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PREFACE

“There is,” George Steiner has written, “a special miseria of translation, a melancholy after Babel.” This Gilgamesh takes what Stephen Mac-Kenna called a “chaste freedom” in presenting a very ancient literary work. The translation assumes a number of things about Gilgamesh that, like most things ancient and remote, are subject to question. Gilgamesh is the “late” or “standard” version of a collection that reaches back to a Sumerian hero of the early Third Millennium B.C. The late version is written in the Akkadian language and was composed in the Middle Babylonian Period (1600–1000 B.C.), no later than the thirteenth century, by an exorcist-priest, Sîn-leqi-unninnī. There is a long history of the Gilgamesh stories, and the late version offers only one moment of it—a moment, though, that we consider so compelling that, like many others working in French, German, Danish, Finnish, Georgian, Hebrew, Italian, Russian, Swedish, Czech, and, of course, English, we too are tempting that melancholy after Babel to translate it again.

Gilgamesh is a work, we feel, that is best approached as seventy-two more or less complete poems. The story line can be sketched briefly, but as is the case with many traditional stories, whose original audience knew fairly well the overall design of the story, the pleasure lies not so much in the plot but in smaller segments that make up the whole. Most translations of the Gilgamesh stories follow the traditional twelve-tablet format that seems to have been universal once the different Gilgamesh stories were brought together into an “epic” unity. Not all of them, though, pay close attention to the subdivisions of the text into columns. The late version is written in cuneiform or “wedge-shaped” characters on twelve clay tablets, a number suggesting the twelve books or cantos of Western epic poems. Each tablet is inscribed front and back, in six columns read left to right and top to bottom. Often an episode will begin in one column and end in another. We hope to show, however, that the column is an important unit of composition—and a convenient way to move through the work poem by poem. Sîn-leqi-unninnī attempted to give his Second Millennium poem the look of his Third Millennium Sumerian forerunners—stately, dignified, unhurried, often repetitive—and the division into six columns served his purpose well.

This translation follows the standard text of Gilgamesh: R. Campbell Thompson’s The Epic of Gilgamesh: Text, Transliteration, and Notes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930). His work has since been augmented and in some cases corrected by new discoveries of Gilgamesh texts in the Middle East, and we have attempted to keep the new materials in mind; but Campbell Thompson’s is still the basis of any new translation. Many translations and critical studies have been consulted. Because this is not a new edition of the text and because it is designed to be read by people like us, non-specialists, the notes are not exhaustive. The hundreds of philological and textual problems that are of great importance to the specialist are usually ignored here; they are beyond our modest competence, and the reader who needs to know about them can probably already find his way through the vast material written about Gilgamesh in the hundred years since it was discovered by George Smith. The notes make reference only to the most readily accessible works in English, like James B. Pritchard’s edition of Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 3rd ed. (Princeton: University Press, 1969), in which E. A. Speiser and A. K. Grayson have presented much Gilgamesh material. Others are general works like Samuel Noah Kramer’s History Begins at Sumer (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1981), Thorkild Jacobsen’s The Treasures of Darkness (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), and A. Leo Oppenheim’s Ancient Mesopotamia (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964).

One work, though, has been especially important and is referred to often. Jeffrey H. Tigay’s The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982) became available as we were completing our work. It summarizes so much earlier work on the Gilgamesh that Tigay has, we feel, relieved us of the burden of reproducing earlier scholarship; indeed, it would be pretentious to reproduce it when a reference to Tigay will take the reader to a discussion and bibliography of the original scholarship. But Tigay’s book is much more than a compendium of earlier work. He shows that the “late” version of Gilgamesh is a work in its own right with its own stylistic peculiarities and innovations. He maps out the “evolution” of the Gilgamesh from its early Sumerian forms through the first great effort at unification in the Old Babylonian Period, through Middle Babylonian, Hittite, and Late Assyrian versions until it finds a stable form. That we are deeply indebted to this work of impeccable scholarship will appear on nearly every page.

Many friends and colleagues have provided ideas and support for this work, and we thank them for their help, especially Marilyn Gaddis Rose, Susan Thornton, Liz Rosenberg, Walter P. Bowman, Grace Alvarez-Altman, Paul Ferguson, Robert Gilliam, Norma Lawrence, Cynthia La-Pier, Paul F. Hoye, and John B. Alphonso-Karkala. Our sometimes unorthodox views have been voiced at meetings of the American Oriental Society, the International Association for Philosophy and Literature, the Conference on Literary Onomastics, the Society of Biblical Literature, the Translation Research and Instruction Program at SUNY Binghamton, and the New York State Asian Studies Conference. With all of that support we might have been expected to get it right; where we have failed, the mistakes are ours alone.

We would also like to acknowledge, as the source for the text and monument sites indicated on the map, “L’Épopée de Gilgameš—a-t-elle été fixée dans l’art?”, by G. Offner, in Gilgameš et sa légende, edited by Paul Garelli (Paris: C. Klincksieck, 1960); and we are happy to acknowledge our gratitude to the British Museum and Oxford University Press for permission to reproduce material in the Appendix.
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Introduction
THE ONE WHO
SAW THE ABYSS

John Gardner died in a motorcycle accident on September 14, 1982, leaving a typescript of Gilgamesh, the last work he completed before his death. There is a certain irony in that, for the version of the Gilgamesh stories he had worked over the years to translate develops a simple, terrible truth: death is inevitable, but the works a person achieves can gain a kind of immortality, as it has for the Sumerian hero of the stories. John Gardner worked in many artistic modes. He was, above all, a novelist and writer of short fiction; but he was also a literary critic, teacher, composer, librettist, playwright, painter, woodworker, and author of children’s books. He was trained as a medievalist and was at home in the great traditions of Western literature. Little wonder, then, that he pursued scholarly studies and translation, writing books about Chaucer and transposing ancient works like Jason and Medeia (1973). The Gilgamesh stories are older than anything else he worked with—the earliest stories date back to nearly 2600 B.C.—and they come from an Ancient Near Eastern culture that is very remote indeed from the modern, Western world; but they represent simply another direction Gardner was taking in his work. He had worked night and day in late August and September to complete the typescript. Such strenuous work was habit with Gardner. What prompted him to finish the manuscript was a very practical concern: he planned to use the typescript for his course in the Epic at the State University of New York at Binghamton, and the document had to be ready for his students to use at the beginning of the Fall Term.

What Gardner completed just days before he died was his part in a project that has taken nearly ten years to complete. Together with Richard Henshaw, the only Assyriologist of the three of us who worked on the Gilgamesh, I had been poring over Sumerian and Akkadian literary works since 1972, and had spent some eighteen months between 1974 and 1976 examining the cuneiform (“wedge-shaped”) texts, transliterations of the cuneiform characters into roman letters, and translations of what has come to be known as The Epic of Gilgamesh since its discovery in the ruins of ancient Mesopotamia (modern Iraq) just over a century ago. With Henshaw’s help, I had prepared a rough translation of the text and generated large files of notes on every line of Akkadian, the language of the text, the language of the ancient Babylonians and Assyrians. Most of the material had come from the Library of Ashurbanipal in ancient Nineveh, a library assembled during the reign (668–627 B.C.) of that Assyrian king. The Gilgamesh tells of a king of the important Sumerian city-state of Uruk (modern Warka) during the Second Early Dynastic Period (2700–2500 B.C.). It was thought that the material from the Library of Ashurbanipal reflected much earlier work, and scholars have found that to be the case. Fragments of older versions have been found and studied, some reaching back to the centuries just after the reign of Gilgamesh himself, back to the time of the earliest writings in any language yet deciphered—and not much later than the invention of true writing itself (about 3000 B.C.).

Gardner and I began work on what was intended to be a translation for the non-specialist in 1976, after one of Gardner’s visits to the Brockport Writers Forum. Gilgamesh is the most significant literary work to come out of ancient Mesopotamia. It was worked and reworked for two thousand years, kept alive by a tradition of scribal schools set up in Sumerian times (and lasting into the early Christian era). Judging from the different versions, the spread of fragments across the Ancient Near East, and the different languages in which the Gilgamesh stories appear (Sumerian, Akkadian, and Hittite), Gilgamesh was the most popular of works composed in the Sumero-Akkadian literary tradition. Recently, Jeffrey H. Tigay (The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic, 1982) has synthesized the hundred years of modern scholarship on the text of Gilgamesh and has been able to isolate many of the features of the “late” version attributed to the poet Sîn-leqi-unninnī, the version followed here. Seven earlier compositions in the Sumerian language have survived, and several fragments in Akkadian earlier than our version. Gardner was much taken by the fragments of an Old Babylonian (2000–1600 B.C.) Gilgamesh epic, and much of the studying done by Maier and Gardner was devoted to the similarities and differences among the versions, especially the Old Babylonian fragments. We were happy to discover that many of our intuitions were borne out in Tigay’s painstaking work. The importance of Gilgamesh is such that every specialist in cuneiform literature and the languages of the Ancient Near East has studied at least part of the work, and the specialist has the text in the original and by now hundreds of scholarly articles to help him through Gilgamesh. For the most part, these texts and articles are virtually inaccessible to the outsider. The great value of Tigay’s Evolution for our work has been to reduce the space needed to argue a point he has already demonstrated. We have not hesitated to question some of the interpretations offered by specialists. From the start, our aim was, in the parlance of programmers, a “top-down” translation that emphasized large sections of literary discourse (schemata, speeches, verse paragraphs, columns, tablets, large narrative movements), rather than a “bottom-up” translation that begins with cuneiform signs (and fragments of signs) and gradually builds up words and lines. At first, we were open to almost any type of translation. We considered a prose translation of the Akkadian poetic lines; and we thought about the technique that has been successful in some biblical translations: paraphrase. Although there are a few instances of paraphrase and a number of places where we have eliminated the scholar’s brackets (for reconstructions in the text) and parentheses (doubtful constructions or translations), we have settled for a “chaste” translation of Gilgamesh, one that, in particular, preserves the integrity of the poetic line. Tigay’s work has simplified the task of annotation, and we draw upon his work and the work of others very frequently. Our disagreements come mainly in larger questions of interpretation, where we have tried to exonerate the scholars by separating them from our own wild surmises.

John Gardner’s part in the project was, finally, to decide upon the reading of the lines. The typescript he completed in his last days took care of that. Except for the usual problems of an unedited first draft, the typescript is complete, and it forms the basis of this edition. From the start it was intended that I would put the manuscript together, with introduction, notes, and an appendix on translating the Gilgamesh for those who know little about the writing system, languages, and tools available to the translator today. One would like to have had Gardner’s counsel through all stages of the preparation of the manuscript. It is enough, though, that his last work is one powerful enough to express the force of his personality.

Gardner’s life was filled with projects, and he had to work on Gilgamesh in the odd hours when he could pull himself away from his parents’ home in Batavia, New York, or from the schools where he taught—in his last years, SUNY Binghamton. His interest in Gilgamesh, though, stretched back before the time we first met at Brockport. The Sunlight Dialogues (1972) is a novel pervaded by Mesopotamian thought. It contains the most explicit statements about Gilgamesh Gardner wrote—even though the remarks are made by his persona in the fictional work. The novel is set in the Batavia of 1966, but is laced with the Mesopotamiana of four thousand years ago. The dialogues of the title are exchanges between the hero, Taggert Hodge (“the Sunlight Man”), and Batavia Police Chief Fred Clumly. All four dialogues focus on the values of an ancient civilization that stands in sharp contrast with Western civilization. The Sunlight Man is convinced that Western civilization is collapsing, that only by going beyond the Judeo-Christian and Greco-Roman traditions to the values of ancient Babylon can any sense be made of what is happening in our society today. The last of the dialogues, “The Dialogue of the Dead,” discusses Gilgamesh. At the time Gardner wrote The Sunlight Dialogues, he knew The Epic of Gilgamesh only in translation, and the translation he knew had lopped off the last of the twelve tablets of the original and had substituted in its place a Gilgamesh story with a very different point to make and in a very different language, Sumerian. The Sunlight Man thought The Epic of Gilgamesh “obscure” and “undramatic,” even “lifeless.” He thought that the poetry of that Akkadian epic was “intricate” and suited more to elaborate description and oration and hymnic address than to the action-stories we think of as “epic.” He could see the beauty of technique in the ancient work, with its careful segmentation, echoing devices, repetition and counterpointing that played one scene against another, one speech against another. Mainly, though, the Sunlight Man is less concerned about the artistic technique—of great interest to a writer of fiction, of course—than he is with the truth The Epic of Gilgamesh has to offer us. He uses the ancient work to tell us about the freedom to act.

Gilgamesh, according to this early Gardner account, tries every sort of scheme for achieving immortality—and fails. He tries to find personal immortality, eternal youth, lasting fame, the glory in achievement (building a great city), establishment of a lineage—only to fail in every attempt. The answer to this desperate human dilemma is simply, the Sunlight Man claims, the power to act. Taggert Hodge, the Sunlight Man, tells the Police Chief, “And so, in answer to your question, one acts to maintain the freedom to act, but the ultimate act, the act which comes when the gods command it, is utterly impersonal, a movement of the universe, a stroke by, for, and of sole interest to—the gods.”1 When all of the illusions of personal immortality are stripped away, there is only the act to maintain the freedom to act. Why, then, act at all? For Gardner’s Sunlight Man, if not for Gardner himself, the answer to this age-old human question is the main thrust of The Epic of Gilgamesh: “because action is life.”

The action of Gilgamesh is difficult to interpret after many thousands of years, but relatively easy to follow. It is a double quest. Gilgamesh sets out to make a name for himself and succeeds, with his friend Enkidu, by defeating a demonic figure, Humbaba, and then the terrifying Bull of Heaven. By the midpoint of the story, Gilgamesh and Enkidu have indeed established their names and boast about their achievements in riddles. Just at the moment of greatest success, though, the gods announce an unexpected and arbitrary decision: one of the men must die. Enkidu is chosen. In what is surely the most moving death scene in ancient literature, Gilgamesh eulogizes his friend and in deep grief strikes out upon the long road, insisting there must be some ultimate meaning in his friend’s death.

In his grief Gilgamesh breaks through territory no human had ever visited. Time and again he is told his search is in vain. Better to enjoy the pleasures of life than to puzzle out the meaning of life. He forces himself even across the Waters of Death to demand an answer.

Mesopotamian thought divided human history by the Flood. What first fired the enthusiasm of the West when George Smith discovered the first of the Gilgamesh tablets a century ago2 was the stunning discovery of a Flood story, older and more detailed than the biblical account, told by a Noah-like character, Utnapishtim. It is to Utnapishtim, the only human to have escaped the general fate of mankind, that Gilgamesh forces his way. Like Herakles, Utnapishtim had been raised to a life “like that of the gods.” It was his cunning, however, rather than his heroic deeds (Herakles) or his piety (Noah), that marked him as special. Gilgamesh comes to him demanding an answer.

The answer comes close to crushing Gilgamesh: there is no permanence. Enkidu will not return. Gilgamesh himself will not escape death. Even the Flood story, which tells of the saving of mankind, contains a hidden sting: henceforth mankind must live in a hostile environment, threatened by the lion and the wolf, by famine and plague. Still, Gilgamesh rallies. By the end of his quest, Gilgamesh has cast away the hideous rags of skin he had been wearing on his journey. He is cleansed. He returns to the civilized world with, if not a cheerful mien, at least a sense of obligation to the living. He returns to his goddess, Ishtar, and to his city, once again as king.

THE STORIES IN GILGAMESH

Many find in The Epic of Gilgamesh only flat despair, but John Gardner was not one of them. The work has a strong story line, but a summary of the action is likely to miss the richness of the poetry—and to emphasize the negative. Still, it is useful to keep an outline of Gilgamesh in mind, for a mark of The Epic of Gilgamesh is the intricate way in which a number of Gilgamesh tales and other, non-Gilgamesh traditions have been stitched together into a well-designed unity.3 The work is divided into twelve six-columned clay tablets, for a total of seventy-two columns of text. Although parts of The Epic of Gilgamesh are still missing today, the overall design is clear.

TABLET I

Column i. An introduction to the work as a whole, it emphasizes two accomplishments of the hero, Gilgamesh, one of which is to be narrated, the other already complete when the story begins. Gilgamesh is the seer, the one who discovered things secret, who found out about the time before the Flood divided history, and who cut his discoveries into a narû, or stone monument. His other work is the city walls of Uruk (modern Warka), which modern excavators have discovered made a circuit of some six miles around. At the center of the city is the temple complex called Eanna (“House of Heaven”), sacred dwelling of the chief deity of the city, the goddess Ishtar.

Column ii. A description of Gilgamesh is followed by the distress of the citizens, who cry out that their king is oppressing them. The gods hear the lament and create a double for Gilgamesh in the wild, Enkidu the fighter. Enkidu, who knows only the life of the animals in the wild, is spotted by the Stalker, who is worried that this Enkidu is disturbing the hunt.

Column iii. The Stalker reports to his father, who tells the Stalker of the powerful Gilgamesh living in the city and suggests a plan to trap Enkidu: ask Gilgamesh for one of the temple women, a love-priestess who can turn Enkidu from the animals he lives with. The Stalker takes the woman into the wilderness, where she waits for Enkidu.

Column iv. The seduction of Enkidu. In the most sexually explicit scene in Akkadian literature, the priestess traps Enkidu, sleeps with him for “six days and seven nights,” and fills his mind with civilized matters. She tells him of Gilgamesh, and he speaks for the first time, boasting of his prowess, anxious to confront the hero in the city.

Column v. Enkidu’s boast continues. The priestess urges him on with an extended description of the city and Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh, as the scene shifts to the city, reports to his mother, the divine Ninsun, about a dream he has had in the night. She “unties” the dream by repeating it.

Column vi. Ninsun completes the “untying” of Gilgamesh’s dream by interpreting it. Gilgamesh reports a second dream, like the first about Enkidu, and she interprets that one as well. Gilgamesh is anxious to meet this dream-figure, to acquire a friend. The scene shifts once again to Enkidu and the priestess sitting together.

TABLET II

Column i. Badly broken. From an Old Babylonian parallel text, it would appear that Enkidu is introduced to the arts of civilized life by the temple priestess.

Column ii. Badly broken. Apparently, the education of Enkidu continues. By the end of the column, Enkidu has entered the city of Uruk. The two heroes meet as Gilgamesh prepares to enter the “bride house,” apparently to insist upon the right to deflower the brides of the city. Enkidu blocks his way, and the two men fight.

Column iii. Badly broken. It appears (from the Old Babylonian parallel text) that the column narrates the great fight. The two wrestle—and suddenly become fast friends.

Column iv. Broken. Gilgamesh praises the strength of Enkidu, and the two men embrace like brothers.

Column v. Fragmentary. The column contains a description of the terrifying guardian-demon, Humbaba, whom the god Enlil has made guardian of the “cedar forest.” Gilgamesh will set about to make a name for himself by challenging the guardian Humbaba.

Column vi. Badly broken. Fragments of a dialogue between Gilgamesh and Enkidu.

TABLET III

Column i. The elders of the city advise Gilgamesh on the campaign against Humbaba. Gilgamesh takes Enkidu into the temple, Egalmah, where he seeks Ninsun’s help.

Column ii. Ninsun performs a ritual to the god Shamash for the protection of the two heroes in their campaign against Humbaba.

Column iii. Almost completely lost. Preparations for the fight with Humbaba continue.

Column iv. Badly broken. Ninsun, goddess and mother of Gilgamesh, adopts Enkidu.

Column v. Too broken for translation. Preparations for Humbaba continue.

Column vi. Badly broken. The elders of the city entrust Gilgamesh to Enkidu’s care. Preparations for Humbaba completed.

TABLET IV

Columns i–iv. Almost completely missing. A small fragment of the first column shows that Gilgamesh and Enkidu have begun their journey to the land of the cedar forest.

Column v. Broken. In one passage, Enkidu encourages Gilgamesh in preparation for the fight with Humbaba.

Column vi. Broken. Now Enkidu expresses fear, and Gilgamesh must urge his friend on as they approach the gate of the cedar forest. They enter the forest.

TABLET V

Column i. Gilgamesh and Enkidu wonder at the entrance of the cedar forest. They begin the journey into the forest when the text breaks off. A parallel text, though, tells of dreams Gilgamesh received in the night and the beginning of Enkidu’s interpretation of the dreams.

Column ii. Badly broken. A reference to a “three-stranded towrope” indicates a wisdom saying about two men overcoming obstacles.

Column iii. Quite broken at the beginning, the column tells of a second dream Gilgamesh receives in the cedar forest and of Enkidu’s interpretation of the dream. The men plunge farther into the forest, and pour out an offering to Shamash, asking for a dream.

Column iv. A third, terrifying dream comes to Gilgamesh.

Columns v–vi. Only a few signs remain from these columns in which Gilgamesh and Enkidu confront the demon Humbaba and kill him. Parallels in Old Babylonian and Hittite texts suggest something of the intensity of the battle—and of a moral problem that emerges once Humbaba is defeated. In both parallels, it is Enkidu who counsels Gilgamesh to kill Humbaba. Gilgamesh strikes him, but Enkidu delivers the final blow. In the Hittite version, Humbaba pleads for his life, offering to become Gilgamesh’s servant, but Enkidu argues against it, and they cut Humbaba down. In any case, by the end of Tablet V the long narrative of establishing a name by defeating Humbaba, already suggested by the end of Tablet II and covering Tablets III, IV, and V, ends in success for Gilgamesh and Enkidu.

TABLET VI

Column i. The narrative takes a decisive turn in this well-preserved text. The goddess Ishtar is attracted to the heroic Gilgamesh and offers to make him her lover. Gilgamesh responds to the proposal with a list of insults and the question “Which of your lovers have you loved forever?”

Column ii. Gilgamesh continues the insults to the goddess Ishtar in a catalogue of Ishtar’s lovers. In a fury, Ishtar turns to her father, the high god Anu, for help.

Column iii. Ishtar asks Anu to send the Bull of Heaven to punish Gilgamesh, and Anu agrees, provided that the city of Uruk has grain stored to survive seven years of stress. Ishtar assures Anu she has provided for her people, and the Bull of Heaven descends.

Column iv. The account of the battle with the Bull of Heaven is broken, but it is clear that both Gilgamesh and Enkidu engage in the fight.

Column v. Gilgamesh and Enkidu defeat the Bull of Heaven, and Enkidu further insults Ishtar. The heroes celebrate their victory and boast of their prowess.

Column vi. Very brief. Gilgamesh holds a joyous celebration. The heroes rest—only for a moment. A dream comes to Enkidu that will turn joy to woe.

TABLET VII

Columns i–ii. Quite broken. Enkidu weakens, apparently because the gods in council have decreed that Enkidu must die for having destroyed Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven. Gilgamesh is distraught. Enkidu addresses the door of the cedar forest, as if it were human, in a speech full of regret.

Column iii. Enkidu curses first the Stalker and then the temple priestess who had transformed him into a civilized human. Shamash, the sun god, hears the curse and upbraids Enkidu, reminding him of the honors he has received in his friendship with Gilgamesh.

Column iv. Enkidu then blesses the temple priestess. He tells Gilgamesh of a terrifying dream he has had of the netherworld, the house of darkness.

Column v. Lost.

Column vi. Only part of the column remains. The progress of the strange illness that has seized Enkidu is marked, and Enkidu reflects upon the anger of a god that has robbed him of a hero’s death in battle.

TABLET VIII

Column i. Gilgamesh delivers a beautiful eulogy.

Column ii. Gilgamesh continues his eulogy, and his grief intensifies.

Column iii. The mourning of Enkidu continues. The text breaks off after a few lines.

Column iv. Very little remains of the column. The few lines suggest that the column describes a statue raised in Enkidu’s memory.

Column v. Very little remains. What survives suggests a ritual Gilgamesh performs for Enkidu.

Column vi. Lost.

TABLET IX

Column i. Still grieving, Gilgamesh cries out in fear of death. He begins the long journey that will take him to Utnapishtim, the only human to escape the death decreed for all humans.

Column ii. Gilgamesh approaches the mountains of Mashu, guarded by scorpion-demons, male and female. The scorpion-demons speak to each other about Gilgamesh.

Column iii. Gilgamesh tells the Scorpion-man that he intends to journey to Utnapishtim. The Scorpion-man responds that no human has made such a journey.

Column iv. The Scorpion-man opens the gate for Gilgamesh to enter. The journey into the darkness begins.

Column v. The journey into the great darkness continues. Finally, light breaks out, and Gilgamesh finds himself in the Garden of the Gods.

Column vi. Very little of the column survives. Apparently, it is devoted to the Garden of the Gods.

TABLET X

Column i. Gilgamesh’s journey continues. He reaches the dwelling of Siduri the Barmaid, a manifestation of the goddess Ishtar. She inquires about his terrible journey, and he recounts the adventures of the two friends.

Column ii. Gilgamesh tells Siduri of his deep grief. She, too, insists that his journey is dangerous and futile—but she advises him on the way to make the journey across the waters of death. He finds a way to confront the Boatman who can make the crossing.

Column iii. Gilgamesh once again recounts his adventures and his grief to the Boatman, Urshanabi. Gilgamesh cuts poles for the voyage, and the two begin the journey across the waters.

Column iv. The journey across the waters of death is accomplished. Utnapishtim watches the boat in the distance.

Column v. Gilgamesh finds his destination and speaks to the sage Utnapishtim. Utnapishtim tells of the parentage of Gilgamesh.

Column vi. Much is missing of the column, but the final lines survive. They give Utnapishtim’s answer to Gilgamesh’s desperate quest for the meaning of life: there is no permanence.

TABLET XI

Column i. Utnapishtim begins his account of a secret of the gods: the Flood. He recalls the trick by which the god Ea allows mankind to know of the Flood and to prepare for its coming.

Column ii. Utnapishtim describes the boat and its launching.

Column iii. The Flood comes with its terrifying fury and finally recedes.

Column iv. Utnapishtim lets birds fly out of the boat. When the crow does not return, Utnapishtim leaves the boat and offers sacrifice to the gods. The gods argue about the Flood. Utnapishtim challenges Gilgamesh to a test: remain awake for six days and seven nights.

Column v. Gilgamesh fails the test. Gilgamesh is cleansed and is prepared to return to Uruk when the wife of Utnapishtim chides her husband’s inhospitality.

Column vi. Utnapishtim offers Gilgamesh a final secret, a plant called “The-Old-Man-Will-Be-Made-Young.” Gilgamesh secures the plant but loses it when a serpent carries it away. Gilgamesh and the Boatman return to the city of Uruk.

TABLET XII

Column i. The story has no clear chronological relationship to the narratives in the previous tablets, for Enkidu is alive. He offers to enter the underworld to bring out a drum and beater that have fallen into the world of the dead. Gilgamesh gives Enkidu detailed advice that will enable him to enter the underworld and return.

Column ii. Enkidu does everything he was not to do, and he is seized by the earth. Gilgamesh begins a search for a god who can bring Enkidu back to the living.

Column iii. Rebuffed by the gods Enlil and Sîn, Gilgamesh finds the temple of Ea. With Ea’s help, the ghost of Enkidu escapes the underworld, and the friends try to embrace.

Column iv. In a dialogue, Enkidu tells Gilgamesh of the fates of humans in the underworld.

Column v. Much of the column is lost. Enkidu continues to describe the fates of humans in the netherworld.

Column vi. A brief column. Enkidu describes more of the fates, ending with the spirit who has no one left alive to love him: the spirit must make his way in the underworld with only the scraps tossed into the gutter—eating what no dog would touch.

THE CHARACTERS OF GILGAMESH

The narrative is long and complex, and many lines of The Epic of Gilgamesh have not yet been recovered. Still, the main lines are clear, and enough is known of each tablet to see the overall design clearly. The main figure is, of course, the hero Gilgamesh.4 Except in the early parts of the work, when the focus is on Enkidu, and in the story-within-a-story account of the Flood, Gilgamesh is the center of attention. He is a mature human at the opening of the work, in the sense that his position as king of the city of Uruk is already secure, and one of the works for which he was remembered, building the walls of the city, is already in the past. In another sense, his physical maturity and his status are only the background for his “education,” which takes place in two distinct stages. In the first, which takes up exactly the first half of the story, Gilgamesh must establish a name for himself, a process of individuation that demands preparations (physical, emotional, and spiritual) for an initiating encounter with the demonic Humbaba. In the second, Gilgamesh, having lost his friend and brother, must pass through stages of melancholia and dissolution of the self, a dark night of the soul, from which he emerges intact but profoundly different from the boisterous and arrogant champion who made up riddles about his name after he defeated the Bull of Heaven.

Gilgamesh is also the story of the double. If Gilgamesh is two-thirds god and only one-third human, his double, Enkidu, seems to reverse the ratio. If Gilgamesh is outwardly the same at the beginning and the end of the work, the story of Enkidu everywhere emphasizes change. For Enkidu, it is a story of birth, development in the wild, a step-by-step initiation into the life of a civilized man, courageous acts, and death. It is the story of Everyman. (It is also the story of the emergence of mankind from the wild, a parable of culture, the best worked-out Mesopotamian speculation about lullû-amēlu, the First Man.)5 Once the men fight, they become friends immediately. The relationship is tested and confirmed time and again, and expressed in one of the most moving elegies to have come down to us from the ancient world. The love of Gilgamesh and Enkidu is likened to that of husband and wife and to the bond between brothers. Indeed, Enkidu is brought into the family of Gilgamesh, adopted by the goddess-mother of Gilgamesh, Ninsun.6 Enkidu is, perhaps, the more physical of the two—though Gilgamesh wins the fight between them—and those things over which humans are so anxious—sexual desire, revenge, and the like—are expressed in the actions of Enkidu with an immediacy and vigor that contrast with the lordly Gilgamesh. Consider the two insults the heroes give to the goddess Ishtar in Tablet VI. Gilgamesh insults her with a lengthy, detailed, and clever speech, while Enkidu is brusque, and he throws a part of the slain Bull of Heaven into her face.7

The large contours of Gilgamesh follow, then, the two equal but different heroes through a few major adventures. The number of columns and poetic lines given to the different episodes may strike the modern reader as strange or disproportionate. The story of the heroes’ fight against Humbaba, for example, is introduced as early as the second tablet, and covers fully three tablets. The fight itself (V.vi), though, is quite brief. Indeed, for a society that is supposedly so competitive and warlike,8 there is almost an ellipsis of battle in Gilgamesh. The three fighting scenes—Gilgamesh vs. Enkidu, the heroes vs. Humbaba, and the heroes vs. the Bull of Heaven—are certainly important to the action, but in contrast to, say. The Iliad,9 the fighting is brief, stylized, and though direct, remarkably free of detail.

On the other hand, although they are some of the worst preserved sections of Gilgamesh, the preparation for the fight with Humbaba is developed at great length. Gilgamesh was, according to the Sumerian King List, a Sumerian king during what modern historians consider the Second Early Dynastic Period of Sumer (ca. 2700–2500 B.C.),10 and the defeat of the guardian of the cedar forest may cast in mythic form an historical event, the capturing of valuable woodlands or the establishing of trade involving wood—a precious commodity almost totally lacking in the plain that constitutes Sumer (southern Iraq). The story in Gilgamesh focuses on none of this. Rather, it concentrates on the decision to make a name for the heroes, a debate involving the elders of the city about the merits of the expedition, rituals to assure the gods’ blessings, the difficult journey, and dreams. Since Humbaba was established as guardian of the cedar forest by no less an authority than the most powerful of the gods, Enlil, the decision to challenge that authority involves grave dangers and a moral dilemma. The sun god Shamash is the protector of the heroes in this endeavor, and in the version of the story that is followed in our translation, Shamash is the instigator of Gilgamesh’s plan to battle Humbaba.11 Ninsun, the mother of Gilgamesh, offers a libation to Shamash and asks the god what had become the central question:


               “Why have you raised up my son Gilgamesh and laid on him a

               restless heart that will not sleep?

               Now you push him to go

               on a long journey to the place of Humbaba,

               to face a battle he cannot know about

               and travel a road he cannot know

               until the day he goes and returns,

               until he comes to the forest, the cedars,

               until he kills Humbaba the ferocious one

               and has removed from the land any evil you hate.” (III.ii)



By this late version, the question of moral responsibility has entered the story, and the battle against Humbaba has taken on a mythic dimension it had not had before: Gilgamesh as the instrument of the sun god in his battle against the forces of evil.

The high gods in the Sumerian and Akkadian pantheon are as much the invention of the poets as of any of the forces that act on the development of religious institutions.12 Shamash, whose character as sun god was very ancient, was from Sumerian times an important god, but never one of the Four (Anu, Enlil, Ea, and the Great Goddess) thought to have greater power than the hundreds of other gods.13 The sun god had nothing like the importance of the sun in, say, Egyptian mythology. The sun’s battle14 with evil appears to be a late addition to the Gilgamesh stories, and it is not clear if Gilgamesh presents anything like a consistent theological picture. In the late version, Shamash certainly dominates the first half of the story—and then virtually disappears. The second half is dominated, if at all, by a god with a very different “character,” Ea. And the whole late version is overladen with the divine being whose presence enters in a subtle way indeed—the Great Goddess, Ishtar.

Shamash is Justice, and he prompts the battle with Humbaba as a confrontation with the Shadow. This complex of light, the good, and the development of the heroic ego (through battle the hero establishes a “name”) is well known in myths throughout the world.15 Less well known is the second phase and the elusive god who dominates the second journey, in Gilgamesh the god Ea.

The second phase begins with the illness that seizes Enkidu as Tablet VII opens. Before he dies, Enkidu curses the Stalker and the temple woman who had brought him to civilization. Shamash calls down to Enkidu, reminding him of the advantages that life in the city has given him: food of the gods, drink of kings, a “great garment,” the companionship of Gilgamesh, power, honor—and fame. Enkidu’s anger is assuaged, and he turns from curses to blessings. It is
























































THE APOLLONIAN PHASE (Gilgamesh I.i–VII.iv)

































THE DIONYSIAN PHASE (Gilgamesh VII.v–XII.vi)




























THE TWO CENTERS












WHAT KIND OF POEM IS GILGAMESH?
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