposal, they are still treated as mare maidens and subordinates to men. Another woman figure in the two texts is Ishtar, the goddess of fertility and procreation. She has the power to control many things, but her power seems to be limited when it comes to men. In scene 4 of the play, the conversation between Ishtar and Humbaba shows the limits of her powers to get what she wants. Humbaba says “he will seek out Gilgamesh, the one you desire; the name you call in your sleep” (Komunyakaa & Chad 19). The goddess is powerful enough to bend anyone to her will and do her bidding, but it seems that her charms are beyond controlling Gilgamesh. She can only envy and covet what she cannot get even with her powerful charms.
Even though the goddess Ishtar is a representation and embodiment of the spiritual life, she is characterized with human feminine qualities. At some point, she lacks the goddess wrath that makes her powerful, she is submissive to men. She is in love with Gilgamesh and from her conversation with Humbaba, she is unable to get him. Like Shamhat, Ishtar is somehow bound by feminine responsibilities and societal expectations. Even in the powerful position and capacity, Ishtar still serves in the pleasure of men. She is the goddess of pleasure and sexuality and her priestess, Shamhat is the embodiment of sexuality in the mortal body.
However, not all women are depicted with the despicable habits of being used by men to serve their pleasure. Other women, in the two versions of the text, are depicted as caring and loving. They are not emotionless as Shamhat and Ishtar. On such a woman is Ninsun, the mother to Gilgamesh. Ninsun is a caring mother who loves her child despite the tyrannical king he becomes. Even Gilgamesh treats her with the utmost respect. In the epic, Gilgamesh shares all his dreams with his mother because she is understanding. He says, “mother, I had a dream last night……., I tried to lift it but was too mighty for me” (Kovacs 5). While the statements of Gilgamesh seem to be ironical because he is a powerful king and half-god, it depicts his trust and dependence on his mother as well as a vulnerability when it comes to her. Later, as Gilgamesh prepares to go with Enkidu to face the Humbaba, Ninsun prepares Enkidu and ensures that he (Enkidu) takes care of Gilgamesh while they are away. In the play, Ninsun is also depicted as a caring and loving mother to Gilgamesh. In the second scene of the play, Ninsun tries to inquire from Gilgamesh about his restlessness while sleeping. Gilgamesh shares with his mother the dream about a star falling from the sky and was unable to grab it (Komunyakaa & Chad 7). In both texts, Ninsun is presented as a righteous woman who tries to do everything right and stand by his son.
Even though Ninsun and Ishtar are powerful women, a queen, and a goddess respectively, but unlike Ishtar the destroyer, Ninsun tries to protect her family. Ninsun prays to Shamash to protect his son while they venture into the forest in search of Humbaba. Even though she is aware of her son’s despicable acts against the people of Uruk, but she supports him. As further depicted in the epic narrative, Tablet II and III, she has a kind heart as she adopts Enkidu, which strengthens the bond between Enkidu and Gilgamesh. The goddess, as depicted in both versions of the text is a destroyer. Ishtar is destructive when filled with anger and rage for those she does not want. For example, as depicted in the epic narrative, Ishtar becomes vicious and jealous of the victory of Gilgamesh against Humbaba. She sets to force him to marry her. She says “come along, Gilgamesh, be you, my husband, to me grant your lusciousness” (18). Even though Gilgamesh is a womanizer, as depicted in both texts, but he rejects the goddess’s offer because of her destructive nature and tendency. From Gilgamesh’s story about the colorful “little Sheperd” whom she loved and later broke his wing and Master Herder whom she struck and turned into a wolf (18). Even though she is presented with feminine qualities, the goddess Ishtar is incapable of loving. She has fallen in love with many men but she ends up destroying them. Unlike Ninsun who is characterized by the love that is nurturing and protective, the two versions of the story present the destructive character of Ishtar.
In both versions of the text, some women are not bound by the patriarchal and tyrannical human world. Both Ishtar and Siduri are feminine characters who are bound by no man’s rules or expectations. For example, in both texts, Siduri lives in the wilderness beyond man’s reach. Ishtar, on the other hand, is a goddess who is not bound by the repressive sex-gender systems of society. They are both outcasts from the society dictated by men.
In conclusion, the two versions of the story of Gilgamesh depicts the role of woman as subordinate. Even though not all women are depicted as harsh, hateful, and selfish, others like Shamhat and Ishtar are in powerful positions but they are somehow inclined to the patriarchal system of the society where the male dominates and dictates everything. The two versions of the story have presented the role of women, as mentioned and discussed in this essay, in the same way. Women in the epic of Gilgamesh and the play are full of knowledge and power, which makes them important in the development of the male characters.
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