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The Epic of Gilgamesh, c. 2700 5.c.k.

The Epic of Gilgamesh is the earliest story written in any language.
It also serves as a primary source for the study of ancient
Mesopotamia—the land between the two great rivers, the Tigris
anc Euphrates.

Gilgamesh was an ancient king of Sumer who lived about
2700 s.c.&. Since The Epic comes from a thousand years later, we can
assurne Sumerians kept telfing this tale about King Gilgamesh for
some time before it was written down. In Sumer, writing was initially
used by temple priests to keep track of property and taxes. Soon,
however, writing was used to preserve stories and to celebrate kings.

The more you know about the Sumerian people, the more infor-
mation you will be able to mine from your source. In the previous
secondary selection, you read some historical background that will
help you make sense of this story. Look in The Epic for evidence of the
urban revolution discussed in the previous selection. What is the
meaning of the story of the taming of Enkidu by the harlor? Does
Enkidu also tame Gilgamesh? What two worlds do Enkidu and
Gilgamesh represent?

Do the authors or listeners of The £pic think city life is better than
life in the country? According to The Epic, what are the advantages of
the city? What problems does it have?

What does the story of the flood telt you about life in ancient
Mesopotamia? Wouid you expect the ancient Egyptians to reli a
similar story?

Source: The Epic of Gilgamesh, trans. N, K. Sandars {Landon: Penguin Books, 19721, 61-69,
10813,
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THINKING HISTORICALLY

Reading a primary source differs markedly from reading a second-

© ary source. Primary sources were not written with you or me in
mind. it is safe to say that the author of The Epic of Gilgamesh never
even imagined our existence. For this reason, primary sources are
2 bit difficult to access. Reading a primary source usually requires

 eome intensive work. You have to keep asking yourself, why was
this story told? How would a story like this help or teach people

" ar that time? That is, you must put yourself in the shoes of the
original teller and listener,

Primary sources offer us & piece of the past. No historian is in your
way explaining things. With your unigue perspective, you have an
advantage over the intended audience: You can ask questions about
the source that the author and original audience never imagined or,
possibly, would not have dared ask.

Ask a question for which this primary source can provide an
answer, then find the answer.

':P‘_roiogue: Gilgamesh King in Uruk

-] will proclaim to the world the deeds of Gilgamesh. This was the man
© 1o whom all things were known; this was the king who knew the coun-
- tries of the world. He was wise, he saw mysteries and knew secret things,
" he brought us a tale of the days before the flood. He wenrt on a long
. journey, was weary, worn-out with labor; returning he rested, he en-

- “graved on a stone the whole story,

" When the gods created Gilgamesh they gave him a perfecr hody.
©# Shamash the glorious sun endowed him with beauty, Adad the god of
i the storm endowed him with courage, the grear gods made his beauty
-perfect, surpassing ali others, terrifying like a grear wild bull. Two thirds
hey made him god and one third man.

In Uruk he built walls, a great rampart, and the temple of blessed
- Eanna for the god of the firmament Anu, and for Ishrar the goddess of
- Hove. Look at it still today: the outer wall where the cornice runs, it

- shines with the brilliance of copper; and the inner wall, it has no
. equal. Touch the threshold; it is ancient. Approach Eanna the dwell-
. ing of Ishtar, our lady of love and war, the like of which no fatter-day
- king, no man alive can equal. Climb upon the wall of Uruk; walk

-along it, I say; regard the foundarion terrace and examine the ma-
- sonry; is it not burnt brick and good? The seven sages laid the
-:foundarions.
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The Coming of Enkidu

Gilgamesh went abroad in the world, but he met with none who conld
withstand his arms till he came to Uruk. But the men of Uruk murtere
in their houses, “Gilgamesh sounds the tocsin for his amusernent, hj
arrogance has no bounds by day or night. No son is left with his father
for Gilgamesh rakes from all, even the children; vet the king should be
shepherd ro his people. His lust leaves no virgin to her lover, neither the
warrior’s daughter nor the wife of the noble; vet this is the shepherd of
the city, wise, comely, and resolure.” '

The gods heard their lament, the gods of heaven cried to the Lord o
Uruak, to Anu the god of Uruk: “A goddess made him, strong as a savage
bull, none can withstand his arms. No son is left with his father, for.
Gilgamesh takes them all; and is this the king, the shepherd of his people?
His lust leaves no virgin to her lover, neither the warrior’s daughter nor the
wife of the noble.” When Anu had heard their lamentation the gods cried to
Aruru, the goddess of creation, “You made him, O Aruru, now create his
equal; let it be as like him as his own reflection, his second self, stormy head
for stormy heart. Let them contend together and leave Uruk in quiet.”

50 the goddess conceived an image in her mind, and it was of the
stuff of Anu of the firmament. She dipped her hands in water and pinched
off clay, she let it fall in the wilderness, and noble Enkidu® was created,
There was virtue in him of the god of war, of Ninurta himself. His hody
was rough; he had long hair like a woman’s; it waved like the hair of
Nisaba, the goddess of corn. His body was covered with matted hair like
Samuqan’s, the god of cartle. He was innocent of mankind; he knew
nothing of cultivated land.

Enkidu ate grass in the hills with the gazelle and Jurked with wild
beasts at the water-holes; he had jov of the water with the herds of wild
game. But there was a trapper who met him one day face to face at the
drinking-hole, for the wild game had entered his territory. On three days
he met him face to face, and the trapper was frozen with fear. He went
back to his house with the game that he had caught, and he was dumb,
benumbed with terror. His face was altered like that of one who has
made a long journey, With awe in his heart he spoke to his father:
“Father, there is a man, unlike any other, who comes down from the
hills. He is the strongest in the world, he is like an immorral from heaven,
He ranges over the hills with wild beasts and eats grass; he ranges
through your land and comes down to the wells. I am afraid and dare
not go near him. He fills in the pits which I dig and tears up my traps set
for the game; he helps the beasts to escape and now they slip through
my fingers.”

*EHN kee doo
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¢ father opened his mouth and said to the trapper, *My son, in
ves Gilgamesh; no one has ever prevailed against him, he is strong
car from heaven. Go to Uruk, find Gilgamesh, extol the strength of
1d man. Ask him to give you a harlot, a wanton from the temple
: 5"'4;etum with her, and let her woman’s power overpower this man.
hen next he comes down to drinlk at the wells she wili be there, stripped
jed; and when he sees her beckoning he will embrace her, and then the
beasts will reject him.”
o the trapper set out on his journey to Uruk and addressed himself
Silgamesh saying, “A man unlike any other is roaming now in the
<riires; he is as strong as a star from heaven and Tam afraid to approach
He helps the wild game to escape; he fills in my pits and pulls up
traps.” Gilgamesh said, “Trapper, go back, take with you a harlot, a
hild of pleasure. At the drinking-hole she will strip, and when he sees
¢ beckoning he will embrace her and the game of the wilderness will
' _lj,-'re}ect him.”
low the trapper returned, taking the harlot with him. After a three
ays’journey they came to the drinking-hole, and there they sat down;
he hariot and the trapper sat facing one another and waited for the
ne to come. For the first day and for the second day the two sat wait-
ng; but on the third day the herds came; they came down to drink and
nkidu was with them. The small wild creatures of the plains were glad
the water, and Enkidu with them, who ate grass with the gazelle and
_was born in the hills; and she saw him; the savage man, come from fas-
ff in the hills. The trapper spoke to her: “There he is. Now, woman,
make vour breasts bare, have no shame, do not delay but welcome his
ove. Ler him see you naked, let him possess your body. When he comes
_near uncover yourself and hie with him; reach him, the savage man, your
woman’s art, for when he murmurs love to you the wild beasts that
~shared his life in the hills will reject him.”
:She was not ashamed to take him, she made herself naked and wel-
omed his eagerness; as he lay on her murmuring love she taughe him the
voman’s art, For six days and seven nights they lay rogether, for Enkidu
_had forgotten his home in the hills; but when he was satisfied he went back
o the wild beasts. Then, when the gazelle saw him, they bolted away; when
he wild creatures saw him they fled. Enkidu would have followed, but his
ody was bound as though with a cord, his knees gave way when he started
to_run, his swiftness was gone. And now the wild creatures had all fled
way; Fnkidu was grown weak, for wisdom was in him, and the thoughts
-of:a man were in his heart. So he returned and sat down ar the woman’s
eet, and listened intently to what she said. *You are wise, Enkidu, and now
ou have become like a god. Why do you want to run wild with the beasts
n the hills? Come with me. I will take you to strong-walled Uruk, to the
lessed temple of Ishtar and of Anu, of love and of heaven: there Gilgamesh
ves, who is very strong, and like a wild bull he lords iv over men.”

11
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When she had spoken Enkidu was pleased; he longed for a comrade,
for one who would understand his heart. “Come, woman, and take me
to that holy temple, to the house of Anu and of Ishtar, and to the place
where Gilgamesh lords it over people. I will challenge him boldly, I will
cry out aloud in Uruk, ‘I am the strongest here, 1 have come to change
the old order, 1 am he who was born in the hills, Tam he who is strongest
of all.””

She said, “Let us go, and let him see your face. I know very well
where Gilgamesh is in great Uruk, O Enkidu, there all the people are’
dressed in their gorgeous robes, every day is holiday, the young men and
the girls are wonderful to see. How sweert they smelll All the great ones:
are roused from their beds. O Enkidu, you who love life, T will show you:
Gilgamesh, a man of many moods; you shall look ar him well in his rad;--
ant manhood. His body is perfect in strength and maturity: he never:
rests by night or day. He is stronger than you, so leave vour boasting.’
Shamash the glorious sun has given favors to Gilgamesh, and Anu of the -
heavens, and Enlil, and Ea the wise has given him deep understanding,
I'tell you, even before you have lefr the wilderness, Gilgamesh will know
in his dreams that you are coming.” :

Now Gilgamesh got up to tell his dream to his mother, Ninsun, one
of the wise gods. “Mother, last night I had a dream. | was full of joy,
the young heroes were round me and I walked through the night under
the stars of the firmament, and one, a metcor of the stuff of Anu, fell
down from heaven. I tried to lift it but it proved too heavy. All the people -
of Uruk came round to see it, the common people jostled and the nobles
thronged to kiss its feer; and to me its attraction was like the love of
woman. They helped me, 1 braced my forehead and I raised it with thongs
and brought it to you, and you yourself pronounced it my brother.”

Then Ninsun, who is well-beloved and wise, said to Gilgamesh,
“This star of heaven which descended like a meteor from the sky; which
you tried to lift, but found too heavy, when you tried to move it it would
not budge, and so you brought it to my feet: I made it for you, a goad
and spur, and you were drawn as though to a woman. This is the strong
comrade, the one who brings help to his friend in his need. He is the 5
strongest of wild creatures, the stuff of Anu; horn in the grasslands and
the wild hills reared him; when you see him you will be glad; you will
love him as a woman and he will never forsake you, This is the meaning
of the dream.”

Gilgamesh said, “Mother, I dreamed a second dream. In the streers
of strong-walled Uruk there lay an axe; the shape of it was strange and
the people thronged round. I saw it and was glad. I bent down, deeply
drawn towards it; [ loved it like a woman and wore it at my side.”
Ninsun answered, “That axe, which you saw, which drew yOu $0 power-
fully like love of a woman, that is the comrade whom I give you, and he
will come in his strength like one of the host of heaven. He is the brave
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- companion who rescues his friend in necessity.” Gilgamesh said to his
" mother, “A friend, a counsellor has come to me from Enlil, and now I
" chall befriend and counsel him.” So Gilgamesh told his dreams; and the
*‘harlot retold them to Enkidu.

.7 And now she said to Enkidu, “When I look at you you have become
“Jike a god. Why do you yearn to run wild again with the beasts in the
hills? Get up from the ground, the bed of a shepherd.” He listened to her
words with care. It was good advice that she gave. She divided her cloth-
“iing in two and with the one half she clothed him and with the other
" herself; and holding his hand she led him like a child to the sheepfolds,
into the shepherds’ tents. There ali the shepherds crowded round o see
him, they put down bread in front of him, but Enkidu could only suck
the milk of wild animals. He fumbled and gaped, at a loss what to do or
how he should ear the bread and drink the strong wine. Then the woman
“i4aid, “Enkidu, eat bread, it is the staff of life; drink the wine, it is the
“custom of the tand.” So he ate till he was full and drank strong wine,
' seven goblets. He became merry, his heart exulted and his face shone. He
- rubbed down the matted hair of his body and aneinted himself with oil.
. Enkidu had become a man; but when he had put on man’s clothing he
' appeared like a bridegroom. He took arms to hunt the lion so that the
shepherds could rest at night. He caught wolves and lions and the herds-
“men lay down in peace; for Enkidu was their warchman, that strong
- man who had no rival.

¢ He was merry living with the shepherds, till one day lifring his eyes
- he saw a man approaching. He said to the harlot, “Woman, fetch thar
~man here. Why has he come? I wish to know his name.” She went and
“called the man saying, “Sir, where are you going on this weary journey?”
© The man answered, saying to Enkidu, “Gilgamesh has gone into the
“marriage-house and shut out the people. He does strange things in Uruk,
““the city of great streets. At the roll of the drum work begins for the men,
- “and work for the women. Gilgamesh the king is about to celebrate mar-
~riage with the Queen of Love, and he still demands to be first with the
~‘bride, the king to be first and the husband to follow, for that was or-
- dained by the gods from his birth, from the time the umbsilical cord was
~-cut. But now the drums roll for the choice of the bride and the city
“groans.” At these words Enkidu turned white in the face. “I will go to
. the place where Gilgamesh lords it over the people, I will challenge him
= boldly, and I will ¢ry aloud in Uruk, I have come to change the old
“order, for I am the strongest here.””

. Now Enkidu strode in front and the woman followed behind. He
~entered Uruk, that great marker, and all the folk thronged round him
~-where he stood in the streer in strong-walled Uruk. The people jostled;
* speaking of him they said, “He is the spit of Gilgamesh.” “He is shorter.”
~-*He is bigger of bone.” “This is the'one who was reared on the milk

« 0 - - .o et - . ¥ " . - 1
-~ of wild beasts. His is the greatest strength.” The men rejoiced: “Now
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Gilgamesh has met his match. This great one, t this hero whose beauty is’
hke a god, he is a match even for Gilgamesh.” ¢

In Uruk the bridal bed was made, fir for the goddess of love. The
bride waited for the bridegroom, but in the night Gilgamesh got up and.
came to the house. Then Enkidu stepped out, he stood in the street and
blocked the way. Mighty Gilgamesh came on and Enkidu met him at the :
gate. He pur out his foor and prevented Gilgamesh from entering:
the house, so they grappled, holding each other like bulls. They broke the
doorposts and the walls shook, they snorted like bulls locked together.:
They shattered the doorposts and the walls shook. Gilgamesh bent his
knee with his foor planted on the ground and with a turn Enkidu was
thrown. Then immediately his fury died. When Enkidu was thrown he’
said to Gilgamesh, “There is not another like you in the world. Ninsun,
who 1s as strong as a wild ox in the byre, she was the mother who bore
you, and now you are raised above all men, and Enlil has given you the
kingship, for your strength surpasses the strength of men.” So Enkidu -
and Gilgamesh embraced and their friendship was sealed.

The Story of the Flood

[Utnapishtim, the old man, tells the story to Gilgamesh. ]

“You know the city Shurrupak, it stands on the banks of Euphrates? That
city grew old and the gods thar were in it were old. There was Anu, lord
of the firmament, their father, and warrior Enlil their counsellor, Ninurta
the helper, and Ennugi watcher over canals; and with them also was Fa. In
those days the world teemed, the people multiplied, the world bellowed -
like a wild bull, and the great god was aroused by the clamour. Enlil heard
the clamour and he said to the gods in council, “The uproar of mankind is
intolerable and sleep is no longer possible by reason of the babel.’ So the
gods agreed to exterminate mankind. Enlil did this, bur Ea because of his
oath warned me in a dream. He whispered their wurds to my house of
reeds, ‘Reed-house, reed-house! Wall, O wall, hearken reed-house, wall
reflect; O man of Shurrupak, son of Ubara-Tutw; tear down your house
and build a boat, abandon possessions and look for life, despise worldly
goods and save your soul alive, Tear down your house, I say, and build a
boat. These are the measurements of the barque as you shal build her: let
her beam equal her length, let her deck be roofed like the vault that covers
the abyss; then take up into the boat the seed of all living creatures.’
“When I had understood | said to my lord, ‘Behold, what you have
commanded 1 will honour and perform, but how shall I answer the
people, the city, the elders?’ Then Ea opened his mouth and said to me,
his servant, “Tell them this: [ have learnt that Enlil is wrathful against
me, I dare no longer walk in his land nor live in his city; [ will go down
to the Gulf to dwell with Ea my lord. But on you he will rain down
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‘hundance, rare fish and shy wild-fowl, a rich harvest-tide. In the eve-
ning the rider of the storm will bring you wheat in torrents.’
«In the first light of dawn all my household gathered round me, the
hildren brought pitch and the men whatever was necessary. On the fifth
day 1 laid the keel and the ribs, then I made fast the planking. The ground-
pace was one acre, each side of the deck measured one hundred and
twenty cubits, making a square. 1 built six decks below, seven in all, I di-
vided them into nine sections with bulkheads between. T drove in wedges
where needed, I saw to the punt-poles, and laid in supplies. The carriers
brought oil in baskers, I poured pitch inza the furnace and asphalr and oil;
more oil was consumed in caulking, and more again the master of the
' hoat took into his stores. 1 slaughtered bullocks for the people and every
day T killed sheep. I gave the shipwrights wine to drink as though it were
iver Water, raw wine and red wine and oil and white wine. There was
easting then as there is at the time of the New Year's festival; 1 myself
1nointed niy head. On the seventh day the boar was complete.
" “Then was the launching full of difficulty; there was shifting of bal-
ast above and below till two thirds was submerged. I loaded into her all
“that I had of gold and of living things, my family, my kin, the beast of
“the field both wild and tame, and all the craftsmen. I'sent them on board,
or the rime that Shamash had ordained was already fulfilled when he
~gaid “In the evening, when the rider of the storm sends down the destroy-
“ ing rain, enter the boat and batten her down.” The time was fulfilled, the
~ evening came, the rider of the storm sent down the rain. looked out at
the weather and it was terrible, so I too boarded the boat and battened
““her down. All was now complete, the battening and the caulking; so |
“handed the tiller to Puzur-Amurri the steersman, with the navigation
. -and the care of the whole boat.
S0 “With the first light of dawn a black cloud came from the horizon;
it thundered within where Adad, lord of the storm, was riding. In front
over hill and plain Shullat and Hanish, heralds of the storm, led on.
- Then the gods of the abyss rose up; Nergal pulied out the dams of the
“nether waters, Ninurta the war-lord threw down the dykes, and the
“seven judges of hell, the Annunaki, raised their torches, lighting the land
- with their livid flame. A stupor of despair went up to heaven when the
- god of the storm turned daylight to darkness, when he smashed the land
- “like a cup. One whole day the tempest raged, gathering fury as it went,
it poured over the peaple like the tides of bartle; a man could not see his
- brother nor the people be seen from heaven. Even the gods were terrified
i at the flood, they fled to the highest heaven, the firmament of Anuj they
. crouched against the walls, cowering like curs. . ..
“For six days and six nights the winds blew, torrent and rempest and
- flood overwhelmed the world, tempest and flood raged together like war-
- ring hosts. When the seventh day dawned the storm from the south sub-
_sided, the sea grew calm, the flood was stilled; T looked at the face of the
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world and there was silence, all mankind was turned to clay. The surface o
the sea stretched as flat as a roof-top; I opened a hatch and the light fell or
my face. Then I bowed low, I sat down and 1 wept, the tears streamed down
my face, for on every side was the waste of water. [ looked for land in vain;
but fourteen leagues distant there appeared a mountain, and there the boat
grounded; on the mountain of Nisir the boat held fast, she held fast and did
not budge. One day she held, and a second day on the mountain of Nisir she
held fast and did not budge. A third day, and a fourth day she held fast on
the mountain and did not budge; a fifth day and a sixth day she held fast on
the mountain. When the seventh day dawned I loosed a dove and et her go.
She flew away, but finding no resting-place she returned. Then I loosed a
swallow, and she flew away but finding no resting-place she returned.
I loosed a raven, she saw thar the waters had retreated, she ate, she flew
around, she cawed, and she did nor come back. Then I threw everything
open to the four winds, I made a sacrifice and poured out a libation on the
mountain top. Seven and again seven cauldrons I set up on their stands,
I heaped up wood and cane and cedar and myrtle. When the gods smelled
the sweet savour, they gathered like flies over the sacrifice. Then, ar last,
Ishtar also came, she lifred her necklace with the jewels of heaven that once
Anu had made to please her. ‘O you gods here present, by the lapis lazuli
round my neck I shall remember these days as 1 remember the jewels of my
throat; these last days I shall not forger. Let all the gods gather round the
sacrifice, except Enlil. He shall not approach this offering, for without
reflection he brought the flood; he consigned my people to destrucrion.’

“When Enlil had come, when he saw the boat, he was wrath and
swelled with anger at the gods, the host of heaven, ‘Has any of these
mortals escaped? Not one was to have survived the destruction.’ Then
the god of the wells and canals Ninurta opened his mouth and said to
the warrior Enlil, “Who is there of the gods that devise without Ea? It is
Ea alone who knows all things.” Then Ea opened his mouth and spoke
to warrior Enlil, “Wisest of gods, hero Enlil, how could you so sense-
lessly bring down the flood?

Lay upon the sinner his sin,

Lay upon the transgressor his transgression,
Punish him a little when he breaks loose,
Do not drive him too hard or he perishes;
Would that a lion had ravaged mankind
Rather than the flood,

Would that a wolf had ravaged markind
Rather than the flood,

Would that famine had wasted the world
Rather than the flood,

Would that pestilence had wasted mankind
Rather than the flood.
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was not [ that revealed the secrer of the gods; the wise man learned it
4 dream. Now take your counsel what shall be done with him.’

= wThen Enlil went up into the boat, he took me by the hand and my
fe and made us enter the boat and kneel down on either side, he stand-
ng between us. He rouched our foreheads to bless us saying, ‘In time past
Utnapishtim was a mortal man; henceforth he and his wife shall live in
the distance at the mouth of the rivers.” Thus it was that the gods took me
'ﬁ:d'placed me here to live in the distance, at the mouth of the rivers.”




