GILGAMESH

Ca. 2500—-1300 B.C.

Gilgamesh is a poem of unparalleled antiquity, the first great heroic narrative of
world literature. Its origins stretch back to the margins of prehistory, and its evolu-
tion spans millennia. When it was known, it was widely known. Tablets containing
portions of Gilgamesh have been found at sites throughout the Middle East and
in all the languages written in cuneiform characters, wedge-shaped characters
incised in clay or stone. But then, at a time when the civilizations of the Hebrews,
Greeks, and Romans had only just developed beyond their infancy, Gilgamesh
vanished from memory. For reasons that scholars have not yet fathomed, the litera-
ture of the cuneiform languages was not translated into the new alphabets that
replaced them. Some portions of this once-famous work survived in subsequent
traditions, but they did so as scattered and anonymous fragments. They became a
kind of invisible substratum that was buried under what was previously believed to
be the earliest level of our common tradition. Until Utnapishtim’s “Story of the
Flood,” a portion of Gilgamesh, was accidentally rediscovered and published in
1872, no one suspected that the biblical story of Noah and the Great Flood was
neither original nor unique.

A great lost work like Gilgamesh poses particular problems of understanding
beyond those posed by the discovery of a lost masterpiece by a known author or of
a known time. The meaning of a work of literature is partly contextual —it is estab-
lished by the culture that produced that work. Yet the whole context of Gilgamesh
was lost along with the text. The names of the gods and humans who people the
epic, the cities and lands in which they lived, and the whole of their history van-
ished for thousands of years from common memory. The story of Gilgamesh and
his companion, Enkidu, speaks to contemporary readers with astonishing immedi-
acy. Its moving depiction of the bonds of friendship, of the quest for worldly
renown, and of the tragic attempt to escape that death which is the common
fate of humanity has a timeless resonance and appeal. Yet despite this immediate
recognition of something profoundly familiar there is, because of this millennial
gap in the history of its transmission, a strangeness and remoteness about the work
that strikes us in virtually every line. That strangeness has diminished each year as
more tablets have been discovered and translated and as our understanding of the
languages and cultures of the ancient Middle East has increased, but what we
know is still relatively slight compared with what we know of the cultures that
succeeded them. Today the names of Ulysses and Achilles and the gods and god-
desses of Mount Olympus are familiar even to many who have not read Homer.
The names of Gilgamesh, Enkidu, Utnapishtim, Enlil, and Ea are virtually
unknown outside the poem itself.

Gilgamesh developed over a period of nearly a thousand years. The version
discovered in the city of Nineveh amid the ruins of the great royal library of Assur-
banipal, the last great king of the Assyrian empire—what modern scholars now
call the Standard Version—circulated widely throughout the ancient Middle East
for a millennium or more. While the history of the text is a long and complex one,
and is still far from fully understood, it is possible to identify three principal stages
in its development. The first begins in roughly 2700 B.c. when the historical Gil-
gamesh ruled in Uruk, a city in ancient Mesopotamia. Tales both mythical and
legendary grew up around him and were repeated and copied for centuries. The
stories that were later incorporated into the Gilgamesh epic existed in this litera-
ture, albeit in different form, as well as other material concerning the historical
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Gilgamesh that was not included in the epic. The earliest written versions of these
stories date from roughly 2000 B.c., but oral versions of the stories both preceded
them and continued on, parallel with the written tradition. The language of these
materials was Sumerian, the earliest written language in Mesopotamia and one
that has little if any connection to any other known language.

The history of the epic itself begins sometime before 1600 B.c., some eight
centuries before Homer, when a Babylonian author (Mesopotamian tradition
identifies a priest-exorcist named Sin-leqi-unninni) assembled free translations of
the oral versions of some of these tales into a connected narrative. This new work
was not simply a sequence of tales linked by the character of Gilgamesh but a
conscious selection and recasting of the Sumerian materials into a new form.
Some Gilgamesh tales were ignored, while elements from stories not associated
with him in the Sumerian accounts were incorporated. This earliest version of the
epic, which exists only in fragmentary form, continued to develop for the next few
centuries. However, no comparable recasting of the poem was made. By the time
of Assurbanipal (668-627 B.C.) the text was essentially stabilized.

Assurbanipal’s synthetic version—the Standard Version—was also the first dis-
covered. It was written on twelve hardened clay tablets in Akkadian, a Semitic
language like Hebrew and Arabic and one of the principal languages of Babylonia
and Assyria. The first eleven of these tablets make up the story as printed here.
The twelfth tells another story of Gilgamesh, “Gilgamesh and the Underworld,”
and since it is unclear how it is to be incorporated into the preceding tablets, it is
usually presented as a kind of appendix to the story.

The tablets of the Standard Version are poorly preserved at a number of points,
most notably in the adventure in the Cedar Forest, and the translation relies heav-
ily on the earlier, Old Babylonian version and fragments from a number of other
Versions.

The epic narrates the legendary deeds of Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, but it begins
with a prologue that emphasizes not his adventures but the wisdom he acquired
and the monuments he constructed at the end of his epic journey. It also tells us
that Gilgamesh was endowed by his divine creators with extraordinary strength,
courage, and beauty. He is more god than man. His father, however, is mortal,
and that fact is decisive in shaping the narrative that follows. The prologue also
suggests that Gilgamesh himself has written this account and left the tablets in the
foundation of the city wall of Uruk for all to read.

In our first view of him, Gilgamesh is the epitome of a bad ruler: arrogant,
oppressive, and brutal. The people of Uruk complain of his oppression to the
Sumerian gods, and the gods™ response is to create Enkidu as a foil or counter-
weight to Gilgamesh. Where the latter is a mixture of human and divine, Enkidu,
who also appears godlike, is a blend of human and wild animal, with the animal
predominating at first. He is raised by wild beasts, lives as they do (eating only
uncooked food), and embodies the conflict between animal and human natures
thatis a recurrent theme in Mesopotamian literature and myth. When he becomes
a kind of protector of the animals, breaking the hunters’ traps and filling in their
pits, Enkidu poses a threat to the human community. This threat is neutralized by
civilizing him. First a prostitute seduces him across the line separating animal
from human and educates him in the elements of human society. Then shepherds
teach him to eat prepared food, wear clothing, and anoint himself as humans do.
He is weakened somewhat by this transformation and estranged from his animal
companions, but he is also glorified and made greater than he was. The prostitute
leads him to Uruk and the confrontation with Gilgamesh for which the gods have
created him. His coming has been announced to Gilgamesh in one of the many
dreams that play such an important role in the poem. Although the two are bent
on destroying each other at first, their encounter results, as it was meant to, in a
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deep bond of friendship. Each finds in the other the true companion he has
sought. The consequence of their union is that their prodigious energies are
directed outward toward heroic achievements.

Gilgamesh proposes the first of their adventures both to gain them universal
renown and to refresh the spirit of Enkidu, who has been weakened and confused
by civilization. He suggests that they go to the great Cedar Forest in the Country
of the Living and there slay the terrible giant Humbaba. Enkidu is reluctant at first
because he knows the danger in this adventure better than Gilgamesh. But the
latter prevails, and with the blessing of the sun god Shamash they succeed. Their
victory is not a simple, glorious triumph, however, and its meaning is unclear.
Humbaba poses no apparent threat to Uruk and its people, and he curses them
before he dies. Enlil, the god of wind and storm, is enraged by the slaying of his
creature, curses the heroes, and gives to others the seven splendors that had been
Humbaba’s.

Their second adventure is not of their choosing and also leads to another ambig-
uous success. Gilgamesh’s just but harsh rejection of Ishtar’s advances provokes
her to send the Bull of Heaven against the people of Uruk. The terrible destruction
the Bull causes obliges Gilgamesh and Enkidu to destroy it, but that victory brings
about the slow and painful death of Enkidu.

The death of his companion reveals to Gilgamesh the hollowness of mortal
fame and leads him to undertake a solitary journey in search of immortality. This
journey sets Gilgamesh apart from more straightforward heroic narratives and gives
it a special appeal to modern readers. Gilgamesh’s specific goal is to discover the
secret of immortality from the one man, Utnapishtim, who has survived the Flood.
His journey begins with a conventional challenge, the fierce lions who guard the
mountain passes. But the challenges he faces subsequently—the dark tunnel that
brings him to a prototypical garden of paradise, the puzzling and perilous voyage
to Dilmun—have a different and more magical character. He is discouraged at
every step, but Gilgamesh perseveres. Although he at last finds Utnapishtim and
hears his story, his goal eludes him. He fails a simple test of his potential for
immortality when he cannot remain awake for six days and seven nights. More-
over, he fails a second test as well when he first finds the plant that ensures eternal
rejuvenation and then, in a moment of carelessness, loses it to the serpent. Dis-
couraged and defeated, Gilgamesh returns at last to Uruk empty-handed. His con-
solation is the assurance that his worldly accomplishments will endure beyond his
own lifetime.

In long, belated retrospect we can see that Gilgamesh explores many of the
mysteries of the human condition for the first time in our literature —the complex
and perilous relations between gods and mortals and between nature and civiliza-
tion, the depths of friendship, and the immortality of art. It is both humbling and
thrilling to hear so familiar a voice from so vast a distance.

The introduction to the present translation by N. K. Sandars in The Epic of
Gilgamesh (1972) is readily available and contains a wealth of useful information.
A. Leo Oppenheim gives a comprehensive interpretation of Mesopotamian civili-
zation in Ancient Mesopotamia (1977), and Alexander Heidel addresses the impor-
tance of Gilgamesh for biblical studies in The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament
Parallels (1963).
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Gilgamesh'
PROLOGUE
Gilgamesh King in Uruk

I will proclaim to the world the deeds of Gilgamesh. This was the man
to whom all things were known; this was the king who knew the countries
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 went on a long journey,
was weary, worn-out with labour, returning he rested, he engraved on a
stone the whole story.

When the gods created Gilgamesh they gave him a perfect body. Sha-
mash? the glorious sun endowed him with beauty, Adad the god of the
storm endowed him with courage, the great gods made his beauty perfect,
surpassing all others, terrifying like a great wild bull. Two thirds they 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 Ishtar the goddess of
love. 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 dwelling of Ishtar, our
lady of love and war, the like of which no latter-day king, no man alive
can equal. Climb upon the wall of Uruk; walk along it, I say; regard the
foundation terrace and examine the masonry: is it not burnt brick and
good? The seven sages” laid the foundations.

1
The Coming of Enkidu

Gilgamesh went abroad in the world, but he met with none who could
withstand his arms till he came to Uruk. But the men of Uruk muttered
in their houses, “Gilgamesh sounds the tocsin for his amusement, his arro-
gance has no bounds by day or night. No son is left with his father, for
Gilgamesh takes them all, even the children; yet the king shogld be a
shepherd to his people. His lust leaves no virgin to her lover, neither the
warrior’s daughter nor the wife of the noble; yet this is the shepherd of the
city, wise, comely, and resolute.”

The gods heard their lament, the gods of heaven cried to the Lord of
Uruk, 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 Gil-
gamesh 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 nobel.” When Anu had heard their lamentation the gods

1. Translated by N. K. Sandars. 2. Also judge and lawgiver, with some fertility attributes; he is the
husband and brother of Ishtar, goddess of love, fertility, and war and queen of heaven. 3. City in
southern Babylonia between Fara and Ur. Shown by excavation to have been an important city from
very early times, with great temples to the gods Anu and Ishtar. After the Flood it was the seat of a
dynasty of kings, among whom Gilgamesh was the fifth and most famous. 4. Also father of the gods;
he had an important temple in Uruk. Eanna was the temple precinct in Uruk, sacred to Anu and
Ishtar. 5. Wise men who brought civilization to the seven oldest cities of Mesopotamia.
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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 heart for stormy heart. Let them contend together and leave Uruk
in quiet.”

So 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 body 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 Samu-
qan’s, the god of cattle. He was innocent of mankind; he knew nothing of
the cultivated land.

Enkidu ate grass in the hills with the gazelle and lurked with wild beasts
at the water-holes; he had joy 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 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 immortal 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.”

His father opened his mouth and said to the trapper, “My son, in Uruk
lives Gilgamesh; no one has ever prevailed against him, he is strong as a
star from heaven. Go to Uruk, find Gilgamesh, extol the strength of this
wild man. Ask him to give you a harlot, a wanton from the temple of love;
return with her, and let her woman’s power overpower this man. When
next he comes down to drink at the wells she will be there, stripped naked:
and when he sees her beckoning he will embrace her, and then the wild
beasts will reject him.”

So the trapper set out on his journey to Uruk and addressed himself to
Gilgamesh saying, “A man unlike any other is roaming now in the pas-
tures; he is as strong as a star from heaven and I am afraid to approach
him. He helps the wild game to escape; he fills in my pits and pulls up
my traps.” Gilgamesh said, “Trapper, go back, take with you a harlot, a
child of pleasure. At the drinking-hole she will strip, and when he sees her
beckoning he will embrace her and the game of the wilderness will surely
reject him.”

Now the trapper returned, taking the harlot with him. After a three days’
journey they came to the drinking-hole, and there they sat down; the har-
lot and the trapper sat facing one another and waited for the game to
come. For the first day and for the second day the two sat waiting, but on
the third day the herds came; they came down to drink and Enkidu was
with them. The small wild creatures of the plains were glad of the water,
and Enkidu with them, who ate grass with the gazelle and was born in the
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hills; and she saw him, the savage man, come from far-off in the hllls.bThe
trapper spoke to her: “There he is. Now, woman, make your breasts fr(fiz,
have no shame, do not delay but welcome his love. Let him see you natde1 d,
Jet him possess your body. When he comes near uncover yourself lim lie
with him; teach him, the savage man, your woman's ar.t, for when b ﬁ
murmurs love to you the wild beasts that shared his life in the hills wi
relg(}:ltehvlvr:s. not ashamed to take him, she mgde herself naked anfi WEL
comed his eagerness; as he lay on her murmuring love she taught hmi< Fde
woman’s art. For six days and seven nights they lay togeth§r, for Enkidu
had forgotten his home in the hills; but when he was satished h:ie went.
back to the wild beasts. Then, when the gazelle saw him, they bolte awa(}i/,
when the wild creatures saw him they fled. Enkld.u would have follov&l;e )
but his body was bound as though with a cord, his knees gave way wheg
he started to run, his swiftness was gone. And now the w1'ld cr.eaturesd ;11
all fled away; Enkidu was grown weak, for wisdom was in him, an the
thoughts of a man were in his heart. So he returned gnd sat down at the
woman’s feet, and listened intently to what she said. “You are wise,
Enkidu, and now you have become like a god. Why do you want to run
wild with the beasts in the hills? Come with me. [ will take you to strczlng%
walled Uruk, to the blessed temple of Ishtar and of An.u, of lqve an1 : 1;)
heaven: there Gilgamesh lives, who is very strong, and like a wild bull he
T men.
lors\j}iterolvsehe had spoken Enkidu was pleased; he longed for a comrade,
for one who would understand his heart. “Come, woman, and take m}f to
that holy temple, to the house of Anu and of Ishtar, and to the place \f\il ere
Gilgamesh lords it over the people. I will challenge him boldly, I wi (i]ry
out aloud in Uruk, ‘T am the strongest here, I have come to change t ef
old order, I am he who was born in the hills, I am he who is strongest o
2111'She said, “Let us go, and let him see your face. I know very well w}zie.re
Gilgamesh is in great Uruk. O Enkidu, there all the people arehdre§sle in
their gorgeous robes, every day is holiday, the young men and the gg ; are
wonderful to see. How sweet they smell! All the' great ones are rouse ;lom
their beds. O Enkidu, you who love life, I will §hovy you G1lgam<}ils ,da
man of many moods; you shall look at him well in his radiant man (210 ;
His body is perfect in strength and maturity;.he never rests by mgh.t or day.
He is stronger than you, so leave your boasting. Shamash the glorlcl)}is sug
has given favours to Gilgamesh, and Anu qf the heavens, and Er; il, an
Ea the wise has given him deep understanding. 'I tel.l you, even before you
have left the wilderness, Gilgamesh will know in his dreams that you are
Coan:)r\l)f.Gilgamesh got up to tell his dream to his mother, Ninsun, one }(:f
the wise gods. “Mother, last night I had a dream. T was full of )doy, the
young heroes were round me and I walked through the night un11 edr the
stars of the firmament, and one, a meteor of the stuff of Anu, fe 1OWI}
from heaven. I tried to lift it but it proved too heavy. All the peop elo
Uruk came round to see it, the common peopl.e jostled gnd the nob esf
thronged to kiss its feet; and to me its attraction was like the love o
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woman. They helped me, I 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 strongest of wild
creatures, the stuff of Anu; born in the grass-lands 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 streets 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; I loved it like a woman and wore it at my side.” Ninsun
answered, “That axe, which you saw, which drew you so powerfully 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 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 shall befriend
and counsel him.” So Gilgamesh told his dreams; and the harlot retold
them to Enkidu.

And now she said to Enkidu, “When I look at you you have become
like 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 clothing 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 shep-
herds’ tents. There all the shepherds crowded round to 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 eat
the bread and drink the strong wine. Then the woman said, “Enkidu, eat
bread, it is the staff of life; drink the wine, it is the custom of the land.” 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 anointed himself with oil. Enkidu had become a
man; but when he had put on man’s clothing he appeared like a bride-
groom. He took arms to hunt the lion so that the shepherds could rest at
night. He caught wolves and lions and the herdsmen lay down in peace;
for Enkidu was their watchman, that strong man who had no rival.

He was merry living with the shepherds, till one day lifting his eyes he
saw a man approaching. He said to the harlot, “Woman, fetch that 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 marriage with
the Queen of Love, and he still demands to be first with the bride, the
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king to be first and the husband to follow, for that was ordained by the
gods from his birth, from the time the umbilical 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 whe're
Gilgamesh lords it over the people, I will challenge him boldly, and I will
cry aloud in Uruk, ‘T have come to change the old order, for I am the
rongest here.””

" lo\Iogw Enkidu strode in front and the woman followed behind. He
entered Uruk, that great market, and all the folk thronged round him
where he stood in the street in strong-walled Uruk. The people jostled;
speaking of him they said, “He is the spit of Gilgamesh.” “He is sho.rter.”
“He is bigger of bone.” “This is the one who was rear.ed on t‘}‘le milk pf
wild beasts. His is the greatest strength.” The men rejoiced: Now Qll—
gamesh has met his match. This great one, this hero whose beauty is like
a god, he is a match even for Gilgamesh.” ;

In Uruk the bridal bed was made, fit 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 h‘im at the gate. He
put out his foot 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 sha.ttered
the doorposts and the walls shook. Gilgamesh bent his knee w1th. his foqt
planted on the ground and with a turn Enkidu was thrown. Theq immedi-
ately his fury died. When Enkidu was thrown he said to Gilgamesh,
“There is not another like you in the world. Ninsun, who is 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.

2
The Forest Journey

Enlil of the mountain, the father of the gods,® had decreed the dgstiny
of Gilgamesh. So Gilgamesh dreamed and Enkidu said, “The meaning (?f
the dream is this. The father of the gods has given you kingship, such is
your destiny, everlasting life is not your destiny. Because of this do not be
sad at heart, do not be grieved or oppressed. He has given you power to
bind and to loose, to be the darkness and the light of mankind. He has
given you unexampled supremacy over the people, victory in battle from
which no fugitive returns, in forays and assaults from. which there is no
going back. But do not abuse this power, deal justly with your servants in
the palace, deal justly before Shamash.” . :

The eyes of Enkidu were full of tears and his hea.rt was sick. He mghed
bitterly and Gilgamesh met his eye and said, “My friend, why do you sigh
so bitterly?” But Enkidu opened his mouth and said, “I am weak, my arms

6. The breath and “word” of Anu; he is also god of earth, wind, and spirit.




18 GILGAMESH

have lost their strength, the cry of sorrow sticks in my throat, I am
oppressed by idleness.” It was then that the lord Gilgamesh turned his
thoughts to the Country of the Living; on the Land of Cedars the lord
Gilgamesh reflected. He said to his servant Enkidu, “I have not established
my name stamped on bricks as my destiny decreed; therefore I will go to
the country where the cedar is felled. I will set up my name in the place
where the names of famous men are written, and where no man’s name
is written yet I will raise a monument to the gods. Because of the evil that
is in the land, we will go to the forest and destroy the evil; for in the forest
lives Humbaba whose name is ‘Hugeness,’ a ferocious giant.” But Enkidu
sighed bitterly and said, “When I went with the wild beasts ranging
through the wilderness I discovered the forest; its length is ten thousand
leagues in every direction. Enlil has appointed Humbaba to guard it and
armed him in sevenfold terrors, terrible to all flesh is Humbaba. When he
roars it is like the torrent of the storm, his breath is like fire, and his jaws
are death itself. He guards the cedars so well that when the wild heifer
stirs in the forest, though she is sixty leagues distant, he hears her. What
man would willingly walk into that country and explore its depths? I tell
you, weakness overpowers whoever goes near it: it is not an equal struggle
when one fights with Humbaba; he is a great warrior, a battering-ram.
Gilgamesh, the watchman of the forest never sleeps.”

Gilgamesh replied: “Where is the man who can clamber to heaven?
Only the gods live for ever with glorious Shamash, but as for us men, our
days are numbered, our occupations are a breath of wind. How is this,
already you are afraid! I will go first although I am your lord, and you may
safely call out, ‘Forward, there is nothing to fear!” Then if I fall I leave
behind me a name that endures; men will say of me, ‘Gilgamesh has
fallen in fight with ferocious Humbaba.” Long after the child has been
born in my house, they will say it, and remember.” Enkidu spoke again to
Gilgamesh, “O my lord, if you will enter that country, go first to the hero
Shamash, tell the Sun God, for the land is his. The country where the
cedar is cut belongs to Shamash.”

Gilgamesh took up a kid, white without spot, and a brown one with it;
he held them against his breast, and he carried them into the presence of
the sun. He took in his hand his silver sceptre and he said to glorious
Shamash, “I am going to that country, O Shamash, I am going; my hands
supplicate, so let it be well with my soul and bring me back to the quay of
Uruk. Grant, I beseech, your protection, and let the omen be good.” Glori-
ous Shamash answered, “Gilgamesh, you are strong, but what is the Coun-
try of the Living to you?”

“O Shamash, hear me, hear me, Shamash, let my voice be heard. Here
in the city man dies oppressed at heart, man perishes with despair in his
heart. I have Jooked over the wall and I see the bodies floating on the
river, and that will be my lot also. Indeed I know it is so, for whoever
is tallest among men cannot reach the heavens, and the greatest cannot
encompass the earth. Therefore I would enter that country: because I have
not established my name stamped on brick as my destiny decreed, I will
go to the country where the cedar is cut. I will set up my name where the
names of famous men are written; and where no man’s name is written I
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will raise a monument to the gods.” The tears ran down his face and he
said, “Alas, it is a long journey that I must take to the Land of Humbaba.
If this enterprise is not to be accomplished, why did you move me, Sha-
mash, with the restless desire to perform it? How can I succeed if you will
not succour me? If I die in that country I will die without rancour, but if
I return I will make a glorious offering of gifts and of praise to Shamash.”

So Shamash accepted the sacrifice of his tears; like the compassionate
man he showed him mercy. He appointed strong allies for Gilgamesh,
sons of one mother, and stationed them in the mountain caves. The great
winds he appointed: the north wind, the whirlwind, the storm and the icy
wind, the tempest and the scorching wind. Like vipers, like dragons, like
a scorching fire, like a serpent that freezes the heart, a destroying flood
and the lightning’s fork, such were they and Gilgamesh rejoiced.

He went to the forge and said, “I will give orders to the armourers; they
shall cast us our weapons while we watch them.” So they gave orders to
the armourers and the craftsmen sat down in conference. They went into
the groves of the plain and cut willow and box-wood; they cast for them
axes of nine score pounds, and great swords they cast with blades of six
score pounds each one, with pommels and hilts of thirty pounds. They
cast for Gilgamesh the axe “Might of Heroes” and the bow of Anshan;’
and Gilgamesh was armed and Enkidu; and the weight of the arms they
carried was thirty score pounds.

The people collected and the counsellors in the streets and in the mar-
ket-place of Uruk; they came through the gate of seven bolts and Gil-
gamesh spoke to them in the market-place: “I, Gilgamesh, go to see that
creature of whom such things are spoken, the rumour of whose name fills
the world. I will conquer him in his cedar wood and show the strength of
the sons of Uruk, all the world shall know of it. I am committed to this
enterprise: to climb the mountain, to cut down the cedar, and leave
behind me an enduring name.” The counsellors of Uruk, the great mar-
ket, answered him, “Gilgamesh, you are young, your courage carries you
too far, you cannot know what this enterprise means which you plan. We
have heard that Humbaba is not like men who die, his weapons are such
that none can stand against them; the forest stretches for ten thousand
leagues in every direction; who would willingly go down to explore its
depths? As for Humbaba, when he roars it is like the torrent of the storm,
his breath is like fire and his jaws are death itself. Why do you crave to do
this thing, Gilgamesh? It is no equal struggle when one fights with Hum-
baba, that battering-ram.”

When he heard these words of the counsellors Gilgamesh looked at his
friend and laughed, “How shall I answer them; shall I say I am afraid of
Humbaba, I will sit at home all the rest of my days?” Then Gilgamesh
opened his mouth again and said to Enkidu, “My friend, let us go to the
Great Palace, to Egalmah,® and stand before Ninsun the queen. Ninsun
is wise with deep knowledge, she will give us counsel for the road we must
go.” They took each other by the hand as they went to Egalmah, and they

7. A district of Elam in southwest Persia; probably the source of supplies of wood for making bows.
8. Home of the goddess Ninsun.
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went to Ninsun the great queen. Gilgamesh approached, he entered the
palace and spoke to Ninsun. “Ninsun, will you listen to me; I have a lon
journey to go, to the Land of Humbaba, I must travel an 1’1nknown roag
angl fight a strange battle. From the day I go until I return, till I reach the
g(}al a:;rl afsog.e,;st and destroy the evil which Shamash abhors, pray for me to
Ninsun went into her room, she put on a dress becoming to her bod
she put on jewels to make her breast beautiful, she placed a tiara on hg;
head and hver skirts swept the ground. Then she went up to the altar of the
Sun, standing upon the roof of the palace; she burnt incense and lifted
hgr arms to Shamash as the smoke ascended: “O Shamash why did you
give this restless heart to Gilgamesh, my son; why did y01; give it? ‘?ou
have moved him and now he sets out on a long journey to the La.nd of
Humbaba to travel an unknown road and fight a strange battle. Therefore
from the day that he goes till the day he returns, until he reaches the
cedar forest, until he kills Humbaba and destroys the evil thing which you
Shamash, abhor, do not forget him; but let the dawn, Aya, your dear bride7
remlr_ld you always, and when day is done give him to the watchman of
the. nlght to keep him from harm.” Then Ninsun the mother of Gilgamesh
‘e‘xtmgmshed. the incense, and she called to Enkidu with this exhortation:
Strong Enkidu, you are not the child of my body, but I will receive you‘
as my adopted son; you are my other child like the foundlings they brin
to .the temple. Serve Gilgamesh as a foundling serves thie temple and thg
priestess who reared him. In the presence of my women, my votaries and
]h%erop}ll(ants,g I declgre it.” Then she placed the amulet for a pledge round
r]ﬁlz ng?e];,_?’nd she said to him, “I entrust my son to you; bring him back to
And now they brought to them the weapons, they put in their hands
th.e great swords in their golden scabbards, and the bow and the quiver
Gilgamesh took the axe, he slung the quiver from his shoulder, and the
bow of Anshan, and buckled the sword to his belt; and so they we7re armed
and regdy for the journey. Now all the people came and pressed on them
aqd said, “When will you return to the city?” The counsellors blessed
Gilgamesh and warned him, “Do not trust too much in your own strength
bt.e watchful,‘ restrain your blows at first. The one who goes in front protgcts’
his companion; the good guide who knows the way guards his friend. Let
Enkidu legd the way, he knows the road to the forest, he has seen Hum-
bgba and is experienced in battles; let him press first into the passes, let
him be .Watchful and look to himself. Let Enkidu protect his friend ’and
guard his companion, and bring him safe through the pitfalls of the 7road
We, the counsellors of Uruk entrust our king to you, O Enkidu; bring i
back safely to us.” Again to Gilgamesh they said, “May Shamash give you
your heart’§ desire, may he let you see with your eyes the thing accom-
Phshed which your lips have spoken; may he open a path for you where it
is blocked, an_d a road for your feet to tread. May he open the mountains
for your crossing, and may the nighttime bring you the blessings of night
and Lugulbanda, your guardian god, stand beside you for victory. May you7

9. Priests.
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have victory in the battle as though you fought with a child. Wash your
feet in the river of Humbaba to which you are journeying; in the evening
dig a well, and let there always be pure water in your water-skin. Offer
cold water to Shamash and do not forget Lugulbanda.”

Then Enkidu opened his mouth and said, “Forward, there is nothing
to fear. Follow me, for I know the place where Humbaba lives and the
paths where he walks. Let the counsellors go back. Here is no cause for
fear” When the counsellors heard this they sped the hero on his way.
“Go, Gilgamesh, may your guardian god protect you on the road and
bring you safely back to the quay of Uruk.”

After twenty leagues they broke their fast; after another thirty leagues
they stopped for the night: Fifty leagues they walked in one day; in three
days they had walked as much as a journey of a month and two weeks.
They crossed seven mountains before they came to the gate of the forest.
Then Enkidu called out to Gilgamesh, “Do not go down into the forest;
when I opened the gate my hand lost its strength.” Gilgamesh answered
him, “Dear friend, do not speak like a coward. Have we got the better of
so many dangers and travelled so far, to turn back at last? You, who are
tried in wars and battles, hold close to me now and you will feel no fear
of death; keep beside me and your weakness will pass, the trembling will
Jeave your hand. Would my friend rather stay behind? No, we will go
down together into the heart of the forest. Let your courage be roused by
the battle to come; forget death and follow me, a man resolute in action,
but one who is not foolhardy. When two go together each will protect
himself and shield his companion, and if they fall they leave an enduring
name.

Together they went down into the forest and they came to the green
mountain. There they stood still, they were struck dumb; they stood still
and gazed at the forest. They saw the height of the cedar, they saw the way
into the forest and the track where Humbaba was used to walk. The way
was broad and the going was good. They gazed at the mountain of cedars,
the dwelling-place of the gods and the throne of Ishtar. The hugeness of

the cedar rose in front of the mountain, its shade was beautiful, full of
comfort; mountain and glade were green with brushwood.

There Gilgamesh dug a well before the setting sun. He went up the
mountain and poured out fine meal on the ground and said, “O moun-
tain, dwelling of the gods, bring me a favourable dream.” Then they took
each other by the hand and lay down to sleep; and sleep that flows from
the night lapped over them. Gilgamesh dreamed, and at midnight sleep
left him, and he told his dream to his friend. “Enkidu, what was it that
woke me if you did not? My friend, I have dreamed a dream. Get up, look
at the mountain precipice. The sleep that the gods sent me is broken. Ah,
my friend, what a dream I have had! Terror and confusion; I seized hold
of a wild bull in the wilderness. It bellowed and beat up the dust till the
whole sky was dark, my arm was seized and my tongue bitten. I fell back
on my knee; then someone refreshed me with water from his water-skin.”

Enkidu said, “Dear friend, the god to whom we are travelling is no wild
bull, though his form is mysterious. That wild bull which you saw is Sha-
mash the Protector; in our moment of peril he will take our hands. The
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one who gave water from his water-skin, that is your own god who cares
for your good name, your Lugulbanda.! United with him, together we will
accomplish a work the fame of which will never die.”

Gilgamesh said, “I dreamed again. We stood in a deep gorge of the
mountain, and beside it we two were like the smallest of swamp flies; and
suddenly the mountain fell, it struck me and caught my feet from under
me. Then came an intolerable light blazing out, and in it was one whose
grace and whose beauty were greater than the beauty of this world. He
pulled me out from under the mountain, he gave me water to drink and
my heart was comforted, and he set my feet on the ground.”

Then Enkidu the child of the plains said, “Let us go down from the
mountain and talk this thing over together.” He said to Gilgamesh the
young god, “Your dream is good, your dream is excellent, the mountain
which you saw is Humbaba. Now, surely, we will seize and kill him, and
throw his body down as the mountain fell on the plain.”

The next day after twenty leagues they broke their fast, and after another
thirty they stopped for the night. They dug a well before the sun had set
and Gilgamesh ascended the mountain. He poured out fine meal on the
ground and said, “O mountain, dwelling of the gods, send a dream for
Enkidu, make him a favourable dream.” The mountain fashioned a dream
for Enkidu; it came, an ominous dream; a cold shower passed over him,
it caused him to cower like the mountain barley under a storm of rain.
But Gilgamesh sat with his chin on his knees till the sleep which flows
over all mankind lapped over him. Then, at midnight, sleep left him; he
got up and said to his friend, “Did you call me, or why did I wake? Did
you touch me, or why am I terrified? Did not some god pass by, for my
limbs are numb with fear? My friend, I saw a third dream and this dream
was altogether frightful. The heavens roared and the earth roared again,
daylight failed and darkness fell, lightning flashed, fire blazed out, the
clouds lowered, they rained down death. Then the brightness departed,
the fire went out, and all was turned to ashes fallen about us. Let us go
down from the mountain and talk this over, and consider what we should
do.”

When they had come down from the mountain Gilgamesh seized the
axe in his hand: he felled the cedar. When Humbaba heard the noise far
off he was enraged; he cried out, “Who is this that has violated my woods
and cut down my cedar?” But glorious Shamash called to them out of
heaven, “Go forward, do not be afraid.” But now Gilgamesh was overcome
by weakness, for sleep had seized him suddenly, a profound sleep held
him; he lay on the ground, stretched out speechless, as though in a dream.
When Enkidu touched him he did not rise, when he spoke to him he did
not reply. “O Gilgamesh, Lord of the plain of Kullab,? the world grows
dark, the shadows have spread over it, now is the glimmer of dusk. Sha-
mash has departed, his bright head is quenched in the bosom of his
mother Ningal. O Gilgamesh, how long will you lie like this, asleep?
Never let the mother who gave you birth be forced in moumning into the
city square.”

1. Hero of a cycle of Sumerian poems; protector of Gilgamesh. 2. In Uruk.
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At length Gilgamesh heard him; he put on his breastplate, “The Voice
of Heroes,” of thirty shekels’” weight; he put it on as though it had been a
light garment that he carried, and it covered him altogether. He straddled
the earth like a bull that snuffs the ground and his teeth were clenched.
“By the life of my mother Ninsun who gave me birth, and by the life of
my father, divine Lugulbanda, let me live to be the wonder of my mother,
as when she nursed me on her lap.” A second time he said to him, “By
the life of Ninsun my mother who gave me birth, and by the life of my
father, divine Lugulbanda, until we have fought this man, if man he is,
this god, if god he is, the way that I took to the Country of the Living will
not turn back to the city.”

Then Enkidu, the faithful companion, pleaded, answering him, “O my
lord, you do not know this monster and that is the reason you are not
afraid. T who know him, I am terrified. His teeth are dragon’s fangs, his
countenance is like a lion, his charge is the rushing of the flood, with his
look he crushes alike the trees of the forest and reeds in the swamp. O my
Lord, you may go on if you choose into this land, but I will go back to the
city. I will tell the lady your mother all your glorious deeds till she shouts
for joy: and then I will tell the death that followed till she weeps for bitter-
ness.” But Gilgamesh said, “Immolation and sacrifice are not yet for me,
the boat of the dead shall not go down, nor the three-ply cloth be cut for
my shrouding. Not yet will my people be desolate, nor the pyre be lit in
my house and my dwelling burnt on the fire. Today, give me your aid and
you shall have mine: what then can go amiss with us two? All living crea-
tures born of the flesh shall sit at last in the boat of the West, and when it
sinks, when the boat of Magilum’® sinks, they are gone; but we shall go
forward and fix our eyes on this monster. If your heart is fearful throw
away fear; if there is terror in it throw away terror. Take your axe in your
hand and attack. He who leaves the fight unfinished is not at peace.”

Humbaba came out from his strong house of cedar. Then Enkidu
called out, “O Gilgamesh, remember now your boasts in Uruk. Forward,
attack, son of Uruk, there is nothing to fear.” When he heard these words
his courage rallied; he answered, “Make haste, close in, if the watchman
is there do not let him escape to the woods where he will vanish. He has
put on the first of his seven splendours® but not yet the other six, let us
trap him before he is armed.” Like a raging wild bull he snuffed the
ground; the watchman of the woods turned full of threatenings, he cried
out. Humbaba came from his strong house of cedar. He nodded his head
and shook it, menacing Gilgamesh; and on him he fastened his eye, the
eye of death. Then Gilgamesh called to Shamash and his tears were flow-
ing, “O glorious Shamash, I have followed the road you commanded but
now if you send no succour how shall T escape?” Glorious Shamash heard
his prayer and he summoned the great wind, the north wind, the whirl-
wind, the storm and the icy wind, the tempest and the scorching wind;
they came like dragons, like a scorching fire, like a serpent that freezes the
heart, a destroying flood and the lightning’s fork. The eight winds rose up
against Humbaba, they beat against his eyes; he was gripped, unable to go

3. Unclear; perhaps the boat of the dead. 4. Unclear; perhaps warlike attributes.
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forward or back. Gilgamesh shouted, “By the life of Ninsun my mother
and divine Lugulbanda my father, in the Country of the Living, in this
Land I have discovered your dwelling; my weak arms and my small weap-
ons I have brought to this Land against you, and now I will enter your
house.”

So he felled the first cedar and they cut the branches and laid them at
the foot of the mountain. At the first stroke Humbaba blazed out, but still
they advanced. They felled seven cedars and cut and bound the branches
and laid them at the foot of the mountain, and seven times Humbaba
loosed his glory on them. As the seventh blaze died out they reached his
lair. He slapped his thigh in scorn. He approached like a noble wild bull
roped on the mountain, a warrior whose elbows are bound together. The
tears started to his eyes and he was pale, “Gilgamesh, let me speak. I have
never known a mother, no, nor a father who reared me. I was born of the
mountain, he reared me, and Enlil made me the keeper of this forest. Let
me go free, Gilgamesh, and 1 will be your servant, you shall be my lord;
all the trees of the forest that I tended on the mountain shall be yours. I
will cut them down and build you a palace.” He took him by the hand
and led him to his house, so that the heart of Gilgamesh was moved with
compassion. He swore by the heavenly life, by the earthly life, by the
underworld itself: “O Enkidu, should not the snared bird return to its nest
and the captive man return to his mother’s arms?” Enkidu answered, “The
strongest of men will fall to fate if he has no judgement. Namtar, the evil
fate that knows no distinction between men, will devour him. If the snared
bird returns to its nest, if the captive man returns to his mother’s arms,
then you my friend will never return to the city where the mother is wait-
ing who gave you birth. He will bar the mountain road against you, and
make the pathways impassable.”

Humbaba said, “Enkidu, what you have spoken is evil: you, a hireling,
dependent for your bread! In envy and for fear of a rival you have spoken
evil words.” Enkidu said, “Do not listen, Gilgamesh: this Humbaba must
die. Kill Humbaba first and his servants after.” But Gilgamesh said, “If we
touch him the blaze and the glory of light will be put out in confusion,
the glory and glamour will vanish, its rays will be quenched.” Enkidu said
to Gilgamesh, “Not so, my friend. First entrap the bird, and where shall
the chicks run then? Afterwards we can search out the glory and the glam-
our, when the chicks run distracted through the grass.”

Gilgamesh listened to the word of his companion, he took the axe in
his hand, he drew the sword from his belt, and he struck Humbaba with
a thrust of the sword to the neck, and Enkidu his comrade struck the
second blow. At the third blow Humbaba fell. Then there followed confu-
sion for this was the guardian of the forest whom they had felled to the
ground. For as far as two leagues the cedars shivered when Enkidu felled
the watcher of the forest, he at whose voice Hermon and Lebanon® used
to tremble. Now the mountains were moved and all the hills, for the
guardian of the forest was killed. They attacked the cedars, the seven splen-
dours of Humbaba were extinguished. So they pressed on into the forest

5. Mountains in Lebanon.
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bearing the sword of eight talents. They uncovered the sacred dwellings
of the Anunnaki® and while Gilgamesh felled the first of the trees of the
forest Enkidu cleared their roots as far as the banks of Euphrates. They set
Humbaba before the gods, before Enlil; they kissed the ground and
dropped the shroud and set the head before him. When he saw the head
of Humbaba, Enlil raged at them. “Why did you do this thing? From
henceforth may the fire be on your faces, may it eat the bread that you
eat, may it drink where you drink.” Then Enlil took again the blaze and
the seven splendours that had been Humbaba’s: he gave the first to the
river, and he gave to the lion, to the stone of execration, to the mountain
and to the dreaded daughter of the Queen of Hell.

O Gilgamesh, king and conqueror of the dreadful blaze; wild bull who
plunders the mountain, who crosses the sea, glory to him, and from the
brave the greater glory is Enki’s!’

3
Ishtar and Gilgamesh, and the Death of Enkidu

Gilgamesh washed out his long locks and cleaned his weapons; he flung
back his hair from his shoulders; he threw off his stained clothes and
changed them for new. He put on his royal robes and made them fast.
When Gilgamesh had put on the crown, glorious Ishtar lifted her eyes,
seeing the beauty of Gilgamesh. She said, “Come to me Gilgamesh, and
be my bridegroom; grant me seed of your body, let me be your bride and
you shall be my husband. I will harness for you a chariot of lapis lazuli
and of gold, with wheels of gold and horns of copper; and you shall have
mighty demons of the storm for draft-mules. When you enter our house
in the fragrance of cedar-wood, threshold and throne will kiss your feet.
Kings, rulers, and princes will bow down before you; they shall bring you
tribute from the mountains and the plain. Your ewes shall drop twins and
your goats triplets; your pack-ass shall outrun mules; your oxen shall have
no rivals, and your chariot horses shall be famous far-off for their swift-
ness.”

Gilgamesh opened his mouth and answered glorious Ishtar, “If I take
you in marriage, what gifts can I give in return? What ointments and
clothing for your body? I would gladly give you bread and all sorts of food
fit for a god. I would give you wine to drink fit for a queen. I would pour
out barley to stuff your granary; but as for making you my wife —that I will
not. How would it go with me? Your lovers have found you like a brazier
which smoulders in the cold, a backdoor which keeps out neither squall
of wind nor storm, a castle which crushes the garrison, pitch that blackens
the bearer, a water-skin that chafes the carrier, a stone which falls from
the parapet, a battering-ram turned back from the enemy, a sandal that
trips the wearer. Which of your lovers did you ever love for ever? What
shepherd of yours has pleased you for all time? Listen to me while I tell
the tale of your lovers. There was Tammuz,? the lover of your youth, for

6. Gods of the underworld, judges of the dead, and offspring of Anu. 7. Or Ea, god of the sweet
waters and wisdom, a patron of arts, and one of the creators of humankind, toward whom he is usually
well disposed. 8. The dying god of vegetation.




26 GILGAMESH

him you decreed wailing, year after year. You loved the many-coloured
roller, but still you struck and broke his wing; now in the grove he sits and
cries, “kappi, kappi, my wing, my wing.” You have loved the lion tremen-
dous in strength: seven pits you dug for him, and seven. You have loved
the stallion magnificent in battle, and for him you decreed whip and spur
and a thong, to gallop seven leagues by force and to muddy the water
before he drinks; and for his mother Silili’ lamentations. You have loved
the shepherd of the flock; he made meal-cake for you day after day, he
killed kids for your sake. You struck and turned him into a wolf; now his
own herd-boys chase him away, his own hounds worry his flanks. And did
you not love Ishullanu, the gardener of your father’s palm-grove? He
brought you baskets filled with dates without end; every day he loaded
your table. Then you turned your eyes on him and said, ‘Dearest Ishul-
lanu, come here to me, let us enjoy your manhood, come forward and
take me, I am yours.” Ishullanu answered, ‘What are you asking from me?
My mother has baked and I have eaten; why should I come to such as you
for food that is tainted and rotten? For when was a screen of rushes suffi-
cient protection from frosts?” But when you had heard his answer you
struck him. He was changed to a blind mole deep in the earth, one whose
desire is always beyond his reach. And if you and I should be lovers, should
not [ be served in the same fashion as all these others whom you loved
once?”

When Ishtar heard this she fell into a bitter rage, she went up to high
heaven. Her tears poured down in front of her father Anu, and Antum her
mother. She said, “My father, Gilgamesh has heaped insults on me, he
has told over all my abominable behaviour, my foul and hideous acts.”
Anu opened his mouth and said, “Are you a father of gods? Did not you
quarrel with Gilgamesh the king, so now he has related your abominable
behaviour, your foul and hideous acts?”

Ishtar opened her mouth and said again, “My father, give me the Bull
of Heaven to destroy Gilgamesh. Fill Gilgamesh, I say, with arrogance to
his destruction; but if you refuse to give me the Bull of Heaven I will break
in the doors of hell and smash the bolts; there will be confusion of people,
those above with those from the lower depths. I shall bring up the dead to
eat food like the living; and the hosts of dead will outnumber the living.”
Anu said to great Ishtar, “If I do what you desire there will be seven years
of drought throughout Uruk when corn will be seedless husks. Have you
saved grain enough for the people and grass for the cattle?” Ishtar replied,
“I have saved grain for the people, grass for the cattle; for seven years of
seedless husks there is grain and there is grass enough.”

When Anu heard what Ishtar had said he gave her the Bull of Heaven
to lead by the halter down to Uruk. When they reached the gates of Uruk
the Bull went to the river; with his first snort cracks opened in the earth
and a hundred young men fell down to death. With his second snort
cracks opened and two hundred fell down to death. With his third snort
cracks opened, Enkidu doubled over but instantly recovered, he dodged
aside and leapt on the Bull and seized it by the horns. The Bull of Heaven

9. Perhaps a divine horse.
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foamed in his face, it brushed him with the thick of its tail. Enkidu cried
to Gilgamesh, “My friend, we boasted that we would leave enduring
names behind us. Now thrust in your sword between the nape and the
horns.” So Gilgamesh followed the Bull, he seized the thick of its tail, he
thrust the sword between the nape and the horns and slew the Bull. When
they had killed the Bull of Heaven they cut out its heart and gave it to
Shamash, and the brothers rested.

But Ishtar rose up and mounted the great wall of Uruk; she sprang on
to the tower and uttered a curse: “Woe to Gilgamesh, for he has scorned
me in killing the Bull of Heaven.” When Enkidu heard these words he
tore out the Bull’s right thigh and tossed it in her face saying, “If I could
lay my hands on you, it is this I should do to you, and lash the entrails to
your side.” Then Ishtar called together her people, the dancing and sing-
ing girls, the prostitutes of the temple, the courtesans. Over the thigh of
the Bull of Heaven she set up lamentation.

But Gilgamesh called the smiths and the armourers, all of them
together. They admired the immensity of the horns. They were plated
with lapis lazuli two fingers thick. They were thirty pounds each in weight,
and their capacity in oil was six measures, which he gave to his guardian
god, Lugulbanda. But he carried the horns into the palace and hung them
on the wall. Then they washed their hands in Euphrates, they embraced
each other and went away. They drove through the streets of Uruk where
the heroes were gathered to see them, and Gilgamesh called to the singing
girls, “Who is most glorious of the heroes, who is most eminent among
men?” “Gilgamesh is the most glorious of heroes, Gilgamesh is most emi-
nent among men.” And now there was feasting, and celebrations and joy
in the palace, till the heroes lay down saying, “Now we will rest for the
night.”

When the daylight came Enkidu got up and cried to Gilgamesh, “O
my brother, such a dream I had last night. Anu, Enlil, Ea and heavenly
Shamash took counsel together, and Anu said to Enlil, ‘Because they have
killed the Bull of Heaven, and because they have killed Humbaba who
guarded the Cedar Mountain one of the two must die.” Then glorious
Shamash answered the hero Enlil, ‘It was by your command they killed
the Bull of Heaven, and killed Humbaba, and must Enkidu die although
innocent?” Enlil flung round in rage at glorious Shamash, ‘You dare to say
this, you who went about with them every day like one of themselves!” ”

So Enkidu lay stretched out before Gilgamesh; his tears ran down in
streams and he said to Gilgamesh, “O my brother, so dear as you are to
me, brother, yet they will take me from you.” Again he said, “I must sit
down on the threshold of the dead and never again will I see my dear
brother with my eyes.”

While Enkidu lay alone in his sickness he cursed the gate as though it
was living flesh, “You there, wood of the gate, dull and insensible, witless,
[ searched for you over twenty leagues until I saw the towering cedar.
There is no wood like you in our land. Seventy-two cubits high and
twenty-four wide, the pivot and the ferrule and the jambs are perfect. A
master craftsman from Nippur has made you; but O, if I had known the
conclusion! If I had known that this was all the good that would come of
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it, I would have raised the axe and split you into little pieces and set up
here a gate of wattle instead. Ah, if only some future king had brought you
here, or some god had fashioned you. Let him obliterate my name and
write his own, and the curse fall on him instead of on Enkidu.”

With the first brightening of dawn Enkidu raised his head and wept
before the Sun God, in the brilliance of the sunlight his tears streamed
down. “Sun God, I beseech you, about that vile Trapper, that Trapper of
nothing because of whom I was to catch less than my comrade; let him
catch least, make his game scarce, make him feeble, taking the smaller of
every share, let his quarry escape from his nets.”

When he had cursed the Trapper to his heart’s content he turned on
the harlot. He was roused to curse her also. “As for you, woman, with a
great curse I curse you! I will promise you a destiny to all eternity. My
curse shall come on you soon and sudden. You shall be without a roof for
your commerce, for you shall not keep house with other girls in the tavern,
but do your business in places fouled by the vomit of the drunkard. Your
hire will be potter’s earth, your thievings will be flung into the hovel, you
will sit at the cross-roads in the dust of the potter’s quarter, you will make
your bed on the dunghill at night, and by day take your stand in the wall’s
shadow. Brambles and thorns will tear your feet, the drunk and the dry
will strike your cheek and your mouth will ache. Let you be stripped of
your purple dyes, for I too once in the wilderness with my wife had all the
treasure [ wished.”

When Shamash heard the words of Enkidu he called to him from
heaven: “Enkidu, why are you cursing the woman, the mistress who taught
you to eat bread fit for gods and drink wine of kings? She who put upon
you a magnificent garment, did she not give you glorious Gilgamesh for
your companion, and has not Gilgamesh, your own brother, made you
rest on a royal bed and recline on a couch at his left hand? He has made
the princes of the earth kiss your feet, and now all the people of Uruk
lament and wail over you. When you are dead he will let his hair grow
long for your sake, he will wear a lion’s pelt and wander through the
desert.”

When Enkidu heard glorious Shamash his angry heart grew quiet, he
called back the curse and said, “Woman, I promise you another destiny.
The mouth which cursed you shall bless you! Kings, princes and nobles
shall adore you. On your account a man though twelve miles off will clap
his hand to his thigh and his hair will twitch. For you he will undo his
belt and open his treasure and you shall have your desire; lapis lazuli, gold
and carnelian from the heap in the treasury. A ring for your hand and a
robe shall be yours. The priest will lead you into the presence of the gods.
On your account a wife, a mother of seven, was forsaken.”

As Enkidu slept alone in his sickness, in bitterness of spirit he poured
out his heart to his friend. “It was I who cut down the cedar, [ who levelled
the forest, I who slew Humbaba and now see what has become of me.
Listen, my friend, this is the dream I dreamed last night. The heavens
roared, and earth rumbled back an answer; between them stood I before
an awful being, the sombre-faced man-bird; he had directed on me his
purpose. His was a vampire face, his foot was a lion’s foot, his hand was
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an eagle’s talon. He fell on me and his claws were in my hair, he held me
fast and I smothered; then he transformed me so that my arms became
wings covered with feathers. He turned his stare towards me, and he led
me away to the palace of Irkalla, the Queen of Darkness,! to the house
from which none who enters ever returns, down the road from which
there is no coming back.

“There is the house whose people sit in darkness; dust is their food and
clay their meat. They are clothed like birds with wings for covering, they
see no light, they sit in darkness. I entered the house of dust and I saw the
kings of the earth, their crowns put away for ever; rulers and princes, all
those who once wore kingly crowns and ruled the world in the day.s of old.
They who had stood in the place of the gods like Anu and Enlil, stood
now like servants to fetch baked meats in the house of dust, to carry cooked
meat and cold water from the water-skin. In the house of dust which I
entered were high priests and acolytes, priests of the incantation apd of
ecstasy; there were servers of the temple, and there was Etana, that king of
Kish whom the eagle carried to heaven in the days of old. I saw also Samu-
qan, god of cattle, and there was Ereshkigal the Queen of the Underworld;
and Belit-Sheri squatted in front of her, she who is recorder of the gods
and keeps the book of death. She held a tablet from which she read. She
raised her head, she saw me and spoke: ‘Who has brought this one here?’
Then I awoke like a man drained of blood who wanders alone in a waste
of rushes; like one whom the bailiff has seized and his heart pounds with
terror.”

Gilgamesh had peeled off his clothes, he listened to his words and wept
quick tears, Gilgamesh listened and his tears flowed. He opened his
mouth and spoke to Enkidu: “Who is there in strong-walled Uruk who has
wisdom like this? Strange things have been spoken, why does your heart
speak strangely? The dream was marvellous but the terror was great; we
must treasure the dream whatever the terror; for the dream has shown that
misery comes at last to the healthy man, the end of life is sorrqw." And
Gilgamesh lamented, “Now I will pray to the great gods, for my friend had
an ominous dream.” ‘

This day on which Enkidu dreamed came to an end and he lay stricken
with sickness. One whole day he lay on his bed and his suffering incregsed.
He said to Gilgamesh, the friend on whose account he had left the wﬂder-
ness, “Once I ran for you, for the water of life, and I now have nothing.”
A second day he lay on his bed and Gilgamesh watched over him but the
sickness increased. A third day he lay on his bed, he called out to Gil-
gamesh, rousing him up. Now he was weak and his eyes were blind with
weeping. Ten days he lay and his suffering increased, eleven“and tvyelve
days he lay on his bed of pain. Then he called to Gilgamesh, “My frler_ld,
the great goddess cursed me and I must die in shame. I shall not die 111.<e
a man fallen in battle; [ feared to fall, but happy is the man who falls in

the battle, for I must die in shame.” And Gilgamesh wept over Enkidu.
With the first light of dawn he raised his voice and said to the counsellors
of Uruk:

1. Also Ereshkigal, queen of the underworld.
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Hear me, great ones of Uruk,

I weep for Enkidu, my friend,

Bitterly moaning like a woman mourning

I weep for my brother.

O Enkidu, my brother,

You were the axe at my side,

My hand’s strength, the sword in my belt,
The shield before me,

A glorious robe, my fairest ornament;

An evil Fate has robbed me.

The wild ass and the gazelle

That were father and mother,

All long-tailed creatures that nourished you
Weep for you,

All the wild things of the plain and pastures;
The paths that you loved in the forest of cedars
Night and day murmur.

Let the great ones of strong-walled Uruk
Weep for you;

Let the finger of blessing

Be stretched out in mourning;

Enkidu, young brother. Hark,

There is an echo through all the country

Like a mother mourning. ‘
Weep all the paths where we walked together;
And the beasts we hunted, the bear and hyena,
Tiger and panther, leopard and lion,

The stag and the ibex, the bull and the doe.
The river along whose banks we used to walk,
Weeps for you,

Ula of Elam and dear Euphrates

Where once we drew water for the water-skins.

The mountain we climbed where we slew the Watchman,

Weeps for you.

The warriors of strong-walled Uruk

Where the Bull of Heaven was killed,

Weep for you.

All the people of Eridu

Weep for you Enkidu.

Those who brought grain for your eating

Mourn for you now;

Who rubbed oil on your back

Mourn for you now;

Who poured beer for your drinking

Mourn for you now.

The harlot who anointed you with fragrant ointment
Laments for you now;

The women of the palace, who brought you a wife,
A chosen ring of good advice,

Lament for you now.

And the young men your brothers

As though they were women
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Go long-haired in mourning.
What is this sleep which holds you now?
You are lost in the dark and cannot hear me. 55

He touched his heart but it did not beat, nor did he lift his eyes again.
When Gilgamesh touched his heart it did not beat. So Gilgamesh laid a
veil, as one veils the bride, over his friend. He began to rage like a lion,
like a lioness robbed of her whelps. This way and that he paced round the
bed, he tore out his hair and strewed it around. He dragged off his splendid
robes and flung them down as though they were abominations.

In the first light of dawn Gilgamesh cried out, “I made you rest on a
royal bed, you reclined on a couch at my left hand, the princes of the
earth kissed your feet. I will cause all the people of Uruk to weep over you
and raise the dirge of the dead. The joyful people will stoop with sorrow;
and when you have gone to the earth I will let my hair grow long for your
sake, I will wander through the wilderness in the skin of a lion.” The next
day also, in the first light, Gilgamesh lamented; seven days and seven
nights he wept for Enkidu, until the worm fastened on him. Only then he
gave him up to the earth, for the Anunnaki, the judges, had seized him.

Then Gilgamesh issued a proclamation through the land, he sum-
moned them all, the coppersmiths, the goldsmiths, the stone-workers, and
commanded them, “Make a statue of my friend.” The statue was fashioned
with a great weight of lapis lazuli for the breast and of gold for the body.
A table of hard-wood was set out, and on it a bowl of carnelian filled with
honey, and a bowl of lapis lazuli filled with butter. These he exposed and
offered to the Sun; and weeping he went away.

4
The Search for Everlasting Life

Bitterly Gilgamesh wept for his friend Enkidu; he wandered over the
wilderness as a hunter, he roamed over the plains; in his bitterness he
cried, “How can I rest, how can I be at peace? Despair is in my heart.
What my brother is now, that shall I be when I am dead. Because I am
afraid of death I will go as best I can to find Utnapishtim? whom they call
the Faraway, for he has entered the assembly of the gods.” So Gilgamesh
travelled over the wilderness, he wandered over the grasslands, a long jour-
ney, in search of Utnapishtim, whom the gods took after the deluge; and
they set him to live in the land of Dilmun, in the garden of the sun; and
to him alone of men they gave everlasting life.

At night when he came to the mountain passes Gilgamesh prayed: “In
these mountain passes long ago I saw lions, I was afraid and I lifted my
eyes to the moon; I prayed and my prayers went up to the gods, so now,
O moon god Sin, protect me.” When he had prayed he lay down to sleep,
until he was woken from out of a dream. He saw the lions round him
glorying in life; then he took his axe in his hand, he drew his sword from
2. A wise king and priest who, like the biblical Noah, survived the Flood along with his family and

with “the seed of all living creatures.” Afterward he was taken by the gods to live forever in Dilmun, the
Sumerian paradise.
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