Gilgamesh

He who saw everything to the ends of the land,

Who all things experienced, considered all!…

Two-thirds of him is god, one third of him is human…

The onslaught of his weapons verily has no equal.

5By the drum are aroused his companions.

Gilgamesh's despotic behavior leads to the creation of Enkidu.
The nobles of Uruk are gloomy in their chambers;

“Gilgamesh leaves not the son to his father;
Day and night is unbridled his arrogance.

Yet this is Gilgamesh, the shepherd of Uruk.

10He should be our shepherd: strong, stately, and wise!

Gilgamesh leaves not the maid to her mother,

The warrior's daughter, the noble's spouse!”

The gods hearkened to their plaint,

The gods of heaven, Uruk's lords…

15The great Aruru they called:

“Thou, Aruru, didst create Gilgamesh;

Create now his double;

His stormy heart let him match.

Let them contend, that Uruk may have peace!”…

20Aruru washed her hands,

Pinched off clay and cast it on the steppe.

On the steppe she created valiant Enkidu,…

Shaggy with hair is his whole body,

He is endowed with head hair like a woman…

25He knows neither people nor land;…

With the gazelles he feeds on grass,

With the wild beasts he jostles at the watering-place,

With the teeming creatures his heart delights in water…

Having heard of the animal-like Enkidu, Gilgamesh sends a harlot to civilize

him and bring him to Uruk.

         
The lass beheld him, the savage-man,

         
30The barbarous fellow from the depths of the steppe

         
The lass freed her breasts, bared her bosom,

        
And he possessed her ripeness.

        
She was not bashful as she welcomed his ardor.

         
She laid aside her cloth and he rested upon her.

         
35She treated him, the savage, to a woman's task,

         
As his love was drawn unto her.

          
For six days and seven nights Enkidu comes forth,

          
Mating with the lass.

         
After he had had his fill of her charms,

         
40He set his face toward his wild beasts.

         
On seeing him, Enkidu, the gazelles ran off,

         
The wild beasts of the steppe drew away from his body.

         
Startled was Enkidu, as is body became taut,

         
His knees were motionless — for his wild beasts had gone

         
45Enkidu had to slacken his pace — it was not as before;

         
But he now had wisdom, broader understanding.

         
Returning, he sat at the feet of the harlot

        
He looks up at the face of the harlot,

        
His ears attentive, as the harlot speaks;


50The harlot says to him, to Enkidu


“Thou art wise, Enkidu, art become like a god!

Why with the wild creatures dost thou roam over the steppe?

Come, let me lead thee to ramparted Uruk,

To the holy temple, abode of Anu and Ishtar,

55Where lives Gilgamesh, accomplished in strength,

And like a wild ox lords it over the folk.”

As she speaks to him, her words find favor,

His heart enlightened, he yearns for a friend.

Enkidu says to her, to the harlot:


60“Up, lass, escort thou me,

To the pure sacred temple, abode of Anu and Ishtar,

Where lives Gilgamesh, accomplished in strength,

And like a wild ox lords it over the folk.

I will challenge him and will boldly address him,

65I will shout in Uruk: I am he who is mighty!

The nobles rejoiced:

“A hero has appeared

For the man of proper mien!

For Gilgamesh, the godlike.

70His equal has come forth.”…

Enkidu and Gilgamesh meet and battle to a draw.

They met in the Market-of-the-Land.

Enkidu barred the gate with his foot,

Not allowing Gilgamesh to enter.

They grappled each other, butting like bulls,

75They shattered the doorpost, as the wall shook.

As Gilgamesh bent the knee — his foot on the ground —

His fury abated and he turned away…

They kissed each other

And formed a friendship…

Enkidu quails at the prospect of fighting the monstrous Huwawa, guardian of

the Cedar Forest, and Gilgamesh reassures him with a reminder of the heroic

meaning of life.
80Gilgamesh opened his mouth, saying to Enkidu:

“In the forest resides fierce Huwawa.

Let us, me and thee, slay him,

That all evil from the land we may banish! [. . .]

Enkidu opened his mouth, saying to Gilgamesh:

85“I found it out, my friend, in the hills,

As I was roaming with the wild beasts.

For ten thousand leagues extends the forest.

Who is there that would go down into it?

Huwawa — his roaring is the flood-storm,

90His mouth is fire, his breath is death!

Why dost thou desire to do this thing?

An unequal struggle is tangling with Huwawa.”…

Gilgamesh opened his mouth, saying to Enkidu:

“Who, my friend, is superior to death?

95Only the gods live forever in the sun.

As for mankind, numbered are their days;

Whatever they achieve is but the wind!

Even here thou art afraid of death.

What of thy heroic might?

100Let me go then before thee,

Let thy voice call to me, ‘Advance, fear not!’

Should I fall, I shall have made me a name:

‘Gilgamesh’ — they will say — ‘against fierce Huwawa

Has fallen!’  Long after

105My offspring has been born in my house, [. . .]

Thus calling to me, thou hast grieved my heart.

My hand I will poise and will fell the cedars.

A name that endures I will make for me!…”

Having slain Huwawa, Gilgamesh next scornfully rejects the goddess Ishtar's

offer of love, and she forces the gods to create the Bull of Heaven to punish

his insolence.

Ishtar was enraged and mounted to heaven.

110Forth went Ishtar before Anu, her father,

To Antum, her mother, she went and said:

“My father, Gilgamesh has heaped insults upon me!…”

Anu opened his mouth to speak,

Saying to glorious Ishtar:

115“But surely thou didst invite [. . .],”

Ishtar opened her mouth to speak,

Saying to Anu, her father:

“My father, make me the Bull of Heaven that he smite Gilgamesh. . . .

If thou dost not make me the Bull of Heaven,

120I will smash the doors of the nether world,

I will [...],

I will raise up the dead eating and alive,

So that the dead shall outnumber the living!”…

The heroes slay the Bull of Heaven and again insult Ishtar.

Up leaped Enkidu, seizing the Bull of Heaven by the horns,

125The Bull of Heaven buried his foam in his face,

Brushed him with the back of his tail…

Between neck and horns he thrust his sword.

When they had slain the Bull, they tore out his heart,

Placing it before Shamash.

130They drew back and did homage before Shamash.

The two brothers sat down.

Then Ishtar mounted the wall of ramparted Uruk,

Sprang on the battlements, uttering a curse:

“Woe unto Gilgamesh because he insulted me

135By slaying the Bull of Heaven!"

When Enkidu heard this speech of Ishtar,

He tore loose the right thigh of the Bull of Heaven

And tossed it in her face:

“Could I but get thee, like unto him

140I would do unto thee.

His entrails I would hang at thy side!”

In the Euphrates they washed their hands,

They embraced each other as they went on,

Riding through the market street of Uruk.

145The people of Uruk are gathered to gaze upon them.

Gilgamesh to the lyre maidens of Uruk

Says these words:

“Who is most splendid among the heroes?

Who is most glorious among men?"

150“Gilgamesh is most splendid among the heroes,

Gilgamesh is most glorious among men.”

By means of a dream, Enkidu learns two things: that the gods have decided he must die as punishment for the insolent behavior of the two heroes, and that the land of the dead is a most dismal place.

Gilgamesh in his palace holds a celebration

Down lie the heroes on their beds of night

Also Enkidu lies down, a dream beholding

155Up rose Enkidu to relate his dream,

Saying to his friend:

“My friend, why are the great gods in council?… 

My friend, I saw a dream this night:

The heavens moaned, the earth responded;

160[…] I stood alone.

[…] his face was darkened…

Looking at me, he leads me to the House of Darkness,

The abode of Irkalla,

To the house which none leave who have entered it,

165On the road from which there is no way back,

To the house wherein the dwellers are bereft of light

Where dust is their fare and clay their food.

They are clothed like birds, with wings for garments,

And see no light, residing in darkness.

170In the House of Dust, which I entered,

I looked at rulers, their crowns put away;

I saw princes, those born to the crown.

Who ruled the land from the days of yore…

Enkidu dies, and the reality of death as the common lot of all mankind — even fearless heroes — strikes home to Gilgamesh. The remainder of the epic deals with his attempt to find everlasting life, a quest that all tell him is hopeless. In the following selection, Gilgamesh is talking to a barmaid who gives him sage advice.

“He who with me underwent all hardships –

175Enkidu, whom I loved dearly,

Who with me underwent all hardships –

Has now gone to the fate of mankind!

Day and night I have wept over him.


I would not give him up for burial –

180In case my friend should rise at my plaint

Seven days and seven nights,

Until a worm fell out of his nose.

Since his passing I have not found life,

I have roamed like a hunter in the midst of the steppe.

185O ale-wife, now that I have seen thy face,

Let me not see the death which I ever dread.”

The ale-wife said to him, to Gilgamesh:

“Gilgamesh, whither rovest thou?

The life thou pursueth, thou shalt not find.

190When the gods created mankind,

Death for mankind they set aside,

Life in their own hands retaining.

Thou, Gilgamesh, let full be thy belly,

Make thou merry by day and by night.

195Of each day make thou a feast of rejoicing,

Day and night dance thou and play!

Let thy garments be sparkling fresh,

Thy head be washed; bathe thou in water.

Pay heed to the little one that holds on to thy hand,

200Let thy spouse delight in thy bosom!

For this is the task of mankind!”…
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Questions for consideration:

1.  What happened to Enkidu as a result of his relationship with the harlot?  What did he gain or

     lose because of her?

2.  How can both Gilgamesh and Enkidu be considered “heroic?”  How are they different from

    each other and what do they represent?  What differences are there between them and other 

    humans?  What differences are there between them and the gods?

3.  Why was Gilgamesh so distraught at the end of this excerpt?  For what or whom was he 
    grieving? (Give this considerable thought, particularly the “what.”  Was this grief sincere? 
    Explain.
