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About the Author

The Epic of Gilgamesh is best known from a version called ‘He who saw the Deep’, which circulated in Babylonia and Assyria in the first millennium BC. The Babylonians believed this poem to have been the responsibility of a man called Sîn-leqi-unninni, a learned scholar of Uruk whom modern scholars consider to have lived some time about 1200–1000 BC. However, we now know that ‘He who saw the Deep’ is a revision of one or more earlier versions of the epic. The oldest surviving fragments of the epic are the work of an anonymous Babylonian poet who lived more than 3,700 years ago. The Babylonian epic was composed in Akkadian, but its literary origins lie in five Sumerian poems of even greater antiquity. The Sumerian texts gained their final form probably as court entertainments sung for King Shulgi of Ur of the Chaldees, who reigned in the twenty-first century BC.

ANDREW GEORGE was born in 1955 in Haslemere, Surrey. He was educated at Christ’s Hospital, Horsham, and the University of Birmingham, where he studied Assyriology. For a while he kept a public house in Darlaston. He began teaching Akkadian and Sumerian language and literature in 1983 at the University of London’s School of Oriental and African Studies, where he is now Professor of Babylonian. In 2006 he was elected Fellow of the British Academy, and in 2011 an Honorary Member of the American Oriental Society.

His research has taken him many times to Iraq to visit Babylon and other ancient sites, and to museums in Baghdad, Europe and North America to read the original clay tablets on which the scribes of ancient Iraq wrote. He has published extensively on Babylonian literature and religion.
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THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH

‘Humankind’s first literary achievement … Gilgamesh should compel us as the well-spring of which we are inheritors … Andrew George provides an excellent critical and historical introduction’ Paul Binding, Independent on Sunday

‘This volume will endure as one of the milestone markers … [Andrew George] expertly and easily conducts his readers on a delightful and moving epic journey’ Samuel A. Meier, The Times Literary Supplement

‘Appealingly presented and very readably translated … it still comes as an exhilarating surprise to find the actions and emotions of the Sumerian superhero coming to us with absolute immediacy over 30-odd centuries’ Scotsman

‘Andrew George has formed an English text from the best of the tablets, differentiating his complex sources but allowing the general reader a clear run at one of the first enduring stories ever told’ Peter Stothard, The Times

‘An exemplary combination of scholarship and lucidity … very impressive … invaluable as a convenient guide to all the different strands which came together to produce the work we now call Gilgamesh’ Alan Wall, Literary Review
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Preface

My first encounter with the magic of Gilgamesh came as a boy when I read this book’s predecessor in the Penguin Classics series, Nancy Sandars’s prose synthesis of the ancient poems (The Epic of Gilgamesh, 1960). At university I was given the happy opportunity of reading some of the cuneiform text of the epic under the guidance of the foremost expert in Babylonian literature, W. G. Lambert. The work of recovering the text of Gilgamesh from the original clay tablets and preparing what will be only the third scholarly edition of the Babylonian epic has been my principal object of research for the past dozen years. During this time I am lucky to have benefited from the advice and encouragement of many of Gilgamesh’s latter-day devotees. Among them I single out for special mention David Hawkins, my colleague at the School of Oriental and African Studies, who has also contributed the translation of a Hittite fragment on p. 54, and Aage Westenholz of the University of Copenhagen, who in the course of making an independent translation of the epic into Danish travelled with me the long and arduous road to Uta-napishti and back. To Antoine Cavigneaux of the University of Geneva and Farouk N. H. Al-Rawi of the University of Baghdad I am indebted for the use of their unpublished book on the Sumerian composition we know as the Death of Gilgamesh. Douglas Frayne of the University of Toronto has shared with me his work in progress on the Sumerian Gilgamesh poems. On several obscure points of Sumerian Mark Geller of University College London and Steve Tinney of the University of Pennsylvania have come to my aid.

The modern translator of Gilgamesh has the advantage of standing on the shoulders of those editors and translators who have gone before him. The list of scholars who during the last century and a half have contributed materially to the recovery of the ancient sources is long indeed, but among them one should not fail to honour George Smith, who was the first to decipher much of the Babylonian epic and whose pioneering translations of 1875 and 1876 gave the world a first glimpse of its majesty; Paul Haupt, who in 1891 first collected the cuneiform text of the epic; Peter Jensen, whose transliterations of 1900 were the first comprehensive modern edition; R. Campbell Thompson, who in 1930 brought up to date the work of both Haupt and Jensen; and Samuel Noah Kramer, who in the 1930s and ’40s first pieced together the Sumerian poems of Gilgamesh. In the often unsung task of adding to our knowledge of the text of the epic no contemporary Assyriologists can match the achievements of Irving Finkel of the British Museum, Egbert von Weiher of the University of Cologne and, especially, W. G. Lambert of the University of Birmingham.

New pieces of Gilgamesh continue to appear. This paperback edition differs from its hardback predecessor in being able to use on p. 87 a fragment of Tablet XI that came to light only in June 1999. My thanks go to its discoverer, Stefan M. Maul of the University of Heidelberg, and to the Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin, and the Deutsche Orient-Gesellschaft for permission to quote it.

A.R.G.

London,

June 1999




Preface to the Second Edition

‘New pieces of Gilgamesh continue to appear.’ Two decades on from this book’s first edition, enough new pieces have appeared to make imperative a full revision of the whole book. This revision not only includes many new pieces, and makes some changes to the translation in other places too, but also reorganizes the material in four chapters, not five.

In Chapter 1, new sources inform and enrich the translations of Tablets I, III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII and X of the standard version of the epic. I owe knowledge of most of them to the generosity of two colleagues especially: Stefan M. Maul of the University of Heidelberg, who has used several in his own fine German translation, and Enrique Jiménez of the University of Munich. These new pieces of the standard version, read alongside other, older tablets and fragments, have increased knowledge of the poem in different measure, from single words to whole passages of text. In particular they have finally allowed the complete restoration of the grand opening passage of the prologue; brought a better knowledge of the giant dimensions of the hero; revealed that Enkidu and Shamhat enjoyed not one week of sexual intercourse but two; increased the accounts of the nightmares Gilgamesh had on the journey to the Cedar Forest; enlarged the description of the Cedar Forest and clarified for the first time the correct order of passages of conversation between Gilgamesh and Enkidu as they contemplate the battle to come; added detail to the heroes’ assault on Humbaba, his pleas for mercy and their desecration of his forest; and filled out the passage in which Gilgamesh smashes the Stone Ones.

The five individual Sumerian poems of Gilgamesh, formerly relegated to the end of the book, have been brought forward in order to give them the greater prominence that their well-preserved state and readability deserve. They now appear as Chapter 2. My translations of these Sumerian poems have also been lightly revised to take account of newly discovered fragments and updated knowledge. I am grateful to those who have shared with me new knowledge of the Sumerian poems, especially Konrad Volk of the University of Tübingen, Jacob Klein of Bar-Ilan University and Jeremiah Peterson of the University Museum, Philadelphia.

Several newly published tablets and fragments of second-millennium date make it ever clearer that the content of much of the Babylonian poem presented in Chapter 1 was already established in the Old Babylonian period. We can now observe that many early fragments of the poem tell Gilgamesh’s story in much the same language as the later standard version, so that, despite the lapse of many centuries, many lines of poetry are held in common, usually in the same order. Consequently I have felt it permissible to arrange many of the early fragments in an order that matches the standard version, to suggest the skeletal remains of its Old Babylonian ancestor. This new reconstruction is presented in Chapter 3. Other early fragments, which find no place in that reconstruction, are placed in Chapter 4.

A.R.G.

London,

February 2019




A Note on the Translation

Poetry in Akkadian is distinguished by a rigorous formality. This translation, unlike some others (especially those of non-Assyriologists), seeks to give the reader a feel for the formal features of this poetry by translating line by line and replicating the structures that organize the poetry. The essential unit of poetry in Akkadian is the poetic line or verse, which usually forms a unit of sense complete in itself. There is therefore a pause at the end of each line. The verse is easily identified, for on cuneiform tablets the beginning and end of a verse coincide with the beginning and end of a line on the tablet (though not in Syria and elsewhere in the ancient West). In older poetry a single verse may occupy two or even three lines on the tablet. In the first millennium one verse usually occupies one line, though sometimes two verses are doubled up on to a single line of tablet. Extra-long lines occur occasionally; sometimes these have been arranged as two lines in the translation. (One or other of these points explains those occasions in the translation where the line-count in the margin seems to disagree with the numbers of lines of text.) In Gilgamesh the verse is the only poetic unit explicitly identifiable on the ancient manuscripts. However, more complex patterns can be detected. Usually two verses are complementary, parallel or otherwise paired by meaning or by the development of the narrative, and form a distich or couplet. A couplet is followed by a longer pause, more often than not one that in modern punctuation would be marked by a full stop (there was no punctuation in cuneiform writing). In some Babylonian poetry the division into couplets is rigorous. This is generally true of the earlier Gilgamesh poems, especially the old version of the epic represented by the Pennsylvania and Yale tablets. In the later, standard version the couplet system is not so strictly applied and one can often detect three-line combinations, or triplets. In the older texts, especially, one may also observe that two couplets usually hold together and that the poetry therefore progresses in a sequence of four-line stanzas, or quatrains.

In contrast with other renderings of the epic, some of which, it is true, do manage to observe the division into couplets, the present translation attempts to highlight the existence of longer poetic units. To this end the second line of a couplet is indented and the stanzas are separated in the conventional modern way, by introducing a space between them. Where the stanzas are consistently of two couplets, the division into quatrains is confirmed by the regularity of the poetry. In the standard version of the epic, where the system of couplets was not so consistently applied, the division into stanzas is more arbitrary and the punctuation less secure. As a working hypothesis I have assumed that in the standard version stanzas will normally comprise four lines but may on occasion consist of two, three, five or even six lines. Other translators will have other ideas.

The plot summaries that in this translation introduce each Tablet of the standard version, the line-numbers, the editorial notes which link disconnected fragments of text, and other material in small type are, like the punctuation, modern additions.

Some explanation is needed of the conventions that mark damaged text:




	[Gilgamesh]
	Square brackets enclose words that are restored in passages where the tablet is broken. Small breaks can often be restored with certainty from context and longer breaks can sometimes be filled securely from parallel passages.



	Gilgamesh
	Italics are used to indicate insecure decipherments and uncertain renderings of words in the extant text.



	[Gilgamesh]
	Within square brackets, italics signal restorations that are not certain or material that is simply conjectural, i.e. supplied by the translator to fill in the context.



	…
	An ellipsis marks a small gap that occurs where writing is missing through damage or where the signs are present but cannot be deciphered. Each ellipsis represents up to one quarter of a verse.



	….…….
	Where a full line is missing or undeciphered the lacuna is marked by a sequence of four ellipses.



	* * *
	Where a lacuna of more than one line is not signalled by an editorial note it is marked by a succession of three asterisks.





Note in addition the following convention:




	*Humbaba
	In old material that has been interpolated into the standard version of the epic some proper nouns are preceded by an asterisk. This is to signify that for consistency’s sake the name in question (e.g. Huwawa) has been altered to its later form.








Further Reading

A number of useful introductions to various aspects of ancient Mesopotamian civilization are now available in paperback as well as hardback. A good anthology of Babylonian literature is Benjamin R. Foster, From Distant Days: Myths, Tales and Poetry of Ancient Mesopotamia (Bethesda, Md.: CDL Press, 1995). There is also Stephanie Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia (Oxford: OUP, 1989). For the religion of Sumer and Akkad, as well as of Babylonia and Assyria, see Thorkild Jacobsen, The Treasures of Darkness (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1976). An encyclopedic approach is Jeremy Black and Anthony Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia (London: British Museum Press, 1992). See also Gwendolyn Leick, A Dictionary of Ancient Near Eastern Mythology (London and New York: Routledge, 1998). The intellectual background of Babylonian scholarship and religion is examined by Jean Bottéro, Mesopotamia: Writing, Reasoning and the Gods (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). A useful survey of the history of ancient Mesopotamia is Benjamin R. Foster and Karen Polinger Foster, Civilizations of Ancient Iraq (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009). See also Gwendolyn Leick, Mesopotamia: The Invention of the City (London: Penguin, 2001). For a wider perspective see Amélie Kuhrt, The Ancient Near East c. 3000–330 BC, 2 vols. (London and New York: Routledge, 1995). The economic and social life of ancient Mesopotamia in the late third and early second millennia BC is examined by J. N. Postgate, Early Mesopotamia: Society and Economy at the Dawn of History (London and New York: Routledge, 1992). See also Daniel C. Snell, Life in the Ancient Near East (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1997). A collection of recent essays on Gilgamesh, with a full bibliography to 1994, is edited in hardback by John Maier, Gilgamesh: A Reader (Wauconda, Ill.: Bolchazy-Carducci, 1997).
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	POLITICAL HISTORY
	IN INTELLECTUAL LIFE
	GILGAMESH
	





	3000
	Early city states of Sumer
↓
	Invention of writing
Earliest Sumerian tablets
↓
	
	3000



	
	
	
	
	



	2800
	Gilgamesh, king of Uruk
	↓
	Gilgamesh, king of Uruk
	2800



	2600
	Early city states of Sumer
↓
	Early Sumerian literature
	Gilgamesh deified
in god lists
↓
	2600



	
	
	
	
	



	2400
	
	
	Gilgamesh worshipped in cult
	2400



	2300
	Old Akkadian Empire
Sargon of Akkade
Naram-Sîn
↓
	Akkadian as language of empire
↓
	
	2300



	2200
	
	Oral Gilgamesh poems
in Sumerianand Akkadian?
	
	2200



	
	Third Dynasty of Ur
↓
	
	
	



	2100
	
	Sumerian renaissance
Royal Tablet Houses
Sumerian court literature
Spoken Sumerian dying out
	
	2100



	2000
	Shulgi
Fall of Ur
	
	Oldest copy of a Sumerian
Gilgamesh poem
	2000



	1900
	Isin Dynasty
↓
	
	
	1900



	
	Larsa Dynasty
↓
	
	
	



	1800
	Old Babylonian Kingdom
Hammurapi of Babylon
	Scribal schools
at Ur and
Nippur
	Many copies of 
Sumerian Gilgamesh 
poems
	1800



	1750
	
	
	
	1750



	1700
	Decline of southern Babylonia
	Literary creativity
in Akkadian
	Akkadian fragments
‘Surpassing all other kings’
Old Babylonian Gilgamesh epic
	1700



	
	↓
	
	
	



	1600
	Sack of Babylon by the Hittites
Kassite Dynasty
	Very few tablets extant
from this period
	The Sealand tablet
	1600



	1500
	↓
	
	
	1500



	1400
	Amarna Age
	Akkadian as lingua franca
Spread of Babylonian texts
to the West
	Middle Babylonian versions
of the Gilgamesh epic
copied in Anatolia,
Palestine, Syria and
Babylonia
	1400



	1300
	
	
	
	1300



	1200
	
	Organization and editing of
Babylonian literature
↓
	Sîn-leqi-unninni edits
the Babylonian epic into
the standard version
‘He who saw the Deep’
↓
	1200



	1100
	Tiglath-pileser I of Assyria
	
	
	1100



	1000
	
	Very few tablets extant
from this period
↓
	
	1000



	900
	Neo-Assyrian Empire
↓
	
	
	900



	800
	
	Spread of Aramaic in Assyria
and Babylonia
	
	800



	700
	Sargon II 
Sennacherib
Esarhaddon
	
	
	700



	650
	Ashurbanipal
Fall of Nineveh
	Royal libraries
at Nineveh
	Copies of the
Gilgamesh epic
from Assyria
	650



	600
	Neo-Babylonian Empire
Nebuchadnezzar II
	Spoken Akkadian dying out
	
	600



	500
	Persian Empire
Darius, Xerxes
↓
	
	
	500



	400
	
	Babylonian literature
copied out and
preserved in
libraries of
temples
and
scholars
↓
	Copies of 
the Gilgamesh epic 
from Uruk 
and Babylon
↓
	400



	300
	Alexander the Great
Greek (Hellenistic) period
↓
	
	
	300



	200
	
	
	
	200



	100 BC
	Parthian period
↓
	
	Last copies of the Gilgamesh epic
	100 BC



	BC–AD
	Decline of Babylon
↓
	
	
	BC–AD



	AD 100
	Roman wars
	Last cuneiform tablets
	
	AD 100



	*N.B. Dates before 1100 BC are approximate.









Dramatis Personae

An acute accent marks the vowel of a stressed syllable. Where such a vowel falls in an open syllable it will often be long (e.g., Humbaaba). In some names the position of the stress is conjectural.


Gilgámesh, king of the city-state of Úruk

Nínsun, a goddess, his mother

Enkídu, his friend and companion

Shámhat, a prostitute of Uruk

Shámash, the Sun God

Humbába, the guardian of the Forest of Cedar

Íshtar, the principal goddess of Uruk

Shidúri, a minor goddess of wisdom

Ur-shanábi, the ferryman of Uta-napishti

Úta-napíshti, survivor of the Flood



A comprehensive list of the proper nouns that occur in the texts translated in this book is given on pp. 221ff.




Introduction

Ever since the first modern translations were published more than one hundred years ago, the Gilgamesh epic has been recognized as one of the great masterpieces of world literature. One of the early translations, by the German Assyriologist Arthur Ungnad, so inspired the poet Rainer Maria Rilke in 1916 that he became almost intoxicated with pleasure and wonder, and repeated the story to all he met. ‘Gilgamesh,’ he declared, ‘is stupendous!’ For him the epic was first and foremost ‘das Epos der Todesfurcht’, the epic about the fear of death. This universal theme does indeed unite the poem, for in examining the human longing for life eternal, it tells of one man’s heroic struggle against death – first for immortal renown through glorious deeds, then for eternal life itself; of his despair when confronted with inevitable failure, and of his eventual realization that the only immortality he may expect is the enduring name afforded by leaving behind some lasting achievement, in tandem with the consoling idea, subtly expressed at the very end of the poem, that the human community is itself eternal.

The fear of death may be one of the epic’s principal themes but the poem deals with so much more. As a story of one man’s ‘path to wisdom’, of how he is formed by his successes and failures, it offers many profound insights into the human condition, into life and death and the truths that touch us all. The subject that most held the attention of the royal courts of Babylonia and Assyria was perhaps another topic that underlies much of the poem: the debate on the proper duties of kingship, what a good king should do and should not do. The epic’s moral concern is also evident in the exposition of a man’s responsibilities to his family. The eternal conflict of nurture and nature – articulated as the benefits of civilization over savagery – is also examined, as too are the rewards of friendship, the nobility of heroic enterprise and the immortality of fame. Artfully woven into Gilgamesh’s own story are the traditional tale of the Deluge, the great flood by which early in human history the gods sought to destroy mankind, and a long description of the gloomy realm of the dead. From all this Gilgamesh emerges as a kind of cultural hero. The wisdom he received at the ends of the earth from the survivor of the Deluge, Uta-napishti, enabled him to restore the temples of the land and their rituals to their ideal state of antediluvian perfection. In the course of his heroic adventures it seems Gilgamesh was the first to dig oases in the desert, the first to fell cedars on Mount Lebanon, the first to discover the techniques of killing wild bulls, of sailing ocean-going craft and of diving for coral.

Amid the momentous themes, the epic is full of absorbing moments, often just minor, incidental details which serve every so often to catch the imagination or to lighten the mood. The text explains in passing why temples take in orphans, how there came to be two New Year’s Days in the Babylonian calendar, how the Levantine Rift Valley was riven, how dwarfs came about, why nomads live in tents, why some prostitutes eke out a living on the cruel fringes of society and others enjoy a life of attentive luxury, how it is that doves and swallows cleave to human company but ravens do not, why snakes shed their skins, and so on.

The spell of Gilgamesh has captured many since Rilke, so that over the years the story has been variously reworked into plays, novels and at least two operas. Translations have now appeared in at least sixteen languages and more appear year by year, so that the last decade has added ten to the dozens already published. Among the ten are two in English. Why so many, and why another? There are two replies that answer both these questions. First, a great masterpiece will always attract new renditions and will go on doing so while its worth is still recognized. This goes for Homer and Euripides, Virgil and Horace, Voltaire and Goethe – indeed any classic text, ancient or modern – as well as for Gilgamesh. But the difference with Gilgamesh, as also with other works of ancient Mesopotamian literature, is that we keep finding more of it. Seventy years ago we possessed fewer than forty manuscripts from which to reconstruct the text and there were large gaps in the story. Now we have more than twice that number of manuscripts and fewer gaps. As the years pass the number of available sources will assuredly go on rising. Slowly our knowledge of the text will become better and better, so that one day the epic will again be complete, as it last was more than two thousand years ago. Sooner or later, as new manuscripts are discovered, this translation, like all others, will be superseded. For the moment, based as it is on first-hand study of very nearly all the available sources, unpublished as well as published, the present rendering offers the epic in its most complete form yet. However, gaps still remain and many preserved lines are still fragmentary; the epic is indeed riddled with holes. In many places the reader must set aside any comparison with the more complete masterpieces of Greek and Latin literature and accept those parts of text that are still incomplete and incoherent as skeletal remains that one day will live again.

The manuscripts of Gilgamesh are cuneiform tablets – smooth, cushion-shaped rectangles of clay inscribed on both sides with wedge-shaped cuneiform writing – and they come from the ancient cities of Mesopotamia, the Levant and Anatolia. Especially in the land that is now Iraq, there are few ancient sites that have not yielded clay tablets. Cuneiform writing was invented in the city-states of lower Mesopotamia in about 3000 BC, when the administration of the great urban institutions, the palace and the temple, became too complex for the human memory to cope with. It developed, with painful slowness, from an accountant’s aide-mémoire into a system of writing which could express not just simple words and numbers, but all the creativity of the literate mind. And because clay does not easily perish when thrown away or when buried in the ruins of buildings, archaeologists provide us with enormous quantities of clay tablets inscribed with cuneiform characters. These documents range in date across three thousand years of history and in content from the merest chit to the most sophisticated works of science and literature.

Literary compositions that tell the story of Gilgamesh come down to us from several different periods and in several different languages. Some modern renderings disregard the enormous diversity of the material, so that the reader forms a mistaken impression of the epic’s contents and state of preservation. In the translations given in this book the texts are segregated according to time, place and language, allowing the reader to appreciate each body of material for itself. The texts fall into four different chapters. To summarize, Chapter 1 presents the version of the epic in the Akkadian language that was standard in first-millennium Babylonia and Assyria, with some of its gaps filled with older material. This, if you like, is the classical Epic of Gilgamesh. It was known to the Babylonians and Assyrians as ‘He who saw the Deep’. In this book it is referred to as the standard version. Chapter 2 contains the five narrative poems in the Sumerian language, best known from copies made by Babylonian apprentice scribes in the eighteenth century BC, but certainly older. Chapter 3 gives a translation of older material in Akkadian, organized to form the skeletal remains of the poem at a time much nearer its date of composition, when it bore the title ‘Surpassing all other kings’. Chapter 4 presents Akkadian fragments from the second millennium that do not have a place in Chapter 3; these include pieces of the poem from the ancient West – the Levant and Anatolia. In order to understand how the different texts and fragments of Gilgamesh relate to each other it may help to place them in the context of the long history of ancient Mesopotamian literature.

Gilgamesh and ancient Mesopotamian literature

Literature was already being written down in Mesopotamia by 2600 BC, but because the script did not yet express language fully, these early tablets remain extremely difficult to read. From at least this time, and probably much earlier, lower Mesopotamia was inhabited by people who spoke two very different languages. One was Sumerian, a language without affinities with any known tongue, and this appears to be the medium of the earliest writing. The other was Akkadian, which is a member of the Semitic family of languages and thus related to Hebrew and Arabic. The two languages, Sumerian and Akkadian, had long been used side by side by the people of lower Mesopotamia, though Sumerian predominated in the urban south and Akkadian in the more provincial north. This geographical division was enshrined in the terminology of later tradition, according to which the homeland of the ‘black-headed ones’, as these people called themselves, comprised two regions: Sumer, the southern part of lower Mesopotamia, and Akkad, the northern part. The bilingualism of the urban civilization of lower Mesopotamia in the third millennium BC perhaps resembled the division between French and Flemish in modern-day Belgium.

Texts in Akkadian appear in quantity from about 2300 BC, when the language became an administrative tool in the service of the first great Mesopotamian empire. This empire stretched at its height from the Gulf to Levantine Syria. It was built by Sargon and his successors, the kings of Akkade, a city in the vicinity of modern Baghdad, which soon lent its name to the region round about and to the language spoken at the court of its kings. A legend describes how Sargon was a foundling like the infant Moses:


My mother, a priestess, conceived me and bore me in secret,

she put me in a basket of reeds, sealed its lid with pitch;

she cast me adrift on the river from which I could not arise,

the river bore me up and brought me to Aqqi, a drawer of water.1



According to tradition, Sargon rose to power by winning the favour of the goddess Ishtar. For nearly a hundred years his dynasty exercised dominion over the city-states of lower Mesopotamia and much of northern Mesopotamia too. The early texts in Akkadian dating from this period include a very small body of literature. Much more, no doubt, was passed down in an oral tradition and never written down, or only much later. Sumerian seems to have been losing ground to Akkadian as a spoken language from at least this time, but its function as the primary language of writing was bolstered by a Sumerian renaissance in the last century of the third millennium. For a short period much of Mesopotamia was again united, this time under the kings of the celebrated Third Dynasty of the southern city of Ur, most famously Shulgi (2094–2047 BC in the conventional chronology). The perfect prince was an intellectual as well as a warrior and an athlete, and among his many achievements King Shulgi was particularly proud of his literacy and cultural accomplishments. He had rosy memories of his days at the scribal school, where he boasted that he was the most skilled student in his class. In later life he was an enthusiastic patron of the arts and claims to have founded special libraries at Ur and at Nippur, further north in central Babylonia, in which scribes and minstrels could consult master copies of, as it were, the Sumerian songbook. Thus he envisaged that hymns to his glory and other literature of his day would be preserved for posterity:


For all eternity the Tablet House is never to change,

for all eternity the House of Learning is never to cease functioning.2



In this enlightened atmosphere the courts of the kings of Ur and the succeeding dynasty of Isin were witness to the composition of much literature in Sumerian. This literature we know best not from tablets written at the time, though some survive (including a fragment of a Gilgamesh poem), but from the scribal curriculum of the Babylonians.

After the rise to power of the city of Babylon in the eighteenth century, under its most famous ruler, King Hammurapi (1792–1750 BC), the land of Sumer and Akkad was ruled by Babylon. Though the people of Sumer and Akkad did not themselves refer to their homeland as Babylonia, which is a Greek term, it is customary to call them Babylonians from this time onwards. Sumerian had by then died out among the people as a spoken language, but it was still much in use as a written language. Mesopotamian culture was nothing if not conservative and since Sumerian had been the language of the first writing, more than a thousand years before, it remained the principal language of writing in the early second millennium. Much more was written in the Babylonian dialect of Akkadian, but Sumerian retained a particular prestige. Its primacy as the language of learning was enshrined in the curriculum that had to be mastered by the student scribe. In order to learn how to use the cuneiform script, even to write Akkadian, the student had to learn Sumerian, for, as the proverb said, ‘A scribe who knows no Sumerian, what sort of scribe is he?’3 None at all, for in this period the language of tuition was, at least in part, Sumerian. Falling foul of every regulation, one young student lamented,


The door monitor said, ‘Why did you go out without my say-so?’ and he beat me.

The water monitor said, ‘Why did you help yourself to water without my say-so?’ and he beat me.

The Sumerian monitor said, ‘You spoke in Akkadian!’ and he beat me.

My teacher said, ‘Your handwriting is not at all good!’ and he beat me.4



To prove he could write, the would-be scribe copied out, on dictation and from memory, texts in Sumerian. The most advanced Sumerian texts that he had to master were a prescribed corpus of traditional Sumerian literary compositions.

Nearly all the literature that we have in Sumerian derives from the tablets written by these young Babylonian scribal apprentices, many of which were found in the remains of the houses of their teachers. The two largest such discoveries were made at Nippur, where the scribal quarter was abandoned at the end of the eighteenth century, and at Ur, where the houses in question are slightly older. More recently significant bodies of Sumerian literature from the same era have been discovered at Isin, a city just south of Nippur, and at Tell Haddad (ancient Mê-Turan) by the river Diyala on the periphery of north-east Babylonia, but most of these tablets remain unpublished. The private dwelling-houses of Nippur and Ur were not the royal Tablet Houses inaugurated by King Shulgi but they amply fulfilled the purpose he envisaged, the preservation of Sumerian literature for future generations. That now we are reading the songs of Shulgi again, four thousand years later, would probably have exceeded even his expectations, and it would have surprised him too that his libraries of Sumerian lived anew, as it were, in the tablet collections of Philadelphia, London, and other strange and far-away places.

The work of reconstructing the Sumerian literary corpus began before the Second World War and still continues. The pioneering task of identifying, joining and reading the thousands of fragments of clay tablets from Nippur, many of them tiny, was largely the work of the late Samuel Noah Kramer and his students at the University Museum in Philadelphia. His life was summed up by a teasing colleague as ‘all work and no play’, but there is nothing dull about being the first to read a tablet for nearly four millennia and Kramer certainly found much to be excited about. This was a completely new literature, the oldest large body of literature in human history, and its existence came as a total surprise to all but a tiny band of professional scholars. Many of these Sumerian literary texts are difficult and imperfectly understood, but it remains a serious failure of modern scholarship that their riches are not known more widely.

Among those Sumerian literary texts which have achieved some degree of publicity are the five poems of Gilgamesh, translated in Chapter 2. These are not the same as the Babylonian Gilgamesh epic, which was written in Akkadian, but separate and individual tales without common themes. They were probably first committed to writing under the Third Dynasty of Ur, whose kings felt a special bond with Gilgamesh as a legendary hero whom they considered their predecessor and ancestor. It seems likely that much of the traditional Sumerian literary corpus goes back to lays sung by minstrels for the entertainment of the royal court of the Third Dynasty. The Sumerian poems of Gilgamesh are well suited for such amusement. The texts that we have, although known almost entirely from eighteenth-century copies, are very probably directly descended from master copies placed by King Shulgi in his Tablet Houses. Even so, it is entirely possible that the poems stem ultimately from an older, oral tradition. To some extent these Sumerian poems were source material for the Babylonian epic, but they can be enjoyed for their own sake too. Reading them takes us back four millennia to the courtly life of the Sumerian ‘renaissance’.

Alongside the great mass of Sumerian literary tablets from the schools of eighteenth-century Babylonia, we have also recovered a little contemporaneous literature in Akkadian. This we call Old Babylonian literature. A few Old Babylonian literary tablets derive from the same schools as the literary tablets in Sumerian and also appear to be the work of apprentice scribes. These include a few scraps of Akkadian Gilgamesh, which are among the texts translated in Chapter 3. But though it seems that some literature in Akkadian was studied in the schools of this period, literary tablets in this language are so rare among the huge quantities of Sumerian tablets that it is clear they were not part of the prescribed curriculum. What narrative poems in Akkadian that we do have from the schools may instead have been copied down by students for fun, or even composed by them ad lib.

Other tablets of Akkadian literary works have been recovered from this period which are of less certain provenance than the school tablets. Some of them are finely written and were evidently kept, perhaps by individual scholars, as permanent library-copies. Among these are three Old Babylonian tablets of Gilgamesh which contribute significantly to our knowledge of the story: the Pennsylvania and Yale tablets and the fragment reportedly from Sippar. These are also translated in Chapter 3. Another masterpiece of Babylonian literature known from late in the Old Babylonian period is the great poem of Atramhasis, ‘When the gods were man’, which recounts the history of mankind from the Creation to the Flood.5 It was this text’s account of the Flood that the poet of the standard version of Gilgamesh used as a source for his own telling of the Deluge myth. It also provided a striking model for the story of Noah’s Flood in the Bible. Other Akkadian literature begins to appear at this time, such as texts expounding the Babylonian sciences, divination, astrology and mathematics, and incantations in both Sumerian and Akkadian whose purpose was to ward off evil by magic means. So the Old Babylonian period was an era of great literary creativity in Akkadian, but the school curriculum, at least in the centres we know best, was evidently too hidebound to reflect this development and stuck firmly to Sumerian.

The Old Babylonian Gilgamesh tablets reveal that there was already, at this time, an integrated Gilgamesh epic, which, as the Pennsylvania tablet reports, bore the title Shūtur eli sharrī, ‘Surpassing all other kings’. Works of ancient Mesopotamian literature were rarely created out of nothing and the origins of this epic probably also go back to an oral tradition. Certainly the Old Babylonian Gilgamesh tablets are far from being translations of the individual Sumerian poems of the scribal curriculum, though the two traditions hold in common several episodes and themes. The Old Babylonian texts bear witness to a wholesale revision of Gilgamesh material to form a connected story composed around the principal themes of kingship, fame and the fear of death. For this reason one suspects that the Old Babylonian epic was essentially the masterpiece of a single, anonymous poet. This epic, ‘Surpassing all other kings’, is only a fragment as it is now preserved, but many find the simple poetry and spare narrative of this poem and of the other Old Babylonian material more attractive than the more wordy standard version. Some stanzas of the Pennsylvania and Sippar tablets, especially, are unforgettable. To explain what is meant by the standard version of the Gilgamesh epic it is necessary to continue the story of Mesopotamian literature.

Some time after the eighteenth century BC the contents of the scribal curriculum changed radically. We next have large numbers of school tablets at our disposal from the sixth century on, but the best witnesses to the nature and contents of the late scribal tradition are the several first-millennium libraries that have been excavated in Babylonia, especially at Babylon, Uruk and Sippar, and in Assyria. Assyria is the Greek name for the Land of Ashur, a small country to the north of Babylonia on the middle reaches of the river Tigris that was home in the early first millennium BC to the greatest empire the Near East had yet seen. Foremost among these late libraries is the collection of clay tablets amassed at Nineveh by the last great king of Assyria, Ashurbanipal (668–627 BC).

Like Shulgi before him, King Ashurbanipal claimed to have been trained in the scribal tradition and to have had a special talent for reading and writing. His education had been all-round, however, and had encouraged intellectual development and martial pursuits equally, as this summary reveals:


The god Nabû, scribe of all the universe, bestowed on me as a gift the knowledge of his wisdom. The gods (of war and the hunt) Ninurta and Nergal endowed my physique with manly hardness and matchless strength.6



This is clearly a statement of the ideal schooling for a royal prince, the same then as in Shulgi’s day and as now. Though we do not certainly possess any tablet actually written by Ashurbanipal, it is clear that he was an avid collector and, by good fortune, much of his collection is still extant today. The royal libraries, housed in at least two separate buildings on the citadel of Nineveh, had at their core a small nucleus of tablets that had been written more than four hundred years earlier in the reign of King Tiglath-pileser I (1115–1077 BC). To these were added the collections of at least one distinguished Assyrian scholar and, in due course, the libraries of many Babylonian scholars which were apparently appropriated as part of the reparations that followed the bitter hostilities of the great Babylonian revolt (652–648 BC). By royal command scholars in such cities as Babylon and nearby Borsippa were set to work, copying out texts from their own collections and from the libraries of the great temples. They did not risk incurring Ashurbanipal’s wrath: ‘We shall not neglect the king’s command,’ they told him. ‘Day and night we shall strain and toil to execute the instruction of our lord the king!’7 This they did on wooden writing-boards surfaced with wax, as well as on clay tablets. The scriptorium of Nineveh was also engaged on the task of copying out texts. Some of the copyists were prisoners-of-war or political hostages and worked in chains.

Among the texts that were copied out by Ashurbanipal’s scribes was the Gilgamesh epic, of which the library may have possessed as many as four complete copies on clay tablets. Whatever was inscribed on wax has perished, of course. After the sack of Nineveh by the Median and Babylonian alliance in 612 BC, Ashurbanipal’s copies of the epic, like his other tablets, lay in pieces on the floors of the royal palaces, not to be disturbed for nearly 2,500 years. The royal libraries of Nineveh were the first great find of cuneiform tablets to be discovered, in 1850 and 1853, and are the nucleus of the collection of clay tablets amassed in the British Museum. They are also the foundation stone upon which the discipline of Assyriology was built and for much research they remain the most important source of primary material. The first to find these tablets were the young Austen Henry Layard and his assistant, an Assyrian Christian called Hormuzd Rassam, as they tunnelled in search of Assyrian sculpture through the remains of the ‘Palace without Rival’, a royal residence built by Sennacherib, Ashurbanipal’s grandfather. Three years later Rassam returned on behalf of the British Museum and uncovered a second trove in Ashurbanipal’s own North Palace. Rassam is something of an unsung hero in Assyriology. Much later, in 1879–82, his efforts provided the British Museum with tens of thousands of Babylonian tablets from such southern sites as Babylon and Sippar. Neither Layard nor Rassam was able to read the tablets they sent back from Assyria, but of the find he made in what he called the Chamber of Records Layard wrote, ‘We cannot overrate their value.’ His words remain true to this day, not least for the Gilgamesh epic.

The huge importance of the royal libraries found at Nineveh by Layard and Rassam first became widely known in 1872 when, sorting through the Assyrian tablets in the British Museum, the brilliant George Smith came across what remains the most famous of Gilgamesh tablets, the best-preserved manuscript of the story of the Deluge. His reaction is described by E. A. Wallis Budge in his history of cuneiform studies, The Rise and Progress of Assyriology: ‘Smith took the tablet and began to read over the lines which Ready [the conservator who had cleaned the tablet] had brought to light; and when he saw that they contained the portion of the legend he had hoped to find there, he said, “I am the first man to read that after two thousand years of oblivion.” Setting the tablet on the table, he jumped up and rushed about the room in a great state of excitement, and, to the astonishment of those present, began to undress himself!’ One hopes the George Smith who made his discovery public was a figure more composed and fully clad, since the occasion was a formal paper delivered to the Society of Biblical Archaeology in the presence of Mr Gladstone and other notables. This must be the only occasion on which a British Prime Minister in office has attended a lecture on Babylonian literature. Assyriology had arrived, and so had Gilgamesh.

While other libraries of clay tablets from ancient Mesopotamia seem to belong to individual scholars and often comprise the work of the scholar’s family and students as part of their scribal apprenticeship, King Ashurbanipal’s library, which was far bigger than any other, was the result of a deliberate programme of acquisition and copying. The purpose of this labour was to provide Ashurbanipal with the best possible expertise to govern in the manner that would please the gods. ‘Send me,’ he commanded, ‘tablets that are beneficial for my royal administration!’8 With its reflections on good and bad government the Gilgamesh epic certainly came into this category, but it is clear from the contents of the libraries of Nineveh that the phrase summed up the entire scribal tradition current at the time.

The scribal tradition then current comprised a very different body of texts from that copied by the apprentices of the Old Babylonian period. Much of the Sumerian corpus was no longer extant. Almost without exception, those few texts that survived from it had been supplied with line-by-line Akkadian translations. The Akkadian literary texts known from Old Babylonian copies had been considerably reworked and many new texts in Akkadian had been added. The written traditions of the great professions had been incorporated. Many of the treatises on divination had been enormously expanded and the incantations of the exorcists had been organized and placed in series. This work of revision, organization and expansion is known to have taken place at the hands of many different scholars between seven and four hundred years earlier, in the last centuries of the second millennium. The labour of these individual Middle Babylonian scholars resulted in the creation of standard editions of most texts, editions which remained little altered until the death of cuneiform writing a thousand years later.

The Babylonian Gilgamesh epic did not escape the attentions of a redactor. This by tradition was a learned scholar by the name of Sîn-leqi-unninni, which means ‘The Moon God Accepts my Prayer!’ By profession he was an exorcist, which is to say that he was trained in the art of the expulsion of evil by prayer, incantation and magic ritual. This was a very important skill, whose principal applications were treating the sick, absolving sin, averting bad portents and consecrating holy ground. We know nothing else about Sîn-leqi-unninni, except that he was considered their ancestor by several well-known scribal families of Uruk, in southern Babylonia, that flourished in the late first millennium. Current opinion supposes that he lived some time in the thirteenth to eleventh centuries. He could not have been the original composer of the Babylonian epic, for a version of it already existed in the Old Babylonian period, but probably he gave it its final form and was thus responsible for the edition current in first-millennium libraries, the text that here we call the standard version. Even so, we cannot rule out the possibility that, between Sîn-leqi-unninni’s lifetime and the seventh century, changes were made in the text he established.

The long epic poem that the ancients attributed to Sîn-leqi-unninni was called in antiquity Sha naqba īmuru, ‘He who saw the Deep’, a title taken from its first line. A glimpse of the nature of Sîn-leqi-unninni’s revision can be obtained by comparing the standard version of the epic and the older material, which is of course only possible where a particular episode is extant in both. The later epic often follows the Old Babylonian epic, ‘Surpassing all other kings’, line-for-line, sometimes with almost no changes in vocabulary and word order, sometimes with minor alterations in one or the other. Elsewhere one finds that the late text is much expanded, whether by repetition or by invention, and even that passages present in the Old Babylonian epic have been dropped and new episodes inserted.

Something of the intermediate stages in this development from ‘Surpassing all other kings’ to ‘He who saw the Deep’ can be learnt from the scraps of Babylonian Gilgamesh that survive from the era in which Sîn-leqi-unninni lived. This material falls into two groups: texts that come from within Babylonia and texts that come from outside it. The first group comprises only two tablets, from Nippur and Ur, translated in Chapter 3. They closely resemble the standard version of the epic attributed to Sîn-leqi-unninni, but there are differences. On grounds of content and style it is hard to say whether these tablets are witness to the text as it was immediately before Sîn-leqi-unninni’s editorship, or immediately after it.

The existence of the second group of tablets, from outside Babylonia, needs some explanation. In the fourteenth century, at the height of the Late Bronze Age when the eastern Mediterranean was dominated by the great powers of the Egyptian New Kingdom and the Hittite Empire, the lingua franca of international communications in the Near East was the Akkadian language. Kings of Assyria and Babylonia naturally wrote to Pharaoh in Akkadian, but Pharaoh replied in Akkadian too. The Hittite king and Pharaoh likewise corresponded in Akkadian, and, when writing to their overlords, the minor rulers of the Levantine coast and Syria used the same language, though often shot through with local Canaanite and Hurrian idioms. This Akkadian was written in the traditional manner, in cuneiform script on clay tablets. In order to learn to compose their lords’ letters, treaties and other documents in Akkadian, local scribes far from Babylonia were trained in cuneiform writing, and they were trained in the time-honoured way, by rote-learning of the lists, vocabularies and literature of the Babylonian scribal tradition.

This was not the first time that the cuneiform script had made the journey to the West. The first known occasion was in the mid-third millennium, when cuneiform was exported to Ebla and elsewhere in Syria and texts in both Sumerian and Akkadian went with it as part of the skills that trainee scribes had to master in order to acquire the new technology. In the nineteenth century, Akkadian had been written at Kanesh and other Assyrian trading posts in Cappadocia. In the eighteenth century it was widely used in Syria, not only in Mesopotamian Syria but also close by the Mediterranean Sea, and it even appears at Hazor in Palestine. But in the later second millennium the spread of cuneiform schooling and scholarship was wider still.

The result was that tablets inscribed with Akkadian scholarly and literary texts were copied out at Hattusa (modern Boğazköy), the Hittite capital in Anatolia, at Akhetaten (el-Amarna), the royal city of Pharaoh Akhenaten in Upper Egypt, at Ugarit (Ras Shamra), a principality on the Syrian coast, and at Emar (Tell Meskene), a provincial town on the great bend of the Euphrates – just to list the principal sites. Except for Amarna, all these sites have produced tablets of Gilgamesh, as too has Megiddo in Palestine. These texts are translated in Chapter 4. Some of the material from Hattusa, which is the oldest in this group, is very similar to the Old Babylonian epic that we know from the Pennsylvania and Yale tablets and clearly predates Sîn-leqi-unninni. The texts from Emar, which are several centuries younger, are much more like his text, though again, it is impossible at present to determine whether they precede his work or not.

Other Gilgamesh texts from the West are abridgements of the Babylonian epic, or reworkings of it, and are probably local developments. Indeed, the epic fired the imagination then as it does now and adaptations of it were composed in local languages. So far a Hittite version and a Hurrian version have come to light, both found in the archives of the Hittite capital. Though Hittite is pretty well understood, Hurrian is still barely comprehensible and our understanding of both versions of the Gilgamesh story is badly hampered by their fragmentary state of preservation. Therefore no rendering of them is given here. Not so long ago it seemed that a Gilgamesh text had also been composed in Elamite, the language of a people who occupied what became Susiana and is now Khuzestan in Iran. The tablet, discovered in Armenia, far from Elam, was published promptly and in due course translations followed. However, further study revealed that the text was, in fact, a private letter with no connection to Gilgamesh at all. This development elicited from one scholar the wry comment that the document was ‘a good illustration of the fact that Elamite remains the worst-known language of the ancient Near East’. With the Akkadian language we are fortunately on much firmer ground.

The standard version of the Babylonian epic is known from a total of 73 manuscripts extant: the 35 that have survived from the libraries of King Ashurbanipal at Nineveh, 8 more tablets and fragments from three other Assyrian cities (Ashur, Kalah and Huzirina), and 30 from Babylonia, especially the cities of Babylon and Uruk. Ashurbanipal’s tablets are the oldest. The latest manuscript discovered so far was written in about 130 BC by one Bel-ahhe-uṣur (‘O Lord, Protect the Brothers!’), a trainee temple-astrologer of Babylon. By that time this once mighty city was much diminished in power and population but, in a country whose inhabitants had long spoken not Akkadian but Aramaic and Greek, its ancient temple was the last surviving bastion of cuneiform scholarship. From the 73 surviving manuscripts it is possible to reconstruct much of Sîn-leqi-unninni’s epic but there are still considerable gaps. To fill these lacunae it is sometimes possible to fall back on the older material in Akkadian and for one episode it is even necessary to utilize the Hittite version. The result of this reconstruction is the text given in Chapter 1. There, in order clearly to distinguish between text of different periods, old material used to bridge lacunae in the standard version is explicitly identified in editorial notes.

The standard version of the epic is divided by Babylonian tradition into sections. The definition of a section is that it is the text customarily contained on an individual clay tablet, and so the sections are called, in accordance with Babylonian custom, ‘tablets’. The epic is told over eleven such sections, Tablets I–XI. The organizing of Babylonian literature in the latter part of the second millennium resulted in much of it being arranged in standard sequences of tablets, sequences that were known as ‘series’. The ‘series of Gilgamesh’, in fact, comprises twelve tablets, not just the eleven of the epic. Tablet XII, the last, is a line-by-line prose translation of the latter half of one of the Sumerian Gilgamesh poems. Somehow this partial translation survived into the first millennium while the original Sumerian text, like the other Sumerian poems of Gilgamesh, did not. Though some have tried to show that Tablet XII had a real place in the epic, most scholars would agree that it does not belong to that text but was attached to it because it was plainly related material. The principle of bringing together related material was one of the criteria by which the scholars of Babylonia organized different texts into the same series.

The eleven tablets of the epic vary in length from 183 to 326 lines of poetry, so that the whole composition would originally have been about 3,000 lines long. As the text now stands, only Tablets I, VI, X and XI are more or less complete. Leaving aside lines that are lost but can be restored from parallel passages, overall about 575 lines are still completely missing, that is, they are not represented by so much as a single word. Many more are too badly damaged to be useful, so that considerably less than the four-fifths of the epic that is extant yields a consecutive text. In the translation offered here the damaged state of the text is all too evident, pock-marked as it is by the clutter of brackets and ellipses.

While there is a temptation for a modern editor to ignore the gaps, to gloss them over or to join up disconnected fragments of text, I believe that no adult reader is well served by such a procedure. The gaps are themselves important in number and size, for they remind us how much is still to be learnt of the text. They prevent us from assuming that we have Gilgamesh entire. Whatever we say about the epic is provisional, for new discoveries of text may change our interpretation of whole passages. Nevertheless, the epic we have now is considerably fuller than that which fired the imagination of Rilke. Approach what lies ahead not as you might the poems of Homer but as a book part-eaten by termites or a scroll half-consumed by fire. Accept it for what it is, a damaged masterpiece.

In time, the holes that pepper the standard version of the epic will undoubtedly be filled by further discoveries of tablets in the ruin-mounds of Mesopotamia and in the museums of the world – for such is the lack of professional Assyriologists everywhere that we have yet to study properly many thousands of tablets that have long been in museum collections. The correct identification and accurate placement of what are often only small fragments make for difficult and painstaking work. Not even a genius like George Smith always came up with the right identification. The Daily Telegraph was so impressed with his famous lecture on the Deluge story from the Gilgamesh epic that in 1873, in the hope of recovering the missing portions of text, they provided the splendid sum of one thousand guineas (£1,050) to enable him to reopen for the British Museum the old excavations at Nineveh. In comparison with those who had dug there before him, Smith brought home only a very small number of tablets – the ‘DT’ collection – from this, his first expedition, but there among them was indeed a fragment of the Flood, one that even filled an important gap in the narrative. This was a most impressive fulfilment of the Daily Telegraph’s expectations, but the expedition was a victim of its own success. The desired fragment so exactly met the newspaper’s requirements that the news of its discovery led to the expedition’s early recall.
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In fact, we now know that this particular fragment of the Deluge story is part of a late version of the poem of Atram-hasis and not a piece of Gilgamesh at all. Smith had no way of knowing that at the time. His identification was the best that could then be expected, and went unchallenged for many years. Employed by the British Museum in 1867 to assist Sir Henry Creswicke Rawlinson, one of the grand pioneers of cuneiform decipherment, George Smith was more than the discoverer of Gilgamesh and the epic’s first translator. He was among the first in a long line of scholars who have sifted through the libraries of Ashurbanipal and, by sorting, joining and identifying thousands of pieces of Assyrian clay tablets, have over a period of 130 years steadily increased our knowledge of the literature of the Babylonians. It is in this continuing work of discovery and identification of manuscripts, from Nineveh and elsewhere, in the field as well as in museums, that the Gilgamesh epic (along with most other literary texts written in cuneiform on clay tablets) differs from fragmentary texts in Greek and Latin. The eventual recovery of this literature is assured by the durability of the writing medium. It is only a matter of time – providing, of course, that the society in which we live continues to place value on such things and to support the scholars who study them.

The setting of the epic

The central setting of the epic is the ancient city-state of Uruk in the land of Sumer. Uruk, the greatest city of its day, was ruled by the tyrannical Gilgamesh, semi-divine by virtue of his mother, the goddess Ninsun, but none the less mortal. He was one of the great figures of legend. His enduring achievement was to rebuild the wall of Uruk on its antediluvian foundations, and his military prowess ended the hegemony of the northern city-state of Kish. He appears as a god in early lists of deities and in the later third millennium he benefited from a cult. Later tradition made it his function, as explained in one of the Sumerian poems, to govern the shades of the dead in the Netherworld. Because we have actual records from kings whom the ancients held to be his contemporaries, it is possible that, as perhaps there was once a real King Arthur, so there was once an actual King Gilgamesh. Certainly the native historical tradition held this to be the case, for Gilgamesh appears in the list of Sumerian kings as the fifth ruler of the First Dynasty of Uruk. He would thus have flourished about 2750 BC, though some would place him a century or so earlier. His reign, which the list of kings holds to have lasted a mythical 126 years, falls in the shadowy period at the edge of Mesopotamian history, when, as in the Homeric epics, the gods took a personal interest in the affairs of men and often communicated with them directly.

Foremost among the gods was the supreme triad, which comprised the Sky God Anu, remote in his celestial palace, the more important Enlil, who presided over the affairs of gods and men from his temple on earth, and the clever Ea, who lived in his freshwater ocean beneath the earth (the Ocean Below) and sent the Seven Sages to civilize mankind. Then there were the kindly Mother Goddess, Lady of the Gods, who first created men with Ea’s help, the violent Adad, god of the storm, and the Moon God, Sîn, the majestic son of Enlil. The Moon’s children were Shamash, the Sun God, the patron of travellers and Gilgamesh’s special protector, and the Babylonian Venus, the impetuous Ishtar, whose responsibilities were sexual love and war, and whose appetite for both was inexhaustible. Beneath Ea’s watery domain, deep in the Netherworld, the gloomy realm of the dead, lived its queen, the bitter Ereshkigal. There she lay prostrate in perpetual mourning, attended by her minister, the gruesome Namtar, and the rest of her fell household.

Men lived in cities and cultivated the land. Where irrigation could not reach, the farmland gave way to rougher country in which shepherds grazed their flocks, ever on the look-out for wolves and lions. And further off still was the ‘wild’, the empty country prowled by hunters, outlaws and bandits, where legend had it there once roamed a strange wild man whom the gazelles brought up as their own. Enkidu was his name. Several months’ journey across this wilderness, over many ranges of mountains, there was a sacred Forest of Cedar, where some said the gods dwelt. It was guarded for the gods by a fearsome ogre, the terrible Humbaba, cloaked for his protection in seven numinous auras, radiant and deadly. Somewhere at the edge of the world, patrolled by monstrous sentries who were half man and half scorpion, were the twin mountains of Mashu where the sun rose and set. Further still, at the other end of the Path of the Sun, was a fabulous Garden of Jewels, and nearby, in a tavern by the great impassable ocean that surrounded the earth, lived the mysterious goddess Shiduri, who dispensed wisdom from behind her veils. Across the ocean were the lethal Waters of Death, and beyond them, on a remote island where the rivers Euphrates and Tigris welled up again from the deep, far outside the ken of men and visited only by his ferryman Ur-shanabi, dwelt Uta-napishti the Distant, a primeval king who survived the great Deluge sent by Enlil early in human history and as a consequence was spared the doom of mortals. Many other powers populated the Babylonian cosmos – deities, demons and demigods of legend – but these are the principal characters of the Babylonian Gilgamesh epic.

The epic in its context: myth, religion and wisdom

The Gilgamesh epic is one of the very few works of Babylonian literature which can be read and enjoyed without special knowledge of the civilization from which it sprang. The names of the characters may be unfamiliar and the places strange, but some of the poet’s themes are so universal in human experience that the reader has no difficulty in understanding what drives the epic’s hero and can easily identify with his aspirations, his grief and his despair. The Assyriologist William L. Moran has recently expounded Gilgamesh’s story as a tale of the human world, characterized by an ‘insistence on human values’ and an ‘acceptance of human limitations’. This observation led him to describe the epic as ‘a document of ancient humanism’,9 and indeed, even for the ancients, the story of Gilgamesh was more about what it is to be a man than what it is to serve the gods. As the beginning and end of the epic make clear, Gilgamesh is celebrated more for his human achievement than for his relationship with the divine.

Though the story of Gilgamesh is certainly fiction, Moran’s diagnosis is also a warning not to read the epic as myth. There is little consensus as to what myth is and what it is not, and ancient Mesopotamian mythological texts show considerable variety. Some of them, particularly the older ones, contain just one myth. Others put together two or more myths. Two features are particularly characteristic of these mythological compositions: on the one hand, the story centres on the deeds of a god or gods, and, on the other, its purpose is to explain the origin of some feature of the natural or social world.

More of the characters of the Epic of Gilgamesh are divine than not, but set beside the protagonist they are insignificant. The gods even attract unfavourable similes: in Tablet XI the poet compares them to dogs and flies, as if the rulers of the universe were parasitical scavengers. In the main the function of the poem is not to explain origins. It is more interested in examining the human condition as it is. On these grounds the epic is not myth. It certainly contains myths – the myth of the snake which shed its skin in Tablet XI being the purest example, the Flood story the most famous – and it makes many allusions to the mythology of the day, particularly in the episode of Gilgamesh’s repudiation of the goddess Ishtar in Tablet VI. But most such myths are incidental to the story and the epic is certainly much more than the sum of its mythological parts – unlike, for example, Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Nevertheless, the text of Gilgamesh is often studied alongside compositions which are truly mythological. Indeed, no book on the mythology of ancient Mesopotamia can resist it. The reason for this can best be explained by quoting the words of G. S. Kirk, who dealt at length with Gilgamesh in his important study of myth: ‘Above all [the epic] retains, in spite of its long and literate history, an unmistakable aura of the mythical – of that kind of emotional exploration of the permanent meaning of life, by the release of fantasy about the distant past, that Greek myths, at least as we experience them, so often fail to exemplify in their own right.’10

If not truly mythological, in the sense defined above, what is this poem? Moran’s phrase, ‘a document of ancient humanism’, is again a useful one, for it highlights the fact that the epic is not a religious poem either, at least not in the same way as, for example, John Henry Newman’s ‘Dream of Gerontius’. Both poems wrestle with the fear of death and comparing them is instructive. Sensing on his deathbed the dreadful approach of the Angel of Death, Gerontius laments,


A visitant

Is knocking his dire summons at my door,

The like of whom, to scare me and to daunt,

Has never, never come to me before.



These are words that could also have been placed in Gilgamesh’s mouth. Gerontius in his anguish puts himself in the hands of his God, and in religious poetry this is the proper recourse of the pious afflicted. There is plenty of Babylonian poetry in which a sufferer, often sick and feeling himself near to death, throws himself on the mercy of one or other of the inscrutable gods and asks for forgiveness and reconciliation. Gilgamesh, however, in his terror and misery spurns the help of his gods – specifically rejecting the good advice of Shamash, the god who protects him – and, even at the last, turns for solace to his own achievements rather than to his creator. The poem concludes with Gilgamesh proudly showing his companion the monument for which he became famous:


O Ur-shanabi, climb Uruk’s wall and walk back and forth!

Survey its foundations, examine the brickwork!

Were its bricks not fired in an oven?

Did the Seven Sages not lay its foundations?



For it was Gilgamesh who in Babylonian tradition rebuilt his city’s wall on its primordial foundations, and it was the fame won him by this enduring monument that would be his comfort.

The late Thorkild Jacobsen, a renowned Sumerologist who wrote on ancient Mesopotamian religion with considerable vision, once described the epic as a ‘story of learning to face reality, a story of “growing up”’.11 Gilgamesh begins as an immature youth, capable of anything and accepting no check; eventually he comes to accept the power and reality of Death, and thus he reaches reflective maturity.

But there is more to the epic than that. In charting the hero’s progress, the poet reflects profoundly on youth and age, on triumph and despair, on men and gods, on life and death. It is significant that his concern is not just Gilgamesh’s glorious deeds but also the suffering and misery that beset his hero as he pursues his hopeless quest. ‘Read out’, the poet enjoins us in the prologue, ‘the travails of Gilgamesh, all that he went through!’ As a poem which explores the truth of the human condition the epic bears a message for future generations, then as now. Maturity is gained as much through failure as success. Life, of necessity, is hard, but one is the wiser for it.

There is in fact a formal indication that the epic is a work from which one is expected to learn. In the prologue the poet asks the reader to believe that his poem was set down on stone by Gilgamesh himself for all to read. In other words, we are to imagine that the epic is an autobiography of the great hero, written in the third person. These are the words of King Gilgamesh for the benefit of future generations! The epic accordingly bears some relation to the well-established literary genre of ‘royal counsel’. Kings, by virtue of their many counsellors and the special trappings and rituals of kingship, were expected to be wise and sagacious. Many ancient Near Eastern collections of proverbial sayings purport to be the teachings of a king or other notable to his son or successor. The biblical Proverbs are the ‘wisdom of King Solomon’ addressed to his son, and the wise author of the book of Ecclesiastes introduces himself as ‘the son of David, king over Israel in Jerusalem’. Several such compositions survive from ancient Egypt, the best known perhaps being the ‘Instructions of Amen-em-Opet’. In ancient Mesopotamia the genre is represented by the ‘Instructions of Shuruppak’, a Sumerian composition that is among the very oldest extant works of literature, appearing first in copies from about the twenty-sixth century BC. In this text the wise old Shuruppak, son of Ubar-Tutu, counsels his son Ziusudra. It is this same Ziusudra who was known to the Babylonians by the twin names of Atram-hasis and Uta-napishti, and who survived the Deluge and dispensed sage counsel to Gilgamesh at the ends of the earth.

More particularly the epic can be compared with a small group of Babylonian texts that have been described as ‘fictional royal autobiography’. Another example of such a text is the composition we know as the ‘Cuthean Legend of Naram-Sîn’, in which an Old Babylonian poet adopts the identity of this famous third-millennium king of Akkade and warns future rulers of the dire consequences that attend failure to rule in the manner prescribed by the gods. Naram-Sîn’s lapse was to go into battle without their consent. The following injunction from his ‘autobiography’ bears close comparison with the prologue of Gilgamesh:


Whoever you may be, governor, prince or anyone else,

whom the gods may choose to exercise kingship,

I have made you a tablet-box and written a stone tablet.

I have deposited them for you in Cutha,

in the cella of Nergal in the temple E-meslam.

Behold this stone tablet,

give ear to what this stone tablet says!12



The lesson for the future rulers who were the target of the text about Naram-Sîn is one of patience: wait for the gods, do nothing without their say-so. One theme of the Gilgamesh epic is the vanity of the hero’s quest: pursuit of immortality is folly, the proper duty of man is to accept the mortal life that is his lot and enjoy it to the full. ‘Do your duty in the embrace of your woman!’ enjoins the poet of Naram-Sîn’s ‘autobiography’, just as in the Old Babylonian Gilgamesh epic Shiduri famously tells the hero:


But you, Gilgamesh, let your belly be full,

enjoy yourself always by day and by night!

Make merry each day,

dance and play day and night!

Let your clothes be clean,

let your head be washed, may you bathe in water!

Gaze on the child who holds your hand,

let a wife enjoy your repeated embrace!



So too advises the author of Ecclesiastes: ‘Go thy way, eat thy bread with joy, and drink thy wine with a merry heart … Let thy garments be always white; and let not thy head lack ointment. Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of thy life.’ The themes of the vanity of human endeavour and of taking one’s pleasure in one’s family are typical of ‘wisdom’ literature of the kind found elsewhere in the ancient Near East.

In the ancient world, religion permeated intellectual activity in a way that it does not now. Read as ‘wisdom’, ultimately the epic bears a message of serious religious content. Its views on the proper duties of men and kings are strictly in line with the gods’ requirements and conform to the religious ideology of ancient Mesopotamia: do the will of the gods, fulfil your function as they intended. So while the epic can be enjoyed for its own sake without further inquiry, some knowledge of the mythology which expressed the relationship between gods, kings and men, of how the Babylonians understood their universe, and of their religion and how their beliefs conditioned the Babylonians’ approach to the divine, will give greater insight into this masterpiece.

We know from many ancient Mesopotamian sources, in Sumerian and in Akkadian, that the Babylonians believed the purpose of the human race to be the service of the gods. Before mankind’s creation, the myth tells us, the cities of lower Mesopotamia were inhabited by the gods alone and they had to feed and clothe themselves by their own efforts. Under the supervision of Enlil, the lord of the earth, the lesser deities grew and harvested the gods’ food, tilled the soil and, most exhaustingly, dug the rivers and waterways that irrigated the fields.13 Even the rivers Tigris and Euphrates were their work. Eventually the labour became too much for them and they mutinied. The resourceful god Ea (called Enki in the poem of Atram-hasis) devised first the technology to produce a substitute worker from raw clay and then the means by which this new being could reproduce itself. The first humans were duly born from the womb of the Mother Goddess and allotted their destiny, ‘to carry the yoke, the task imposed by Enlil, to bear the soil-basket of the gods’. This act of creation could be repeated as necessary. So when, as related in Tablet I of the Gilgamesh epic, the need arises to make a match for Gilgamesh, which plainly could not be done by human reproduction,


The goddess Aruru, she washed her hands,

took a pinch of clay, threw it down in the wild.

In the wild she created Enkidu, the hero,

offspring of silence, knit strong by Ninurta.



Enkidu is thus a replica of the first man, born without a mother’s cries of pain.

In the poem of Atram-hasis the yoke and soil-basket, the means of carrying earth from the diggings, symbolize the burden imposed on mankind by the god Enlil. This burden was much more than earth-moving, however; it was all the work that went into looking after the gods in their temples on earth, from irrigating their fields, raising their crops and pasturing their livestock to baking their bread, butchering their meat and clothing their statues. And so it was in reality. The principal deities of the Babylonian pantheon lived, embodied in anthropomorphic statues, in palatial houses, surrounded by their divine families, courtiers and servants. The ideology was that soon after the sundering of heaven from earth the rulers of gods had divided up the land between the major deities of the pantheon, allocating to each a city and its surrounding territory. Though many cities possessed more than one temple – Babylon traditionally had forty-three – the notion remained that the city and its hinterland belonged in principle to its patron deity, the god to whom they had been given in the original partition of the land, and that they were his to exploit.

Accordingly, the patron deity occupied a large complex in the centre of town. This, the chief temple of the city, functioned as his house or, better, his palace, for the domestic arrangements of the great gods were in all essentials modelled on those of the king. Here in his palace the god (or goddess) was looked after by means of elaborate rituals. He was seated on a throne, fed regular meals, clothed in expensive garments woven with gems, and entertained with music, dance and song. In the case of a god, his wife occupied a suite of rooms close by his own, where a suitably outsize marriage bed was ready for their conjugal bliss. Other members of the family, especially the first-born son, might also be provided with a suite of rooms. The god also needed on hand his court, especially his vizier or minister, the lesser deity who did his bidding, and his domestic servants, who likewise were minor gods and goddesses.

All these deities, from the greatest to the smallest, were resident in the temple and received some kind of cult there: ritual offerings of meat and incense, ritual worship with prayer and song. The larger Babylonian temples contained several different cult-chambers and a large number of small shrines – more than a hundred in the case of Marduk’s temple at Babylon – which were settings for carefully prescribed ritual activity. The ideology was that the god was served by his divine court. The reality was that his needs were cared for by a body of human personnel specially inducted into temple service. We call these men priests, but not all of them are properly so described. For the great temples were centres of economic activity, too. In line with the belief that the land was divided among the gods in remotest history, many of these temples possessed huge holdings of arable land let out to tenant farmers. They also owned vast herds of cattle and flocks of sheep and goats. Some temples were also involved in manufacturing, scribal training and other social and commercial activities. Such temples employed a considerable workforce, comprising more or less independent persons, as it were sub-contractors, and dependent persons such as those dedicated to temple service. Among the latter were those who had no other means of support, widows, orphans and foundlings, who wore a symbol of some kind that disclosed their status. As Gilgamesh’s mother declares when she adopts Enkidu for her son, orphans brought up by the temples were considered the latter-day counterparts of Enkidu, the foundling par excellence:


‘O mighty Enkidu, you are not sprung from my womb,

but henceforth your brood will belong with the votaries of Gilgamesh,

the priestesses, the hierodules and the women of the temple.’

She put the symbols on Enkidu’s neck.



The administration of the temple’s estates, workshops and personnel was in the hands of the temple managers, just as they had responsibility for servicing the cult. This was right and proper, for the purpose of all mankind, as Ea created him, was to till the land, tend the flocks and engage in every other activity that was conducive to the comfort, satisfaction and best advantage of his divine lords. The long life of this ideology, from at least the third millennium BC until the coming of Islam, long after the demise of Babylonian civilization, is confirmed by Sura 51 of the Koran, which makes a particular point of rejecting the old belief: ‘I have not created genii (jinn) and men for any other end than that they should serve me. I require not sustenance from them; neither will I that they feed me.’

There was a flaw built into Ea’s creation of man, a flaw that explains how it was that something made by the gods for their own purposes was nevertheless a very imperfect tool. The clay that Ea gave to the Mother Goddess as the raw material from which she bore mankind was animated – given spirit – by mixing it with the blood of a god:


Let one god be slaughtered

and the gods be thereby cleansed.

With his flesh and his blood

let the Lady of the Gods mix some clay,

so that god and man

are mixed together in the clay.

In future time let us hear the drumming of the heartbeat,

from the flesh of a god let the spirit be produced.14



The divine element in mankind’s creation explains why, in obvious distinction from the animals, the human race has selfconsciousness and reason. It also explains why, in Babylonian belief, men live on after death as spirits or shades in the Netherworld – as reported in Enkidu’s dream of the Netherworld in Tablet VII and in the Sumerian poem of Gilgamesh and the Netherworld. But the trouble was that the god who was executed to provide the blood was not the best material. In one tradition, at least, he was the leader of the rebels, who had instigated a mutiny. Small wonder, then, that mankind could be wayward. Uta-napishti tells his wife in Tablet XI, ‘Man is deceitful, he will deceive you’, and Gilgamesh duly confirms this unpalatable aspect of human nature by lying to him.

The innately rebellious and unruly nature of man encapsulated in this myth of his creation also informs one tradition about early human history, first found in several Sumerian literary compositions, that in the beginning the human race roamed the land like the beasts of the field, naked but hairy, and for sustenance grazing on grass. According to Berossus, a Babylonian scholar of the fourth century BC who wrote in Greek, at this stage men ‘lived without laws just as wild animals’,15 that is, without government, cities or social institutions. The creation of Enkidu in Tablet I of the Gilgamesh epic also alludes to this tradition:


He knows not a people, nor even a country.

Coated in hair like the god of the animals,

with the gazelles he grazes on grasses.



The myth of man’s early barbarism is at odds with the tradition in which the human race is created to take up the tools of the city-dwelling gods; but the mythology of many civilizations is oral and diverse in origin, so that different traditions of how things came to be tend to coexist without difficulty. As is well known, the first two chapters of Genesis preserve two quite different accounts of God’s creation of man. The civilization of mankind, according to Babylonian mythology, was the work of the gods, who sent kingship from heaven, and especially of the god Ea, who despatched the Seven Sages to Eridu and other early cities, and with them all the arts and crafts of city life. These were the beings who, according to the epic’s prologue, founded Uruk with its wall: ‘Did the Seven Sages not lay its foundations?’ Foremost among these Sages was the fish-man Oannes-Adapa, who rose from the sea. Government, society and work were thus imposed on men.

The tradition that the first men roamed free and lawless and were not subject to kings helped to give rise to a myth that kings were created as distinct beings, significantly different from other mortals in appearance, capabilities and duties. The text that tells us most in this regard is known from a single tablet from Babylon written in the middle or late first millennium BC, but coronation prayers from seventh-century Assyria quote part of it and the text itself may be older. In it, the god Ea and the Mother Goddess between them create man from clay, as in the poem of Atram-hasis and other mythological texts. Then they create a superior being and give him the tools for ruling:


Ea opened his mouth to speak, saying a word to the Lady of the Gods:

‘You are Belet-ili, the sister of the great gods,

you have created man the human,

fashion now the king, the counsellor-man!

Gird the whole of his figure sweet,

make perfect his countenance and well formed his body!’

The Lady of the Gods fashioned the king, the counsellor-man!

They gave to the king the task of doing battle for the [great] gods.

Anu gave him his crown, Enlil gave him his throne,

Nergal gave him his weapons, Ninurta gave him his corona of splendour;

the Lady of the Gods gave him his features (of majesty),

Nuska commissioned counsellors, stood them before him.16



This image, of the king as a man of perfect beauty, ready for battle but guided by divinely inspired counsel, is one that informs the Gilgamesh epic. The hero is shaped by the gods, of perfect looks and majestic stature, as the poet tells us in Tablet I:


It was the Lady of the Gods drew the form of his figure,

while his build was perfected by divine Nudimmud …

When he grew tall his beauty was consummate,

most handsome was he by the standards of men.



Not only this, but as king he exhibits an instinctive longing for trustworthy counsel, and at the end of the same tablet he looks forward with enthusiasm to the predicted arrival of Enkidu:


Let me find a friend to counsel me,

a friend to counsel me I will acquire!



Aside from fighting the gods’ battles for them – maintaining law and order in the land by repelling the advance of the enemy and subduing internal revolt – the principal duty of the Babylonian king was to oversee the repair and maintenance of the gods’ cult-centres and to ensure that they were stocked with foodstuffs and treasure. In another myth, which informs the prologue of a prayer to be said during the elaborate rituals that attended the building and rebuilding of Babylonian temples, the god Ea organizes the world to ensure the gods’ comfort in their houses. In doing so, ‘he created the king for the task of provisioning, he created men to be the workforce.’17 It is with this in mind that one should understand the second part of Uta-napishti’s counsel to Gilgamesh in Tablet X (ll. 280ff.). This passage is much broken, but the gist of it seems to be that, just as the moon and constellations (‘the gods of the night’) mark out the regular progression of month and year, so the king must ensure the delivery of the regular offerings required by the gods’ temples.

In the epic, Uta-napishti fills the role of the quintessential wise man who knows the secrets of the cosmos – as it were, the meaning of life. He and his knowledge, ancient and unique among men, are the end of Gilgamesh’s long and arduous quest. Uta-napishti’s counsel and story form the climax of the epic and it is here, in Tablets X and XI, that we should expect the poet’s message to come through most strongly. Apart from the observation on the duties of kings regarding the provisioning of temples, what does the old sage say?

First Uta-napishti contrasts the lot of kings with the lot of fools. By fools are meant simpletons, halfwits and village idiots, those who occupied the position in human society furthest from kings. Kings are enthroned in splendour, clad in finery, nourished with the best-quality foodstuffs. Fools make do with the opposite. One implication seems to be that Gilgamesh, who has been wandering alone clad in ragged skins and eating raw meat, is behaving not as a king but as a fool. His quest is the quest of an idiot. This is a matter of reproach, for one born to be king should act as one. Another implication is that it was the duty of kings to help those who could not help themselves. The second part of Uta-napishti’s counsel, as already explained, outlines the gods’ expectations of the king. This is what Gilgamesh should have been doing instead of wandering the wild: looking after the gods, his masters, and the people, his subjects. The third part of Uta-napishti’s counsel – and certainly the most important – is his discourse on life and death and on the futility of Gilgamesh’s search for immortality. In the Old Babylonian epic Gilgamesh received a similar, but much shorter, lecture from Shiduri:


The life that you seek you never will find:

when the gods created mankind,

death they dispensed to mankind,

life they kept for themselves.



These lines, and the advice that follows, do not appear in the episode of the late epic where Gilgamesh talks with Shiduri. It seems that the poet of the standard version wanted to keep the wisdom for the climax and intentionally held it in reserve for Uta-napishti. The dispensing of death and life took place, as Uta-napishti tells us, in an assembly of the gods. This is another reference to the mythology of early human history. Newly created man, as we have seen, was flawed by virtue of his innate rebelliousness. Being innate this flaw could not be corrected. But the human race had another defect: it bred with great ease and rapidly became too numerous. As the poem of Atram-hasis relates, three times, at intervals of 1,200 years, the god Enlil tired of the relentless hubbub of the new creation, which kept him awake in his chamber. Each time he resolved to reduce the human population, first by plague, then by drought and finally by famine. Each time he was successful at first, so that the numbers of man were considerably diminished. But inevitably he was thwarted by the god Ea, who each time communicated the method of man’s salvation to Atram-hasis (another name for Uta-napishti), king of the city Shuruppak. Eventually the exasperated Enlil came up with the final solution, which all the gods, including Ea, swore to keep secret: he would send the Deluge to wipe out mankind. By subterfuge, however, Ea managed to warn Atram-hasis in advance, and Atram-hasis built his curious ark, ostensibly so that he could sail down to Ea’s cosmic domain, the Ocean Below. The Deluge came but Atram-hasis survived, safe aboard the ark with his family, his treasure and representatives of each craft and species of animal. But the gods were stricken with hunger and thirst. Their temples were flooded. The human servants who fed and watered them were dead. Enlil’s final solution was exposed as fatally flawed. The gods were about to die of want.

In the meantime the flood had abated and the ark had grounded on a high mountain peak. Then, as incense rose from where Atram-hasis offered thanks for his survival, the sweet smell of food wafted up to heaven and the gods all rushed down to feed. Enlil remonstrated with the gods for the failure of his plan and fingers were pointed at Ea. Ea, clever as always, responded by exposing the unwisdom of the Deluge. In the story as adapted for the Gilgamesh epic, Ea then asks the gods in assembly to determine what to do with the survivor. Enlil gives Uta-napishti and his wife life ‘like the gods’ – they will live for ever – and removes them to the ends of the earth. In the poem of Atram-hasis a bigger task is undertaken, in line with the theme of that composition. The problem of human noise has not been resolved. Ea’s solution to it constitutes the climax of the poem. He has the Mother Goddess redesign man slightly so that the human race does not reproduce so effectively. Women are to be barren as well as fertile. Stillbirth and infant mortality are introduced. Certain classes of women are to be chaste as a religious requirement, like nuns. In this way fewer babies will be conceived, not all will be born alive and not all will survive to adulthood. But the biggest change, one that will have the greatest effect on the numbers of men, is that the gods establish an end to the natural lifespan. This development is not yet found in the text itself, which is broken at the crucial point, but it is suspected by force of argument. What must happen is that Enki commands the Mother Goddess to make death an inevitable fact of life:


[You,] O mother goddess, maker of destiny,

[assign death] to the people!18



The implication is that before this reform men could die, as indeed gods could, from acts of violence, from disease and otherwise at the will of the gods, but not naturally from old age. From the time of the Deluge onwards, death is to follow life as a matter of course. This crucial moment in human history is the mythological background to the conclusion of Uta-napishti’s discourse on life and death in the epic of Gilgamesh:


The Anunnaki, the great gods, held an assembly,

Mammitum, maker of destiny, fixed fates with them:

both Death and Life they did establish,

but the day of Death they do not disclose.



In fact, the context of this momentous change in man’s destiny is now confirmed by the newly available text of the Death of Gilgamesh, in the words of the god Enki to his partners, An and Enlil:


After the assembly had made the Deluge sweep over …

Ziusudra, one of mankind, still lived! …

From that time we swore that mankind should not have life eternal.



The sole exception to the new doom of mankind is the survivor of the Flood, who is made immortal. And how this came about, the story of the Deluge, is the subject of the continuation of Uta-napishti’s teaching to Gilgamesh. But, as he himself explains, Uta-napishti’s elevation to immortal status was an isolated event born of a particular set of circumstances never to be repeated. Gilgamesh may acquire the ‘secret of the gods’, the knowledge of how Uta-napishti ‘found life’ in the company of the gods, but he cannot follow in his footsteps. To underline his message of the futility of Gilgamesh’s quest Uta-napishti challenges his visitor to defeat Sleep, the younger brother of Death, knowing that he will fail. Then he arranges that Gilgamesh should find the ‘plant of rejuvenation’, knowing that he will lose it by his own hand. Only the snake is destined to benefit from it. ‘Had I only turned back, and left the boat on the shore!’ With these words Gilgamesh laments that he would have been better off had he not made the journey to Uta-napishti at all, when all it has brought him is the cruel realization of his own mortal inadequacy. And aware at last of his own capabilities he becomes reconciled to his lot, and wise. In the words of the prologue, to which we return: ‘He came a far road, was weary, found peace.’ The story of Gilgamesh’s ‘growing up’ is, in fact, the story of a hero who grows wise, wise in the sense of learning his place in the divinely ordained scheme of things. In fact, it is the tale of one whose extraordinary experiences make him extraordinarily wise. The poet makes it clear right at the beginning that we should expect this:


He who saw the Deep, the country’s foundation,

[who] knew the [proper ways,] was wise in all matters!

[He] explored everywhere the seats [of power,]

[he knew] of everything the sum of wisdom.



The change wrought in Gilgamesh occurs only after a long history of heroic misdemeanours. At first he does everything wrong. He is king but he does not behave like a king. In Babylonian ideology, as throughout the ancient Near East, the king should be to his people as a shepherd to his sheep, guiding them, protecting them and ruling them with a just and equitable hand. Far from that, Gilgamesh is a cruel tyrant, whose brutality calls forth the complaint of his people. The contrast between the ideal and the actual is implicit in their lament:


Yet he is the shepherd of Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

Gilgamesh, [the guide of the] teeming [people:]

he is their herdsman and they [are the cows.]



The nature of Gilgamesh’s tyranny is not explained by the poet, for it is not necessary to know more than that he is a tyrant. All that is certain is that his demands mean that filial and conjugal duties are displaced. Daughters have no time to help their mothers nor sons their fathers, and wives are unable to tend the needs of their husbands. Some commentators have inferred that Gilgamesh’s abuse is sexual. It is certainly true that in the Old Babylonian version of the epic the Babylonian audience, like Enkidu, would have reacted with horror to the ‘the right of first night’ (ius primae noctis) which the wedding-guest reports as customary in Gilgamesh’s Uruk:


He (Gilgamesh) will couple with the wife-to-be,

he first of all, the bridegroom after.



Such things did not happen in Babylonia in the historical period. However, according to the text this activity was divinely sanctioned, and therefore could not have been an abuse in the context:


By divine consent it is so ordained;

when his navel-cord was cut, for him she was destined.



Others suppose that Gilgamesh’s tyranny is related to his reputation as the builder of Uruk’s wall. Like new irrigation projects and other grand municipal building works, city walls in ancient Mesopotamia were constructed by public labour. The workforce was conscripted from the citizenry. From the references that we have to mutinies of labour-gangs – as in the myth of the gods’ revolt in the poem of Atram-hasis – it seems that the regime of such organized labour could be harsh to the point of brutality.

A third suggestion turns for inspiration to the Sumerian poem of Gilgamesh and the Netherworld, in which the young men of Uruk are required to share Gilgamesh’s inexhaustible appetite for what appears to be a game of great physical demands, and the city’s women spend all day attending to the needs of their exhausted menfolk. This is probably nearest the mark. In the Babylonian epic the line, ‘He has no equal when his weapons are brandished’, suggests that in the Akkadian tradition the games, if that is what they were, have become more martial than they are in the Sumerian. At all events, in contrast to his splendidly regal appearance Gilgamesh’s behaviour, here at the beginning of the epic, is far from the royal ideal.

The arrival of Enkidu brings relief to the people of Uruk but does nothing to make Gilgamesh wise. Full of youthful bravado he turns down sage counsel and makes the perilous journey to the Cedar Forest. There he and Enkidu kill the ogre Humbaba, in the full knowledge that the god Enlil, the greatest power on earth, had given Humbaba the job of guarding the cedar. There, too, Gilgamesh does not hold back from desecrating the sacred groves of the gods. A similar disregard for the divine powers characterizes the next episode, in which Gilgamesh repudiates the goddess Ishtar with gratuitous insults and then fights and kills the celestial bull she hopes will avenge her. The gods, driven to act by the repeated violation of their order, doom Enkidu to die young and without a family, in fulfilment of Humbaba’s dying curse. At this point Gilgamesh abandons all the responsibilities of his position for personal ends. He takes to the wild. Still unwise, he continues to reject sound advice wherever he meets it. Still he acts before he thinks. When, at the edge of the ocean that surrounds the world, he encounters the wise Shiduri in her tavern, he threatens her with violence so that she tells him how to continue on his road. Following her instructions to seek out Ur-shanabi, the ferryman of Uta-napishti, he comes across Ur-shanabi’s crew, the mysterious Stone Ones, and smashes them. In doing so he only makes his journey more perilous. It is only when he reaches the realm of the Flood hero beyond the cosmic ocean that Gilgamesh begins to lose his unthinking instinct for violence. Even then, he admits that his intention had been to win Uta-napishti’s secret by force of arms:


I was fully intent on making you fight,

but now in your presence my hand is stayed.



Uta-napishti’s realm is in some ways an enchanted place, a kind of Prospero’s isle, for it seems that on arriving there Gilgamesh begins to mend his ways. At the old man’s feet he learns the lessons that make him wise. As a sign of the change wrought in Gilgamesh Uta-napishti sends him home in a magic garment that cannot become dirty. The new raiment symbolizes his new state of mind. ‘Let your clothes be clean!’ counselled Shiduri. ‘Let thy garments be always white!’ enjoins Ecclesiastes.

In the epic the explicit wisdom that Gilgamesh gained at the end of the world is knowledge of himself and the story of the Deluge. In Babylonian tradition he also gained another kind of wisdom. The prologue of the epic fêtes the hero as one who


reached through sheer force Uta-napishti the Distant;

who restored the cult-centres destroyed by the Deluge,

and set in place for the people the rites of the cosmos.



There is mythology to be explained here too, relating to the postdiluvian history of mankind. The ancient historical tradition, as reported in the king lists, is that after the Deluge human kingship had to be re-established by the gods: ‘after the Flood had swept over, then, kingship being sent down from heaven, kingship was in the city of Kish.’19 The dynasty of Kish was followed by that of Uruk, of which Gilgamesh was the fifth king. The implication is that, when kings began to reign again, the antediluvian civilization was restored, that is, the order ordained by the gods came back into operation. This was important, for the traditional belief was that the gods had supplied all that was needed for human beings to flourish – cities, agriculture, the arts of civilization – at the outset of human history, in the antediluvian age. Nothing more was to be discovered; the antediluvian model was how human society should be run.

According to one ancient view, most fully reported by Berossus in his Babyloniaca, civilization was restored by those who had accompanied Ziusudra (the Sumerian name of Uta-napishti) on board the ark and thus survived the Deluge. This tradition is implicit in the Flood story preserved in Tablet XI of Gilgamesh and in the poem of Atram-hasis, where the mention of the craftsmen and animals taken aboard the ark explains how it was that the skills of artisans and herdsmen (and the animal kingdom in general) survived the catastrophe. But there was also a tradition, local to the town of Lagash in the early second millennium, that the gods withheld kingship for a time. During this time they did not require mankind to look after their needs by irrigating and tilling the land, and no agriculture took place:


After the Flood had swept over …

when the gods An and Enlil …

had not sent down from heaven (once more)

kingship, crown and even city,

and for all the overthrown people had not established (once more)

mattock, spade, earth-basket and plough,

the things which ensure the life of the land,

then a man spent one hundred years as a boy, free of duties,

another hundred years he spent, after he grew up,

(but still) he performed no task of work.20



In this feckless, idle state the human race went hungry and failed to flourish. The tablet is broken at this point but there must have followed a description of the re-establishment of kingship and ordered life, for when the text is again legible the gods are reintroducing the people to the arts of agriculture.

The implication of the prologue of the epic is that Gilgamesh played a key role in restoring the antediluvian order after the Flood, particularly in restoring the cults of the gods to their proper glory. The new discovery of text of the Sumerian poem we know as the Death of Gilgamesh confirms this inference. On his deathbed Gilgamesh has a dream, in which the gods relate to him his heroic achievements:


You reached Ziusudra in his abode!

The rites of Sumer, forgotten there since distant days of old,

the rituals and customs – you brought them down to the land.



Here also is a connection between Gilgamesh’s journey to the survivor of the Flood and the restoration of cultic life. So the wisdom he brought back from his journey was more than personal knowledge. It did not suit the poet’s needs to include more than allusions to it, but evidently Gilgamesh was responsible for recivilizing his country. In this he was the tool of the god Ea, like the Seven Sages, for as Ninsun predicted in Tablet III, Gilgamesh grew ‘wise with Ea of the Ocean Below’. The epic’s opening words make the same connection: he ‘saw the Deep, the country’s foundation’. The Deep signifies Ea’s cosmic domain, especially as the fount of wisdom. From this source Gilgamesh learnt the profound truths that underpinned human society and government.

In a poem whose hero becomes obsessed with the avoidance of death, it is to be expected that the poet will be much interested in the Netherworld. Conditions there are the subject of a large section of Tablet VII, in which Enkidu on his deathbed dreams of being dragged down to the Netherworld by the Angel of Death and, in lines now almost entirely lost, tells of what he saw there. The funeral and wake of Enkidu, described in the latter part of Tablet VIII, can be understood as the ideal model for the mortuary rites that preceded the burial of a Babylonian noble. The appended Tablet XII tells more of the fate of the shades. The relevance of this is more than a question of theme, however. The ultimate destiny of Gilgamesh would be known to every Babylonian: after death he became the deified ruler and judge of the shades of the dead. In the Sumerian poem of the Death of Gilgamesh this position is given to him by the gods on account of his mother’s divinity:


Gilgamesh, in the form of his ghost, dead in the underworld,

shall be the governor of the Netherworld, chief of the shades!

He will pass judgement, he will render verdicts,

what he says will be as weighty as the word of Ningishzida and Dumuzi.



Gilgamesh’s fate as one of the gods of the Netherworld is a matter which is understood in the epic. His posthumous place in the pantheon is not revealed to him, but his mother has foreknowledge of it, as she reminds Shamash in Tablet III:


Will he not rule with Irnina the black-headed people?

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



It is a neat irony, surely appreciated by every educated Babylonian, that the hero who failed to become a god in life became one in death.
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The Standard Version of the Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic: ‘He who saw the Deep’

Tablet I. The Coming of Enkidu

Prologue and paean. King Gilgamesh tyrannizes the people of Uruk, who complain to the gods. To divert his superhuman energies the gods create his counterpart, the wild man Enkidu, who is brought up by the animals of the wild. Enkidu is spotted by a trapper, who lures him away from the herd with a prostitute. After a week of sexual intercourse the prostitute proposes to take him to Uruk, where Gilgamesh has been dreaming about him.


He who saw the Deep, the country’s foundation,

[who knew the proper ways,] was wise in all matters!

[Gilgamesh, who] saw the Deep, the country’s foundation,

[who] knew the [proper ways, was] wise in all matters!

[He] explored everywhere the seats of [power,]I 5

[he knew] of everything the sum of wisdom.

He saw what was secret, discovered what was hidden,

he brought back a tale of before the Deluge.

He came a far road, was weary, found peace,

all his labours were [set] on a tablet of stone.I 10

He built the rampart of Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

of holy Eanna, the sacred storehouse.

See its wall like a strand of wool,

view its parapet that none could copy!

Take the stairway of a bygone era,I 15

draw near to Eanna, seat of Ishtar the goddess,

that no later king could ever copy!

Climb Uruk’s wall and walk back and forth!

Survey the foundations, examine the brickwork!

Were its bricks not fired in an oven?I 20

Did the Seven Sages not lay its foundations?

[A square mile is] city, [a square mile] date-grove, a square mile is clay-pit, half a square mile the temple of Ishtar: [three square miles] and a half is Uruk’s expanse.

[Find] the tablet-box of cedar,

[release] its clasps of bronze!I 25

[Lift] the lid of its secret,

[pick] up the tablet of lapis lazuli and read out

the travails of Gilgamesh, all that he went through.

Surpassing all other kings, heroic of stature,

brave scion of Uruk, wild bull on the rampage!I 30

Going at the fore he was the vanguard,

going at the rear, one his comrades could trust!

A mighty bank, protecting his warriors,

a violent flood-wave, smashing a stone wall!

Wild bull of Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh, the perfect in strength,I 35

suckling of the august Wild Cow, the goddess Ninsun!

Gilgamesh so tall, magnificent and terrible,

who opened passes in the mountains,

dug wells on the slopes of the uplands,

and crossed the ocean, the wide sea to the sunrise;I 40

who scoured the world ever searching for life,

and reached through sheer force Uta-napishti the Distant;

who restored the cult-centres destroyed by the Deluge,

and set in place for the people the rites of the cosmos.

Who is there can rival his kingly standing,I 45

and say like Gilgamesh, ‘It is I am the king’?

Gilgamesh was his name from the day he was born,

two-thirds of him god but one third human.

It was the Lady of the Gods drew the form of his figure,

while his build was perfected by divine Nudimmud.I 50

[Powerful of] body, majestic of [beauty,]

[he was large] of stature, eleven cubits [tall.]

[Four] cubits was the width of his chest,

a triple cubit was his foot, half a rod his leg.

Six cubits was his stride,I 55=57

three cubits long the curls at his cheeks.

His cheeks were bearded, dark as [gleaming] lapis lazuli,

the locks of his hair grew thickly [as barley.]I 60

When he grew tall his beauty was consummate,

most handsome was he by the standards of men.

In Uruk-the-Sheepfold he walks [back and forth,]

like a wild bull lording it, head held aloft.

He has no equal when his weapons are brandished,I 65

his companions are kept on their feet by his contests.

The young men of Uruk he harries without warrant,

Gilgamesh lets no son go free to his father.

By day and by night his tyranny grows harsher,

Gilgamesh, [the guide of the teeming people!]I 70

It is he who is shepherd of Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

[but Gilgamesh] lets no [daughter go free to her] mother.

[image: 2 ‘Like a wild bull lording it, head held aloft’.]
2 ‘Like a wild bull lording it, head held aloft’.

[He is their herdsman,] they are [the] cows;

[their] complaint [carried up to furthest heaven.]

‘[Powerful, pre-eminent,] expert [and mighty,]I 75

[Gilgamesh] lets [no] girl go free to [her bridegroom.]’

The warrior’s daughter, the young man’s bride,

to their complaint the goddess Ishtar paid heed.

The gods of heaven, the lords of initiative,

[called out to the god Anu] …:I 80

‘A brutal wild bull you have bred in Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

he has no equal when his weapons are brandished.

‘His companions are kept on their feet by his contests,

[the young men of Uruk] he harries without warrant.

Gilgamesh lets no son go free to his father,I 85

by day and by [night his tyranny grows] harsher.

‘Yet he is the shepherd of Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

Gilgamesh, [the guide of the] teeming [people:]

he is their herdsman and they [are the cows.]

Powerful, pre-eminent, expert [and mighty,]I 90

Gilgamesh lets no girl go free to her bride[groom.]’

The warrior’s daughter, the young man’s bride:

to their complaint the god [Anu] paid heed.

They summoned Aruru, the great one:

‘You, Aruru, created [mankind:]I 95

now fashion what Anu has thought of!

‘Let him be a match for the storm of his heart,

let them vie with each other, so Uruk may be rested!’

The goddess Aruru heard these words,

what Anu had thought of she fashioned within her.I 100

The goddess Aruru, she washed her hands,

took a pinch of clay, threw it down in the wild.

In the wild she created Enkidu, the hero,

offspring of silence, knit strong by Ninurta.

All his body is matted with hair,I 105

he bears long tresses like those of a woman:

the locks of his hair grow thickly as barley,

he knows not a people, nor even a country.

Coated in hair like the god of the animals,

with the gazelles he grazes on grasses,I 110

joining the throng with the herd at the water-hole,

his heart delighting with the beasts in the water.

A hunter, a trapper-man,

did come upon him by the water-hole.

One day, a second and then a third,I 115

he came upon him by the water-hole.

When the hunter saw him, his expression froze,

but he with his herds – he went back to his lair.

[The hunter was] troubled, subdued and silent,

his heart [was vexed,] his features gloomy.

In his heart there was sorrow,I 120

his face resembled [one come from] afar.

The hunter opened [his mouth] to speak, saying [to his father:]

‘My father, there was a man came [by the water-hole.]

Mightiest in the land, strength [he possesses,]

[his strength] is as mighty [as a rock] from the sky.I 125

‘Over the hills he [roams all day,]

[always] with the herd [he grazes on grasses,]

[ever] his tracks [are found] by the water-hole,

[I am afraid and] dare not approach him.

‘[He filled in the] pits that I [myself] dug,I 130

[he pulled up] the snares that I laid.

[He set free from my grasp] all the beasts of the field,

[he stops] me doing the work of the wild.’

[His father opened his mouth to] speak, saying to the hunter:

‘[Go, my son, to] Gilgamesh, [the offshoot sprung from] Uruk’s [midst!]I 135

[Make your way] into his presence,

his strength is as mighty [as a rock from the sky.]

‘[Take the road,] set your face [toward Uruk,]

[do not rely on] the strength of a man!

[Go, my son, and] fetch [Shamhat the harlot,]I 140

[her allure is a match] for even the mighty!

‘[When the herd comes] down [to] the water-hole,

[she should strip off] her [raiment to reveal] her charms.

[He will] see her, and will approach her,

his herd will spurn him, [though he grew up] among it.’I 145

[Paying heed] to the advice of his father,

the hunter went off, [set out on the journey.]

He took the road, set [his face] toward Uruk,

before Gilgamesh the king [he spoke these words:]

‘There was a man [came by the water-hole,]I 150

mightiest in the land, strength [he possesses,]

[his strength] is as mighty as a rock from the sky.

‘Over the hills he roams all [day,]

always with the herd [he grazes on grasses,]

ever his tracks [are found] by the water-[hole,]I 155

I am afraid and dare not approach [him.]

‘He filled in the pits that I [myself] dug,

he pulled up the snares [that I laid.]

He set free from my grasp all the beasts of the field,

he stops me doing the work of the wild.’I 160

Said Gilgamesh to him, to the hunter:

‘Go, hunter, take with you Shamhat the harlot!

‘When the herd comes down to the water-hole,

she should strip off her raiment to reveal her charms.

He will see her, and will approach her,I 165

his herd will spurn him, though he grew up among it.’

Off went the hunter, taking Shamhat the harlot,

they set out on the road, they started the journey.

On the third day they came to their destination,

hunter and harlot sat down there to wait.I 170

One day and a second they waited by the water-hole,

then the herd came down to drink the water.

The game arrived, their hearts delighting in water,

and Enkidu also, born in the uplands.

With the gazelles he grazes on grasses,I 175

joining the throng with the herd at the water-hole,

his heart delighting with the beasts in the water:

then Shamhat saw him, the child of nature,

the savage man from the midst of the wild.

‘This is he, Shamhat! Uncradle your bosom,I 180

bare your sex, let him take in your charms!

Do not recoil, but take in his scent:

he will see you, and will approach you.

‘Spread your clothing so he may lie on you,

treat the man to the work of a woman!I 185

Let his passion caress and embrace you,

his herd will spurn him, though he grew up among it.’

Shamhat unfastened the cloth of her loins,

she bared her sex and he took in her charms.

She did not recoil, she took in his scent:I 190

she spread her clothing and he lay upon her.

She treated the man to the work of a woman,

his passion caressed and embraced her.

For six days and seven nights

Enkidu was erect, as he coupled with Shamhat.

When with her delights he was fully sated,I 195

he turned his gaze to his herd.

The gazelles saw Enkidu, they started to run,

the beasts of the field shied away from his person.

Enkidu had defiled his body so pure,

his legs stood still, though his herd was in motion.I 200

Enkidu was weakened, could not run as before,

but now he had reason and wide understanding.

He came back and sat at the feet of the harlot,

watching the harlot, observing her features.

Then to the harlot’s words his mind paid attention,I 205

[as the harlot] said to him, to Enkidu:

‘You are handsome, Enkidu, you are just like a god!

Why with the beasts do you wander the wild?

Come, I will lead you to Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

to the sacred temple, home of Anu and Ishtar,I 210

‘where Gilgamesh is perfect in strength,

like a wild bull lording it over the menfolk.’

She spoke to him and her word found favour,

he knew by instinct, he should seek a friend.

Said Enkidu to her, to the harlot:I 215

‘Come, Shamhat, take me along

to the sacred temple, holy home of Anu and Ishtar,

where Gilgamesh is perfect in strength,

like a wild bull lording it over the menfolk.

‘I will challenge him, for [my strength] is mighty,I 220

[I will vaunt] myself in Uruk, saying “I am the mightiest!”

[There] I shall change the way things are ordered:

[one] born in the wild is mighty, strength he possesses.’



Shamhat:


‘Let [the people] see your face,

.….. that exists I know indeed.I 225

Go, Enkidu, to Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

where young men are girt with waistbands!

‘Every day [in Uruk] there is a festival,

the drums there rap out the beat.

And there are harlots, most comely of figure,I 230

graced with charm and full of delights.

‘Even the aged they rouse from their beds!

O Enkidu, [as yet so] ignorant of life,

I will show you Gilgamesh, a man happy and carefree,

look at him, regard his features!I 235

‘He is fair in manhood, dignified in bearing,

graced with charm is his whole person.

He has a strength more mighty than yours,

unsleeping he is by day and by night.

‘O Enkidu, cast aside your sinful thoughts!I 240

Gilgamesh it is whom divine Shamash loves.

The gods Anu, Enlil and Ea have broadened his wisdom.

‘Before you even came from the uplands,

Gilgamesh in Uruk was seeing you in dreams:

Gilgamesh rose to relate a dream, saying to his mother:I 245

“O mother, this is the dream I had in the night –

‘“The stars of the heavens appeared above me,

like a rock from the sky one fell down before me.

I lifted it up, but it weighed too much for me,

I tried to roll it, but could not dislodge it.I 250

‘“The land of Uruk was standing around it,

[the people were gathered] about it.

A crowd [was milling about] before it,

[the menfolk were] thronging around it.

‘“[Like a babe-in]-arms they were kissing its feet,I 255

like a wife [I loved it,] caressed and embraced it.

[I lifted it up,] set it down at your feet,

[and you, O mother, you] made it my equal.”

‘[The mother of Gilgamesh] was clever and wise,

well versed in everything, she said to her son –

[Wild-Cow] Ninsun was clever and wise,I 260

well versed in everything, she said to Gilgamesh:

‘“The stars of heaven [appeared] above you,

[like a] rock from the sky one fell down before you.

You lifted it up, but it weighed too much for you,

you tried to roll it, but could not dislodge it.

‘“You lifted it up, set it down at my feet,I 265

and I, Ninsun, I made it your equal.

Like a wife you loved it, caressed and embraced it:

a mighty comrade will come to you, and be his friend’s saviour.

‘“Mightiest in the land, strength he possesses,

his strength is as mighty as a rock from the sky.I 270

Like a wife you’ll love him, caress and embrace him,

he will be mighty, and often will save you.”

‘Having had a second dream,

he rose and entered before the goddess, his mother.

Said Gilgamesh to her, to his mother,I 275

“Once more, O mother, have I had a dream –

‘“[In a street] of Uruk-the-City,

an axe was lying with a crowd gathered round.

The land [of Uruk] was standing around it,

[the people were] gathered about it.I 280

‘“A crowd was milling about before it,

[the menfolk were] thronging around it.

I lifted it up and set it down at your feet,

like a wife [I loved] it, caressed and embraced it,

[and you, O mother,] you made it my equal.”I 285

‘The mother of Gilgamesh was clever and wise,

well versed in everything, she said to her son –

Wild-Cow Ninsun was clever and wise,

well versed in everything, she said to Gilgamesh:

‘“My son, the axe you saw is a friend,

like a wife you’ll love him, caress and embrace him,

and I, Ninsun, I shall make him your equal.I 290

A mighty comrade will come to you, and be his friend’s saviour,

mightiest in the land, strength he possesses,

his strength is as mighty as a rock from the sky.”

‘Said Gilgamesh to her, to his mother,

“May it befall me, O mother, by Counsellor Enlil’s command!I 295

Let me find a friend to counsel me,

a friend to counsel me I will acquire!”

‘[So did Gilgamesh] see his dreams.’

[After] Shamhat told Enkidu the dreams of Gilgamesh,

the two of them together [began making] love.I 300



Tablet II. The Taming of Enkidu

After a second week of sexual intercourse the prostitute takes Enkidu to a shepherds’ camp, where he is instructed in the ways of men and becomes the shepherds’ watchman. A passing stranger tells him how in Uruk Gilgamesh exercises droit de seigneur at wedding ceremonies. Enkidu, shocked by this practice, enters Uruk and interrupts the proceedings. Gilgamesh and Enkidu fight until Enkidu accepts Gilgamesh’s supremacy, whereupon the pair become firm friends. In search of fame and glory Gilgamesh proposes an expedition to the Forest of Cedar, ignoring Enkidu’s warning of the dangers. They kit themselves out with weapons. Gilgamesh announces his plans to the assembly of Uruk. The elders try to dissuade him.


[Enkidu] was sitting before her, …II 1



A lacuna follows the opening line of Tablet II, and when the text resumes the lines are still not fully recovered. The big Old Babylonian Pennsylvania tablet (P) fills the gap, though the overlapping lines are slightly different:


As Gilgamesh related the dream,

Enkidu was sitting before the harlot.

The two of them together began making love,P 46

he forgot the wild where he was born.

For seven days and seven nights

Enkidu was erect and coupled with *Shamhat.P 50

The harlot opened her mouth,

saying to Enkidu:

‘As I look at you, Enkidu, you are like a god,

why with the beasts do you wander the wild?P 55

‘Come, I will lead you to Uruk-the-City,

to the sacred temple, the dwelling of Anu!

Enkidu, arise, let me take you

to the temple Eanna, the dwelling of Anu,P 60

‘where [men] are engaged in labours of skill,

you, too, like a man, will find a place for yourself.

You are banished from the regions that have no shepherd.’P 65

Her words he heard, her speech found favour:

a woman’s counsel struck home in his heart.

She stripped and clad him in part of her garment,P 70

the other part she put on herself.



The text of Tablet II resumes:


By the hand she took him, like a god [she led him,]II 36

to the shepherds’ camp, the site of the sheep-pen.

The band of shepherds was gathered around him,

talking about him among themselves:

‘This fellow – how like in build he is to Gilgamesh,II 40

tall of stature, proud as a battlement.

It must be Enkidu, born in the uplands,

his strength is as mighty as a rock from the sky.’

[image: 3 ‘It must be Enkidu, born in the uplands’.]
3 ‘It must be Enkidu, born in the uplands’.
Bread they set before him,

ale they set before him.II 45

Enkidu ate not the bread, but looked askance.



Here Tablet II becomes fragmentary again, and the episode is best taken from the Old Babylonian Pennsylvania tablet:


How to eat bread Enkidu knew not,P 90

how to drink ale he had never been shown.

The harlot opened her mouth,

saying to Enkidu:P 95

‘Eat the bread, Enkidu, essential to life,

drink the ale, the lot of the land!’

Enkidu ate the bread until he was sated,P 100

he drank the ale, a full seven jugfuls.

His mood became free, he started to sing,

his heart grew merry, his face lit up.P 105

The barber groomed his body so hairy,

anointed with oil he turned into a man.

He put on a garment, became like a warrior,P 110

he took up his weapon to do battle with lions.



The text of Tablet II resumes again:


[When at night the shepherds lay sleeping,]

[he struck] down wolves, he [chased off lions.]II 60

Sleeping lay the senior shepherds,

their shepherd boy Enkidu, a [man wide] awake.

[A certain] fellow had [been invited] to a wedding,

[to] Uruk-the-Sheepfold [he was going] for the [banquet.]II 64



Here another lacuna intervenes in Tablet II, which the Old Babylonian Pennsylvania tablet again helps to fill:


Enkidu was taking his pleasure with *Shamhat.P 135

He lifted his eyes, caught sight of the man,

and thus he spoke to the harlot:

‘*Shamhat, bring the man over:P 140

why he came here, let me learn his reason.’

The harlot hailed the man,

went up to him, spoke to him:

‘Where do you hurry to, fellow?P 145

What is your journey so toilsome?’

The fellow opened his mouth,

saying to Enkidu:

‘I was invited to a wedding banquet,

it is the lot of the people to contract a marriage.P 150

I shall load the ceremonial table

with tempting foods for the wedding feast.

‘For the king of Uruk-the-City,

the veil will be parted for the one who picks first;P 155

for Gilgamesh, the king of Uruk-the-City,

the veil will be parted for the one who picks first.

‘He will couple with the wife-to-be,

he first of all, the bridegroom after.P 160

By divine consent it is so ordained:

when his navel-cord was cut, for him she was destined.’

At the fellow’s words his face paled in anger.P 165



* * *


He going [first,] with *Shamhat following.P 175

He went right into Uruk-the-City,

and a crowd gathered around him.

He came to a halt in the street of Uruk-the-City,P 180

all gathered about, the people discussed him:

‘In build he is the image of Gilgamesh,

but shorter of stature, and bigger of bone.P 185

It [must be the one who] was born in the uplands,

animals’ milk is what he was suckled on.’

In Uruk they held regular festivals of sacrifice,P 190

young men made merry, set up a champion:

for the fellow whose features were fair,

for Gilgamesh, like a god, was set up a rival.P 195

For the goddess of weddings the bed was laid out,

Gilgamesh met with the maiden by night.

Forward came (Enkidu), he stood in the street,P 200

blocking the path of Gilgamesh.



The text of Tablet II becomes legible once more:


The land of Uruk was standing [around him,]II 103

the land was gathered [about him.]

A crowd was milling about before [him,]II 105

the menfolk were thronging [around him.]

Like a babe-in-arms they were [kissing his feet,]

already the fellow ……

For the goddess of weddings was ready the bed,

for Gilgamesh, like a god, was set up a substitute.II 110

Enkidu with his foot blocked the door of the wedding house,

not allowing Gilgamesh to enter.

They seized each other at the door of the wedding house,

in the street they joined combat, in the Square of the Land.

The door-jambs shook, the wall did shudder,II 115

[in the street Gilgamesh and Enkidu joined combat, in the Square of the Land.]

[The door-jambs shook, the wall did shudder.]



Another lacuna intervenes, again partly to be filled by the Old Babylonian Pennsylvania tablet:


Gilgamesh knelt, one foot on the ground,

his anger subsided, he broke off from the fight.P 230

After he broke off from the fight,

said Enkidu to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘As one unique your mother bore you,P 235

the wild cow of the fold, the goddess Ninsun!

High over warriors you are exalted,

to be king of the people Enlil made it your destiny!’P 240



At this point the Old Babylonian Pennsylvania tablet ends. After another lacuna Tablet II resumes with an episode in which Gilgamesh introduces Enkidu to his mother:


‘The mightiest [in the land, strength he possesses.]II 162

[His strength is as mighty as a] rock from the sky,

he is tall of [stature, proud as a battlement.]’

The mother of Gilgamesh [opened her mouth to speak,]II 165

saying to [her son –]

Wild-Cow Ninsun [opened her mouth to speak,]

[saying to Gilgamesh:]



* * *


‘Bitterly he ……,

Enkidu possesses no [kith or kin.]II 175

Shaggy hair hanging loose ……

he was born in the wild and [has] no [brother.]’

Standing there, Enkidu heard [what she said,]

and thinking it over, he sat [down weeping.]

His eyes brimmed with [tears,]II 180

his arms fell limp, [his] strength [ebbed away.]

They took hold of each other and ……,

they [linked] their hands like ……

Gilgamesh ….…..,

to Enkidu he spoke a word, [saying:]II 185

‘Why, my friend, [did your eyes] brim [with tears,]

your arms fall limp, [your strength ebb away?]’

Said Enkidu to him, [to Gilgamesh:]

‘My friend, my heart is aggrieved …

‘Through sobbing [my legs do] tremble,II 190

terror has entered my heart.’



The Old Babylonian Yale tablet (Y) fills another gap in the standard version:


Gilgamesh opened his mouth,

saying to Enkidu:Y 90

* * *

‘…… ferocious *Humbaba,Y 97

… [let us] slay him, [so his power] is no more!

‘In the Forest of Cedar, [where *Humbaba] dwells,Y 100

[let us] surprise him in his lair!’

Enkidu opened his mouth,

saying to Gilgamesh:Y 105

‘I knew him, my friend, in the uplands,

when I roamed here and there with the herd.

For sixty leagues the forest is a wilderness,

who is there would venture inside it?

‘*Humbaba, his voice is the Deluge,Y 110

his speech is fire, and his breath is death!

Why do you desire to do this thing?

An unwinnable battle is *Humbaba’s ambush!’Y 115

Gilgamesh opened his mouth,

saying to Enkidu:

‘I will climb, my friend, [the forest’s] slopes.’Y 119



The text of Tablet II resumes:


Enkidu [opened his] mouth [to speak, saying to Gilgamesh:]II 216

‘[My friend], how can we [go to the Forest of Cedar?]

So to keep safe the cedars,

Enlil made it his lot to terrify men.

‘That is a journey [which must not be made,]

[that is a man who must not be looked on.]

He who guards the [Forest of Cedar, his reach is wide,]II 220

Humbaba, his voice is the Deluge.

‘His speech is fire, his breath is death,

he hears the forest murmur at sixty leagues’ distance.

Who is there would venture into his forest?

Adad ranks first, and Humbaba second.II 225

‘Who is there would oppose him among the Igigi?

So to keep safe the cedars,

Enlil made it his lot to terrify men;

if you penetrate his forest you are seized by the tremors.’

Gilgamesh opened his mouth to speak,II 230

saying [to Enkidu:]

‘Why, my friend, do you speak like a coward?

With your feeble talk you [vex] my heart.

‘As for man, [his days] are numbered,

whatever he may do, it is but wind,II 235

… exists not for me ……

‘You were born and grew up [in the wild:]

even lions were afraid of you, [you experienced] all.

Grown men fled away [from your presence,]

your heart is tried and [tested in] combat.II 240

‘Come, my friend, [let us hie] to the forge!’



A short lacuna follows. It can be filled from the Old Babylonian Yale tablet:


‘[Let] them cast [us hatchets] in our presence!’Y 162

They took each other by the hand and hied to the forge,

where the smiths were sitting in consultation.

Great hatchets they cast,Y 165

and axes weighing three talents apiece.

Great daggers they cast:

two talents apiece were the blades,

one half of a talent the crests of their handles,

half a talent apiece the daggers’ gold mountings.Y 170

Gilgamesh and Enkidu bore ten talents each.

He bolted the sevenfold gates of Uruk,

he convened [the assembly,] the crowd gathered round.

… in the street of Uruk-the-City,

Gilgamesh [seated himself on] his throne.Y 175

[In the street of Uruk]-the-City,

[the crowd was] sitting before him.

[Thus Gilgamesh] spoke

[to the elders of Uruk]-the-City:

‘[Hear me, O elders of Uruk-the]-City!Y 180

[I would tread the path to ferocious *Humbaba,]

I would see the god of whom men talk,

whose name the lands do constantly repeat.

‘I will conquer him in the Forest of Cedar:

let the land learn Uruk’s offshoot is mighty!Y 185

Let me start out, I will cut down the cedar,

I will establish for ever a name eternal!’



The text of Tablet II resumes:


[Then Gilgamesh spoke]II 258

[to the young men of Uruk-the-Sheepfold:]

‘Hear me, O young men [of Uruk-the-Sheepfold,]II 260

O young men of Uruk, who understand [combat!]

Bold as I am I shall tread the distant path [to the home of Humbaba,]

I shall face a battle I know not.

‘[I shall ride] a road [I know not:]

give me your blessing as I go on my journey,II 265

[so I may see again] your faces [in safety,]

and return [glad at heart] through Uruk’s gate!

‘On my return [I will celebrate] New Year [twice over,]

I will celebrate the festival twice in the year.

Then shall the festival take place, the merriment begin,II 270

and the drums resound before [Wild-Cow] Ninsun!’

Enkidu [gave] the elders counsel,

and the young men of Uruk, who understood combat:

‘Tell him not to go to the Forest of Cedar!

That is a journey which must not be made,II 275

that is a man [who must not be] looked on.

He who guards the Forest of Cedar, his [reach] is wide.

‘This Humbaba, [his voice is the Deluge,]

[his speech is fire,] his breath is death!

[He hears] the forest murmur [at sixty leagues’ distance:]II 280

[who is there would venture] into his forest?

‘[Adad ranks first, and Humbaba] second:

[who is there would oppose him] among the Igigi?

[So to keep safe the cedars,]

Enlil made it his lot to terrify men;II 285

if you penetrate his forest you are seized by the tremors.’

The senior advisers rose,

good counsel they offered Gilgamesh:

‘You are young, Gilgamesh, borne along by emotion,

all that you talk of you don’t understand.II 290

‘This Humbaba, his voice is the Deluge,

his speech is fire, his breath is death!

He hears the forest murmur at sixty leagues’ distance:

who is there would venture into his forest?II 295

‘Adad ranks first, and Humbaba second:

who is there would oppose him among the Igigi?

So to keep safe the cedars,

Enlil made it his lot to terrify men.’

Gilgamesh heard the words of the senior advisers,II 300

he looked with a [laugh at his friend] Enkidu:

[‘Now, my friend, how frightened I am!]

[In fear of him shall I change my mind?’]



The rest of Tablet II, perhaps twenty lines containing more of Gilgamesh’s reply to his counsellors, is lost.

Tablet III. Preparations for the Expedition to the Forest of Cedar

The elders give Gilgamesh and Enkidu advice for their journey. The two heroes visit the goddess Ninsun, who enlists the help of the Sun God, Shamash, and the aid of his wife, Aya goddess of dawn. Ninsun adopts the orphan Enkidu. Gilgamesh gives instructions for the governing of Uruk in his absence. The heroes depart.


[The elders of Uruk-the-Sheepfold]II end

[spoke to Gilgamesh:]

‘To Uruk’s [quay come back in safety,]III 1

do not rely, O Gilgamesh, on your strength alone,

look long and hard, land a blow you can count on!

‘“Who goes in front saves his companion,

who knows the road protects his friend.”III 5

Let Enkidu go before you,

he knows the way to the Forest of Cedar.

‘He is tested in battle and tried in combat,

he shall guard his friend and keep safe his companion,

Enkidu shall bring him safe home to the wives!III 10



(To Enkidu)


‘In our assembly we place the King in your care:

you bring the King back and replace him in ours!’

Gilgamesh opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Enkidu:

‘Come, my friend, let us go to the Palace Sublime,III 15

into the presence of the great Queen Ninsun.

Ninsun is clever and wise, well versed in everything,

she will set our feet in steps of good counsel.’

Taking each other hand in hand,

Gilgamesh and Enkidu went to the Palace Sublime.III 20

Into the presence of the great Queen Ninsun,

Gilgamesh rose and entered before [the goddess, his mother.]

Said Gilgamesh to her, to [Ninsun:]

‘[I shall tread,] O Ninsun, bold as I am,

the distant path to the home of Humbaba,III 25

I shall face a battle I know not,

‘I shall ride a road I know not:

I beseech you, give me your blessing as I go on my journey!

Let me see again your face in safety,

and return glad at heart through Uruk’s gate.III 30

‘On my return I will celebrate New Year twice over,

I will celebrate the festival twice in the year.

Let the festival take place, the merriment begin,

let the drums resound in your presence!’

[Wild-Cow] Ninsun listened long and with sadnessIII 35

to the words of Gilgamesh, her son, and Enkidu.

Into the bath-house she went seven times,

[she bathed] in water of tamarisk and soapwort.

[She donned] a fine dress to adorn her body,

[she chose a jewel] to adorn her breast.III 40

Having put on [her cap,] she donned her tiara,

.….. the harlots … the ground.

She climbed the staircase and went up on the roof,

on the roof she set up a censer to Shamash.

Scattering incense she lifted her arms in appeal to the Sun God:III 45

‘Why did you afflict my son Gilgamesh with so restless a spirit?

‘For now you have touched him and he will tread

the distant path to the home of Humbaba.

He will face a battle he knows not,

he will ride a road he knows not.III 50

‘During the days of his journey there and back,

until he reaches the Forest of Cedar,

until he slays ferocious Humbaba,

and annihilates from the land the Evil Thing you abhor,

‘each day when [you travel] the circuit [of the earth,]III 55

may Aya the Bride unfearing remind you:

“Entrust him to the care of the watches of the night!”



* * *


‘You opened, O [Shamash, the gates for] the herd to go out,

to [bring folk light] you came forth on the land.

The uplands [took shape,] the heavens grew [bright,]III 65

the beasts of the wild [were stirred by] your ruddy glow.



* * *


‘At the coming forth [of your light] is gathered the crowd,

the divine Anunnaki await [your brilliance.]

May [Aya the Bride] unfearing [remind you:]

“[Entrust] him to [the care of the watches of the] night!”III 75

‘Make for [his feet] a road of [safety,]

touch Enkidu, so [he goes] before him!

Because he [knows] the way to the [Forest of Cedar,]

[he shall throw] open a path, [make] the mountains [passable.]

‘And a torch … for the journey let him bear in his hand,III 80

until Gilgamesh reaches the Forest of Cedar,

let the days be long, let the nights be short,

let his loins be girt, let his stride [be long!]

‘Let him pitch at nightfall a camp for the night,

so they can lie down [to rest] in the evening.III 85

May Aya the Bride unfearing remind you:

“The day Gilgamesh and Enkidu encounter Humbaba,

‘“O Shamash, rouse against Humbaba the mighty gale-winds:

South Wind, North Wind, East Wind and West Wind,

Blast, Counterblast, Typhoon, Hurricane and Tempest,III 90

Devil-Wind, Frost-Wind, Gale and Tornado.

‘“Let rise thirteen winds and Humbaba’s face darken,

let the weapons of Gilgamesh then conquer Humbaba!”

After your very own fires are kindled,

at that time, O Shamash, turn your face to the supplicant!III 95

‘Your fleet-footed mules shall [bear] you [onwards.]

A restful seat, a bed [for the night] shall be [what awaits] you.

The gods, your brothers, shall bring food [to delight] you,

Aya the Bride shall wipe your face dry with the fringe of her garment.’



[image: 4 ‘O Shamash, turn your face to the supplicant!’]
4 ‘O Shamash, turn your face to the supplicant!’


Again Wild-Cow Ninsun made her request before Shamash:III 100

‘O Shamash, will not Gilgamesh rank with the gods?

Will he not share the heavens with you?

Will he not share with the moon a sceptre and crown?

‘Will he not grow wise with Ea of the Ocean Below?

Will he not rule with Irnina the black-headed people?III 105

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



* * *


After Wild-Cow Ninsun had charged Shamash thus,III 116

[Wild-Cow] Ninsun was clever [and wise, well versed in everything,]

[the mother of] Gilgamesh [kissed the] floor.

She smothered the censer and came [down from the roof,]

she summoned Enkidu and declared her will:III 120

‘O mighty Enkidu, you are not sprung from my womb,

but henceforth your brood will belong with the votaries of Gilgamesh,

the priestesses, the hierodules and women of the temple.’

She put the symbols on Enkidu’s neck.

‘The priestesses took in the foundling,III 125

and the Divine Daughters brought up the foster-child.

Enkidu, whom [I love,] I take for my son,

Enkidu in [brotherhood,] Gilgamesh shall favour him!

* * *

‘While [you] travel [together] to the Forest of Cedar,III 130

let [the days be] long, let the nights be short,

[let your loins be girt, let] your stride [be long!]

‘[At nightfall pitch a camp for the] night,

[by day may Shamash the Sun God] protect [you!]’



After another lacuna there follows an episode in which Gilgamesh and Enkidu apparently perform rituals in aid of a safe journey, but it remains very badly damaged. When the text resumes after a long lacuna, Gilgamesh gives instructions for the running of the city in his absence:


‘[During the days of our journey there and] back,III 202

[until we reach the Forest of] Cedar,

‘[until we] slay [ferocious Humbaba,]

[and annihilate] from [the land the Evil Thing Shamash abhors,]III 205



* * *


‘[The regents] must not gather young men in the street.

Judge the lawsuit of the weak, call to account those who do wrong,

while we attain our desire like babes-in-arms,III 210

and plant our [weapons] in Humbaba’s gate!’

The regents stood there wishing him well,

the young men of Uruk ran behind in a mob,

and the regents kissed his feet:

‘To Uruk’s quay come back in safety!III 215

‘Do not rely, O Gilgamesh, on your strength alone,

look long and hard, land a blow you can count on!

“Who goes in front will save his comrade,

who knows the road shall [guard] his friend.”

‘Let Enkidu go before you,III 220

he knows the way to the Forest of Cedar.

He is tested in battle and [tried] in combat,

through the mountain passes [he often has journeyed.]

‘He shall [guard] his friend [and keep safe his companion,]

[Enkidu shall bring him safe] home to the wives!III 225



(To Enkidu)


In our assembly [we place the King in your care:]

you bring the King back and replace [him in ours!]’

Enkidu [opened] his mouth [to speak,]

saying [to Gilgamesh:]



The rest of Tablet III, perhaps more than ten lines, is missing. The departure of the heroes is described in the Old Babylonian Yale tablet, though the text becomes increasingly fragmentary:


Enkidu opened his mouth,Y 272

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘Where you’ve set your mind begin the journey,

let your heart have no fear, keep your eyes on me!

‘[In the] forest I knew his lair,Y 275

[and the ways, too,] that *Humbaba wanders.

Speak [to the crowd] and send them home!’



Tablet IV. The Journey to the Forest of Cedar

Every three days in the course of their journey Gilgamesh and Enkidu pitch camp on a hillside and conduct a ritual to provoke a dream. Each time Gilgamesh wakes from a nightmare, but Enkidu reassures him that his dream is favourable after all. After at least five such dreams the heroes draw near to the Forest of Cedar.


[At twenty] leagues they broke bread,

[at] thirty leagues they pitched camp:

[fifty] leagues they travelled in the course of a day,

by the third day [a march] of a month and a half;

nearer they drew to Mount Lebanon.

[Facing the sun they] dug [a well,]IV 5

[in their waterskins they put fresh water.]

[Gilgamesh climbed to the top of the mountain,]

[to the hill he poured an offering of flour:]

[‘O mountain, bring me a dream, so I see a good sign!’]

[Enkidu made for Gilgamesh a House of the Dream God,]IV 10

[he fixed a door in its doorway to keep out the weather.]

[In the circle he had drawn he made him lie down,]

[and falling flat like a net lay himself in the doorway.]

[Gilgamesh rested his chin on his knees,]

[sleep fell upon him, that spills over people.]IV 15

[In the middle of the night he reached his sleep’s end,]

[he rose and spoke to his friend:]

[‘My friend, did you not call me? Why have I wakened?]

[Did you not touch me? Why am I startled?]

[Did a god not pass by? Why is my flesh frozen numb?]IV 20

[My friend, I have had the first dream!]

‘[The] dream that I had [was an utter confusion:]

[we were standing on] a mountain slope.

[The mountain] fell down [between us,]

[but] we like flies [flew clean over it.]’IV 25

[The one] born in the [wild knew how to give counsel,]

Enkidu spoke to his friend, [gave his dream meaning:]

‘My friend, [your] dream is a good omen,

the dream is precious [and bodes us well.]

‘My friend, the mountain you saw: [was it not Humbaba?]IV 30

[We] shall capture Humbaba, [him] we [shall slay,]

we shall [cast down] his corpse on the field of battle.

And next morning [we shall see a good] sign [from the Sun God.]’

At twenty leagues they broke [bread,]

at thirty leagues they pitched [camp:]IV 35

fifty leagues they travelled in the course of [a day,]

by the third day a march of [a month and] a half;

nearer they drew to Mount [Lebanon.]



[image: 5 ‘At twenty leagues they broke bread’.]
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Facing the sun they dug a well,

[in their waterskins they put fresh] water.

Gilgamesh climbed to the top [of the mountain,]IV 40

[to the hill] he poured an offering of flour:

‘O mountain, bring me a dream, [so I see a good sign!]’

Enkidu made for [Gilgamesh a House of the Dream God,]

[he fixed a door in its doorway to keep out the weather.]

[In the circle he had drawn he made him lie down,]IV 45

[and falling flat like a net lay himself in the doorway.]

[Gilgamesh rested his chin on his knees,]

[sleep fell upon him, that spills over people.]

[In the middle of the night he reached his sleep’s end,]

[he rose and spoke to his friend:]IV 50

[‘My friend, did you not call me? Why have I wakened?]

[Did you not touch me? Why am I startled?]

[Did a god not pass by? Why is my flesh frozen numb?]

[My friend, I have had a second dream!’]IV 54



* * *

Gilgamesh’s relation of his second dream has not survived in Tablet IV. A paraphrase of an earlier version of the epic which comes from the Hittite capital, Hattusa, and dates to the Middle Babylonian period, shows that Gilgamesh’s second dream tells how he was rescued from beneath an avalanche by the Sun God. The same dream is better preserved in a still older version on an Old Babylonian tablet, where it is Gilgamesh’s first dream:


‘My friend, I have had a dream!

Why did you not rouse me? It was so frightening!

With my shoulder I propped up a mountain;Schøyen2 5

the mountain fell down on me, pressing me hard.

‘A feeling of weakness wrapped my legs round,

a fearsome aura overpowered my arms.

A man like a lion approached me,

shining bright in the land and most [comely] in beauty.Schøyen2 10

‘He grasped me by my upper arm,

from under the mountain he pulled me forth.’

Enkidu explained the dream,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘Now, my friend, the one to whom we go,

is he not the mountain, so strange as he is?Schøyen2 15

Now, *Humbaba to whom we go,

is he not the mountain, so strange as he is?

‘If you and he meet, then but one is your task:

the warrior’s rite, the task of a man.

He will make rage his fury against you,

terror of him will wrap your legs round.Schøyen2 20

‘But the man you saw was King Shamash the Sun God,

in time of peril he will grasp your hand.’

Gilgamesh was glad, his dream a good sign,

his heart grew merry, his face shone bright.



The text of Tablet IV resumes:


[At twenty leagues they broke bread,]

[at thirty leagues they pitched camp:]IV 80

[fifty leagues they travelled in the course of a day,]

[by the third day a march of a month and a half;]

[nearer they drew to Mount Lebanon.]

[Facing the sun they dug a well,]

[in] their [waterskins they put fresh water.]

[Gilgamesh climbed to the top of] the mountain,IV 85

[to the] hill [he poured an offering of flour:]

‘[O mountain], bring me a dream, so I see [a good sign!]’

[Enkidu] made for [Gilgamesh a] House of the Dream God,

[he fixed] a door in its doorway to keep out the weather.

[In the circle he had] drawn he made him lie down,IV 90

[and falling flat] like a net lay himself in the doorway.

Gilgamesh rested his chin on his knees,

sleep fell upon him, that spills over people.

[In the] middle of the night he reached his sleep’s end,

he rose and spoke to his friend:IV 95

‘My friend, did you not call me? Why have I wakened?

Did you not touch me? Why am I startled?

Did a god not pass by? Why is my flesh frozen numb?

My friend, I have had a third dream!

‘The dream that I had was an utter confusion:IV 100

heaven cried aloud, while earth did rumble.

The day grew still, darkness came forth,

there was a flash of lightning, fire broke out.

‘[Flames] flared up, death rained down.

The fire so bright dimmed and went out,IV 105

[the flames] diminished and turned into cinders.

[You were] born in the wild, can we take counsel?’

[Having heard the words of his friend,]

Enkidu gave the dream meaning, saying to Gilgamesh:

‘[My friend,] your dream is good, [its message] is lucky.’IV 109



The rest of Enkidu’s explanation of the third dream is lost, but this lacuna in Tablet IV can be filled in part from the Old Babylonian tablet quoted above for the second dream:


‘and his weapons you will turn into ashes.Schøyen2 50

Your dreams are good, a god is with you,

you will soon achieve your plans.’



The text of Tablet IV becomes available again:


[At twenty] leagues they [broke bread,]IV 120

[at thirty] leagues they pitched [camp:]

[fifty] leagues they travelled [in the course of a day,]

by the third [day a march] of a month and a half;

nearer they drew to Mount Lebanon.

[Facing] the sun they dug [a well,]IV 125

in [their waterskins] they put [fresh water.]

Gilgamesh [climbed] to the top [of the mountain,]

to the [hill he poured] an offering [of flour.]

[‘O mountain, bring me a] dream, [so I see a good sign!]’

[Enkidu made for Gilgamesh a House of the Dream God,]IV 130

[he fixed a door in its doorway to keep out the weather.]

[In the circle he had drawn he made him lie down,]

[and falling flat like a net lay himself in the doorway.]

[Gilgamesh rested his chin on his knees,]

[sleep fell upon him, that spills over people.]IV 135

[In the middle of the night he reached his sleep’s end,]

[he rose and spoke to his friend:]

[‘My friend, did you not call me? Why have I wakened?]

[Did you not touch me? Why am I startled?]

[Did a god not pass by? Why is my flesh frozen numb?]IV 140

[My friend, I have had a fourth dream!’]



The details of the fourth dream and its explanation are not well preserved in Tablet IV, but an Old Babylonian tablet from Nippur supplies a more complete version of the text:


‘My friend, I have had a fourth dream,

it surpasses my other three dreams!OB Ni 10

I saw a Lion-Bird in the sky,

up it rose like a cloud, soaring above us.

‘It was a …, its visage distorted,

its mouth was fire, its breath was death.

[There was also a] man, he was strange of form,OB Ni 15

he … and stood there in my dream.

‘[He bound] its wings and took hold of my arm,

.….. he cast it down [before] me,

.….…. upon it.’



After a short lacuna, Enkidu explains the dream:


‘[You saw a Lion-Bird in the sky,]OB Ni20´

[up] it [rose like a] cloud, soaring above us.

‘It was a …, its visage distorted,

its mouth was fire, its breath was death.

You will fear its terrible aura,

I shall … its foot and let you arise!OB Ni 25´

‘The man you saw was mighty Shamash.’



The text of Tablet IV resumes, though badly broken:


‘[My friend,] your dream [is good] ……,IV 155

.….. this ……

… Humbaba like ……,

… will be kindled … upon [him.]

‘We shall bring about his …, we shall bind his wings,

.….…. we shall … IV 160

His ……, we shall stand upon him.

[And next] morning we shall [see] a good sign from the Sun God.’

[At twenty leagues] they broke bread,

[at thirty leagues] they pitched camp:

[fifty leagues they] travelled in the course [of a day.]IV 165

[Facing the sun] they dug a [well,]

in [their waterskins] they put [fresh water.]

Gilgamesh [climbed] to the top [of the mountain,]

to [the hill he] poured an offering of [flour.]

‘[O mountain, bring me] a dream, [so I see a good] sign!’IV 170

Enkidu [made] for [Gilgamesh a House of the Dream God,]

he fixed [a door in its doorway to keep out the weather.]

In the circle [he had drawn he made him lie down,]

[and falling] flat [like a net] lay [himself in the doorway.]

[Gilgamesh] rested his [chin on his knees,]IV 175

[sleep fell] upon [him, that spills over people.]

[In the middle of the night he reached his sleep’s end,]

[he rose and spoke to his friend:]

[‘My friend, did you not call me? Why have I wakened?]

[Did you not touch me? Why am I startled?]IV 180

[Did a god not pass by? Why is my flesh frozen numb?]

[My friend, I have had a fifth dream!’]



Lacuna. Another account of one of the dreams and Enkidu’s explanation of it survives in an Old Babylonian tablet from Tell Harmal, ancient Shaduppûm:


‘My friend, I had a dream:Ha1 3

how ominous it was, how desolate, how unclear!

‘I had taken me hold of a bull from the wild:

as it clove the ground with its bellows,Ha1 5

the clouds of dust it raised thrust deep in the sky,

and I, in front of it, bent myself forward.

‘Taking hold of …… enclosed my arms.

… he extricated [me] … by force …

My cheek …, my …,

[he gave] me water [to drink] from his waterskin.’

‘The [god,] my friend, we are going against,Ha1 10

he’s not the wild bull, so strange as he is.

The wild bull you saw was shining Shamash,

he will grasp our hands in time of peril.

‘The one who gave you water to drink from his skin

was your god who honours you, divine Lugalbanda.Ha1 15

Should we join forces but one is our task,

a feat that never was done in the land!’



The end of Tablet IV is lost. It must have contained a description of the heroes’ final approach to the Forest of Cedar.

Tablet V. The Combat with Humbaba

The heroes admire from afar the mountain of cedar, which is a jungle noisy with wildlife, and Gilgamesh is petrified with awe. As the heroes anxiously try to allay each other’s fears they draw their weapons and creep into the forest. The forest king Humbaba senses their presence. Shamash advises a speedy attack in order to catch him unawares before he can put on the seven auras that protect him. Humbaba confronts them, and accuses Enkidu of treachery. Enkidu urges swift action. He and Gilgamesh attack Humbaba, and Shamash sends the thirteen winds to blind the forest king and win victory for his protégé. Humbaba pleads for his life, but Enkidu repeatedly intervenes, telling Gilgamesh to kill Humbaba before the gods find out. Humbaba curses the heroes, who promptly kill him and begin felling cedar in the sacred groves. From one especially magnificent cedar Enkidu makes a great door to adorn the temple of the god Enlil.


They stood there marvelling at the forest,

gazing at the lofty cedars,

gazing at the forest’s entrance –

where Humbaba came and went there was a track.

The paths were straight and the way well trodden.V 5

They saw the Mountain of Cedar, seat of gods and goddesses’ throne.

[On the] face of the land the cedar proffered its abundance,

its shade was sweet and full of delight.

[Thick] tangled was the thorn, the forest a shrouding canopy,V 10

cedars and gum trees, [all entwined,] left no way in.

For a league on all sides cedars [sent forth] saplings,

cypresses [grew thick] for two-thirds of a league.

Cedars scabbed with resin grew sixty cubits high,

the resin [oozed] forth, drizzling down like rain,V 15

[flowing freely] for ravines to bear away.

[Through] all the forest a bird began to sing,

[hen birds] gave answer, a constant din was the noise.

[A solitary] tree-cricket set off a noisy chorus,

… sing a song, making the … pipe loud.V 20

A wood pigeon moans, a turtle dove calls in answer.

[At the call of] the stork, the forest exults,

[at the cry of] the francolin, the forest exults amid plenty.

[Monkey mothers] sing aloud, a youngster monkey shrieks:

[like a band] of musicians and drummers,V 25

daily they bash out a rhythm in the presence of Humbaba.

As the cedar [cast] its shadow,

[terror] fell on Gilgamesh.

[Stiffness took] a grip of his arms,

and tremors beset his legs.V 30

[Enkidu] opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘[Let us go deep] into the midst of the forest,

[let us get] going and raise a loud cry!’

[Gilgamesh] opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Enkidu:

‘[Why,] my friend, do we tremble like cowards,V 35

[we who] came across all the mountains?

‘[Shall] ….….. before us?

Before we withdraw ……’



Enkidu:


‘My [friend] is one who is tested in combat,

one who has been in battle has no fear of death.V 40

‘You have been splashed in blood, so you need not fear death:

[go] berserk, like a dervish fall into a frenzy.

Let [your shout] boom loud [like] a kettle drum,

may the stiffness leave your arms, the tremors your legs!’



Gilgamesh:


‘Take my hand, friend, and we shall go [on] together,V 45

[let] your thoughts dwell on combat!

Forget death and [seek] life!

[The one who] walks alongside is the prudent man.

‘“[Let him who] goes first be on guard for himself and bring his comrade to safety!”

It is they made a name [for days] long in the future!’V 50

[At the] distant … the two of them arrived,

[they ceased] their talking and came to a halt.

They stood there marvelling at the forest,

.….…….

At once the swords ……,V 55

and from the scabbards ……

The axes were smeared ……,

hatchet [and] sword in ……

One ….…..,

they stole into ….…..V 60

Humbaba [talked with himself, speaking a word:]

‘Did not a … go ……?

Did not ….…..?

Why are … perturbed and …?

‘Why are my own ……?V 65

In terror for ……

How indeed ……?

In my very bed ……

‘It must be Enkidu ……,

in goodwill he ……V 70

If a word to ……

may Enlil curse him ……!’

Enkidu opened his mouth [to speak,]

[saying to Gilgamesh:]

‘My friend, Humbaba ……

One friend is one alone, but [two are two!]V 75

‘Though they be weak, two ……,

[though one alone cannot climb] a sloping rampart, two [will succeed!]

Two triplets ….…..

a three-ply rope [is not easily broken.]

‘A strong dog’s two pups [will overcome it.]V 80

Fix firm your stance ……

My friend, an arrow’s dart ……,

the journey that you are making ……

‘When we have departed ……

… is borne ……V 85

Its … two ……

My friend, on the winds that Shamash …

‘His rear is a tempest, [his forequarters wind.]

Speak to Shamash, that he [give you his winds!]’

Gilgamesh lifted his head, [weeping before Shamash,]V 90

[his tears] flowing under the rays of the sun:

‘[Do not forget] that day, O Shamash, that I placed my trust in you!

Now come to my aid and ……

Upon Gilgamesh, offshoot sprung from Uruk’s midst,

[place your protection!]’

Shamash heard what he had spoken,V 95

straight away [from the sky there cried out] a voice:

‘Fear not, stand against him! Humbaba must not [enter his forest,]

he must not go down to the grove, he must not …!

‘He [must not] wrap himself in his seven cloaks …!

[One] he is wrapped in, six he has shed.’V 100

They ….…..

like a fierce wild bull, ready to charge …

He bellowed once, a bellow full of terror,

the guardian of the forests was bellowing,

.….…….V 105

Humbaba was [thundering] like the God of the Storm.



A short gap intervenes. When the text resumes, the heroes are face to face with the forest’s guardian:


Humbaba opened his mouth to speak,V 115

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘Let fools take counsel, Gilgamesh, with the rude and brutish!

Why have you come here into my presence?

‘Come, Enkidu, you spawn of a fish, who knew no father,

hatchling of terrapin and turtle, who sucked no mother’s milk!

In your youth I watched you, but near you I went not,

would your … have sated my belly?V 120

‘[Now] in treachery you bring before me Gilgamesh,

and stand there, Enkidu, like a warlike stranger!

I will slit the throat and gullet of Gilgamesh,

I will feed his flesh to the birds of the forest, ravening eagle and vulture!’

Gilgamesh opened his mouth to speak, saying to Enkidu:V 125

‘My friend, Humbaba’s features have changed!

Though boldly we came up to his lair to defeat him,

yet the heart that took fright does not grow calm in a moment.’

Enkidu opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘Why, my friend, [do you] speak like a coward?V 130

With your feeble talk you vex my heart.

‘Now, my friend, but one is [our task,]

already the copper pours into the mould!

To stoke the furnace for an hour? To blow on the coals for an hour?

To send the Deluge is to crack the whip!V 135

‘[Don’t] draw back, don’t make a retreat!

Make your blow mighty, [like that of a] lion!

Let not ….…..

.….…. you.

[Let] the South Wind [take him] hostage!V 140

‘Be mindful of your god Lugalbanda,

keep in your thoughts all the dreams that you had!’

Gilgamesh went [forward] on the advice of his friend,

nine times he smote bedrock, the mountain broke up.

He launched like a lion a brutal attack,V 145

and Enkidu pounced like a puma.

They seized hold of Humbaba in the midst of the forest,

his terrible auras did fill the forest.

They grabbed his auras in their hands,

Humbaba bellowed, on his own account howling:V 150

‘[I shall] lift them up and climb to the sky!

[I shall] smite the ground so they fall to the Ocean Below!’

He lifted them up but the sky was too far,

he smote the ground but the bedrock withstood him.

At the heels of their feet the ground burst asunder,V 155

they shattered, as they whirled, Mounts Sirion and Lebanon.

Black became the clouds of white,

raining down on them death like a mist.

Shamash roused against Humbaba the mighty gale-winds:

South Wind, North Wind, East Wind and West Wind,V 160

Blast, Counterblast, Typhoon, Hurricane and Tempest,

Devil-Wind, Frost-Wind, Gale and Tornado:

there rose thirteen winds and the face of Humbaba darkened –

he could not charge forwards, he could not kick backwards –

the weapons of Gilgamesh then conquered Humbaba.V 165

In a plea for his life said Humbaba to Gilgamesh:

‘You are so young, Gilgamesh, your mother just bore you,

but indeed you are the offspring of [Wild-Cow Ninsun!]

By Shamash’s command you flattened ten mountains,

O offshoot sprung from Uruk’s midst, Gilgamesh the king!V 170

‘Never, O Gilgamesh, did a dead man please a master,

[but a slave] alive [brings profit] to his owner.

O Gilgamesh, be merciful! In woe I am truly [prostrated!]

Let me stay here in the forest at your beck and call!

‘Trees I will keep you, as many as you ask for:V 175

I will keep you myrtle, cedar and cypress,

timber fine and straight-grown, to be the pride of your palace!’

Enkidu opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘Do not listen, my [friend,] to Humbaba’s words of pleading,

[why] should his pleading even enter your mind?V 180

‘If he returns to his home, we shall be as unborn!

[He will bind] us fast in the Forest of Cedar,

[then] enter the grove and put [on his auras.]’

Humbaba [heard how Enkidu] abused [him.]

Humbaba [lifted his head, weeping before Shamash,]V 185

[his tears] flowing [under the rays of the sun:]



* * *


‘You are experienced in the ways of my forest, the ways …,V 190

also you know all the arts of speech.

Had I only hung you high on a sapling at my forest’s entrance,

had I only fed your flesh to the birds of the forest, ravening eagle and vulture.

‘Now, Enkidu, [my] release lies with you:

tell Gilgamesh to spare me my life!’V 195

Enkidu opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘My friend, Humbaba who guards the Forest of [Cedar:]

finish him, slay him, do away with his power!

Humbaba who guards the Forest [of Cedar:]

finish him, slay him, do away with his power!

‘Before Enlil the foremost hears what we do,V 200

and the [great] gods take against us in anger,

Enlil in Nippur, Shamash in [Larsa] …,

establish for ever [a fame] that endures,

how Gilgamesh [slew ferocious] Humbaba!’

Humbaba heard [how Enkidu abused him.]V 205

Humbaba [lifted] his head, [weeping before Shamash.]



Humbaba’s third plea for mercy is lost, but a Middle Babylonian fragment from Ugarit contains lines that can very well fit here:


When Humbaba heard this,

he lifted his head, weeping before [Shamash,]

[his] tears flowing under the rays of the sun:

‘When Enkidu lay asleep with his animals, I did not call out to [him;]

mounts [Sirion] and Lebanon, growers of cedar, had never been [spoilt.]

‘[As you], O Shamash, [are] my lord and my judge,

I knew no mother who bore me,

[I knew no father who reared me,]

[it was a] mountain that bore me and you that reared me!

‘O Enkidu, my release rests [with you,]:

[tell Gilgamesh] to spare me my life!’



Enkidu’s response can be restored as before:


[Enkidu opened his mouth to speak,]

[saying to Gilgamesh:]V 245

‘[My friend, Humbaba who guards the Forest of Cedar:]

[finish him, slay him, do away with his power!]

[Humbaba who guards the Forest of Cedar:]

[finish him, slay him, do away with his power!]

‘[Before Enlil the foremost hears what we do,]V 250

[and the great gods take against us in anger,]

[Enlil in Nippur, Shamash in Larsa …,]

[establish for ever a fame that endures,]

[how Gilgamesh slew ferocious Humbaba!]’

[Humbaba] heard [how Enkidu abused him.]V 255

Humbaba lifted his head, [weeping before Shamash,]

[his tears flowing] under the rays of the sun:

‘You did enter, O Enkidu, ……

In the clashing of weapons a prince …,

but for his palace retainer hostilities are … V 260

‘You sit before [him] like a shepherd,

like his hireling [doing his bidding.]

Now, Enkidu, [my release] lies with you …,

tell Gilgamesh to [spare] me my life!’

Enkidu opened his mouth to speak,V 265

saying [to Gilgamesh:]

‘My friend, Humbaba who guards the Forest [of Cedar:]

[finish him,] slay him, [do away with his power!]

‘Before [Enlil] the foremost hears what we do,

and the [great] gods take against us in anger,

Enlil in Nippur, Shamash in [Larsa] …

establish for ever [a fame] that endures,

how Gilgamesh slew [ferocious] Humbaba!’V 270

Humbaba heard [how Enkidu abused him.]

Humbaba lifted [his head, weeping before Shamash,]

[his tears flowing] under the [rays of the sun:]



* * *


‘May the pair of them not grow old,

besides Gilgamesh his friend, none shall bury Enkidu!’V 280

Enkidu opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘My friend, I speak to you but you do not hear me!

While the curses ….…..,

[let those curses return] to his mouth.’

[Gilgamesh heard the words] of his friend,V 285

he drew forth [the sword at] his side.

Gilgamesh [stabbed him] in the neck,

Enkidu cut out [his heart,] pulled it forth with the lungs.

.….. springing up,

[from] the head he took the tusks as booty.V 290

[Blood] in plenty fell on the mountain,

[gore] in plenty fell on the mountain.
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A short lacuna intervenes, during which the heroes desecrate the forest. Then:


Gilgamesh [went trampling through the] forest,V 300

to take resin from the cedars [for the table] of Enlil.

[Enkidu] opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘[My friend,] we have reduced the forest [to] a wasteland,

[how] shall we answer Enlil in Nippur?

“[In] your might you slew the guardian,V 305

what was this wrath of yours that you went trampling the forest?”’

After they had slain his seven sons,

Cricket, Screecher, Typhoon, Screamer, Crafty, …, Storm –

hatchets of two talents each were their axes,

.….…. they cut off,

three and a half cubits (long) were the chips made by each stroke.V 310

Gilgamesh was cutting down the trees,

Enkidu was seeking out the best timber.

Enkidu opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘My friend, we have felled a lofty cedar,

whose top thrust up to the sky.V 315

‘I’m making a door, six rods in height, two rods in breadth, one cubit in thickness,

whose pole and pivots, top and bottom, are all of a piece.

To the house of Enlil in Nippur the Euphrates shall bear it,

[and] the sanctuary of Nippur [rejoice!]’

They fashioned a raft of logs [of cedar and] cypress,V 320

they lashed the raft tight, they laid [cedar on it.]

Enkidu was riding ……,

and Gilgamesh rode [too, bearing] the head of Humbaba.



Tablet VI. Ishtar and the Bull of Heaven

Back in Uruk Gilgamesh’s beauty provokes the desire of the goddess Ishtar and she proposes to him. Gilgamesh scorns her, reminding her of the fates suffered by her many former conquests. Ishtar is enraged and rushes up to heaven. She persuades Anu, her father, to give her the fiery Bull of Heaven (the constellation Taurus) so that she can punish Gilgamesh with death. The Bull of Heaven causes havoc in Uruk, but Gilgamesh and Enkidu discover its weak spot and kill it. They insult Ishtar further and return to the palace in triumph to celebrate their victory.


He washed his matted hair, he cleaned his equipment,

he shook his hair down over his back.

Casting aside his dirty gear he clad himself in clean,

wrapped cloaks round him, tied with a sash.

Then did Gilgamesh put on his crown.VI 5

On the beauty of Gilgamesh Lady Ishtar looked with longing:

‘Come, Gilgamesh, be you my bridegroom!

Grant me your fruits, O grant me!

Be you my husband and I’ll be your wife!

‘Let me harness you a chariot of lapis lazuli and gold,VI 10

its wheels shall be gold and its horns shall be amber.

Driving lions in a team and mules of great size,

enter our house amid the sweet scent of cedar!

‘As you enter our house

doorway and footstool shall kiss your feet!VI 15

Kings, courtiers and nobles shall kneel before you,

produce of mountain and lowland they shall bring you as tribute!

‘Your goats shall bear triplets, your ewes shall bear twins,

your donkey when laden shall outpace any mule!

Your horse shall gallop at the chariot in glory,VI 20

no ox shall match yours at the yoke!’

[Gilgamesh] opened his mouth to speak,

[saying] to the Lady Ishtar:

‘[And if indeed I] take you in marriage,

‘…… body and clothing,VI 25

[whence will come] my food and my sustenance?

[Will you feed me] bread that is fit for a god,

[and pour me ale] that is fit for a king?’VI 28



* * *


‘[Why] would I want to take you in marriage?VI 32

[You, a frost] that congeals no ice,

a slatted door that stays not breeze nor draught,

a palace that massacres warriors,VI 35

‘an elephant which … its hoods,

pitch that [stains the hands] of its bearer,

a waterskin that [cuts the hands] of its bearer,

a boulder that [smashes] a wall of stone,

‘a battering ram that destroys [a wall for] the enemy,VI 40

a shoe that bites the foot of its owner!

What bridegroom of yours did endure for ever?

What brave warrior of yours went up [to the heavens?]

‘Come, let me tell [you the tale] of your lovers:

of ….….. his arm.VI 45

Dumuzi, the husband of your youth,

year upon year, to lamenting you doomed him.

‘You loved the speckled hoopoe,

but struck it down and broke its wing:

now it stands in the woods crying “My wing!”VI 50

You loved the lion, perfect in strength,

but for it you dug seven pits and seven.

‘You loved the horse, so famed in battle,

but you made its destiny whip, spur and lash.

You made its destiny a seven-league gallop,VI 55

you made its destiny to drink muddy water,

and doomed Silili its mother to perpetual weeping.

‘You loved the shepherd, the grazier, the herdsman,

who gave you piles of bread baked in embers,

and slaughtered kids for you day after day.VI 60

‘You struck him and turned him into a wolf,

now his very own shepherd boys chase him away,

and his dogs take bites at his haunches.

‘You loved Ishullanu, your father’s gardener,

who used to bring you dates in a basket,VI 65

daily making your table gleam.

You eyed him up and went to meet him:

‘“O my Ishullanu, let us taste your vigour:

Put out your ‘hand’ and stroke my quim!”

But Ishullanu said to you:VI 70

‘“Me! What do you want of me?

Did my mother not bake? Have I not eaten,

that now I should eat the bread of slander and insults?

Should I let only rushes cover me in winter?”

‘When you heard what [he had to] say,VI 75

you struck him and turned him into a dwarf.

You sat him down in the midst of his labours,

he cannot go up …, he cannot go down …

Must you love me also and [deal with me] likewise?’

The goddess Ishtar [heard] these words,VI 80

she [went up] to heaven in a furious rage.

[Weeping] she went to Anu, her father,

before Antu, her mother, her tears did flow:

‘O father, again and again does Gilgamesh scorn me,

telling a tale of foulest slander,VI 85

slander about me and insults too.’

Anu opened his mouth to speak,

saying to the Lady Ishtar:

‘Well, was it not you who provoked King Gilgamesh,

so he told a tale of foulest slander,VI 90

slander about you and insults too?’

Ishtar opened her mouth to speak,

saying to her father, Anu:

‘Father, give me, please, the Bull of Heaven,

so in his dwelling I may slay Gilgamesh!VI 95

‘If you do not give me the Bull of Heaven,

I shall smash [the gates of the Netherworld, right down] to its dwelling,

to the world below I shall grant [manumission,]

I shall bring up the dead to consume the living,

I shall make the dead outnumber the living.’VI 100

Anu opened his mouth to speak,

saying to the Lady Ishtar:

‘If you want from me the Bull of Heaven,

let the widow of Uruk gather seven years’ chaff,

[and the farmer of Uruk] grow seven years’ hay.’VI 105

[Ishtar opened her mouth] to speak,

[saying to] her father, Anu:

‘….….. already I stored,

.….…. already I grew.

‘The widow [of Uruk has] gathered [seven] years’ chaff,VI 110

the farmer [of Uruk has grown seven years’] hay.

With the wrath of the Bull I shall [have vengeance!]’

Anu heard this speech of Ishtar,

the Bull of Heaven’s nose-rope he placed in her hands.

[Down came] Ishtar, leading it onward:VI 115

when it reached the land of Uruk,

it dried up the woods, the reed-beds and marshes,

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

As the Bull of Heaven snorted a pit opened up,

one hundred men of Uruk fell down it.VI 120

The second time it snorted a pit opened up,

two hundred men of Uruk fell down it.

The third time it snorted a pit opened up,

and Enkidu fell in as far as his waist.

Enkidu sprang up and seized the Bull by the horns.VI 125

In his face the Bull spat slaver,

flicking its dung with the tuft of its tail.

Enkidu opened his mouth [to speak,]

saying to Gilgamesh, [his friend:]

‘My friend, we vaunted ourselves [in our] city:VI 130

how shall we answer the thronging people?

‘My friend, I have tested the might of the Bull of Heaven,

so learning [its] strength, [and knowing its] purpose.

Let me [test] again the might of the Bull,

I [shall get me] behind [the Bull of Heaven,]VI 135

I will seize [it by the tuft of the tail.]

‘I will set [my foot on the back of] its [leg,]

in ….….. [it.]

Then [you] like a [butcher, brave and] skilful,

between the yoke of the horns and the slaughter-spot thrust in your knife!’VI 140

Enkidu rushed round to the rear of the Bull,

he seized it by the [tuft] of the tail.

[He set] his foot on [the back of] its [leg,]

[in] ….….. it.

Then Gilgamesh like a butcher, brave and skilful,VI 145

between the yoke of the horns and the slaughter-spot [he thrust in] his knife.

After they had slain the Bull of Heaven,

they bore its heart aloft and set it before Shamash.

Stepping back they fell prostrate in the presence of the Sun God,

then both of them together sat down.VI 150

Ishtar went up on the wall of Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

hopping and stamping, she wailed in woe:

‘Alas! Gilgamesh, who mocked me, has killed the Bull of Heaven.’

Enkidu heard these words of Ishtar,

and tearing off the Bull’s shoulder he hurled it towards her.VI 155

‘Had I caught you too, I’d have treated you likewise,

I’d have draped your arms in its guts!’
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Ishtar assembled the courtesans, prostitutes and harlots,

over the Bull of Heaven’s shoulder she began rites of mourning.

Gilgamesh summoned all the smiths and craftsmen,VI 160

the size of the horns the craftsmen admired.

Thirty pounds of lapis lazuli in a solid block,

two pounds each their rims,

sixty bushels of oil, the capacity of both.

He gave them to his god Lugalbanda, to hold oil for anointment,VI 165

he took them in to hang in his chamber.

They washed their hands in the river Euphrates,

took each other by the hand and in they came.

As they drove along the streets of Uruk,

the people were gathered to gaze [on them.]VI 170

Gilgamesh spoke a word to the serving girls of [his palace:]

‘Who is the finest among men?

Who the most glorious of fellows?’

‘Gilgamesh is the finest among men!

[Gilgamesh the most] glorious of fellows!’VI 175



* * *


Gilgamesh made merry in his palace.VI 179

At night the men lay asleep on their beds,VI 180

and Enkidu as he slept was having a dream.

Enkidu rose to relate the dream,

saying to his friend:



Tablet VII. The Death of Enkidu

In a dream Enkidu sees the gods in assembly decree his doom. In anguished delirium he pictures before him the great door of cedar he made for Enlil’s temple, and he curses it because it has failed to secure for him the god’s favour. He then turns his thoughts to the trapper and the prostitute, the instruments of his introduction to civilization, whom he also blames for his plight. Shamash persuades him to relent, and he returns to bless the prostitute. He has a second dream, in which he is dragged down to the Netherworld by the Angel of Death and granted a vision of hell. After describing the dream to Gilgamesh he falls sick. Languishing on his deathbed he complains to Gilgamesh of the ignominy of his fate, compared with death in battle. He dies.


‘My friend, why were the great gods in counsel?’VII 1



What followed the opening line of Tablet VII is still not recovered. The missing episode is known from a fragmentary passage written in Hittite, which was based on an older version of the Babylonian poem:

… and dawn broke. Enkidu began to speak to Gilgamesh: ‘My brother, this night what a dream [I had!] The gods Anu, Enlil, Ea and celestial Shamash [held assembly], and Anu spoke unto Enlil: “These, because they slew the Bull of Heaven, and slew *Humbaba who [guarded] the mountains dense-[wooded] with cedar,” so said Anu, “between these two [let one of them die!]”

‘And Enlil said: “Let Enkidu die, but let not Gilgamesh die!”

‘Celestial Shamash began to reply to the hero Enlil: “Was it not at your word that they slew him, the Bull of Heaven – and also *Humbaba? Now shall innocent Enkidu die?”

‘Enlil was wroth at celestial Shamash: “How like a comrade you marched with them daily!”’

Enkidu lay down before Gilgamesh, his tears [flowed] down like streams: ‘O my brother, dear to me is my brother! They will [never] raise me up again for my brother. [Among] the dead I shall sit, the threshold of the dead [I shall cross,] never again [shall I set] eyes on my dear brother.’

The text of Tablet VII resumes with Enkidu’s delirium:


Enkidu lifted [his eyes as though to the door,]VII 37

he talked with the door as if [with a man:]

‘O door of the woodland, that has no [sense,]

I have understanding that [you] have not.VII 40

For twenty leagues I sought for you the [finest] timber,

until [in the forest] I found a tall cedar.

‘Your tree had no rival [in the Forest of Cedar:]

six rods is your height, two rods your breadth, one [cubit] your thickness,

your pole and your pivots, top and bottom, are all of a piece.VII 45

I fashioned you, I lifted you, I hung you upright in Nippur.

‘Had I but known, O door, that so you would [repay me,]

had I but known, O door, that so you would reward me,

I would have lifted my axe, I would have cut you down,

I would have shipped you down on a raft to Ebabbara.VII 50

‘[To] Ebabbara, the temple of Shamash, I would have brought [you,]

I would have set [up] the cedar [in the gate] of Ebabbara.

[In] its doorway I would have stood Lion-Bird [and bull colossus,]

[and placed them as guardians at] your entrance.

‘I would have … the city … Shamash,VII 55

and in Uruk ….…..:

because Shamash heard what I said,

and in time of [peril] … he [gave] me a weapon.

‘Now, O door, it was I who fashioned you, who lifted you up:

I [also can curse you, I also can] tear you down!VII 60

May a king who comes after me bear for you hatred,

or … hang you [where you cannot be seen,]

may he remove my name and write upon you his own!’

He ripped off [his garments,] cast [his finery] away,

as he listened to his words, swiftly and soon his [tears were flowing –]VII 65

as Gilgamesh listened to the words of Enkidu, his friend,

[swiftly and soon his] tears were [flowing.]

Gilgamesh opened his mouth to speak,

saying to Enkidu:

[‘My friend,] … in …… manifest,

[do you, who] had understanding and reason, [now speak] madness?VII 70

‘Why, my friend, does your heart talk madness …?

[the dream] was special, great the anxiety.

[Your feverish lips] were buzzing like flies,

[the misgivings were] great, the dream was rare.

‘To the one who survives is left grief for a legacy:VII 75

the dead leave sorrow to those who survive.

The great gods [I’ll] beseech in supplication,

let me seek out [Shamash,] I’ll appeal to your god.

‘In [your presence] I will pray [to Anu,] father of the gods,

[may] great counsellor Enlil [hear] my prayer in your presence,VII 80

may [my entreaty find favour with Ea!]

I will fashion your statue in gold without limit,

.….….…’

[‘My friend,] give no silver, give no gold, give no [gemstones!]

The word [Enlil] spoke is not such that the gods can rescind,VII 85

[what he] commands, he doesn’t erase,

[what] he sets down …, he doesn’t erase.

My friend, fixed [is my destiny,]

people go to their doom before their time.’

At the very first glimmer of brightening dawn,VII 90

Enkidu lifted his head, lamenting to Shamash,

his tears flowing under the rays of the sun:

‘I appeal to you, Shamash, for my life so precious:

[as for] the hunter, the trapper-man,

who let me not get as much as my friend:VII 95

‘may the hunter not get as much as his friend!

Destroy his profit, diminish his income!

May his share of the profits be cut in your presence!

[The house] where he enters, may [its god] leave by the window!’

[After] he had cursed the hunter to his heart’s content,VII 100

he decided [also] to curse Shamhat [the harlot:]

‘Come, Shamhat, I will fix your destiny,

a doom to endure for all eternity:

‘[I will] curse you with a mighty curse,

my curse shall afflict you now and forthwith!VII 105

A home to delight in [you shall not] acquire,

[never to] reside in the [midst] of a family!

‘In the young women’s [chamber you shall not] sit!

Your finest [garment] the ground shall defile!

Your festive gown [the drunkard] shall stain [in the dirt!]VII 110

[A household full of] beauty you shall never acquire!

‘For your home shall serve a potter’s [clay pit!]

You shall have neither bedroom, nor family shrine, [nor hearth!]

No bed, chair or table, that people take pride in, shall be found in your chamber!

The couch you delight in shall be a hard bench!VII 115

‘[The dust of the cross]-roads shall be where you sit!

[A field of ruins shall be] where you sleep!

The shade of the rampart shall be where you stand!

[Thorn and] briar shall skin your feet!

‘[Drunk and] sober shall strike your cheek!

[Wives] shall be plaintiff, and bring claims against you!VII 120

[The roof of your house] no builder shall plaster!

[In your chamber] shall roost an owl!

‘[Never in your house shall] banquet take place!VII 123



* * *


‘Because [you made] me [weak, who was undefiled!]VII 130

Yes, in the wild [you weakened] me, who was undefiled!’

Shamash heard what he had spoken,

straight away from the sky there cried out a voice:

‘O Enkidu, why curse Shamhat the harlot,

who fed you bread that was fit for a god,VII 135

and poured you ale that was fit for a king,

who clothed you in a splendid garment,

and gave you as companion the handsome Gilgamesh?

‘And now Gilgamesh, your friend and your brother,

[will] lay you out on a magnificent bed.VII 140

[On] a bed of honour he will lay you out,

[he will] place you on his left, on a seat of repose;

[the rulers] of the underworld will all kiss your feet.

‘The people of Uruk [he will have] mourn and lament you,

the people [so bonny] he will fill full of woe for you.VII 145

After you are gone his hair will be matted in mourning,

[clad] in the skin of a lion, he will wander the [wild.]’

Enkidu [heard] the words of Shamash the hero,

… his heart so angry grew calm,

… [his heart] so furious grew calm:VII 150

‘Come, [Shamhat, I will fix your destiny!]

‘[My] mouth [that] cursed you shall bless [you] as well!

[Governors] shall love you and noblemen too!

[At one league off] men shall slap their thighs,

[at two leagues off] they shall shake out their hair!VII 155

‘No soldier shall [be slow] to drop his belt for you,

obsidian he shall [give you], lapis lazuli and gold!

Ear[rings] of gold shall be what he gives you!

‘Ishtar, [the ablest] of gods, shall gain you entrance

to the man whose home [is secure] and wealth heaped high!VII 160

[For you] his wife shall be deserted, though mother of seven!’

[As for Enkidu], his mind was troubled,

he lay on his own and [began to ponder.]

What was on his mind he told to his friend:

‘My friend, in the course of the night I had such a dream!VII 165

‘The heavens thundered, the earth gave echo,

and there was I, standing between them.

A man there was, his visage was darkened,

fierce as a Lion-Bird were his features.

‘His hands were a lion’s paws, his claws an eagle’s talons,VII 170

he seized me by the hair, he overpowered me.

I struck him, but back he sprang like a skipping rope,

he struck me, and like a raft capsized me.
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‘Underfoot [he] crushed me, like a mighty wild bull,

[drenching] my body with poisonous slaver.VII 175

“Save me, my friend! ……”

You were afraid of him, and you ……VII 177



* * *


‘[He struck me and] turned me into a dove.VII 182

‘[He trussed] my arms like the wings of a bird,

to lead me captive to the house of darkness, seat of Irkalla:

to the house which none who enters ever leaves,VII 185

on the path that allows no journey back,

‘to the house whose residents are deprived of light,

where dust is their sustenance and clay their food,

where they are clad like birds in coats of feathers,

and see no light, but dwell in darkness.VII 190

‘On door [and bolt the dust lay thick,]

on the House [of Dust was poured a deathly quiet.]

In the House of Dust that I entered,

‘I looked around me, saw crowns stacked in piles,

there were the crowned [heads] who’d ruled the land since days of yore,VII 195

who’d served the roast [at the] tables of Anu and Enlil,

who’d proffered baked bread, and poured them cool water from skins.

‘In the House of Dust that I entered,

there were the en-priests and lagar-priests,

there were lustration-priests and lumahhu-priests,VII 200

there were the great gods’ gudapsû-priests,

‘there was Etana, there was Shakkan,

[there was] the queen of the Netherworld, the goddess Ereshkigal.

Before her sat [Belet]-ṣeri, the scribe of the Netherworld,

holding [a tablet], reading aloud in her presence.VII 205

‘[She raised] her head and she saw me:

“[Who was] it fetched this man here?

[Who was it] brought here [this fellow?]”’VII 208



The remainder of Enkidu’s vision of hell is lost. At the end of his speech he commends himself to Gilgamesh:


‘I who [endured] all hardships [with you,]VII 251

remember [me, my friend,] don’t [forget] all I went through!’



Gilgamesh:


‘My friend saw a vision which will never [be equalled!]’

The day he had the dream [his strength] was exhausted,

Enkidu was cast down, he lay one day sick [and then a second.]VII 255

Enkidu [lay] on his bed, [his sickness worsened,]

a third day and a fourth day, [the sickness of Enkidu worsened.]

A fifth day, a sixth and a seventh, an eighth, a ninth [and a tenth,]

the sickness of Enkidu worsened …

An eleventh day and a twelfth, ……VII 260

Enkidu [lay] on the bed, ……

He called for Gilgamesh [and spoke to his friend:]

‘[My god] has taken against me, my friend, …,

[I do not die] like one who [falls] in the midst of battle.

I was afraid of combat, but ……VII 265

My friend, one who [falls] in combat [makes his name,]

but I, [I do not fall] in [combat, and shall make not my name.]’



The description of Enkidu’s final death throes, which no doubt filled the remaining thirty or so lines of Tablet VII, is still to be recovered.

Tablet VIII. The Funeral of Enkidu

Gilgamesh offers up a great lament for Enkidu. He summons his craftsmen and makes a funerary statue of his friend, and from his treasury he selects the grave goods that Enkidu will take to the Netherworld to win the goodwill of the deities who dwell there. As part of the wake a great banquet is held, and then treasures are offered to the gods of the Netherworld and ritually displayed in public.


At the very first glimmer of brightening dawn,

Gilgamesh [began mourning] his friend:

‘O Enkidu, [whom] your mother, a gazelle,

and your father, a wild donkey, [did raise,]

‘whom the wild [asses] did rear with their milk,VIII 5

whom the beasts [of the wild did teach] all the pastures –

O Enkidu, may the paths [of] the Forest of Cedar

mourn you [without pause,] by day and by night!

‘May the elders of teeming Uruk-the-Sheepfold mourn you!

May the crowd who gave us their blessings [mourn you!]VIII 10

May the high [peaks] of hills and mountains mourn you,

.….…. pure.

May the pastures lament like your mother!

‘May [myrtle,] cypress and cedar mourn you,

through whose midst we crept in our fury!VIII 15

May the bear mourn you, the hyena, the panther, the cheetah, the stag and the jackal,

the lion, the wild bull, the deer, the ibex, all the beasts of the wild!

‘May the sacred river Ulay mourn you,

along whose banks we walked in our vigour!

May the holy Euphrates mourn you,

whose water we poured in libation from skins!VIII 20

‘May the young men of Uruk-the-Sheepfold mourn you,

[who] witnessed our battle when we slew the Bull of Heaven!

May the ploughman mourn you in [his furrow],

[when he] extols your name with his sweet yodel!

‘May the … of teeming Uruk-the-Sheepfold mourn you,VIII 25

[who] sends [forth] your name [with] the first …!

May the herdsman mourn you [in his cow pen,]

[who] made sweet [for your mouth] the milk and butter!

‘May [the shepherd boy] mourn you …,

[who] provided the ghee for your lips!VIII 30

May the brewer mourn you,

[who] provided the ale for your mouth!

‘May the harlot mourn you,

[who] anointed your head with sweet-smelling oil!

May … [in the house] of the wedding ceremony mourn [you,]VIII 35

who … a wife ……!

‘May ….….. mourn you!

May …… mourn you [like] brothers!

May their tresses be loosed for [you] like sisters!

[May they weep] for Enkidu, your mother and father …!VIII 40

[On this] very [day] I [myself] shall mourn you!

‘Hear me, O young men, hear [me!]

Hear me, O elders [of teeming Uruk,] hear me!

I shall weep for Enkidu, my friend,

like a hired mourner-woman I shall bitterly wail!VIII 45



[image: 9 ‘I shall weep for Enkidu, my friend!’]
9 ‘I shall weep for Enkidu, my friend!’

‘The axe at my side, in which my arm trusted,

the sword at my belt, the shield at my face,

my festive garment, my girdle of delight:

a wicked wind rose up and robbed me.

‘O my friend, wild ass on the run, donkey of the uplands, panther of the wild,VIII 50

my friend Enkidu, wild ass on the run, donkey of the uplands, panther of the wild!

It was we together who climbed the [mountains,]

seized and [slew] the Bull of Heaven,

destroyed Humbaba, who [dwelt in the] Forest [of Cedar.]

‘Now what is this sleep that has seized [you?]VIII 55

You’ve become unconscious, you do not [hear me!]’

But he, he lifted not [his head.]

He felt his heart, but it beat no longer.

He covered, like a bride, the face of his friend,

like an eagle he circled around him.VIII 60

Like a lioness deprived of her cubs,

he paced to and fro, this way and that.

His curly [hair] he tore out in clumps,

he ripped off his finery, [like] a thing taboo he cast it away.

At the very first glimmer of brightening dawn,VIII 65

Gilgamesh sent forth a call to the land:

‘O forgemaster! [Lapidary!] Coppersmith! Goldsmith! Jeweller!

Make [of] my friend [a statue in his image,]

[such as no one before] fashioned a statue of his friend:

the limbs of my friend shall be of … VIII 70

‘Your eyebrows shall be of lapis lazuli, your chest of gold,

your body shall be of ……VIII 72



* * *


‘[I shall lay you out on a magnificent bed,]VIII 84

[I shall lay you out] on a bed [of honour.]VIII 85

I shall place you [on my left, on a seat of repose;]

the rulers of the underworld [will all kiss your feet.]

‘The people [of Uruk] I shall have mourn [and lament you,]

the people so bonny [I shall fill full of woe for you.]

After you are gone [my hair will be matted in mourning,]VIII 90

clad in the skin of [a lion I shall wander] the wild.’

At the very first glimmer of brightening dawn,

[Gilgamesh arose and entered his treasury.]

He undid its sealings, inspected the gemstones:

obsidian, carnelian, [lapis lazuli, mother-of]-pearl, alabaster.VIII 95

.….…. skilfully worked,

.….…. he provided for his friend.

.….…. he provided for his friend,

.….. of x+10 pounds of gold he provided for his friend.

.….. of x pounds of gold he provided for his friend.VIII 100

…… of x pounds of gold he provided for his friend.

…… of x pounds of gold he provided for his friend.

.….…….

.….. between them, mounted in thirty pounds of gold,

.….. was their …, he provided for his friend.VIII 105

.….. was their …, he provided for his friend.

.….…. was their thickness,

.….. was their …, he provided for his friend.

.….…. large

.….…. he provided for his friend.VIII 110

.….…. of his waist

.….…. he provided for his friend.

.….…. he provided for his friend.

.….…. he provided for his friend.

.….…. he provided for his friend.VIII 115

.….…….

.….…. he provided for his friend.

.….…. of his feet, he provided for his friend.

.….. of x talents of ivory …,

.….. of which the handle [was x pounds] of gold, he provided for his friend.VIII 120

.….. mighty … of its arm, he provided for his friend.

… of which the quiver was …, and the handle a talent of gold, he provided for his friend.

.….…. the mace in his hand was ivory,

.….. of which the handle was forty pounds of gold, he provided for his friend.

.….…., three cubits was its length,VIII 125

.….…. was its thickness, he provided for his friend.

.….…. of fine gold,

.….…. of carnelian, rod of iron,

.….…. holder was a wild bull,

.….…. for his friend,VIII 130

he butchered fattened [oxen] and sheep, piled them high for his friend.

‘[These gifts I display,] O Shamash, for my friend!’

.….. they carried all the meat to the rulers of the underworld.

… to the great queen Ishtar.

[A throw]stick of mahogany, the gleaming wood,VIII 135

[for] the great queen Ishtar he displayed to the Sun God:

[‘May] the great queen Ishtar … accept this,

may she [welcome] my friend and walk [at his side!]’

A festive gown ……

for Belet-ili, [the older sister of Enlil, he] displayed [to the Sun God:]VIII 140

‘May [Belet-ili, the] older [sister of Enlil, accept this,]

may she [welcome my friend and] walk at his side!’

A flask of lapis lazuli ……

for Ereshkigal, [the queen of the Netherworld, he displayed to the Sun God:]VIII 145

‘May Ereshkigal, the [queen of the teeming Netherworld,] accept this,

may she welcome [my friend and walk at his side!]’

A flute of carnelian ……

for Dumuzi, the shepherd loved by [Ishtar, he displayed to the Sun God:]

‘May Dumuzi, the shepherd loved by [Ishtar,] accept this,VIII 150

may he welcome my friend and [walk at his side!]’

A chair of lapis lazuli ……

a staff of lapis lazuli ……

for Namtar, [the vizier of the Netherworld, he displayed to the Sun God:]

‘May [Namtar, the vizier of the teeming Netherworld,] accept this,VIII 155

[may he welcome my friend and walk at his side!]’

.….…….

for [Hushbisha, the stewardess of the Netherworld, he displayed to the Sun God:]

‘May [Hushbisha, the stewardess of the teeming Netherworld, accept this,]VIII 160

[may she welcome my friend and walk at his side!]’

He had made ….…..

a clasp of silver, bangles of copper, …

for Qassu-ṭabat, the sweeper of [Ereshkigal, he displayed to the Sun God:]

‘[May] Qassu-ṭabat, the sweeper [of Ereshkigal,] accept this,VIII 165

may he welcome my friend and [walk at his side!]

May my friend not …, nor become sick at heart!’

… of alabaster, the inside inlaid with lapis lazuli and carnelian,

[depicting an image] of the Cedar Forest,

.….. inlaid with carnelianVIII 170

for Ninshuluhhatumma, the cleaner of the house, he displayed to the Sun God:

‘May Ninshuluhhatumma, the cleaner of the house, accept this,

may she welcome my friend and walk at his side!

[May she] … before my friend,

may my [friend] not …, nor become sick at heart!’

A double-edged dagger with a haft of lapis lazuli,VIII 175

a flintstone from the holy Euphrates,

for Bibbu, the butcher of the Netherworld, he displayed to the Sun God:

‘[May Bibbu, the butcher] of the teeming Netherworld, [accept this,]

[may he] welcome [my friend] and walk at his side!’

.….. a flask of alabasterVIII 180

[for Dumuzi-abzu, the] scapegoat of the Netherworld, he displayed to the Sun God:

‘[May Dumuzi]-abzu, the scapegoat of the teeming Netherworld, [accept this,]

may he welcome my [friend] and walk at his side!’

.….. the top of which was lapis lazuli,

.….. inlaid with carnelian,VIII 185

[for …… he displayed to the Sun God:]

[‘May …… accept this,]

[may he welcome my friend and walk at his side!’]VIII 188



When the text resumes after a lacuna the speaker is someone other than Gilgamesh:


‘…… which we … VIII 208

… their …, their names …

… judge of the Anunnaki …’VIII 210

Gilgamesh heard these words,

he conceived [the idea] of damming the river.

At the very first glimmer of brightening dawn,

Gilgamesh opened [his gate.]

He brought out a great table of elammaku-wood,VIII 215

he filled with syrup a bowl of carnelian.

He filled with ghee a bowl of lapis lazuli,

he decorated … and displayed it to the Sun God.



The rest of the description of Enkidu’s funeral, which would have occupied the remaining thirty or so lines of Tablet VIII, is yet to come to light.

Tablet IX. The Wanderings of Gilgamesh

In mourning for Enkidu, whose death has brought home to him his own mortality, Gilgamesh leaves Uruk to wander the earth in search of the immortal Uta-napishti, whose secret he covets. Pressing on to the end of the world he comes to the mountains where the Sun sets and rises and asks the help of the scorpion-man who guards the way under them. Unable to convince Gilgamesh of the danger he courts the scorpion-man allows him to pass, and Gilgamesh races against time to complete the Path of the Sun before the Sun can catch up with him. He reaches the far end of the tunnel just in time and finds himself in a garden of jewels.


For his friend Enkidu Gilgamesh

did bitterly weep as he wandered the wild:

‘I shall die, and shall I not then be as Enkidu?

Sorrow has entered my heart!

‘I am afraid of death, so I wander the wild,IX 5

to find Uta-napishti, son of Ubar-Tutu.

On the road, travelling swiftly,

I came one night to a mountain pass.

‘I saw some lions and grew afraid,

I lifted my head to the moon in prayer,IX 10

to [Ishtar, the] lamp of the gods, went my supplications:

“[O Sîn and Ishtar,] keep me safe!”’

[That night he] lay down, then woke from a dream:

… in the presence of the moon he grew glad of life,

he took up his axe in his hand,IX 15

he drew forth [the sword from] his belt.

Like an arrow among them he fell,

he smote the [lions, he] killed them and scattered them.



The lacuna that intervenes here can be filled in part with text from an Old Babylonian tablet reportedly from Sippar:


[He] clad himself in their skins, he ate their flesh.Si i 2´

Gilgamesh [dug] wells that never existed before,

[he] drank the water, as he chased the winds.

Shamash grew worried, and leaning down,Si i 5´

he spoke to Gilgamesh:

‘O Gilgamesh, where are you wandering?

The life that you seek you never will find.’

Said Gilgamesh to him, to the hero Shamash:

‘After roaming, wandering all through the wild,Si i 10´

when I enter the Netherworld will rest be scarce?

I shall lie there sleeping all down the years!

‘Let my eyes see the sun and be sated with light!

The darkness is hidden, how much light is there left?

When may the dead see the rays of the sun?’Si i 15´



The text of Tablet IX resumes:


To Mashu’s twin mountains he came,IX 38

which daily guard the rising [sun,]

whose tops [support] the fabric of heaven,IX 40

whose base reaches down to the Netherworld.

There were scorpion-men guarding its gate,

whose terror was dread, whose glance was death,

whose radiance was fearful, overwhelming the mountains –

at sunrise and sunset they guarded the sun.IX 45

Gilgamesh saw them, in fear and dread he covered his face,

then collected his wits, and drew nearer their presence.

The scorpion-man called to his mate:

‘He who has come to us, flesh of the gods is his body.’

The scorpion-man’s mate answered him:IX 50

‘Two-thirds of him is god, but one third human.’

The scorpion-man called out,

saying a word [to King Gilgamesh,] flesh of the gods:



[image: 10 ‘At sunrise and sunset they guarded the sun’.]
10 ‘At sunrise and sunset they guarded the sun’.


‘[How did you come here,] such a far road?

[How did you get here,] to be in my presence?IX 55

[How did you ford the rivers,] whose passage is perilous?

.….. let me learn of your [journey!]

‘…… where your [face] is turned,

.….. let me learn [of your journey!]’IX 59



When the text resumes after a lacuna, Gilgamesh is explaining his quest:


‘[I am seeking] the [road] of my forefather, Uta-napishti,IX 75

who stood with the gods in assembly, and [found life eternal:]

of death and life [he shall tell me the secret.]’

The scorpion-man opened his mouth [to speak,]

saying to [Gilgamesh:]

‘Never [before], O Gilgamesh, was there [one like you,]IX 80

never did anyone [travel the path] of the mountain.

‘For twelve double-hours its interior [extends,]

the darkness is dense, and [light is] there none.

For the rising of the sun ….…..,

for the setting of the sun ….…..IX 85

‘For the setting of the ….…..,

they sent forth ….…..

And you, how will you ……?

Will you go in ….…..?’IX 90



After a long lacuna, the text resumes with the end of Gilgamesh’s reply:


‘Through sorrow ….…..IX 125

by frost and by sunshine [my face is burnt.]

Through exhaustion ….…..

now you ….…..’

The scorpion-man [opened his mouth to speak,]

[saying a word] to King Gilgamesh, [flesh of the gods:]IX 130

‘Go, Gilgamesh! ….…..

May the mountains of Mashu [allow you to pass!]

‘[May] the mountains and hills [watch over your going!]

Let [them help you] in safety [to continue your journey!]

[May] the gate of the mountains [open before you!]’IX 135

Gilgamesh [heard these words,]

what [the scorpion-man] told him [he took to heart,]

he [took] the path of the Sun God ……

At one double-hour ….…..,

the darkness was dense, [and light was there none:]IX 140

it did not [allow him to see behind him.]

At two double-hours ….…..,

the darkness was dense, [and light was there none:]

it did not [allow him to see behind him.]

At three double-hours ….…..,IX 145

[the darkness was dense, and light was there none:]

[it did not allow him to see behind him.]

At four double-hours ….…..,

[the darkness] was dense, [and light was there none:]

it did not [allow him to see behind him.]IX 150

At five double-hours ….…..,

the darkness was dense, [and light was there none:]

it did not allow [him to see behind him.]

On [reaching] six double-hours,

the darkness was dense, [and light was there none:]IX 155

it did not allow [him to see behind him.]

On reaching seven double-hours …,

the darkness was dense, and [light was there] none:

it did not allow him to see behind [him.]

At eight double-hours he began hurrying …,IX 160

the darkness was dense, and light was [there none:]

it did not [allow him to] see behind him.

At nine double-hours …… the north wind,

.….…. his face.

[The darkness was dense, and] light was [there none:]IX 165

[it did not allow him to] see behind him.

[On] reaching [ten double-hours,]

.….…. was very near.

[On reaching eleven double-hours a journey remained] of one double-hour,

[at twelve double-hours Gilgamesh] emerged ahead of the Sun.IX 170

.….. there was brilliance:

he went straight, as soon as he saw them, to … the trees of the gods.

A carnelian tree was in fruit,

hung with bunches of grapes, lovely to look on.

A lapis lazuli tree bore foliage,IX 175

in full fruit and gorgeous to gaze on.



* * *


… cypress ……

… cedar ……,IX 185

its leaf-stems were of pappardilû-stone and …

Sea coral …… gemstone,

instead of thorns and briars [there grew] crystal vials.

He touched a carob, [it was] abashmu-stone,

agate and haematite ……IX 190



* * *


As Gilgamesh walked about [in wonder,]IX 195

she lifted [her head in order] to watch him.



Tablet X. At the Edge of the World

Beyond the garden, by the sea-shore, lives a wise old goddess. She spies a forbidding figure in the distance and, taking him to be a hunter, bars the door of her tavern. Gilgamesh hears the noise and threatens to break in. She asks who he is. He tells her how his friend has died and how much he now fears death, and he asks her aid in crossing the sea to find Uta-napishti. She warns him of the futility of his quest and the dangers of the Waters of Death, but at length tells him where to find Uta-napishti’s ferryman, Ur-shanabi, with his crew of Stone Ones. Gilgamesh rushes down on the ferryman and his strange companions. When the fighting is over he explains his quest to Ur-shanabi and asks his aid in finding Uta-napishti. Ur-shanabi reveals that Gilgamesh has hindered his own progress by smashing the Stone Ones, but he instructs Gilgamesh to make punting-poles of immense length as an alternative means of propulsion. They embark on the boat with the poles. When the poles are all gone Gilgamesh uses the ferryman’s garment to make a sail, and they cross the Waters of Death. Having landed Gilgamesh tells his story to Uta-napishti. Uta-napishti reminds him of the duties of kings and discourses on the inevitability of death and the fleeting nature of life.


Shiduri was a tavern-keeper who lived by the sea-shore,

there she dwelt, [in an inn by the sea-shore.]

Potstands she had, and [vats all of gold,]

she was swathed in hoods and [veiled with] veils.

Gilgamesh came wandering ……,X 5

he was clad in a pelt, and fearful [to look on.]

The flesh of the gods he had in [his body,]

but in [his heart] there was sorrow.

His face resembled one come from afar.

As the tavern-keeper watched him in the distance,X 10

talking to herself she spoke a word,

taking counsel in her own mind:

‘For sure this man is a hunter of wild bulls,

but where does he come from, making straight for my gate?’

Thus the tavern-keeper saw him, and barred her gate,X 15

barred her gate and went up on the roof.

But Gilgamesh gave ear to …,

he lifted his chin, and turned [towards her.]

[Said] Gilgamesh to her, [to the tavern]-keeper:

‘Tavern-keeper, why [did you bar] your [gate] as soon as you saw [me?]X 20

‘You barred your gate, [and went up on the] roof.

I shall smash down the door, I shall [shatter the bolts!]’X 22

* * *

[Said the tavern-keeper] to him, [to] Gilgamesh:X 25

‘…… I barred my gate,

.….. [I went up on] the roof.

.….. let me learn of [your journey!]’

[Said Gilgamesh to] her, [to the tavern]-keeper:

‘[My friend Enkidu and I ……:]X 30

‘[it was we together who climbed the] mountains,

[seized and slew the Bull of Heaven,]

[destroyed Humbaba, who dwelt in the Forest of] Cedar,

[killed] lions [in the mountain passes.]’

Said [the tavern-keeper to him,] to Gilgamesh:X 35

‘[If you and Enkidu were] the ones who slew the Guardian,

[destroyed] Humbaba, who dwelt in the Forest of Cedar,

killed lions [in the] mountain [passes,]

[seized] and slew [the] Bull come down from heaven –

‘[why are your] cheeks [so hollow,] your face so sunken,X 40

[your mood so wretched,] your visage [so] wasted?

[Why] in your heart [does sorrow reside,]

and your face resemble one [come from afar?]

[Why are] your features burnt [by frost and by sunshine,]

[and why do] you wander the wild [in lion’s garb?]’X 45

[Said Gilgamesh to her,] to the tavern-keeper:

‘[Why should my cheeks not be hollow, my face not sunken,]

[my mood not wretched, my visage not wasted?]

‘[Should not sorrow reside in my heart,]

[and my face not resemble one come from afar?]X 50

[Should not my features be burnt by frost and by sunshine,]

[and should I not wander the wild in lion’s garb?]

‘[My friend, a wild ass on the run,]

[donkey of the uplands, panther of the wild,]

[my friend Enkidu, a wild ass on the run,]

[donkey of the uplands, panther of the wild,]

‘[my friend, whom I love so dear,]X 55

[who with me went through every danger,]

[my friend Enkidu, whom I love so dear,]

[who with me went through every danger:]

‘[the doom of mortals overtook him.]

[Six days I wept for him and seven nights.]

[I did not surrender his body for burial,]

[until a maggot dropped from his nostril.]X 60

‘[Then I was afraid that I too would die,]

[I grew fearful of death, and so wander the wild.]

What became of my friend [was too much] to bear,

[so on a far road I wander the] wild;

what became of [my friend] Enkidu [was too much] to bear,X 65

[so on a far path] I wander [the wild.]

‘[How can I keep silent?] How can I stay quiet?

[My friend, whom I love, has turned] to clay,

my friend Enkidu, whom I love, has [turned to] clay.

[Shall I not be like] him, and also lie down,X 70

[never] to rise again, through all eternity?’

Said Gilgamesh to her, to the tavern-keeper:

‘Now, O tavern-keeper, where is the road to Uta-napishti?

What is its landmark? Tell me!

Give me its landmark!X 75

If it may be done, I will cross the ocean,

if it may not be done, I will wander the wild!’

Said the tavern-keeper to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘O Gilgamesh, there never has been a way across,

nor since olden days can anyone cross the ocean.X 80

Only Shamash the hero crosses the ocean:

apart from the Sun God, who crosses the ocean?

‘The crossing is perilous, its way full of hazard,

and midway lie the Waters of Death, blocking the passage forward.

So besides, Gilgamesh, once you have crossed the ocean,X 85

when you reach the Waters of Death, what then will you do?

‘Gilgamesh, there is Ur-shanabi, the boatman of Uta-napishti,

and the Stone Ones are with him, as he strips a pine in the midst of the forest.

Go then, let him see your face!

If [it may be] done, go across with him,X 90

if it may not be done, turn around and go back!’

Gilgamesh heard these words,

he took up his axe in his hand,

he drew forth the sword [from] his [belt,]

forward he crept and on [them] rushed down.X 95

Like an arrow he fell among them,

in the midst of the forest his shout resounded.

Ur-shanabi saw him and clad himself in his aura,

he took up an axe, all atremble before him.

But he, Gilgamesh, struck his head and grabbed his hair,X 100

he pinned his arm along his chest.

The Stone Ones had sealed the boat,

they who had no fear of the Waters of Death.

Gilgamesh strode into the Ocean, the wide sea,

in the water he halted the boat and the Stone Ones.X 105

He smashed the Stone Ones, tipped them into the river,

he tied up the boat with a rope,

and … sat himself down on the bank.

Said Gilgamesh to him, to Ur-shanabi:

‘So, Ur-shanabi, you took up an axe, all atremble before me!X 110

The fight and the battle you sought I will not wage against you.’

Said Ur-shanabi to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘Why are your cheeks so hollow, [your face so] sunken,

your mood so wretched, [your visage so wasted?]

‘[Why in your heart] does sorrow reside,X 115

and [your face resemble one] come from afar?

Why are [your features] burnt by frost and by sunshine,

[and why] do you [wander the wild in lion’s garb?]’

Said [Gilgamesh to him,] to [the boatman Ur-shanabi:]

‘[Why should] my cheeks [not be hollow, my face] not [sunken,]X 120

my [mood not wretched, my visage] not wasted?

‘[Should not] sorrow [reside] in [my heart,]

[and my] face [not resemble one come from afar?]

[Should] not [my features be] burnt [by frost and by sunshine,]

and should I not [wander the wild in lion’s garb?]X 125

‘[My friend, a wild ass on the run,]

[donkey of the uplands, panther of the wild,]

[my friend Enkidu, a wild ass on the run,]

[donkey of the uplands, panther of the wild –]

‘[it was we together who climbed the mountains,]

[seized and slew the Bull of Heaven,]

[destroyed Humbaba, who dwelt in the Forest of Cedar,]X 130

[killed lions] in [the mountain passes –]

‘my friend [whom I love so dear,]

[who with me went through every danger,]

[my friend] Enkidu, [whom I love so dear,]

[who with me went through every danger:]

[the doom of mortals] overtook [him.]

‘Six days [I wept for him and seven nights:]X 135

[I did not surrender his body for burial]

until [a maggot dropped from his nostril.]

Then I was afraid [that I too would die,]

[I grew fearful of death, so wander the wild.]

‘What became of my [friend was too much to bear,]X 140

so on a far road I [wander the wild;]

[what became of my friend Enkidu was too much to bear,]

so on a far path [I wander the wild.]

‘How can I keep [silent? How can I stay quiet?]

My friend, whom I love, has [turned to clay,]X 145

[my friend Enkidu, whom I love, has turned to clay.]

Shall I not be like him, and also lie [down,]

[never to rise again, through all eternity?]’

Said Gilgamesh to him, to Ur-[shanabi, the boatman:]

‘Now, Ur-shanabi, where [is the road to Uta-napishti?]X 150

What is its landmark? Tell me!

Give [me its landmark!]

If it may be done, I will cross the ocean,

if it may not be done, [I will wander the wild!]’

Said Ur-shanabi to him, to Gilgamesh:X 155

‘Your own hands, O Gilgamesh, have hindered [your crossing:]

you smashed the Stone Ones, tipped [them into the river,]

the Stone Ones are smashed, and the pine is not [stripped.]

‘Take up, O Gilgamesh, your axe in [your] hand,

go into the forest and [cut three hundred] punting-poles, each five rods in length.X 160

Trim them and furnish them each with a boss,

then bring [them here to my presence.]’

Gilgamesh heard these words,

he took up his axe in his hand,

he drew forth [the sword from his belt,]X 165

he went into the forest and [cut three hundred] punting-poles, each five rods in length.

He trimmed them and furnished them each with a boss,

then he brought [them to Ur-shanabi, the boatman.]

Gilgamesh and Ur-shanabi boarded [the boat,]

they launched the craft, and [crewed it] themselves.X 170

In three days they made a journey of a month and a half,

and Ur-shanabi came to the Waters of [Death.]

[Said] Ur-shanabi to him, [to Gilgamesh:]

‘Set to, O Gilgamesh! Take the first [punting-pole!]

Let your hand not touch the Waters of Death, lest you lame [it!]X 175

‘Take a second punting-pole, Gilgamesh, a third and a fourth!

Take a fifth punting-pole, Gilgamesh, a sixth and a seventh!

Take an eighth punting-pole, Gilgamesh, a ninth and a tenth!

Take an eleventh punting-pole, Gilgamesh, and a twelfth!’

At one hundred and twenty double-furlongs Gilgamesh had used all the punting-poles,X 180

so he, [Ur-shanabi,] undid his clothing,

Gilgamesh stripped off [his] garment,

with arms held aloft he made a yard-arm.

Uta-napishti was watching [them] in the distance,

talking to himself he [spoke] a word,X 185

[taking counsel] in his own mind:

‘Why are the boat’s [Stone Ones] all broken,

and aboard it one who is not its master?

‘He who comes is no man of mine,

but on the right ……X 190

I am looking, but he is no [man of] mine …’

* * *

‘The boatman ….…..,X 198

the man I am watching ……,

The one I am watching ……’X 200



* * *


Gilgamesh [drew near] to the quayside.X 204



* * *


Said Gilgamesh to him, [to Uta-napishti:]X 207

‘[Long] live Uta-napishti, son of Ubar-[Tutu!]

… who after the Deluge ……

.….. what ……?X 210

.….….…’

[Said Uta-napishti to] him, to [Gilgamesh:]

‘[Why are] your cheeks [so hollow, your face so] sunken,

[your mood] so wretched, [your visage] so wasted?

‘[Why in your heart] does sorrow reside,X 215

[and your face resemble] one come from afar?

[Why are your features burnt] by frost and by sunshine,

and [why do you wander the wild] in lion’s garb?’

[Said] Gilgamesh to him, [to Uta-napishti:]

‘Why should my cheeks not be hollow, [my face not sunken,]X 220

my mood not wretched, my visage not wasted?

‘Should not sorrow reside in my heart,

and my [face] not resemble one come from afar?

[Should not] my features be [burnt] by frost and by sunshine,

[and should I not] wander the wild in lion’s garb?X 225

‘My friend, a wild ass on the run,

[donkey of the uplands,] panther of the wild,

[my friend Enkidu,] a wild ass on the run,

[donkey of the uplands, panther of the wild –]

‘it was we together who climbed the mountains,

[seized and] slew [the Bull] of Heaven,

destroyed [Humbaba, who] dwelt [in the] Forest of Cedar,X 230

killed lions [in the mountain passes –]

‘[my friend, whom I love so dear,]

[who with me went through] every danger,

[my friend Enkidu, whom I love so dear,]

[who with me] went through every danger:

[the doom of mortals overtook him.]

‘[Six days] I wept for him [and seven nights:]X 235

[I did not surrender his body for] burial

[until a maggot dropped from] his [nostril.]

[Then I was afraid that I too would die,]

[I grew] fearful of death, [and so wander the] wild.

‘What became of [my friend was too much] to [bear,]X 240

so on a far road [I wander the] wild;

what became of my friend Enkidu [was too much to bear,]

so on a far path [I wander the wild.]

‘How can I keep silent? How can I stay quiet?

My friend, whom I love, has turned to clay,X 245

my friend Enkidu, [whom I love, has turned to clay.]

[Shall] I not be like him and also lie down,

never to rise again, through all [eternity?]’

Said Gilgamesh to him, to Uta-napishti:

‘I thought, “I will find Uta-napishti the Distant, of whom men tell”,X 250

and I wandered journeying through every land.

Time and again I passed through terrible mountains,

time and again I crossed all the oceans.

‘Of slumber sweet my face had too little,

I scourged myself by going sleepless.X 255

I have filled my sinews with sorrow,

and what have I achieved by my toil?

‘I had yet to reach the tavern-keeper, my clothing was worn out.

[I killed] bear, hyena, lion, panther, cheetah,

deer, ibex, the beasts and game of the wild:X 260

I ate their flesh, their pelts I flayed.

‘Now let the gate of sorrow be barred,

let [its door be sealed] with tar and pitch,

for my sake they shall [interrupt] the dancing no more,

[for] me, happy and carefree ……’X 265

Said Uta-napishti to him, to [Gilgamesh:]

‘Why, Gilgamesh, do you ever [chase] sorrow?

You, who are a mix of gods’ flesh and human,

whom the [gods] did fashion like your father and mother!

‘Did they ever, Gilgamesh, build a [palace] for the fool,X 270

place a throne in the council, and tell [him,] “Sit!”?

The fool gets left-over yeast instead of [fresh] ghee,

bran and grist instead of [best flour.]

‘He is clad in a rag, instead of [fine garments,]

instead of a belt, he is girt [with old rope.]X 275

Because he has no advisers [to guide him,]

his affairs lack counsel ……

‘Have thought for him, Gilgamesh, ……,

[who is] their master, as many as ……?

.….…….X 280

…the moon and the gods [of the night.]

‘[At] night the moon travels ……,

the gods stay awake, and ……

Wakeful, unsleeping, ……

from olden times is set ……X 285

‘Now consider ……,

your support ….…..

If, Gilgamesh, the temples of the gods [have no] provisioner,

the temples of the goddesses ……’X 289



* * *


‘[Enkidu indeed] they took to his doom.X 296

‘[But you,] you toiled away, and what did you achieve?

You exhaust yourself with ceaseless toil.

You fill your sinews with sorrow,

bringing forward the end of your days.X 300

‘Man is snapped off like a reed in a canebrake!

The comely young man, the pretty young woman –

all [too soon in] their [prime] Death abducts them!

‘No one at all sees Death,

no one at all sees the face [of Death,]X 305

no one at all [hears] the voice of Death,

Death so savage, who hacks men down.

‘Ever do we build our households,

ever do we make our nests,

ever do brothers divide their inheritance,X 310

ever do feuds arise in the land.
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‘Ever the river has risen and brought us the flood,

the mayfly floating on the water.

On the face of the sun its countenance gazes,

then all of a sudden nothing is there!X 315

‘The abducted and the dead, alike is their lot!

But never was drawn the likeness of Death,

never in the land did the dead greet a man.

‘The Anunnaki, the great gods, held an assembly,

Mammitum, maker of destiny, fixed fates with them:X 320

both Death and Life they did establish,

but the day of Death they do not disclose.’



Tablet XI. Immortality Denied

Gilgamesh asks Uta-napishti how he gained eternal life, and hears how Uta-napishti survived the Deluge and was given immortality by the gods as a result. Uta-napishti suggests Gilgamesh go without sleep for a week. Gilgamesh fails the test and realizes in despair that if he cannot beat Sleep he has no hope of conquering Death. Uta-napishti commands his ferryman to have Gilgamesh bathe and dress himself in more kingly garments, and to escort him back to Uruk. Uta-napishti’s wife counsels him to give the departing hero the customary present for his journey. Uta-napishti tells Gilgamesh how, deep under the sea, a plant-like coral grows that has the property of rejuvenation. Gilgamesh dives to the sea-bed and retrieves it. He and Ur-shanabi leave for Uruk. Stopping at a welcoming pool, Gilgamesh bathes in its water, and a snake seizes on his inattention to steal the precious ‘plant’. Knowing that he will never rediscover the exact spot where he dived, Gilgamesh realizes at last that all his labours have been in vain. His hopes are destroyed: it would have been better not to have met Uta-napishti at all. He and Ur-shanabi arrive in Uruk, where, with words that echo the prologue, Gilgamesh tells the ferryman to climb the walls that will be his enduring monument and from that vantage point to observe the immortal human community that makes up the eternal city.


Said Gilgamesh to him, to Uta-napishti the Distant:

‘I look at you, Uta-napishti:

your form is no different, you are just like me,

you are not any different, you are just like me.

‘I was fully intent on making you fight,XI 5

but now in your presence my hand is stayed.

How was it you stood with the gods in assembly,

and found life eternal?’

Said Uta-napishti to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘Let me disclose, O Gilgamesh, a matter most secret,

to you I will tell a mystery of gods.XI 10

‘The town of Shuruppak, a city well known to you,

which stands on the banks of the river Euphrates:

this city was old – the gods once were in it –

when the great gods decided to send down the Deluge.

‘Their father Anu swore on oath,XI 15

and their counsellor, the hero Enlil,

their chamberlain, the god Ninurta,

and their sheriff, the god Ennugi.

‘Princely Ea swore with them also,

repeating their words to a fence made of reed:XI 20

“O fence of reed! O wall of brick!

Hear this, O fence! Pay heed, O wall!

‘“O man of Shuruppak, son of Ubar-Tutu,

demolish the house, and build a boat!

Abandon wealth, and seek survival!XI 25

Spurn property, save life!

Put on board the boat all living things’ seed!

‘“The boat you will build,

her dimensions all shall be equal:

her length and breadth shall be the same,XI 30

cover her with a roof, like the Ocean Below.”

‘I understood, and spoke to Ea, my master:

“I obey, O master, what thus you told me.

I understood, and I shall do it,

but how do I answer my city, the crowd and the elders?”XI 35

‘Ea opened his mouth to speak,

saying to me, his servant:

“Also you will say to them this:

‘For sure the god Enlil feels for me hatred.

‘“‘In your city I can live no longer,XI 40

I can tread no more [on] Enlil’s ground.

[I must] go to the Ocean Below, to live with Ea, my master,

and he will send you a rain of plenty:

‘“‘[an abundance] of birds, a riddle of fishes,

[he will provide] a harvest of riches.XI 45

In the morning he will send you a shower of bread-cakes,

and in the evening a torrent of wheat.’”

‘At the very first glimmer of brightening dawn,

at the gate of Atra-hasis assembled the land:

the carpenter carrying [his] hatchet,XI 50

the reed-worker carrying [his] stone,

[the shipwright bearing his] heavyweight axe.

‘The young men were ……,

the old men bearing ropes of palm-fibre;

the rich man was carrying the pitch,XI 55

the poor man brought the … tackle.

‘By the fifth day I had set her hull in position,

one acre was her area, ten rods the height of her sides.

At ten rods also, the sides of her roof were each the same length.

I set in place her body, I drew up her design.

‘Six decks I gave her,XI 60

dividing her thus into seven.

Into nine compartments I divided her interior,

I struck the bilge plugs into her belly.

I saw to the punting-pole and put in the tackle.XI 65

‘Three myriad measures of pitch I poured in a furnace,

three myriad of tar [I tipped] inside,

three myriad of oil fetched the workforce of porters:

aside from the myriad of oil consumed in libations,

there were two myriad of oil stowed away by the shipwright.XI 70

‘For my workmen I butchered oxen,

and lambs I slaughtered daily.

Beer and ale, oil and wine

like water from a river [I gave my] workforce,

so they enjoyed a feast like the days of New Year.XI 75

‘At sun-[rise] I set my hand [to] the oiling,

[before] the sun set the boat was complete.

.….…. were very arduous:

from back to front we moved poles for the slipway,

[until] two-thirds of [the boat had entered the water.]XI 80

‘[Everything I owned] I loaded aboard:

all the silver I owned I loaded aboard,

all the gold I owned I loaded aboard,

all the living creatures I had I loaded aboard.

I sent on board all my kith and kin,XI 85

the beasts of the field, the creatures of the wild, and experts of every skill and craft.

‘The time which the Sun God appointed –

“In the morning he will send you a shower of bread-cakes,

and in the evening a torrent of wheat.

Go into the boat and seal your hatch!” –

‘that time had now come:XI 90

“In the morning he will send you a shower of bread-cakes,

and in the evening a torrent of wheat.”

I examined the look of the weather.

‘The weather to look at was full of foreboding,

I went into the boat and sealed my hatch.

To the one who sealed the boat, Puzur-Enlil the shipwright,XI 95

I gave my palace with all its goods.

‘At the very first glimmer of brightening dawn,

there rose on the horizon a dark cloud of black,

and bellowing within it was Adad the Storm God.

The gods Shullat and Hanish were going before him,XI 100

bearing his throne over mountain and land.

‘The god Errakal was uprooting the mooring-poles,

Ninurta, passing by, made the weirs overflow.

The Anunnaki gods carried torches of fire,

scorching the country with brilliant flashes.XI 105

‘The stillness of the Storm God passed over the sky,

and all that was bright then turned into darkness.

[He] charged the land like a bull [on the rampage,]

he smashed [it] in pieces [like a vessel of clay.]

‘For a day the gale [winds flattened the country,]

quickly they blew, and [then came] the [Deluge.]XI 110

Like a battle [the cataclysm] passed over the people.

One man could not discern another,

nor could people be recognized amid the destruction.

‘Even the gods took fright at the Deluge,

they left and went up to the heaven of Anu,XI 115

lying like dogs curled up in the open.

The goddess cried out like a woman in childbirth,

Belet-ili wailed, so sweet of voice:

‘“The olden times have truly turned to clay,

because I spoke evil in the gods’ assembly.XI 120

How could I speak evil in the gods’ assembly,

and declare a war to destroy my people?

‘“It is I who give birth, these people are mine!

And now, like fish, they fill the ocean!”

The Anunnaki gods were weeping with her,XI 125

wet-faced with sorrow, they were weeping [with her,]

their lips were parched and stricken with fever.
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‘For six days and [seven] nights,

there blew the wind, the downpour,

the gale, the Deluge, it flattened the land.

‘But the seventh day when it came,XI 130

the gale relented, the Deluge ended.

The ocean grew calm, that had thrashed like a woman in labour,

the tempest grew still, the Deluge ended.

‘I looked at the weather, it was quiet and still,

but all the people had turned to clay.XI 135

The flood plain was flat like the roof of a house.

I opened a vent, on my cheeks fell the sunlight.

‘I fell to my knees and sat there weeping,

down my cheeks the tears were coursing.

I scanned the horizons, the edge of the ocean,XI 140

in fourteen places there rose an island.

‘On the mountain of Nimush the boat ran aground,

Mount Nimush held the boat fast, allowed it no motion.

One day and a second, Mount Nimush held the boat fast, allowed it no motion,

a third day and a fourth, Mount Nimush held the boat fast, allowed it no motion,XI 145

a fifth day and a sixth, Mount Nimush held the boat fast, allowed it no motion.

‘The seventh day when it came,

I brought out a dove, I let it loose:

off went the dove but then it returned,

there was no place to land, so back it came to me.XI 150

‘I brought out a swallow, I let it loose:

off went the swallow but then it returned,

there was no place to land, so back it came to me.

‘I brought out a raven, I let it loose:

off went the raven, it saw the waters receding,XI 155

finding food, bowing and bobbing, it did not come back to me.

‘I brought out an offering, to the four winds made sacrifice,

incense I placed on the peak of the mountain.

Seven flasks and seven I set in position,

reed, cedar and myrtle I piled beneath them.XI 160

‘The gods did smell the savour,

the gods did smell the savour sweet,

the gods gathered like flies around the man making sacrifice.

‘Then at once Belet-ili arrived,

she lifted the flies of lapis lazuli that Anu had made for their courtship:XI 165

“O gods, let these great beads in this necklace of mine

make me remember these days, and never forget them!

‘“All the gods shall come to the incense,

but to the incense let Enlil not come,

because he lacked counsel and brought on the Deluge,XI 170

and delivered my people into destruction.”

‘Then at once Enlil arrived,

he saw the boat, he was seized with anger,

filled with rage at the divine Igigi:

“[From] where escaped this living being?XI 175

No man was meant to survive the destruction!”

‘Ninurta opened his mouth to speak,

saying to the hero Enlil:

“Who, if not Ea, could cause such a thing?

Ea alone knows how all things are done.”XI 180

‘Ea opened his mouth to speak,

saying to the hero Enlil:

“You, the sage of the gods, the hero,

how could you lack counsel and bring on the Deluge?

‘“On him who transgresses, inflict his crime!XI 185

On him who does wrong, inflict his wrongdoing!

‘Slack off, lest it snap! Pull tight, lest it [slacken!]’

‘“Instead of your causing the Deluge,

a lion could have risen, and diminished the people!

Instead of your causing the Deluge,XI 190

a wolf could have risen, and diminished the people!

‘“Instead of your causing the Deluge,

a famine could have happened, and slaughtered the land!

Instead of your causing the Deluge,

the Plague God could have risen, and slaughtered the land!XI 195

‘“It was not I disclosed the great gods’ secret:

Atra-hasis I let see a vision, and thus he learnt our secret.

And now, decide what to do with him!”

‘Enlil came up inside the boat,

he took hold of my hand and brought me outside.XI 200

He brought out my woman and made her kneel at my side,

he touched our foreheads, standing between us to bless us:

‘“In the past Uta-napishti was a mortal man,

but now he and his woman shall become like us gods!

Uta-napishti shall dwell far away, where the rivers flow forth!”XI 205

So far away they took me, and settled me where the rivers flow forth.

‘But you now, who’ll convene for you the gods’ assembly,

so you can find the life you search for?

For six days and seven nights, come, do without slumber!’

As soon as he squatted down on his haunches,XI 210

sleep like a fog already breathed over him.

Said Uta-napishti to her, to his wife:

‘See the fellow who so desired life!

Sleep like a fog already breathes over him.’

Said his wife to him, to Uta-napishti the Distant:XI 215

‘Touch the man and make him awake!

The way he came he shall go back in safety,

by the gate he came forth he shall return to his land!’

Said Uta-napishti to her, to his wife:

‘Man is deceitful, he will deceive you.XI 220

Go, bake for him his daily bread-loaf, and line them up by his head,

and mark on the wall the days that he sleeps!’

So she baked for him his daily bread-loaf, she lined them up by his head,

noting on the wall the days that he slept.

His first bread-loaf was all dried up,XI 225

the second was leathery, soggy the third,

the fourth flour-cake had turned to white,

the fifth had cast a mould of grey,

fresh-baked was the sixth,

the seventh still on the coals:

then he touched him and the man awoke.XI 230

Said Gilgamesh to him, to Uta-napishti the Distant:

‘No sooner had sleep spilled itself over me,

than forthwith you touched me and made me awake!’

[Said] Uta-napishti [to him,] to Gilgamesh:

‘Come, Gilgamesh, count me your bread-loaves,XI 235

then you will learn [the days that you slept.]

Your [first] bread-loaf [was all dried up,]

the second was leathery, soggy the third,

‘the fourth flour-cake had turned to white,

the fifth had cast a mould of grey,

fresh-baked was the sixth,XI 240

[the seventh still on] the coals:

and only then did I touch you.’

Said Gilgamesh to him, to Uta-napishti the Distant:

‘O Uta-napishti, what should I do and where should I go?

A thief has taken hold of my [flesh!]

For there in my bed-chamber Death does abide,XI 245

and wherever [I] turn, there too will be Death.’

[Said] Uta-napishti to [him,] to the boatman Ur-shanabi:

‘[May] the quay [reject] you, Ur-shanabi, and the ferry scorn you!

You who used to walk this shore, be banished from it now!

As for the man that you led here,XI 250

‘whose body is tousled with matted hair,

whose body’s beauty pelts have ruined:

take him, Ur-shanabi, lead him to the washtub,

have him wash his matted locks as clean as can be!

‘Let him cast off his pelts, and the sea bear them off,XI 255

let his body be soaked till fair!

Let a new kerchief be made for his head,

let him wear royal robes, the dress fitting his dignity!

‘Until he goes home to his city,

until he reaches the end of his road,XI 260

let the robes show no mark, but stay fresh and new!’

Ur-shanabi took him, and led him to the washtub.

He washed his matted locks as clean as could be,

he cast off his pelts, and the sea bore them off.

His body was soaked till fair,XI 265

he made a new [kerchief for] his head,

he wore royal robes, the dress fitting his dignity.

‘Until he goes [home to his city,]

until he reaches the end of his road,

let [the robes show no mark, but stay fresh and] new!’XI 270

Gilgamesh and Ur-shanabi boarded the boat,

they launched the [craft,] and crewed it themselves.

Said his wife to him, to Uta-napishti the Distant:

‘Gilgamesh came here by toil and by travail,

‘what have you given for his homeward journey?’XI 275

And Gilgamesh, he picked up a punting-pole,

he brought the boat back near to the shore.

[Said] Uta-napishti to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘You came here, O Gilgamesh, by toil and by travail,

what do I give for your homeward journey?XI 280

Let me disclose, O Gilgamesh, a matter most secret,

to you [I will] tell a mystery of [gods.]

‘There is a plant that [looks] like a box-thorn,

it has prickles like a dog rose, and will [prick one who plucks it.]

But if you can possess this plant,XI 285

[you’ll be again as you were in your youth.]’

Just as soon as Gilgamesh heard what he said,

he opened a [channel] ……

Heavy stones he tied [to his feet,]

and they pulled him down … to the Ocean Below.XI 290

He took the plant, and pulled [it up, and lifted it,]

the heavy stones he cut loose [from his feet,]

and the sea cast him up on its shore.

Said Gilgamesh to him, to Ur-shanabi the boatman:

‘This plant, Ur-shanabi, is the “Plant of Heartbeat”,XI 295

with it a man can regain his vigour.

To Uruk-the-Sheepfold I will take it,

to an ancient I will feed some and put the plant to the test!

‘If the ancient grows young again,

I will eat it myself, and be once more as I was in my youth!’XI 300

At twenty leagues they broke bread,

at thirty leagues they stopped for the night.

Gilgamesh found a pool whose water was cool,

down he went into it, to bathe in the water.

Of the plant’s fragrance a snake caught scent,XI 305

came up in [silence], and bore the plant off.

As it turned away it sloughed its skin.

Then Gilgamesh sat there weeping,

down his cheeks the tears were coursing.

… [he spoke] to Ur-shanabi the boatman:XI 310

‘[For whom,] Ur-shanabi, toiled my arms so hard,

for whom ran dry the blood of my heart?

Not for myself did I find a bounty,

[for] the “Lion of the Earth” I have done a favour!

‘Now far and wide the tide is rising.XI 315

Having opened the channel I abandoned the tools:

what thing would I find that served as my landmark?

Had I only turned back, and left the boat on the shore!’

At twenty leagues they broke bread,

at thirty leagues they pitched camp.XI 320

When they arrived in Uruk-the-Sheepfold,

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

‘O Ur-shanabi, climb Uruk’s wall and walk back and forth!

Survey its foundations, examine the brickwork!

Were its bricks not fired in an oven?XI 325

Did the Seven Sages not lay its foundations?

‘A square mile is city, a square mile date-grove, a square mile is clay-pit, half a square mile the temple of Ishtar: three square miles and a half is Uruk’s expanse.’



Tablet XII. Appendix

The last Tablet in the ‘Series of Gilgamesh’, Tablet XII, is not part of the epic at all, but an Akkadian prose translation of the latter part of the Sumerian poem of Gilgamesh and the Netherworld. It was appended to the epic presumably because of the relevance of the material: it describes conditions in the Netherworld, where after his death Gilgamesh presided over the shades of the dead. A translation is given in Chapter 2, following that of the original Sumerian poem.
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The Sumerian Poems of Gilgamesh

The five Sumerian poems about Gilgamesh that were copied out, with varying degrees of popularity, by would-be scribes in eighteenth-century Babylonian schools are now much better known than formerly and of two in particular it is possible to give much fuller translations than ever before. They are collected here as individual compositions that can be enjoyed for their own sake, but also to facilitate comparison with the standard Babylonian epic and with the other material written in Akkadian.

Like the Babylonian epic, the Sumerian poems of Gilgamesh are still in the process of reconstruction from hundreds of fragments of clay tablets stored in museums in many different countries. The more text that is recovered, the more one can observe the stark differences between the Sumerian poems and the Babylonian epic, and the more also one can appreciate how skilfully the Old Babylonian poet of the latter worked into a seamless whole the traditional themes and stories that were his raw material. This is not to say that the poet of the Babylonian epic must have had the Sumerian poems before him, but he knew them, or something very similar, at least in outline. We cannot yet determine whether this knowledge derived from his own experience of the written tradition in a scribal school, or from a knowledge of whatever Sumerian oral tradition (if any) was still current in his lifetime, or from a similar oral tradition in Akkadian. The obvious borrowings are the adaptation of the Sumerian story of Gilgamesh and Huwawa to furnish the much more elaborate narrative of the Expedition to the Forest of Cedar in Tablets III–V of the standard version of the Babylonian epic, and the simple reworking of the Sumerian tale of Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven to yield the episode of Ishtar and the Bull of Heaven in Tablet VI. The most recent discoveries of text also reveal that the Akkadian narrative of Enkidu’s funeral in Tablet VIII is reminiscent of Gilgamesh’s funeral in the Sumerian Death of Gilgamesh, and that the tradition whereby Gilgamesh learnt the secrets of the Flood Hero and thereby restored the cultic life of the land, long disrupted by the Deluge, informs the Death of Gilgamesh as well as the Babylonian epic.

The literary-historical background of these Sumerian poems has been covered briefly in the main introduction at the beginning of this book. They are written in poetry, that is clear, but we know even less of Sumerian poetics than we do of Babylonian. Literary Sumerian is a language that used more figurative expressions than Akkadian, and these sometimes make the immediate sense of a line or passage opaque. The present translation aims to be as faithful to the original as possible but in order to produce a readable text small liberties have on occasion been taken with phrasing.

Several of these five poems survive in different recensions, some shorter, some longer. Where the text is repetitious, especially, some tablets dispense with the repeated passages, while others might offer an abbreviated version and yet others the full text. This is probably because the written text is, to a degree, only an aide-mémoire and some scribes expected the tablet’s user to supply the full text of a repetitious passage by recalling earlier parts of the poem. The policy adopted here is to give a translation that reproduces the text in the fullest possible form, even where no one manuscript provides it, since only then do the poems emerge in the shape intended by the poets. Where there is a traditional modern line-numbering that is based on a shorter version of the text, lines and passages of interpolated text that are not counted in that line-numbering are marked apart by indentation.

Gilgamesh and Akka: ‘The envoys of Akka’

This poem was known in antiquity by its incipit, ‘The envoys of Akka’. It is the shortest of the Sumerian tales of Gilgamesh and also the best preserved. It was a favourite copy-text in Old Babylonian schools. It differs from the other four Sumerian poems in having no obvious counterpart in the Akkadian material, though the consultation of the elders and the young men in assembly is a motif also found – in different context – in Tablet II of the standard version of the Babylonian epic.

The story tells how the city-state of Uruk achieved hegemony over the city-state of Kish. Akka, king of Kish, sends emissaries to Uruk, evidently to demand the submission of that city. Gilgamesh convenes the assembly and seeks the counsel of the elders, putting it to them that Uruk should not submit but should go to war. Prefaced to this proposal is the first of three occurrences of three enigmatic lines:


To empty the wells, to empty the wells of the land,

to empty the shallow wells of the land,

to empty the deep wells furnished with hoisting ropes.



These lines are usually taken to represent the literal demands of Akka, that the men of Uruk become drawers of water for Kish. I assume instead that in describing a menial task for which there can be no end, the poet conveys figuratively the endless and impossible toil that will follow a surrender of independence. However that may be, the elders counsel submission. Gilgamesh ignores their advice, and puts the same proposal to the young men of the city. They agree with Gilgamesh. Their reiteration of his proposal is prefaced by a traditional saying, the gist of which is that to submit to the whims of a royal master is a painful and unpredictable experience, akin to standing behind a donkey. They laud Gilgamesh’s prowess and predict the rout of Kish. Gilgamesh orders Enkidu, who in this tradition is his servant, to prepare for war.

Very soon Akka arrives and lays siege to Uruk. Gilgamesh asks for a volunteer to go to Akka and confound his plans. One of Gilgamesh’s personal guard, the valiant Birhurturra (the reading of the name is uncertain), duly volunteers. As soon as he leaves the city he is captured, beaten and brought before Akka. At that moment the steward of Uruk is seen in the distance on the city wall and Akka asks Birhurturra if this is Gilgamesh. Birhurturra replies that it is not but that if it were battle would surely commence and, in an inevitable sequence of events, Akka would be defeated and captured. For his impudence he receives a second beating. Gilgamesh himself then climbs on to the city wall. As his glory casts a shelter over the weak, the young men prepare for battle and, led by Enkidu, go forth from the gate. Meanwhile, Akka has spotted Gilgamesh on the rampart and asks Birhurturra again whether it is his king who stands there. As Birhurturra replies in the affirmative the sequence of events takes place just as he had predicted on the previous occasion: battle commences and in due course Akka is defeated and captured. In the denouement Gilgamesh addresses Akka as his superior, recalling how Akka had once given him safe refuge. Akka asks Gilgamesh to repay his favour and Gilgamesh accordingly lets him go free to Kish.


The envoys of Akka, Enmebaragesi’s son,

came from Kish to Gilgamesh in Uruk.

Before his city’s elders Gilgamesh

laid the matter, seeking a solution:

‘“To empty the wells, to empty the wells of the land,5

to empty the shallow wells of the land,

to empty the deep wells furnished with hoisting ropes”:

let us not submit to the house of Kish, let us wage war!’

The convened assembly of his city’s elders

gave answer to Gilgamesh:10

‘“To empty the wells, to empty the wells of the land,

to empty the shallow wells of the land,

to empty the deep wells furnished with hoisting ropes”:

let us submit to the house of Kish, let us not wage war!’

Gilgamesh, the lord of Kullab,15

placing his trust in the goddess Inanna,

took no notice of what his city’s elders said.

Before his city’s young men Gilgamesh

laid the matter a second time, seeking a solution:

‘“To empty the wells, to empty the wells of the land,20

to empty the shallow wells of the land,

to empty the deep wells furnished with hoisting ropes”:

let us not submit to the house of Kish, let us wage war!’

The convened assembly of his city’s young men gave answer to Gilgamesh:

‘To stand on duty, to sit in attendance,25

to escort the king’s son –

to hold a donkey by the hindquarters –

as they say, who is there has breath for that?

Let us not submit to the house of Kish, let us wage war!

Uruk, the smithy of the gods,30

Eanna, house come down from heaven –

the great gods it was who gave them shape –

their great rampart, a cloudbank resting on the earth,
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their lofty residence, founded by the god An:

they are given into your charge, you are their king and their warrior!35

O crusher of heads, prince beloved of An,

when he arrives how will he scare us?

That army is small and a rabble at the rear,

its men will not withstand us!’

Then Gilgamesh, the lord of Kullab,40

his heart rejoiced in what his city’s young men said, his mood turned bright,

he spoke to his servant, Enkidu:

‘Now make ready the equipment and arms of battle,

let weapons of war return to your grasp!

Let them create terror and a dread aura,45

so when he arrives fear of me overwhelms him,

so his good sense is confounded and his judgement undone!’

It was not five days, it was not ten days,

Enmebaragesi’s son Akka laid siege to Uruk,

and Uruk’s good sense was confounded.50

Gilgamesh, the lord of Kullab,

addressed the city’s warriors:

‘O my warriors, I have chosen you all,

let one with courage volunteer, “I will go to Akka!”’

Birhurturra, his royal bodyguard,55

did homage to his king:

‘My lord, I will go to Akka,

so his good sense is confounded and his judgement undone!’

Birhurturra went forth from the city gate.

As Birhurturra passed through the city gate,60

in the city’s gateway he was taken captive.

They battered Birhurturra from head to toe.

He came into the presence of Akka,

he addressed Akka.

He had not finished speaking when the Steward of Uruk climbed on the wall,65

and raised his head on the rampart.

Akka caught sight of him,

and addressed Birhurturra:

‘Slave, is that man your king?’

‘That man is not my king!70

Were that man my king,

were that his fearsome brow,

were those his bison eyes,

were that his beard of lapis lazuli,

were those his fingers fine,75

would a myriad not have fallen, a myriad not have risen,

would a myriad thereby not have rolled in the dust,

would all the nations thereby not have been overwhelmed,

would the mouths of the land thereby not have been filled with dust,

would he not have cut down the horns of the boats,80

would he not have made Akka, king of Kish, a prisoner in the midst of his army?’

They hit him and they beat him,

battering Birhurturra from head to toe.

After the Steward of Uruk, Gilgamesh climbed up on the wall,

(his) dread aura enveloped the old and the young of Kullab,85

and [put] weapons of war in the hands of Uruk’s young men.

At the door of the city gate they stood in the roadway,

Enkidu went forth from the city gate.

Gilgamesh raised his head on the rampart.

Looking up, Akka caught sight of him:90

‘Slave, is that man your king?’

‘That man is indeed my king!’

And it was just as he had said,

a myriad did fall, a myriad did rise,

a myriad did thereby roll in the dust,95

all the nations were thereby overwhelmed,

the mouths of the land were thereby filled with dust,

he cut down the horns of the boat,

in the midst of his army he took prisoner Akka, king of Kish.

Gilgamesh, the lord of Kullab,100

addressed Akka:

‘O Akka, my lieutenant, Akka, my captain, O Akka, my

commander, Akka, my general,

O Akka, my field marshal!

O Akka, you gave breath, Akka, you gave life,

O Akka, who took to your bosom a man on the run,105

O Akka, a runaway bird you sated with grain!’



Akka:


‘Uruk, the smithy of the Gods,

its great rampart, a cloudbank resting on the earth,

its lofty residence, founded by the god An,

are given into your charge: [repay me] my favour!’110



Gilgamesh:


‘Before the Sun God I hereby repay you the favour of old!’

He let Akka go free to Kish.

O Gilgamesh, lord of Kullab,

sweet is your praise!



Gilgamesh and Huwawa: ‘The lord to the Living One’s Mountain’ and ‘Ho, hurrah!’

The poem of Gilgamesh and Huwawa was another favourite copy-text in Old Babylonian schools. It tells the story of the expedition to the Forest of Cedar, the killing of Huwawa and the felling of the cedar, and it is thus a kind of precursor of Tablets III–V of the Babylonian epic, though the details of the story are very different. Most significantly, Huwawa is taken captive not by force of arms but by trickery, using a ruse divulged to Gilgamesh by the god Enki. The Sumerian poem exists as two distinct compositions, ‘The lord to the Living One’s Mountain’, usually called Version A, and ‘Ho, hurrah!’, usually known as Version B (other translations are possible of both titles). The two poems are closely related and have many lines in common. To judge from the number of extant manuscripts, Version A was more popular than Version B and its text can be restored almost entirely. Version B is less complete.

In fear of death Gilgamesh turns his thoughts to deeds of glory and proposes an expedition to the fabled Cedar Mountain, where dwelt the Living One. This epithet apparently refers to its guardian spirit, the demigod Huwawa. In early tradition the Cedar Mountain was far in the east, where the sun rose. Gilgamesh’s servant Enkidu tells him that he should seek the approval of the Sun God, Utu (the Sumerian Shamash). This Gilgamesh does, giving as the reason for the expedition that he has seen the impermanence of the human condition and wishes to establish his fame. Utu grants him the help of seven constellations, which will guide him on his journey. Gilgamesh mobilizes the young men of Uruk, arms them and sets out. The constellations guide him to the mountains where cedars grow. After crossing seven mountain ranges in search of a suitable tree, finally he finds one to his liking. Without further ado he fells the chosen cedar and his companions cut it into logs. Thereupon Huwawa, the cedars’ guardian, awakes and launches at Gilgamesh one of his auras, the radiant numinous powers that protect him. Gilgamesh and Enkidu are stunned and fall unconscious. Enkidu comes to and eventually rouses Gilgamesh too. Gilgamesh swears to learn more of their assailant. Enkidu describes to him the terrible being that is Huwawa but Gilgamesh is confident that the two of them will succeed where one would fail.

As they approach Huwawa’s dwelling Gilgamesh is stopped in his tracks and the voice of Huwawa calls to him, telling him not to be afraid but to kneel on the ground. Gilgamesh then pretends to wish to form a marital alliance with Huwawa and offers him his sisters, Enmebaragesi and Peshtur, to be his wives. He promises Huwawa other pleasures of life that are evidently unknown in his remote mountain lair: fine flour and water in leathern bottles, sandals large and small, choice gemstones and other presents. For the betrothal of the sisters and the promise of each further gift Huwawa surrenders one of his protective auras. These are conceptualized as great cedars, which Gilgamesh’s men duly cut into logs for the journey home. When Huwawa has no auras left and is helpless to attack, Gilgamesh shows his true colours. He strikes him and takes him prisoner. Huwawa then pleads for his life, complaining to Utu of Gilgamesh’s treachery. Gilgamesh shows him princely mercy but Enkidu warns that this is too dangerous: if they let Huwawa go they will never see home again. As Huwawa turns on Enkidu in anger, Enkidu cuts his throat. The heroes take his head to the god Enlil. Enlil angrily asks them why they have killed Huwawa and tells them they should instead have treated him with every courtesy. In conclusion Enlil distributes Huwawa’s auras.

Version A: ‘The lord to the Living One’s Mountain’


The lord to the Living One’s Mountain did turn his mind,

the lord Gilgamesh to the Living One’s Mountain did turn his mind,

he called to his servant, Enkidu:

‘O Enkidu, since no man can escape life’s end,

I will enter the mountain and set up my name.5

Where names are set up, I will set up my name,

where names are not yet set up, I will set up gods’ names.’

Enkidu his servant answered him:

‘My lord, if you are to enter the mountain, the god Utu should be informed,

Utu, Young Hero Utu should be informed!10

Things to do with the mountain are Utu’s concern,

things to do with Cut-Cedar Mountain are Young Hero Utu’s concern, Utu should be informed!’

Gilgamesh took a white kid in hand,

as an animal offering he held a brown kid to his breast.

The pure staff in his hand he held at his nose,15

he addressed Utu of Heaven:

‘O Utu, I am to enter the mountain, be you my helper!

I am to enter Cut-Cedar Mountain, be you my helper!’

Utu answered him from heaven:

‘Young man, in your own place you are a nobleman, but there in the mountain what would you be?’20

‘O Utu, let me speak a word to you, give ear to what I say!

Let me tell you something, may you give thought to it!

In my city a man dies, and the heart is stricken,

a man perishes, and the heart feels pain.

I raised my head on the rampart,25

my gaze fell on a corpse drifting down the river, afloat on the water:

I too shall become like that, just so shall I be!

“No man can stretch to the sky, no matter how tall,

no man can compass a mountain, no matter how broad!”

Since no man can escape life’s end,30

I will enter the mountain and set up my name.

Where names are set up, I will set up my name,

where names are not yet set up, I will set up gods’ names.’

Utu accepted his tears as he would a gift,

like a man of compassion he showed him pity.35

Seven warriors they were, sons of one mother,

the first, their eldest, had paws of a lion, talons of an eagle,

the second was an [open]-mouthed cobra …,

the third an overpowering Dragon Serpent …,

the fourth a … which kindled fire …,40

the fifth a shrieking serpent whose screech split the uplands,

the sixth like a torrent in spate that battered the mountains,

the seventh blasted like lightning so none could go near it:

these seven the warrior, Young Hero Utu, gave Gilgamesh:

‘… the goddess Nissaba has given you in addition,NiO

[in the heavens] they shine, on earth they know the paths,

[on earth] let them reveal the path [to the east …,]

let them bring you to the place in the uplands where boats must be beached.’45

Thus he put the Cedar Smiter in happy mood,

he put the lord Gilgamesh in happy mood.

In his city he sounded the horn like a man alone,

he blew it as one like two men together.

‘He who has a family, to his family! He who has a mother, to his mother!50

Let men who are unattached like me, fifty of them, be at my side!’

He who had a family, to his family. He who had a mother, to his mother.

Men who were unattached like him, fifty of them, were at his side.

He made his way to the forge,

he had them cast war-hatchets and battle-axes of bronze, his weapons of valour.55

He made his way to the Dark Grove outside the city,

he had them hew axe shafts of oak and axe shafts of boxwood,

[he set them] in the hands of the sons of his city who were going with him.

[Seven] warriors [they were], sons of [one] mother,

the first, their eldest, had paws of a lion, talons of an eagle,

[the second was an open-mouthed cobra …,]

[the third an overpowering Dragon Serpent …,]

[the fourth … which kindled fire …,]

[the fifth a shrieking serpent whose screech split the uplands,]

[the sixth like a torrent in spate that battered the mountains,]

[the seventh blasted like lightning so none could go near it:]

[in the heavens they shone, on earth they knew the paths,]

[on earth] they revealed the path [to the east,]

they did bring him to the place in the uplands where boats must be beached.60

He crossed the first mountain range, he did not find the cedar he wanted,

he crossed the [second] mountain range, [he did not find] the cedar he [wanted,]UrF

he crossed the third mountain range, [he did not find] the cedar he wanted,

he crossed the fourth mountain range, [he did not find] the cedar he wanted,

he crossed the fifth mountain range, he did not [find] the cedar he wanted,

he crossed the sixth mountain range, he did not find the cedar he wanted,

but crossing the seventh mountain range, he found the cedar he wanted.

He asked no question, he looked no further,

Gilgamesh smote the cedar.

Enkidu lopped off its branches … for Gilgamesh,65

the sons of his city who had come with him stacked them in a pile.

With all the commotion Gilgamesh disturbed Huwawa in his lair,

he launched against him his auras of terror.

Gilgamesh was overcome [with a stupor], as if in a sleep,

[Enkidu] was beset [with torpor], as if in a daze.

The sons of his city who had gone with him

like little puppies lay shivering at his feet.70

Enkidu awoke, it had been a dream, he shuddered, it had been a deep sleep.

He rubbed his eyes, there was desolate silence.

He touched him with his hand, but could not rouse him,

he spoke to him, but received no reply:

‘You who lie, you who lie,75

O Gilgamesh, young lord of Kullab, how long will you lie?

The mountain is dark, the shadows cast over it,

all the sunbeams of eventide are gone,

with head held high the Sun has gone to the bosom of Ningal, his mother:

O Gilgamesh, how long will you lie?80

The sons of your city, who came with you,

do not keep them waiting for you at the foot of the mountain,

do not reduce the mothers who bore them to spinning yarn in the square of your city!’

[This message] he placed in his right ear,

his warrior’s word covered him like cloth.85

He (Gilgamesh) took in his hands thirty shekels of oil and rubbed his chest,

he stood on the Great Earth like an ox [on all fours],

he bent his neck to the ground and gave voice:

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!

Should I behave as if in terror on the knees of Ninsun, the mother who bore me?’90

And for a second time he said to him:

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!

Until I discover whether that fellow is a man or a god,

my mountain-bound feet I shall not turn home to the city!’

The servant – makes life pleasant, makes life sweet –95

made answer to his master:

‘My lord, you have not set eyes on that fellow, your heart is not stricken,

but I have set eyes on him, my heart is stricken:

a warrior he is, his teeth the teeth of a dragon,

his eye the eye of a lion!100

His chest is a torrent in spate,

his brow devours the canebrake, none can go near him,

(like) a man-eating lion, [his tongue] is never sated with blood.

My lord, you go on up the mountain, but let me go home to the city:

I will tell your mother you lived, so she laughs for joy,

then I will tell your mother you died, so she wails with grief.’105

‘Set to, O Enkidu! Two men together will not die: a raft of reed cannot sink,

no man can cut a three-ply rope,

a flood cannot sweep a man down from a wall,

fire in a reed hut cannot be extinguished!

You join with me, I will join with you, what can anyone do to us then?110

“After it sank, after it sank,

after the boat from Magan sank,

after the barge sank, the cargo-boat sank,

a raft of reed was the boat that saved lives, it did not sink.”

Set to, let us go to him, let us set eyes on him!115

Quick, let us go to him!

“Fright is countered with fright,

cunning with cunning!”

However you feel, set to, let us go to him!’

No man goes nearer than sixty pole-lengths,120

and already Huwawa has occupied his house of cedar.

He turns his eye upon one, it is the eye of death,

he shakes his head at one, it is the gesture that pronounces one guilty.

When he addresses one, he does not mince words:

‘Able fellow that you are, you will not go home to the city of the mother who bore you!’125

Into his muscles, into his feet the terror flooded, his aura of terror flooded,

(Gilgamesh) could not move his foot from the ground.

His foot was held fast by his big toe,

in his flank, in his … it flooded.

‘Ho, hurrah! Tall-grown sapling,130

noble one in whom the gods delight,

angry ox standing ready for combat,

well knew your mother how to make a child,

well knew your nurse how to suckle a baby!

Be not afraid, place both hands on the ground!’135

He placed both hands on the ground, then he said to him:

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!

Where you dwell on the mountain, it is not known! Where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:

let me send you my older sister Enmebaragesi, to be your wife on the mountain!’

And again he said:140

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!

Where you dwell on the mountain, it is not known! Where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:

let me send you my little sister Peshtur, to be your concubine on the mountain!

Give me one of your auras of terror, and I will become your kinsman!’

His first aura of terror he gave him.145

The sons of his city who had come with him

lopped off its branches, lashed them together,

and laid it down at the foot of the mountain.




[And a second time he said:]

[‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!]

[Where you dwell on the mountain, it is not known! Where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:]

[let me bring you in the mountain …]

[So may I not then join your family?]

[Give me one of your auras of terror, and I will become your kinsman!’]

His second aura of terror he gave him.

The sons of his city who had come with himUnC

lopped off its branches, lashed them together,

and laid it down at the foot of the mountain.

And a third time he said:

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!

Where you dwell on the mountain, it is not known! Where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:

let me bring you in the mountain

finest-quality flour, such as the great gods eat, and flasks of cool water.

So may I not then join your family?

Give me one of your auras of terror, and I will become your kinsman!’

His third aura of terror he gave him.

The sons of his city who had come with him

lopped off its branches, lashed them together,

and laid it down at the foot of the mountain.

And a fourth time he said:

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!

Where you dwell on the mountain, it is not known! Where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:

let me bring you [in the mountain] big sandals for big feet.

So may I not then join your family?

Give me one of your auras of terror, and I will become your kinsman!’

His fourth aura of terror he gave him.

The sons of his city who had come with him

lopped off its branches, lashed them together,

and laid it down at the foot of the mountain.

And a fifth time he said:

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!

Where you dwell on the mountain, it is not known! Where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:

let me bring you in the mountain little sandals for your little feet.

So may I not then join your family?

Give me one of your auras of terror, and I will become your kinsman!’

His fifth aura of terror he gave him.

The sons of his city who had come with him

lopped off its branches, lashed them together,

and laid it down at the foot of the mountain.

And a sixth time he said:

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!

Where you dwell on the mountain, it is not known! Where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:

let me bring you in the mountain

rock crystal, chalcedony and lapis lazuli.

So may I not then join your family?

Give me one of your auras of terror, and I will become your kinsman!’

His sixth aura of terror he gave him.

The sons of his city who had come with him

lopped off its branches, lashed them together,

and laid it down at the foot of the mountain.

[And a seventh time he said:]

[‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda!]

[Where you dwell on the mountain, it is not known! Where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:]

[let me bring you in the mountain …]

[So may I not then join your family?]

[Give me one of your auras of terror, and I will become your kinsman!’]

[His seventh aura of terror he gave him.]

[The sons of his city who had come with him]

[lopped off its branches, lashed them together,]

[and laid it down at the foot of the mountain.]




Having stripped him clean of his seven auras of terror, he drew near to his lair.

Like a snake in the wine harbour, he followed behind him,150

and making as if to kiss him, struck him on the cheek with his fist.

Huwawa bared bright his teeth, wrinkled his brow.

As with a wild bull made captive he threw a rope on him,SiA

as with a soldier taken prisoner he bound his arms.

Huwawa spoke to Gilgamesh:UrG

‘O deceitful warrior, [you do me wrong!]’

The two of them [fixed] a nose-rope … on him.

[Dragging] the warrior out of his lair, ‘Sit down!’ he [said] to him,

[dragging] Huwawa out of his lair, ‘Sit down!’ he [said] to him.

The warrior sat, weeping and sobbing,UrA

Huwawa sat, weeping and sobbing.

Huwawa [addressed] a plea to Gilgamesh:

‘O Gilgamesh, set me free!

To the Sun God let me say a word!

O Utu, I never knew a mother to bear me, I never knew a father to rear me,155

I was born in the mountains, it was you who reared me!

Gilgamesh swore by heaven, he swore by earth, he swore by the Netherworld!’

Seizing him by the hand, he threw himself prostrate.

Then the noble Gilgamesh, his heart took pity on him,

he spoke to his servant Enkidu:160

‘O Enkidu, let the captive bird go off to its place,

let the captive soldier go back to his mother’s embrace!’

Enkidu gave answer to Gilgamesh:

‘Ho, hurrah! Tall-grown sapling,

noble one in whom the gods delight,165

angry ox standing ready for combat,

young lord Gilgamesh, honoured in Uruk,

well knew your mother how to make a child,

well knew your nurse how to suckle a baby!

Even the tallest, if lacking good counsel,170

Namtar will devour and he will not know it!

If the captive bird goes off to its place,

the captive soldier goes back to his mother’s embrace,

then you will not return to the city of the mother who bore you!



[image: 14 ‘In rage and fury Enkidu severed his head at the neck’.]
14 ‘In rage and fury Enkidu severed his head at the neck’.

A captive warrior given freedom, a captive priestess [returned] to the cloister,UnB

a captive priest returned to the wig, from days of old [who ever saw such a thing?]

The mountain [road] he will [confound before you,]

[the mountain path] he will [confuse before you.]’

[The warrior gave] ear to what he had said,

Huwawa spoke to Enkidu:175

‘O Enkidu, about me you use evil words to him!

Mercenary, serving the enemy to earn bread! You use evil words to him!’

But just as he said these words,

in rage and fury Enkidu severed his head at the neck.

They put it in a leather sack,180

and took it before the gods Enlil and Ninlil.

Having kissed the ground before Enlil,

he threw down the sack and tipped out the head.

They set it in front of Enlil.

When Enlil saw the head of Huwawa,185

what Gilgamesh had done made him angry:

‘Why have you done this thing?

Was it commanded that his name be wiped from the earth?

He should have sat before you,

he should have eaten the bread that you ate,190

he should have drunk the water that you drank!

Now he shall adorn [the houses] of the great [gods!]’

From his throne Enlil distributed his heavenly auras:UnB

his first aura he gave to the field,Ni

his second aura he gave to the river,

his third aura he gave to the canebrake,195

his fourth aura he gave to the lion,

his fifth aura he gave to the woods,

his sixth aura he gave to the palace,

his seventh aura he gave to the goddess Nungal,

the remaining auras he took for himself.200

Honour to the mighty Gilgamesh,

praise to the goddess Nissaba!



Version B: ‘Ho, hurrah!’

The shorter, less popular poem of Gilgamesh and Huwawa is not yet fully recovered. Apart from being obviously more concise than Version A, Version B exhibits many minor variations. A major difference between the two poems is one of plot. At the crucial point in the story, when Gilgamesh awakes at last from the sleep induced by Huwawa’s auras, instead of encouraging the fearful Enkidu with a show of bravado, here the hero doubts his own ability to match the monster in strength and calls on his god, Enki, to ‘emerge’ in his words. This phrase I understand to mean that the god of trickery is to inspire him to overcome his opponent with cunning speech. Through the medium of Enkidu, who apparently blurts out the words Gilgamesh should use, Enki does exactly that and the plot moves directly on to the meeting with Huwawa and Gilgamesh’s ingratiating diplomacy.


Ho, hurrah! Tall-grown sapling,

noble one in whom the gods delight,

angry ox standing ready for combat,

young lord Gilgamesh, honoured in Uruk!



Gilgamesh:


‘In Uruk a man dies, and the mind is stricken,5

a man perishes, and the heart feels pain.

I raised my head on the rampart,

I saw a corpse afloat on the water.

The mind despairs, the heart is stricken:

the end of life being inescapable –10

the grave, the oppressive Netherworld, which spares no man:

“No man can reach across a mountain, no matter how lofty,

no man can compass a mountain, no matter how broad!” –

because no man can escape life’s end,

by the lives of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, my father, [the pure] Lugalbanda,15

my god Enki, the lord Nudimmud,

my little sister Enmebaragesi and my sister Peshtur,

I will [climb] the mountain!

I will [climb] the mountain of the unique cedar tree!

At its base I will make a temple to my god, I will take possession of its branches,20

I will enter through its gateposts that are clad in splendour!’

His servant Enkidu spoke to him:

‘[My lord, if] you are to enter the [mountain,]

the god Utu should be informed!

If you would enter Cut-Cedar [Mountain,]25

Utu should be informed!

Things to do with the mountain are Utu’s concern,

things to do with Cut-Cedar Mountain are Young Hero Utu’s concern.’

Heavenly Utu donned his lapis-lazuli lustre,

came forth with head held high.30

Gilgamesh, the lord of Kullab, held the pure staff in his hand at his nose:

‘O Utu, I am to enter the mountain, be you my helper!

I am to enter Cut-Cedar Mountain, be you my helper!’33



* * *


[Seven warriors they were, sons of one mother,]36

[these seven the warrior, Young Hero Utu, gave Gilgamesh:]

‘[The first, their eldest, has lion’s paws and eagle’s talons,]

[the second is an open-mouthed cobra …,]

[the third an overpowering Dragon Serpent …,]40

[the fourth a … which kindles fire …,]

[the fifth] a shrieking serpent whose screech splits the uplands,

[the sixth] like a torrent in spate that batters the [mountains,]

the seventh blasts like lightning so none can go near it:

in the heavens they shine, on earth they know the paths,45

in the heavens they are stars blazing on high,

on earth [they know] the road to Aratta,

[like] merchants they know the pathways,

like pigeons they know the nooks and crannies of the mountains:

through the mountain passes let them lead you.’50

In his city Gilgamesh called up a task force,

in [the midst] of Kullab he sounded the horn:

‘O city, he who has a wife, to his wife! He who has a child, to his child!

O warriors known, O warriors unknown,

who have not wives, who have not children,55

let such men be at my side, with Gilgamesh!’

The king went out of the city,

Gilgamesh went out of Kullab.

Taking the road of Cut-Cedar Mountain,

he crossed the first mountain range, he did not find the cedar he wanted,60

[he crossed] the second mountain [range, he did not find the cedar he wanted,]B

[he crossed] the third mountain [range, he did not find the cedar he wanted,]

[he crossed] the fourth mountain [range, he did not find the cedar he wanted,]

[he crossed the fifth] mountain [range, he did not find the cedar he wanted,]

[he crossed] the [sixth mountain range, he did not find the cedar he wanted,]

but crossing the seventh mountain range, he found the cedar he wanted.

Gilgamesh felled the cedar,

his servant Enkidu turned it into logs,

the sons of his city who had come with him

set them in a pile.65

Then as the one warrior drew close to the other,

the aura [of Huwawa] unrolled like a carpet.

[Gilgamesh was overcome, a stupor] seized him like a sleep.68



* * *


[Enkidu spoke to Gilgamesh:]73

‘[You] who sleep, [you] who sleep,

O young lord Gilgamesh, how long [will you] sleep?75

The mountain has become [dark,] the shadows [cast over it,]

the [sunbeams of eventide have gone.]’

Gilgameshfn1 arose, it had been a dream,

he shuddered, it had been a deep sleep.

He rubbed his eyes with his hands, there was desolate silence.80

‘By the life of the mother who bore me, the goddess Ninsun, and my father, the pure Lugalbanda,

[may] my god [Enki, the lord Nudimmud,]

[emerge in my words!]

I [have set eyes on him, I can] comprehend:

a warrior he is, his eye the eye of a lion!85

His chest is a torrent in spate,

his brow devours the canebrake, none can go near him,

like a man-eating lion, his tongue is never sated with blood:

I have not the might to (match) the warrior, who has it indeed?’

His servant Enkidu spoke to him:90



* * *


‘By the life of the [mother who bore you, the goddess Ninsun], and your father, [the pure Lugalbanda,]93

[may] your god Enki-[Nudimmud emerge] in your words:

“O warrior, [where you dwell on] the mountain, it should be known:95

[for] your little feet let [little] sandals be [made,]

[for your] big feet [let big] sandals be made!”’



A few lines are lost, and the text resumes with Gilgamesh’s address to Huwawa:


‘[By the life of the] mother who bore me,* the goddess Ninsun, and the father who sired me, the pure Lugalbanda,103

[may] myfn2 [god] Enki-Nudimmud emerge [in my words!]

O warrior, where you dwell on the mountain, it should be known:105

for your little feet [let] little sandals be made,

for your big [feet let] big sandals be made!’



* * *


[The first aura]

[he gave to him.]115

[The sons of his city who had come with him]

[set them in a pile.]

[The second aura,]

[the third aura,]

[the fourth aura,]120

[the fifth aura,]

[the sixth aura,]

they [heaped] in piles on the mountain.A

Having stripped him clean of his seven auras, he drew near to his lair,

he struck him on the ear with his fist.

Huwawa wrinkled his brow, bared his teeth at him.125

As with a wild bull made captive he threw a rope on him,

as with a warrior taken prisoner he bound his elbows (behind him).

The warrior began weeping and sobbing,

Huwawa began weeping and sobbing:

‘O warrior, you deceived me, you laid your hand on me, though you swore an oath to me.130

By the life of [the mother who bore you], the goddess Ninsun, and your father, pure Lugalbanda,

[your] god [Enki]-Nudimmud emerged in your words!

[As with a wild bull made captive] you threw a rope on me,

[as with a warrior taken prisoner you bound] my elbows (behind me)!’

[Then the] noble Gilgamesh, his heart [took] pity [on him,]135

he spoke to his servant Enkidu:

‘Come, I will set the warrior free,

he shall be our guide, who will spy out the route for us, he shall be our guide,W

he shall be my [porter], he shall carry my pack.’

His servant Enkidu gave answer to Gilgamesh:

‘The tallest one can lack good counsel.’W



* * *


‘A captive warrior given freedom,140

a captive priestess returned to the cloister,

a captive priest returned to the wig,

from days of old who ever saw such a thing?

The mountain road he will confound before you,

the mountain path he will confuse before you,145

we shall not [return to the city] of the mothers who bore us!’



* * *


Huwawa gave [answer] to [Gilgamesh:]151

‘The mother who bore me was a cave in the mountains,

the father who sired me was a cave in the uplands!

O Utu, you made me dwell all alone on the mountain!’

Gilgamesh spoke to Huwawa:155

‘Come, …’



The remainder is missing.

Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven: ‘Hero in battle’

The poem entitled ‘Hero in battle’ deals with the feud of Gilgamesh and the goddess Inanna (the Sumerian Ishtar), and with Gilgamesh and Enkidu’s fight with the Bull of Heaven. As such it is an analogue of Tablet VI of the Babylonian epic, though the beginnings of the two stories are very different. To judge from the small number of surviving manuscripts this poem was less popular than the tales concerning Akka and Huwawa, and its translation is beset by difficulties of reconstruction and comprehension. Neither of the two best-preserved sources now extant comes from the schools of Nippur, which regularly provide the most reliable copies. One is from Mê-Turan, a provincial town on the river Diyala (Tell Haddad, north-east of Baghdad), the other reportedly from Dilbat in western Babylonia (Dailem, south of Babylon). Other important sources are four excerpt tablets (three of them still unpublished), which all lack any provenance at all. To make matters worse these tablets sometimes differ in their redaction, often use unconventional spellings and are frequently corrupt, so that translation is often difficult and sometimes impossible. For this reason the rendering of the poem given below must be accepted as far from definitive. It is hoped that future discoveries of more and better manuscripts will correct those errors of understanding unwittingly perpetrated here.

Following a hymnic prologue, Gilgamesh begins to converse with his mother, the goddess Ninsun. Ninsun gives him instructions to carry out his duties, which include sheep-shearing and fishing. The passage is repeated as narrative. Soon afterwards the goddess Inanna appears on the scene and tries to detain Gilgamesh in her house, the temple Eanna. She wants him to join her as head of the household and govern the people from there, much as in Tablet VI of the Babylonian epic she wants to marry him. Gilgamesh reports Inanna’s overtures to his mother, adding that Inanna accosted him at the city gate in the lee of the wall. This was a place where prostitutes traditionally plied their trade (cf. Tablet VII 117 of the Babylonian epic). Ninsun forbids him to accept Inanna’s gifts, apparently lest he fall into soft ways.

Gilgamesh next encounters Inanna as he goes out to fulfil another of his lordly duties, to capture livestock to replenish the goddess’s animal pens. He brusquely orders her out of his way. After a break, Ninsun likens Inanna to a bloodthirsty predator. Inanna is then found weeping in her chamber in heaven, if the text is correctly deciphered. Her father, An, enters and asks her why she is crying. She apparently answers that it is because she has not been able to give herself to the object of her affections. Her description of the rough Gilgamesh as a ‘wild bull on the rampage’ is reminiscent of the Babylonian epic at Tablet I 63–64. Inanna asks her father for the Bull of Heaven, so that she can kill Gilgamesh. He objects that the Bull of Heaven grazes in the sky (for it is the constellation Taurus) and would have no food on earth. Throwing a tantrum Inanna starts to scream, making a noise so infernal that An gives in. Inanna leads the Bull of Heaven down to Uruk, where it devours all the vegetation and drinks the river dry.

The following passage is broken. As reconstructed here, from what are evidently different redactions of the text, it appears that Gilgamesh’s minstrel, Lugalgabangal, sees the Bull of Heaven amid the devastation and enters into his master’s presence. Gilgamesh is in the midst of feasting and the news his minstrel brings in no way diverts him from his pleasure. Having finished his meal, however, Gilgamesh prepares for battle. He arms himself and instructs his mother and sister to make sacrifices in the temple of the god Enki. He vows to dismember the Bull of Heaven and give its meat to the poor. As Inanna looks on from the city wall, Gilgamesh and Enkidu tackle the Bull. Enkidu finds its weak spot and Gilgamesh duly dispatches the monstrous animal. He hurls a piece of its leg at Inanna. As she rushes out of its way, the limb demolishes the wall. Gilgamesh wishes he could treat her as he has the Bull of Heaven. And just as he had vowed earlier, the Bull is dismembered and its meat given to the poor. Its horns, however, are dedicated to Inanna in her temple, Eanna.


Hero in battle, hero in battle, let me sing his song!

Lord Gilgamesh, hero in battle, let me sing his song!

Lord with beard of black, hero in battle, let me sing his song!

Fair of limb, hero in battle, let me sing his song!

Young lord, mightiest of the mighty, hero in battle, let me sing his song!Nb obv. 4

[Expert] in wrestling and trials of strength, [hero in battle, let me sing his song!]Nb obv. 6

Merry one, hero in battle, let me sing his song!Ma 5

Rampaging against wrongdoers, hero in battle, let me sing his song!

The king, the lord, the mother who bore him addressed him:Nc 4´

‘My king, go down to the river, [take] dust in hand, wash in the river!

My lord, enter the juniper grove, learn the task,

… axe, the weapon …

enter the Gipar house, shear the lordly sheep,Na 1´

take a seat on the plank at the front!

Being in the marsh,

my king, being in the marsh, bend the oars in the water,

my lord, let the oars dip in the water for you like a dense-growing reed-bed,

let its … dip in the water for you like …!’

To the mother who bore him he gave … Ma 14

In the wide courtyard of the house of Inanna

Gilgamesh [took his] scythe in hand,

the king, entering the juniper grove he learnt the task,Na 10´

in the Gipar house he sheared a lordly sheep,

he took a seat on the plank at the front, in the marsh he stretched out (his net),

in the marsh the king stretched out (his net), he bent the oars in the water,

for the king the oars dipped in the water like a dense-growing reed-bed,

its … dipped [in the water for him] like …

The crusher of heads went into the courtyard,

in the Grand Court, without a fight, ……Nedg c

At that time she [cast her] glance on the …,

holy Inanna [cast her] glance on the …,Ma 20

from the palace of Abzu she cast her glance on the …:

‘O my wild bull, you shall be my man, I shall not let you go,

O lord Gilgamesh, my wild bull, you shall be my man, I shall not let you go,

you shall pass judgement in the temple Eanna, I shall not let you go,A i 5´

you shall render verdicts in the holy Gipar, I shall not let you go,

you shall pass judgement in the god An’s beloved Eanna, I shall not let you go!

O Gilgamesh, be you its lord, and I will be its lady!’

The king [heard her] words,

the king [spoke] to the mother who bore him,

Gilgamesh [spoke to] the goddess Ninsun:Ma 30

‘O mother who bore me, like ……

at the door of the city gate ……

by the base of the city wall ……

“O my wild bull, you shall be my man, I shall not let you go,

[O lord] Gilgamesh, you shall be my man, I shall not let you go,Ma 35

you shall pass judgement in the temple Eanna, I shall not let you go,

you shall render verdicts in the holy Gipar, I shall not let you go,

you shall pass judgement in the god An’s beloved Eanna, I shall not let you go!

O Gilgamesh, be you its lord, and I will be its lady!”’

After he had spoken like this to the mother who bore him,Ma 40

the mother who [bore him replied to Gilgamesh:]

‘The gifts of Inanna must not enter your chamber,

the divine Palace Lady must not cover with cloth a warrior’s might!A i 10´

“O lady Inanna, you must not block my path!

Let me catch wild bulls in the mountains, let me fill your folds!

Let me catch sheep in the mountains, let me fill your pens!

Let me pile silver, carnelian, lapis lazuli and trinkets in leather bags, let me fill your house!”

That is what you must say to her!’



Gilgamesh speaks to Inanna:


‘O lady Inanna, you must not block my path!

Let me catch wild bulls in the mountains, let me fill your folds!

Let me catch sheep in the mountains, let me fill your pens!

Let me pile silver, carnelian, lapis lazuli and trinkets in leather bags, let me fill your house!’

The queen cried out with a gasp,A i 15´

Inanna cried out with a gasp:

‘Who said to you, Gilgamesh, that I have no wild bulls from the mountains?

Who said to you, Gilgamesh, that I have no sheep from the mountains?

Who said to you, Gilgamesh, that I have no silver, carnelian, lapis lazuli and trinkets in leather bags?

If you catch [wild bulls in the mountains,]

if you catch [sheep in the mountains,]

if you pile [silver,] carnelian, lapis lazuli and trinkets in leather bags,

take them to your sisters and [your] mother!’

The king entered […before his mother,]

[Gilgamesh entered before his mother.]

He spoke to [his mother] Ninsun:

‘Mother, …’



four broken lines, and then:


‘She said to me, “My wild bull, you shall be my man, I shall not let you go!”’

His mother cried aloud, brought sky nigh earth with her scream,

Ninsun cried aloud, brought sky nigh earth with her scream.

Her all-encompassing scream covered Uruk and Kullab like a blanket, draped them like cloth:

‘A wolf … a one-year old lamb! Who did wail for it?

A one-year old lamb from the mouth of a raven! Who did wail for it?

It seizes them, it seizes them, it flays their skins,

it flays their skins, it drinks their blood!

It spills their blood as if from a jug!’A ii 5´

Inanna was weeping and sobbing.

An to the one he loved ……,

sitting there in the chamber, An [spoke to her:]

‘O my child, why are you weeping, why are you sobbing?’

‘The great bull on the loose, dwelling in Uruk,A ii 10´

the great bull Gilgamesh on the loose, dwelling in Uruk!

Because I cannot give my own self to him,

I am weeping and sobbing.

O my father, please give me the Bull of Heaven!

Let me kill the lord, let me kill the lord,A ii 15´

the lord Gilgamesh, let me kill the lord!’

Great An answered holy Inanna:

‘O my child, the Bull of Heaven would have no food, at the horizon is its food!

O maiden Inanna, it grazes where the sun rises!

I shall not give you the Bull of Heaven.’A ii 20´

Holy Inanna answered him:

‘Then I shall scream until sky draws nigh earth!’

She screamed, and at her scream heaven drew nigh earth,

Holy Inanna screamed, and at her scream heaven drew nigh earth.

It was terrifying, it was terrifying,

[the scream of] Inanna was terrifying.Np 15´

[The maiden Inanna’s] scream drew nigh heaven, the scream drew nigh earth,

[holy Inanna’s] scream drew nigh heaven, the scream drew nigh earth,

[Heaven and earth] it covered like a [blanket], draped like cloth.

Who could let out a wail [like her?]

Who could let out a wail [like holy Inanna]?Nk obv. 5´

Great An answered holy Inanna,A ii 24´

he gave her the Bull of Heaven.A iii 25´

In manly fashion the maiden Inanna took hold of the tether,

holy Inanna brought the Bull of Heaven down from the sky.

In Uruk the bull devours the grass,

in the Engilua canal it drinks the water,

though the Engilua canal extends a whole league, its thirst is not sated.A iii 30´

It devours the grass, it lays the earth bare,

it snaps the date-palms of Uruk, bending them to its mouth.

The bull, as it stands there, it fills (all of) Uruk,

the bull, on its own, it fills (all of) Kullab.

At that time he was drinking beer in the house of his god,

the lord Gilgamesh was drinking beer in the house of his god.

His minstrel, Lugalgabangal, who had gone out into the open, puking bile,A iii 35´

lifting his gaze caught sight of the Bull of Heaven.

Crouching down very low, he went back inside.

‘You drink, you drink, how long will you drink?

O lord Gilgamesh, you drink, how long will you drink?

Holy Inanna has brought the Bull of Heaven down from the sky!A iii 40´

In Uruk the bull [devours] the grass,

in the Engilua canal [it drinks] the water,Nj iii 5´

though the Engilua canal extends a whole league, [its thirst is not sated.]

It devours the grass, it lays the earth [bare,]

it snaps the date-palms of Uruk, [bending them] to its mouth.

The bull, as it stands there, it fills (all of) Uruk,

the bull, on its own, it fills (all of) Kullab.’Nj iii 10´

Gilgamesh answered Lugalgabangal his minstrel:

‘O my minstrel, sing your song, strum your strings!Ma 86

I will drink beer, refill the tankard!’

The minstrel Lugalgabangal [answered] his master Gilgamesh:

‘O my lord, may you eat, [may you] drink,

as for that matter is it not your concern?’Nk rev. 5´

[Gilgamesh] answered his minstrel Lugalgabangal:

‘Me! Why should that matter [frighten me?]’Ma 90

To smite the bull [he took up his weapons,]

to smite the bull Gilgamesh [took up his weapons:]

with a belt weighing fifty pounds [he girt his loins,]

a dagger of seven talents and a half [he hung at his side,]

[his bronze] axe [for expeditions, he took up in his hand.]Ma 95

His mother who bore him ……

his sister ………

His mother [Ninsun] who bore him ……

[his] sister, Peshtur, ……

Gilgamesh ……[spoke to them:]Ma 100

‘O mother who bore me, [go into] the temple of Enki!

O little sister Peshtur, [go into] his temple …

at that ……[slaughter] oxen,

at that ……slaughter sheep,

at that … may … pour beer!’Nn 7´

[Ninsun, the mother who bore him,] answered Gilgamesh:

‘The Bull of Heaven and you, you ……Ma 105

both you ………

and I ………’

Gilgamesh answered [Ninsun, the mother who bore him:]Nn 11´

‘Forthwith I shall smite [the Bull of Heaven,]

may its corpse be [thrown down] in the narrow streets,

may its innards [be thrown down] in the broad streets,Ma 110

may the orphans of [my city take shares] of itsfn3 meat [by] the basket-load,

may its carcass [be handed over] to the tanner,

may Inanna in Eanna [pour sweet oil from] flasks made of its two horns!’



Another version of the text has Gilgamesh speaking very similarly to the Bull of Heaven itself:


‘I will throw your corpse down in the narrow streets,

I will throw your innards down in the broad streets,

I will [hand over] your carcass to the tanner,

I will apportion your meat by the basket-load to the orphans of the city,

I will present your two horns to Inanna in Eanna to serve as flasks for sweet oil!’A iv 10

Inanna looked on from the rampart,

the bull bellowed in the dust.

Gilgamesh stood at its head,Ma 115

Enkidu went up on its …

The sons of his city who had come with him,

like a calf untrained to the yoke it covered them with dust.

Enkidu went behind the bull, he seized its tail,

he shouted to his master Gilgamesh:

‘Ho, hurrah! Tall-grown sapling,Ma 120

noble one in whom the gods delight,

angry ox standing ready for combat,A iv 20

O great lord Gilgamesh, honoured in Uruk,

well knew your mother how to make a child,

well knew your nurse how to suckle a baby!

O noble lord Gilgamesh, ……Nn 31´

have no fear, O warrior lacking strength (enough) on his own!

Where a sure path ……

O warrior, … your hand …

The people ………

the people ………’Ma 125

Enkidu having spoken thus to Gilgamesh,

[Gilgamesh] with his axe of seven talents smote its crown.

Lifting its head aloft the bull collapsed from a height,

forming a shapeless mass like a lump of clay, lying in a heap like a harvested crop.

The king took a knife in his hand, no butcher being to hand,Ma 130

he hacked off a shoulder (to throw) at Inanna,

sent her flying off like a dove, and demolished the rampart.



[image: 15 ‘With his axe of seven talents he smote its crown’.]
15 ‘With his axe of seven talents he smote its crown’.

The king stood at the head of the bull, he cried bitter tears:

‘Just as I can demolish (the wall?), just so shall I do (with you?)!’

And it was just as he had said,

its corpse he did throw down in the streets,Ma 135

its innards he did throw down in the broad streets,

its* meat he did apportion by the basket-load to the orphans of hisfn4 city,

its carcass he did hand over to the tanner,

from flasks made of its two horns Inanna in Eanna did pour sweet oil.

The Bull of Heaven being slain, O holy Inanna sweet is your praise!Ma 140



Gilgamesh and the Netherworld: ‘In those days, in those far-off days’

The poem known to the ancients as ‘In those days, in those far-off days’ was also a favourite in the scribal schools of Old Babylonian Nippur and Ur. Unlike the other Sumerian tales of Gilgamesh, this composition begins with a mythological prologue: a long time ago, shortly after the gods had divided the universe between them, there was a huge storm. As the god Enki was sailing down to the Netherworld, presumably to take up residence in his cosmic domain, the Ocean Below (Abzu), the hailstones piled up in the bottom of his boat and the waves churned around it. The storm blew down a willow tree on the bank of the river Euphrates. Out walking one day, the goddess Inanna picked up the willow and took it back to her house in Uruk, where she planted it and waited for it to grow. She looked forward to having furniture made from its timber. As the tree grew it was infested by creatures of evil and Inanna was sad. She told the whole story to the Sun God, her brother Utu, but he did not help her. Then she repeated the story to the hero Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh took up his weapons and rid the tree of its vile inhabitants. He felled the tree and gave Inanna the timber for the furniture she needed. With the remaining wood he made two playthings (there is no consensus among scholars as to what these playthings were: probably they were a ball and a mallet).

Gilgamesh and the young men of Uruk play with his new toys all day long. The men are worn out by their exertions and their women are kept busy bringing them food and water. The next day, as the game is about to restart, the women complain, presumably to the gods (as in the standard Babylonian epic at Tablet I 73ff.), and the playthings fall through a hole deep into the Netherworld. Gilgamesh cannot reach them and weeps bitterly at his loss. His servant Enkidu volunteers to go and fetch them. Gilgamesh warns him about going to the Netherworld, the gloomy realm of the goddess Ereshkigal. If Enkidu is to avoid fatal consequences in the presence of the shades of the dead he must show the proper respect for them. He should behave unobtrusively, acting with sensitivity and not drawing attention to himself. There in the Netherworld he will come upon the awful spectacle of Ereshkigal herself, who lies prostrate in perpetual mourning for her son Ninazu. The clothes torn from her body, she rakes her flesh with her fingernails and pulls out her hair.

Enkidu goes down to the Netherworld and blithely ignores Gilgamesh’s warnings. He is duly taken captive there. Gilgamesh petitions the god Enlil in Nippur to help him but Enlil will not. He then petitions the god Enki in Eridu to help him. Enki instructs the Sun God, Utu, to bring up Enkidu’s shade as he rises from the Netherworld at dawn. Temporarily reunited, Gilgamesh and Enkidu embrace. In a long session of question and answer that marks the climax of the poem Gilgamesh asks Enkidu about conditions in the Netherworld. The tone of brutal pessimism that informs this part of the text is relieved by a certain humour and sentimentality, and made topical, in one recension at least, by historical allusion. The principal message of the beginning of the heroes’ dialogue is that the more sons a man has, the more his thirst in the afterlife will be relieved by the vital offerings of fresh water made periodically by his family. Those shades who are childless suffer worst, for nobody exists above on earth to make the necessary offerings to them.

The dialogue then turns to consider those who have it in common that they cannot be buried whole, either because they have been disfigured by leprosy or other diseases or because they have met violent ends. The revulsion of dying without a full complement of body parts persists in the Near East today. One recension perhaps adopts a moral tone, dealing also with those who have dishonoured their parents. Like these, most shades are in for a grim experience in the afterlife but, besides the fathers of many sons, there are others who suffer less. Those who are taken before their time, such as stillborn children, are compensated by an afterlife spent in luxury. However, those who are burnt to death disappear in smoke and do not go down to the Netherworld. An implication of this was that the ghosts of such people could not be appeased and thus they were feared most of all revenant spirits. Burning to death was hence the worst fate of all and a fittingly horrifying climax to Enkidu’s report. The horror of death by fire endures to this day in Islam.

In one tradition of copying, the text ends at this point, but tablets from the city of Ur provide a continuation which gives a more explicit lesson in how to care for the dead. The historical allusions it contains suggest that this continuation was probably a later addition which originated in the city-state of Girsu. Enkidu reports that the shades of the ‘sons of Sumer and Akkad’, and particularly of Girsu, have been overrun by Amorite tribesmen, who keep them away from the places in the Netherworld where the libations of fresh water are received from the world above and force them to make do with foul, polluted water. The passage clearly alludes to the situation that obtained in Sumer in the late third millennium BC, when the state ruled by the Third Dynasty of Ur collapsed under the pressure of Amorite incursions and Elamite invasion, and the settled people of the cities of lower Mesopotamia suddenly found themselves governed by Amorite dynasts of nomadic descent. Those who had possessed political and economic clout under the kings of Ur no doubt much resented the loss of it to newcomers. When Gilgamesh discovers that his own forebears in the Netherworld have suffered the same fate as the other ‘sons of Sumer and Akkad’ he is shamed into filial piety: in the poem’s conclusion he is prompted to fashion statues of his ancestors, to institute mourning rites for them and to instruct the people of Girsu in the same rites. By this means the dead are appeased and do not threaten the living. One message of this meditation on a man’s expectations in the afterlife was thus the encouragement of pious behaviour towards the dead and the prescription of the proper ritual. Gilgamesh’s special association with such ritual is confirmed by early administrative documents which mention the ‘Bank of Gilgamesh’ as a place where the rulers of Girsu did indeed make offerings to the shades of their relatives.

A version of the second half of the text, from line 172 onwards, was rendered into Akkadian in antiquity and makes up Tablet XII of the Babylonian ‘Series of Gilgamesh’. In that version Gilgamesh petitions the Moon God, as well as Enlil and Ea (Enki), for help in rescuing Enkidu. A translation of the Akkadian text follows the Sumerian poem.


In those days, in those far-off days,

in those nights, in those distant nights,

in those years, in those far-off years,

in olden times, after the primeval things had become manifest,

in olden times, after the primeval things had been taken care of,5

after bread had been swallowed in the sanctuaries of the land,

after the ovens of the land had been fired up,

after heaven had been parted from earth,

after earth had been separated from heaven,

after the name of mankind had been established –10

then, after the god An had taken the heavens for himself,

after the god Enlil had taken the earth for himself,

and after they had presented the Netherworld to the goddess Ereshkigal as a dowry-gift,

after he had set sail, after he had set sail,

after the father had set sail for the Netherworld,15

after the god Enki had set sail for the Netherworld,

on the lord small ones hailed down,

on Enki big ones hailed down –

the small ones were hammer-stones,

the big ones were reed-crushing stones –20

into the bottom of Enki’s boat

they poured in heaps like surging turtles.

At the lord the water at the front of the boat

snapped all around like wolves,

at Enki the water at the back of the boat 25

flailed like murderous lions.

At that time there was a tree, there was a willow, there was a tree,

growing on the bank of the holy Euphrates,

drinking water from the river Euphrates.

The might of the south wind tore it out at the roots and snapped off its branches,30

the water of the Euphrates washed over it.

A woman, respecting the word of An,

respecting the word of Enlil,

picked up the tree in her hand and took it into Uruk,

took it into the pure garden of Inanna.35

The woman did not plant the tree with her hand, she planted it with her foot,

the woman did not water the tree with her hand, she watered it with her foot.

She said, ‘How long until I sit on a pure throne?’

She said, ‘How long until I lie on a pure bed?’

After five years [had gone by, after ten years had gone by,]40

the tree had grown stout, its bark none could split,

in its roots a Snake-that-Knows-no-Charm had made its nest,

in its branches a Lion-Bird had hatched its brood,

in its trunk a Demon-Maiden had built her home.

The maiden who laughs with happy heart,45

holy Inanna, how she was weeping!

Day was dawning, the horizon brightening,

birds were singing in chorus to the dawn,

as the Sun God came forth from his chamber,

and his sister, the holy Inanna,50

spoke to Young Hero Utu:

‘O brother, in those days, after destinies were determined,

when the land flowed with abundance,

when An had made off with the heavens,

Enlil had made off with the earth,55

and they had given the Netherworld to Ereshkigal as a dowry-gift,

after he had set sail, after he had set sail,

after the father had set sail for the Netherworld,

after Enki had set sail for the Netherworld,

on the lord small ones hailed down,60

on Enki big ones hailed down –

the small ones were hammer-stones,

the big ones were reed-crushing stones –

into the bottom of Enki’s boat

they poured in heaps like surging turtles.65

At the lord the water at the front of the boat

snapped all around like wolves,

at Enki the water at the back of the boat

flailed like murderous lions.

‘At that time there was a tree, there was a willow, there was a tree,70

growing on the bank of the holy Euphrates,

drinking water from the river Euphrates.

The might of the south wind tore it out at the roots and snapped off its branches,

the water of the Euphrates washed over it.

I, a woman respecting the word of An,75

respecting the word of Enlil,

picked up the tree in my hand and took it into Uruk,

took it into the pure garden of Inanna.

I, the woman, did not plant the tree with my hand, I planted it with my foot,

I, Inanna, did not water the tree with my hand, I watered it with my foot.80

I said, “How long until I sit on a pure throne?”

I said, “How long until I lie on a pure bed?”

‘After five years had gone by, after ten years had gone by,

the tree had grown stout, its bark none could split,

in its roots a Snake-that-Knows-no-Charm had made its nest,85

in its branches a Lion-Bird had hatched its brood,

in its trunk a Demon-Maiden had built her home.’

The maiden who laughs with happy heart,

holy Inanna, how she was weeping!

Her brother, Young Hero Utu, did not help her in this matter.90

Day was dawning, the horizon brightening,

birds were singing in chorus to the dawn,

as the Sun God came forth from his chamber,

and his sister, the holy Inanna,

spoke to the warrior Gilgamesh:95

‘O brother, in those days, after destinies were determined,

when the land flowed with abundance,

when An had made off with the heavens,

Enlil had made off with the earth,

and they had given the Netherworld to Ereshkigal as a dowry-gift,100

after he had set sail, after he had set sail,

after the father had set sail for the Netherworld,

after Enki had set sail for the Netherworld,

on the lord small ones hailed down,

on Enki big ones hailed down –105

the small ones were hammer-stones,

the big ones were reed-crushing stones –

into the bottom of Enki’s boat

they poured in heaps like surging turtles.

At the lord the water at the front of the boat110

snapped all around like wolves,

at Enki the water at the back of the boat

flailed like murderous lions.

‘At that time there was a tree, there was a willow, there was a tree,

growing on the bank of the holy Euphrates,115

drinking water from the river Euphrates.

The might of the south wind tore it out at the roots and snapped off its branches,

the water of the Euphrates washed over it.

I, a woman respecting the word of An,

respecting the word of Enlil,120

picked up the tree in my hand and took it into Uruk,

took it into the pure garden of Inanna.

I, the woman, did not plant the tree with my hand, I planted it with my foot,

I, Inanna, did not water the tree with my hand, I watered it with my foot.

I said: “How long until I sit on a pure throne?”125

I said: “How long until I lie on a pure bed?”

‘After five years had gone by, after ten years had gone by,

the tree had grown stout, its bark none could split,

in its roots a Snake-that-Knows-no-Charm had made its nest,

in its branches a Lion-Bird had hatched its brood,130

in its trunk a Demon-Maiden had built her home.’

The maiden who laughs with happy heart,

holy Inanna, how she was weeping!

His sister having spoken thus to him,

her brother Gilgamesh helped her in this matter.135

He girt his loins with a belt weighing fifty pounds,

treating fifty pounds like thirty shekels.

His bronze axe for expeditions,

the one weighing seven talents and seven pounds, he took up in his hand.

In its roots the Snake-that-Knows-no-Charm he smote,140

in its branches the Lion-Bird gathered up its brood and went into the mountains,

in its trunk the Demon-Maiden abandoned her home,

and they all fled to the wastelands.

As for the tree, he tore it out at the roots and snapped off its branches.

The sons of his city who had come with him145

lopped off its branches, lashed them together.

To his sister, holy Inanna, he gave wood for her throne,

he gave wood for her bed.

For himself its root he made into his ball,

its branch he made into his mallet.150

Having longed for a ball, he began playing with the ball in the city square,

the self-vaunting one was vaunting himself in the city square.

The young men of his city were longing for the ball.

He himself was mounted piggy-back on a band of widows’ sons.

‘O my neck! O my hips!’ they groaned.155

The son who had a mother, she brought him bread,

the brother who had a sister, she poured him water.

When evening was approaching

he drew a mark where his ball had come to rest,

he lifted it up before him and carried it off to his house.160

At dawn, when he mounted piggy-back where he had made the mark,

at the complaint of the widows

and the outcry of the young girls,

his ball and his mallet both fell down to the bottom of the Netherworld.

With … he could not reach it,

he used his hand, but he could not reach it,165

he used his foot, but he could not reach it.

At the Gate of Ganzir, the entrance to the Netherworld, he took a seat.

Gilgamesh began weeping and sobbing:

‘O my ball! O my mallet!

O ball, which I had not yet enjoyed to the full!170

O game, which I had not yet my fill of playing!

On this day, if only my ball had stayed for me in the carpenter’s workshop!

O carpenter’s wife, like a mother to me! If only it had stayed there!

O carpenter’s daughter, like a little sister to me! If only it had stayed there!

My ball has fallen down to the Netherworld, who will bring it up for me?175

My mallet has fallen down to Ganzir, who will bring it up for me?’

His servant Enkidu answered him:

‘My lord, why are you weeping? Why are you sick at heart?

This day I myself will bring your ball up for you from the Netherworld,

I myself will bring your mallet up for you from Ganzir!’180

Gilgamesh spoke to Enkidu:

‘If this day you are going down to the Netherworld,

I will give you instructions, you should follow my instructions!

I will tell you a word, give ear to my word!

Do not dress in a clean garment,185

they would surely take it as the sign of a stranger!

Do not anoint yourself in sweet oil from the flask,

at the scent of it they would surely surround you!

Do not hurl a throwstick in the Netherworld,

those struck by the throwstick would surely surround you!190

Do not hold a cornel rod in your hand,

the shades would tremble before you!

Do not wear sandals on your feet,

you must not make a noise in the Netherworld!

Do not kiss the wife you loved,195

do not strike the wife you hated,

do not kiss the son you loved,

do not strike the son you hated,

the outcry of the Netherworld would seize you!

To the one who lies, the one who lies,200

to the Mother of Ninazu who lies –

no garment covers her gleaming shoulders,

no linen is spread over her gleaming breast,

her fingernails she wields like a rake,

she wrenches her hair out like leeks.’205

Enkidu paid no attention to the word of his master:

he dressed in a clean garment,

they took it as the sign of a stranger.

He anointed himself in sweet oil from the flask,

at the scent of it they surrounded him.210

He hurled a throwstick in the Netherworld,

those struck by the throwstick surrounded him.

He held a cornel rod in his hand,

the shades did tremble before him.

He wore sandals on his feet,215

he made a noise in the Netherworld.

He kissed the wife he loved,

he struck the wife he hated,

he kissed the son he loved,

he struck the son he hated,220

the outcry of the Netherworld seized him.

From that wicked day to the seventh day thence,Mt1 10

from the Netherworld his servant Enkidu came not forth.

The king uttered a wail and wept bitter tears:

‘My favourite servant, [my] steadfast companion, the one who counselled me – the Netherworld [seized him!]

Namtar did not seize him, Azag did not seize him, the Netherworld [seized him!]

Nergal’s pitiless sheriff did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!Mt1 15

He did not fall in battle, the field of men, the Netherworld seized him!’



[image: 16 ‘He did not fall in battle, the field of men’.]
16 ‘He did not fall in battle, the field of men’.


The warrior Gilgamesh, son of the goddess Ninsun,

made his way alone to Ekur, the house of Enlil,

before the god Enlil he wept:

‘O Father Enlil, my ball fell into the Netherworld, my mallet fell into Ganzir,225

I sent Enkidu to bring it up and the Netherworld seized him!

My favourite [servant,] my steadfast companion, the one who counselled me – [the Netherworld] seized him!Mt1 22

Namtar did not seize him, Azag did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!

Nergal’s pitiless sheriff did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!

He did not fall in battle, the field of men, the Netherworld seized him!’

Father Enlil did not help him in this matter. He went to Eridu.230

He made his way alone to Eridu, the house of Enki,

before the god Enki he wept:

‘O Father Enki, my ball fell into the Netherworld, my mallet fell into Ganzir,

I sent Enkidu to bring it up and the Netherworld seized him!

[My favourite servant, my steadfast companion, the one who counselled me – the Netherworld seized him!][Mt]

Namtar did not seize him, Azag did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!235

Nergal’s pitiless sheriff did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!

He did not fall in battle, the field of men, the Netherworld seized him!’

Father Enki helped him in this matter,

he spoke to Young Hero Utu, the son born of Ningal:

‘Now, when (as the Sun God) you make an opening in the Netherworld,240

bring his servant up to him from the Netherworld!’

He made an opening in the Netherworld,

in the form of his phantom he brought his servant up to him from the Netherworld.

He hugged him tight and kissed him,

in asking and answering they made themselves weary:245

‘Did you see the way things are ordered in the Netherworld?

If only you could tell me, my friend, if only you could tell me!’

‘If I am to tell you the way things are ordered in the Netherworld,

O sit you down and weep!’ ‘Then let me sit down and weep!’

‘Your heart rejoiced to handle the penis,250

but the penis is like an old beam, infested with grubs!

It said, “When can I go to the vagina?”

but the vagina is like a crack in the ground, filled with dust!’

‘Ah, woe!’ cried the lord, and sat down in the dust.

‘Did you see the man with one son?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’255

‘Over the peg set in his wall bitterly he laments.’

‘Did you see the man with two sons?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘Seated on two bricks he eats a bread-loaf.’

‘Did you see the man with three sons?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘He drinks water from a waterskin slung on the saddle.’260

‘Did you see the man with four sons?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘Like a man with a team of four donkeys his heart rejoices.’

‘Did you see the man with five sons?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘Like a fine scribe his hand is deft and he enters the palace with ease.’

‘Did you see the man with six sons?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’265

‘Like a man with plough in harness his heart rejoices.’

‘Did you see the man with seven sons?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘Second only to the gods he sits on a throne and listens to the proceedings.’

‘Did you see the man with no heir?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘He eats a bread-loaf like a kiln-fired brick.’270

‘Did you see the palace eunuch?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘Like a scratched alala-stick he is propped in a corner.’

‘Did you see the woman who had not given birth?’ ‘I saw her.’ ‘How does she fare?’

‘Like a defective pot she is flung aside, no man takes pleasure in her.’

‘Did you see the young man who had not bared the lap of his wife?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’275

‘Having finished a hand-worked rope, he weeps over it.’

‘Did you see the young woman who had not bared the lap of her husband?’ ‘I saw her.’ ‘How does she fare?’

‘Having finished a hand-worked reed mat, she weeps over it.’278

‘Did you see the person who fell from a roof?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘They cannot repair his bones.’

‘Did you see the man eaten by a lion?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’V

‘Bitterly he cries, “O my hand! O my foot!”’

‘Did you see the man whom the Storm God struck down?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘He twitches like an ox as the maggots consume him.’

‘Did you see the leper?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’287

‘His food is set apart, his drink is set apart, he eats bitter food, he drinks brackish water, he lives outside the city.

He twitches like an ox as the maggots consume him.’290

‘Did you see the man struck by a mooring-pole?’ [‘I saw him.’] ‘How does he fare?’295

‘Whether a man says for him, “O my mother!” or says “Alas!” when a mooring-pole is pulled up,

the top part … his daily bread.’

‘Did you see the man who did not respect the word of his mother and father?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘“O my self! O my limbs!” he cannot stop screaming.’

‘Did you see the man accursed by his mother and father?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘He is deprived of an heir, his ghost still roams.’

‘Did you see the man who made light with the name of his god?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘His ghost eats bitter food, drinks brackish water.’

‘Did you see the man fallen in battle?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘His fatherfn5 and mother cannot cradle his head, his wife weeps.’

‘Did you see the shade of him who has no one to make funerary offerings?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’

‘He eats scrapings from the pot and crusts of bread thrown away in the street.’

‘Did you see the little stillborn babies, who knew no names of their own?’ ‘I saw them.’ ‘How do they fare?’

‘They play amid syrup and ghee at tables of silver and gold.’

‘Did you see the man who died the death of his god?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’300

‘He lies on the bed of the gods.’

‘Did you see the man who was burnt to death?’ ‘I did not see him.

His ghost was not there, his smoke went up to the heavens.’



The version of the poem known at Nippur ends abruptly here. A second version, known from the provincial centre of Mê-Turan, adds three lines that link the text with the beginning of the poem of Gilgamesh and Huwawa:


The heart was stricken, his mind despaired.

The king searched for life,

the lord to the Living One’s Mountain did turn [his] mind.



A third recension, known from tablets from Ur, continues the dialogue:


‘Did you see the one who cheated a god and swore an oath?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’UET VI 58

‘At the top of the Netherworld where libations of water are made, he drinks but stays thirsty.’

‘Did you see the citizen of Girsu at the place of sighs of his father and mother?’ ‘I saw him.’ ‘How does he fare?’rev. 9 – 10

‘Facing each man there are a thousand Amorites, his shade cannot push them off with his hands, he cannot charge them down with his chest.

At the top of the Netherworld where libations of water are made, the Amorite takes precedence.’

‘Did you see the sons of Sumer and Akkad?’ ‘I saw them.’ ‘How do they fare?’

‘They drink water from the place of a massacre, dirty water.’

‘Did you see where my father and mother dwell?’ ‘I saw them.’ ‘[How do they fare?]’rev. 15

‘[The two] of them drink water from the place of a massacre, [dirty water.]’



* * *


He took them back to [Uruk,]UET VI 60

he took them back to his city.

Girt with gear and equipment, hatchet and spear, he went [inside,]

he put them joyfully in his palace.

The young men and women of Uruk, the worthies and matrons of Kullab,rev. 5

looked upon those statues and their hearts rejoiced.

He lifted his head to the Sun God coming forth from his chamber,

he issued instructions:

‘O my father and my mother, I will have you drink clear water!’

The day was not half gone, … weaving their crowns,rev. 10

Gilgamesh performed the mourning rites.

For nine days he performed the mourning rites,

the young men and women of Uruk, the worthies and matrons of Kullab wept.

And it was just as he had said,

he pushed back the citizens of Girsu:rev. 15

‘O my father and my mother, I will have you drink clear water!’

O warrior Gilgamesh, son of the goddess Ninsun, sweet is your praise!



Tablet XII of the standard Babylonian epic preserves a slightly different version of ll. 172–303 in an Akkadian prose translation:


‘Today, had I only left my ball in the carpenter’s workshop!

[O carpenter’s wife who is like a mother] to me! Had I only [left it!]

O [carpenter’s daughter who is like a] little sister [to me!] Had [I only left it!]

Today [my] ball fell down to the Netherworld,

my mallet fell [down] to the Netherworld!’XII 5

Enkidu [answered] Gilgamesh:

‘O master, why did you weep [sick] at heart?

Today I myself shall [bring you] the ball up from the Netherworld,

I myself shall [bring you] the mallet up from the Netherworld!’

Gilgamesh [answered] Enkidu:XII 10

‘If [you are going down] to the Netherworld,

[you must pay heed to] my instructions!

[You must not dress in] a clean garment,

they will identify [you] as a stranger!

You must not anoint yourself with sweet oil from the flask,XII 15

at the scent of it they will gather around you!

You must not hurl a throwstick in the Netherworld,

those struck by the throwstick will surround you!

You must not carry a staff in your hand,

the shades will tremble before you!XII 20

You must not wear sandals on your feet,

you must not make a noise in the Netherworld!

You must not kiss the wife you love,

you must not strike the wife you hate,

you must not kiss the son you love,XII 25

you must not strike the son you hate,

the outcry of the Netherworld will seize you!

The one who lies, the one who lies, the Mother of Ninazu who lies,

her gleaming shoulders are not draped in a garment,

her breasts are bare like flasks of stone.’XII 30

[As Enkidu] went down [to the Netherworld,]

he paid no heed [to the instructions of Gilgamesh:]

he dressed himself in [a clean garment,]

they identified [him as a] stranger.

He anointed himself with sweet oil from the flask,XII 35

at the scent [of it] they gathered around him.

He hurled a throwstick in the [Netherworld,]

[the shades] did tremble,

those [struck] by the throwstick surrounded him.

He carried a staff in [his] hand,

[the shades did] tremble.XII 40

[He wore] sandals on [his feet,]

[he made] a noise [in the Netherworld.]

[He kissed] the wife [he loved,]

[he struck the] wife he hated,

he [kissed the] son he loved,XII 45

he [struck the] son he hated,

the outcry of the Netherworld seized him.

The one who lies, [the one who] lies, the Mother of Ninazu who lies,

[her] gleaming shoulders were not draped in a garment,

her breasts were bare like flasks of stone.XII 50

From the Netherworld Enkidu [did not come out] to the world above:

Namtar [had not] seized him, Asakku had not seized him, the Netherworld [had seized] him!

[Nergal’s] pitiless sheriff had not seized him, the Netherworld [had seized] him!

He had not fallen where men do battle, the Netherworld had seized him!

Then the king, son of Ninsun, weeping for his servant, Enkidu,XII 55

went off alone to Ekur, the house of Enlil:

‘O Father [Enlil], today my ball fell into the Netherworld, my mallet fell into the Netherworld!

Enkidu, who [went down] to bring [them up, the Netherworld seized him!]

Namtar did not seize him, Asakku did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!XII 60

Nergal’s pitiless sheriff did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!

He did not fall where men do [battle], the Netherworld seized him!’

Father Enlil answered him not a word.

He went off [alone to Ur, the house of Sîn:]

‘O Father Sîn, today my ball fell into the Netherworld,XII 65

my mallet fell [into the Netherworld!]

Enkidu, who [went] down to bring [them up], the Netherworld seized him!

Namtar did not seize him, Asakku did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!

Nergal’s pitiless sheriff [did not seize] him, the Netherworld seized him!

He did not fall where [men do battle], the Netherworld seized him!’XII 70

Father [Sîn answered him not a word.]

[He went off alone] to [Eridu, the house of Ea:]

‘O [Father Ea, today my ball fell into the Netherworld,]

my mallet [fell into the Netherworld,]

Enkidu, [who went down to bring them up, the Netherworld seized him!]XII 75

Namtar did not [seize him, Asakku did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!]

Nergal’s pitiless sheriff [did not seize him, the Netherworld seized him!]

[He did not fall] where men do battle, [the Netherworld seized him!]’

Father Ea [helped him] in [this matter,]

[he spoke] to Young Hero [Shamash:]XII 80

‘O Young Hero Shamash, [son of Ningal, as you rise into the sky,]

perhaps [you can open] a chink [in the Netherworld,]

[so to bring up] the shade of Enkidu [from the Netherworld as a phantom!]’

At [Ea’s] word ………

the Young Hero Shamash, son of Ningal, [rose into the sky,]XII 85

he opened a chink in the Netherworld,

so to bring up the shade of Enkidu from the Netherworld as a phantom.

They hugged each other and they kissed each other,

sharing thoughts and exchanging questions:

‘O tell me, my friend! Tell me, my friend!XII 90

Tell me what you saw of the rules of the Netherworld!’

‘I cannot tell you, my friend, I cannot tell you!

If I tell you what I saw of the rules of the Netherworld,

O sit you down and weep!’

‘Then I will sit me down and weep!’XII 95

‘[My friend, the] penis you handled so your heart rejoiced,

[the penis like an] old beam do grubs devour.

[My friend, the vagina you] felt so your heart rejoiced,

[like a crack in the ground] is filled with dust.’

[‘Ah woe!’] cried [the lord,] and threw himself down [in the] dust,XII 100

[‘Ah woe!’] cried [Gilgamesh], and threw himself down [in the dust.]

‘Did [you see the man with one son?]’ ‘I saw him.

[A peg is] fixed [in his wall] and he weeps over [it bitterly.]’

‘[Did you see the man with two sons?’ ‘I] saw him.

[Seated on two bricks] he eats a bread-loaf.’XII 105

‘[Did you see the man with three sons?]’ ‘I saw him.

He drinks water [from a waterskin slung on the saddle.]’

‘Did [you see the man with four sons?]’ ‘I saw him.

[Like the owner of a donkey]-team his heart rejoices.’

‘Did you see [the man with five sons?]’ ‘I saw him.XII 110

[Like a] fine [scribe] his hand is deft,

he enters the palace [with ease.]’

‘Did you see [the man with six sons?]’ ‘I saw him.

[Like a ploughman his heart rejoices.]’

‘[Did you see the man with seven sons?’ ‘I saw him.]XII 115

[Second only to the gods he sits on a throne and listens to the proceedings.’]

[‘Did you see the one with no heir?’ ‘I saw him.]

[He eats a bread-round like a kiln-fired brick.’]

[‘Did you see the palace eunuch?’ ‘I saw him.]

Like a fine standard he is propped in the corner,

like ………’XII 119



* * *


‘Did you see the one who was struck by a mooring-pole?’ ‘I [saw him.]

Alas for his mother [and father!] When pegs are pulled out [he] wanders about.’XII 145

‘Did you see the one who [died] the death of his god?’ ‘[I saw him.]

He lies on a bed [with the gods,] drinking clean water.’

‘Did you see the one who was killed in battle?’ ‘I [saw him.]

His father and mother honour his memory and his wife [weeps] over [him.]’

‘Did you see the one whose corpse was left lying on the plain?’ ‘I saw him.XII 150

His shade is not at rest in the Netherworld.’

‘Did you see the one whose shade has no one to make funerary offerings?’ ‘I saw him.

He eats scrapings from the pot and crusts of bread thrown away in the street.’



The Death of Gilgamesh: ‘The great wild bull is lying down’

Thanks to the recent discovery at Mê-Turan (Tell Haddad) of several new manuscripts this poem is now much better known than formerly, but it is still very difficult in places. The remarks about the provisional nature of the translation prefaced to ‘Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven’ apply here too.

The poem begins with a lament for the stricken Gilgamesh. He has been seized by Namtar, the emissary of Death, and lies sick and delirious on his deathbed. In his guise as Nudimmud the god Enki shows Gilgamesh a vision, in which he finds himself at a meeting of the gods’ assembly. The business in hand is his own destiny. The gods review his heroic career, his exploits in the Forest of Cedar, his journey to the end of the world, and the ancient knowledge he learnt from Ziusudra, the survivor of the Deluge. Their predicament is that Gilgamesh, though a man, is the son of a goddess: should he be mortal or immortal? The final judgement seems to be voiced by Enki, and this is appropriate, for it is this god’s role to solve problems. The only mortal, he says, to achieve immortality is that self-same Ziusudra, but in special circumstances (as described in Tablet XI of the Babylonian epic). Despite his divine birth Gilgamesh must descend to the Netherworld like other men. But there he will have a special position as the chief of the shades, sitting in judgement over the dead like Ningishzida and Dumuzi, two divine residents of the Netherworld. Not only this, but after his death Gilgamesh will be commemorated among the living during an annual Festival of Lights, when young men will wrestle with each other (as Gilgamesh did with Enkidu in the Babylonian epic). Elsewhere this festival, in the fifth month of the Babylonian year (roughly August), is known for the ceremonial lighting of torches and braziers, and as ‘the month of Gilgamesh: on the ninth day the young men fight in their doorways in wrestling matches and trials of strength’. Then Enlil appears, and explains in simpler terms the message of the dream thus far: Gilgamesh was born to be a king but he cannot escape the inevitable fate of mortal man. Even so, he is not to despair. In the Netherworld he will be reunited with his family and with his beloved Enkidu, and he will be numbered among the lesser deities.

Gilgamesh awakes, stunned by what he has seen. The text is damaged at this point but it seems that the hero seeks counsel. At all events, the poem launches into a wholesale repetition of the dream, and the simplest explanation of this is that Gilgamesh is retelling the dream to those whose advice he seeks regarding its import (even if this verbatim repetition fails to make the expected change from third person in the narrative to first in the reportage). The reply of Gilgamesh’s interlocutors is that he should not be sad. Death is inevitable, even for a king, and he should be pleased with the exalted status that he will enjoy after death.

A break in the text intervenes at this point, after which, prompted by Enki, Gilgamesh sets to work on building his tomb. The break prevents us from knowing exactly how Enki communicated with Gilgamesh, but some role seems to have been played by Urlugal, Gilgamesh’s son. The message so conveyed evidently answered the question of where to site Gilgamesh’s tomb so that it would be inviolable. As a result of Enki’s wisdom Gilgamesh has his labour force divert the river Euphrates, and the tomb is built of stone in the river bed. The royal harem and entourage take their places in the tomb and prepare to accompany their king in the afterlife. This long-known passage evokes the mass interment of whole elite households discovered in the 1920s by Sir Leonard Woolley in the early third-millennium ‘Royal Cemetery’ at Ur. To ensure that he and his retinue receive a favourable reception in the Netherworld Gilgamesh presents gifts to the deities of Ereshkigal’s court (just as he does on Enkidu’s behalf in Tablet VIII of the Babylonian epic), and lays himself down. The doorway is sealed with the great stone fashioned for the purpose and the river is returned to its bed so that the site of the tomb cannot be discovered. The people of Uruk mourn for their king.

Two different endings survive. One, less well preserved, simply voices the praise of Gilgamesh, the greatest of kings. The other, more didactic, explains that men past and present live on after death in the memories of those alive. First, the practice of placing votive statues in temples ensures the continued invocation of the name of the dead individual, providing as it does a focus for his funerary cult. Second, the gods have so arranged matters that men beget families, whose function is to continue their line.


The great wild bull is lying down, never to rise again,

the lord Gilgamesh is lying down, never to rise again,

he who was perfect in combat is lying down, never to rise again,

the warrior girt with a shoulder-belt is lying down, never to rise again,

he who was perfect in strength is lying down, never to rise again,M 5

he who diminished the wicked is lying down, never to rise again,

he who spoke wisdom is lying down, never to rise again,

the wakeful one of the land is lying down, never to rise again,

he who climbed the mountains is lying down, never to rise again,

the lord of Kullab is lying down, never to rise again,M 10

he is lying on his deathbed, never to rise again,

he is lying on a bed of woe, never to rise again.

He is not capable of standing, he is not capable of sitting, he can only groan,

he is not capable of eating, he is not capable of drinking, he can only groan,

the lock of Namtar holds him fast, he is not capable of rising.M 15

Like a … fish … in a pond, he is hoisted in a [net,]

like a gazelle caught in a snare, he is [held fast] where he lies.

Namtar, who has no hands, who has no feet, who [snatches] a man by night,

Namtar, who gores […has hold of the lord Gilgamesh …]M 19



* * *


For six days [he lay] sick, ……

[the sweat rolled] from his body like (melting) fat.N2 obv. 5

The lord Gilgamesh [lay] sick, ……

Uruk and Kullab ……

the land’s spoken word ……

Then the young lord [Gilgamesh] ……M 45

[as he lay] on the bed of Namtar … N2 obv. 10

… in sleep … [he had a dream.]

In that dream, the god [Nudimmud opened his eyes: –]

In the assembly, the place of [the gods’] ceremonial,

[the lord] Gilgamesh [having] drawn [nigh,]M 50

they said to him, the lord [Gilgamesh, on his account:]

‘Your matter – having travelled each and every road,

having fetched that unique cedar down from its mountain,

having slain Huwawa in his forest,

having set up monuments for future days,M 55

having founded temples of the gods,

you reached Ziusudra in his abode!

The rites of Sumer, forgotten there since distant days of old,

the rituals and customs – you brought them down to the land.

The rites of hand-washing and mouth-washing you put in good order,M 60

[after the] Deluge had drowned the settlements of all lands,



* * *


‘Having brought ……M 65

[now Gilgamesh] on that account should not be taken away.’

[The will of Enlil to Enki] they spoke,

[to An and Enlil Enki] responded:

‘In those days, in those far-off days,

in those nights, in those far-off nights,M 70

in those years, in those far-off years,

after [the assembly] had made the Deluge sweep over,

so we could destroy the seed of mankind,

in our midst a single man still lived,

Ziusudra, one of mankind, still lived!M 75

From that time we swore by the life of heaven and the life of earth,

from that time we swore that mankind should not have life eternal.

And now we look on Gilgamesh:

despite his mother we cannot show him mercy!

Gilgamesh, in the form of his ghost, dead in the underworld,M 80

shall be the governor of the Netherworld, chief of the shades!

He will pass judgement, he will render verdicts,

what he says will be as weighty as the word of Ningishzida and Dumuzi.

Then the young lord, the lord Gilgamesh …’M 84



The text of M falls into disorder, and breaks off after a few more lines. A slightly different version of this passage (or, strictly, of its repetition at ll. 174ff.) appears on tablets from Nippur and can be restored here:


‘[The Dream God Sissig, son of Utu,]

[shall provide light for him in the Netherworld, the place of darkness.]

[Men, as many as are given names,]

[when their (funerary) statues are fashioned in future days,]

[the warrior-youths and onlookers shall make a semicircle around a doorway,]

[and in front of it wrestling matches and trials of strength will be conducted.]

[In the Month of Torches, the festival of ghosts,]

[without his being present light will not be provided before them.]’



[image: 17 ‘Wrestling matches and trials of strength will be conducted’.]
17 ‘Wrestling matches and trials of strength will be conducted’.

[Great Mountain Enlil, the father of the gods,]

[conversed in the dream with the lord Gilgamesh:]

[‘O Gilgamesh, I made your destiny a destiny of kingship, but I did not make it a destiny of eternal life.]

[For mankind, whatever life it has, be not sick at heart,]

[be not in despair, be not heart-stricken!]

[The bane of mankind is thus come, I have told you,]

[what (was fixed) when your navel-cord was cut is thus come, I have told you.]

[The darkest day of mortal man has caught up with you,]

[the solitary place of mortal man has caught up with you,]

[the flood-wave that cannot be breasted has caught up with you,]

[the battle that cannot be fled has caught up with you,]

[the combat that cannot be matched has caught up with you,]

[the fight that shows no pity has caught up with you!]

[But do not go down to the Great City with heart knotted (in anger),]

[let it be undone before Utu,]

[let it be unravelled like palm-fibre and peeled like an onion!]

Go ahead, [when the great] Anunna [gods sit down] to the funerary banquet,M 103

to the place where the en-priests lie, where the [lagar-priests lie,]

to where the lumaḫ-priests and nindingir-priestesses lie,M 105

to where the nindingir-priestesses lie, where the “true one” lies,

to where the guda-priests lie, where the linen-clad priests lie,

the place where your father is, and your grandfathers,

your mother, your sisters, your siblings,

your precious friend, your little brother,M 110

your friend Enkidu, the young man your companion!

[(There) in the Great City, dwell] governors and kings,

there chiefs of armies [lie,]

[there captains of troops lie.]

[When in the Great City Aralli a man …,]

[those who enter do not come back.]

[From the sister’s house the sister will come to you,]

[from the sibling’s] house [the sibling will come to you,]

your own [will come to you, your precious one will come to you,]

the elders of your city will come to you!

Be not in despair, be not heart-stricken,M 120

for now you will number among the Anunna gods,

you will be accounted second only to the great gods,

you will act as the governor of the Netherworld,

you will pass judgement, you will render verdicts,

what [you say] will be as weighty [as the word of Ningishzida and] Dumuzi.’M 125

Then the young [lord,] the lord Gilgamesh,

awoke, it had been a [dream,] he shuddered, [it had been a deep sleep.]

[He rubbed] his eyes, there was desolate [silence.]

The dream ………

The dream ……… M 130

[The lord Gilgamesh, lord of] Kullab,

…… the hero of the Shining Mountain,N4 obv. 10´

[lord of Uruk,] smithy of the great gods,

[took] counsel with ……: M 132

‘By the life [of the mother who bore me,] the goddess Ninsun,

[my father, the pure] Lugalbanda,

[and my god Enki, the lord] Nudimmud!

Should I behave as if in terror on the knees of [Ninsun,] the mother who bore me?M 135

…… a great mountain …,

Namtar, who has no hands, who has no feet, who [knows not how] to spare a man,

my having ……[I had a dream.]

In that dream, the god Nudimmud opened my eyes: –

‘In the assembly, the place of the gods’ ceremonial,M 140

the lord Gilgamesh having drawn nigh,

they said to him, lord Gilgamesh, on his account:

“Your [matter] – having travelled each and every road,

having fetched that unique cedar down from its mountain,

having slain Huwawa in his forest,M 145

having set up [monuments] for future days,

having founded [temples of the gods,]

you reached [Ziusudra in his abode!]

[The rites of Sumer,] forgotten since distant days of old,

[the rituals and customs – you] brought them down to the [land.]M 150

The rites of hand-washing and mouth-washing you put in good order,

[after the] Deluge had drowned the settlements of all lands,



* * *


“Having brought ……M 155

[now] Gilgamesh [on that account should not be taken away.]”

The will of Enlil to Enki [they spoke,]

to An and Enlil Enki [responded:]

“In those days, [in those far]-off days,

in those nights, [in those far]-off nights,M 160

in those years, [in those far]-off years,

[after] the assembly had made the Deluge sweep over,

so we could destroy the seed of mankind,

in our midst a single man still lived,

Ziusudra, one of mankind, still lived!M 165

From that time we swore by the life of heaven and the life of earth,

from that time we swore that mankind should not have life eternal.

And now we look on Gilgamesh:

despite his mother we cannot show him mercy!

Gilgamesh, in the form of his ghost, dead in the underworld,M 170

shall be [the governor of the Netherworld,] chief of the shades!

[He will pass judgement,] he will render verdicts,

[what he says will be as weighty as the word of] Ningishzida and Dumuzi.

[Then the young lord, the lord] Gilgamesh …”M 174



* * *


‘“The Dream God Sissig, son of Utu,(M 180)

shall provide light for him in the Netherworld, the place of darkness.N1 v 5

Men, as many as are given names,

when their (funerary) statues are fashioned in future days,

the warrior-youths and onlookers shall make a semicircle around a doorway,

and in front of it wrestling matches and trials of strength will be conducted.

In the Month of Torches, the festival of ghosts,N1v 10

without his being present light will not be provided before them.”

‘Great Mountain Enlil, the father of the gods,

conversed in the dream with the lord Gilgamesh:

“O Gilgamesh, I made your destiny a destiny of kingship, but I did not make it [a destiny] of eternal life.

For mankind, whatever life it has, be not sick at heart,N1 v 15

be not in despair, be not heart-stricken!

The bane of mankind is thus come, I have told you,

what (was fixed) when your navel-cord was cut is thus come, I have told you.

The darkest day of mortal man has caught up with you,

the solitary place of mortal man has caught up with you,N1 v 20

the flood-wave that cannot be breasted has caught up with you,

the battle that cannot be fled has caught up with you,

the combat that cannot be matched has caught up with you,

the fight that shows no pity has caught up with you!

But do not go down to the Great City with heart knotted (in anger),M 190

let it be undone before Utu,

let it be unravelled like palm-fibre and peeled like an onion!

Go ahead, when the great Anunna gods sit down to the funerary banquet,N1 v 28

to the place where the en-priests lie, where the lagar-priests lie,

to where the lumaḫ-priests and nindingir-priestesses lie,M 195

to where the guda-priests lie, where the linen-clad priests lie,

to where the nindingir-priestesses lie, where the ‘true one’ lies,

the place where your father is, and your grandfathers,

your mother, your sisters, your siblings,

your precious friend, your little brother,M 200

your friend Enkidu, the young man your [companion!]N4 rev. 2´

(There) in the Great City, dwell governors and kings,

there chiefs of armies lie all alone,

there captains of troops lie all alone.

When in the Great City Aralli a man …,M 205

those who enter [do not come back.]

From the sister’s house the sister will come to you,

from the sibling’s house the sibling will come to you,

your own will come to you, your precious one will come to you.N4 rev. 10´

The elders of your city will come to you,M 210

…… will come to you,

…… will come to you,

…… will come to you!

Be not in despair, be not heart-stricken,

for now [you will number] among the Anunna gods,

[you will be accounted] second only to the great gods,

[you will act as the governor of the Netherworld,]

[you will pass judgement, you will render verdicts,]M 215

[what you say] will be as weighty [as the word of Ningishzida and Dumuzi.”]’N1vi 1

After [the young lord, the lord] Gilgamesh,

[the lord of Kullab] had related that [dream,]

[the counsellors] to whom he related it

[to Gilgamesh] gave answer:N1 vi 5

‘[O lord Gilgamesh, what] is the cause of your tears?

For what reason is made …?

[The man death did not] seize, the Mother Goddess has yet to bear him!

[Since the seed of man first] … came forth,

………does not exist.N1 vi 10

Even … the wrestler can be caught in a throw-net!

A bird of the sky, once fenced in by the net, does not escape one’s hand!

A fish of the deep sees the … rushes no more,

when the young fisherman casts his net, it is trapped within!

No man, whoever he may be, can ascend … from the midst of the Netherworld,N1 vi 15

from days of old whoever saw (such a thing)?

Another king there will never be, whose destiny is the same as yours.

Men, as many as are given names –

where is he, the man … whose destiny [is the same] as yours?

The governorship of the Netherworld [is to be yours,]

you, your ghost, [will number among the Anunna gods,]N1 vi 20

you will pass judgement, [you will render verdicts,]

[what you say will be as weighty as the word of Ningishzida and Dumuzi.]’



* * *


Like … his architect designed his tomb.M 235

Because they were confused, that god, Enki,

revealed to them the dream’s solution.

That vision, Urlugal solved it, no one else solved it!

The lord levied a workforce in his city,

the herald sounded his horn in the lands:M 240

‘O Uruk, arise! Breach open the river Euphrates!

O Kullab, arise! Empty the Euphrates of water!’

The levied gang of Uruk was a Deluge,

the levied gang of Kullab was a thick-settled fog!

Not even the middle of a single month had passed,M 245

it was not five days, it was not ten days,

they breached the Euphrates, they emptied it of water,

its pebbles gazed on the Sun God in wonder.

Then in the bed of the Euphrates the earth cracked dry.

He built that tomb of stone,M 250

he built its walls of stone,

he made the stone doors of its entrance.

The bar and threshold were hardest diorite,

the bolts were hardest diorite,

the beams were cast in gold,M 255

into its … he moved a heavy block of stone,

… he moved a heavy block of stone,

… he laid out … of every sort,

[so that]……… in future days,

………[would not] discover,

… who searched would never discover its emplacement.M 260

[Thus for the young lord, the lord] Gilgamesh

was established in the midst of Uruk a secure chamber.

His beloved wife, his beloved child,N3 1

his beloved senior wife and junior wife,

his beloved minstrel, steward and ….,

his beloved barber, [his beloved] ….,(M 265)

[his beloved] attendants and servants,N3 5

[his] beloved goods ….,

were laid down in their places, as if [attending] a palace-review in the midst of Uruk.

Gilgamesh, the son of the goddess Ninsun,

set out their audience-gifts for Ereshkigal,

set out their presents for Namtar,N3 10

set out their surprises for Dimpikug,(M 270)

set out their gifts for Bitti,

set out their gifts for Ningishzida and Dumuzi,

for Enki and Ninki, Enmul and Ninmul,

for Endukuga and Nindukuga,N3 15

for Endashurimma and Nindashurimma(M 275)

for Enutila and Enmesharra,

the mothers and fathers of Enlil,

for Shulpae, the lord of the table,

for Shakkan and Ninhursanga,N3 20

for the Anunna gods of the Holy Mound,(M 280)

for the Igigi gods of the Holy Mound,

for the dead [en-priests, for the] dead lagar-priests,

[for the dead] lumaḫ-priests and nindingir-priestesses,

[for the dead] guda-priests, linen-clad priests and … N3 25

The audience-gifts he set out ……,(M 285)

the fine … he ……,

he set [out] their presents for …

He lay himself down on … overlaid with …

Gilgamesh, the son of the goddess Ninsun,N3 30

where he poured (an offering of) water.



* * *


… They took … inside (the tomb), they [sealed] its doorway.

They opened the river Euphrates,N1 viii 3

its waters swept over,

his [resting place] the waters removed (from view).N1 viii 5

[Then for the] young [lord,] the lord Gilgamesh,

the young men of his city scratched their faces,

the young women of his city tore out their hair.

The old men and women of his city rolled in the dust,

not putting their own ……,

when the news was told his people rolled in the dust.M 295

Then for the young [lord], the lord Gilgamesh,

the mood despaired, the heart was stricken.

Men, as many as are given names,

their (funerary) statues have been fashioned since days of old,

and stationed in chapels in the temples of the gods:M 300

how their names are pronounced will never be forgotten!

The goddess Aruru, the older sister of Enlil,

for the sake of their names gave (men) offspring:

their statues have been fashioned since days of old, and (their names still) spoken in the land.

O Ereshkigal, mother of Ninazu, sweet is your praise!M 305



Another manuscript concludes differently:


Gilgamesh, son of the goddess Ninsun,

through all time to come Nintu never will bear a king who matches him,N3 40

neither by opposing him nor by surpassing him!

O Gilgamesh, lord of Kullab, sweet is your praise!






3

Fragments of Old Versions of the Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic

The history of the Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic stretches back many centuries before the standard version presented in Chapter 1. The tablets and fragments collected in this chapter come from the Old and Middle Babylonian periods, roughly the eighteenth to twelfth centuries BC. They show that parts of the poem did not change much over time. Many passages and lines of these second-millennium fragments can be identified as taken over wholesale, with minor changes in vocabulary, in the standard version. Major differences are fewer. Placed in an order which follows the standard version, these early witnesses to the text can be read as skeletal remains that suggest the form and content of the poem as it was in an era much nearer its date of composition.

The Prologue

The Old Babylonian prologue survives embedded in the standard version, beginning at Tablet I 29. It begins with the words ‘Surpassing all other kings’, which is known from the Pennsylvania tablet to have been a title of the poem in the Old Babylonian period. The old prologue is represented here by quotation of Tablet I 29–48:


Surpassing all other kings, heroic of stature,

brave scion of Uruk, wild bull on the rampage!I 30

Going at the fore he was the vanguard,

going at the rear, one his comrades could trust!

A mighty bank, protecting his warriors,

a violent flood-wave, smashing a stone wall!

Wild bull of Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh, the perfect in strength,I 35

suckling of the august Wild Cow, the goddess Ninsun!

Gilgamesh so tall, magnificent and terrible,

who opened passes in the mountains,

who dug wells on the slopes of the uplands,

and crossed the ocean, the wide sea to the sunrise;I 40

who scoured the world ever searching for life,

and reached through sheer force Uta-napishti the Distant;

who restored the cult-centres destroyed by the Deluge,

and set in place for the people the rites of the cosmos.

Who is there can rival his kingly standing,I 45

and say like Gilgamesh, ‘It is I am the king’?

Gilgamesh was his name from the day he was born,

two-thirds of him god but one third human.



The Creation of Enkidu

A fragment excavated in 1949 on Tablet Hill at Nippur is now part of the collections of the Oriental Institute, University of Chicago. It is a school exercise tablet written by an apprentice scribe as part of his training, probably at some time between the early fourteenth and the late thirteenth centuries BC, when the city was enjoying a period of prosperity and revival. The very short extract is from the episode when the gods charge the Mother Goddess with the creation of Enkidu as the counterpart of Gilgamesh.


‘[Let] them summon [Aruru,] the great one,

[she it was created them,] mankind so numerous.

[Let her create] his [equal,] one mighty in strength,

[and let] him vie [with him], so Uruk may be rested!’

They [summoned Aruru,] the sister,5

[the god Anu] … said to her:

‘[You it was], Aruru, created man,

[create now his equal, one mighty in strength,]

[let him vie with him, so Uruk may be rested!]’



[image: 18 ‘Let them summon Aruru, the great one!’]
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Enkidu becomes Human

This fragment is the upper fraction of an Old Babylonian tablet written in southern Babylonia in the early eighteenth century BC. It is now in the care of Cornell University. Only the very beginning and end of the text survive on it. The text, published in 2018, is important for demonstrating the existence already at this early period of a version of the poem that is very similar both to the slightly later Old Babylonian Pennsylvania tablet and to the standard version of the first millennium BC. The beginning of the tablet relates the prostitute’s invitation to Enkidu in the aftermath of their first week of sexual intercourse, in much the same language as the standard version, Tablet I 200–214. The end describes Enkidu’s arrival in the city of Uruk, in lines very close to the Pennsylvania tablet, lines 174–89, and is not translated separately.

obverse


Enkidu’s legs grew weary, though [his herd was] in [motion;]

Enkidu [had] reason and superb understanding.

He bent [down and sat] in front of the [harlot,]

and in a manner not (formerly) his,

to the harlot’s speech his mind paid attention,

[as the] harlot said to him, to Enkidu:

‘Come, I will take you, Enkidu, to Uruk-the-City,5

to the [sacred temple, the home of Anu!]

[Arise, let me lead] you, Enkidu, to Uruk-the-City,

to the holy Eanna, [the home of Ishtar,]

‘[where Gilgamesh is] perfect in strength,

like a wild bull wearing [a pair of horns.]’

[She spoke to him and] her word [found favour,]

he was stoutest of heart in all the uplands.



Gilgamesh Dreams of Enkidu; Enkidu in the Shepherds’ Camp; Enkidu Arrives in Uruk

The Pennsylvania tablet, often known as Gilgamesh P, comes from southern Babylonia and probably dates to the mid-eighteenth century BC. It was bought by the University Museum, Philadelphia, in 1914. It is Tablet II of an Old Babylonian edition of the epic known in antiquity as ‘Surpassing all other kings’. The text it contains runs parallel, though with some differences in language, with Tablets I–II of the standard version of the epic, and much of it has already been used in Chapter 1 to restore Tablet II. A fragment of another Old Babylonian tablet, now in Suleimaniyah Museum, is inscribed with a very similar text and is not given separately.

Gilgamesh relates his dreams to his mother, the goddess Ninsun, who interprets them for him. Enkidu and the prostitute, who is here known as Shamkatum, make love for the second time, and she suggests that he leave the wild and come to Uruk to take up a place in human society. They arrive at the shepherds’ camp, where Enkidu is introduced to bread and beer. He is washed, groomed and dressed, and becomes the shepherds’ nightwatchman. Learning from a passer-by how Gilgamesh at weddings has the privilege of droit de seigneur, Enkidu leaves for Uruk. There he arrives at the very moment when, as it seems, the young men choose one of their number to challenge the king. Presumably we are to understand that Enkidu then fills this role, for he interrupts the wedding procession and wrestles with Gilgamesh. The tablet ends with his acceptance that Gilgamesh’s kingship is legitimate.


Gilgamesh rose to relate the dream,

saying to his mother:

‘O mother, during the course of my night

I walked hale and hearty among the young men.5

‘Then the stars of the sky grew distinct,

a lump of the sky fell down before me.

I picked it up, but it grew too heavy for me,

I pushed at it but I could not dislodge it.

‘The land of Uruk was gathered about it,10

the young men were kissing its feet.

I braced my forehead and they helped me push,

I picked it up and carried it off to you.’

The mother of Gilgamesh, well versed in everything,15

said to Gilgamesh:

‘For sure, Gilgamesh, someone like yourself

was born in the wild and the upland has reared him.

‘You will see him and you will rejoice,20

the young men will kiss his feet.

You will embrace him and bring him to me.’

He lay down and had another dream.

He rose and spoke to his mother:25

‘O mother, I have had another dream.

… in the street of Uruk-the-City,

an axe was lying with a crowd gathered round.30

‘The axe itself, it was strange of shape;

I saw it and I grew glad.

Like a wife I loved it, caressed and embraced it,

I took it up and put it at my side.’fn135

The mother of Gilgamesh, well versed in everything,

[said] to [Gilgamesh:]38

A short lacuna in the Pennsylvania tablet can be filled by the Sealand tablet (Chapter 4):

‘The axe, *Gilgamesh, that you saw is a man,

[there will come to you one who will save] his friend.Sealand 40

[You will see him and your heart] will rejoice,

[you will embrace him and bring] him before me,

so that I can make him your equal.’

As Gilgamesh related the dream,

Enkidu was sitting before the harlot.P 45

The two of them together began making love,

he forgot the wild where he was born.

For seven days and seven nights

Enkidu was erect and coupled with Shamkatum.50
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The harlot opened her mouth,

saying to Enkidu:

‘As I look at you, Enkidu, you are like a god,

why with the beasts do you wander the wild?55

‘Come, I will lead you to Uruk-the-City,

to the sacred temple, the dwelling of Anu!

Enkidu, arise, let me take you

to the temple Eanna, the dwelling of Anu,60

‘where [men] are engaged in labours of skill,

you, too, like a man, will find a place for yourself.

You are banished from the regions that have no shepherd.’65

Her words he heard, her speech found favour,

a woman’s counsel struck home in his heart.

She stripped and clad him in part of her garment,70

the other part she put on herself.

By the hand she took him, like a god she led him,

to the shepherds’ camp, the site of the sheep-pen.75

The shepherds gathered about him,

like ………

‘[In build he is the image of Gilgamesh,]80

[but shorter of stature, and bigger of bone.]

[It must be the one who was born in the uplands,]

animals’ milk is what he was suckled on.’85

Bread they put before him,

he peered at it, gazing and staring.

How to eat bread Enkidu knew not,90

how to drink ale he had never been shown.

The harlot opened her mouth,

saying to Enkidu:95

‘Eat the bread, Enkidu, essential to life,

drink the ale, the lot of the land!’

Enkidu ate the bread until he was sated,100

he drank the ale, a full seven jugfuls.

His mood became free, he started to sing,

his heart grew merry, his face lit up.105

The barber groomed his body so hairy,

anointed with oil he turned into a man.

He put on a garment, became like a warrior,110

he took up his weapon to do battle with lions.

When at night, asleep, the shepherds lay down,

he struck down wolves, he chased off lions.115

Sleeping lay the senior herdsmen,

Enkidu was their watchman, a [man wide] awake.

A certain fellow had been invited to a wedding,120

in ………



A lacuna intervenes, then the narrative continues:


Enkidu was taking his pleasure with Shamkatum.135

He lifted his eyes, caught sight of the man,

and thus he spoke to the harlot:

‘Shamkatum, bring the man over:140

why he came here, let me learn his reason.’

The harlot hailed the man,

went up to him, spoke to him:

‘Where do you hurry to, fellow?145

What is your journey so toilsome?’

The fellow opened his mouth,

saying to Enkidu:

‘I was invited to a wedding banquet,

it is the lot of the people to contract a marriage.150

I shall load the ceremonial table

with tempting foods for the wedding feast.

‘For the king of Uruk-the-City,

the veil will be parted for the one who picks first;155

for Gilgamesh, the king of Uruk-the-City,

the veil will be parted for the one who picks first.

‘He will couple with the wife-to-be,

he first of all, the bridegroom after.160

By divine consent it is so ordained;

when his navel-cord was cut, for him she was destined.’

At the fellow’s words his face paled in anger.165



The rest of Enkidu’s reaction is lost in a lacuna, after which the text resumes:


He going [first,] with Shamkatum following.175

He went right into Uruk-the-City,

and a crowd gathered around him.

He came to a halt in the street of Uruk-the-City,180

all gathered about, the people discussed him:

‘In build he is the image of Gilgamesh,

but shorter of stature, and bigger of bone.185

It [must be the one who] was born in the uplands,

animals’ milk is what he was suckled on.’

In Uruk they held regular festivals of sacrifice,190

young men made merry, set up a champion:

for the fellow whose features were fair,

for Gilgamesh, like a god, was set up a rival.195

For the goddess of weddings the bed was laid out,

Gilgamesh met with the maiden by night.

Forward came (Enkidu), he stood in the street,200

blocking the path of Gilgamesh.

…… they talked about him.204

* * *

Gilgamesh ……the doorway.

In front of him ……,210

he was growing angry ……

Enkidu moved towards him,

as they confronted each other in the Square of the Land.

Enkidu blocked the door with his foot,215

he did not allow Gilgamesh to enter.

They took hold of each other, backs bent like a bull,

they smashed the door-jamb, the wall did shake;220

Gilgamesh and Enkidu took hold of each other, backs bent like a bull,

they smashed the door-jamb, the wall did shake.225

Gilgamesh knelt, one foot on the ground,

his anger subsided, he broke off from the fight.230

After he broke off from the fight,

said Enkidu to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘As one unique your mother bore you,235

the wild cow of the fold, the goddess Ninsun!

High over warriors you are exalted,

to be king of the people Enlil made it your destiny!’240



Enkidu becomes Gilgamesh’s Brother; Preparations for the Journey to the Cedar Forest

The Yale tablet, often known as Gilgamesh Y, is Tablet III of the same Old Babylonian edition of the epic as the Pennsylvania tablet. It shares its handwriting and other physical characteristics with the Pennsylvania tablet and must have come from the same site. The tablet was purchased by the Yale Babylonian Collection, New Haven, Connecticut, in about 1914. The text runs parallel with Tablets II–III of the standard version of the epic, though with many differences. Parts of it have been used to restore the text in Chapter 1.

Gilgamesh and Enkidu become close friends, as Ninsun predicted. For reasons that are not clear because of the broken state of the tablet, Enkidu is overcome with misery. Gilgamesh tries to cheer him with a proposal to mount an expedition to the Forest of Cedar. There they will kill the monstrous Huwawa, as Humbaba is known in this and other Old Babylonian tablets. Enkidu warns Gilgamesh that Huwawa was appointed to guard the cedar by the gods. Chiding him with being afraid to die, Gilgamesh extols the glory of death in battle and the immortal name that it would bring. They have their weapons cast at the forge and Gilgamesh convenes the assembly of Uruk. He announces his proposed expedition, and the elders advise caution. Gilgamesh laughs off their counsel. After a break in the text someone, perhaps his mother Ninsun, is wishing him well for the journey. Gilgamesh prays to the Sun God for protection on the road, and also to his deified father, Lugalbanda. The heroes shoulder their equipment, and the elders offer Gilgamesh blessings and advice for the journey. As the pair depart Enkidu tells Gilgamesh to send the young men back inside the city. They leave alone.

Beginning broken


‘Why do you desire to do this thing?

… anything … do you want so much?15

Let me ………,

a feat that never was done in the land.’

They kissed each other and formed a friendship.



After a lacuna, the next passage begins with Gilgamesh talking. A fragment now in Norway helps restore the lines:


‘I have found a friend, the counsellor I saw [in my dreams,]

Enkidu, the counsellor I saw in my dreams!’25

Enkidu said to her, to the harlot:

‘Come, O harlot, I shall do you a favour,

because you brought me to Uruk-the City-of-the-[Land,]

because you showed me a fine companion and friend.’



After a long lacuna, the text resumes:


[His] eyes [were brimming with] tears,71

his mood grew sad, heavily he sighed;

Enkidu’s [eyes] were brimming with tears,

his mood [grew sad, heavily] he sighed.75

[Gilgamesh] bent his face to him,

[saying] to Enkidu:

‘[Why,] my [friend,] do your eyes [brim with] tears,80

your [mood grow sad, with such heavy] sighs?’

Enkidu opened [his mouth,]

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘Sobs, my friend, have knotted the sinews in my neck,85

my arms go limp, my strength ebbs away.’

Gilgamesh opened his mouth,

saying to Enkidu:90



* * *


‘……ferocious Huwawa,97

… [let us] slay him, [so his power] is no more!

‘[In the Forest] of Cedar, [where Huwawa] dwells,100

[let us] surprise him in his lair!’

Enkidu opened his mouth,

saying to Gilgamesh:105

‘I knew him, my friend, in the uplands,

when I roamed here and there with the herd.

For sixty leagues the forest is a wilderness,

who is there would venture inside it?

‘Huwawa, his voice is the Deluge,110

his speech is fire, and his breath is death!

Why do you desire to do this thing?

An unwinnable battle is Huwawa’s ambush!’115

Gilgamesh opened his mouth,

saying to Enkidu:

‘I will climb, my friend, [the forest’s] slopes.’119



* * *


Enkidu opened his mouth,127

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘How can we go, my friend, to the Forest of [Cedar?]130

The god who guards it is Wer, mighty and unsleeping;

Huwawa [was appointed by] Wer,

Adad ranks first, and he [is second.]135

‘So to keep safe [the cedars,]

[Enlil] assigned [him] the Seven Terrors.’

Gilgamesh opened his mouth,

saying to Enkidu:
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‘Who is there, my friend, can climb to the sky?140

Only the gods [dwell] forever in sunlight.

As for man, his days are numbered,

whatever he may do, it is but wind.

‘Here are you, afraid of death!

What has become of your mighty valour?145

Let me walk in front of you,

and you can call to me, “Go on without fear!”

‘If I should fall, let me make my name:

“Gilgamesh joined battle with ferocious Huwawa!”150

You were born and grew up in the wild,

a lion attacked you, you experienced all.

‘Grown men fled away from your presence,

…… you [in the] evening.155

[Why now] do you speak like a coward?

[with your] spineless [words] you vex my heart.

‘Let me start out, I will chop down the cedar!

[A name that] is eternal I will establish for ever!160

[Come,] my friend, let us hie to the forge,

let them cast [us hatchets] in our presence!’

They took each other by the hand and hied to the forge,

where the smiths were sitting in consultation.

Great hatchets they cast,165

and axes weighing three talents apiece.

Great daggers they cast:

two talents apiece were the blades,

one half of a talent the crests of their handles,

half a talent apiece the daggers’ gold mountings.170

Gilgamesh and Enkidu bore ten talents each.

He bolted the sevenfold gates of Uruk,

he convened [the assembly,] the crowd gathered round.

… in the street of Uruk-the-City,

Gilgamesh [seated himself on] his throne.175

[In the street of Uruk]-the-City,

[the crowd was] sitting before him.

[Thus Gilgamesh] spoke

[to the elders of Uruk]-the-City:

‘[Hear me, O elders of Uruk-the]-City!180

[I would tread the path to ferocious Huwawa,]

I would see the god, of whom men talk,

whose name the lands do constantly repeat.

‘I will conquer him in the Forest of Cedar:

let the land learn Uruk’s offshoot is mighty!185

Let me start out, I will cut down the cedar,

I will establish for ever a name eternal!’

The elders of Uruk-the-City

gave answer to Gilgamesh:190

‘You are young, Gilgamesh, borne along by emotion,

all that you do, you don’t understand.

‘We hear Huwawa is strange of aspect:

who is there can counter his weapons?

For sixty [leagues] the forest is wilderness;195

who is there would venture inside it?

‘Huwawa, his voice is the Deluge,

his speech is fire, and his breath is death!

Why do you desire to do this thing?

An unwinnable battle is Huwawa’s ambush!’200

Gilgamesh heard the speech of his advisers,

he looked with a laugh at his friend:

‘Now, my friend, how [frightened I am!]

In fear of him shall I [change my mind?]’204



* * *

The text resumes with a blessing for the journey:


‘May your god [plant] your feet [on the straightest path!]213

‘May he let your [steps] complete the journey,

safely back to the quay of Uruk-[the-City!]’215

Gilgamesh knelt down [in the presence of] the Sun God,

the words which he spoke ……:

‘I am going, O Shamash, to the [home of Huwawa,]

let me leave there in safety, [please keep] me alive!

Bring me back to the quay of [Uruk-the-City!]220

Place your protection [over me!]’

Gilgamesh summoned the ……

his instructions ………223



After a further lacuna, the text continues with Gilgamesh’s prayer to his god, Lugalbanda:


[Down his] cheeks the tears were coursing:

‘[I would go,] my god, on a journey I never have taken,230

its …, my god, I do not know.

‘[Let me come] home in safety,

with happy heart [let me look on] your face!

[I will build] you a house to delight you,

[I will set] you on many a throne!’235

.….…. his equipment,

…… the great daggers.

…… bow and quiver,

[these were placed] in their hands.

[Gilgamesh] picked up the hatchets,240

[accepting] his quiver [with] the bow of Anshan.

In his belt [he placed] his dagger,

[thus equipped] to begin the journey.

[The young men] came up to Gilgamesh:245

‘… you sent back to the city.’

The elders blessed Gilgamesh, offering advice for the road:

‘[Do not] rely, Gilgamesh, on your strength alone!

Let your eyes be sharp, guard yourself well!250

‘[Let] Enkidu walk before you,

he is versed in the path, well travelled on the road.

[He knows] the ways into the forest,

and all the tricks of Huwawa.

‘“The one who goes in front keeps safe his comrade,255

the one whose eyes are sharp will [protect] his person!”

May Shamash permit you to win your victory,

may your eyes be witness to the deeds you have talked of!

‘May he open for you the paths that are shut,

may he ready the road for your footsteps!260

For your feet may he ready the mountain,

may the night bring you something to cheer you!

‘May Lugalbanda assist in your victory;

win your victory like a little child!265

In Huwawa’s river, that which you strive for,

wash your feet!

‘When you camp for the night, dig a well;

in your flask shall be fresh water always!

You must offer chilled water to Shamash,270

and remember your [god,] Lugalbanda.’

Enkidu opened his mouth,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘Where you’ve set your mind begin the journey,

let your heart have no fear, keep your eyes on me!

‘[In the] forest I knew his lair,275

[and the ways, too,] that Huwawa wanders.

Speak [to the crowd] and send them back home!’

.….…….

‘……[they should not] go with me,

.….…. to you.’280

… The crowd with happy heart,

… they [heard] what he had said.

The young men made a fervent prayer …:

‘Go, Gilgamesh, let ……

May your god go [before you!]285

May [Shamash] permit you to win [your victory!’]

Gilgamesh and Enkidu went forth …



A few more fragmentary lines follow. Shortly afterwards the tablet would have concluded.

The First and Second Dreams on the Journey to the Cedar Forest

Three pieces of Gilgamesh are in the care of the Schøyen Collection in Norway. Two were first published in 2003 and again in 2009. All are Old Babylonian. One is represented by a dozen tiny and more or less useless fragments. A second is a small fragment from southern Babylonia which probably dates to the early eighteenth century BC. It closely resembles the Cornell fragment. The lines on the obverse have been used to restore the Yale tablet at lines 24ff.; the reverse duplicates the Yale tablet at lines 151–53 and its text is not repeated here. The third piece is a complete tablet, probably from a century or so later. Its text covers the journey to the Cedar Forest, including Gilgamesh’s first two dreams and Enkidu’s explanations of them. Some lines have been used in Chapter 1 to restore the standard version at Tablet IV 54 and 109.


Gilgamesh was lying down at rest,

the night brought a dream.

In the middle watch of the night he awoke with a start,

he arose to talk to his friend:

‘My friend, I have had a dream!

Why did you not rouse me? It was so frightening!

With my shoulder I propped up a mountain;5

the mountain fell down on me, pressing me hard.

‘A feeling of weakness wrapped my legs round,

a fearsome aura overpowered my arms.

A man like a lion approached me,

shining bright in the land and most [comely] in beauty.10

‘He grasped me by my upper arm,

from under the mountain he pulled me forth.’

Enkidu explained the dream,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘Now, my friend, the one to whom we go,

is he not the mountain, so strange as he is?15

Now, Huwawa to whom we go,

is he not the mountain, so strange as he is?

‘If you and he meet, then but one is your task:

the warrior’s rite, the task of a man.

He will make rage his fury against you,

terror of him will wrap your legs round.20

‘But the man you saw was King Shamash the Sun God,

in time of peril he will grasp your hand.’

Gilgamesh was glad, his dream a good sign,

his heart grew merry, his face shone bright.

A journey of one whole day, two and three,25

nearer they drew to the land of Ebla.

Gilgamesh climbed to the top of a hill,

he gazed on all the mountains.

He rested his chin on his knees,

sleep overtook him, that spills over people.30

In the middle watch of the night he awoke with a start,

he arose to talk to his friend:

‘My friend, I have had another dream,

more frightening than the previous one I had.

The Storm God thundered, while the land was rumbling,

daylight grew shrouded, darkness went forth.35

‘Lightning flashed down, fire broke out,

flames flared up, death raining down.

Adad’s thunder left me bewildered,

the day grew dark, I knew not where I went.

‘At long last the fire that flared so high died down,40

all the flames went out, and turned to embers.

The gloom grew bright, a god shone forth,

… he led here and ……’

[Enkidu] explained the [dream,]

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘……Adad was thundering,45

… and will rage against you.

‘… your … against him,

… and your eyes will grow bright.

The brightness [that] shone forth on you [will douse the] flames,

and his weapons you will turn into ashes.50

Your dreams are good, a god is with you,

you will soon achieve your plans.’

On they sped by day and night,

to Hamran they drew near, on the summit sat down,55

the [mountain] where the Amorites dwell,

daily hearing the voice of Huwawa.

He saw them, the guardian of the cedar,

he that repels every advance,

[Huwawa, the] guardian of the cedar,60

he that repels every advance.

[Enkidu raised] his eyes and saw the cedar,

its [splendour] covering the uplands.

His face turned pale, like a severed head,

terror entered deep in his heart.

Gilgamesh bent his face to him,65

saying to Enkidu:

‘Why, my friend, did your face turn pale,

and terror enter deep in your heart?’

Enkidu opened his mouth,

saying to Gilgamesh:

‘I raised my eyes, my friend, and saw the cedar,

its splendour covering the uplands.70

‘Who can withstand that god,

whose weapon is mightiest among the gods?

Shall we withstand that Huwawa,

whose weapon is mightiest in the world?

‘And so, my friend, my face turned pale,75

terror entered deep in my heart.’

Gilgamesh opened his mouth,

saying to Enkidu:

‘Did not enthusiasm carry me away in my power?

The Sun God said to me, ‘[I shall] go with [you!]’

Do not fear, O Enkidu, keep watch on me!80

I shall make a battle such as never you knew.’

They pitched camp for the night, they lay down;

his sleep having roused him, he told him his dream:

‘My friend, I have had a third dream!’



The Third and Fourth Dreams on the Journey to the Cedar Forest

This Old Babylonian tablet was excavated on Tablet Hill at Nippur in the season 1951–52, more exactly in the back room of a private house which also served as a scribal school. It dates to the middle of the eighteenth century BC, specifically to the years immediately before the economic crisis that devastated southern Babylonia towards the end of that century and led to the closure of the school and the abandonment of the house. The tablet is now stored in the Iraq Museum, Baghdad. It is an apprentice’s exercise, and holds text from the episode of Gilgamesh’s dreams on his approach to the Forest of Cedar. The piece has already been used in Chapter 1 to restore the standard version of the epic at Tablet IV 142, where the fourth dream is related and explained.


‘We draw, my friend, ever nearer the forest,

the dreams are close, the battle soon.

You will see the radiant auras of the god,

of Huwawa, whom in your thoughts you fear so much.

‘Locking horns like a bull you will batter him,5

and force his head down with your strength.

The old man you saw is your powerful god,

the one who begot you, divine Lugalbanda.’

‘My friend, I have had a fourth dream,

it surpasses my other three dreams!10

I saw a Lion-Bird in the sky,

up it rose like a cloud, soaring above us.
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‘It was a …, its visage distorted,

its mouth was fire, its breath was death.

[There was also a] man, he was strange of form,15

he … and stood there in my dream.

‘[He bound] its wings and took hold of my arm,

…… he cast it down [before] me,

.….…. upon it.’19



* * *


‘[You saw a Lion-Bird in the sky,]20´

[up] it [rose like a] cloud, soaring above us.

‘It was a …, its visage distorted,

its mouth was fire, its breath was death.

You will fear its terrible aura,

I shall … its foot and let you arise!25´

‘The man you saw was mighty Shamash.’



Another Dream on the Journey to the Cedar Forest

Two tablets of Old Babylonian Gilgamesh have been excavated in a private house at Tell Harmal, the site of ancient Shaduppûm on the eastern outskirts of Baghdad, and are now in the Iraq Museum. They were both recovered during the third season of excavations, in August 1947, and date from the early eighteenth century BC. They appear to be scribal exercises, like the Nippur tablet. One relates a conversation between Gilgamesh and Enkidu on their arrival at the Forest of Cedar, but it is in very bad condition and for the most part defies a connected translation. The more legible of the two holds the text of one of Gilgamesh’s dreams on the way to the forest, and Enkidu’s explanation of it. Most of it has already been used in Chapter 1 to fill the lacuna in the standard version of the epic at Tablet IV 183.


‘Go up on to the mountain crag, and look at …

I have been robbed of the sleep of the gods!

My friend, I had a dream:

how ominous it was, how desolate, how unclear!

‘I had taken me hold of a bull from the wild:5

as it clove the ground with its bellows,

the clouds of dust it raised thrust deep in the sky,

and I, in front of it, bent myself forward.

‘Taking hold of ……enclosed my arms.

… he extricated [me] … by force …

My cheek …, my …,

[he gave] me water [to drink] from his waterskin.’

‘The [god], my friend, we are going against,10

he’s not the wild bull, so strange as he is.

The wild bull you saw was shining Shamash,

he will grasp our hands in time of peril.

‘The one who gave you water to drink from his skin

was your god who honours you, divine Lugalbanda.15

Should we join forces but one is our task,

a feat that never was done in the land!’



The Slaying of the Guardian of the Cedar Forest

This tablet is now in the tablet collections of the Oriental Institute, University of Chicago. It is a school-exercise tablet excavated in 1935 at Ishchali, ancient Nerebtum, a town on the Diyala river just east of Baghdad, and dates to the early eighteenth century BC. The text that it contains runs roughly parallel with the end of Tablet V of the standard version of the epic, though with considerable differences. Gilgamesh has just overcome the forest’s guardian, Huwawa. Enkidu urges him not to spare their foe. Gilgamesh wants instead to hunt down Huwawa’s ‘auras’, which are the radiant numinous powers that Huwawa wears as protection. Enkidu suggests that they can easily do that later. The heroes kill Huwawa, apparently also his servant and probably then the seven auras. Then they desecrate the sacred groves and fell the cedar.

Beginning broken


Said Enkidu to him, to Gilgamesh:6´

‘Smite Huwawa the [ogre, whom] your gods [abhor!]

.….…….

[Why, my friend,] do you show him mercy?’

[Said] Gilgamesh to him, to Enkidu:10´

‘Now, my friend, we must impose our victory.

The auras slip away in the thicket,

the auras slip away, their radiance grows dim.’

Said Enkidu to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘My friend, catch a bird and where go its chicks?15´

Let us look for the auras later,

as the chicks run here and there in the thicket!

‘Smite him again, slay his servant alongside him!’

Gilgamesh heard the word of his companion.

He took up his axe in his hand,20´

he drew forth the sword from his belt.

Gilgamesh smote him in the neck,

his friend Enkidu gave encouragement.

He ……… he fell,

the ravines did run with his blood.25´

Huwawa the guardian he smote to the ground,

for two leagues afar …

With him he slew ……,

the woods he ……

He slew the ogre, the forest’s guardian,30´

at whose yell were sundered the peaks of Sirion and Lebanon,

… the mountains did quake,

… all the hillsides did tremble.

He slew the ogre, the cedar’s guardian,

the broken ……35´
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As soon as he had slain all seven [of the auras],

the war-net of two talents’ weight, the sword of eight,

a load of ten talents he took up,

he went in to trample the forest.

He discovered the secret abode of the gods,

Gilgamesh felling the trees, Enkidu choosing the timber.

Said Enkidu to him, to Gilgamesh,40´

‘…, O Gilgamesh, smite the cedar!’



After a few more badly damaged lines the tablet breaks off.

Felling Trees in the Cedar Forest

This Old Babylonian tablet is also housed in the Iraq Museum. It was acquired by donation or confiscation, and nothing is known of its provenance except that it is from somewhere in Iraq. The piece is badly damaged. What text is legible deals with the episode of the felling of the cedar, overlapping slightly with the preceding tablet.


… he went trampling through the Forest of Cedar,17

he discovered the secret abode of the gods.

The Wild-Born knew how to give counsel,

he said to his friend:

‘By your strength alone you slew the guardian,20

what can bring you dishonour? Lay low the Forest of [Cedar!]

Seek out for me a lofty cedar,

whose crown is high as the heavens!

‘I will make a door of a reed-length’s breadth,

let it not need pivots, let it travel in the door-jamb.

Its side will be a cubit, a reed-length its breadth,25

let no stranger draw near it, let a god have love for [it.]

‘To the house of Enlil the Euphrates shall bear it,

let the folk of Nippur rejoice over it!

Let the god Enlil delight in it!’



Enkidu Curses the Hunter and the Prostitute

This tablet was found in the course of Sir Leonard Woolley’s excavations at the site of Ur of the Chaldees, in southern Babylonia just west of modern Nasiriyah, which ran from 1922 to 1934. It is now in the British Museum. The date of the tablet is probably the twelfth century BC. The text it holds is an excerpt from an edition of the epic very similar to the standard version, but older. The episode is that of Enkidu on his deathbed, in which he curses the trapper and the prostitute, blesses the prostitute, and begins to relate his dream of the Netherworld. The text thus runs parallel with Tablet VII 90–171 in Chapter 1, which it helps to restore.


At the very first glimmer of brightening dawn,

Enkidu raised his head, weeping to Shamash.

Under the rays of the sun his tears were flowing:

‘I appeal to you, Shamash, on account of the hunter, the trapper-man.

‘As for the “shackler”, who let me not get as much as my friend,5

may the hunter not get as much as his friend!

May his profit be cut! Diminish his income!

May his share of the profits be cut in your presence!’

After he had cursed the hunter to his heart’s content,

he decided to curse the harlot also.10

‘Come, Shamhat, I will fix your destiny,

I will curse you with a mighty curse,

my curses shall afflict you now and forthwith!

‘A home to delight in you shall not acquire!

In the young women’s chamber you shall not sit!15

Your finest garment the ground shall defile!

Your festive gown the drunkard shall stain in the dirt!

‘A house with utensils and pots you shall never acquire,

[for your home shall serve a potter’s] clay pit!

You shall have neither [bedroom, nor family shrine, nor] holy [hearth!]20

No bed, chair or table, that people take pride in, shall be found in your chamber!

‘The couch you delight in shall be a hard bench!

The dust of the potter’s cross shall be where you sit!

A field of ruins shall be where you bed down!

The shade of the rampart shall be where you stand!25

‘Briar and thorn shall skin your feet!

Drunk and sober shall strike your cheek!

[The rabble] of the street shall throng to your brothel!

[In your tavern] brawls shall break out!

‘[Wives] shall be plaintiff, and bring claims against [you!]30

[The roof of your house no] builder [shall plaster!]

[In your chamber shall] lie [wild] dogs!

[Never in your house shall banquet] take place!33



* * *


‘[Because] you made me weak, who was undefiled!

[Yes,] in the wild you weakened me, who was undefiled!’40

[Shamash heard] what he had spoken,

[straight away] from the sky there cried out [a voice.]42



When the text resumes after a short lacuna, Enkidu is speaking:


‘Come, Shamhat, [I will fix] your [destiny,]48

my mouth that cursed you shall bless you as well:

‘Governors shall love you and noblemen too!50

At one league off men shall slap their thighs,

at two leagues off they shall shake out their hair!
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‘No soldier shall be slow to drop his belt for you,

he shall give you nail and necklace!

With earrings of gold he shall deck your ears!55

‘Ishtar, the ablest of gods, shall gain you entrance

to the man whose home is secure and wealth [heaped] high!

For you his wife shall be deserted, though mother of seven!’

Gilgamesh was sitting before him.

As he pondered what was on his mind,60

Enkidu spoke to him:

‘Quite something there was, my friend, in my dream of last night:

the heavens thundered, the earth gave echo,

and there was I, standing between them.

‘A man there was, his visage was darkened,65

fierce as a roaring Lion-Bird were his features.

[His] hands were a lion’s paws,

[his] claws an eagle’s talons.

‘He seized me by the hair, he overpowered me.’



Gilgamesh at the End of the World

This tablet comprises two joining fragments, one of which is now in the British Museum in London, the other in the Vorderasiatisches Museum in Berlin. The fragments were purchased in Baghdad in 1902, and were reported to come from the city of Sippar, on the Euphrates upstream of Babylon. The date of the tablet is eighteenth or seventeenth century BC. The piece is not a school exercise but a library tablet with two columns of text on each side, and is thus most probably part of an edition of the whole epic rather than a text in isolation. The text it holds runs parallel to parts of Tablets IX–X of the standard version of the epic, but with several differences. Some lines have been used in Chapter 1 to supplement the standard version of the epic (col. i is inserted at Tablet IX 18).

Distraught at the death of Enkidu, Gilgamesh is wandering the wild in search of the secret of eternal life. The Sun God speaks to him from the sky and advises him of the futility of his quest. Gilgamesh rejects a life of easeful rest. In the knowledge that death all too soon brings permanent repose he must extend his life if he can. After a break, Gilgamesh is explaining to Shiduri how his friend died and how thus he learnt the fear of death. The tavern-keeper explains that only the gods can live for ever. The task of a man is to enjoy life while he has it and to nurture the family that will bring him descendants. Gilgamesh is not persuaded and insists on pursuing his quest. As the text resumes following a second break, Gilgamesh is smashing the stone crew of the ferryman Sursunabu (this is the name given here to the later Ur-shanabi). Sursunabu introduces himself, and Gilgamesh relates his journey and asks help in finding the immortal Uta-napishti, here called Uta-naishtim. Sursunabu tells him that the Stone Ones were his means of crossing the ocean, but bids him prepare punting-poles for the voyage.

Beginning lost


[He] clad himself in their skins, he ate their flesh.i 2´

Gilgamesh [dug] wells that never existed before,

[he] drank the water, as he chased the winds.

Shamash grew worried, and leaning down,i 5´

he spoke to Gilgamesh:

‘O Gilgamesh, where are you wandering?

The life that you seek you never will find.’

Said Gilgamesh to him, to the hero Shamash:

‘After roaming, wandering all through the wild,i 10´

when I enter the Netherworld will rest be scarce?

I shall lie there sleeping all down the years!

‘Let my eyes see the sun and be sated with light.

The darkness is hidden, how much light is there left?

When may the dead see the rays of the sun?’i 15´



After a long lacuna, the text resumes with Gilgamesh addressing the tavern-keeper:


‘[My friend, whom I love so deeply,]

who with me went through every danger,ii 1´

Enkidu, whom I love so deeply,

who with me went through every danger:

‘he went to the doom of mortal men.

Weeping over him day and night,ii 5´

I did not surrender his body for burial –

“Maybe my friend will rise at my cry!” –

‘for seven days and seven nights,

until a maggot dropped from his nostril.

After he was gone I did not find life,ii 10´

wandering like a trapper in the midst of the wild.

‘O tavern-keeper, I have looked on your face,

but I would not meet death, that I fear so much.’

Said the tavern-keeper to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘O Gilgamesh, where are you wandering?iii 1

‘The life that you seek you never will find:

when the gods created mankind,

death they dispensed to mankind,

life they kept for themselves.iii 5

‘But you, Gilgamesh, let your belly be full,

enjoy yourself always by day and by night!

Make merry each day,

dance and play day and night!

‘Let your clothes be clean,iii 10

let your head be washed, may you bathe in water!

Gaze on the child who holds your hand,

let a wife enjoy your repeated embrace!

‘For such is the destiny [of mortal men,]

that the one who lives ………’iii 15

[Said] Gilgamesh to her, [to the ale-wife:]

‘O tavern-keeper, why do you talk [this way?]

My heart is [still very] sick for my friend.

O tavern-keeper, why do you talk [this way?]

My heart is [still very] sick for Enkidu.iii 20

‘But you dwell, O tavern-keeper, on the shore [of the ocean,]

you are familiar with all [the ways across it.]

Show me the way, [O show me!]

If it may be done [I will cross] the ocean!’

Said the tavern-keeper to him, [to Gilgamesh:]iii 25

‘O Gilgamesh, never [before] was there one like you!

Who [but Shamash] can travel [that journey?’]
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After a further lacuna, the narrative has moved on to Gilgamesh’s encounter with the Stone Ones and the ferryman:


… And [the Stone Ones] he smashed in his fury.iv 1

[Gilgamesh] came back to stand over him,

as Sursunabu looked him in the eye.

Said Sursunabu to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘Tell me, what is your name?iv 5

I am Sursunabu, of Uta-naishtim the Distant.’

Said Gilgamesh to him, to Sursunabu:

‘Gilgamesh is my name,

who came from Uruk-Eanna,

who wound a way around the mountains,iv 10

the hidden road where rises the sun.

‘O Sursunabu, now I have met you,

show me Uta-naishtim the Distant!’

Said Sursunabu to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘….….….

[to reach Uta-naishtim the] Distant,iv 15

… you must travel by boat,

… and I will take you to him.’

[They sat] down, talking it over between them,

and again he said a word to him,iv 20

said Sursunabu to him, to Gilgamesh:

‘The Stone Ones, O Gilgamesh, enabled my crossing,

for I must not touch the Waters of Death.

In your fury you have smashed them.

The Stone Ones were with me to take me across.iv 25

‘Take up, O Gilgamesh, the axe in your hand,

cut me three hundred punting-poles, each sixty cubits.

…… equip them with bosses …



Remainder lost

There is still no evidence that the Old Babylonian version of the poem included a narrative of the Deluge, such as that incorporated in Tablet XI of the standard version. However, such a narrative did exist in Old Babylonian, in at least two tellings: in the Poem of Atram-hasis, where the tale of the great flood is told in the third person, and in another poem which tells it in the first person, as in Gilgamesh. The latest evidence for these compositions is described in Irving Finkel’s book, The Ark before Noah (London, 2014).




4

Miscellaneous Babylonian Fragments

In addition to the Old and Middle Babylonian fragments from Babylonia itself presented in Chapter 3, there survive some further early witnesses to the poem that come from places outside Babylonia: Syria, Anatolia and Palestine. As explained in the Introduction, these pieces document knowledge of Babylonian literature, including versions of Gilgamesh, far outside Mesopotamia, at times when cuneiform writing was used all over the Near East. They are a miscellaneous bunch, some being more or less close to one or other Babylonian version, others seemingly more distantly related. To these are appended the Sealand tablet, a fragment from eastern or southern Babylonia which holds a unique text that adapts the Old Babylonian poem of Gilgamesh by replacing the names.

The Ugarit tablets

Three fragments and a complete tablet of Babylonian Gilgamesh were excavated in 1994 at Ras Shamra on the Syrian coast, the site of ancient Ugarit, in a building identified as the House of Urtenu. They date to the twelfth century BC at the latest and were published in 2007. The three fragments are recognizable as related to the standard version (Tablets IV–V), but their text is very corrupt and adds little to our knowledge of the poem. A passage in which the forest king Humbaba pleads for his life is intelligible and has been used to restore Tablet V in Chapter 1. The complete tablet bears a curious version of the opening of the epic. Most lines are well known from Tablet I of the standard version, but many of them are in an unexpected order. The text may be the outcome of a faulty memory.


He who saw the Deep, the country’s foundation,

who knew the proper ways, was wise in all matters!

Gilgamesh, who saw the Deep, the country’s foundation,

who knew the proper ways, was wise in all matters!

He explored everywhere the seats of power,5

he knew of everything the sum of wisdom.

He who travelled the distant road to Uttur-napishti,

and crossed the ocean, the wide sea to the sunrise:

he brought back a tale of before the Deluge.

He went a far journey, was weary and in pain;10

tablets of stone were set up for him, all the labours.

Gilgamesh lets no young bride go free to her bridegroom,

he is their wild bull, they are the cows.

To their complaint the goddess Ishtar paid heed,

the terrible din reaching even the heaven of Anu.15

Surpassing all other kings, heroic in stature,

brave scion of Uruk, butting wild bull!

Gilgamesh, heroic in stature,

brave scion of Uruk, butting wild bull!

Climb, O Gilgamesh, Uruk’s wall and walk back and forth,20

survey the foundations, examine the brickwork!

Open the tablet-box of cedar wood,

release its clasps of bronze!

Pick up the tablet of lapis lazuli and read out,

so: ‘Were its bricks not fired in an oven?25

Did the Seven Sages not lay its foundations?

A square mile is city, a square mile date-grove, a square mile is clay-pit, half a square mile the temple of Ishtar: three square miles and a half is Uruk’s expanse.’

Gilgamesh grappled in turn with fifty companions,

daily holding sway over the young men,

the young men of Uruk he kept in fear without warrant.30

The strands of his hair grew thickly as barley,

his teeth gleaming like the rising sun,

he had curls as dark as lapis-coloured wool.

Eleven cubits was his height,

four cubits the width of his chest.35

A triple cubit was his foot and a reed-length his legs,

a triple cubit the curls at his cheeks.

To … of his face.



The fragments from Hattusa

There have been three different discoveries of pieces of the Babylonian Gilgamesh at the Hittite capital Hattusa, now Boğazköy (or Boğazkale) in central Anatolia. The first, in 1906–7, was of a tablet of thirteenth-century BC date which is now in the Vorderasiatisches Museum in Berlin (here Bo2). The obverse of this tablet relates the second dream of Gilgamesh on the journey to the Forest of Cedar, running parallel with the Old Babylonian tablet Schøyen2 (see Chapter 3). The reverse holds a badly corrupted version of the episode of Ishtar and the Bull of Heaven, which is not given here.

The second discovery, in 1934, was of a tiny fragment from the dreams of Gilgamesh, now in the Museum of Anatolian Civilizations at Ankara. It is too small to warrant translation. Then in 1983 there came to light several fragments of a library tablet that contained a version of the text similar to the Old Babylonian edition represented by the Pennsylvania and Yale tablets (here Bo1). The text of two of these pieces, which date to about 1400 BC, is given here. Fragment (a) runs parallel with lines 51–102 of the Pennsylvania tablet, Fragment (d) with lines 182–95 of the Yale tablet.

Pieces found in 1983, 1: Bo1 fragment (a)

Enkidu has been seduced by the prostitute, who now urges him to leave the wild and take his place among men. She dresses him in part of her garment. They enter the shepherds’ camp, where the shepherds admire him. Enkidu learns to eat and drink like a man.


[The harlot opened her mouth,]

[saying to] Enkidu:

‘You are handsome, [Enkidu, you are like a god,]

[why do you wander] with the beasts of the wild?

.….. you are like a god,

[who] among men [is as splendid as you?]’

[The harlot opened her mouth,]

[saying] to Enkidu:5

‘Come, Enkidu, [let me lead you]

[to the shepherds’ camp,] the site of the sheep-pen.’

One garment she stripped and he dressed himself,

[the other garment she put on herself.]

She [took him by the hand] and like a god [walked] before him,

[to the shepherds’ camp, the site] of the sheep-pen.

[The shepherds gathered about him,]

[the] crowd [was talking] among themselves:

‘[In build he is the image of Gilgamesh,]

but shorter in stature and [bigger] of bone.10

‘[It must be the one who was born] in the uplands,

animals’ milk [is what he was suckled on.]’

[They put bread before him,]

[he] looked at the bread, he was confused.

[They put ale before him,]

[he looked at the ale,] he was confused.

[The harlot opened her mouth,]

[saying to Enkidu:]

‘Eat the bread, Enkidu, [fit for a god,]

[drink the ale,] fit for a king!’15

[Enkidu ate the bread until he was sated,]

[he] drank [the] ale, all seven [jugfuls.]
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Pieces found in 1983, 2: Bo1 fragment (d)

Gilgamesh announces his expedition to the elders of Uruk, who counsel him of the danger he courts.


‘[I would see the god, of whom men talk,]

[whose name] the earth [does constantly] repeat.

‘[I will conquer him in the Forest of Cedar,]

[I] will have the [land] learn [Uruk’s offshoot is mighty.]

[Let me start out, I will chop down the cedar!]

[A name] of eternity I [will establish forever!]’

[The elders of Uruk gave answer to Gilgamesh:]

‘Why do you desire [to do this thing?]5

[An unwinnable battle] is Huwawa’s ambush,

[who is there can oppose his weapons?]

[For sixty] leagues [the forest] is [wilderness.]’



Tablet found in 1906–7: Bo2

On the way to the Forest of Cedar Gilgamesh has his second dream. Enkidu interprets it for him and reassures him of its good portent.

Beginning missing


They took each other by the hand and travelled on.i 5´

[They pitched] camp for the night, they lay down.

Sleep, which spills forth at night, overtook [Gilgamesh.]

In the middle of the night [his] sleep abandoned him.

[He rose and] related the dream to Enkidu:

‘[My] friend, [I have had a dream!]

If you did not rouse me why [am I awake?]

Enkidu, my friend, I have had a dream!i 10´

[If] you did [not] rouse me why [am I awake?]

My second dream sur[passes] the first:

in my dream, my friend, a mountain …

It threw me down, it held me fast by my feet …

a terrible aura overpowered [my arms.]

A man [like a lion approached me,]i 15´

the comeliest in the land, his beauty …

[From] beneath the mountain he pulled me forth and …

He gave me water to drink and my heart grew [calm.]

[On] the ground he set [my] feet.’

Enkidu [spoke] to him,i 20´

[saying] to Gilgamesh:

‘My friend, [the one to whom] we go,

[is he not the mountain,] so strange as he is?

Huwawa [to whom we go,]

is he not the mountain, so strange as he [is?]

Come, cast aside [your] fear ….’



The fragments from Emar

Fragments of two tablets of Gilgamesh were found in 1974 at Tell Meskene on the middle Euphrates in Syria, the ancient city of Emar, and are now in the museum at Aleppo. They come from a scriptorium that flourished in the thirteenth and early twelfth centuries BC. The smaller piece carries a few fragmentary lines parallel with Tablet V of the standard version of the epic; it is not given here. The other pieces are from a tablet which relates the story of Ishtar and the Bull of Heaven, and thus runs parallel with Tablet VI of the standard version.

The goddess Ishtar has proposed to Gilgamesh, and describes the life of power and plenty that she has in store for him. Gilgamesh scorns her, and relates the fates suffered by her former lovers. Infuriated by his insults Ishtar asks her father for the Bull of Heaven. He gives it to her, and she takes it down to Uruk.


‘[As you enter our house]

[doorway and footstool shall] kiss [your] hands!

[Kings shall kneel before you,] lords will come [up to you,]

[produce of mountain and lowland they shall] bring you as tribute!

[Your nanny-goats] shall bear [triplets, your ewes shall bear twins,]

[no] ox shall [match yours at the yoke!]’i 5´

[Gilgamesh opened his mouth] to speak,

[saying to the lady] Ishtar:

‘And if indeed [I take] you [in marriage,]

should I neglect my body [and clothing,]

[should I] neglect my sustenance and food?



* * *


‘[You, a frost that congeals no] ice,

[a slatted door] that stays not breeze [nor draught,]

[an elephant that] … its hoods,i 15´

pitch [that stains the hands] of its bearer,

a waterskin [that] cuts [the hands of its bearer,]

[a battering] ram that destroys a wall of stone,

[a shoe that bites the foot when] walking the street!

[What bridegroom of yours] did ever grow old?’



* * *


‘[Dumuzi, the lover of your] youth,

[year upon year, to lamenting] you doomed him.

[You] loved the [speckled] hoopoe,

very soon [you were sated with] its [delights!]i 25´

[You] struck it down and broke [its wing:]

now it stands in [the woods] crying “My wing!”

You loved the … Sutean,

your house … your … you …

in a tent you made him spend every night,

you broke [his weapons on the field of] battle.i 30´

You loved, [when] you dwelt [in the] fold,

[the shepherd, the herdsman, who] always killed a sheep for you,

[who daily gave] you piles of bread baked in embers,

[you struck them and] turned [them into] wolves.’i 35´



* * *


[Anu opened his mouth] to [speak,]

[saying to the] Lady Ishtar:

‘Well, [was it not you who provoked King] Gilgamesh,

so he [told slanders] about you and insults too?’

[Ishtar] opened her mouth to speak,ii 5´

[saying to] her father, Anu:

‘Father, [give me, please, the Bull of Heaven,]

[so I] may slay [Gilgamesh.]’



* * *


Anu [heard] what she had to say,

he placed in her [hands the nose-rope of the Bull of Heaven.]

.….…….

in Uruk it did not ……

and a reed. It went [down to the river …]

[the river] dropped [a full seven cubits.]ii 10´



The Megiddo tablet

The Megiddo tablet is a fragment found by chance in the 1950s in Palestine, at the site of the ancient town of Megiddo (Tell al-Mutasallim), near the dump of the pre-war excavations. It is now in the Israel Museum in Jerusalem. The piece dates to about the fourteenth century BC and preserves two passages of text similar to the latter part of Tablet VII of the standard version of the epic. The obverse of the tablet deals with the doomed Enkidu’s second dream, in which he is taken captive by the Angel of Death and led to the Netherworld. The reverse describes his final decline and death, and the grief of Gilgamesh.

Beginning missing

obverse


Enkidu [lifted his head ……]

[he was] speaking to [Gilgamesh ……]

‘[I] cut down ……

you. When [we ……to the Cedar Forest, we went up]5´

its mountains, and we [destroyed Humbaba, who in]

the Cedar Forest dwelt, [we seized the Bull of Heaven and]

[we] slew it. At the shout of ……

… this ……’ ‘[The dream]

was fine and favourable ……10´

[it was] precious, it was fine and it was ……

… it was difficult.’ ‘In [my] dream [there was a man,]

short of stature, large of … [Like a roaring Lion-Bird]

was the set of his face. [His hands were] a lion’s [paws,]

[his claws] an eagle’s talons … [Dark was]15´

his face, all ………

[of an] eagle, [his] hand ……’



* * *

reverse


‘[He seized me by] my hair, [he overpowered me …]

to my friend ………

Take hold, Gilgamesh, ……[My friend]

had no [fear,] he did not desert me …

You enabled me to roam … 5´

May [they offer] pure water [to commemorate] my name …

My friend, who rescued me …’ [Enkidu lay sick for one day and]

a second day. On his bed ……[a third]

and a fourth day on his bed. On him ……

the sickness worsened, his flesh ……10´

Enkidu was lying on his bed ……

He called for Gilgamesh ……

with his cry he roused … [Gilgamesh sobbed]

like a dove. His … was darkened …

… in the night ……15´

the foremost of men…… [Gilgamesh sobbed]

for his friend ………

‘I will mourn ………

at his side I myself ………’



Remainder lost

The Sealand tablet

This large fragment can be dated by its script to the period when the south and east of Babylonia were ruled by the Sealand kings, roughly the sixteenth to fifteenth centuries BC. It must have come from somewhere under their control. It was published in 2007, when in a private collection, but at the time of writing it is in the Museum of the Bible, Washington DC. The text inscribed on it tells the dreams of Gilgamesh explained by his mother, and the civilizing of Enkidu in the shepherds’ camp. These passages correspond quite closely both to the older Pennsylvania tablet and to Tablets I–II of the later standard version, to which it adds little new. The text contains one big surprise, however. Where the other versions have the names Gilgamesh and Enkidu, the Sealand tablet replaces these familiar heroes with the gods Sîn (for Gilgamesh) and Ea (for Enkidu). In addition, the city Uruk is, with one exception, transmuted into a nearby city, Ur. The reason for these substitutions is unknown.


[The harlot said to him, to Ea:]

‘[Let the people] see your face,

[your heart, now wise,] is seeking a friend.

‘[O Ea, before] you came from your uplands,

… Sîn was having dreams in Ur.’5

Sîn [lay] down and had a dream,

[he] arose to talk to his mother:

‘The stars of the sky grew distinct,

a rock from the sky fell down before me.

I picked it up, but it was too heavy for me,10

I gave it a shove but could not dislodge it.

‘The land of Ur was gathered about me,

the young men all together could not lift it.

I braced my shoulder and they helped me push,

I picked it up and carried it into your presence.’15

Being wise the mother of Sîn explained,

saying to Sîn,

so: ‘For sure, O Sîn, someone like yourself

was born in the wild and the wild has reared him.

‘His strength is as mighty as a rock from the sky,20

so I shall have him join forces with you.

Not knowing who he is, they will gather around him,

him the young men will kiss.

‘You will see him and your heart will rejoice,

you will embrace him and bring him before me.’25

[Sîn] answered her, saying to his mother:

‘Let [a friend] come forth, so be it, let him come!

‘[Let him befall] me like a rock from the sky,

[let] his strength [be mighty!]

.….. and let him bring ease to my heart!’30

[Sîn lay down and] had a dream.

[He arose to talk to] his mother:

‘[…in the street of] Ur-the-City,

[an axe was lying] with a crowd gathered round.

‘[I took it up and put it] at my side.35

[The axe was strange] in shape,

[Like a] wife, [I loved it,] caressed and embraced it.’

[Being wise, the mother of Sîn] explained,

[saying to Sîn:]

‘The axe, O Sîn, that you saw is a man,

[there will come to you one who will save] his friend.40

[You will see him and your heart] will rejoice,

[you will embrace him and bring] him before me.’



A gap of fifteen lines intervenes. When the text resumes the prostitute is again talking to Ea:


‘You are handsome, [O Ea, you are just like a god,]

why like [the animals do you roam the wild?]

‘Clothe yourself [with a garment …,]60

be girt with a waistband ……!

Take up a weapon, [become] like a warrior!

Why do you inhabit ……?

‘Why do you, like the [animals, roam the wild?]

You should see Uruk, ……65

the people’s home, the dwelling [of Anu,]

where the young men are girt [with waistbands,]

‘daily the beds of night-time ……

To the festive food you will ……,

you are banished now from the regions [that have no shepherd.]’70

Her words he heard, [her speech] found favour,

a woman’s counsel [struck home in his heart.]

She took off her garment, [clad him in] one part,

and the other part she put [on herself.]

He put on the garment ……,75

he anointed himself with oil ……

By the hand she took him, like a [god she led him,]

to the shepherds’ camp, the site [of the sheep-pen.]

The shepherds saw him and ……,

they threw [themselves prostrate] before Ea as before a god.80

The shepherds bowed down before [him,]

the herdsboys humbling themselves [in front of him.]

‘[In build] the fellow is [the image] of Sîn,

but squatter of stature, [and bigger of] bone.

He must have been born in [the uplands.]’85

When [at night,] asleep, the shepherds lay down,

sleep overtook them, ……

Ea was [their] watchman, [a man wide awake.]

He kept ………

[He was taking his pleasure] with Shamhat,90

he did not ………






Appendix: From Tablet to Translation

As with any work of ancient Mesopotamian literature, the translation of the Gilgamesh epic from the original manuscripts is a more complex task than most translating. For one thing, for most literary compositions in Sumerian and Akkadian there is no ready-made established text such as the series of Oxford Classical Texts provides for Greek and Latin literature. The translator must make his (or her) own. This he (or she) can do in one of two ways: either by accepting as definitive the work of those previous editors who have read the original clay tablets and published pen-and-ink drawings of them, or by reading all the tablets for himself. In this book the vast majority of the Akkadian material has been translated from tablets read at first hand. The translations of the Sumerian poems in Chapter 2 rely for the most part on the eyes of others.

Second, whether the translator works from the tablets or from the drawings of others, such is the complexity of the cuneiform writing system that before he can translate he must decipher. Most of the hundreds of cuneiform signs commonly used by the scribes of ancient Mesopotamia can convey more than one sound – syllables or half-syllables – and many of them can also stand on their own for whole words or even several different words. Some signs express neither sounds nor words but act as silent guides to reading, for example determining the class or number of a noun. So the would-be reader of any clay tablet must first decide how any given sign is to be read, whether as a word (and if so, which word), or as a syllable or half-syllable (and if so, which syllable or half-syllable), or as a silent determinative. In practice this is easier than it sounds, because years of experience in reading languages written in cuneiform script teach the Assyriologist which spellings are likely and which are not.

Also standing in the way of the translator is the intrinsic difficulty of how one interprets languages that are so long dead. With Sumerian there are still many, many difficulties that hinder our comprehension. Akkadian is more easily grasped and better understood, but even so there are some words whose meaning is still unknown.

A fourth problem is the nature of the material on which the ancient texts are written. Unlike other ancient writing materials, such as papyrus, parchment, wax and wood, clay is very durable. However, there are very few clay tablets that are not broken or damaged in some way. Even a tablet of fired clay will disintegrate if treated roughly enough. We know that some legal tablets, especially deeds of sale, were baked hard to act as permanent records and that such documents had to be forcibly smashed if they became invalid or outdated. The destruction of a fired tablet would take considerable force. Less violence is needed to destroy the writing on the surface of an unbaked tablet. Time itself was one enemy. Old tablets still in use were sometimes slightly damaged, so that a scribe who recopied the text inscribed on one might be obliged to annotate the new tablet in places with the words ‘break’ or ‘x lines destroyed’. Accidents could speed up the decay wrought by time. The collapse of a roof or wall might have serious consequences for tablets kept in the building if it brought down the shelves of a library or smashed the large pots in which business archives were commonly stored. An invading army could wreak similar destruction when sacking a city and pillaging its buildings. It was not only the Crusaders who destroyed libraries. Many tablets were thrown away intentionally in antiquity, or used as a kind of hardcore in making new floors or mud-brick benches. Naturally these tablets are among the worst preserved.

Even while buried beneath the surface of ruin mounds in collapsed buildings or in rubbish dumps, unbaked tablets are susceptible to damage of a different kind. Many is the text that bears the scar of an earthworm or cicada grub passing by – or, on occasion, even through. And, of course, the excavation of tablets, licit or illicit, brings further problems. Clay tablets can be difficult to distinguish from the surrounding matrix of crumbled mud brick, mud plaster and other debris, so that many bear the scars of pick and trowel. Even a perfectly excavated tablet can become a sorry mess if it has absorbed the salts that are present in the high ground-water of lower Mesopotamia. Unless the work of conservation is timely and well done, the salts in the drying tablet can destroy a tablet’s surface and body most effectively. One or several of these kinds of damage can severely reduce the legibility of a tablet.

This particular problem, of broken tablets and damaged texts, is often alleviated by the existence of multiple manuscripts, that is, copies of the same text on different tablets. Where one manuscript is broken or illegible, another sometimes comes to the rescue.

A problem of a different order that besets the translator – one already signalled in the Introduction – is that there are many gaps in these ancient poems that are yet to be filled, and more places where what text we do have is in an incomplete state of preservation. The translation of fragmentary passages is often necessarily uncertain, so that the discovery of a new tablet can sometimes radically alter our understanding of the episode in question.

Leaving aside the difficulties raised by holes in the text, the purpose of this appendix is to show how Assyriologists attempt to overcome the first four obstacles outlined above, how despite the problems of legibility, decipherment, lexicon and textual pioneering that beset them, they go about recovering the text and making a translation. As examples of the procedures involved I have taken three passages of the standard Babylonian epic: five lines from Tablet III which describe Ninsun’s adoption of Enkidu (a), seven lines from Tablet X which relate Shiduri’s apprehensive reaction on sighting the wandering Gilgamesh (b), and six lines of Tablet XI which recount the onset of the storm that brought the Deluge (c).

Ideally, the first step in making a translation is the examination of the original manuscripts at first hand. Two tablets are witness to passage (a), to which I give the sigla MSS M and aa. MS M comes from the royal libraries assembled at Nineveh in Assyria by King Ashurbanipal and thus dates to the middle of the seventh century BC (Fig. 26). It is now in the British Museum. The piece which supplies text for passage (a) is made up of three separate pieces glued together, which form the right-hand half of a typical first-millennium Gilgamesh tablet, broader than it is tall and divided on each side into three columns of text, making six in all. Probably the tablet was already smashed in antiquity, for the three pieces that make up its right-hand part were excavated separately, one by Henry Layard and Hormuzd Rassam in 1850 or 1853, one by George Smith in 1874 and one by Rassam on his return to Nineveh early in 1878. The first and last were joined to each other by Reginald Campbell Thompson in the 1920s, the second added by the author in 1986. (Already in 1884 Paul Haupt knew of three more small fragments of this manuscript but unfortunately none of them joins the piece illustrated here. The bits that would form bridges between the separate pieces are presumably still under the earth.) MS aa is from a private library at Uruk in southern Babylonia and dates to about the fourth century BC. It is the right-hand part of a tablet of the same format as MS M. Its fragments were excavated, baked and joined by the German archaeological expedition to Warka in 1971–72, and the piece is now in the Iraq Museum. The front, or obverse, was published by Egbert von Weiher in 1993. During a visit to Baghdad four years later I was much surprised to discover that preserved on the back, or reverse, of the tablet there were traces of writing which had escaped notice (Fig. 27). Though fragmentary, these lines proved to be of vital importance for the recovery of passage (a).


[image: 26 Gilgamesh tablets MSS M (top left), K (top right) and f (bottom), with passages (a) and (b) highlighted.]
26 Gilgamesh tablets MSS M (top left), K (top right) and f (bottom), with passages (a) and (b) highlighted.


Passage (b) is reconstructed from two tablets, both in the British Museum, which in my edition bear the sigla MSS K and f (Fig. 26). The former is from Ashurbanipal’s libraries. It comprises three different pieces, which together form the main part of a broad tablet of six columns. The three pieces were excavated as seven different fragments, found variously by Layard and Rassam in 1850 and 1853, Smith in 1874 and Rassam in 1878. Though George Smith was responsible for joining two of the seven fragments in the early 1870s the piece he himself brought back from Assyria remained unidentified until quite recently: it was joined to the assemblage by W. G. Lambert in 1963. MS f, which supplies the ends of lines missing from MS K, is made up of three joining fragments from near the top left-hand corner of a broad tablet written at Babylon early in the third century BC (Fig. 11 on page 84). The fragments were excavated by local people in the late 1870s and purchased by Rassam and other agents of the British Museum between 1877 and 1880 as parts of three separate consignments totalling about 2,700 pieces. These Babylonian tablets, whose number was soon swollen by the acquisition of many tens of thousands of further fragments, received far less attention in the Museum than the Assyrian libraries of Ashurbanipal, and it was not until the 1950s and 1960s that the pieces of MS f were identified, joined and published.

Three tablets are extant for passage (c), MSS C, J and T. They are all from Ashurbanipal’s libraries and are kept in the British Museum, where MS J is exhibited in the Mesopotamian gallery.fn1 All are parts of broad tablets of six columns. Two of the three were already known to George Smith in the early 1870s (MSS C and J). MS C was rebuilt by him from some seventeen small fragments. Sixteen of these had been found by Layard and Rassam, but Smith’s own excavations at Nineveh later added a further fragment. Much of the surface of the obverse is still missing. MS J is a large fragment comprising the right-hand part of a similar tablet. The bottom edge of this tablet was vitrified by the intense heat generated when the citadel of Nineveh burnt in 612 BC. The fragment was found by Layard and Rassam. A smaller piece also badly vitrified, that probably represents the same tablet’s top left-hand corner, was recovered by Rassam more than twenty-five years later, in 1878. MS T was pieced together later from nine different pieces, most of which were excavated in the 1870s and early 1880s by Smith and Rassam and identified in the late 1880s by T. G. Pinches, George Smith’s successor at the British Museum, and Paul Haupt. In the absence of further fragments this manuscript is still in two disconnected parts.

[image: 27 Drawing of the reverse of MSS aa, with passage (a) highlighted.]
27 Drawing of the reverse of MSS aa, with passage (a) highlighted.

Photographs of tablets have limitations that make them less than perfect for reading. The tablet and the writing inscribed on it are three-dimensional. A single photograph cannot supply the reader with the different angles of shadow that are needed to read cuneiform, and also cannot usually show clearly any text that runs over on to the edge of the tablet. To overcome these limitations it is conventional in Assyriology to make scale drawings, or ‘copies’, of tablets in pen and ink, such as the ones that have been used to illustrate some of the texts in this book. My copies of the sources for passages (a) and (b) are given on Figs. 27 and 28. These can be compared with the highlighted parts of the photographs on Fig. 26.

Passage (a) comes from the right-hand column of the reverse of both manuscripts, from near the top of the column on MS aa and near the bottom on MS M. The different distribution of the lines in question is because the division of lines into columns in tablets of the epic was not standardized, so that while tablets begin and end at fixed points in the poem, columns do not. So also passage (c) is found near the bottom of the middle column of the obverse on MSS C and J, but appears slightly higher up on MS T, nearer the middle of this column. Coming as it does from near the beginning of Tablet X, passage (b) is preserved towards the top of the first column on both manuscripts that are witness to it.

The first step towards translation is to decipher each line as it appears on the extant manuscripts by choosing the correct values of the preserved signs of cuneiform writing and rendering them one by one into roman script. This is called transliteration. Signs deciphered as syllabic are transliterated in lower-case type. Signs that are employed as word signs, or logograms (i.e. Sumerian words that stand for the equivalent words in Akkadian), are given in small capitals. Signs that act as determinatives are rendered in lower-case raised above the line. Signs that are entirely lost through damage are placed within full square brackets, as too are lost beginnings and ends of signs. Signs otherwise damaged are enclosed in half square brackets, while those that were erroneously omitted by the ancient scribe are restored between angle brackets.

[image: 28 Details from drawings of MSS M (top), K (middle) and f (bottom), illustrating passages (a) and (b).]
28 Details from drawings of MSS M (top), K (middle) and f (bottom), illustrating passages (a) and (b).




	(a)
	124
	M
	in-di it-ta-di a-na ti-ik-k[i d]en-ki-dù



	
	
	aa
	[….….] ana ti-ik-ki den-ki-d[ù]



	
	125
	M
	NIN.DINGIR.RAmeš il-qa-a [….. -t]a



	
	
	aa
	[….….……i]l-˹qa-a li˺-qu-˹tu˺



	
	126
	M
	ù DUMU.MUNUS-DINGIRmeš ú-rab-b[a-a……-t]a



	
	
	aa
	[….….….……] ú-r[ab-b]a-a tar-bu-˹ta˺



	
	127
	M
	a-na-ku den-ki-dù š[a …] / il-te-qé a-na [……]



	
	
	aa
	[….….….……e]l-[q]a-a ana DUMU-ú-tu



	
	128
	M
	den-ki-dù ˹a-na˺ […] / d[GIŠ-g]ím-maš l[i-……]



	
	
	aa
	[….….….….….…. -da]m-me-eq-˹šu˺








	(b)
	10
	K
	sa-bi-tum ana ru-qí ina-aṭ-ṭ[a- ….…..]



	
	
	f
	[….….… -q]u i-na-˹aṭ-ṭa-al˺-šum-˹ma˺



	
	11
	K
	uš-tam-ma-a <a>-na lìb-bi-šá a-ma-t[a …..]



	
	
	f
	[….….….……]-šú a-mat i-qab-b[i]



	
	12
	K
	it-ti ra-ma-ni-šá-ma ši-i [….…..]



	
	
	f
	[….….. -š]ú-ma ši-i im-˹tal˺-l[ik]



	
	13
	K
	mi-in-de-e-ma an-nu-ú mu-na-’-[….….]



	
	
	f
	[….….……]-˹ú˺ mu-na-˹’˺-ir AMme[š]



	
	14
	K
	a-a-nu-um-ma i-ši-ra ina [….]



	
	
	f
	[….….….. -i]r a-na KÁ-ia



	
	15
	K
	e-mur-šu-ma sa-bi-tum e-te-d[il ….]



	
	
	f
	[….….…. -b]it ˹i˺-te-dil KÁ-š[ú]



	
	16
	K
	KÁ-šá e-te-dil-ma e-te-l[a-a ….….]



	
	
	f
	[……-di]l-ma i-te-la-<a> a-na ú-˹rù˺








	(c)
	102
	C
	˹tar˺-kul-li dèr-ra-kal ú-n[a- …]



	
	
	J
	[….….…. -g]al i-na-as-saḫ



	
	
	T
	[(absent, written in one line with 101)]



	
	103
	C
	il-lak dnin-˹urta˺ mi-iḫ-ra […..]



	
	
	J
	[….….…. -i]ḫ-ri ú-šar-di



	
	
	T
	il-l[ak ….….….….…..]



	
	104
	C
	da-nun-na-ki iš-šu-ú di-pa-[…]



	
	
	J
	[….….….]-˹ú˺ di-pa-ra-a-ti



	
	
	T
	[(absent, written in one line with 103)]



	
	105
	C
	ina nam-ri-ir-ri-šú-nu ú-ḫa-am-ma-ṭu m[a- …]



	
	
	J
	[….….….….…. -a]m-ma-ṭu ma-a-tum



	
	
	T
	ina n[am- ….….….….….….…..]



	
	106
	C
	ša dIŠKUR šu-ḫar-ra-as-˹su˺ i-ba-’-˹u˺ […]



	
	
	J
	[….….….….……-b]a-’-ú AN-e



	
	107
	C
	[mi]m-ma nam-ru ana ˹da˺-[’-u]m-[mat] ut-te[r- .]



	
	
	J
	[….….….….….….….…] ut-ter-ru





The sources for each line can then be combined to yield a composite transliteration, with the alternative and inferior spellings, or variants, that dissent from the composite transliteration collected at the end:




	(a)
	Maa
	124
	in-di it-ta-di a-na ti-ik-ki den-ki-dù



	
	Maa
	125
	NIN.DINGIR.RAmeš il-qa-a ˹li˺-qu-˹tu˺



	
	Maa
	126
	ù DUMU.MUNUS-DINGirmeš ú-rab-ba-a tar-bu-˹ta˺



	
	Maa
	127
	a-na-ku den-ki-dù š[a … e]l-[q]a-a ana DUMU-ú-tu



	
	Maa
	128
	den-ki-dù ˹a-na˺ […] d[GIŠ-g]ím-maš l[i-da]m-me-eq-˹šu˺


	Variants. 125 M: [li-qu-t]a127 M: il-te-qé







	(b)
	Kf
	10
	sa-bi-tum ana ru-qí ina-aṭ-˹ṭa-al˺-šum-˹ma˺



	
	Kf
	11
	uš-tam-ma-a <a>-na lìb-bi-šá a-ma-t[a] i-qab-b[i]



	
	Kf
	12
	it-ti ra-ma-ni-šá-ma ši-i im-˹tal˺-l[ik]



	
	Kf
	13
	mi-in-de-e-ma an-nu-ú mu-na-’-ir AMme[š]



	
	Kf
	14
	a-a-nu-um-ma i-ši-ra a-na KÁ-ia



	
	Kf
	15
	e-mur-šu-ma sa-bi-tum e-te-dil KÁ-š[ú]



	
	Kf
	16
	KÁ-šá e-te-dil-ma e-te-l[a-a] a-na ú-˹rù˺


	Variants. 10 f: ru-q]u i-na-11 f: ]-šú a-mat12 f: ra-ma-ni-š]ú-ma14 K: ina f: i-ši-i]r15 f: sa-b]it ˹i˺-te-dil16 f: i-te-la-<a>








	(c)
	CJ
	102
	˹tar˺-kul-li dèr-ra-kal i-na-as-saḫ



	
	CJT
	103
	il-lak dnin-˹urta˺ mi-iḫ-ri ú-šar-di



	
	CJ
	104
	da-nun-na-ki iš-šu-ú di-pa-ra-a-ti



	
	CJT
	105
	ina nam-ri-ir-ri-šú-nu ú-ḫa-am-ma-ṭu ma-a-tum



	
	CJ
	106
	šá dIŠKUR šu-ḫar-ra-as-˹su˺ i-ba-’-ú AN-e



	
	CJ
	107
	[mi]m-ma nam-ru ana ˹da˺-[’-u]m-[mat] ut-ter-ru



	Variants. 102 J: [dèr-ra-g]alC: ú-n[a-as-saḫ]103 C: mi-iḫ-ra106 C: i-ba-’-u





Next, the syllable signs that render each word are joined up and the Sumerian logograms are rendered into the equivalent words in Akkadian. What emerges from the succession of signs is a text of words. This procedure is conventionally known as transcription and the result as normalized text. At this point any words still missing can be suggested:




	(a)
	III 124
	indī ittadi ana tikki Enkīdu



	
	125
	ugbakkāti ilqâ liqûtu



	
	126
	u mārāt-ilī urabbâ tarbûta



	
	127
	anāku Enkīdu sh[a arammu(?) e]lqâ ana mārūtu



	
	128
	Enkīdu ana [aḫḫūti(?) Gilg]āmesh l[ida]mmeqshu








	(b)
	X 10
	sābītum ana rūqi inaṭṭalshumma



	
	11
	ushtammâ ana libbīsha amāta iqabbi



	
	12
	itti ramānīshāma shī imtallik



	
	13
	mindēma annû muna”ir rīmī



	
	14
	ayyānumma īshira ana bābīya



	
	15
	ēmurshūma sābītum ētedil bābsha



	
	16
	bābsha ētedilma ētelâ ana ūru








	(c)
	XI 102
	tarkullī Errakal inassaḫ


	
	103
	illak Ninurta miḫrī ushardi



	
	104
	Anunnakkī ishshû dipārāti



	
	105
	ina namrirrīshunu uḫammaṭū mātu



	
	106
	sha Adad shuḫarrassu ibā’u shamê



	
	107
	mimma namru ana da’ummati utterru





Since the passages are poetry one must ask at this point, where are the pauses and accents that mark the rhythm in such text? First, it is possible to identify pairs of lines, or couplets, and punctuate accordingly. Each line of poetry, or verse, can then be divided into three or four smaller units, which comprise essentially a word or a word and its adjunct or adjuncts. Sometimes in later compositions longer lines can occur, of five or six units. In Babylonian poetry it seems that each such unit is defined by a heavy beat, which falls on the syllable that carries the principal stress. Verses of four units fall into two equal halves either side of a caesura (||). In this way we have a text that can be recited in a manner that one hopes a Babylonian would recognize (stressed syllables are underlined):




	(a)
	III 124
	    indī | ittadi || ana tikki | Enkīdu.



	
	125
	ugbakkāti | ilqâ | liqûtu,



	
	126
	    u mārāt-ilī | urabbâ | tarbûta.



	
	127
	anāku | Enkīdu | sh[a arammu(?) || e]lqâ | ana mārūtu,



	
	128
	    Enkīdu | ana [aḫḫūti(?) || Gilg]āmesh | l[ida]mmeqshu.









	(b)
	X 10
	    sābītum | ana rūqi | inaṭṭalshumma,



	
	11
	ushtammâ | ana libbīsha || amāta | iqabbi,



	
	12
	    itti ramānīshāma | shī | imtallik:



	
	13
	mindēma | annû | muna”ir rīmī,



	
	14
	    ayyānumma | īshira | ana bābīya.



	
	15
	ēmurshūma | sābītum || ētedil | bābsha,



	
	16
	    bābsha | ētedilma || ētelâ | ana ūru.








	(c)
	XI 102
	tarkullī | Errakal | inassaḫ,



	
	103
	illak | Ninurta || miḫrī | ushardi.



	
	104
	Anunnakkī | ishshû | dipārāti,



	
	105
	ina namrirrīshunu | uḫammaṭū | mātu.



	
	106
	sha Adad | shuḫarrassu || ibā’u | shamê (or perhaps trisyllabic shamē’ē),



	
	107
	mimma | namru || ana da’ummati | utterru.





Notice in passing other poetic effects: in passage (a) the repeated dental plosive consonants (d, t) in l. 124 contrast with the emphasis on velar plosives (g, k, q) in l. 125. In passage (b) the slower rhythms that mark Shiduri’s pondering in ll. 12–14 give way in the following couplet to a faster beat that suits her sudden haste. In (c) one observes the repetition in l. 102 of the sequence of consonants r-k-l, the chiastic construction of l. 103 (verb, noun; noun, verb), and the heavy alliteration of the consonant m in ll. 105 and 107, a device which evokes the thunder rumbling on the horizon and also heightens the tension like a slow drum-roll.

The texts thus established are now ready for translation into English:


(a) She put the symbols on Enkidu’s neck.

‘The priestesses took in the foundling,III 125

and the Divine Daughters brought up the foster-child.

Enkidu, whom [I love,] I take for my son,

Enkidu in [brotherhood,] Gilgamesh shall favour him!’

(b) As the tavern-keeper watched him in the distance,X 10

talking to herself she spoke a word,

taking counsel in her own mind:

‘For sure this man is a hunter of wild bulls,

but where does he come from, making straight for my gate?’

Thus the tavern-keeper saw him, and barred her gate,X 15

barred her gate and went up on the roof.

(c) The god Errakal was uprooting the mooring-poles,

Ninurta, passing by, made the weirs overflow.

The Anunnaki gods carried torches of fire,

scorching the country with brilliant flashes.XI 105

The stillness of the Storm God passed over the sky,

and all that was bright then turned into darkness.






Glossary of Proper Nouns

ABZU See Ocean Below.

ADAD The Storm God, venerated as a supreme power especially in Syria and Lebanon, where in the epic he has a particular association with the Forest of Cedar.

AKKA King of Kish, possibly Gilgamesh’s nephew.

AN ‘Sky’: the name of heaven in Sumerian, equals Anu in Babylonian.

ANSHAN An area of south-western Iran.

ANTU The wife of Anu, and at Uruk the mother of Ishtar.

ANU The father of the gods, the god of the sky, but also resident in Uruk, where he is Ishtar’s father.

ANUNNA See Anunnaki.

ANUNNAKI A traditional name for one of the two divisions of the pantheon, in the later periods assigned to the gods of the Netherworld; see Igigi.

ARALLI A name of the Netherworld.

ARATTA A city-state far away in the highlands of Iran, traditionally a rival of Uruk.

ARURU Another name for Belet-ili, the Mother Goddess.

ASAKKU See Azag.

ATRA-HASIS ‘Surpassing Wise’: an epithet of Uta-napishti.

AYA Goddess of dawn, the bride of Shamash.

AZAG A demon.

BELET-ILI ‘Lady of the Gods’: the Mother Goddess, who created mankind with Ea, also known as Aruru. As Mother Earth she once enjoyed the attentions of Anu, the sky.

BELET-ṢERI ‘Lady of the Desert’: the scribe of the Netherworld, who keeps tally for Ereshkigal.

BIBBU Ereshkigal’s butcher and cook.

BIRHURTURRA One of Gilgamesh’s personal guard. The reading and meaning of the name are uncertain.

BITTI Or Bidu, ‘He opens!’. The gate-keeper of the Netherworld.

DIMPIKUG A Netherworld deity.

DUMUZI ‘Steadfast Child’: the Babylonian Tammuz, lover and husband of Ishtar, punished with annual death and descent to the Netherworld.

EA The god of the freshwater Ocean Below (Apsû). The wisest of the gods, he is adept in every skill and finds a solution to every problem. His expertise enabled the Mother Goddess to create mankind, whom he civilized and saved from the wrath of Enlil.

EANNA ‘House of Heaven’: the temple of the goddess Ishtar and the god Anu in the city of Uruk.

EBABBARA ‘Shining House’: the temple of Shamash at Larsa.

EBLA A town in north Syria, now Tell Mardikh, south-west of Aleppo.

EKUR ‘Mountain House’: the temple of Enlil at Nippur.

ENDASHURIMMA and NINDASHURIMMA Ancestors of Enlil, resident in the Netherworld.

ENDUKUGA and NINDUKUGA Ancestors of Enlil, resident in the Netherworld.

ENGILUA Or Idengilua, a waterway of Uruk. Perhaps a variant form of Idurungal, the principal eastern branch of the river Euphrates.

ENKI The name of Ea in Sumerian.

ENKI and NINKI Ancestors of Enlil, resident in the Netherworld.

ENKIDU ‘Lord of the Pleasant Place’: in the Babylonian tradition a wild man created by the gods as Gilgamesh’s equal, in the Sumerian his favoured servant.

ENLIL ‘Lord Air’: the divine ruler of Earth and its human inhabitants. Aided by Anu, Ea and the Mother Goddess he governs the cosmos. His cult-centre was Nippur. His ancestors counted as ‘dead’ gods, and dwelt in the Netherworld.

ENMEBARAGESI Apparently the elder sister of Gilgamesh, but in history an early ruler of Kish, and assumed to be male.

ENMESHARRA Uncle of Enlil, resident in the Netherworld.

ENMUL and NINMUL Ancestors of Enlil, resident in the Netherworld.

ENUTILA Ancestor of Enlil, resident in the Netherworld.

ERESHKIGAL ‘Mistress of the Great Earth’: the queen of the Netherworld.

ERIDU An ancient city in the far south of Babylonia, the cult-centre of Enki-Ea. Now Tell Abu Shahrein, south-west of Nasiriyah.

ERRAKAL A manifestation of Nergal as a god of wanton devastation.

ETANA A legendary king of Kish, who rode an eagle to heaven, but remained a mortal. In the afterlife he was, like Gilgamesh, an officer in the court of the Netherworld.

GANZIR The first of seven gates of the Netherworld.

GILGAMESH A legendary king of Uruk, son of a goddess but doomed to die. In the afterlife he became a judge in the Netherworld.

GIPAR The private chambers of Inanna in her temple Eanna.

GIRSU A city-state of eastern Babylonia, now Telloh, north of Nasiriyah.

HAMRAN A mountain of uncertain location, on the way to the Cedar Forest.

HUMBABA The monstrous guardian of the Forest of Cedar, appointed by Enlil to protect its timber.

HUSHBISHA ‘Its Fury is Fine’: a member of Ereshkigal’s court.

HUWAWA An old form of the name Humbaba.

IGIGI A traditional name for one of the two divisions of the pantheon, in the later periods assigned to the great gods of heaven; see Anunnaki.

INANNA ‘Queen of Heaven’: in Sumerian texts the name of Ishtar.

IRKALLA ‘Great City’: a name of the Netherworld, and also of its queen, the goddess Ereshkigal.

IRNINA A name given to the goddess Ishtar, but also a deity of the Netherworld.

ISHTAR Deity of the city of Uruk, the goddess of sexual love and war, daughter of Anu. Sometimes she is a mature woman, sometimes an impetuous young virgin. In heaven she is Venus, daughter of the Moon God.

ISHULLANU ‘Shorty’: a cultivator of dates, one of Ishtar’s former lovers.

KISH An ancient city-state, the early centre of power in northern Babylonia. It is modern Tell Uhaimir, east of Babylon.

KULLAB Part of the city of Uruk.

LARSA Modern Senkereh, a town between Uruk and Ur, which housed one of the cult-centres of Shamash.

LION-BIRD The Babylonian Anzû, a mythical being imagined sometimes as a lion-headed eagle, sometimes as a flying stallion. It dwelt in the mountains, where it was defeated by Ninurta.

LUGALBANDA ‘Little Lord’: a mortal king of Uruk, later deified. In one tradition he was the father of Gilgamesh, in another his guardian deity.

LUGALGABANGAL ‘Chest-endowed Lord’: Gilgamesh’s minstrel.

MAGAN A land far away across the Gulf, possibly modern Oman.

MAMMITUM A name of the Mother Goddess, creatress of mankind; see Belet-ili.

MARDUK The god of Babylon, son of Ea, with expertise in exorcism. He became king of the gods in the theological reforms of the late second millennium, but in the pantheon of Uruk at the time the epic found its final form he was a minor figure.

MASHU ‘Twin Peaks’: the mountains where the sun rose and set.

NAMTAR ‘Doom’: the minister of Ereshkigal, and angel of Death.

NANNA The name of Sîn, the Moon God, in Sumerian.

NERGAL A god of plague and war, later the husband of Ereshkigal.

NIMUSH A high peak of the Zagros mountains, probably Pir Omar Gudrun (Piramagrun) near Suleimaniyah in southern Kurdistan.

NINAZU ‘Lord Doctor’: the son of Ereshkigal.

NINGAL ‘Great Lady’: the wife of the Moon, the mother of the Sun.

NINGISHZIDA ‘Lord of the True Tree’: the chamberlain of the Netherworld, a senior figure in the court of Ereshkigal.

NINHURSANGA ‘Lady of the Uplands’: a name of the Mother Goddess; see Belet-ili.

NINSHULUHHAtumma ‘Lady whose Hands are Fit for Cleansing’: a member of Ereshkigal’s court.

NINSUN ‘Lady Wild Cow’: a minor goddess who was Gilgamesh’s mother.

NINTU ‘Lady who Gives Birth’: a name of the Mother Goddess; see Belet-ili

NINURTA ‘Lord Earth’: the son of Enlil, the epitome of youthful vigour, champion of the gods and god of agriculture.

NIPPUR The cult-centre of Enlil, modern Nuffar, near ‘Afaq in central Babylonia.

NISSABA A cereal goddess, patron of writing and accountancy.

NUDIMMUD ‘Man-fashioner’: a name of the god Ea which alludes to his part in the creation of mankind.

NUNGAL A goddess, patron of jails and stewardess of Enlil.

OCEAN BELOW A freshwater ocean below the earth, whence wells and springs take their water. The cosmic domain of Ea, known in Babylonian as the Apsû.

PESHTUR ‘Little Fig’: the younger sister of Gilgamesh.

PUZUR-ENLIL ‘Protected by Enlil’: the boatbuilder who made Uta-napishti’s ark. The name can also be read Puzur-Amurru.

SEVEN SAGES Legendary figures in Babylonian mythology, who were sent by the god Ea at the beginning of history to civilize mankind.

SHAKKAN The god of gazelles, wild asses and other animals.

SHAMASH The Sun God, arbiter of justice and patron of travellers, so responsible for Gilgamesh’s welfare on his adventures. His chief cult-centres were Sippar and Larsa.

SHAMHAT A cultic prostitute from Uruk, whose task was to entice Enkidu into the ways of man. The name means something between ‘Good-looking’ and ‘Well-endowed’.

SHAMKATUM An older form of the name Shamhat.

SHIDURI ‘She is my Rampart’: a wise goddess who kept an alehouse at the edge of the world.

SHULPAE ‘Manifest Hero’: a minor deity, husband of the Mother Goddess.

SHURUPPAK Modern Fara, an ancient city between Nippur and Uruk.

SILILI The mythical mother of all horses, attested only in the Gilgamesh epic.

SîN The Moon God. His cult-centre was Ur.

SIRION The Anti-Lebanon mountain range, including Mount Hermon.

SURSUNABU A variant form of the name Ur-shanabi.

ULAY The river Karun in Khuzistan, classical Eulaeus.

UR A city in southern Babylonia, modern Tell al-Muqayyar, west of Nasiriyah.

URLUGAL Gilgamesh’s son.

UR-SHANABI The ferryman of Uta-napishti.

URUK A very ancient city in southern Babylonia, the modern site of Warka, east of Samawah.

UTA-NAISHTIM A variant form of the name Uta-napishti.

UTA-NAPISHTI ‘I Found Life’: the Babylonian Noah, a legendary king of Shuruppak who survived the Deluge and was made immortal.

UTU The name of the Sun God in Sumerian, equated with Babylonian Shamash.

WER ‘Violent One’: a name of Adad, particularly in the west.

ZIUSUDRA ‘Life of Distant Days’: the Sumerian name for Uta-napishti.




Publication of the Sources

The Babylonian Epic

COMPREHENSIVE EDITIONS


	George Smith, The Chaldean Account of Genesis (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington, 1876), pp. 167–295. Pioneering translation

	Paul Haupt, Das babylonische Nimrodepos (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1884 and 1891). Cuneiform text

	Alfred Jeremias, Izdubar-Nimrod: eine altbabylonische Heldensage (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1891). Annotated translation of Haupt’s cuneiform

	P. Jensen, Assyrisch-babylonische Mythen und Epen (Berlin: Keilinschriftliche Bibliothek 6/1; Reuther & Reichard, 1900; reprinted Amsterdam: Celibus, 1970), pp. 116—265. Edition and translation

	R. Campbell Thompson, The Epic of Gilgamish (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930; reprinted New York: AMS Press, 1995). Cuneiform text and edition

	Simo Parpola, The Standard Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh (State Archives of Assyria Cuneiform Texts 1; Helsinki: Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project, 1997). Student reader with standardized composite cuneiform text, transliteration, glossary

	A. R. George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic: Introduction, Critical Edition and Cuneiform Texts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 2 vols. Cuneiform text, edition, translation and commentary



The following is a list of publications of tablets and fragments that have been identified since 2003 as sources for the Babylonian epic – in other words, pieces that have appeared since the sources for the epic were last collected in one book.


	Stefan M. Maul, Das Gilgamesch-Epos (Munich: Beck, 2005): translation of the standard version into German, incorporating newly discovered fragments from Tablets I, V, VI, VII and X of the standard version

	D. Arnaud, Corpus des textes de bibliothèque de Ras Shamra-Ougarit (Barcelona: Editorial Ausa, 2007), nos. 42–45: the fragments from Ugarit

	A. R. George, ‘The Gilgameš epic at Ugarit’, Aula Orientalis 25, 2 (Barcelona: Editorial Ausa, 2007), pp. 237–54: a revision of (2)

	A. R. George, ‘The civilizing of Ea-Enkidu: An unusual tablet of the Babylonian Gilgameš epic’, Revue d’Assyriologie 101 (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2007), pp. 59–80: the Sealand tablet

	A. R. George, Babylonian Literary Texts in the Schøyen Collection (Bethesda, Md: CDL Press, 2009), nos. 4–6: Old Babylonian tablet and fragments now in Norway

	F. N. H. Al-Rawi and A. R. George, ‘Back to the Cedar Forest: The beginning and end of Tablet V of the Standard Babylonian Epic of Gilgameš’, Journal of Cuneiform Studies 66 (Boston: American Schools of Oriental Research, 2014), pp. 69–90: a large fragment of Tablet V of the standard version

	Enrique Jiménez, ‘New fragments of Gilgameš and other literary texts from Kuyunjik’, IRAQ 76 (London: British Institute for the Study of Iraq, 2014), pp. 99–121: three fragments from Nineveh, from Tablets V, VI and VIII of the standard version

	A. R. George, ‘Enkidu and the Harlot: Another fragment of Old Babylonian Gilgameš’, Zeitschrift für Assyriologie 108 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2018), pp. 10–21: an Old Babylonian fragment now in Cornell University

	F. N. H. Al-Rawi and A. R. George, ‘Gilgamesh dreams of Enkidu: An Old Babylonian tablet of Gilgamesh in the Suleimaniyah Museum’, Revue d’Assyriologie 113 (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2019), pp. 131–8: the Old Babylonian Suleimaniyah tablet

	A. R. George and J. Taniguchi (eds.), Cuneiform Texts from the Folios of W. G. Lambert, Part One (University Park, Pa.: Eisenbrauns, 2019), no. 51: a fragment from Nineveh, part of Tablet V of the standard version



The Sumerian Poems of Gilgamesh

As yet there exists no published print edition that collects together the Sumerian poems about Gilgamesh in the original language, and the first edition of this book was the first occasion on which English translations of all five poems – as they are currently extant – were published in one place. All five tales together have also now been translated into English by Douglas Frayne and Benjamin R. Foster, ‘The Sumerian Gilgamesh Poems’, pp. 99–154 in The Epic of Gilgamesh, ed. Benjamin R. Foster (New York: Norton Critical Editions, 2001, 2019). Note also the online texts and translations at the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature, http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=c.1.8.1*#.

Other recent studies of the individual Sumerian poems are as follows.

GILGAMESH AND AKKA

The most recent scholarly edition of Gilgamesh and Akka is W. H. Ph. Römer, Das sumerische Kurzepos ‘Bilgameš und Akka, Alter Orient und Altes Testament 209, I (Kevelaer: Verlag Butzon & Bercker, Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1980). Other modern translations are those of Jerrold S. Cooper, ‘Gilgamesh and Akka: A review article’, Journal of Cuneiform Studies 33 (Philadelphia: American Schools of Oriental Research, 1981), pp. 224–41; Thorkild Jacobsen, ‘Gilgamesh and Aka’, in idem, The Harps that Once …: Sumerian Poetry in Translation (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1987), pp. 345–55; and W. H. Ph. Römer, ‘Bilgamesch und Akka’, in Römer and Dietz Otto Edzard, Mythen und Epen 1, Texte aus der Umwelt des Alten Testaments 3, III (Gütersloh: Verlagshaus Gerd Mohn, 1993), pp. 549–59. Other modern studies are H. Vanstiphout, ‘Towards a reading of “Gilgamesh and Agga”’, Aula Orientalis 5 (Barcelona: Editorial AUSA, 1987), pp. 129–41; Dina Katz, Gilgamesh and Akka, Library of Oriental Texts 1 (Groningen: Styx Publications, 1993).

GILGAMESH AND HUWAWA VERSION A

The most recent scholarly edition is Dietz Otto Edzard, ‘Gilgameš und Huwawa A. I. Teil’, Zeitschrift für Assyriologie und vorderasiatische Archäologie 80 (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1990), pp. 165–203; idem, ‘Gilgameš und Huwawa A. II. Teil’, Zeitschrift für Assyriologie … 81 (1991), pp. 165–233. Edzard’s translation is also given in W. H. Ph. Römer and Edzard, Mythen und Epen 1, Texte aus der Umwelt des Alten Testaments 3, III (Gütersloh: Verlagshaus Gerd Mohn, 1993), pp. 540–49, ‘Gilgamesch und Huwawa’. Another English translation is given in Jeremy Black, Graham Cunningham, Eleanor Robson and Gábor Zólyomi, The Literature of Ancient Sumer (Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 343–52.

GILGAMESH AND HUWAWA VERSION B

The only scholarly edition is Dietz Otto Edzard, ‘Gilgameš und Huwawa’. Zwei Versionen der sumerischen Zedernwaldepisode nebst einer Edition von Version ‘B’, Philosophisch-historische Klasse, Sitzungsberichte 1993, IV (Munich: Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1993).

GILGAMESH AND THE BULL OF HEAVEN

The most recent scholarly edition of this text is Antoine Cavigneaux and Farouk N. H. Al-Rawi, ‘Gilgameš et Taureau de Ciel (Šul-mè-kam). Textes de Tell Haddad IV’, Revue d’Assyriologie 87 (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1993), pp. 97–129. The sigla of manuscripts that appear in the right margin of the present translation follow the abbreviations used there. The present translation is also informed by fragments discovered since 1993, some still unpublished.

GILGAMESH AND THE NETHERWORLD

This poem has been most recently edited by Alhena Gadotti, ‘Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Netherworld’ and the Sumerian Gilgamesh Cycle (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2014). Another English translation is given in Jeremy Black, Graham Cunningham, Eleanor Robson and Gábor Zólyomi, The Literature of Ancient Sumer (Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 31–40. Note also the translations by Pascal Attinger, in German: ‘Bilgameš, Enkidu und die Unterwelt’, in B. Jankowski and D. Schwemer (eds.), Weisheitstexte, Mythen und Epen, Texte aus der Umwelt des Alten Testaments 8 (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2015), pp. 24–37; and in French: ‘Bilgamesh, Enkidu et le monde infernale’, online at www.iaw.unibe.ch/attinger.

THE DEATH OF GILGAMESH

The current scholarly edition is by Antoine Cavigneaux and Farouk N. H. Al-Rawi, Gilgameš et la Mort. Textes de Tell Haddad VI (Groningen: Styx Publications, 2000). Another English translation is by Niek Veldhuis, ‘The solution of the dream: A new interpretation of Bilgames’ Death’, Journal of Cuneiform Studies 53 (Boston: American Schools of Oriental Research, 2001), pp. 133–48.
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2: The Sumerian Poems of Gilgamesh


1 The tablet reads ‘Enkidu’, corruptly.



2 The tablet reads ‘him’ and ‘your’, corruptly.



3 Emended text. The tablet reads ‘your’.



4 Emended text. The tablet reads ‘your meat’ and ‘my city’.



5 Emended text.


3: Fragments of Old Versions of the Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic


1 Also, ‘I made it into my brother.’


Appendix: From Tablet to Translation


1 For reasons of economy the manuscripts of passage (c), which are much better known than those of passages (a) and (b), are not illustrated here. A photograph of the reverse of MS C (British Museum tablet ME K 2252+2602+3321+4486+Sm 1881) is reproduced in the British Museum booklet, The Babylonian Story of the Deluge and the Epic of Gilgamesh, ed. C. J. Gadd (London: British Museum, 1929), p. 32. Photographs of the famous right-hand fragment of MS J (ME K 3375) have been much reproduced; for the obverse consult Henrietta McCall, Mesopotamian Myths (London: British Museum Publications, 1990), p. 20, for the reverse see Dominique Collon, Ancient Near Eastern Art (London: British Museum Publications, 1995), p. 30. A photograph of the part of MS T that is witness to passage (c) (ME Sm 2131+2196+Rm II 383+390+82-5-22, 316) can be found in John Gardner and John Maier, Gilgamesh (New York: Vintage Books, 1985), obverse and reverse on pp. 276–77 (top right) respectively.
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