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Preface: The Case for Intimacy 
“He is the Slayer of The Bull of Heaven” 

      --“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” 

The first line of what is likely the earliest reference to the greatest of heroes in ancient 
Mesopotamia announces almost everything that would become problematic in 
Gilgamesh.  Perhaps the line should read, “He knifed The Bull of Heaven.”  When his 
exploits become clearly visible, we see him and his friend Enkidu at the moment when 
Gilgamesh is burying his dagger into the bull.  In a parallel scene we see the two heroes 
subduing a giant.  These two adventures, which pit the humans against extraordinarily 
powerful creatures, would be appropriate in any modern superhero fantasy. 

These were popular images of the hero in antiquity.  But they do not reveal the empathic 
and tragic dimensions to the story of Gilgamesh. 

The last lines of “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” hint at what might be called 
the Hero’s Dilemma.  The fate of one selected for greatness involves a terrible loss.  He is 
the one “anointed with first-quality oil,” but whose life is tragically brief.  Centuries before 
Achilles the Mesopotamian hero suffers a fate similar to the Homeric hero whose story 
provided the pattern of the Western world’s most respected literature, the epic. 

As soon as we detect themes and images in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” that 
reappear in later Gilgamesh stories, though, we are faced with problems.  For one, the 
name Gilgamesh does not appear in the poem.  Rather, we see a hero called by an epithet, 
Amaushumgalanna, an epithet most often associated with other figures in Gilgamesh’s 
city, Uruk.  And the friend, Enkidu, whose life and death are so important to Gilgamesh, 
is nowhere to be found in this poem.  Admittedly the reading of Sumerian texts at such an 
early period is fraught with difficulties and much of what we know now will be corrected 
when other documents are deciphered.  But it seems clear that the legends that grew up 
around a Sumerian king drew on motifs that were ancient long before Gilgamesh himself 
appeared in history. 

Hundreds of years before Gilgamesh ruled Uruk, at a time when the city was the largest 
and most prosperous community in Sumer, artists cut into cylindrical stones the visual 
record of a ruler, sometimes alone with the Great Goddess, but often with a companion.  
In beautifully crafted scenes, the ruler is seen in a variety of activities.1  The one who 
frequently follows him is slightly smaller, with long hair, and wearing a different skirt.  
Where the ruler, usually called by modern scholars a “priest-king,” wears a distinctive 
rolled cap and a long, see-through skirt, the one accompanying him, who might otherwise 
be identified as a woman (with the long hair) or whose gender is ambiguous, wears a 
shorter skirt.  (The skirt is often, though not always, of the see-through variety scholars 
identify as netting.) 
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[Fig.1: A net-skirted EN and acolyte approaching a temple, after Amiet #642] 

When he/she appears with the net-skirted high official, the scene appears to be a ritual 
procession toward the temple of the Great Goddess (as in this detail from a cylinder seal-
impression) or a scene of feeding animals under the protection of the Great Goddess.  As 
with other scenes from this very early period (the late 4th millennium BCE), it is difficult 
to tell if these are religious or secular activities. (The Great Goddess herself is often 
accompanied by a gender-ambiguous figure, a certain Ninshubur, her companion and 
servant.)  The figure on the left in the well-known “Greenstone Seal of Adda” shows 
Ninshubur with a beard but revealing his/her leg in a way suggestive of goddesses.  [See 
“Illustrations”: Fig. 16, Delaporte, Musée du Louvre, #S 462]  Could the net-skirted 
acolyte of the ruler be the prototype of the beloved friend of Gilgamesh, Enkidu? 

The essays in this book consider some dimensions of Gilgamesh that would have been 
obvious, I suspect, to a Mesopotamian audience, especially those who lived in the still-
prosperous city of Uruk more than two thousand years after the historical Gilgamesh.  The 
main lines of the story will be sketched in early chapters.  Except for the names of gods, 
humans and places that present difficulties for a first reading of the poem, since 
Mesopotamian literature is not as well known to moderns as Greco-Roman myth and 
literature, the narratives can be followed rather easily.  The essays here emphasize the 
setting of the stories, and the aim is to recapture something of the literary representation 
of intimacy in a very different culture from ours.  The essays employ key modern 
concepts, notably libido and empathy, to remove the veils our Greco-Roman and Judeo-
Christian-Islamic traditions developed that tend to obscure the older culture. The preview 
of my case for intimacy in Gilgamesh involves brief comments on the protagonist of the 
story, the setting in and outside Uruk, storytelling practices, Mesopotamian deities, and 
the difficult cultural representations of gender and the body. 
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Stories of the Joy/Woe Man 
Gilgamesh is a long Akkadian poem in twelve tablets, much of which (though not all) has 
been recovered.2 In brief, the large movement in the work consists of major episodes that 
divide into two main stages, one that emphasizes the “joy” aspect of Gilgamesh and a 
second that emphasizes his “woe.”  The crisis comes just as Gilgamesh and his friend 
Enkidu celebrate their victory over The Bull of Heaven, exactly at the center of the poem.  
Both Enkidu and Gilgamesh as are plunged into terribly melancholia. 

The First Half 

The king oppresses his people. 
His rival, Enkidu, becomes his intimate friend and “brother.” 
The two heroes, with the help of the Sun God, defeat the giant Humbaba. 
The goddess Ishtar offers herself to Gilgamesh. 
Gilgamesh rejects her and must then fight The Bull of Heaven 
The heroes celebrate their victory. 

The Second Half 

The gods decree that Enkidu must die. 
Enkidu dies and Gilgamesh mourns his death. 
Gilgamesh literally goes mad and wildly searches for “life.” 
His journey takes him to the hero of the Flood and the man’s wife. 
Gilgamesh gains, then loses, a plant of rejuvenation. 
Gilgamesh returns to Uruk—and to Ishtar. 

Coda: Tablet 12 

This controversial narrative tells of Enkidu, who becomes trapped in the underworld but 
whose spirit is permitted to escape and speak with Gilgamesh.  Enkidu tells of the fates of 
humans in the dreaded underworld.  The Enkidu narrative can be seen in a simple 
diagram. 
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[Fig. 3: The Enlightenment of Gilgamesh] 

Gilgamesh is the ruler of the ancient city of Uruk, a city dominated in the poet's 
imagination by the grand city walls (traditionally the work of Gilgamesh himself) and the 
temple complex of Ishtar. The opening lines of the poem call the reader to admire the 
great walls and the interior of the city, and the lines already anticipate the motif of the 
journey.  



Preface: The Case for Intimacy  24 

Gilgamesh is the one who has seen the nagbu, that is, he has seen it all, and “has brought 
back news” from before the Flood.” (The nagbu is, among other things, the source of 
waters—rivers and springs.  The word also means “totality.” And I rather like the 
ambiguity in the first line of the poem: Gilgamesh has seen both the source of deep waters, 
like the abzu or engur, the waters of life and he has seen everything.  The line may 
anticipate the ultimate reach of Gilgamesh’s agonizing journey, the place where 
Utnapishtim and his wife dwell, as the “mouth” of rivers.)  The lines anticipate the journey 
Gilgamesh undertakes upon the death of his ibru, friend Enkidu, a journey that takes him 
to the sage, Utnapishtim, who tells him of the Flood.  

The first glimpse of the god/man Gilgamesh, though, reveals him as the “Joy/Woe Man,” 
restless day and night. He oppresses the citizens by sending the men into battle and by 
demanding the first-night privileges in the bride house. The citizens cry out for help and 
receive it. Anu and the mother goddess, Aruru, create a “double” for Gilgamesh, the 
man/beast Enkidu.  

Psychologist Sheldon Kopp considers Enkidu the other half, the animal nature, of the 
“hyper-man” Gilgamesh:  

In her wisdom, Aruru creates a double for Gilgamesh who will serve as his other 
half, his animal nature, someone who will break his pride by showing him that he 
is only a man. Each of us has such a shadow from which he flees. Each man is 
haunted by that specter of a double who represents all that he would say “no” to 
in himself. To whatever extent I deny my hidden twin-self, you may expect to see 
my personality twisted into a grotesque mask of neurotic caricature.3  

As king and en (a term that is difficult to define; the sign itself is indicated EN in this 
essay, to distinguish the sign from the Sumerian word itself), Gilgamesh is—or should be-
-the very model of the “civilized” person. In appearance, strength, intelligence, and 
spiritual endowment (offspring of the goddess Ninsun, who “knows all things”), he is the 
image of male perfection.4 Enkidu is his equal in strength and will become the “friend” 
(ibru), completing him. But Enkidu is raised in the wild by animals. He must be initiated 
into the things of a human (prepared food and drink, clothing, speech). The initiation 
comes through a sexual encounter with a temple woman, a devotee of Ishtar. The woman 
waits in the wilderness for him, reveals herself to him, sleeps with him six days and seven 
nights. Sexual experience estranges Enkidu from the animals. That accomplished, the 
woman introduces Enkidu to civilized life. He enters the city ready to do battle with 
Gilgamesh.  

Gilgamesh the Hero 
This seems like a simple enough place to begin.  “Gilgamesh” is a reading of a Sumerian 
name that in Sumerian texts is now often read Bilgames.  Sumer lay in the southern part 
of ancient Mesopotamia—the land in the Middle East that is now Iraq—and the Sumerians 
clearly thought Gilgamesh/Bilgames was a real historical person.  And a hero.  Many 
stories and some visual records of him have been found not only in his native city, Uruk, 
deep in the south of Iraq, but over a wide area of Iraq and even in what is now Israel.  
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While there were other Mesopotamian heroes, no other caught the imagination of ancient 
writers than Gilgamesh.  He is even mentioned in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in Greek 
literature. 

What we call Gilgamesh—often referred to as the “Epic” of Gilgamesh—is a relatively 
recent story, actually a group of stories, that at some point in history became a standard 
text, in much the same way that the stories attributed to “Homer” became the standard 
texts of the Iliad and the Odyssey.  A process of standardization took place with both the 
Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament according to Christians) and the New Testament.  The 
process of standardizing ancient texts often took centuries.  Even the Islamic Qur’an took 
some years to be put into the order that is now fixed. 

Fortunately, we have a number of Gilgamesh stories and poems that allow us to see how 
the Gilgamesh evolved over time.  Not all of these Gilgamesh stories found their way into 
the standard Gilgamesh. 

This leads us to the first and still the most important question about Gilgamesh.  If it is a 
series of stories about a hero, does the overall collection show that the stories were unified 
into a single, coherent story?  Or did it remain simply a group of tales linked in a chain, 
like some parts of the 1001 Nights?  The question of the unity or artistic integrity of 
Gilgamesh is still open, the way it used to be for Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales 
and even for some Shakespearean plays.  (The famous speech of the witches in Macbeth, 
which begins, “Double, double, toil and trouble,” was probably not written by 
Shakespeare.  Did the author himself accept such changes to the script?) 

To a great extent we have to infer the design and the author’s intention from internal 
evidence.  We will see that the most controversial part of Gilgamesh is the last “chapter,” 
the notorious Tablet 12, which shows Gilgamesh in a conversation with the ghost of his 
friend Enkidu.  The standardized Gilgamesh always has twelve tablets, but many scholars 
are upset with that part, since it gives a very different account of Enkidu’s death than is 
found in earlier “chapters” of Gilgamesh.  We will look at the evidence later, but the 
controversy over Tablet 12 points out the desire to find an aesthetic unity even in the face 
of numerous difficulties. 

The Historical Gilgamesh 
Ancient writings point to the existence of an actual, historical person we now call 
Gilgamesh.  He lived, according to our best estimate, about 2600 BCE (that is, Before the 
Common Era, or B.C.).  Archaeologists assign Gilgamesh to the period of Early Dynastic 
IIB.  This is very ancient indeed.  Scholars who study the texts call it the Presargonic 
Period, before Sargon the Great defeated Sumer and established the first empire in the 
area. The oldest biblical writings may go back as far as 1500 or 1600 BCE, that is, about 
1000 years later than the time of Gilgamesh.  And even earlier than the time of the Trojan 
War, which provided the setting for Homer’s Iliad.  So if it is rather unlikely that the Bible 
or Greek literature influenced the development of the much older Gilgamesh stories, it 
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may be possible that Gilgamesh influenced the Bible and Greek mythology.  We will deal 
with those possibilities later. 

We tend to think that, because we have good editions and translations of the Bible and of 
Greek literature that someone, somewhere, possesses actual texts of those writings from 
the time they were presumably composed.  Sadly, we do not possess any such texts, only 
later (and presumably correct) copies.  In the case of biblical texts, as important as they 
have been for, in some instances, more than two millennia, the gap between actual 
physical texts and the time when the texts are thought to have been written is many 
centuries.  The good news about Gilgamesh is that we have actual physical texts, most of 
them written on clay tablets, from the time of original composition. Some of them are 
even dated! 

Still, there are many gaps in the record.  The earliest poem about Gilgamesh dates from 
the end of the Early Dynastic Period—the text mentioned above, “The Early Dynastic 
Hymn to Gilgamesh.”  While three copies of the poem have survived, two of them 
discovered in faraway Ebla, we can imagine how difficult it is to decipher such ancient 
writings.  The city of Gilgamesh was known as Uruk (now called Warka).  The Bible calls 
the city Erech.  (All the variant spellings are due to different vocalizations.  Such variations 
are common over time and space.  We know, for example, that the English word “tea,” 
now pronounced “tee” throughout the English-speaking world, was pronounced “tay” in 
18th century London.)  [See “Illustrations”: Fig. 4: Biggs, Plate 1275] 

The first line of what so far is the earliest Gilgamesh text (otherwise known from an 
epithet of the hero as “The Amaushumgalanna Hymn”), tells us that the hero killed 
(literally knifed) The Bull of Heaven.  No doubt the pronunciation of the name Gilgamesh 
changed over time.  It would help if we knew what the name originally meant.  Sumerian 
names are quite often transparent.  The father of Gilgamesh was said to be a man named 
Lugal-banda.  The first part of that name, lu-gal, is a compound that means, literally, Big 
Man.  It came to mean “king.”  The second part, banda, usually means “little.”  Lugal-
banda may have gained a name because of his youth.  The banda is often an apprentice. 

The reputation of Lugal-banda and his father, a certain En-merkar (or En-mekar), 
survived as long as Gilgamesh’s survived, from the early 3rd millennium BCE into 
Hellenistic times, not long before the birth of Jesus.  They were all prominent figures in 
what the ancients knew as the First Dynasty of Uruk.  But even the evidence for a first 
dynasty that linked these men as grandfather-father-son is suspect.  We do not know 
when the principle of dynastic order, that is, passing the title and power from father to 
son, actually developed.  Later texts simply assume it was the case, but they may have 
simply invented a relationship between these famous legendary Urukeans.  The case of 
Gilgamesh’s son is instructive. 

Gilgamesh & Son 
According to Genesis 5 the earliest humans lived a much longer life than the ordinary 
mortals who followed them.  In the numerous biblical genealogies the longest lived 
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human was Methuselah, who lived 969 years.  His grandson Noah became a father at 500 
and lived nearly as long (950 years) as his grandfather.  Soon after Noah his descendents 
lived gradually shorter lives until human life maxed out at about 120 years.  The lists of 
(mainly) male names emphasize the principle of patrilineal descent, that is, descent from 
father to son.  The ages of the earliest patriarchs are probably of secondary importance, 
but they do indicate that in some ways the earliest humans lived fuller lives—were closer 
to the act of creation itself—than we do. 

Mesopotamian peoples kept similar lists.  The most famous of these lists, The Sumerian 
King List, opens with beings who are in many instances half-human and half-divine, and 
they are said to live lives sometimes twenty times as long as the biblical patriarchs.  The 
Sumerian King List also preserves the principle of patrilineal descent—but only to a 
certain extent.  The writer was careful to indicate the names of (again mainly) males, many 
of whom were related as father and son; but the list preserved unexplained breaks and a 
shift of power from one Mesopotamian city-state to another, almost always explained as 
caused by force of arms.  It is not too far-fetched to think that the dynastic changes were 
allowed or even guided by the gods.  But the principles of selection are not fully explained 
by patrilineal descent.  Early on—and in the First Dynasty of Uruk in particular—other 
reasons are implied.  As we shall see, the power in early Mesopotamian city-states 
depended on human relationships with the gods. Although Mesopotamian peoples 
throughout their history knew a great many divine beings, and each city kept holy places 
for a great number of gods, as the cities became more complex, some gods were thought 
to be more powerful or important than others. 

At a certain point in early history, the great cities were thought to be the homes of 
particular high gods (including goddesses); rule over the people depended upon attracting 
and maintaining the relationship with the chief god of the city. 

In the case of the Sumerian city of Uruk, the city that is always prominent in Gilgamesh 
stories, the great goddess Inanna (or Ishtar, as she was known by Akkadian-speaking 
Mesopotamians) was the chief god.  For the three thousand years we have records of Uruk 
Inanna ruled, sometimes with her “father,” the sky-god An (or Anu).  Inanna’s “house,” 
the temple complex known as Eanna, was the most prominent building in the city until 
almost the time of Jesus, when the citizens built an even greater temple complex to her 
“father” and “mother.”  Even then Inanna maintained her great house and was given an 
even larger temple for herself. 

Sumer knew a peculiar myth in which Inanna, at her own initiative, “stole” her house, the 
Eanna, from heaven.  Her “father,” Heaven itself, was at first angry, but finally reconciled 
to the audacious act of his rebellious “daughter.”  He ends up blessing her, in effect 
exalting her to a grand power in the universe.  Along the way he attempted to stop her 
journey down the mountain to Uruk, where she would establish her “House.”  The journey 
takes her “House”--on the back of the Bull of Heaven—through the marshes of southern 
Mesopotamia.  A cylinder seal may allude to that part of the journey: the en is in a boat 
where a bull carries a two-tiered object that looks like a temple in Uruk that dates from 
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ca. 3200 BCE.  Such a structure is frequently seen on other cylinder seals.  Note that the 
structure is topped by two reed bundles, symbols from Archaic Uruk times that represent 
the presence of the goddess Inanna. The stories of Gilgamesh often turn on the complex 
relationship between Gilgamesh and the goddess Inanna. 

 

[Fig. 5: Seal Impression redrawn after Delaporte 1923 (1910)] 

 

Back, though, to his son.  There is almost nothing to be said about him.  His name appears 
in The Sumerian King List along with a much shorter life span than any of his 
predecessors. His name appears in only one other brief text, where he and Gilgamesh are 
credited with rebuilding a famous temple.  “The History of the Tummal” records the 
building and numerous restorations of the goddess Ninlil’s temple called the Tummal.  
Gilgamesh built something called the Numunbura, and his son Ur-lugal “made the 
Tummal flourish and brought Ninlil into the Tummal” after the temple had fallen into 
ruins. The son may also show up in the Sumerian “The Death of Gilgamesh.”  There is 
some confusion if the son’s name is Ur-lugal or Ur-nungal.  Ur-lugal is listed in The 
Sumerian King List as Gilgamesh’s grandson.  The confusion is important for “The Death 
of Gilgamesh” because a certain ur-lugal-la solves an important problem for Gilgamesh.  
The problem-solver could either be our Ur-lugal, or, since ur can mean “dog,” the “king’s 
dog!”  At any rate, The Sumerian King List says that Gilgamesh ruled for 126 years, but 
Ur-lugal only 30 years (or 15 years, if he is the grandson).  The rulers who follow have 
reigns running from 36 years to a mere six years. 

We are tempted to see the listing of the First Dynasty of Uruk in The Sumerian King List 
as a tribute to the great heroes Urukeans patched together.  It is not entirely clear that the 
First Dynasty was a real “dynasty,” dominated by patrilineal descent.  Only with the sons 
and later descendents of Gilgamesh do we see “ordinary” people with ordinary lives, even 
when they were rulers of the great city-state—and with no indication of noble deeds that 
would cause their names to be preserved as the name Gilgamesh would be. 
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With the son of Gilgamesh we are entering into something like our idea of history.  
Gilgamesh is just at the edge of the age of heroes, and much of his importance in 
Mesopotamian tradition derives from the bitter truth that even he was, as we might say, 
only human.  Certainly Gilgamesh, in the version we know from two thousand years after 
the hero’s actual rule in Uruk, calls close attention to his mortality.  (And it might be worth 
mentioning in passing that Gilgamesh makes no reference at all to sons or other 
descendents of Gilgamesh.) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[Fig. 6: 
Fertile Crescent Map: Ted Mitchell @ mpoweruk, Public Domain] 

 
The Settings of Gilgamesh 

The Floodplain  
Gilgamesh stories were found in a wide area around Mesopotamia—what the Greeks 
called Iraq—where the stories originated.  They were also found outside Mesopotamia.  
The reason for this wide distribution is interesting, because it suggests that Gilgamesh 
was useful in the ancient world far beyond the borders of his city, Uruk, which is located 
deep in the south of Iraq.  By at least four thousand years ago a more or less standard 
school curriculum was found in Mesopotamia, and Gilgamesh stories in the Sumerian 
language were part of that curriculum.  The schools themselves served a very practical 
purpose.  They trained people in the reading and writing of a very difficult writing system.  
The alphabet we use today probably derives from this “cuneiform” or “wedge-shape” 
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writing that was produced by a stylus on clay tablets or wax tablets or incised in stone.  
Unlike the alphabet, which has only a few letters and can be learned by very young 
children, the cuneiform system had nearly six hundred signs that could carry a variety of 
meaning by themselves and could be combined in a bewildering complex of additional 
meanings.  It took many years of study to master the system. 

In an age when “books” were made by hand, individuals in many professions had to learn 
not only to read but also to produce the books they would use: magical and medical texts, 
astronomical observations, religious rituals, legal texts—and mainly business 
transactions.  Hundreds of thousands of invoices have already been discovered, and no 
doubt thousands more will surface in Iraq in the years to come.  One might wonder why 
literary works were taught in such a practical curriculum.  (The same was true in ancient 
Greece and Rome, in the Middle Ages and in the modern world.)  Students then, as now, 
may have questioned the usefulness of reading literature, but the schools then, as now, 
thought there was a reason for it.   

The earliest Gilgamesh stories were written in the Sumerian language.  An extensive oral 
tradition of Gilgamesh stories may well have preceded their appearance in writing.  
Gilgamesh, or “Bilgames,” was always thought to be a Sumerian ruler of the Sumerian city 
of Uruk.  He is always associated with that city.  By the time (maybe late in the 2nd 
millennium BCE) when the “standard” series of Gilgamesh stories were copied and 
dispersed over a large area around and beyond Mesopotamia, the language of the stories 
switched to Akkadian.  Akkadian, unlike Sumerian, which has no known relatives, is a 
Semitic language much like Hebrew and Arabic.  One of the dialects of Akkadian became 
the standard version used in the writing of almost all serious texts.  And Standard 
Akkadian had become, by the time our Gilgamesh was written, an international language.  
A parallel can be found in the English language.  By the 20th century English had spread 
to so many parts of the world that English had become an international, possibly a global 
language.  The spread of Latin throughout Europe in the Middle Ages is a parallel 
phenomenon. English continues to spread in the 21st century, and has now become the 
second language of much of the world’s population.  For many hundreds of years in the 
ancient world, Akkadian functioned in the same way.  Although few people were literate 
in most of the societies where Akkadian was taught, the elites who were literate probably 
knew something of Standard Akkadian. The standard Gilgamesh text was written in 
Standard Akkadian.  Besides Sumerian, which persisted only as a learned language (the 
way Latin continued to be used in writing long after it had died out as a spoken language), 
Gilgamesh stories were also written in some other non-Akkadian languages, Hittite and 
Elamite among them. 

So at least some parts of the Gilgamesh series of tales became known to a large audience 
far beyond their original setting.  An examination of the mostly fragmented texts that have 
survived and of certain visual representations of Gilgamesh suggests that the most 
popular parts of Gilgamesh were the stories of Gilgamesh and his friend Enkidu in their 
adventures with the monster Humbaba and the ferocious Bull of Heaven. 
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The first of those two popular stories takes up the better part of the first half of Gilgamesh.  
The Bull of Heaven story is the centerpiece of Gilgamesh.  We will say much about those 
stories, but first we should mention a story that occurs late in the text, the story of the 
Flood. 

We have several versions of the Great Flood story that is best known to most readers today 
from the Bible.  Indeed, the Flood is still one of the biblical stories still regularly taught to 
children, whether in its biblical or Islamic form.  Part of a Sumerian version has been 
found.  A 2nd millennium BCE Akkadian version occurs in the work called Atrahasis.  The 
early Gilgamesh stories do not have any connection with the Flood, but the Standard 
Akkadian Gilgamesh has one in Tablet 11.  The discovery of this Flood account in the 
1870s created such enthusiasm that it was the major reason Gilgamesh was (and still is) 
the most studied piece of Mesopotamian literature.  All readers of Gilgamesh have to 
scratch their heads over the question: does the Flood story really belong to the Gilgamesh 
story?  If it does, what was the use in adding it to the series of Gilgamesh stories?  The 
question is number one in what is the basic aesthetic value of a unified, internally 
coherent Gilgamesh.  Middle Eastern traditions of poetry and prose know the metaphor 
of “beads on a string.”  The famous collection known as the Arabian Nights or the 1001 
Nights presents the same kind of question.  Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales is another 
example.  Are they simply loosely related stories, or is there an artistic principle that binds 
them together?  We will work with these questions throughout this book.  The Flood 
presents the most obvious problem in this regard.  (The last chapter, or Tablet, of 
Gilgamesh, Tablet 12, presents almost as serious a question.) 

We should say something about the setting of Gilgamesh in the floodplain of southern 
Iraq.  There is only a single Gilgamesh reference, very late in the game and in a wildly 
exaggerated letter that is no doubt a literary joke, which connects Gilgamesh to a site other 
than Uruk. 

The great city of Uruk no longer exists.  Where once the largest and most prosperous city 
in the ancient world (before Rome at its peak of prosperity) stood near the Euphrates 
River we find today only ruins in a wasteland.  The soil that produced an amazing 
blossoming of crops, especially barley, was depleted over some four thousand years as the 
salts were brought to the surface.  We need to imagine Uruk, a city of some one hundred 
thousand citizens—ten times the size of most cities in the ancient world—with a city wall 
that was eight miles in circumference, to grasp the importance of its most famous ruler, 
Gilgamesh.  And the great goddess whose city Uruk was her “house,” Inanna, or as she is 
known in Gilgamesh under her Akkadian name, Ishtar. 

At one time the Euphrates River was close enough to Uruk that it circled the inner city (or 
a canal from the river provided the city with water).  Recent soundings of the site have 
revealed that there was a network of canals through the central city, making it more like 
Venice than, say, London or New York.  Alas, the Euphrates is a meandering river, and it 
has moved away from many of the prosperous Sumerian sites that required its water to 
survive.   
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Even today, in southern Iraq, the most important official of a town is likely to be the canal 
engineer.  We read of such an official in the earliest written texts ever discovered—in 
Uruk, by the way.  Maintaining the canal system was central to the functioning of the city.  
Diverting water to the many groups who needed it was key to the survival of the city. 

Living in a floodplain carries many risks, as the recent experience of New Orleans after 
the hurricanes of 2005 has demonstrated once again.  A well-known scholar of 
Mesopotamia, Thorkild Jacobsen, pointed to a contrast between the two early 
civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia.  Today we can see a remarkable sight along the 
Nile River and its canals: trucks bringing in fertilizer to land that, until the construction 
of the High Dam at Aswan, enjoyed the “gift of the Nile,” the flooding of the land that like 
clockwork provided the soil with its nutrients.  The annual flooding of the Nile was highly 
predictable, and the ancient Egyptians incorporated its periodicity into the well-
integrated (and fundamentally optimistic) worldview. 

The floodplain developed by the Sumerians in Mesopotamia tells a very different story.  
Jacobsen himself, when he was excavating in Iraq, saw the terrifying floods of Tigris and 
Euphrates.  If the melting of snow and ice in the regions of Turkey that supplied the two 
rivers comes together at the same time, the annual flooding can be devastating.  Jacobsen 
thought that the anxiety seen in so much of Mesopotamian literature was derived from 
this elemental fear.  At any moment the natural world can rise up against the humans who 
were trying to survive in their settled communities.  There were still enough wild animals 
to threaten a city like Uruk.  Even more threatening were the disasters that went to the 
heart of city life itself.  Famine and plague are not such great threats to a mobile 
community, but they can (and did) ravage settled communities.  For life on a floodplain 
one had to add the threat of flood.   

The story we mentioned earlier, Atrahasis, is precisely concerned with the three major 
threats to civilized populations: famine, plague, and flood.  The great god Enlil tries three 
times to destroy humankind with such “weapons.”  Three times his plan was subverted by 
the cunning god Enki (or Ea, his Akkadian counterpart).  The greatest danger was the 
flood, and we shall see in Tablet 11 of Gilgamesh that the only survivors of the great Flood 
testify to the terror Enlil caused. 

The Sumerians living in the floodplain were not without measures to at least moderate 
the effects of flooding.  In Uruk, for example, they formed and baked millions of bricks to 
build a foundation for immense buildings (also made of brick) that rose above the plain.  
At the center of the famous temple complex known as Eanna (“House of Heaven”) was 
the storehouse of grain that gave Uruk its prosperity.  So great was the storehouse that it 
might better be seen as the central bank of the city-state.  Before silver and later gold were 
used for the exchange of goods and services, grain was the first money.  Parceled out to 
the citizens according to the work they performed for the city, grain rations were the 
capital that allowed an exceptionally prosperous and complex society to form. 

That complex city was not without its internal problems, and here again we shall see the 
Gilgamesh taking note of the problem.  At the beginning of Gilgamesh the ruler himself 
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is the problem.  The people cry out because of his tyrannical rule.  Gilgamesh, like the 
high gods Enlil and Ishtar, will have to learn from experience to curb their power.  Being 
a great hero—or even a powerful god—does not exempt the powerful from using its 
authority in a proper way.   

Other Places 
Several incidents in Gilgamesh take place outside the well-defined Uruk.  While they 
differ in some respects, the locations have one thing in common: outside the walls of the 
city there is wilderness.  Even in the earliest records from Uruk, from what archaeologists 
designate as Uruk IV and III (basically the 4th millennia BCE), there are references to 
other cities, that is, city-states.  But Gilgamesh contains very few specific place names.  
Nippur and Sippar are mentioned, largely because they are the earthly dwellings of Enlil 
and Shamash.  Shuruppak, a city north of Uruk on the Euphrates River, is mentioned as 
the home base of the “Noah” figure of the Flood in Tablet 11, Utnapishtim.  The Euphrates 
itself (Purattu) is mentioned, but the Tigris is not. 

Outside Mesopotamia the only city mentioned is Aratta, famous in Sumerian literature as 
the loser in a contest between the rulers of Aratta and Uruk when Inanna chooses Uruk 
over her other (earlier?) dwelling in the mountains of what is now Iran.  (Scholars still 
debate the location, some thinking that it was a kind of semi-mythological place like 
Camelot.)  In that territory, in Iran (Elam) is the river Ulay.  These references have given 
rise to the suggestion that the setting of the Humbaba story in the earlier versions was in 
the mountainous east of the floodplain.  Three other mountainous areas are mentioned: 
Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon, far north and west of Uruk and the dwelling place of 
Humbaba.  The third is the mountain in the Zagros range, called Nisir or Nimush, the 
place where the ark sets down when the Flood recedes. 

Other settings are less specific, though no less important to the story.  For the most part 
they are simply outside the space defined as “civilized.”  The difference between city life 
and primitive living became increasingly important in the late 3rd and early 2nd millennia 
BCE, and the contrast develops in Gilgamesh very early on when the newly formed 
Enkidu is “thrown” into the wilderness and lives with the animals.  The woman who 
seduces him stations herself at the watering hole, and after a vigorous sexual initiation of 
the wild man, the woman civilizes him by stages.  No sooner than Gilgamesh (in the city) 
finds a friend in Enkidu than he proposes to leave the city for the great exploit that will 
make his name.  To find the domain of the giant Humbaba the men must journey through 
dangerous territory.  They encounter the guardian of the Cedar Forest in his mountain.  
(An avatar of Ishtar is found there as well.) 

The central episode, where the heroes battle The Bull of Heaven, is set back in Uruk.  The 
Bull is brought in from “above,” as its name implies.  The two heroic battles cause the 
death of Enkidu.  After Gilgamesh mourns the death of his friend, he again takes to the 
wilderness.  The landscape is difficult to follow.  Gilgamesh enters mountains, follows the 
path of the sun (though a dark mountain), emerges in a dazzling garden of precious 
metals, finds the wise woman (another Ishtar proxy) at the edge of the sea, and crosses 
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the ocean and the Waters of Death, to the boundary of humanity itself, where he meets 
the Noah-figure Utnapishtim. 

It may be worth noting at the outset that, where the heroic episodes involving Humbaba 
and The Bull of Heaven appear to have been the popular narratives in Gilgamesh for many 
centuries, the influence of the Gilgamesh stories in later literature may well have been the 
agonizing search for “life” that constitutes the second half of the poem.  Such stories attach 
themselves to the widespread interest in Alexander the Great and in a host of folktales 
involving the search for Solomon’s ring or key.  Versions of the story appear not only in 
the medieval West but in Islamic literature as well.  Even in Gilgamesh the setting is 
largely mythic—in contrast to the specifics of the “civilized” Uruk. 

A Tale of Three Cities: Uruk, Babylon and Nineveh 
Imagine a time when the major Mesopotamian cities from north to south were Chicago, 
St. Louis, and New Orleans.  I like to think of Mesopotamia in the 7th century BCE, 
dominated by Assyria in the north, with a still important city south of it, Babylon, who 
will soon rise up once again to dominate the area, and far down in the delta, the ancient 
Sumerian city of Uruk.  All Gilgamesh stories are set in his city (except for a very late 
“letter” that seems to be something of an undergraduate joke). 

Chicago, that is, Nineveh, held the key tablets that we now call Gilgamesh.  They were 
kept in the libraries of the last great king of Assyrian, Assurbanipal (668-627 BCE).6  The 
king had collected manuscripts from across the empire and had them deposited in 
archives, much like the Oriental Institute in Chicago.  The texts remained there until 
George Smith discovered them in the 1870s and brought them back to the British 
Museum. 

St. Louis, on the great river, that is, Babylon, I mention here because it tends to get in the 
way of our thinking about Gilgamesh.  It is true that the dialect of the Semitic Akkadian 
language, which was the official language of the Assyrian empire and the major 
international language of much of the Middle East at that time, is called Standard 
Babylonian, since the standard written dialect was based on what was written in the Old 
Babylonian period when the city of Babylon dominated the scene.  St. Louis may have 
overtaken Chicago in the 1st millennium BCE, but not at the time of Assyrian domination.  
There is nothing particularly “Babylonian” about Gilgamesh, except for the dialect that 
had been standard for hundreds of years, much in the way Standard Written English is 
based on the triangle formed by London, Oxford and Cambridge in the Middle English 
period.  One distortion that may enter our thinking is an assumption that the kings of St. 
Louis provided the ideology of kingship in Gilgamesh.  Although Babylonian kingship 
may well have influenced many ancient Near Eastern cultures, it was not even quite the 
same as in Assyria.  The scene far to the south, where Sumerian cultural values still held, 
was a bit different. 

In the south was the still-famous city of Uruk.  Think of Uruk in much the way Americans 
view New Orleans (pre- or post-Flood) and the way New Orleans advertised itself to 
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Americans.  In Uruk we find traces of ancient Sumerian practices that may have been lost 
elsewhere in the South.  And even in ancient Sumerian times Uruk was unusual—unique, 
actually.  Its power was economic and artistic, and, if writing and the cylinder seal were 
invented there, “cultural” in a most important sense.  And its influence spread widely. 

By Assyrian times, Uruk had lost its independence to Babylonians and Assyrians, and 
would not regain it when Babylon returned to power, to be followed by Persians and then 
Seleucids.  Babylon had associated itself ideologically with another ancient Sumerian city-
state Eridu.  And Assyria may have countered that with an interest in Uruk.  At any rate, 
King Assurbanipal collected materials from around the empire and kept them in archives, 
the famous Libraries of Assurbanipal, which housed what are still the best texts of the 
“Standard” Akkadian Gilgamesh. 

Uruk was a weird place.  The Uruk of Gilgamesh is about sex, and at the very heart of the 
city was the goddess Ishtar, the embodiment of sex and violence, and she was surrounded 
by temple personnel that were odd, at least in terms of modern Western ideas about 
gender.7  Think Mardi Gras, the icon of New Orleans, perhaps the closest parallel to 
Urukean festivals.  Even when Mardi Gras is celebrated in other places, it is always tied 
to that city.  (Our small Upstate New York town has an annual parade, with plastic beads 
and candies tossed from floats, minus the women exposing their breasts.  That would be 
difficult on cold April days when we are still bundled up in winter gear.  And it’s unlikely 
that hookers are working the crowd, as they might be deep in the south.) 

The city of Uruk cried out to the gods for relief from oppression.  That plunges the story 
in medias res, as a later culture might put it.  Gilgamesh is crazily subjecting both young 
women and young men to activities that, alas, still remain a puzzle.  Many scholars have 
tried to figure it out.  My own guess is that he acts like the Lord of Misrule and subjects 
the youth to perpetual Mardi Gras.  The emphasis is on perpetual, since King Gilgamesh 
is ceaselessly active and cannot (or will not) sleep.  He takes the joy out of even the most 
intrepid party-goer. 

My interpretation of Gilgamesh turns on that odd phrase used only here in all the stories 
about Gilgamesh—and in all of Mesopotamian literature that has been deciphered so far.  
He is the “Joy/Woe Man” whose activities toggle between those extreme states.  His 
activities might warrant some attention if he were simply an individual.  But of course he 
is the “lord” and king of the city.  The “lord” part is often overlooked in the story, but I will 
try to explain why it is central to both the character and the plot of this unusual story.  The 
great question is if Gilgamesh ever resolves the problem, which is both personal and 
political.  That is, is Gilgamesh healed of his compulsions? 

The enormous transformation of “civilized” society that took place in Uruk late in the 4th 
millennium BCE may or may not have been jump-started or accelerated by the goddess 
who was already the main power at the time.  The oddity of a rapidly growing city center 
and a surprisingly productive agriculture based on the humble barley grain without, 
apparently, a substantial use of force has puzzled experts for many years.  If Petr Charvát 
is correct, that a rather faceless bureaucracy and a “pontifical couple” consisting of an en 
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and a nin who went about the territory conducting rituals and collecting goods for the 
temple led the new society, the transformation was a relatively peaceful process.8  The 
walls of Uruk attributed to Gilgamesh provide evidence of yet another, later 
transformation, the one familiar throughout the ancient Near East, where kings and their 
armies increasingly dominate social life.  Much more will be said about this mysterious 
LORD (= en).  For the moment, consider that in the early writings about Gilgamesh, his 
en-ship is never in doubt.  For the most part he is both en and lugal, the king. 

By the time Gilgamesh was written, Uruk had lost its kingship, though not the ideology 
of kingship.  The kings who dominated Uruk were increasingly remote in space and 
culture.  The en-ship had been much reduced, but again the ideology supporting it had 
not been lost—at least in Uruk. 

Centuries after Gilgamesh—and after Assyria had been defeated, Babylon given over to 
the Persians and then the Seleucids—the odd characters of Uruk were still there, 
including, apparently, the en (in Akkadian, ēnu).  In the numerous documents from 
Babylon and Uruk during the Hellenistic period, when the Seleucids ruled the floodplain, 
it is difficult to find the ēnu.  One important ritual text from Uruk does, however, point 
not only to his presence but also his continued importance.  In a special festival for Ishtar 
(TU 42) we find the usual strange characters: kurgarrû, “lion-men,” singers, lamentation 
priests, and exorcists. A great number of gods rise from their seats and, as the sun rises, 
take a position before Ishtar.   One line (16’) has the king performing “the ceremony of the 
installation of the ēnu.”  (The reverse of this tablet has Ishtar proceeding from her Eshgal 
temple to the akītu-temple at the outskirts of the city, which suggests that the festival was 
part of the annual New Year Festival of Anu.)9  The presence of the king, at the time a 
Seleucid king (or his proxy), and the centrality of the god Anu in this and other documents 
from the period suggest that yet another major transformation has taken place.  The sky-
god An/Anu was associated with Inanna and Uruk from very early times.  But in the 
earliest documents Inanna was given very special treatment (in the form of offerings), 
while An was all but absent from the scene, a kind of  “sleeping god” who had no particular 
relationship to the people, and hence, no offerings.10  At some point after the collapse of 
the Assyrian empire, the “rites of Anu” were established (or re-established?) in Uruk.  The 
construction of immense Hellenistic-size temples to accommodate Anu and his consort 
Antum appears to have diminished the traditional importance of Inanna’s Eanna temple, 
but the goddess was still a major force in Uruk society.  The installation of an ēnu in the 
context of the New Year festival would point to the continued importance of his role in 
Uruk. 

His role, of course, was to be spouse of Ishtar.  Whatever power he may still have had in 
Urukean affairs, derived from this ancient notion.  The ritual he performed in ancient 
times with a nin, who may have been Inanna or her proxy, a ritual involving a “bed” (or 
mat), suggests a Sacred Marriage rite.  It is possible, then, that the rite persisted for at 
least three thousand years in Uruk. 
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Uruk, The First City 
According to the familiar story in Genesis, the first humans lived in a “garden” and were 
forced to leave that ideal place for their transgressions.  The first city was “Enoch,” named 
by Cain after his son, Enoch (not to be confused with the Enoch who had such a special 
relationship to the deity that he “walked with God.”)11  This first Enoch in turn had a son 
named Irad.  Some think that that the names derive from the Sumerian god Enki and his 
city, Eridu.  To a nomadic people who followed their animals through grazing lands, cities 
must have been at best a mixed blessing.  There is nothing particularly positive about the 
foundation of the city.  The Israelites of the 1st millennium BCE, when Genesis 4 was 
written, would find little to praise in Enki and his Eridu, which was considered the first 
sacred place and the prototype of the sacred city of Babylon, the Israelites’ hated enemy.  
For their part, the Babylonians were following a very ancient tradition.  Eridu was the first 
city after the Flood, when kingship descended from heaven.12 

The city we are considering “first,” though, is not Enki’s Eridu, deep in the marshes of 
what is now southern Iraq, but rather a city a few miles to the north, Uruk.  The remains 
of Uruk lie in an area now called Warka.  Thousands of years cultivating crops, especially 
barley, gradually brought salts to the surface to the point where now only ruins in a 
wasteland can be found.  But as early as the 4th millennium BCE Uruk was an enormous 
and an exceptionally prosperous city, the place where writing and a host of other arts of 
civilization make their first appearance in history. 

Uruk, too, appears in the biblical record, as “Erech” in Genesis 10:8-10.  The so-called 
Table of Nations identifies a great-grandson of Noah (through Ham and Cush) as the 
mighty hunter and “hero,” Nimrod.  Nimrod is so fully associated in that text with the 
cities of Sumer (“Shinar”) in southern Mesopotamia and with the Assyrian cities of the 
north that it is tempting to see the mighty hunter as Gilgamesh.  The three cities of the 
south are called Babylon, Erech, and Accad.  Including Babylon in the list suggests that 
the account was written long after the cities of Uruk and Akkad had fallen under the sway 
of the upstart Babylon. We want to find out about the Uruk of Inanna and Gilgamesh in 
the periods before Babylon and Assyria came to dominate the region (including Uruk). 

The excavators who have been bringing Uruk and the literature it produced to light have 
had to work, necessarily, from the top layers of the soil, that is, the most recent levels of 
occupation, closest to our own times, down to bedrock and virgin soil.  When they 
excavated Eridu, they found a most interesting phenomenon, one that tells us much about 
both continuities and changes over thousands of years.  They discovered a tiny brick 
building, no more than 9 feet square, with a raised platform in it and evidence of 
offerings—the earliest brick building in the area and the first temple.  Above that modest 
beginning the Sumerians built layer after layer, each addition to the temple covering the 
one below it, 13 in all.  It may well have been the first temple and the earliest city to 
develop around it.  Uruk and other cities were built up in the floodplain watered by the 
Euphrates and Tigris rivers (the area the Greeks called Mesopotamia, the land between 
the rivers). 
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The intrepid and largely self-taught Englishman who found the Gilgamesh tablets in the 
1870s, George Smith,13 discovered them far off to the north of Uruk, in Assyrian territory.  
They were found in the archives of the Assyrian king Assurbanipal, who reigned from 668-
627 BCE,14 less than a century after Shalmaneser III had captured the northern kingdom 
of Israel and had carried off many of its citizens.  Even without the part of Gilgamesh that 
most excited Smith and his contemporaries—a version of the Flood story—the discovery 
of writings from the period of biblical history made Gilgamesh an instant sensation.  For 
one thing it spurred on the study of the languages of Mesopotamia and the scripts in which 
those languages, like the Akkadian of Gilgamesh, were written. 

Excavators and the scholars in many fields who make use of their finds, then, are always 
working backwards, from the most recent to the most ancient materials.  So Akkadian, 
the language of the Babylonians and Assyrians, came to be deciphered before Sumerian, 
which seems to have disappeared as a spoken language sometime in the 2nd millennium 
BCE.  Even now students are likely to begin with the very late script and the language that 
had changed over thousands of years.  Working back to the time when the mighty 
Gilgamesh is supposed to have lived, roughly two thousand years before Assurbanipal, 
means constantly adjusting to earlier times and usually increasingly fewer texts in 
different stages of Akkadian and in a very different and unrelated language, Sumerian.  
Fortunately, the earliest written texts and the earliest visual representations of 
Mesopotamian thought were found in Uruk. 

This essay in literary criticism tries to reverse the trend: to read the Akkadian Gilgamesh 
in light of the earliest material from Uruk.  Thanks to the recent convergence of 
archeology, anthropology, philology, paleography, and art history, the First City--in 
Mesopotamia and arguably the first “civilized” place anywhere—is becoming clear.  Uruk 
may not always have been thought of as the earliest city.  That designation always had a 
political and ideological twist in a society that found its institutions legitimized by a deep 
and usually sacred past.  But no one in Mesopotamian denied Uruk’s importance.  And it 
managed to prosper through three thousand years after its heyday, even when it lost 
political control to outside powers.  That Uruk is the city of both the Great Goddess Inanna 
and the hero Gilgamesh is not an accident.  There is a good reason for thinking that Uruk 
was the First City in large measure because of the relationship between the goddess and 
the human she selected as her partner.  But that will require a bit of explanation. 

Early Periods: Ages of Inspiration, Domination and Maintenance 
Petr Charvát concludes his survey of Mesopotamian prehistory with a suggestion about 
Gilgamesh.  Could it be, he wonders, that the oppression of Uruk’s youth with which 
Gilgamesh opens derives from the political reorganization of Sumer after the decline of 
Uruk?15  We might add an additional wrinkle.  The Early Dynastic period saw a reduction 
of the status of the en to a ceremonial role while the lugal gained power.  What Charvát 
calls an “Uruk-less Uruk” may have produced a conflict between the two concepts of 
rulership, and the conflict was remembered in stories about Gilgamesh long after his reign 
in Early Dynastic times.  Charvát himself seems conflicted about the situation. 
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The three ages Charvát distinguishes are “pre-historic” in the modern sense that history 
begins with individuals.  His reference to Gilgamesh at the very end of the book suggests 
that he, like others before him, thinks of the legendary Uruk king as reflecting the 
emergence of the individual.  It is interesting to see how the great Uruk of the late 3rd 
millennium BCE, with its emphasis on the social roles of its elites (rather than the names 
of the officials), fits into his scheme of the three ages. 

The first he calls an “Age of Inspiration,” a long period from the 9th through the late 6th or 
early 5th millennia BCE (235).16  One of Charvát’s major claims is that even in this early 
age, characterized by the freedom of people to experiment and abandon failed projects, 
virtually a Golden Age, humans were as capable as moderns to think up innovative 
solutions to problems that arise. 

Our Uruk, which Charvát always emphasizes is a “corporate entity,” is a development at 
the end of the second age, an “Age of Domination.”  Uruk is the climax of changes that 
take place between the 5th and 3rd millennia BCE.  The brilliant inventions of Uruk, like 
true writing, the cylinder seal, and the plowshare, are part of a larger movement.  Key to 
the “Age of Domination” is sedentarization, the process that involved agriculture and 
animal husbandry.  For all its remarkable innovations Charvát sees a tremendous loss of 
freedom in this age.  Where earlier peoples could simply move on when conditions 
warranted it, the villages and then the cities could not as simply be abandoned. 

The leap between late 3rd millennium Uruk and the third age, which Charvát sees as an 
“Age of Maintenance,” spans several centuries.  He is largely concerned with the period 
from the 26th century BCE until the 24th century, when Sargon of Akkad transforms 
Mesopotamia once again.  The key development in this period takes place not in Uruk 
(“Uruk-less Uruk,” not nearly as dominant as before) but in the cities of Shuruppak, Kish, 
and Ur.  The innovations are first seen in Shuruppak, which the Sumerians considered 
the city of the great Flood, after which “kingship descended upon the earth” from heaven.  
At Shuruppak are found the earliest literary compositions like the proverb collection that 
is conceived as advice from a father to his son.  The first ritual texts and historical writings 
appear at this time.  (Charvát does not mention it, but the earliest literary form, the so-
called “Ea-Marduk” incantations (or “Divine Dialogues”), appear as well; the format 
always involves the Father, the god Enki, or Ea in his Akkadian form, giving advice to his 
son, Asalluhi, in Akkadian the god Marduk who becomes head of the pantheon in 
Babylon.  The advice consists of magical rituals to be performed, including magic 
formulas to be pronounced, in order to solve the problems the good Son has uncovered.) 

This, the age of kings like Gilgamesh, is in many ways a reversion to patterns that are very 
old and obscured by the great Uruk, which had taken such a different tack.  Probably the 
most striking feature is a renewed emphasis on kinship—the very thing Uruk avoided.  
The lugals and nins (which are now “Queens” but still are see seen in the names of male 
gods) gather wealth, protect it and display it, in temples, palaces, and in some cases in 
grave goods—as in the famous “royal tombs” of Ur. 
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Where Charvát’s reconstruction is difficult to follow is in the treatment of the en, which 
had been so central to the great 3rd millennium Uruk.  On the one hand, the power of the 
en appears to be reduced, headed in the direction of its virtual disappearance in parts of 
Mesopotamia during Akkadian periods.  The reduction in power had to be accomplished 
by the rise of kings.  Where, according to Charvát, the lugal in the earlier period was a 
lesser administrator, probably the head of the defensive fortifications that dotted the 
landscape, the kings of rival city-states gained their authority at the expense of the 
temple.17  Eventually, in the long event of Mesopotamian history, the roles of palace and 
temple would be reversed, in the sense that the early kings depicted themselves as 
builders and protectors of temples; later the temples would pay taxes to the palace.  
Charvát sees this early temple building as, ironically, an indirect way for the kings to 
accumulate more wealth for themselves, since they could arrange for the use of temple 
lands.  So even in the “Age of Maintenance” the palace could be said to profit from the 
pious offerings of the king. 

On the other hand Charvát is convinced that, for the first time in history, the throne (lugal 
and nin) and altar (en) were united, and he clearly sees this as an important development 
in human history.  As William Hallo had proposed before, the lugal as a title of great 
importance probably emerged in Ur.  In Uruk en continues to be a title of authority.  
Charvát himself recognizes that the first en for which we have a name in Early Dynastic 
Sumer was a certain Enshakushanna of Uruk,18 at a time when certain cities in Sumer 
were united in league that was probably centered in Nippur.  (The later Sumerian King 
List, from which is derived the idea that kingship descended after the Flood, lists the 
famous Enmerkar and others carrying the en name in different Uruk dynasties.) 

It may be, as Charvát suggests, that at this point in history palace and temple were united 
in a way that was never seen before (and may never have been seen later).  When we 
consider that the power of the en of Uruk derived from his union with the great goddess 
(who presumably selected him), the reduction of his authority in Early Dynastic Sumer 
may reflect that other conspicuous feature of the times, the bias toward the masculine and 
the suppression of the feminine in kinship-based societies—as well as in theology (?).  
Perhaps there was some justification for the much later Gilgamesh to see even in Uruk 
the great king’s oppression of the citizens, male and female, as the reason they cried out 
to the gods for justice.  (Their plea, we recall, lead to the creation of Enkidu, which 
initiated the adventures of the famous heroes.) 

Storytellers 
Middle Eastern storytellers liken their stories to beads on a string, precious ornaments 
that produce marvelous and unexpected effects on a golden necklace, like the 1001 Nights.  
The ancient masterwork, Gilgamesh, could be seen in that light.  But it might also, and 
better, be compared to those striking brick edifices that rose high over the flat, alluvial 
landscape of Summer, now southern Iraq.  Lacking resources of their contemporaries in 
Egypt, the Sumerians made due with what was, literally, at hand: the clay made into the 
millions of bricks that raised their buildings above the flood-prone land would also 
provide the twelve tablets on which Gilgamesh was written.  One might call them 
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briqueteurs.  We are beginning to see that they knew how to use the devices modern 
writers employ: narrative structures, literary figures, significant comparisons and 
contrasts, metaphors and metonymies, condensations and displacements. 

The architectonics of the collection of tales is a main purpose of this extended analysis of 
Gilgamesh.  The pieces, like brickwork, are sometimes just individual poetic lines and 
small constructions of parallel lines and chiasms; sudden juxtapositions; unusual choice 
of words; sometimes patterns of substitutions; miniature narratives and long speeches.  
The question is always in the background: is Gilgamesh a finished construction or a 
patchwork of individual pieces. 

The main narrative lines are visible.  Most follow a chronological sequence, but there are 
a few significant changes in that pattern.  Once we find ourselves in Uruk, the story 
involves the creation of Enkidu, his sexual encounter with a woman in the service of 
Ishtar, his preparation for city life (a civilizing process), his first encounter with 
Gilgamesh—a fight at the conclusion of which the two men become inseparable friends; 
preparations for and the encounter with Humbaba; a conflict with Ishtar that brings The 
Bull of Heaven into the city; the death of Enkidu, followed by Gilgamesh’s eulogy and 
elaborate funerary rituals; Gilgamesh’s arduous journey and his encounter with Siduri 
and Utnapishtim (and wife); and his return to Uruk.  If Tablet 12 fits into a coherent story, 
a point much debated, it nonetheless narrates a very different version of Enkidu’s death. 

And there are deviations from the strict chronological sequencing of events.  The most 
interesting may be the story of the Flood in Tablet 11.  The first lines of Tablet 1 are actually 
a kind of epilogue.  Several lines repeat exact lines at the end of Tablet 11.  That is, the first 
lines of the poem tell us that Gilgamesh will return to the city and in what 
physical/psychological condition he is in when he returns.  This anticipatory prologue 
elegantly establishes a large chiastic pattern, the kind of narrative composition favored by 
ancient storytellers.  It helps us to anticipate the center of the story, Tablet 6, which tells 
of Ishtar and The Bull of Heaven. 

What makes the Flood story in Tablet 11 intriguing is that it introduces a new storyteller, 
the sage Utnapishtim, who has survived the Flood and is thus in a position to tell 
Gilgamesh what is already an old story, set in the past.  We are invited to observe the 
reactions of the immediate audience of Utnapishtim’s story, Gilgamesh himself—and 
form our own opinions about the meaning of this puzzling tale. 

The Nature of Narrative 
In their Nature of Narrative Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg consider Gilgamesh the 
“earliest Western epic preserved in writing and also one of the most primitive.” It is more 
“primitive” than Beowulf or The Iliad.  “Primitive” in their sense means that the plot is 
episodic and narrate the deeds of a hero in a chronological sequence.19  They provide this 
account of the origins of epic literature.  Epic begins as a kind of anthology of heroic deeds 
in chronological order.  Its unity is the simple unity provided by its protagonist, who 
connects the events chronologically by moving in time from one to the other, and 
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thematically by the continuous elements in his character, and the similar situations which 
they inevitably precipitate.  Gilgamesh is certainly such an anthology, and it largely 
follows the hero’s deeds in chronological order.  (The two problems in this regard are the 
Seeion of the Flood story and the addition of a 12th Tablet with a different temporal scene 
of Enkidu’s death.) 

Key Literary Figures 
Life on the Sumerian floodplain required a good bit of ingenuity to survive.  In sharp 
contrast to the other well-known civilization in the ancient world, life on or near the Tigris 
and Euphrates rivers was much more stressful than life along the Nile.  Where Egypt’s 
river flooded land on either side of it every year, the very regularity of the process 
inscribed itself on the psyche of the people.  Just as the sun provided a predictable world, 
so the Nile could be counted on to provide a rich soil the farmers needed to feed the 
population.  Religious literature, like the massive buildings and the elaborate rituals, 
reflected a serene confidence in eternal cycles, including (at least for the pharaohs) an 
eternal life beyond the years on earth.  Such confidence is rare in Sumer, where the rivers 
were necessary for survival.  Maintaining dykes and irrigation ditches was a constant 
requirement—and anxiety.  The economy that depended upon agriculture and animal 
husbandry needed a reliable source of river water, especially in the Mesopotamian south, 
where rainfall was negligible.  The rivers wandered, however, and floods could destroy life 
and property as well as nurture the population. 

It is not surprising, then, that the dread of a catastrophe like the Flood produced the 
earliest stories of a cosmic flood.  The addition to Gilgamesh stories of the Flood story has 
caused great interest among scholars.  The sage who survives the Flood (abūbu) was not 
himself a Urukean, according to Gilgamesh; he lived in a city to the north of Uruk.  Uruk, 
of course, was destroyed like everything else.  For much of Sumer, one positive result of 
the Flood was that after the devastation kingship “descended” from the heavens.  Uruk 
had its own spin on events before the Flood: the names of the sages who lived before the 
Flood are different for the Urukeans.  Most importantly, what descended after the Flood 
was Inanna’s “house,” the temple Eanna. 

The majority of references to the Flood are, of course, in Tablet 11, when the story is told.  
But other references to the dreaded abūbu show how effective the Flood served the poet.  
Most of the references repeat the danger of the giant Humbaba, whose “voice is the 
Deluge.” Gilgamesh is praised early in Gilgamesh for restoring the religious centers 
destroyed by the Flood.  When Enkidu tries to persuade Gilgamesh to kill Humbaba, he 
urges Gilgamesh to “send the Flood” against the giant, like “cracking the whip” against 
him.  There is another reference to the Flood, apparently in a reported speech given to 
Enkidu in a dream-vision of the underworld.  The speaker seems to be the scribe-reporter 
of the underworld, Bēlet-sēri, but the text is very broken at this point and the point of 
referring to the Flood is, at the moment, lost to us. 

The gods themselves are often used for metaphorical purposes.  Since many of the deities, 
like Nisaba, goddess of wisdom but also of grain, are identified with their referents in 
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nature, they add resonance to otherwise plain descriptions.  Even if we consider 
Gilgamesh a god—the poem only indirectly, if at all, suggests the tradition that he 
becomes a judge in the underworld—there are of the many hundreds of god names fewer 
than fifty in Gilgamesh.  A good number of those cluster in the Flood story.  Storm gods 
like Adad and his henchmen, Shullat and Hanish, wreck havoc during the Flood, and are, 
in a sense, the Flood itself.  While they bring down the waters from the heavens, Errakal, 
a role or epithet of the warrior Nergal, rips up mooring poles and another god often 
identified with Nergal, Ninurta, also see to it that the waters below the earth rise up at the 
same time. 

A Note on Figurative Language and The Figural 
Lurking in the background of the literary analyses in these essays is an idea of 
representation derived from Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in their influential Anti-
Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia.  Their analysis of early Mesopotamian society 
in terms of “savages,” “barbarians,” and “civilized men,” has not found much of a 
following among Assyriologists, but they have much to say about writing and memory in 
what they call the “inscribing socius.”20 

In sharp contrast to the traditional and still very frequently employed use of “figure” in 
figurative language as a departure from the standard meaning or order of words, the 
figural is used in a very different way in Deleuze and Guattari.  He derives his usage mainly 
from Jean-François Lyotard.21  The most extensive treatment is in Lyotard’s Discours, 
figure (1971),22 in which he distinguishes between “discourse” and “figure.”  For Lyotard, 
discourse is “the condition of representation to consciousness by a rational order or 
structure of concepts.  Concepts or terms function as unit oppositionally defined by their 
position and relation within the virtual space that Lyotard calls textual or perspectival.”23  
Discourse is concerned with meaning or signification. 

By contrast, “The figural is an unspeakable other necessarily at work within and against 
discourse, disrupting the rule of representation.”24  The figural is used in literature and 
art, “variously evoked throughout Lyotard’s writing as the visible (figure/ground), the 
rhetorical (figural/literal), work, the Unconscious, the event, postmodern anachronism, 
the sublime affect or the thing.”25  While both Gilles Deleuze and Lyotard continued to 
write extensively after their work in the early 1970s about the figural in art and literature, 
especially about modern and postmodern figures, in many ways they followed parallel 
tracks.  Their work on the figural has major implications for ancient Near Eastern 
literature, I believe, much of which has not been worked out. 

The figural draws upon two important but discordant theories, the theory of the sign 
derived from the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure and the theory of gesture 
derived from the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty; challenges both theories; 
and joins them in a way that encounters textuality and  (related to signification) and vision 
(related to the phenomenology of gesture) “at the edge of discourse.”26  For Saussure the 
signifier is an arbitrary bearer of a concept, is “unmotivated.”  For Lyotard and Deleuze, 
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on the other hand, the visible sign in, say, the line of cuneiform signs that make up a text, 
functions as a figural “thickening” of the linguistic signifier itself. 

A poem like the Sumerian “Inanna and Enki” is of course a text, and might be considered 
a form of discourse.  The me function on one level as concepts.  A large group (#35-52) 
deal with sexual practices, intercourse, kissing, prostitution and the like.27  The me #37, 
gìš-du11-du11, “intercourse,” is paired, as it often is, with “kissing.”  The signifiers are not 
words, and they do not refer to things, according to Saussure; they are unmotivated 
(arbitrary) and differential, related to other signs in system of signs.  Just as there is 
nothing “fishy” about the phonemes that make up “fish” (or the graphemes that make up 
ku6), so the signifiers for sexual activities are mark the absence of all other signifiers in 
the system but do not directly signify the sexual acts.  The way the narrative operates in 
“Inanna and Enki,” though, by presenting figures for the characters who carry out actions, 
like Inanna viewing her own private parts and talking to herself, suggests a different 
dimension than the list of me.  (Lyotard would argue that copulation does not equal 
sexuality.)  Reading the tablet or a printed version of a transliterated cuneiform text opens 
a dimension analogous to the gap between the narrative in “Inanna and Enki” and its list 
of me.  Lyotard thinks that structural linguistics has failed to consider that the line (of 
signifiers, as in a line of text) “marks a figural space, it has the quality of a trace of the 
unrecognizable; it evokes an unreadability that is constitutive of the very possibility of 
recognition.”28 There is always “a figural coexistence of the plastic and the textual, of the 
line and the letter.”29 

Lyotard and Deleuze offer a deconstructive account of figurality in art and in poetry.  
(Poetic rhetoricity is analogous to anamorphosis in painting.)  “Poetry is the search for 
motivation in language not through direct contact with the real but through the twisting 
or rhetorical torsion of the flat table of linguistic space to the point where it becomes itself 
continuous, motivated, both in the traffic between words (e.g. in designation) and in the 
relation of words to (a) the surface, and (b) the event of their inscription.  The figural 
work of art is to block together the motivated and unmotivated in language.”30  In this 
view the traditional Western view of figurative language, as a distortion, a rhetorical 
modification that lets us see “chicken” as “coward” rather than as a barnyard fowl, an 
instrument, is inadequate.  Rhetoric is a figure rather than an instrument.31 The rhetoric 
figural evident in Sumerian poetry (although we may be just beginning to see its 
dimensions) as in English poetry evokes an incommensurability on three levels: (1) in the 
functioning of metaphor; (2) in the situation of metaphor within the system of tropes that 
constitute rhetoric; and (3) in the relation of rhetorical or figural language to the 
communicative function of literal language.32 

This is not the place to detail either the theory of figures or to show how the figures operate 
in Sumerian poetry.  Rather, it is an invitation to consider what I think is a more adequate 
theory of figuration than one finds in most literary theory and criticism today.  Bill 
Readings summarizes the view in this way.  “The figural…lies in the inevitable, impossible, 
undecidable co-existence of the radically heterogeneous orders of the literal, of the 
motivated and unmotivated, the visible and the textually encoded, in all discourse.”33  
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“Inanna and Enki,” with its play among different modes of discourse, is only the best 
example of this radical break with traditional views of figuration. 

Figures and Binary Oppositions 
Patterns familiar to poetry—and ordinary discourse, where we hardly notice them at all—
are found in Gilgamesh.  Any given appearance may have little significance, but when the 
patterns recur, they develop as leitmotifs and sometimes build to a crescendo where the 
“poetic” quality is obvious, even though the experts in Sumerian and Akkadian are still 
needed to point out the subtleties involved.34  Up/down, near/far, inside/outside, and 
light/dark are but a few oppositions that are developed in the poem.  Some, like the body 
seen from inside and out, turn out to be used quite differently than in the West, where the 
ancient Greek tendency to oppose mind and body is countered by a very different 
orientation in Mesopotamia. 

Some of the more obvious ones to watch for, though, are what George Lakoff and Mark 
Johnson call “orientational” metaphors.  These arise from the fact that we have bodies 
and organize concepts around the body in its physical environment. Lakoff and Johnson 
mention a number of orientational metaphors we use in ordinary language and are 
frequently encountered in literature: up-down, in-out, front-back, on-off, deep-shallow, 
and central-peripheral.35  I feel up one moment, but fall into a depression in another.  We 
wake up, but then drop off again to sleep.  We will see a character at the peak of health, 
who then falls ill and sinks fast.  The gods rank above us poor mortals, but some of us are 
socially inferior to others.  Lakoff and Johnson identify such binary oppositions in this 
way: 

 HAPPY IS UP; SAD IS DOWN 
 CONSCIOUS IS UP; UNCONSCIOUS IS DOWN 
HEALTH AND LIFE ARE UP; SICKNESS AND DEATH ARE DOWN 
 HAVING CONTROL OR FORCE IS UP;  
BEING SUBJECT TO CONTROL IS DOWN (p.15) 

Each of these has a physical basis.  Drooping postures and erect postures signal sadness 
and positive emotional states.  Humans lie down to sleep and stand up when awake.  
Illness often forces us to lie down.  Physical size frequently correlates with physical 
strength.  There are many such orientational metaphors that are so obvious that we rarely 
think about them.  Not only emotional states and physical well-being, but social status, 
virtue and vice--she has high standards, while he falls into an abyss of depravity—and 
even the distinction between the rational and the emotional fall into such categories.  All 
of these we will see acted out in the narratives of Gilgamesh.   

Mesopotamian society largely projected these distinctions onto the cosmos.  A god who is 
closely tied to Uruk, the one considered the highest god, dwells in the highest heaven is 
the Sumerian god An, in Akkadian Anu.  He is sometimes considered the “father” of the 
goddess Ishtar.  The name itself is transparently AN, that is, THE ABOVE.  Sumerian 
mythology finds a female counterpart in KI, THE BELOW.  The splitting of AN and KI 
creates the surface of the earth, where mortals dwell.  An important moment in the visual 
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arts of Mesopotamia is discovering the ground line, upon which humans stand or move.  
With the ground line the status of individual humans, deities, and demonic beings can be 
determined: the higher the rank, the taller the figure.36 

Some Metaphors They Lived By 
Much of the poetic richness of Gilgamesh comes from the use of metaphors that would 
have been obvious to Mesopotamians, especially those in the south like the Urukeans.  
Where some 2% of Americans are directly engaged in agriculture, Uruk’s wealth depended 
on it, and most people were engaged one way or another in the processes or products of 
the land.  Sumerian poetry already reflected those preoccupations.  The school curriculum 
included debates like that between “The Hoe and The Plow.”  Love poetry pitted The 
Shepherd against The Farmer.  Date palms, linen and wool, bread and beer, wild and 
domesticated animals provide images that, we shall see, add color and meaning to 
characters and episodes in Gilgamesh, of ten in a surprising way. 

Readers of narratives like Gilgamesh with strong storylines are naturally eager to get into 
the action.  The first episode begins at line 56 of Tablet 1, but the reader would be well-
advised to notice that key figures already appear in the first fifty-five lines.  One of the 
most significant discoveries about Gilgamesh is that a much older version began with 
what now is line 29.  The author of Gilgamesh introduced a prologue to the older 
prologue, much as many biblical scholars find in the opening of the Book of Genesis, 
where two creation stories appear, and the first one we read may have been composed 
much later than the second account of creation. 

Details will appear in later chapters, but at the outset it is worth observing that the two 
prologues offer two very different views of the hero Gilgamesh.  As I read the two, it 
appears that they open up a conflict that runs through the story as a whole.  We will see 
that the Gilgamesh legends developed at a time when the older concept of rule in Uruk, 
which involved the relationship between the Great Goddess and the “lord” or en she 
selected, came to be combined with the new form of rule, the king, or lugal.  The two 
prologues of Gilgamesh highlight the differences between the two forms of rule and 
anticipates the conflict that develops between them in the stories that follow. 

We first see Gilgamesh in his role as the en.  We are invited to see him upon his return to 
Uruk after a terrible and exhausting ordeal.  This opens up a whole series of figures that 
have particular relevance to Uruk.  There is, first, water.  In an area that receives very 
little rainfall, agriculture and animal husbandry—not to mention life itself—depended 
upon the use of rivers and the maintenance of an elaborate irrigation program.  The 
second word in the very first line of Gilgamesh indicates that Gilgamesh has seen the 
nagbu.  It is a difficult term to translate.  We would find it easier if the word were a more 
familiar term (in Akkadian as in English), apsû, a borrowing from the Sumerian abzu, 
which by twists and turns has come down to us as the abyss.  It had a special character in 
Mesopotamian thought, an immense body of water under the earth, a source of life but 
also of danger and even terror, when flooding—especially the great Flood itself—brought 
chaos to the world.  We will see how this is developed in Gilgamesh, but we might note 
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here that one reason for the importance of beer in the everyday life of Urukeans was that 
the brewing process purified the water that, without purification, could lead to serious 
illness. 

Why, then, choose nagbu, another source of water?  The Gilgamesh poet has a tendency 
to substitute unusual words and phrases for the more typical terms.  In this he follows a 
tendency in Akkadian poetry to prefer variation rather than strict repetition even when 
parallel lines say roughly the same thing.  Sumerian practice tended to prefer exact 
repetition.  In any case, the nagbu Gilgamesh sees (the verb is the third word in the first 
line of the poem) also has the meaning of “totality.”  Gilgamesh is the hero who has, as we 
might say it, “seen it all.” 

Not only has he seen the nagbu, Gilgamesh has gained a kind of wisdom.  In Gilgamesh 
seeing something contrasts with hearing something.  I will argue that the difference 
generates in Gilgamesh two very different sorts of “wisdom,” the wisdom of eye and ear. 

Gilgamesh returns exhausted.  But the terminology used to describe him at the end is 
familiar from healing rituals, and it raises the question if, in gaining wisdom, Gilgamesh 
has been healed—if not cured of his illness. 

Gilgamesh is characterized by his mobility—in both prologues.  In the First Prologue he 
has gone everywhere in the world and gained full understanding.  This is similar to the 
Second Prologue, except that here his mobility is temporal as well as spatial.  He learns of 
the past and brings back secrets, revealing what had been hidden. 

What he does with that knowledge and those secrets is different as well.  Only here do we 
see Gilgamesh writing, literally cutting his experience into a stone tablet.  Uruk was 
probably the site in which writing was invented, and Uruk advertised this important 
invention in written form, as might be expected, but also in the visual arts.  The only other 
character in the story who is described as writing is the goddess in the underworld who 
records the fates of the dead who arrive there. 

Gilgamesh is a builder.  He is given credit for building the extensive city walls that 
surrounded Uruk.  The poet is silent here about the need for city walls, with its suggestion 
that the walls indicate the increasing militarization of Mesopotamia.  Rather, the poet 
highlights the beauty and brilliant design of the walls.  (The poet uses another variation 
for the wise ones who set down the foundation of the walls: the “Seven muntalki” rather 
than the more usual “Seven Sages.”)  Modern readers have made much of this description 
of the walls, since the construction involves both artistic and engineering creativity and 
the promise of long-standing, if not eternal, art. 

Modern readers have not, generally, found as much to admire in the rest of the description 
of the city—the city within the walls.  But it has much to commend it.  Uruk is called Uruk-
of-the Sheepfold (supūru), or Uruk the Sheepfold, and it contains the sacred “storehouse” 
of the main temple complex, Eanna.  Eanna is also the dwelling place of the great goddess 
Ishtar, who in other myths, is said to have seized Eanna in the heavens and brought it to 
earth.  Imagining the city as a sheepfold and, a few lines further on, as a place containing 
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not only dwellings of citizens and a large clay-pit (connecting bricks, walls, temples, and 
also the main implement for writing, clay tablets) but also extensive cultivation of date 
palms reminds us that the Mesopotamian temple was a far different place than moderns 
imagine it to be.  The temple controlled large flocks of sheep, goats, and herds of other 
animals.  The domesticated animals helped Urukeans work the land, provided meat and 
dairy products, but were especially important to the textile industry, which was a source 
of great wealth, especially in the late 4th millennium BCE.  The temple also had, at its 
center, a storehouse of grain.  The most sacred place was imagined as both a dwelling of 
Ishtar and a storehouse of, mainly barley, whose cultivation was so productive that its 
surpluses provided Uruk with its capital to expand trade.  The temple was as much as 
central bank as it was a place of religious ritual. 

Twice in the brief First Prologue Uruk is described with Ishtar at the very heart of the city.  
I will argue that the relationship between Gilgamesh and Ishtar is central to a reading of 
the story as a whole. 

The First Prologue ends with an emphasis on the tablet on which Gilgamesh is written.  
We are asked to read the story of Gilgamesh as he himself wrote it. 

There is only a slight, indirect reference to Gilgamesh as a king in the First Prologue.  The 
Second Prologue, of about the same number of poetic lines, imagines Gilgamesh almost 
exclusively in terms of his kingship. It is not only that he was the greatest of kings, 
according to the poem, he extended the civilized world far beyond the city itself, opening 
passes in the uplands and digging wells in the mountains. 

Gilgamesh as a dominating physical presence is emphasized again and again.  He is a 
military leader—a feature only indirectly described in the hand-to-hand combat with two 
monsters.  Even the Flood is evoked in this section, for the courageous hero is both a wall 
of floodwaters attacking the enemy and a mighty floodwall protecting the citizens. 

The Second Prologue also emphasizes a feature often overlooked in thinking about 
Gilgamesh as a king.  At a certain point in history, kingship, unlike en-ship, became 
hereditary.  Like other great heroes celebrated throughout the world, Gilgamesh was fated 
from the start to achieve greatness.  He is, in that odd phrase, “2/3rd god, 1/3rd human.”  
That means, among other things, that he was still mortal.  But his fate was set by the high 
gods when the Great Goddess herself “drew” the “image of his body” and the crafty god, 
Nudimmud, “perfected his form.”  Even more important for kingship, however, is the 
emphasis on his parents, the Wild Bull Lugalbanda and the Wild Cow Ninsun. 

Where Gilgamesh the writer dominates the First Prologue, it is Gilgamesh who speaks in 
the Second Prologue.  There he boasts that he is a king like no other.  (Later in the story, 
his rival, who becomes his friend, shows his heroic spirit when his first words are a boast.) 

The Second Prologue also mentions the great search that will take Gilgamesh through the 
whole world, where he will finally meet the hero of the Flood, Utnapishtim.  He seeks 
“life.”  The Second Prologue does not comment on the difficulty of the search or the 
exhaustive, if not tragic end to the story, when Gilgamesh does not find exactly what he is 
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searching for.  It does, however, comment on the duties of a good king, restoring sacred 
places and holy rites that had been lost.  Kingship was a more “secular” role than was en-
ship, but the early kings always demonstrate the care they show for the temple.  From the 
perspective of the modern world it is hard to separate church and state, religion from a 
secular life in Mesopotamian thought.  But kings in Mesopotamia gradually tipped the 
balance in favor of the palace over the temple. 

Two different intimate relationships are already suggested in the two prologues.  The First 
Prologue emphasizes Gilgamesh’s complex relationship with the Great Goddess Ishtar.  
The Second Prologue on the other hand emphasizes his relationship with his father and 
mother.  Both will be developed later in the story. 

The reader who anticipates that Gilgamesh is a story about a man and his friend may 
already have noticed that neither prologue mentions, or even hints at, the friend, Enkidu.  
Now that the earliest Gilgamesh-related material, visual and literary, have been 
discovered and Enkidu is largely (sometimes completely) absent from those accounts, it 
is important that the most obviously intimate relationship in Gilgamesh has an early 
history all its own. 

Otherwise the prologues, consciously or not, establish key oppositions and figures of 
speech that will be developed as motifs in the narratives that follow. 

The Principle of Substitution 
What might have been dismissed as mere magic by the ultra-rationalist critics in our 
recent past is in some ways a fascination with metaphor. 

We would expect heroes like Gilgamesh and Enkidu to be tall and powerfully built.  We 
will also see that they develop an intimate relationship (as soon as they fight for 
dominance) that is indicated by spatial images.  The hero goes before his friend to protect 
him, but also stands behind him.  The beloved is that axe by his side.  He embraces the 
friend like a spouse.  Gilgamesh is so physically attractive that a goddess proposes 
marriage to him.  When he loses his friend, Gilgamesh acts like a lioness circling her cubs. 

There is a great deal of gender-bending in Gilgamesh.  The ones who serve the goddess 
Ishtar are especially important in this regard.  And Ishtar is present in a number of 
avatars, like the goddess Irnina in the mountains and the woman who runs the tavern, 
Siduri.   

More difficult for us is the way a piece of clothing, a statue, even a “name” can substitute 
for a person.  And a person can substitute for another.  In the Sumerian “Descent of 
Inanna to the Underworld,” when the goddess is slain by her sister, a substitute, her lover 
Dumuzi, is found for her—and Dumuzi’s sister offers herself as a substitute for him.  The 
complicated question of “sacrifice” (in rituals involving pure animals and other items like 
grain, flour, incense) in rare moments involves the killing of a substitute.  Only a few 
actual events have been recorded, but on an ominous occasion a king will become a 
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“gardener” while another man takes his place—and is killed when the event is over.  The 
principle of substitution can, then, have a tragic character. 

Two of the great gods in Gilgamesh are central characters in a Sumerian myth that many 
in the West would find scandalous.  The crafty god Enki, wisest of the Mesopotamian 
gods, gives to Inanna more than one hundred of the divine me, the powers that, in effect, 
run the universe.  In the West there is a long tradition that emphasizes the righteousness 
of god and the deceptiveness of an adversary, Satan.  In “Inanna and Enki, The Transfer 
of the Arts of Civilization from Eridu to Uruk,” gives at least three kinds of speech to 
Inanna.  (Inanna has tricked Enki in giving up the me, and when he sobers up he tries to 
get them back from her.)  The first is “forthright,” and that is what we would expect.  Then 
he gives her the art of “slanderous” and “ornamental” speech.37  These gifts the Judeo-
Christian-Islamic tradition would find problematic.  But Sumerian mythology makes 
clear elsewhere that these two deities are fully capable of using trickery to get their way. 

In Gilgamesh Enki is known by his Akkadian name, Ea, and the poet provides him with 
one of the best known uses of metaphor in Mesopotamian literature.  It occurs in a telling 
of the great Flood.  (Finding a Flood story in Gilgamesh excited the early scholars who 
worked with the text, and the Flood continues to fascinate readers of Gilgamesh.  There 
is a story that the man who discovered the tablet in Iraq and was the first to translate it, 
George Smith, became so excited as he read the tablet in the staid British Museum that 
he began to strip off his clothes.) 

In the biblical Flood the decision to kill off most of humanity is the evil, especially 
violence, enacted by humans.  The reason for the god Enlil’s bringing on the Flood is not 
made clear in Gilgamesh.  In another version it is the “noise” that humans make—possibly 
a reference to the problem of overpopulation.  At any rate, the crafty Ea disagrees with 
Enlil’s plan to destroy humankind.  Ea’s problem is that he is bound by oath not to leak 
the plan.  He deals with this problem by speaking to his human “servant,” not directly but 
through a reed wall. 

His servant, Utnapishtim, a major figure in Tablets 10 and 11 of Gilgamesh, then faces 
another problem.  He has to bring the community together to build the great boat—a 
problem the biblical Noah does not have to deal with—even though he knows they will all 
be killed in the Flood.  Ea provides him with a solution. 

Utnapishtim tells the community of the Flood, but in such an ambiguous way that they 
will not understand what he is saying.  The speech he gives to his people is a sustained 
example of deceptive speech.  Utnapishtim, as I read the passage, both tells the truth and 
tells it “slant,” as Emily Dickinson once put it.  He does so by carefully manipulating 
metaphors.38  The details of this remarkable speech—in a narrative context in which the 
storyteller Utnapishtim is challenging Gilgamesh to figure out the subtleties of the Flood 
story—will be taken up later, in Chapter Eight.  Suffice it here to mention that 
Utnapishtim tells his people that he will have to leave his city, that he will not longer walk 
on Enlil’s ground but will travel to Ea’s watery dwelling.  Meanwhile, the gods will rain 
plenty on the people, an abundance of birds and a profusion of fish, a veritable harvest of 
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grain and a shower of cakes.  The people do not take this as a world turned upside down, 
and for their hard work, they are rewarded by the greatest party they will ever enjoy.  
When it comes, the Flood will be described in such vivid and violent way that even the 
gods are terrified by the results of their decision to destroy humankind. 

Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
Dumuzi—or as he is known in Gilgamesh, Tammuz—was selected as a sag, or substitute, 
for Inanna when she was trapped and killed in the underworld.39  In addition to mythic 
literature involving this, the most famous en of Uruk, Dumuzi is featured in a number of 
rituals and magical operations where a replacement is needed, especially when a person 
is gravely ill.40  The physician-exorcist Sîn-leqi-unninnī who is thought to have written 
Gilgamesh would certainly have known this material.  In “The Descent of Inanna to the 
Underworld,” Inanna is resurrected with the help of Enki, but she is detained in the 
underworld until a substitute is found for her.  Dumuzi is chosen when two others who 
were properly respectful of the goddess escaped the tragic decision.  He resists the 
decision, tries to flee, and is captured, tortured and killed.  When the grim demons capture 
him, Dumuzi appeals to the Sun God for help.  He is, after all, the “spouse” of Inanna 
(dam dingir-ra) and therefore no longer “mortal” (lú nu-me-en, line 370).  The Sun God 
Utu helps him to escape from his captors, but Dumuzi is seized again.  Inanna decrees his 
fate, but modifies it, as we have seen, by allowing Dumuzi’s sister, Geshtinanna, to take 
his place in the underworld for half the year.  Inanna places her spouse among the 
immortals (line 412). 

One crucial passage in Tablet 7 of Gilgamesh is missing.  The gods are in council we know, 
but there is a gap in the text that tells us of the gods’ deliberations.  The passage is 
normally filled in by a version in the Hittite language.41  Gilgamesh and Enkidu stand 
accused of killing both Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven. Anu thinks that one of the men 
should die for the offenses. The Sun God tries to help, claiming that the gods themselves 
ordered the killings,42 but his objection is dismissed.  Gilgamesh will live, but Enkidu 
must die.  The second half of Gilgamesh narrates the death of Enkidu and its effect on 
Gilgamesh. 

Enkidu becomes, in effect, a substitute for Gilgamesh.  Throughout the story the two 
heroes are virtually identical.  In the cylinder seal impressions of the scenes showing the 
killing of Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven, the two heroes are imagined in a way that 
was very ancient: the two heroes on either side of a central adversary.43  Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu are just about equal in height; but they are clothed differently, and Enkidu 
preserves the body of the animal he was at his birth.  (Recall the long-haired acolyte 
accompanying the en in early Urukean cylinder seal images.)  They are equal, but 
different. 

I will argue that the presentation of the heroes as virtually equal has profound 
implications for Gilgamesh as a whole.  The details—how Enkidu was created as a rival to 
Gilgamesh, how the wrestling match was virtually a tie, how the mother of Gilgamesh 
adopts Enkidu, and, of course, how the two heroes act together in taking down Humbaba 
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and The Bull of Heaven—will be taken up later.  What strikes me as a brilliant move by 
the author of Gilgamesh, making them almost but not quite identical, is the culmination 
of the evolution of Enkidu through more than a thousand years of Gilgamesh stories. 

The changing perception of Enkidu over the centuries in Mesopotamia has been 
documented by Jeffrey H. Tigay in The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic.44  In many 
respects the development of Enkidu over time reflects the evolution of the Gilgamesh 
stories into a unified whole.  In Gilgamesh stories older than the Gilgamesh collection, 
Enkidu moves from being the “slave” of Gilgamesh to his intimate “friend” and constant 
companion.  (The term “slave” is usually softened in translations to “servant,” but as both 
the biblical and the Islamic traditions show clearly, to be a “slave” of God is both an 
accurate representation of the relationship and an exaltation of the one with the lower 
status.  The transfer of a title from divine/human to king/subject is anything but 
demeaning in some early societies, even those who kept slaves in mainly difficult and 
certainly oppressive circumstances.)  The development of Enkidu’s roles can be seen in 
Sumerian and Akkadian literature from the Old Babylonian period (early 2nd millennium 
BCE) into 1st millennium texts. 

The recent discovery of even earlier Gilgamesh texts shows the evolution of Enkidu in 
even greater clarity.  It is unlikely that literature earlier than the “Presargonic” period 
(otherwise known as the Early Dynastic era) will come to light.  Two documents that are 
the earliest Gilgamesh texts are “The Birth of Gilgamesh” and “The Early Dynastic Hymn 
to Gilgamesh.”  Both will be taken up later.  “The Birth of Gilgamesh” does not 
(unsurprisingly) refer to Enkidu, but it does point out an unusual feature of the late 
Gilgamesh: the birth and death of Enkidu, that is, his entire life story, is given at 
considerable length.  The birth and death of Gilgamesh himself are only suggested, if at 
all.  This gives us a tale of two heroes, one from birth to death, but the other as already an 
adult.  Like most commentators on Gilgamesh I see important changes taking place in the 
adult Gilgamesh.  It has even been called a coming of age story.  While the events in 
Gilgamesh may have been accomplished in a matter of weeks, Gilgamesh himself appears 
to move from callow youth through difficult experiences to a mature, almost an old, man.  
Like most, I see this as a growth in “wisdom,” and I will argue that the evolution of 
Gilgamesh is full of subtle changes. 

“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” is a most important recent contribution to 
Gilgamesh literature.  It provides a transition from earlier visual images of an Urukean 
hero to the more familiar figure of the 2nd and 1st millennia.  It indicates briefly many of 
the stories that make up the Gilgamesh collection.  But it does not, apparently, know 
anything about Enkidu. 

The Great Gods of Gilgamesh 

Ishtar of Uruk = Inanna 
The temple complex in Uruk known as Eanna was the center of city life from the 5th 
millennium BCE into the first century of the Common Era.  The compound of some 3000 
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square feet contained many buildings and courtyards.  At its peak in the 4th millennium 
BCE Uruk grew into the largest city in antiquity, equaled only by Rome at the height of its 
power.  It has been called the First City (though Mesopotamians would not have called it 
this) because it saw the almost unimaginable development of a social system with a 
complex bureaucracy, maintained by records kept in the world’s earliest development of 
true writing; the invention of the cylinder seal and the plowshare; the expansion of a 
system of irrigation to water long rows of, mainly barley, the world’s earliest known 
money (distributed as rations).45  Virtually all aspects of “civilization” are evident at this 
early stage of Uruk’s development.  Sumerians there celebrated their achievements in the 
visual arts and, later, in literature. 

Uruk’s Eanna temple was one of three devoted to the worship of Inanna in the collection 
of Temple Hymns attributed to the poet/princess/priestess Enheduanna, who lived in the 
Akkadian Period late in the 3rd millennium BCE.  Here is Enheduanna’s portrait of Eanna, 
the “home” of its “princess,” Inanna.46  (Kullab, mentioned in the first line, was once a 
separate settlement but later was assimilated to the city of Uruk.) 

 House of the great me in Kullab 
 its platform flourishing with fresh green fruit, amazing, 
 descending from the very heart of Heaven 
 temple built for the Bull 
 
House of Heaven 
House with seven corners 
 with seven fires fired at midnight 
surveying with seven pleasures 
its princess on the pure horizon 
 
Your Lady Inanna 
throws the ever-rolling dice made of stone 
adorning the woman and covering the man's head with a cap 
the one with a suh-crown of lapis 
dragon of the Nigin-gar 
 
Queen of Heaven and Earth, Inanna, 
has built a house in your precinct, 
Eanna, 
and taken her seat upon your dais. (Temple Hymn #16)47 

The poet addresses the temple directly and provides a brief description of the features 
that fit the goddess who dwelt there.  The poet then goes on to speak to the temple about 
Inanna in a more direct way.  The “house” itself is radiant, and it contains (under the 
control of Inanna) the divine me, something like the software that operates the universe.  
If it is a house of power, it is also a place of desire: the fresh fruit, with its “irresistible 
ripeness,” is a metaphor for libido.48  As we shall see in Gilgamesh, desire, kuzbu 
(Sumerian hili), is itself a cosmic power invested in Inanna especially among the gods, 
and infused by the gods into humans (and animals).   
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Eanna is also described as a house that “descended” from the heavens.  This is a striking 
example of the individuality and power of Inanna herself.  The myth of Inanna stealing 
the “House of Heaven” from the heaven of her “father,” the creator god An, is purely 
Urukean.  Without her father’s permission, Inanna seized the house and removed it to 
earth, thus gaining all the power and authority it represented.  The temple is also called a 
“shrine built for the bull,” which may refer to The Bull of Heaven, who will reappear in 
Tablet 6 of Gilgamesh. 

A number of Old Akkadian cylinder seal-impressions depicts a kind of architectural 
structure—quite possibly a “house,” that is, a temple—carried on the back of a bull.  Some 
indicate the bull descending a mountain.  Such a story is told in the myth “Inanna and 
AN,” where the AN refers both to “Heaven” itself—the “Above”--and to the Father of 
Inanna, father of the gods generally, whose name is An.  The poem tells of Inanna's 
outrageous and dangerous act: she has stolen the House of AN from her father.  The father 
is furious and tries everything he can to stop her on the journey, which ends up at Uruk.  
One cylinder seal depicts an en in a boat along with the Bull carrying what may be the 
House through the swampy waters, as the myth, though the text fragmentary at this point, 
implies. 

Once she has established the House in Uruk, the Father relents.  He is forced to agree that 
Inanna, not her father, now rules the universe. 

In this Temple Hymn (lines 198-209 of the collection) the seven corners, seven fires, and 
seven desires of Eanna seem to point to rituals held during the night, while Inanna was 
seen in her cosmic aspect as the Evening Star and the Morning Star (the planet Venus).  
We know from very early Uruk texts that different offerings were made to Inanna under 
these two (and other) aspects of the goddess. 

When the poet turns more directly to Inanna, she she points to the goddess as a “pure 
one” and “the whole horizon,” once again emphasizing her singularity and her cosmic 
power.  Inanna throws “stone dice,” likely a metaphor for her power to change fate.  She 
is one of few high gods who could claim such an awesome authority.  This power is 
specified in the lines that differentiate gender roles according to what women and men 
are expected to wear.  (The line about “covering the head of” the man might refer to a 
helmet, associating Inanna with warfare—or the “cloth” covering may possibly refer to the 
characteristic rolled cap of the en.)  What this line anticipates, but does not state explicitly, 
is the power of Inanna to change female into male and male into female.  We know of 
cross-dressing rituals in which the men and women in the service of Inanna wore 
garments that combined masculine and feminine aspects.  (This may remind readers of 
Shakespeare who, many millennia later had Antony and Cleopatra in their erotic 
encounters exchanging clothes and sword.) 

Inanna is “crowned with lapis lazuli desire,” that is, both she and her temple wear the 
precious decorative stones—exhibiting “desire,” the most conspicuous element in this 
early poetic treatment of the great goddess.  We will see her, and these aspects, in 
Gilgamesh under her Akkadian name of Ishtar. 
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The Temple Hymn to Inanna is followed immediately by a hymn to Dumuzi (in Akkadian 
texts, Tammuz), the most famous of the mythical lovers of Inanna/Ishtar. 

Ea of Eridu = Enki 
Next to Inanna/Ishtar, the Sumerian god Enki, Akkadian Ea, is probably the deity most 
frequently represented in the visual arts and in literature and ritual texts.  He is nearly as 
complicated a figure as Inanna.  Even their attendant gods reflect that complexity.  
Inanna’s Ninshubur has a name (beginning with Nin) that could be male or female; 
he/she is depicted in art as having attributes of both sexes, wearing a beard and carrying 
a bow at the same revealing a shapely, feminine leg, as shown in a number of cylinder 
seal-impressions. (Inanna/Ishtar is also represented at times with her bow and a beard—
and with her charming erotic qualities.) 

Enki is actually given precedence in the collection of Temple Hymns: Hymn #1. 

Enki/Ea’s Isimud, his attendant, for his part is a Janus-figure, a god with two faces.  Enki 
is a god who, among many traits, is known for what is usually called “wisdom.”  Virtually 
all ancient cultures have important notions of “wisdom.”  We will see that in Gilgamesh 
the Sun God displays a certain kind of wisdom.  The wisdom of Enki/Ea is much different, 
darker, more complex, more like the cunning of an expert problem-solver.  He is a crafty 
god, capable of subverting any order.  A trickster, Enki, like Inanna, is an expert 
manipulator of words.49 

One Sumerian tradition has it that Enki’s city, Eridu, was the original city on earth.  Like 
An, Enki is one of the “older” gods, a generation or two removed from deities like Inanna 
and Utu.  He lived in the time of origins and is a powerful creator. His temple in Eridu, 
the E-Engur, House of the Abyss, is the first to be praised in the Temple Hymns collection. 
(Enki may mean “en (LORD) of KI,” the Great Below.  He is represented often as living 
underwater in a dwelling that is so dark that it cannot be penetrated.) 

Temple Hymn #1 is a relatively long poem in the collection at 23 lines.  (The second 
Temple Hymn, which praises the god some Sumerian traditions consider the most 
powerful of the high gods, Enlil, is given, in contrast only thirteen lines.)  Enki's “House” 
in Eridu, E-unir—a temple that is itself a ziggurat—was originally a small cube-like 
structure but was expanded many times over the centuries. 

 

 House that is a ziggurat growing Heaven and Earth together, 
 the great banqueting hall of Eridu, 
 shrine of the Abzu, built for its prince, and 
 E-du-kug, House that is a holy mound, 
 where pure food is eaten, 
 watered by the prince's pure canal, 
 Mountain, the pure place scrubbed clean with potash, 
 Abzu, 
 your tigi-drums belong to the great me. 
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 Your great surrounding walls stands strong. 
 Light cannot reach the meeting-place where the god dwells. 
 Your well-constructed House is sacred, 
 and has no equal...a beautiful place. 
 
 Your prince—the Great Prince—has firmly fixed a holy crown 
 for you in your precinct. 
 
 Eridu! With a crown placed on your head,  
 bringing forth thriving thorn-bushes, 
 pure thorn-bushes for the susbu-priests. 
 Abzu!  The shine is yours, your great place. 
 
 Where you call upon Utu, 
 at the oven bringing bread to eat, 
 on your ziggurat-- 
 a wonderful shrine stretching toward Heaven, 
 at  the great oven that rivals the banqueting-hall, 
 your prince, the Prince of Heaven and Earth... 
 can never be changed.... 
 Nudimmud has built a House in your precinct. 
 E-engurra—the House of Subterranean Waters-- 
 has taken his seat upon your dais. (Temple Hymn #1)50 

A number of Sumerian “contest” poems have survived, and quite a number of them 
appear in curriculum lists for use in the scribal schools: “Sheep vs. Grain,” “Hoe vs. Plow,” 
“Bird vs. Fish,” “Winter vs. Summer” and the like.51  Enki, as we will see in Gilgamesh, is 
the god who most likes contests.  In a number of myths Enki is pitted against goddesses, 
and the contests are in doubt up to the end.  One of the most astonishing contests has 
Inanna tricking the Trickster and winning the precious me for herself and for her city.  
“Inanna and Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization from Eridu to Uruk” is a unique 
text because it contains a list of more than one hundred of the divine me, powers that are 
particularly important to a Sumerian view of the organization of a city-state.52  The poem 
begins with Inanna viewing her own genitals in preparation for a journey from Uruk to 
Eridu.  There she gets Enki intoxicated, and in that state he gives her the me.  When she 
departs and he sobers up, he tries desperately to get them back (by sending monsters to 
attack her boat).  She manages to return safely to Uruk with her cargo.  In a great 
celebration Enki becomes reconciled to Inanna. 

In the Temple Hymn #1 Eridu’s sacred mountain grew, splitting the Above and the Below.  
Eridu, on the earth that divides heaven and the underworld, has its roots in the “dark 
interior” of the abzu (Akkadian apsû), from which we get our deep “abyss.”  The water 
that is always emblematic of Enki—cylinder seal impressions show him with streams (and 
sometimes fish) issuing from his shoulders—provides for the cultivation of plants and for 
the purification of places like Enki’s mountain and the wall surrounding the temple. 
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Enki’s temple in Eridu, by the way, is the earliest brick building that has been discovered.  
From a very small beginning, with a building no more than ten feet square, the Sumerians 
kept covering the temple with increasingly large structures.  Not surprisingly the 
Sumerians considered Eridu the first city.  The small, early temple is dated ca. 4900 BCE, 
and it was covered some eighteen times thereafter until about 3800 BCE.53 

The creator god was known for his “wisdom,” as the Temple Hymn attests.  So important 
was Enki that a catalog of texts and authors (a catalog that identifies Gilgamesh and Sîn-
leqi-unninnī, by the way) claims that Enki was the author of the most important, mainly 
religious and magical texts.54  Enki was followed by works authored by the sages who were 
thought to have emerged from the depths in the form of fish and instructed humans in 
their earliest days on earth.  The sages were followed by “experts” and other humans.  The 
catalog arranges the lists in a hierarchical way, with, of course, Enki at the very top.  (Note 
that the Temple Hymn refers to Utu the Sun God in his role as the dispenser of Justice, a 
role that required a different sort of wisdom.  Both forms are evident in Gilgamesh.) 

Illil of Nippur = Enlil 
Much of what is written about Sumer and the Sumerians is centered on the King of the 
God, Enlil, and his holy city of Nippur.  The emphasis on Enlil and Nippur derives from 
the excellent excavation work on the city and the large finds of important documents.  
There is no question that for a good part of the 3rd millennium BCE Enlil and Nippur was 
regarded with awe.  Nippur has been considered something like a Vatican for the 
Sumerian city-states.  It was the center of an economic network, the Kengir League, 
which, it now seems replaced Uruk as the center of such a league.  More than Akkad or 
Ur, Uruk was diminished in importance (if not in size or economic clout) by Nippur. 

The importance of Enlil will appear in episodes of Gilgamesh involving Humbaba and the 
Flood—long after the Babylonians and Assyrians had gained dominance in Sumer.  The 
formula that still designated the highest gods in the pantheon remained the same, An, 
Enlil, and Enki (or in Akkadian, Anu, Enlil, and Ea) in that order.  Though he was not 
“first” in the list, he remained the most powerful of the gods, the King of the Gods.  By the 
Early Dynastic period (ca. 3100-2390 BCE) Nippur had been elevated to the “cosmic 
center of the universe,” in the words of W. G. Lambert.55  It is no coincidence that the title, 
King of the Gods, comes from the very period in which kingship emerged as the major 
force in Mesopotamian life, the palace finally outstripping the power of the temple.  
Gilgamesh is thought to have lived (ca. 2600 BCE) in that period, and at least part of the 
fascination with Gilgamesh was the conflict poets saw in him between kingship, which 
was rooted in military matters, and the “weak king” rule of the en (usually translated 
“lord”) in places like Uruk. 

Nippur had become a center for writing.  Excavators have found some 30,000 clay tablets 
there.  Many are “school tablets,” written by students in cuneiform, a study that took many 
years to master.  Much of what we know about Sumerian myth and literature comes from 
tablets written originally or copied in Nippur.  A catalogue of texts to be used in the 
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schools includes, rather prominently, Gilgamesh stories in Sumerian—and the Temple 
Hymns cited here to give us a glimpse of the great gods and their “houses.”56 

Although the name Enlil looks like a Sumerian name meaning something like en (“lord”) 
of lil (“air” or “wind”), the name was probably pronounced Illil, and it has been suggested 
that the name was not originally Sumerian, but Semitic I-lu-lu,57 a form of the word god 
itself, a name that shows up in the earliest Akkadian texts as ‘Il.  This is not altogether 
surprising, since Nippur was located much farther to the north than Uruk, Ur, Larsa, 
Eridu and other cities in the south, close to the Euphrates River.  Nippur (or Nibru) is 
closer to the northern cities that were dominated by Semitic peoples—Akkad, Babylon, 
and Sippur (not to mentioned the even farther northern Assyrian cities like Nineveh)—
than to cities like Uruk. 

Enlil’s temple, the Ekur, is second in the collection of Temple Hymns.  Only Enki’s Eridu 
takes precedence in that collection.  The first few lines (of 13 total) are incomplete, but 
they point to Enlil's role in determining fates (nam-tar) and to the House raised with a 
ziggurat.  The description is noteworthy in identifying architectural features: door-jambs, 
architrave, pilasters, the peak and the base of the structure.  The poem seems to situate 
the temple, in Nippur, to the right and left of Sumer and Akkad, that is, at the center of 
the southern and northern territories.  As in the first hymn the god is considered its nun, 
usually considered a “prince,” and en, usually translated as “lord.”  Enlil, like Enki, has 
the important title en prominent in his name. 

 Where the text is complete we hear: 

 House of Enlil, your interior is cool,  
 your exterior determines fates. 
 Your door-jambs and architrave are a mountain summit. 
 Your pilasters project a dinified montain. 
 Your peak is a...princely platform. 
 Your base holds together Heaven and Earth. 
 
 Your nun the great nun Enlil, the good en, 
 the en who measures the limits of Heaven, 
 the en who determines fate, 
 the Great Mountain (kur-gal), 
 
 Enlil has built a House in your precinct, 
 the E-kur, Mountain House, 
 and taken his seat upon your dais. (Temple Hymn #2)58 

The hymn actually provides little detail either about the temple or its divine inhabitant.  
Where the southern temples are differentiated in ways that reflect the cities where they 
are located and the territories around them, the Ekur (which may mean “Mountain 
House”) is a temple like a mountain at the navel of the universe.  Mesopotamian thought 
located the original home of gods, and the place where they assembled, in the “Great 
Above,” in the heavens.  Nippur stands high at the place where earth and heaven meet, 
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where a connection can be made between gods and humans.  Then, rather than seeing the 
city and its main temple in relation to its countryside, the poet sees all of Sumer and 
Akkad, south and north, a territory that spreads to the outer edge of heaven.  In other 
words, the poet sees a world empire, not a city-state. 

Enlil, who for all his power in Mesopotamian theology, has fewer roles to play in 
Mesopotamian literature than the other high gods, and has little depth or complexity of 
character.  He is the fixer of destinies, and he is the prince and lord of the universe.  Even 
literature that is appreciative of Enlil’s power sees him mainly as an elemental force, 
perpetually angry.  We will see how this vision of the King of the Gods plays out in 
Gilgamesh. 

Shamash of Sippar = Utu of Larsa 
While the other gods were primarily Sumerian deities who persisted through many 
centuries, picked up additional attributes as they were associated with other gods 
(especially those who were originally Semitic deities), and expanded their influence far 
beyond their original homes, one very prominent figure in Gilgamesh is the Sun God, 
known in Sumer as Utu and in the north as Shamash.  (The root letters in Sh-m-sh have 
cognates in all Semitic languages and support the common term for “sun” in those 
languages.)  The increasing importance of the Sun God in Gilgamesh provides one of the 
clearest examples of the “evolution” of the Gilgamesh series from Old Babylonian times 
through the Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh.  Now it is clear that the roles of the Sun God 
were expanded in Mesopotamian culture as the Semitic north gained power.  Babylonians 
and Assyrians gave greater importance to the Sun God than the Sumerians had done in 
the south.  It is becoming increasingly clear that the Sun God’s holy city, Sippar, replaced 
Enlil’s holy city of Nippur as one might call it an ideological center of the culture.  It was 
Sippar that provided the ideological (mythological and ritual) cover for the new city, 
Babylon, not vice-versa. 

The Sumerian gods, Inanna, Enki, and Enlil, are excellent examples of an ideological 
principle that was quite different from the northern imperial principles seen in Akkad, 
Babylon, and Assyria.  Inanna, Enki, and Enlil, though their influences extended widely 
throughout Mesopotamia in the north as well as the south, remained tied to their original 
homes in the city-states of Uruk, Eridu, and Nippur.  Their lands were their possessions, 
and the border of one city-state was the border of another.  There was no real “empty” 
land, and the principle support the relatively weak kingships that developed in those 
cities.  Akkadians, Babylonians and Assyrians, whose strong kingships derived from long 
traditions of tribal chieftains, much more easily adopted the framework of empire. 

The Sumerian “home” of Utu, the city-state of Larsa, was close enough to Uruk that the 
temple towers of one could be seen from the other.  Utu appears in Sumerian myth and 
literature frequently as a youthful “brother” of Inanna.  Unlike the powerful Uruk, this 
sister city of Larsa never gained the economic or political importance of places like Ur and 
Nippur.  The influence of Utu was largely benign, but it was nothing like the sun gods of 
other cultures.  (Egypt provides a very striking contrast.) 
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Since the sun appears always to be on the move, the Mesopotamian Sun God ranges freely 
over territories that remained largely unknown to humans.  While he had a home in Larsa, 
he was thought to have a resting place at the border of the underworld, and during the 
night, after rest, he resumed a cycle that included a journey through the underworld, 
frequently imagined as a journey on a dragon-boat. 

The evolution of the Sun God in the north may have been at least in part urged by this 
free-ranging movement, which prepared the way for imperial conquest and expansion.  
In one period, the Old Akkadian period (ca. 2400-2200 BCE), the period that saw the 
world first great empire under Sargon of Akkad, Shamash of Sippar came to be seen as a 
warrior, contesting (perhaps daily) with two aggressive monsters, the lion with human 
hands known as Big Day (ugallu), and the Bison-Man (kusarikku).59 As frequently 
happens in Mesopotamian ideology, the aggressive figures who are defeated by the gods, 
mastered and tamed, become assimilated to the triumphant gods and serve them. 

Shamash’s contests with Big Day and the Bison-Man seem not to appear in literature, but 
they are frequently represented in the visual arts.60  As we shall see, this aspect of 
Shamash will have an impact on Gilgamesh stories very early and throughout the 
evolution of those stories. 

An Old Akkadian cylinder seal-impression appears to represent a great goddess, probably 
Inanna (center), flanked by contests to left and right.  The small human on the left may 
be a servant of the large figure to the left of Inanna.  The nude hero himself wears the 
characteristic cap of Gilgamesh but with the horns conspicuously on the cap.  The horns 
indicate that he has (or will be) deified.  He is defeating a deified figure on a mountain: 
this may represent the battle between Gilgamesh and Humbaba. 

To the right of the goddess is another large figure defeating a bull on a mountain.  Note 
that the bull wears a horned cap.  It is possible that this scene represents Enkidu defeating 
The Bull of Heaven.  Together the scenes appear to show the two great victories over 
powerful divine agents.  If the central figure is Inanna, the scene would foreshadow her 
outrage over the heroes killing The Bull of Heaven.  One of the heroes is condemned to 
death for the outrage—and Enkidu is the hero who will be condemned. 

[Fig. 7: Old Akkadian Seal 10 (A.142), Delaporte 1923 (1910)]61 
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The Temple Hymns collection includes two Utu temples, one in Larsa and the second in 
Zimbir (= Sippar).  The Sippar temple hymn is longer (fourteen lines to nine lines) than 
the Larsa hymn.  The contrast between the Sumerian Utu and the Semitic Shamash is not 
as evident as what appears to be a conscious effort to associate the two.  Such an 
association is characteristic of the period when Sumer had been defeated by Sargon of 
Akkad and taken over into an empire.  Sumerian gods were assimilated to Akkadian ideas 
of divine kingship. 

The Temple Hymns begin in the traditional Sumerian strongholds and end in the area of 
the new, northern capitol. 

The Sippar hymn (#38)62 refers to Utu as nun, en, and lugal.  He is a judge, pronouncing 
judgment “where the sun rises.”  He wears a beard and ties on the suh (a crown?) at night. 

The center of the hymn indicates the sun’s beneficent influence on people and animals. 
When the en sleeps, the people sleep; when he rises, they rise.  The “black-headed” people 
bathe before him.  The references to animals are intriguing, but the lines are broken.  
There is a reference to “the bull” (gu-de) and people prostrating themselves, but it is not 
clear to whom they prostrate themselves.   Similarly, the herds pasture before Utu, but 
the sentence is not complete.  If the bull and the beard are at all related, one might see a 
reference to the Bison-Man, the kusarikku (Sumerian alim and gud-alim), mastered by 
and assimilated to the Sun God. 

The temple of Utu in Larsa is shorter (ll. 169-77) and the lines are also somewhat broken, 
but they appear to refer to “shining horns” (aggressive, and holy), and a beard of lapis 
lazuli.  They appear to be associated with the “shining bull” that lifts its neck to Utu.  That 
is, the shining bull (gu2, a ninda2 babbar2) is the temple itself, embodiment, perhaps of 
the mythic animal with which Utu fights and then is assimilated to Utu once it is mastered.  
The temple is called Ebabbar for the sun’s radiance that is so conspicuous in the poetic 
description of Utu’s home.  Located some six miles from Uruk, the temple, according to 
the poet, could be seen from a section of Uruk, Kullab, once a separate settlement.   

The hymn reads: 

 House sent from Heaven 
 visible in Kullaba, 
 shrine E-babbar, glowing House, 
 glowing Bull. 
 Lift your neck to Utu who [rules] the sky. 
 
 Your glowing horns are fierce, 
 beard silver and lapis lazuli.... 
 
 Your nun, the powerful sunlight, en... 
 of the true word, 
 who brightens the horizon, 
 who brightens the sky's...vault: 
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 Utu, lugal (king) of E-babbar, 
 has built his House in your precinct, 
 House Larsa, 
 and taken his seat upon your dais. (Temple Hymn #13)63   

A Sumerian hymn to Utu of Sippar (Zimbir) adds detail to this portrait.64  There he is a 
“great hero” and a “great physician,” and one who decrees judgments through the lands.  
Mainly, though, he is a young god, a bison running over the mountains, a young wild cow, 
a gazelle, a bull, a cedar tree.  Especially, as he is in Sumerian love poetry,65 where he 
appears with the young Inanna, Utu is “patient-hearted, playful.”66 

 Sippar (Zimbir), dais upon which Utu sits every day, 
 E-nun-ana, House of Heaven's nun, 
 star of Heaven, 
 crown born by Ningal in the House of Utu, your nun.... 
 ...fills Heaven and Earth. 
 When the en sleeps, the people sleep, 
 when he rises, the people rise. 
 The bull.... 
 and the people prostrate themselves. 
 In front of Utu the heads pasture.... 
 The black-headed people (sag-gig-ge) bathe in front of him, 
 The Land (kalam) has.... 
 He measures out the me; 
 your House is a flood. 
 
 Judgment are announced where the sun rises, 
 powerful sunlight, 
 wearing a beard and 
 tying on the suh-crown at night, 
 Utu, lugal of the E-babbar. 
 
 House, Zimbir, has taken his seat upon your dais.67 

Tammuz = Dumuzi 
Two humans—probably better to consider them from the start as humans who were 
transformed into deities—were brought into the Temple Hymns, at least one of them, 
Shulgi of Ur, centuries after Enheduanna had served as the en-priestess of Ur.  
Enheduanna, daughter of the founder of the Akkadian Empire, lived ca. 2350 BCE.  She 
was bilingual in Akkadian, the term that now covers both Babylonian and Assyrian 
dialects, and Sumerian, the language of the Temple Hymns.  Shulgi, for his part was the 
second ruler of the Third Dynasty of Ur ( = Ur III), and ruled ca. 2094-2047 BCE.68  
Enheduanna was the first to be called the en-priestess of the high god of Ur, Sumerian 
Nanna  = Akkadian Sin. 
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Dumuzi became one of the most popular mythic figures in Sumerian literature (Tammuz 
in Akkadian literature), almost entirely because of the tempestuous love affair with 
Inanna/Ishtar.  Condemned to death by the goddess, he lived on as demigod and ruler, 
raised to that position by the goddess who had condemned him to the Underworld. 

Dumuzi is treated as a deity in Temple Hymn lines 210-220, which follows immediately 
after Inanna's, as does another member of the Inanna circle, Ninshubur, the “true 
minister of Eanna.” Dumuzi's “house” in the city of Bad-tibira consists of thirteen lines.69 

 House where lustrous herbs are strewn upon the flowery bed, 
 bedroom of the Holy Inanna, 
 where the nin (Lady) of the Plain refreshes herself-- 
 E-mush, House that is the sacred precinct, flowery 
 and holy. 
 Its...clay set for the one who tends the ewes on the high plain. 
 Your...House of Arali, the House that is the Underworld 
 gives shade (?) to the shepherd. 
 Your nun, a raging lion on the plain,  
 the shuba-jewel of the Nigig whose breast is holy and wondrous, 
 the en who is Inanna's husband (dam), 
 Dumuzi, lugal of E-mush, has built a House in your precinct, 
 Bad-tibira, and has taken his seat upon your dais. 

The short poem covers, quite explicitly, the essentials of the Sacred Marriage.  
Dumuzi/Tammuz is the very model of the en who becomes the “husband” of 
Inanna/Ishtar.  The “House” of Dumuzi in Bad-tibira is seen almost entirely in terms of 
the gipar, the Storehouse that is imaged as the bedroom of Inanna. 

Dumuzi is celebrated in the literature as a shepherd.  (The shepherd, representing animal 
husbandry, is often pitted against the farmer, representing agriculture, in which the 
administration of the city-state, sacred and secular, had major interests.) 

The poem does not ignore the punishment of Dumuzi—and his reformation as a divine 
being—in the line that refers to Arali, another name for the Nether World.  While it is 
generally a gloomy place with little water and bad food, the Nether World still provided a 
good life in palaces for the humans and deities living there. As its nun (Prince) Dumuzi 
remains a “raging lion,” an image of potency as well as power generally, and he remains, 
in an image used in one of the love poems, the shuba-stone, a valuable jewel, honored by 
Inanna.  He remains “holy” (kugga) and sovereign in his own House. 

Shulgi 
Including a man who was certainly human and sponsored poetry during his reign 
indicates an addition to the Temple Hymns written by Enheduanna.  Shulgi's long reign 
included the names of some of the poets, women (in the tradition set by Enheduanna?), 
who produced writings that became part of the canon studied in the schools.  Some of the 
most explicit writings that describe the Sacred Marriage involve Shulgi.  There is a text 
that refers to Shulgi's death and elevation to Heaven, where he met with the gods 
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themselves.  It may have been seen as a temporary elevation of the human, but it may 
have influenced legends like those of Gilgamesh. 

The fifteen-line poem (lines 119-133) refers to Shulgi by name—but does not provide the 
indicator that the name is a divine name.70 

 House, E-mu-mah, House with a magnificent name (mu),  
 rising mountain of Heaven, 
 your holy walls and great foundation are a precious fate (nam). 
 An interior full of the princely cosmic powers (me nun), 
 beaming light that shines, 
shines with your back to the blue sky and your massive front to all     
     people, 
in the Land (kalam) it stands as a binding agreement and a single  
     track. 
 Magnificent river with an open mouth gathers together your...me. 
Your base is awesome, a hill of righteousness grown in a broad place. 
 Your lofty dwelling magnificent with all the me of prince-ship 
 ...shouting.... 
 house of celebration, 
 your platform makes the settlements glad. 
 House, your nun Shulgi, has made it great and princely, 
 the perfect and magnificent..., 
 the powerful and great wind, adorned with the me 
 determining destiny (nam), 
 Shulgi of An, has built a House in your precinct, 
 E-hursang—House that is a hill—and taken his seat upon your dais. 

The next to last line preserves the ambiguous fate of Shulgi himself.  It could be read An 
= Heaven, the Above vs. the Below; or as “The God,” An himself, father of the gods and 
Heaven itself.  In either case, Shulgi is praised as the one who operates the me, the cosmic 
powers (rather like a computer program for the universe).  While Dumuzi's praise poem 
emphasizes his participation in the Sacred Marriage itself, Shulgi's rather emphasizes the 
king's immense powers that extend beyond the empire that was Ur III to the universe 
itself. 

Fathers and Sons: A “Divine Dialogue” 
A Sumerian poem of the type known as a “City Lament” includes all of these deities.  “The 
Lament of Sumer and Ur” provides a useful example of a theology that links the different 
gods and illustrates the different roles they perform.  “The Lament of Sumer and Ur” is 
also an example of genre usually called “Ea/Marduk Incantation” but is now known as 
“Divine Dialogues.”71  The reason is that a large majority of these texts involve Enki and 
his son, other gods are involved in the early texts, notably Enlil.  A key element is a 
dialogue between Father and Son. 

In the case of “The Lament of Sumer and Ur” the Father is Enlil himself and the son is 
Nanna, also called Sîn, the main god of Ur.  (Ur, well known to the West as the birthplace 
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of Abraham, was a major city during the 3rd millennium BCE especially.  The city is not, 
however, mentioned in Gilgamesh where Uruk, Nippur, and Sippar are prominent.72) 

The formula in the Divine Dialogues is clear.  A terrible problem, such as an attack upon 
the population by demons or illness, has arisen; the Son sees it but is unable to deal with 
it; he seeks out the Father, who transfers the knowledge needed to solve the problem to 
the Son.  The knowledge usually consists of something that is to be done (a ritual) and 
something to be said (an incantation), and a solemn promise that what needs to be done 
will be done. 

In “The Lament for Sumer and Ur,” as the title suggests, all of Sumer is under attack by 
outsiders, the Gutians and the Elamites.  Ur is at the center, a “primeval city of lordship 
and kingship, built on sacred ground.”73  A long poem of more than 500 lines, the lament 
greatly expands the devastation throughout the country.  The ens of five Sumerian cities, 
including Inanna’s Uruk, Nanna’s Ur, and Enki’s Eridu, are seized by the enemies and 
sent off to Elam in the east of Sumer.  The gods of the cities lament the devastation. 

As the focus shifts to Ur itself, the king, Ibbi-Suen, finds himself immobilized, in anguish 
in his own palace.  He weeps bitterly as kingship of The Land is defiled.  The destruction 
is likened to a great storm and a great flood. 

Enlil as Father provides Son Nanna with much advice.  A key revelation is that Ur was 
given kingship by the gods, but it was not given an eternal reign.  “The reign of its kingship 
had been long indeed but had to exhaust itself” (ll. 360-70).  Finally, though, Enlil 
provides his son with a favorable response.  Ur will be rebuilt in splendor, and its people 
will bow down to Nanna once again.  There will be prosperity again: grain in abundance.  
The formal conclusion takes up another forty line of poetry. 

What modern Western readers will notice immediately is the irony that the Father gives 
what the Father had taken away.  In the lengthy description of destruction to Sumer and 
to Ur the high gods themselves are the ones who sent the devastation.  The poem opens 
with the unimaginable: the “appointed times” have been overturned, the “divine plans” 
obliterated.  And the highest gods are responsible.  An, Enlil, Enki and the Mother 
Goddess (Ninhursag in one version, Nimah in another) have decided the fate of Sumer.  
Even Utu casts “his curse on the road and highways.”  And Utu also takes away equity and 
justice in the land.  Inanna herself hands victory to the enemy. 

What is most striking is that the poem never indicates the reason for the gods acting in 
this way (or for Enlil changing the fates once again, for that matter).  These great 
questions of divine justice, which are so much part of the Western tradition, may have 
been asked in Mesopotamia, but this poem at least does not clearly articulate an answer. 

We will see a similar situation in the Flood story in Gilgamesh. 

The Divine Dialogues appear in Sumerian and in bilingual Sumerian and Akkadian texts.  
The earliest Semitic texts show up in 3rd millennium BCE Ebla, far to the west of 
Mesopotamia (near present-day Aleppo in Syria) and are thought to have been written in 
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an archaic form of Old Akkadian.74  The role of the Sun God shows a marked emphasis on 
Shamash as divine punisher.  A particularly striking punishment, one that shows a strong 
Semitic influence, has Shamash cutting off a transgressor’s line.  For a society that highly 
values genealogy, this is the worst possible punishment for sin or crime.  We will see in 
Tablet 12 of Gilgamesh the importance of a person leaving offspring behind in order to 
care for the dead.75 

One of the most exciting finds in recent years is a poem that tells of the birth of Gilgamesh.  
In cylinder seal impressions from the Old Akkadian period, the protector of the infant 
Gilgamesh on his dangerous journey from the mountain wilderness to Uruk is the Sun 
God.76 

Ishtar = “The Goddess” 
When Gilgamesh is given the peculiar designation, “two-thirds god, one-third human” 
(1:48, 9:51), the poet employs the ordinary Akkadian term for “god,” that is, ilu. 77  The 
word is cognate with other Semitic languages.  It normally translates the Sumerian dingir.  
As is usual in Semitic languages, ilu has a feminine equivalent, in this case, iltu.  Since 
Sumerian does not inflect nouns for gender, a Sumerian speaker would have to qualify 
dingir if the speaker wanted to designate a female deity (e.g., adding munus).  In order to 
distinguish divine power or the divine nature from “god” or “goddess,” Akkadian uses a 
regular element to build an abstraction, ilūtu.  Ishtar’s divine nature, for example, was so 
indicated. 

More interesting for our purposes are the terms derived from the god name Ishtar.  The 
abstraction ištarītu, for example, is used to translate an epithet for Inanna, nugig, which 
is also sometimes a woman of special status in the service of Ishtar, the qadištu.78 
Occasionally a feminine construction, ištartu, can be used for “goddess.”  The most 
interesting term, though, is derived directly from Ishtar’s name (and from Inanna, her 
Sumerian counterpart).  Akkadian ištaru refers to a goddess, the goddess, protective and 
personal goddesses, and statues of the goddess.  It approaches our concept of “divinity” 
as closely as any term in Akkadian. 

The difficulty in translating the term “Ishtar” in the Flood story (11:116) derives from the 
poet’s employment of the term in parallel with “Lady of the Gods” (11:117, 163).79  It could 
be read as Ishtar herself, or as the essential deity indicated by her name.  As later chapters 
will show, scholarly interest in the Great Goddess of Uruk, which has been intense for 
many decades, is increasing at a rapid clip.80  There is little doubt that Ishtar came to be 
equated with the “goddess per se.”  The “motherly” aspect of the goddess, which appears 
in Assyrian literature, does not necessarily mean that she was seen as giving birth.  
Possibly it reflected a dualism in the goddess from the start.81 

The high goddess Ishtar, nurturer and lover of Urukean ens and kings, is both Above, in 
the heavens, and Below, in the dwelling she has seized and taken to earth, and even closer, 
in the psyche of the person. 
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Plato’s Symposium discusses two forms of the goddess Aphrodite—the most conspicuous 
counterpart to Ishtar in Greek mythology—one heavenly, free of sensual desire (Aphrodite 
Urania) and another, earthly and sensual (Aphrodite Pandemos).  The distinction was to 
have a considerable impact on Western thought, not only for philosophers and 
theologians but also, perhaps more so, for artists and writers.  It illustrates as well as 
anything the prevalent mind/body dualism so characteristic of the Greco-Roman 
tradition.  If there is any counterpart in Mesopotamian literature, it would appear in a 
curious piece called “The Agushaya Poem.”82 

“The Agyshaya Poem” is a kind of contest between Ishtar and Ea.  Ishtar, the “pre-eminent 
of goddesses,” is shown in her most warlike form, “always in battle” and cunning.  In “her 
manliness” she “dances around gods and kings.”  When she threatens even the crafty god 
Ea, he, as usual, comes up with an ingenious solution.  He creates an image of Ishtar, a 
creature embodying “discord” (saltu).  When Ishtar and the creature each hear about 
the prowess of the other, they both become enraged.  Ishtar demands that Ea dispose of 
the creature, and he agrees—but only when she recognizes herself in the violent creature 
and changes her own behavior.  Ea orders a new festival in honor of the event, a festival 
in which people dance wildly in the streets.  The poem ends with Ishtar in her suitable 
grandeur.  The “lioness” Ishtar is quieted, her heart “appeased.” 

Inanna and Ishtar are periodically “exalted” in Mesopotamia, that is, raised to the highest 
eminence and powers of the gods.  Her roles and powers are multiplied in the extensions 
and avatars in which she appears.  As her influence spreads through the ancient Near East 
it becomes more and more difficult to identify the characteristics that are essentially 
Urukean.  With “The Agushaya Poem,” though, we see the ability of the goddess to learn 
through a kind of self-scrutiny.  Mesopotamia would see neither the raging Ishtar at the 
beginning of the poem (the Ishtar captured in her likeness) nor the quiet Ishtar at the end 
a distinction between an Earthly, Lower, or bodily Ishtar or a Heavenly, Higher or more 
mindful Ishtar. 

Simo Parpola has argued that in Assyria, Ishtar had an even more important role.83  He 
discovered in Assyrian prophecy texts that oracles were not called the “words of Assur,” 
the high god, but rather the “words of Ishtar.”84 Ishtar as the Goddess bridges the gap 
between human and divine.  As she influences humanity she is “the emotion (libbu) 
moving the prophet, the breath (šāru) issues from his or her “heart,” and the voice 
(rigmu) and words (dibbi) emerging from his or her mouth.”85 She is the “heart,” seat of 
emotions, love, spirit and courage, “the essence of anything.”86 

As Ishtar is, then, the “spirit” or “breath” of Assur, she is, for Parpola, the “functional 
equivalent” of the spirit of IsraeliteYahweh and the Christian Holy Spirit. 

Mesopotamian Religion 
Mesopotamia was polytheistic, an idea that is still difficult for most of us in the West, 
since the Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions rigorously opposed even the possibility 
of other gods.  As the Sumerian Temple Hymns show, at some point the Sumerian city-
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states were thought to be ruled by a single deity or a divine couple.  (This even though 
many deities were worshipped in any given city.)  In at least some of the cities the chief 
deities were served by humans who were raised to a very special status, male ens where 
the high god was female, as in Uruk, or females where the high god was male (as in 
neighboring Ur).  The gods received offerings.  Temples possessed agricultural lands and 
domesticated animals.  The economy flowed through temples, which operated much like 
the national banks of our own time. 

Mesopotamian religion still remains a puzzle.  In many ways it seems to lack the faith, 
hope and charity that the West assumes is the heart of religion.  If by faith we mean a 
belief system that binds believers in a community; if hope is related to the promise of 
eternal life and the eventual end of evil in the world; and if charity is an explicit demand 
that we care for others in (and out) of the community, the many thousands of documents 
from Mesopotamia are silent about these demands. 

The most comprehensive theory of Mesopotamian religion was developed by Thorkild 
Jacobsen in The Treasures of Darkness: A History of Mesopotamian Religion (1976).  
Jacobsen saw the fundamental elements evolving from the 4th millennium BCE, where 
the gods were seen as providers (with the myths and rituals of Inanna and Dumuzi as 
representatives), through the 3rd millennium, where gods were rulers and the characters 
of the high gods as individuals were developed, through the 2nd and 1st millennia, when 
the gods were seen as parents, and personal religion developed.  Jacobsen, in a very 
influential analysis, interprets Gilgamesh in the context of 2nd millennium religion.87 

In sharp contrast to Jacobsen’s comprehensive account of Mesopotamian religion, A. Leo 
Oppenheim argued against the very idea of a Mesopotamian religion.  Oppenheim did, 
however, identify a central element in Mesopotamian religion, the care and feeding of the 
gods.88  Certainly the temples were actively preparing daily meals (no doubt for those who 
regularly kept the temples) and offering them (first) to the deities, a practice debunked in 
the apocryphal “Bel and the Dragon” attached to the biblical Book of Daniel.  (“Bel” was 
the main epithet of the Babylonian high god Marduk, a translation of the Sumerian en.) 

Another well-developed aspect of Mesopotamian religion was the constant anxiety about 
how things were fated to happen.  Elaborate rituals like the investigation of the liver of 
sacrificed animals were attempts to interpret messages from the gods.  The gods were 
thought to be sending messages in a great variety of forms.  A good sampling of these 
concerns can be seen in, e.g., Letters from Priests to the Kings Esarhaddon and 
Assurbanipal.89  Assyrian prophets from the time Gilgamesh was held in the Libraries of 
Assurbanipal received their messages from Ishtar.  One of the prophets even cited a 
passage from Gilgamesh in her prayer to Ishtar. 

In some cases, though, our Western ways of thinking about religion prepare us to 
understand Mesopotamian religion in those areas of Judaism, Christianity and Islam that 
have actually been influenced by earlier practices.  The pouring of water to cleanse the 
soul as well as the body is one such ancient practice.  Even in that statement, though, we 
may find ourselves trapped by the language we use.  Did the Sumerians distinguish “soul” 
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and “body” in the way the Greeks have led us to distinguish them?  (For that matter, does 
the Bible distinguish soul and body in that way, even when the Hebrew Bible is translated 
into the Greek language or when Aramaic-thinking Christians translated concepts into 
the Greek that we now know as the New Testament?)  Consider the problems we face as 
we try to conceptualize religious practice in modern English.  With “ecstasy,” “union,” and 
“sacrifice,” we noticed that Mesopotamian practices may still color our thinking, even 
though they are filtered through certain conceptual lenses.  Certain practices that came to 
be regarded as pagan and thus idolatrous, practices such as preparing cakes for the Queen 
of Heaven or human sacrifices for Moloch, helped to define Israelite religion in contrast 
to the religion of Israel’s neighbors.  Christian redefinition of communion and sacrifice in 
the temple turns “Babylon” into a symbol of everything abhorrent in false religion.  Islam 
literally drives the ancient goddesses out of the holiest of sacred sites, the Kaaba. 

More difficult to detect in our own thinking is the filter of Western modernity.  Without 
entirely losing the traditions that lead us back to the ancient world, the modern West 
tends to desacralize much that was considered sacred, and to make what had been 
considered divine, real, and external to human subjects now experiences of the inner 
person.  Ecstasy becomes primarily an erotic experience with little reference to the sacred.  
Inspiration is the preserve of the individual artist, and “creativity” separated in thought 
from Creation.  Marriage is a commitment of two individuals.  Self-sacrifice is an 
honorable giving of something that confirms the existence of an autonomous self –or it is 
viewed suspiciously as an unhealthy self-effacement, a social pathology that victimizes 
the one who wants to be generous.  And so on. 

The common, almost automatic response of Americans today, is that religion is a matter 
of “belief” first and foremost.  And “belief” however odd or contradictory is something 
very private.  Something so personal and “subjective” is to be separated in thought from 
the communal and from the reality that science can verify.  There is, of course, 
considerable gain in political freedom in such thinking.  The tolerance of different beliefs 
has made the modern West a safe haven for thinking of all types.  Consider--to cite but a 
single example—Louis Harris’s polling of American attitudes toward religion in the 1980s.  
Inside America (1987) devoted a chapter to the question, is America “A God-Fearing 
Country?”  The book as a whole divided issues into those of “Home and Family,” 
“Community,” and “The Nation and the World.”  Significantly, religion was considered in 
the category farthest removed from the cosmos.90 The chapter was one among many that 
dealt with personal appearance, stress, weight, eating out, happiness, alcoholism, drugs, 
sex education, smoking and the sense of powerlessness felt by many individuals. 

Harris summarized the results of many national polls taken from the late 1950s through 
the mid-1980s.  They covered church attendance and noted differences by age, sex, region, 
race and specific religious denomination.  The polls asked about the image of God.  68% 
thought God is more like a master than a spouse.  (Only 8% opted for the spouse image.)  
65% imaged God more as a father figure than as a mother figure.  (A fairly large 
percentage, 24%, thought that God is a cross between the two.)  Only 17% thought of God 
as a lover, while as substantial number consider God a judge.  Perhaps because the image 
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of the divine has been democratized, a substantial plurality thinks of God more as a friend 
than as a king.  (27% preferred the king image, and no fewer than 26% combined the 
images of king and friend.)  No doubt reflecting the Christian majority among American 
believers, almost half thought of God as a redeemer, and 36% thought of God as both a 
redeemer and a liberator.  Not quite half of those polled thought of God as both a creator 
and a healer.91 

In his conclusion, Harris observes that Americans are believers: 95% reported that they 
believe in God.  But far fewer than half attended religious services regularly.  Such polling 
is so much a part of our modern West that we hardly think of it.  The ancient world would 
not have even dreamed of such a statistical method for discussing religion.  Harris’s final 
remarks neatly summarize what we have been exploring in our comments on modern 
religious language.  If anything, since he is commenting only on American beliefs, his 
remarks tell us more about the advance guard of modern thought than about the West 
generally, which retains pockets of traditional belief-systems that might well produce 
rather different results if such polling were extended throughout the West. 

God does have personal meaning for most Americans, emerging as a father figure, a kind 
of master of the universe, who passes judgment on moral, ethical, and faith-related 
matters, but who is also a friend in need, a creator and a healer. 

The evidence is that America is religious, but neither demonstratively nor with heavily 
ritualistic tastes.  Religious belief may well run deep, but it is likely to be contained within 
the individual rather than reflect in a slavish loyalty to church attendance or to the letter 
of the dicta of a particular religion.  It seems that religion is practiced in a way that makes 
it thoroughly compatible with a nation founded on the principles of pluralism and 
religious freedom.92 

This is a carefully crafted generalization based on scientific polling methods.  The 
advantage of such polling is that it offers a profile of a community’s beliefs at a given time.  
Ten years after Harris published his surveys, Americans in great numbers claimed to have 
embraced one of the beliefs that had been jettisoned early on in modern thought: the 
belief in angels.  No doubt the “father figure” would be challenged by more Americans 
than in the decade when Harris wrote his conclusion.  But by and large his conclusions 
are likely to hold up for some time, because they reflect a trend that began even earlier 
than the founding of the American nation. 

One needs to be attentive to certain of Harris’s phrases.  The “individual” who “contains” 
religious belief is set against “slavish loyalty to church attendance,” slavery being the most 
degrading condition imaginable in a society that values the individual to the extent that 
we do.  “The letter of the dicta” possesses something of a double whammy.  The Pauline 
distinction between the “letter” and the “spirit” is still very much alive nearly two 
thousand years after it was used to break with certain religious traditions; and “dicta” 
carries with it the rule of a despot who turns all into humiliating subjects. 
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Not everyone would have chosen Harris’s phrasing, of course.  Like Richard A. Henshaw, 
who cataloged the many social roles related to the Mesopotamian temple, I prefer to think 
of the people who held those (often high-status) offices as “keepers” of a “sacred house.” 
Would any of them have understood Louis Harris’s conclusion about religion?  In this 
study I try always be on my guard not to assume a modern mindset in the consideration 
of ancient religious practice and belief. 

One point is important to raise at the outset.  Mesopotamian notions of “the sacred” seem 
to be much more extensive than our own.  Indeed, the relentless constriction of the sacred 
is one of the most significant tendencies in the long event of ancient Near Eastern religion.  
But it is also one of the most difficult features to demonstrate.  Think of one claim in the 
highly-influential New Testament Book of Revelation: in the heavenly Jerusalem of the 
future, “I saw that there was no temple in the city, since the Lord God Almighty and the 
Lamb were themselves the temple” (21.22-23).  The temple is the earliest indication of 
religious life in Mesopotamia.  Mesopotamian religion, however much it changes over 
time, remains temple-centered. 

Through much of the Hebrew Bible, the temple in Jerusalem provides the center of a 
community’s identity.  Yet the biblical texts speak of the long period before Jerusalem was 
the center of Israelite life and of conditions that led to the construction of a temple in that 
city.  The Bible tells as well of the destruction of the temple by the Babylonians, and its 
rebuilding.  Depending upon one’s readings of certain New Testament texts, the 
destruction of the temple at a time (70 CE) that happens to correspond to the last datable 
cuneiform tablet in Mesopotamia was already seen as the event that utterly changed 
Judaism and also the Christian movement emerging from the Jewish community. 

The temple complex in Uruk was not the earliest in the ancient Near East.   As we have 
seen before, nearby Eridu was considered in one Sumerian tradition as the first city, and 
its temple of the god Enki the first attested place of communal worship,93 the temple 
already defining a city (or city-state) and providing the people of the region an identity.  
The famous city-states of southern Mesopotamia, the area that came later to be known as 
Babylonia when the city of Babylon came to dominate the old towns, were in some cases 
close enough so that a person standing on ziggurat could see the neighboring city.  Yet the 
cities managed to maintain their local identities for thousands of years.  In many ways the 
cities resisted the powerful tendencies to incorporate them into larger centralized units, 
a tendency Hans J. Nissen calls the “particularism” of the individual city-states as a check 
on kings’ attempts to unify the larger area into a political entity with central control.94  
Sargon is credited with the first great empire in the region, an empire centered in the city 
of Agade (from which the term Akkadian is derived), toward the end of the 3rd millennium 
BCE.  At different times Babylon dominated the landscape, especially in the south, 
Babylonia, and the Assyrians dominated Nineveh and the north.  But local traditions were 
remarkably persistent in the face of such centralizing tendencies.  Even in the very latest 
(Hellenistic) period when the southern cities were producing cuneiform writing, Uruk 
persisted in calling cultic officials by titles that differed from their Babylonian 
equivalents.95 
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All studies of Mesopotamian religion describe a relatively small group of gods that were 
known throughout north and south, had temples dedicated to them in different cities, and 
at times constituted a pantheon of high gods—with hundreds of other gods many of whom 
are known today only by name. The ones we have highlighted above, the ones named 
explicitly in Gilgamesh, were known and honored throughout Mesopotamia. 

Inanna of Uruk is, as we have seen, one of the high gods that emerged early and persisted 
through the millennia.  The identification of Sumerian Inanna with Akkadian Ishtar came 
early, and though they may never have fused entirely, Inanna/Ishtar remain so closely 
related that it is useful to distinguish them only when the language is primarily Sumerian 
or Akkadian.  We have, for example, a “Descent of Inanna to the Nether World” in the 
Sumerian language, and a  “Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World,” a shorter piece in 
Akkadian that is many way similar to—and in many ways different from—the Sumerian 
version.  One is certainly not a translation of the other, but the underlying narrative is 
much the same.  (On the other hand, we do have many bilingual Sumerian-Akkadian texts 
that deal with rituals; and a translation of a Sumerian original appears as the 12th tablet 
of Gilgamesh, written in Akkadian.) 

An/Anu, Enlil, Enki/Ea, and other high gods tend to dominate Mesopotamian religious 
discourse just as they do our modern discussions of Mesopotamian religion.  A formula 
developed that named the highest deities in just that order: Anu, Enlil, and Ea.  To that 
group of three was sometimes added a goddess.  At first it was a Mother Goddess, like 
Ninhursag.  Later that slot in the formula was taken over by Inanna/Ishtar.  The 
Mesopotamian scribal schools also exerted a powerful centralizing tendency.  A common 
curriculum seems to have been established relatively early, although scribes in Sumerian 
cities may have specialized in the very early days.  Hymns to the gods are mixed in the 
curriculum with heroic stories (a number of them about Gilgamesh), debate poems, and 
various pieces of “wisdom” literature. 

The point is that it has always been difficult to reduce the diversity and complexity of 
Mesopotamian religion to its essentials.96  Much of that difficulty stems from the local 
traditions that resisted centralization and standardization.  From an early period there 
appears to have been a hierarchy from high gods through lesser gods, spirits, to humans, 
where elites were distinguished from ordinary persons (and slaves).  Humans did not 
expect eternal life (in the Western sense), which would have been the life of immortals, 
the gods themselves.  A few privileged figures, like Utnapishtim, Dumuzi/Tammuz, King 
Shulgi of Ur, and his “brother” Gilgamesh, were prominent exceptional cases, where living 
a life “like that of the gods” was at least conceivable.  Most of these ended up with elite 
roles in the underworld.  Tablet 12 of Gilgamesh catalogs the fates of the rest of us, 
generally a dismal life in the underworld that was relieved only by loved ones left behind 
on earth. 

The current paradigm offered by Assyriologists is the Nippur-centered religious and 
political culture of the 3rd millennium BCE.  In the period of rivalry between city-states 
and emerging empires, Enlil was King of the Gods as kingship emerged as the major force 
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in Mesopotamia.  With the rise of kingship was the increased militarization of 
Mesopotamia. 

In this paradigm, Enlil is the archetypal strong king.  While Enlil may have a council of 
high gods (and a goddess) around him, as king he makes arbitrary and capricious 
decisions.  His rule is absolute, and is not dependent upon Law or custom.  These are the 
characteristics of the great tribal chieftains, and the ideology may have spread from the 
northwest, largely Semitic tribal societies, into first northern Mesopotamia and 
eventually into the Sumerian south. 

The King of the Gods is also a husband—of a wife (Ninlil), who, though having 
considerable influence, was not equal to the husband.  The consort of Ninlil is a mother 
par excellence.  In the ideal family, like the divine family headed by Enlil and Ninlil, sons 
are most important, and they are mainly enforcers, “warrior gods” like Ningirsu/Ninurta. 

The idea that some deities were organized in families has led scholars to propose family 
relationships for the major gods.  When upstart Babylon came to dominate Mesopotamia 
in the 2nd millennium, the otherwise strong kings were in one respect not equal to the 
earlier kings of Ur, Isin and Larsa: they were not divine.  They were not the high priests 
of the imperial Marduk.  The paradigm had shifted in another way.  Marduk was, as his 
name suggests, the True Son of the Father, Enki/Ea.  Babylon adopted much of the earlier 
theology of Eridu.  In the only major literary work that was advanced as a religious 
document, worthy of being spread through the society, Enuma Elish, a genealogy of the 
gods is traced—close to Hesiod’s Theogony in many respects—and the lineage reaches its 
greatest member in the Son.  The Father continues to give advice to the Son, but in the 
end is absorbed by “Bel,” that is, LORD Marduk. 

Assyrian kings were in many ways like Babylonian kings, but even there, where the 
societies shared many features, the Assyrian kings were high priests—just to mention one 
conspicuous difference. 

For Uruk, on the other hand, whose religious and political ideology was formed before 
Nippur became the ideological center of Sumerian culture, the model is different.  The 
“weak king” of Uruk, sometimes called a “priest-king,” that is, the en, remained a different 
being even when he took on kingship.  When Uruk lost is political autonomy, collapsed 
and came back to prosperity and influence, Uruk conserved its unique heritage.  Some of 
that is reflected in Gilgamesh.  At least that is my argument in the interpretation I offer 
here. 

One thing is certain.  Mesopotamian religion, in all its forms, never separates material 
culture from a separate “spiritual” life.  The ruling elites, whether they have roles to play 
in the life of the temple or not, are largely the bureaucrats that at least attempt to manage 
the economy. 

Already in the 4th millennium BCE certain tendencies that can be distinguished as 
northern and southern are apparent in the material culture of Mesopotamia.  To a great 
extent the division reflects more than anything else the ecological differences that are still 
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apparent today in northern and southern Iraq.  The north receives more rain than the 
south and was thus less dependent upon the management of river water, canals and other 
aspects of irrigation agriculture than the south.  Different crops and different trade goods 
reflect the topography and ecology of the two environmental niches.  Before writing had 
been invented, there were already by certain tendencies in the visual arts.  The south 
developed anthropomorphic art, for example, to a much greater degree than did the 
north, which tended toward stylized abstract designs.97 

It is, as I hope to show, in the visual arts that certain features of Mesopotamian religion 
that influence the Gilgamesh tradition appear first—and writing emerges soon after. 

The very prosperity of Uruk late in the 4th millennium BCE creates even more problems 
in, first, trying to separate “religious” and “secular” in Mesopotamian thought and in, 
second, isolating Urukean traditions when so much of Urukean culture spread through 
Mesopotamia and even beyond.  (Copies of the earliest Gilgamesh literature show up in 
Ebla, a city located far to the north and west of Uruk, near modern Aleppo in Syria.)  Some 
years ago Guillermo Algaze called Uruk’s influence The Uruk World System.  He defined 
World System (or World Economy) in this way. 

It is a “world” system not because it encompasses the whole world, but because it is larger 
than any political unity.  And it is a “world economy” because the basic linkage between 
the parts of the system is economic, although this was reinforced to some extent by 
cultural links, and eventually…by political arrangements.98 

Whether Uruk was really the center of a World System has been hotly debated since 
Algaze proposed the idea.  But there is no question that Uruk—largely through its 
merchants and traders—influenced cities well into what is now Syria and Turkey.  The 
problem is a bit like assessing specifically American influences in our “global” economy. 

The Heroes of Gilgamesh 

Gilgamesh Amaushumgalanna and Enkidu 
Douglas Frayne offered an initial look at an earlier Gilgamesh poem the 1997 American 
Oriental Society Meeting.  “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” is known from three 
copies, the oldest (from ED IIIa Abū Salābīkh, about 2600 BCE) and the others slightly 
later (ED IIIb Ebla, ca. 2300 BCE).  While it is exceptionally difficult to translate, Frayne 
has identified enough themes and motifs to show that, while the name Gilgamesh does 
not appear, the poem contains a wealth of materials that will later appear in Gilgamesh. 

The hero of the piece is called Ama-usum-gal-anna, a puzzling epithet because of the 
initial ama, which usually means “mother.”  The ama has been plausibly explained as an 
eme-sal dialectal variant of en.  It could mean something like Master of the Great Dragon 
of Heaven. 

The epithet is frequently used for Dumuzi, especially in Sumerian love songs, where he, 
not Gilgamesh, is the en of Inanna.99  Dumuzi, like Gilgamesh, was originally human, but 
transformed into one of the lesser gods at his death—according to some traditions at least.  
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Dumuzi and Amaushumgalanna may originally have been separate figures.  The 
important point is that these mythological figures select and combine pieces of very 
ancient motifs, narratives, names and epithets, such as we see with Amaushumgalanna.  
The roles played are usually more significant than the individualizing features that give 
characters in, say, modern fiction, personalities. 

Among the many Gilgamesh motifs in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” are: The 
Bull of Heaven in the opening line; possibly a reference to the Cedar Forest (but not to 
Humbaba); the gain and loss of a plant of life, and many others.  In addition to these 
mythological motifs, the one historical event that different sources agree refers to the 
reign of Gilgamesh is his defeat of Akka, King of Kish. 

Only a few gods are mentioned in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” and they are 
the great gods Inanna and Enlil, and less obviously Utu.  (The hero uses a weapon of Utu 
and another weapon of Nanna.)  A figure identified only as the “wise physician”—Enki?—
is the object of the hero’s quest for life—as in Gilgamesh.  The quest turns out to be not as 
successful as the hero had hoped.  Mesopotamian literature has three variants of the 
Heroic Dilemma: kingship is not permanent; regimes will lost their power; and in this 
poem, the hero is anointed with “first-quality oil” but will not live long. 

The hero has a “friend,” or perhaps more accurately “comrade in arms” or “equal,” but it 
is not Enkidu, whose name does not appear.  The hero is the kuli of Enlil, King of the 
Gods.100  And Amaushumgalanna is the spouse (dam) of Inanna.  He even wears the 
“bright head-band” (bar-su za-gir) that Gilgamesh wears in Gilgamesh, a motif that ties 
him to the even earlier visual images of the Urukean en.  As in the Early Dynastic royal 
inscriptions, there is a balance between the hero as king and the hero is en, the one 
selected to embrace Inanna. 

The absence of Enkidu is telling. 

The Enkidu of Akkadian Gilgamesh stories, with a close personal relationship between 
the two, developed from Sumerian stories in which Enkidu is a trusted slave (or servant) 
and sometimes comrade-in-arms, to one of greater equality.  Possibly the relationship 
between the en and the person accompanying him in the even earlier cylinder seal images 
anticipated a personal relationship between the two figures. 

(Recall the Old Akkadian cylinder seal-impression above, which may represent both 
Gilgamesh and Enkidu in their battles.) 

In the last page of her very thorough study of Sex and Eroticism in Mesopotamian 
Literature Gwendolyn Leick concludes that Enkidu’s death in Gilgamesh is a substitute 
for Gilgamesh, allowing him to continue, though in great pain for the loss of his friend.  
His grief is like the goddesses in Dumuzi lamentations.101  I would go a step further and 
suggest that the evolution of the friend and double greatly increased the empathy shared 
by the two protagonists in Gilgamesh but also the empathy that ties the reader to both 
Enkidu and Gilgamesh.  The very long tradition of ritual weeping for Dumuzi prepared 
the ground for this relationship between reader and narrative figures.102 



Preface: The Case for Intimacy  76 

In “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” the name Amaushumgalanna is almost 
always written with the Sumerian DINGIR sign, which suggests that the hero is, or as I 
will argue, becomes a kind of divine figure through his intimate relationship with 
Inanna/Ishtar.  Quite unlike Mesopotamian kingship, which is passed along from father 
to son, and which depends upon the king maintaining his power in the city-state or 
empire, the “spouse” of Inanna is selected by the goddess and, in the phrase used in 
politics today, serves at her pleasure.  (There is at least one instance of a year that was 
named for the selection of an en.  As with other attempts of humans to determine the will 
of the gods, rituals, like reading the livers of sacrificed animals, were performed to 
discover who would fill this important role.) 

“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” concludes with the same tragic dilemma that 
faces Gilgamesh in the much later Gilgamesh.  The hero, though “anointed with first-
quality oil,” nu zi-ud, will have a life that will be shortened.  There is always gain and 
always loss.  In Gilgamesh the selection of Enkidu, rather than Gilgamesh, to die—to die 
young, at the height of his power—appears arbitrary and capricious; but the death of a 
young man, not gloriously in battle, is especially problematic.  “The Early Dynastic Hymn 
to Gilgamesh” suggests that this is the fate of the hero.  The ultimate resolution, that the 
hero will eventually be translated into a lesser deity, is rarely celebrated as fully as the 
losses are lamented. 

It has long been thought that Gilgamesh is a story of protest against the arbitrary role of 
the gods.  (Gilgamesh and Enkidu both insult the great goddess in the central episode of 
The Bull of Heaven.)  It has also been seen as a story about individuals.  The heroes 
Gilgamesh and Enkidu are certainly named individuals, and naming them picks up an old 
idea that a name itself permits a kind of immortality if it is preserved (at least in writing).  
The use of what is essentially an epithet, Amaushumgalanna, rather than the proper name 
of the hero, suggests that the roles played by the hero are as important as a personal name. 

“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” is from about 2600 BCE.  Four hundred (or 
more) years earlier, in humanity’s earliest true writing, we find many documents that 
refer to the roles people played in Urukean society.  We see, for example, that a person 
receives daily rations of bread and beer according to his or her occupation.  We also have 
a list of professions that becomes standardized over the centuries.  It is not clear—and is 
the subject of much debate among scholars—if any personal names are preserved in these 
earliest of documents.  Deities are named, but humans appear not be named. 

There is a parallel in the visual record.  The figure who is usually called a “priest-king,”  a 
term which is itself an attempt to interpret the role that is undoubtedly the en, appears 
frequently in mini-narratives in as “realistic” a presentation as early Mesopotamia 
produced.  While it is possible that these figures carried personal names, it is more likely 
that they represent the different roles of the “weak king” of Uruk. 

“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” without naming Gilgamesh, makes it at least 
the most important transitional presentation of the hero who already by the time of 
Gilgamesh was both en and king of Uruk. 



Preface: The Case for Intimacy  77 

 The Death of Gilgamesh 
The notoriously difficult problem of dating Sumerian literary texts complicates the issue 
of Gilgamesh’s death.  The death of Enkidu, narrated immediately after the glorious 
victory over The Bull of Heaven, is the crisis that impels Gilgamesh to search for answers 
to the great questions of life and death.  The agonizing quest was even  reflected in an 
Assyrian prophecy text of the 1st millennium BCE. 

Dina Katz, in a thorough investigation of Sumerian sources, suggests that the poem, “The 
Death of Gilgamesh,” which like most other Sumerian works is known from Old 
Babylonian copies—that is, from the early 2nd millennium when Babylon, especially under 
King Hammurabi, was in its ascendancy—may well have been composed earlier, in the Ur 
III period.  Katz looks very carefully at all references to the world of the dead in Sumerian 
sources.  The Semites who came to dominate north and south appear to have had a 
different idea of life after death than that held by the Sumerians.  (The role of the Sun God 
as a judge in the netherworld is, as we shall see, an important Semitic innovation   in 
Mesopotamian literature.)  A key text for Katz is “The Death of Urnamma,” the founder 
of the Ur III dynasty. Much of Sumerian ideology can be gleaned when “The Death of 
Urnamma” is compared with “The Death of Gilgamesh.”103 

“The Death of Gilgamesh” contains what may be the earliest statement of the key principle 
that death is the fate of all humanity.104  If we add “The Early Dynastic Hymn to 
Gilgamesh,” which is even earlier than “The Death of Gilgamesh,” we may be able to see 
how the Gilgamesh narratives came to displace the death of Gilgamesh onto the death of 
the hero’s friend (while yet anticipating his own death). 

While “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” apparently contains no reference to 
Enkidu, “The Death of Gilgamesh,” does refer to Enkidu, but only in passing.  (Niek 
Veldhius translates the reference to Gilgamesh’s “buddy,”105 while Douglas Frayne calls 
him a friend and “comrade in battle.”)  Like many Sumerian poems the narrative of “The 
Death of Gilgamesh” is carried by a series of speeches.  Gilgamesh receives dreams of the 
high gods in council.  Enlil plans to reward Gilgamesh with eternal life for the hero’s great 
achievements.  The crafty Enki balks at the plan.  Enki recalls that after the Flood the gods 
had agreed that no human would live forever.  Even though Gilgamesh is the son of a 
divine mother, he will not gain the life of the gods.  Enki decrees his fate: he will be 
governor of the dead and a judge, like Ningishzida and Dumuzi.106  Gilgamesh recounts 
his dreams to his own council.  Since, as we have seen earlier, Gilgamesh has the hero 
conspicuously recounting his dreams to Enkidu, the absence of any reference to Enkidu 
in such an obvious parallel situation suggests that the motif of the friend is a later 
development to the story. 

Katz sees a significant evolution of the netherworld idea in this “The Death of Urnamma.”  
Ur III kings, especially Urnamma and his son Shulgi, claimed to be brothers of Gilgamesh.  
Where the Ur III king had been raised to the level of the already legendary hero 
Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh is raised to the level of the judges Ningishzida and Dumuzi.107 
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The Birth of Gilgamesh 
Gilgamesh tells the complete life story of Enkidu, from birth to death.  If the controversial 
Tablet 12 is included, Gilgamesh even includes Enkidu’s life (such as it is) in the 
underworld.  The evolution of Enkidu is complete even if Tablet 12 is considered 
something of an afterthought.  From a story about a man who searches—alone, it appears-
-for “life” to stories in which Enkidu is the “slave” (softened in translations to “servant”) 
of Gilgamesh, then to a comrade in arms, and finally a friend, the friend, the person with 
whom is most intimate, Enkidu’s role in the Gilgamesh stories is increasingly expanded 
until he becomes virtually the double of the famous hero. 

[“Illustrations”: Fig. 8: Schematic of Gilgamesh and Enkidu] 

So striking is this development that it traces in high relief the contrast with the life story 
of Gilgamesh himself.  Many readers have felt that Gilgamesh moves from the first 
episode, where he seems to be a very young man, to a very mature, if not old man.  The 
sense of exhaustion is certainly clear when the encounter with the sage Utnapishtim goes 
badly for him.  One could calculate that the whole of Gilgamesh covers a span of but a few 
weeks.  But time in such a heroic narrative is as illusory as space.  The heroes are able to 
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walk distances that leave the rest of us panting.  And the time is closer to the duration in 
which both Enkidu and Gilgamesh are able to learn from experience.  Though Gilgamesh 
may not be an old man by the end of the story, he is, for most interpreters of the poem, 
far wiser than he was at the beginning. 

The birth of Gilgamesh is only hinted at in Tablet 10.  The passage is, sadly, very 
incomplete.  There are two references to a lillu in Tablet 10.  In the past these were taken 
to refer to a lilium, that is a lil-demon.  It was generally thought that the “real” father of 
Gilgamesh was not the human Lugalbanda but a lil spirit.  The tendency today is to read 
lillu as a “fool.”  The passage is taken to contrast the life of a fool or idiot with the good 
life Gilgamesh had and could have again—though he could not have the “life” he sought.  
(There is another nice contrast possible, since Enkidu is a lullû, a primeval human being.  
He, too, is told to appreciate the good life he had experienced with his friend Gilgamesh, 
though he was fated to die young.) 

Recently, Douglas Frayne has revised the legend that a lil-demon was part of a Gilgamesh 
tradition. The passage in Gilgamesh seems to refer to the mother and father of Gilgamesh.  
Perhaps the gods have fashioned Gilgamesh “like” his father and mother; another 
possibility is that the gods have “acted like” father and mother to Gilgamesh.  The lines 
do refer to the mixture of divine and human in the hero.  Since Gilgamesh texts do come 
to light from time to time, it is possible that the passage may someday be recovered fully, 
and the problems will be resolved. 

Frayne, however, uses a much older text, like “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” 
from the earliest period of literature.  That text is very difficult to read, as one expects of 
such early work, and it has its own share of gaps.  But Frayne thinks that the text is 
illustrated by a rather large number of Old Akkadian cylinder seal impressions, which tell 
of the birth of Gilgamesh in a most striking way. 

Gilgamesh was conceived, not in Uruk, but in the mountains, where Lugalbanda had gone 
to collect valuable objects. (Uruk cylinder seals often depict the en, often in the company 
of a sign of the Great Goddess, in a mountainous area.) In “The Birth of Gilgamesh,” the 
goddess Ninsun is credited with performing a “wise deed.”  This appears to be the 
seduction of Lugalbanda.  She then carries the child (or fetus?) in a clay pot as she and 
Lugalbanda begin a dangerous journey through Elamite territory to Uruk.  In Uruk the 
reigning en, presumably Enmerkar, is concerned that Lugalbanda has brought so little 
back from the mountains.  The clay pot is brought in, and the tension in the family is 
resolved when Inanna accepts Ninsun as the wife of Lugalbanda as her daughter-in-law 
and in a sense adopts Ninsun’s offering, the child Gilgamesh, who will “seek counsel” with 
Inanna. 

What is perhaps most striking about the story is the dangerous journey from the 
mountains to Uruk.  The child needs to be protected from a lil-spirit.  Even in Uruk the 
demon lurks—Lugalbanda “shudders” in the presence of the lil--but it is eventually 
banished from the house.  Frayne notices parallels with the stories of Sargon the Great 
and Moses, stories in which the special child is threatened with death and received into 
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the household of a powerful female.  If Frayne is correct in his interpretation of the text, 
Gilgamesh may have been the earliest evidence of a hero myth where the birth is marked 
by marvels and danger. 

The text is supported, according to Frayne, by a remarkable series of Old Akkadian 
cylinder seal impressions, which show different episodes in the story.  A persistent theme 
in these late 3rd millennium BCE seals is the protection of the child.  A tree is bent down 
to shield mother and child.  Sometimes the danger to the child is visualized.  Frequently 
the scenes include a presentation of the child to a great goddess.  On several of the 
presentation scenes the child sits on the lap of the goddess. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Fig. 9: Old Akkadian Seal Louvre 6 (T.100), after Delaporte 1923 (1910).]108 

The virtual absence in Gilgamesh of the birth and death of Gilgamesh himself suggests 
that the poet has displaced these episodes to Enkidu.  The displacement has the powerful 
effect of intensifying the reader’s identification with the all too human Enkidu and at the 
same time vastly increasing empathy for Gilgamesh, whose interior life is represented in 
scenes of triumph and in sorrow. 

Lily Briscoe and Mrs. Ramsay 
Sitting on the floor with her arms round Mrs. Ramsay’s knees, close as she could get, 
smiling to think that Mrs. Ramsay would never know the reason of that pressure, she 
imagined how in the chambers of the mind and heart of the woman who was, physically, 
touching her, were stood, like the treasures in the tombs of kings, tablets bearing sacred 
inscriptions, which if one could spell them out, would teach one everything, but they 
would never be offered openly, never made public.  What art was there, known to love or 
cunning, by which one pressed through into those secret chambers?  What device for 
becoming, like waters poured into one jar, inextricably the same, one with the object one 
adores?  Could the body achieve, or the mind, subtly mingling in the intricate passages of 
the brain? Or the heart?  Could loving, as people called it, make her and Mrs. Ramsay 
one? For it was not knowledge but unity that she desired, not inscriptions on tablets, 
nothing that could be written in any language known to men, but intimacy itself, which is 
knowledge, she had thought, leaning her head on Mrs. Ramsay’s knee.    (Virginia Woolf, 
To the Lighthouse) 109 
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Knowing Lily Briscoe 
Samuel Noah Kramer, who prided himself on concentrating throughout his long career 
on the study of Sumerian literature.  More than his contemporaries Kramer could claim 
to have developed that specialty.  He admitted, though, that in his youth he had wanted 
to write fiction in the manner of Theodore Dreiser (1871-1947).  Dreiser was no Virginia 
Woolf (1882-1941); he could not, or would not have written an interior monologue like 
Lily Briscoe’s in To the Lighthouse (1927).  But in many ways Dreiser shared Woolf’s 
“realistic” fictional aims. 

Kramer had also considered being an Egyptologist before he settled on Assyriology.  He 
would have appreciated Virginia Woolf’s portrait of Mrs. Ramsay, one of the principal 
characters in To the Lighthouse, especially in this passage.  Another important character 
in the novel is the artist Lily Briscoe, through whose consciousness the reader filters the 
beautiful and fertile mother.  She sees Mrs. Ramsay in the context of “tombs of kings,” 
reminding us of the excitement the West had in the 1920s for rediscovering the treasures 
of ancient Egypt.  To the Lighthouse is set in a summer house in the Hebrides rented for 
years by Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay.  He is an imperious and taciturn professor of philosophy; 
his wife is the center of the family and the group of friends invited to stay with them.  In 
their own domestic way, Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay stand over their community the way the 
idealized Pharaoh Ramses II and the beautiful chief queen and mother of his children, 
Nefertari, stood over Egypt in the statues that represented the famous couple.110  The very 
quiet association of an elite modern nuclear family and the very famous and powerful 
ruling family of ancient Egypt would have pleased Kramer. 

In this brief passage from the novel a great many themes are subtly intermixed.  For those 
of us who treasure “tablets bearing sacred inscriptions” in exotic languages, inscriptions 
that keep their secrets and never make them public, the allusion may have special interest.  
(We are reminded of Gilgamesh writing his experiences into a precious tablet and storing 
it away for us to read centuries later.)  For Woolf’s original audience the “treasures” would 
connect not only the novel itself but also the many forms of art appreciated by the 
Ramsay’s circle and the wider audience for High Modernist art in particular. 

The passage does draw a distinction between inscriptions and the knowledge they may 
provide us and “intimacy itself, which is knowledge.”  There is only one “exterior” 
represented.  Lily is “sitting on the floor with her arms round Mrs. Ramsay’s knees,” and 
at the end learns her head on Mrs. Ramsay’s knee. (The gesture reminds us of the ways 
people solicited the help of rulers in ancient societies.)  While Lily is “smiling” that Mrs. 
Ramsay would never know the meaning of pressing herself against Mrs. Ramsay, the 
reader knows, from this passage but from many others in the novel, that Lily’s deep desire 
for intimacy is increasingly desperate. 

The reader follows Lily’s frustration at the difficulty she finds in completing a painting 
she has been working on.  As a visual artist she shares the anxieties of literary artists like 
Woolf herself.  On the final page of the novel, which of course is the conclusion of Woolf’s 
artistic work, Lily finally solves the aesthetic problem.  “With a sudden intensity, as if she 
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saw it clear for a second, she drew a line there, in the center.  It was done; it was finished.  
Yes, she thought, laying down her brush in extreme fatigue, I have had my vision.”111 

But Lily wants Mrs. Ramsay to know Lily intimately, and the passage that has her 
touching the body of Mrs. Ramsay is one of the most eloquent and complicated 
explorations of the current key idea of empathy.  And the passage represents empathy to 
the extent that such a representation can be articulated in words and images.  Lily wants 
to press into “those secret chambers,” to become, “like waters poured into one jar,” one 
with the object of her adoration.  It is “unity” and “intimacy” she desires. 

It is not even ironic that the reader of To the Lighthouse also “knows” that Mrs. Ramsay 
worries throughout the novel that the not very pretty Lily should find a mate.  Mrs. 
Ramsay has found a candidate and tries in subtle ways to establish a connection between 
the two.  While the final lines of the novel point to a successful completion of Lily’s 
painting, there is little hope that Mrs. Ramsay’s desire for Lily will be realized. 

Samuel Noah Kramer had the pleasure of hearing, in Istanbul, Erich Auerbach lecture on 
comparative literature.  Auerbach’s magisterial study of the representation of reality in 
Western literature ends with Woolf’s To the Lighthouse.112  Auerbach’s method in 
Mimesis was to select two specific passages from two literary works that he hoped 
illustrated the problem of literary representations of the “real” world.  He began with 
passages from the Bible and Homer’s Odyssey.  His magnificent survey ends with a 
passage from To the Lighthouse (though not the one considered here). 

Auerbach’s analysis of a passage in which Mrs. Ramsay measures a brown stocking that 
will be given to the boy whose father maintains the lighthouse (of the title) shows that 
Woolf’s innovative narrative technique is far more complex than the passage we have 
considered.  Where earlier writers had used devices like the interior monologue, mainly 
to advance the storyline by preparing for significant “exterior” happenings, Woolf 
provides multiple perspectives that frequently lead nowhere.  In Woolf’s case “the exterior 
events have actually lost their hegemony, they serve to release and interpret inner events, 
whereas before her time (and still today in many instances) inner movements 
preponderantly function to prepare and motivate significant exterior happenings.  This 
too is apparent in the randomness and contingency of the exterior occasion.”113  Lily’s 
completion of her painting at the very moment when the novel ends is actually more 
dramatic and more like a climax than what we have come to expect in To the Lighthouse.  
Actually reaching the lighthouse is achieved by Mr. Ramsay and others in the boat a page 
and one-half earlier; though it is a kind of conclusion to the narrative, the action is in itself 
trivial.  Lily Briscoe, back on land, cannot see the boat arriving at the little island.  She 
rather guesses that the boat must have arrived.  She even pronounces aloud that “he” 
(presumably Mr. Ramsay) “must have reached it,” suddenly feels “completely tired out” 
and then relieved.  Then she has the inspiration that enables her to complete her work of 
art.  Some readers have found the coincidence of the boat arriving at the lighthouse and 
Lily’s completing her painting puzzling because even such a mildly dramatic event seems 
so unlikely given Woolf’s storytelling technique. 
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Auerbach was convinced that “certain tendencies and needs on the part of both authors 
and public” prompted what he considered were the characteristics of the “realistic novel” 
in the period between World War I and World War II: “multipersonal representation of 
consciousness, time strata, disintegration of the continuity of exterior events, shifting of 
the narrative viewpoint (all of which are interrelated and difficult to separate).”114  My 
point is not that the long event of representing reality in narratives from the Bible and 
Homer into the 20th century enables us to find a place for Gilgamesh.  In many ways the 
variety of stories and narrative techniques in Gilgamesh, with its striking changes of pace 
and narrative developments, is more like T. S. Eliot’s 1922 The Waste Land than ancient 
narratives like the Odyssey and the Elohist story of Saul and David, which initiate 
Auerbach’s analyses.115  Rather it is to point out in Woolf’s description of the inner life of 
Lily Briscoe, Woolf has found a subtle way to suggest a great complex of conflicting 
emotions prompted by the simple action of touching the knees of Lily’s beloved Mrs. 
Ramsay.  To become one with the loved object is perhaps impossible, but the desire is no 
doubt universal and is articulated in mystical traditions in a great variety of cultures.  
Lily’s desire expresses itself in sight, touch, and especially articulate thought tries to enter 
the other, a desire that today is commonly called empathy.   The Gilgamesh poet 
expressed in a series of “exterior” acts, most notably in Gilgamesh’s responses to the death 
of his friend. 

Woolf’s description of Lily’s consciousness runs into the familiar modern “mind/body” 
problem, the Cartesian split between consciousness and “extension.”  One cannot help 
but admire Woolf’s—and other modernists’—attempts to place the reader in the 
possibility of, as here, entering empathically into fictional characters. 

With Gilgamesh it is hard to know where the author is.  The different narrative 
techniques, as in the lengthy, well-developed and finished story of Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
versus Humbaba in contrast to what follows it, the story of The Bull of Heaven, and in the 
amazing twists and turns in Gilgamesh’s encounter with the sage Utnapishtim, may 
simply be reflections of the obvious: that Gilgamesh is a collection of tales developed by 
many “authors” over many centuries.  Finding unity in this diverse “collection” of tales is 
a major aim of the essays in this book.  Interpreting To the Lighthouse is a very 
complicated business, but we can see in the author’s techniques an attempt to pull 
together themes and images into an artistic whole, even if that whole does not yield a 
simple, chronological narrative.  Interpreting Gilgamesh, from a time when authorship 
was very different from much of the Western literary tradition, is complicated in a 
different way. 

Virginia Woolf and her contemporaries come at a time when “overcoming metaphysics”-
-what the philosophers call the “onto-theological” character of Western thought that 
developed from Greek philosophical thought on the one hand and from biblical narrative 
theology on the other—was often assumed as a drive to rid narrative (and other arts) of 
traditional Western values.  Gilgamesh is a refreshing case in that respect.  Neither space 
nor time as represented in its stories show the kind of confidence the West developed in 
its notion of a cosmos, complete and whole, even if not completely perfect.  Where 
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monotheism and Greek ontological thought largely covered over gaps in a universe, 
Mesopotamian thought often confronts an abyss.  The stories of Gilgamesh see glimpses 
of it and hurtle toward the abzu and the “source of waters.”  The first lines of Gilgamesh 
announce that Gilgamesh has found “everything” at the source of something.  The 
question is what. 

I will argue that two modernist concepts, empathy and libido, offer an approach to that 
what. 

Enkidu, or rather knowing Enkidu, gives a hint of the process. 

Knowing Enkidu  
The metamorphosis of Enkidu was largely complete, we think, by the Old Babylonian 
period.  He begins to look more and more like Everyman.  He is taller, stronger (and 
hairier) than we are, but in most essentials he is like us.  His friendship with Gilgamesh 
offers him rewards we can only dream of.  But in a number of key respects his life is ours. 

The audience of Gilgamesh, then as now, could see him as “only human,” more so than 
his near-equal Gilgamesh.  (As the Great Goddess can change fates and raise her lover to 
a higher level of being, the king of Uruk can raise an ordinary person to a special status—
but he can certainly not make him immortal.) 

Enkidu, it has been claimed, was the only virgin represented in Mesopotamian literature.  
(Another exception may have been Inanna herself.  Like Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, who 
speaks of her “salad years, when [she] was green in judgment, cold in blood…” [Antony 
and Cleopatra I.v.73-74], Inanna has a past, as Gilgamesh reminds her in Tablet 6. A 
Sumerian love poem has the young Inanna speak to her “brother” of her innocence in 
sexual matters.) 

His transformation from animal to human is accomplished through a sexual initiation 
with a woman sent into the wilderness by Gilgamesh.  The text is silent about any sexual 
encounters he may have had while he lived among the animals in the wild.  But his 
weeklong tryst with the woman shows his libido is certainly prodigious—perhaps rivaling 
Gilgamesh’s own insatiable desires.  (The text never condemns sexual activity as such, 
except in the effects on the young women of Uruk, whom Gilgamesh oppresses in a way 
analogous to his oppression of the young men by the incessant playing of (martial?) 
games.) 

He also has to learn how to eat and drink the food of humans.  Like a young child, he 
acquires speech, and his first utterance is a very self-conscious boast in his own strength. 

He is able to help Gilgamesh in two heroic adventures, but at a key moment Enkidu 
creates an ethical dilemma for Gilgamesh: to kill Humbaba or spare the giant’s life.  We 
hear his passionate argument for killing Humbaba—and understand it. 

Later in the story we understand Enkidu’s joy in defeating The Bull of Heaven and in 
humiliating Ishtar.  We also understand his suffering from an incomprehensible illness, 
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his terror facing death, his deep depression.  It makes sense to us that he would curse the 
people who changed his life—and even cursing the door he had fashioned for the god who 
would condemn him. 

His very existence may have resulted from an appeal to the gods for a rival to Gilgamesh, 
but his life is quite “human.”  This we see because his emotional life is made clear to us.  
He has a more fully developed interior life than most “Everyman” figures. 

Is empathy too strong a term to describe Gilgamesh’s and our knowledge of this fictional 
character? 

Even if that is the case, it does not make Enkidu a Lily Briscoe or the ancient audience 
(hearing or reading) Gilgamesh the same as a High Modernist reader of novels. 

Recognizing the Other 
For all their attempts at knowing the “real” person, Lily Briscoe and Mrs. Ramsay are not 
credited by the author of the novel with succeeding at the task.  On the other hand, the 
author presents enough clues to hope that the reader (without the author telling the 
reader directly) will come to know the “real” Lily and Mrs. Ramsay in all their complexity.  
We know something of what the characters look like; we know something of their 
behavior from observing their actions; we hear them speak.  We hear others speak of 
them, filling in background and revealing things the characters themselves would rather 
hide.  The real test, though, is recognizing conscious and subconscious thoughts, images 
and motivations.  Postmodern fictionalists often play with these narrative devices to 
subvert them, but there is still a strong tendency to display in fiction characters who have 
a certain “depth.” 

In dealing with Mesopotamian stories, certain long-familiar props to the Western 
tradition of representing the reality of characters seem not to apply.  The distinction 
between “soul” and “body,” or soul/body/spirit is such a construct.  Since at least the 
Middle Ages, the “soul,” once considered unknowable by the person who possesses one, 
came to be regarded as the “deepest part” of the person, a tradition still active in “soul” 
music.  Anthropologists have shown that this is not a universally held view.  Clifford 
Geertz, for example, distinguished a common Western notion of the “atomic” person, 
individuals separated from other individuals like billiard balls bouncing off one another.  
The “core” person is sacred and presumably unknowable to others.  He contrasted this 
with the people in Morocco where he conducted his fieldwork.  They had a very different 
view of humanity, one that emphasizes the nisba-connectedness that binds persons to 
families, occupations, religious sects and status.116 

Behind this is a very different concept of the person from what has developed in the West 
since the Renaissance: The Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more 
or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center of awareness, 
emotional judgment, and action organized into a distinctive whole and seen contrastively 
both against other such wholes and against a social and natural background is, however 
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incorrigible it may seem to us, a rather peculiar idea within the context of the world’s 
cultures.117 

It is not clear to me that Mesopotamia had anything like a universally-held view of the 
person.  At least early Sumer seemed to regard the person as in some ways living after 
death as long as the skeleton was intact.  Some myths of creating humans—such as we will 
see with Enkidu—emphasize the equal importance of a male and female principle 
operating to construct a human being out of disparate materials.  A male deity usually is 
the one who provides the creature with an “image,” and I suspect that was envisioned as 
the bony structure that gave form and stature to the individual.  Once that was lost 
(usually by the third generation), the individual in the grave could be tended by the loved 
ones left behind, with beverages poured through a tube into the grave and an annual 
feeding of the “spirits” when they returned to earth for a day.  After that, they could be 
forgotten.  Even though a piece of the divine was added into the mix when humanity was 
created, Mesopotamia did not leap to the idea that a “soul” or “spirit” would live eternally.  
The stories of Gilgamesh and Enkidu have as a kind of background hum the “reality” that 
Enkidu was human like the rest of us and must face (however long) a generally grim 
afterlife in the underworld, while the part-divine Gilgamesh will ultimately experience a 
different fate, even though he, too, is human. 

Having said this, I think Gilgamesh invites a version of empathy in the story, in the 
relationship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu and between Gilgamesh and the Great 
Goddess Ishtar.  Further, like To the Lighthouse, the fictional devices in Gilgamesh, 
although very different from the modern novel, open the audience to an analogous 
recognition of the “fictional” other. 

Several different modern approaches to the possibility of empathy are considered here.  
Then, perhaps surprisingly, the discussion will turn to Mesopotamian healing rituals.  A 
persistent form of healing in Mesopotamia involved making images, usually representing 
the lover of the Great Goddess, Dumuzi, and transferring the psychosomatic illness of the 
patient to Dumuzi, the prototypical substitute.  The image is destroyed or sent out to the 
wilderness.  The ritual is often connected with a myth in which a wise god recognizes that 
a person is in a terrible state, describes his symptoms to his even wiser “Father” god.  The 
Father transfers the healing ritual, especially the incantations that will effect the cure, to 
the Son. 

I propose that the language of illness and healing in Gilgamesh is especially relevant to 
the two heroes, Gilgamesh and Enkidu. 

Intimacy, Which is Knowledge 
Gilgamesh is a sexy story.  Or Gilgamesh is about sex.  Or sexuality.  Homer’s Odyssey, 
which tells of a great war hero who returned to his home, his bedroom, and his wife at one 
time in ancient Greece was thought to end there.  All modern editions and translations of 
the story have Odysseus going on to (a few) other adventures.  In one period, though, 
scholars thought the return home to a wife completed a story that began with Odysseus, 
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a mere man (though a hero) sleeping with a beautiful goddess.  He had everything but 
pined for his real life with his real wife. 

Since the interpretation of Gilgamesh offered here emphasizes the hero’s return to his 
home and to a kind of “wife,” I join virtually all interpreters of Gilgamesh who see erotic 
elements in the story, but as will be increasingly clear, I think those elements are central 
to the story.  Not everyone will agree. 

The problem is in framing the issue.  A goddess offers Gilgamesh great honor and riches 
if he will become her spouse, and the offer is richly erotic.  Gilgamesh refuses the offer.  
In another part of the story Gilgamesh first fights, then embraces the powerful Enkidu, 
who becomes what we might call his “best friend.”  They end of in bed together not long 
after Gilgamesh refuses to mate with the goddess Ishtar.  Does this suggest 
homosexuality?  These issues have been discussed by many interpreters in the 20th and 
21st centuries. 

I see something, a powerful force, that is more pervasive than most people see in the series 
of tales that make up Gilgamesh.  The Sumerians had a word for it: hi-li, and it had an 
equivalent in the language that Gilgamesh was written in, Akkadian.  In Akkadian the 
word is kuzbu.  Both terms have a strong emotional and erotic intensity, and both terms 
are used to describe deities as well as humans (and animals).  Perhaps libido is our weak 
modern equivalent. 

In struggling with these questions I propose an old term, but one still useful and 
remarkably suited to many different contexts: intimacy. 

Google the term and something on the order of 14 million items will pop up.  (By the time 
this book appears the total may be double that.)  Within the first ten items will be a wise 
caution: intimacy means more than just sex.  A working definition will appear, something 
like, simply, “closeness between people.”  And intimacy is intellectual, social, emotional 
and spiritual as well as physical.  As the condition of being a friend, a thesaurus suggests 
that many other common terms shade into intimacy: chumminess, closeness, 
companionship, comradeship, familiarity, and fellowship among them. 

Still, intimacy always carries some erotic charge.  Google relates the word to “foreplay,” 
and the first item is likely to about “bra fit” than friendship. 

It is certainly better than the highly problematic modern terms like sexuality, as in 
heterosexuality and homosexuality.  Virtually every aspect of intimacy presents itself in 
the Gilgamesh stories. 

Since I have spent the better part of my adult life studying language and literature, I am 
inclined to use intimacy first the way linguists, especially sociolinguists, use it.  In his 
famous book on the “Five Clocks” of English usage, Martin Joos challenges the archetypal 
English teacher, Miss Fidditch, who always demands, in speech as well as in writing, a 
certain kind of “correct” English.118  Rather, Joos claims, there are at least five styles we 
learn to use, from hypercorrect written “formal” (and even “frozen”) style, through 
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“consultative” and “casual” to the earliest, and most basic style he calls “intimate.”   It is 
a style that “excludes public information.”  (Miss Fidditch objects: how can it be a 
language?)  It takes Joos a few pages to explain the idea,119 but I think we get the point.  
Just as we learn to speak with those with whom we are close (physically, as well as in other 
ways), there are a few people we know well enough that a mere “Engh” or “Cold” at the 
dinner table is sufficient to communicate feeling and relationship. 

Edward T. Hall discovered the spatial correlation to these intimate speech acts.  He 
invented “proxemics” as a way of analyzing social distance, from the rather formal way 
we address a large group that contains strangers to the intrusive distance that we allow a 
very few persons ever to enter.120  Hall bases his observations on our similarity to our 
primate relatives, but he also shows that different cultures uses these distances in 
different ways.  In the Arabic-speaking world, for instance, people often crowd so closely 
to speak face-to-face with another that Americans and Europeans find themselves 
peddling backwards to avoid such physical closeness.  On the other hand, Arabs will often 
retain a rigid distance between men and women.  The latter derives, I think, from social 
norms that anthropologists call “homosocial.” 

From an early age Arabs tend to separate men and women into different worlds.  Even in 
households, different social roles encourage men to spend most of their time with other 
men, women with other women. 

Fatima Mernissi has written eloquently about this hudud or frontier that divides children 
as they approach puberty.  Mernissi, a sociologist and anthropologist, grew up in Fez in 
the 1940s.  Her father encouraged her in her studies, to be “modern”—and yet he imposed 
on her the veil when she ventured into public spaces.  The hudud came to dominate all 
aspects of life, the barrier that separate the family house (which she calls a harem) from 
the outside world as well as the homosocial divisions inside the family as much as outside.  
The opening of Dreams of Trespass: Tales of a Harem Girlhood  speaks eloquently of the 
frontiers. 

I was born in a harem in 1940 in Fez, a ninth-century Moroccan city some five thousand 
kilometers west of Mecca, and one thousand kilometers south of Madrid, one of the 
dangerous capitals of the Christians.  The problems with the Christians start, said Father, 
as with women, when the hudud, or sacred frontier, is not respected.  I was born in the 
midst of chaos, since neither Christians nor women accepted the frontiers.  Right on our 
threshold, you could see women of the harem contesting and fighting with Ahmed the 
doorkeeper as foreign armies from the North kept arriving all over the city.  In fact, 
foreigners were standing at the end of our street, which lay just between the old city and 
the Ville Nouvelle, a new city that they were building for themselves.  When Allah created 
the earth, said Father, he separated men from women, and put a sea between Muslims 
and Christians for a reason.  Harmony exists when each group respects the prescribed 
limits of the other; trespassing leads only to sorrow and unhappiness.  But women 
dreamed of trespassing all the time.  The world beyond the gate was their obsession.  They 
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fantasized all day long about parading in unfamiliar streets, while Christians kept crossing 
the sea, bringing death and chaos.121 

A striking example of crossing the cultural sea in the depiction of intimacy is the 1964 trial 
for immorality of Lebanese fiction writer Layla Ba’labakki.  She had published a short 
story whose title is translated as “A Space Ship of Tenderness to the Moon.”  Members of 
the vice squad attempted to confiscate all copies of work.  The case reached the Lebanese 
Court of Appeals—where Ba’labakki was exonerated.  The prosecution of Ba’labakki and 
the judges’ decision in the case provide a window through which we glimpse a culture’s 
struggle with the representation of intimacy. 

The title of the short story is a thinly disguised metaphor for sexual ecstasy.  The final 
sentence has a man urging a woman, “Let us take off, you and I, for the moon.”122 

Prosecutors seized upon two sentences in the story.  I should add that the couple whose 
love-making was seen as offensive were not, as we might have expected, unmarried.  They 
are married—and to each other.  Rather, the story is told from the point of view of a wife, 
anticipating and then experiencing sexual love with her husband.  The two sentences are 
these:  “He lay on his back, his hand went deep under the sheet, pulling my arm and 
putting it on his chest, and then, his hand traveled over my stomach….” And, 

“He licked my ears, then my lips, and he roamed over me.  He lay on top of me and 
whispered that he was in ecstasy and that I was fresh, soft dangerous, and that he missed 
me a lot.” 

Eventually in this high-profile case, the judges accepted the defense’s argument that the 
story exhibits a legitimate use of “realistic” phrases in the literary school of realism.  The 
connection to a literary movement that took root in the modern West and has spread 
throughout the world would probably be enough to persuade a jury in the West.  But the 
Lebanese judges used arguments that would seem strange in a Western courtroom.  They 
found that certain “realistic” features have been used in their tradition to provide 
examples (hikma), that is, a kind of wisdom. 

The traditional stories the judges offer as evidence would likely not occur to most Western 
readers.  They do mention literature in the Arabic tradition: Golden Odes, Abu Nuwas’s 
love of wine in his al-Khamriyat, and even Sheherazade’s A Thousand and One Nights.  
But their key examples come from stories considered sacred: 

The myth of man receiving the Covenant from God, the rainbow in the heavens, 
and man’s unworthiness to receive it; 
The legend of the isolated cave in the desert (Saw’ar), its walls stained red with 
blood which stained the entire land of Canaan; 
The tale of Egypt’s Pharaoh, in which his loved one, tempting the Pharaoh to lust, 
writhes on a bed of  Lebanese cedar wood, her naked body fragrant with the 
scents of the land of Ethopia; 
The story of the virgin of Israel, guarding of a dying kingdom, bringing to old age 
and coldness the warmth of her body…; and 
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The legend of the rose of Sharun, the lily of the valley.123 

Even in America of the early 1960s, before Hair and the countercultural revolution, these 
examples would have been considered tame indeed—and not particularly “realistic” in the 
sense the term was used by Western authors.  To the judges, though, they, like “A Space 
Ship of Tenderness to the Moon,” describe “the experience of life” for a worthy purpose, 
to “extract a kind of wisdom” and to create “artistic beauty.”  They found, therefore, that 
the story was not “harmful to the public morality.”124 

If we find such cultural differences in our own time and with storytelling techniques that 
seem almost natural to us, how can we hope to reconstruct an ancient culture and a story 
that goes back, if not to the origins of storytelling, to the earliest literary tradition that has 
yet to be discovered? 

To complicate further what may seem to be a hopeless task, I want to emphasize in my 
interpretation of Gilgamesh that the stories preserve motifs and themes that go back in 
some cases a thousand and even two thousand years.  It has long been recognized that the 
“standardized” collection of Gilgamesh stories, the collection usually called the “epic” of 
Gilgamesh, makes use of much earlier material.  The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic by 
Jeffrey Tigay is still the basis for comparing and contrasting the Standard Gilgamesh with 
earlier versions of stories in the collection, even though evidence has continued to appear 
after the publication of that important work.  Tigay identifies many changes, large and 
small, and detects nuances, such as identifying the city where much of the action takes 
place, Uruk, as the city of the goddess Ishtar, when earlier it had been called the city of 
Ishtar and her “father” the Sky God Anu. 

Much of the early Gilgamesh material was written in the Sumerian language.  This is not 
surprising in that Gilgamesh was hailed as a great king, perhaps the prototypical king, not 
long after the hero is thought to have lived—some two thousand years before the texts, 
written in the very different Akkadian language, were found in a 1st millennium BCE 
Assyrian capitol.  The setting of the story, Uruk, is crucial to my understanding of the 
stories.  Uruk has been called the First City, although the Mesopotamians did not think of 
it as the earliest city, because virtually every feature we consider “civilized,” i.e., a culture 
rooted in city life, appear in that first immensely large and productive city.  The city walls 
of Uruk, celebrated in the first lines of the poem—and attributed to Gilgamesh—mark the 
division between the civilized and whatever stands outside of it, the primitive, the wild, 
and the often terrifying unknown. 

Uruk was the first place where we find certain key inventions.  Writing is the most 
important of these for our purposes.  Another is the cylinder seal, which provides us with 
an extraordinary range of visual images.  The plowshare, wheeled carts, and clay sickles 
are among other inventions that transformed an already old society, and the decision to 
cultivate a grain that resisted the saline soil turned a small economy into an immensely 
productive one, capable of reaching out to areas far beyond Uruk’s walls. 

My major claim is that Gilgamesh preserves, consciously, relics of Uruk’s past.  Urukean 
culture survived, more or less intact, for some four thousand years.  By the time of the 
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Standard Gilgamesh Uruk had lost its autonomy—to Babylon, Assyria, the Persians and 
the Greeks.  Elements of Babylonian and Assyrian societies, especially, transformed the 
Sumerian culture of the city.  The most important question is: how much did these other 
elements transform Uruk—at least in the literary representation of the city. 

The status of goddesses and women in the society is probably the most hotly debated 
question Assyriologists face these days.  Rivkah Harris, who produced groundbreaking 
studies on the life course of Mesopotamians, male and female, developed a picture much 
like Middle Eastern cultures today.125  A detailed portrait of modern Palestinian Arab 
culture is given, e.g., by Ibrahim Muhawi and Sharif Kanaana in their collection of 
folktales, Speak, Bird, Speak Again.126  Much of this has been developed under the term 
“Patrimonialism” by J. David Schloen.127  For Harris, “the essential characteristics of 
masculinity were mastery and dominance,” while women were expected to place greater 
value on relationship and bonding, “which made for dependence on the male.”  
Nevertheless, Harris found, “the ideal spousal relationship was one of mutuality and 
shared sexual passion, which laid the foundation for a faithful, contented marriage.”128 

Rivkah Harris deliberately avoided the thorny question of historical changes in views of 
the life course, gender differences, and marriage.  Before Gender and Aging in 
Mesopotamia, her most important work was on the class of cloistered women in Old 
Babylonian Sippar and Babylon.  Interestingly, this is exactly the period in which, 
according to some scholars, important differences begin to appear, especially in those two 
influential northern cities.  How much the changes reflect differences in northern, mainly 
Semitic, groups that spread from northern Syria into northern Iraq, and the Sumerian 
south is still very much an open question.  The argument that Mesopotamian goddesses 
were diminished over time—and changes in the status of women reflected the 
displacement of powerful goddesses by male deities—was best made by Tikva Frymer-
Kensky.129 

The argument for change has increasingly turned on the militarization of Mesopotamia.  
Military operations on a large scale correlates with the development in Mesopotamia of a 
strong kingship.  The great walls of Uruk attributed to Gilgamesh provide the most 
striking symbol of the rise of kingship.  Gilgamesh, as we shall see, is praised as the 
greatest of kings, but the stories that grew up around this legendary king almost never 
show him leading men into battle.  Only “Gilgamesh and Akka” presents him in this role, 
and even there he overwhelms his enemies simply by making a glorious appearance on 
the famous walls of his city. 

True, in Gilgamesh the king and his companion Enkidu kill the monstrous Humbaba and 
The Bull of Heaven, and these are feats of manly strength and skill.  But they are largely 
reflections of very ancient battles between gods and their opponents, who are as often as 
not forces of nature.  Defeating such cosmic enemies brings order (if only temporarily) to 
an unstable world. 

Much of the argument developed here can be seen in the opening lines of Gilgamesh, 
where, in addition to the highly-acclaimed walls of Uruk the poet offers a vision of life 
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inside the walls.  At the center of the city is the goddess Ishtar in her sacred “house.”  I 
argue that the depiction of Uruk symbolizes masculine and feminine unity in what 
scholars have called a “sacred marriage” of human and divine.  Sumerian culture had a 
word for this relationship: en, term sadly translated almost everywhere as “lord.”  The 
Sumerian en is sometimes called a “priest-king,” but while the combination of priest and 
king may tell us something about the “lord,” it can be confusing, since the “priest” part is 
not altogether clear, and the “king” part is now qualified as a “weak” kingship.  While 
there is a great deal of evidence, visual as well as textual, for the importance of the human 
en, especially in Uruk and nearby Ur, and for its prestige—the title is frequently carried 
by the high gods of Sumer, exactly how much this “lord” ruled the land is difficult to 
determine. 

It appears that the most important role of the en was to engage in a ritual with a nin, who 
might be a goddess or a proxy for the goddess.  The ritual involved a mat or bed and might 
well have been a celebration of the famous, but controversial “sacred marriage.” 

I take the conflict between kingship and en-ship to be the central unifying feature of the 
different stories in Gilgamesh.  The most interesting question becomes: is the conflict 
resolved?  However this question is answered, the intimate relationship between 
Gilgamesh and the great goddess Ishtar resides at the heart of the story. 

Perspectives on Empathy 
One day Alison [Gopnik] came home from the lab in a state of despair that will be familiar 
to working parents.  She had realized she was a terrible researcher (one of her papers had 
been rejected by a journal) and a failed teacher (a student had argued about a grade), and 
she came home to discover she was also a disgraceful mother (the chicken legs for dinner 
were still frozen).  Like any good, strong, tough-minded professional woman in the same 
position, she broke down in tears on the sofa.  Her son, who was not quite two, looked 
concerned and after a moment’s thought ran to the bathroom.  He returned with a large 
box of Band-Aids, which he proceeded to put on her at random, all over; this was clearly 
a multiple-Band-Aid injury.  Like many therapists, he made the wrong diagnosis but his 
treatment was highly effective.  She stopped crying.130 

There is more good news not reported in Dr. Gopnik’s vivid recall of the incident with her 
young child.  Like the others who contributed to their 1999 study, The Scientist in the 
Crib: Minds, Brains, and How Children Learn, Andrew N. Meltzoff and Patricia K. Kuhl, 
Alison continued her already distinguished career after suffering through her bad day.  
We need not be cognitive scientists to understand the narrative, which is in itself a good 
illustration of empathy.  The point of the story, for the scientists, is that very young 
children learn, for example, to imitate others, and they develop the capacity for empathy 
much earlier than previous researchers had believed to be the case. 

Stories like this are familiar today through short stories, plays, novels, TV shows, films 
and new media like the Internet.  The history of the novel in the West and its spread 
through all parts of the globe is a useful guide to the ease we moderns have in seeing (or 
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guessing) that we have access to the Other.  It is not so easy to see this in ancient epics 
and folktales.  Gilgamesh shows an advance in this respect over earlier Gilgamesh stories, 
but that doesn’t make it Anna Karenina. 

In their experiments that demonstrate the child’s ability to imitate facial expressions—
like sticking out the tongue in imitation of an adult gazing at the infant—as early as 42 
minutes old, Meltzoff and the others redefine that key idea in the Western literary and 
artistic tradition, mimesis or “imitation” and provide a new understanding of empathy.  
The concept of empathy has become increasingly important in sociological studies and 
even in diplomacy.  (Robert MacNamara foggy knowledge of Vietnamese culture finally 
cleared years after the war when he actually spoke with a Vietnamese general.) 

An important application of the concept, one which differentiated modern Western and 
Middle Eastern cultures, was made by Daniel Lerner.  He referred to “psychic mobility.” 
Gopnik, Meltzoff and Kuhl have found an even more useful characterization of the 
concept. 

A Definition 
Cognitive Science considers empathy in this way.  Recall Alison’s almost two-year old—
and the “terrible twos” who demonstrate that their actions are not always therapeutic. 

To be genuinely empathic, you have to understand how other people feel and 
know how to make them feel better, even when you don’t feel that way yourself.  
You have to know that the other person needs some Band-Aids, even if you 
don’t—just as you know that the other person wants broccoli, though you don’t, 
or that she wants you to stay away from the lamp cord that seems so desirable to 
you.  Real empathy isn’t just about knowing that other people feel the same way 
you do; it’s about knowing that they don’t feel the same way and caring anyway.  
Babies aren’t born with this deep moral insight, but by the time they are two, they 
already have begun to understand it.131 

A Social Perspective 
On the basis of an infant’s crying when the infant hears another sobbing, Darwin thought 
“global empathy” the foundation stone of the moral code in the child.132  For sociologist 
Daniel Lerner133 a high degree of empathy characterizes “modern” (or “participant”) 
society.  While Lerner was attempting to find the factors that transformed traditional 
Middle Eastern societies into “modern” ones, certain of the values he identified might 
have, in their own fashion, have transformed Uruk into the new urban society it was late 
in the 4th millennium BCE.  For us, the values of economic development, urbanism, 
literacy, media, and political participation have formed a society where “most people go 
through school, read newspapers, receive cash payments in jobs they are legally free to 
change, buy goods for cash in an open market, vote in elections which actually decide 
among competing candidates, and express opinions on many matters which are not their 
personal business.”134 He calls the condition of the empathic modern “psychic mobility.”  
This is how he describes empathy and “psychic mobility.” 
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The mobile person is distinguished by a high capacity for identification with new 
aspects of his environment; he comes equipped with the mechanisms needed to 
incorporate new demands upon himself that arise outside of his habitual 
experience.  These mechanisms for enlarging a man’s identity operate in two 
ways.  Projection facilitates identification by assigning to the object certain 
preferred attributes of the self—other are “incorporated” because they are like 
me.  (Distantiation or negative identification, in the Freudian sense, results when 
one projects onto others certain disliked attributes of the self.)  Introjection 
enlarges identity by attributing to the self certain desirable attributes of the 
object—others are “incorporated” because I am like them or want to be like them.  
We shall use the word empathy as a shorthand for both these mechanisms. (p. 
50-51) 

The Representation of the Inner Life 
One of Lerner’s most interesting observation is the novel, “the typical literary form of the 
modern epoch,” is a “conveyance of disciplined empathy.”135 Storytellers ancient and 
modern have engaged their audiences by focusing on characters who are unusual in one 
way or another.  The modern novel tends to favor character over the roles figures play in 
a story, and it does this frequently by representing the inner life of characters.  Techniques 
such as interior monologues, the “stream of consciousness” (in the phrase invented by 
William James), and shifts in point of view depend on empathy to persuade us that there 
is an individual consciousness in the fictional constructs.  One of the earliest attempts is 
to represent the suffering of characters, the kind of “global empathy” we have known since 
early childhood.  Melancholia is a state that lends itself to such fictional representation. 

The literary representation of melancholia is quite old. Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg 
see the representation of an “inner experience” a decisive change in Western narrative, 
and the earliest examples (mainly Greek romances of the Hellenistic period) are of women 
who have lost their loved ones.136 Even earlier, though, the Bible had provided a clear 
portrait of the melancholic: Saul (I Samuel 14-23).  Mayer Gruber found ancient 
symbolism of melancholy in the way Cain responds to God's withdrawal of favor,137 in 
Genesis 4.  

The disorientation suffered by the hero Gilgamesh is not represented in Akkadian poetry 
in an “inner” way, as we have come to expect in modern realistic fiction. The epic rarely 
shows a character's thought patterns except in a highly stylized fashion, and rarely in 
soliloquy. Siduri and Utnapishtim think about the strange Gilgamesh before them, but 
they do so in a dialogue with themselves. Wherever possible, what we like to think are 
“inner” states, Mesopotamian poets prefer to indicate through dialogue and through 
“outward” behavior, symbols.  

The second quest of Gilgamesh is what we might expect a modern writer to represent as 
an “inner” journey--as Doris Lessing does, for example, Briefing for a Descent into Hell, 
or as R. D. Laing does in The Politics of Experience.  Jungians have noted the importance 
of the second stage quest (the “archetype of initiation”).138 After establishing a “name” 
(ego; self-worth; integrity), the hero is plunged into a “dark night of the soul.”  
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Gilgamesh represents this two-stage quest in a way that cannot fail to move even the 
modern reader. Faced with the loss of the "friend," Enkidu, Gilgamesh responds in a 
manner consistent with melancholia:139 “a profoundly painful dejection, abrogation of 
interest in the outside world, loss of the capacity to love, inhibition of all activity, and a 
lowering of the self-regarding feelings.”140 In Gilgamesh we can see the guilt, anxiety, 
irritability and hostility of the disruption of the “attachment bond.” Gilgamesh's 
“identification” with his love-object is complete, as soon as Enkidu dies; and it was 
foreshadowed earlier in the emphasis upon Enkidu as the earthy “double” of the civilized 
hero.  

The quest of Gilgamesh is usually seen as a failure. After all, Gilgamesh does not conquer 
death. As Enkidu died, so he must die. No immortality of the kind Utnapishtim enjoys is 
possible for him. Nor has he recovered the “friend,” Enkidu. Nevertheless, the judgment 
that the quest is a failure is surely overstated.  In a profound way, Gilgamesh is “healed” 
in the quest. The marks of the animal (matted hair, skins, roaming the wilderness) give 
way in Enkidu through the initiation of the temple prostitute; they give way later through 
the purification of Utnapishtim. Cleansed, clothed in the “garment, the robe of life,” the 
beauty of his body restored, his hair bound--Gilgamesh has been transformed. He has 
found his way home, and he returns home as king, his thoughts on the good of the 
community rather than on himself. The return, which is narrated at the end of Tablet 11, 
is serene, calm, ordered.    The poet returns to the opening lines of Tablet 1.  

Libido 
Dylan Thomas called it “the force that through the green fuse drives the flower.” It was 
driving his “green age,” he thought (in 1934), to his destruction.141  The Sumerians had a 
word for it: hili.  The ones who wrote in Standard Akkadian translated it as kuzbu.  We 
find the term a half dozen times in Tablet 1 of Gilgamesh.  Its power persists through the 
Gilgamesh stories. 

We, too, have a name for it: libido.  It is a measure of our nervousness with sex—at least 
until recently—that the word popularized by Sigmund Freud and Carl Gustav Jung was 
known for centuries in the form “libidinous,” which carried a strongly negative charge.  
For Freud it meant the instinct energy or force contained in that mainly unconscious part 
of the psyche he called the id.  (Translators wrestled with translating das Es as “the It,” 
which survived in the It Girl of the 1920s.)  Jung rather thought libido was psychic energy, 
which expressed itself in symbols.  While it still is most often thought of as the urge to 
engage in sexual activity, 20th century psychologists saw in it the energy to strive as well 
as to desire.142 

The Sumerian word hili is often used, not surprisingly, in the love poetry that celebrates 
the passionate affair between Inanna and Dumuzi (Semitic Tammuz), the model of an 
intimate relationship.143  She is the very embodiment of hili, but it is important to see that 
it is seen in males as well as females, humans as well as deities.  In Gilgamesh kuzbu is 
used to characterize Gilgamesh himself (1:237) and the women like Shamhat (1.230).  The 
Akkadian term ranges in meaning from attractiveness and sexual vigor to the beauty and 
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rich adornment of buildings.  Every sort of abundance and luxuriance can exhibit kuzbu.  
A bilingual text even to the “abundant waters” carried from canals to the irrigation ditches 
essential to agriculture, such as in Uruk the date palms and barley fields.  It is the force 
employed by Shamhat in seducing Enkidu and maintaining their incredible sexual 
relations, but it is also the energy of Gilgamesh in his heroic adventures. 

Bipedalism, Sex and Gender 
Socrates (in Plato’s The Statesman) famously defined “human” as a featherless biped.  
While paleoanthropologists are no more likely than Diogenes, who plucked a chicken and 
presented it to Socrates, to accept that definition, they still look to the ability to walk on 
two feet at the divide between humans and our nearest family members.  A skull found in 
the deserts of Chad and dated to seven million years ago, more than twice as old as “Lucy” 
discovered in East Africa, is thought to be our oldest ancestor—because the creature 
walked upright144 To the untrained observer the reconstructed creature looks more like a 
bonobo than a chimpanzee, which would fit contemporary thought that the bonobo shares 
even more, and more critical, DNA than chimps. 

In early Proto-cuneiform times—that is, seven million years later but old from an 
historical perspective—we begin to see humans represented in art, and they are standing, 
sometimes walking on a ground line145  Numerous cylinder seals show the en on a ground 
line heading for a temple.  The famous Uruk Vase has a whole register devoted to “stout, 
nude males” walking in line, carrying offerings to the temple.  Even larger and more 
prominent is the uppermost register, where the en and his two attendants meet with 
woman (or goddess)—clearly the central event celebrated on the Uruk Vase—and all the 
figures stand firmly, feet exposed, on a ground line.146 Later kings and soldiers walk 
proudly with at least their muscled calves exposed.  Legendary heroes run swiftly, and 
King Shulgi of Ur is celebrated in verse for his exceptional distance running.  We can 
thank those bonobo-like ancestors for this delight in bipedalism. 

Walking upright created problems for us as well.  Sore backs are a minor inconvenience 
next to what the paleoanthropologists call the Obstetrical Dilemma.  Bipedalism affected 
the pelvic bones and made the birth of human infants, with their large skulls, a traumatic 
event for mother and infant.  All humans are born prematurely and have to spend an 
inordinate amount of time maturing outside the womb.  The terribly dependent infant 
may well have determined the structure of the primitive family, especially in the 
advantage given to offspring—and mother—when the father stayed nearby to protect and 
provide for the others. 

Helen Fisher’s early book, The Sex Contract, does not mention bonobos, but does mention 
chimpanzees and gorillas.147  The central chapter, “The Sex Contract,” does, however, 
open the argument.148  More recently, she has used the material.149  “Gorillas live in 
harems,” Fisher points out.  The “harem is led by a single adult silverback” with at least 
two “wives.”150  Young males avoid incest with full siblings, and often move away to join 
another group or attract a young female.  In spite of their close relationship to humans, 
gorillas have major differences in sexual and reproductive habits. 
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Bonobos are quite different from gorillas in those respects—and in many ways closer to 
humans.  For these pygmy chimps (Pan paniscus), the females have a lengthy monthly 
period of heat, and sex is not confined to estrus.  “Sex is almost a daily pastime,” according 
to Fisher.151  They bribe one another for sex.  They “engage in sex to ease tension, to 
stimulate sharing, to reduce stress while traveling, and to reaffirm friendships during 
anxious reunions.”152  Females engage in sexual play with other females and females with 
males.  Moreover, bonobos kiss, copulate in the missionary position about seventy 
percent of the time but also use the rear-entry position.  And they gaze at each other 
during sex. 

Bonobos, too, differ in some important respects from humans.  They do not form 
permanent pair-bonds or raise their young as husband and wife153—though, of course, not 
all humans do either.  Fisher is particularly interested in the patterns of adultery in 
bonobos and humans, an aspect of Mesopotamian life that does not concern us in this 
study.  But bonobos demonstrate that the alpha male ruling over a harem is no more 
inevitably “natural” to animals than to humans. 

Riane Eisler likewise did not use the evidence of bonobo sexual activity in her early work, 
The Chalice and the Blade: Our History, Our Future (1987), but devoted many pages to 
the topic in developing her theory of cultural transformation.154  Eisler proposes a new 
theory of hominid and early human cultural evolution, one that is not monolithic “but 
allows for the evolution of various types of social organization.”155 For Eisler, human 
development of social organization “did not follow one single linear path but rather a 
variety of paths—some orienting primarily to a dominator model and others orienting 
more to a partnership model.”156 She uses “the uncommon chimps,” that is, the bonobos, 
as evidence that variety can be seen even in the primates with which we share more DNA 
than with any other animals.  (And bonobos are closer to us in that respect than even 
chimpanzees.)  This theory challenges the “baboon-derived hominid models,” popularly 
known as “man the hunter” theories, and even a chimpanzee-derived model that focuses 
on the sharing of food between mothers and children.157 

Ardipithecus Ramidus 
With the discovery of a hominid a million years older than “Lucy,” speculation has begun 
about evolutionary advantage of bidpedalism.  The recovery of the pelvis and femur of a 
mature female Ardipithecus ramidus, nicknamed “Ardi,” the very limitations of upright 
walking have called into question the survival of what seems to be a very inefficient form 
of locomotion.  The authors of the scientific report on Ardi’s pelvis and femur, primarily 
C. Owen Lovejoy, point out that, “Virtually no other primate has a human-like pelvic 
girdle—not even our closest living relatives, the chimpanzee and bonobo.”158 

Lovejoy does not speculate about the advantage upright walking provides, but others 
have.159  Ardi is important because Ardipithecus ramidus shows that the common 
hypothesis that humans evolved from the great apes has been invalidated.  Ardi is already 
on a different track than our closest relatives.  The relatively complete skeleton of Ardi 
indicates that she was not a knuckle-walking primate.  She possessed feet that were 
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anatomically figured for climbing trees, but the pelvis and femur showed that she walked 
upright.  Running would have been difficult for Ardipithecus ramidus.  One possibility is 
that Ardipithecus ramidus was well-equipped for gathering food at a distance from 
“home.”  The male may have been carrying it back to the female and their offspring, which 
would have spent much of their time in the protection of the tree.  The male may well have 
been trading food for sex. 

The paleoanthropologists also noted that teeth used as weapons and for aggressive display 
by the great apes are strikingly smaller and blunted in both male and female Ardipithecus 
ramidus.  This suggests that, just as Ardi could not easily run down prey, they were not 
as aggressive as their relatives. 

The habitat for Ardipithecus ramidus was also unexpected.  The widespread idea that our 
earliest ancestors lived in a relatively treeless savanna has also been dashed.  There were 
plenty of trees about and a great variety of animals like bats that indicate a heavily wooded 
area in which Ardi lived.  Ardipithecus ramidus probably lived in the trees that provided 
them security. 

If Ardipithecus ramidus, especially the males, were less aggressive than apes, a 
partnership between males bringing food to the females allowed a different kind of 
bonding to develop, one that allowed the kind of family relationships that tied males, 
females and their offspring together in a mutually advantageous situation.  The great apes 
today are almost extinct, while the survival of humans has been so successful that we 
worry about overpopulation.  It appears to have been a problem even in the ancient world, 
at least in certain cities, as we shall see.  The greater intimacy in the family would seem to 
have been a major factor in growing the human population. 

Sacred Pleasure 
In her 1995 book, Sacred Pleasure: Sex, Myth, and the Politics of the Body, Eisler explains 
that the phrase “sacred pleasure” kept suggesting itself to her as a way of conceptualizing 
both the sacred and pleasure far differently than has been the case in the West.160  The 
phrase does not refer to the self-inflicted tortures men and women subjected themselves 
to in medieval Europe or to a Freudian notion of pleasure derived from degrading a sexual 
object.  Rather she slowly came to a recognition that what the mystics describe as a 
spiritual journey was not opposed, as we had been led to believe, to the body. 

I began to recognize that my most important and most deeply felt spiritual moments—the 
moments when I most intensely felt that inexpressible awe and wonder at the mystery of 
life—had been possible not because of my social conditioning to associate the sacred with 
some all-powerful ever-judging entity, but despite it.  I also began to see that spiritual 
development is not something different and apart from such earthly pleasures as sexual 
ecstasy and loving touch-—be it of a child or a lover.  On the contrary, I gradually began 
to understand that these experiences were at the core of my own spiritual development.  
And I also began to understand, not just on a theoretical but on an experiential level, the 
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urgency of my need to untangle what I had been taught about both pleasure and the 
sacred.161 

The untangling—which led Eisler to a notion of “partnership spirituality”—came largely 
from her reading of evolutionary biology.  In contrast to much of modern sociobiology, 
the “biology of love” Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela develop emphasizes 
certain differences between human and animal sexuality in the evolution of the human 
brain.162  Two features in particular distinguish the human condition to produce a 
“biology of cooperation and a linguistic coordination of action,” namely, the utter 
dependency of the infant for food and shelter—and the physical caring of touch—together 
with the extremely long period of early helplessness; and the female’s ability for year-
round sexuality, not limited to reproductive needs.163  The emergence of language “as a 
human tool to facilitate sharing and cooperation” is related, by Maturana and Varela, to 
this sexual freedom, since it would have tended to promote sustained and cooperative 
contacts between females and males.  The biologists also link these differences between 
humans and the animals closest to humans to the awareness of self (distinct from and 
interconnected with others), consciousness itself.164 

The pleasure of loving and of being loved may well derive from the chemical rewards to 
the body from substances such as endorphins.  At a certain point in evolution, the 
chemicals came to function not only in a fight-or-flight situation, but to promote bonding 
involved in caretaking.  In many activities that we tend to separate, from the infant’s 
response to a loving touch to the mystic’s states of euphoric bliss, pleasure derived from 
the evolution of the brain is an often unrecognized factor.  For Eisler, “the pleasure we 
feel in moments of creation, discovery, aesthetic contemplation, and helpfulness to 
others” is part of a large evolutionay “movement from the primacy of the punishment of 
pain to the primacy of the reward of pleasure—and very specifically, pleasure from 
love.”165 

Within this evolutionary movement, the place of early agrarian societies has been much 
debated.  Jerrold S. Cooper has noticed a curious pattern in Sumerian mythological poetry 
that he ties to the agricultural economy of the Mesopotamian south, where fresh water 
irrigation was essential.  The high god who was associated with the fertile waters, Enki, is 
praised in a very blunt way for the way he raises his penis and ejaculates over the land, 
filling the Tigris and Euphrates with “(ever) flowing water.”166  Cooper describes Enki as 
“god of sweet waters, organizer of the universe, master magician, helper of last resort, 
ardent tippler, incestuous abuser of his own daughters!”167 In more than one mythological 
text, Enki asserts his power through his sexual organ, especially in his contest with the 
mother goddess, Ninmah, where he proclaims his triumph over her by proclaiming, “Let 
now my penis be praised, and serve as a reminder to you!”168 Enki’s most powerful 
competitor in these mythological poems is no doubt Inanna, who gets the best of him in 
“Inanna and Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization from Eridu to Uruk.”  In that 
story Inanna wrests the divine me from Enki through a combination of seduction, 
trickery, and magical force (the very weapons Enki normally uses) for her city, Uruk.169  
As she prepares to visit Enki, she admires herself while she considers her vulva.170  Cooper 
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points out that there are frequent references to female organs in Sumerian love poetry, 
much of it dealing with Inanna and her lover Dumuzi.  The references are generally more 
subtle than in the Enki myths.  The major difference, though, is surprising.  The Inanna-
Dumuzi love poetry may relate to the copious produce of gardens, fruits, and salads—but 
has virtually nothing to do with divine or human reproduction.  Cooper states it explicitly: 
“Conception and birth have no role in the Inanna-Dumuzi cycle.”171 Since the love poetry 
is both explicit in its praise of sexual experience and provides a woman’s voice in 
Sumerian poetry, the contrast with the Enki poetry is all the more striking: Enki’s often 
autoerotic display of his sexual organ, which Cooper calls his “phallocentricity,” is always 
associated with reproduction: reproductive, Cooper claims, “on both the metaphoric and 
concrete levels.”  The “tender, sensuous sexuality” of the Inanna poetry contrasts sharply 
with the “raw, often violent, phallocentric” sexuality of Enki.172 

The very large and important question of the rise of patriarchy (or patrimonialism) will 
be considered later.  (It is a major theme of Riane Eisler’s Sacred Pleasure, who deals 
with Mesopotamian materials somewhat, and is the major concern of Tikva Frymer-
Kensky’s In the Wake of the Goddesses.173)  It has been observed many times that the 
literature of Inanna/Ishtar is relatively unconcerned with reproduction.  It may even have 
been the case that Inanna earned a place in the powerful foursome at the head of the 
Sumerian pantheon by replacing the mother goddess.  Inanna’s independence is a central 
concern in her literature, of course, and Tikva Frymer-Kensky has made much of the 
undomesticated, fierce and wild goddess.174 

Whatever Mesopotamian literature tells us about the rise of what Eisler calls a 
phallocentric Dominator society, the other side of Inanna’s sexuality should be noticed.  
If the Enki myths suggest the Name of the Father, to use a Lacanian expression, the 
Inanna poems celebrate sacred pleasure that is separated from reproduction, cultivated, 
as it were, for its own sake—and the sake of bonding and communication.  Nothing could 
be further from a Puritanical rejection of sexual experience—or from the notion that sex 
is legitimate only if it furthers reproduction. 

Pointers on Human vs. Animal Sexuality 
For much of Mesopotamian culture, sexual mores and marriage laws were much like what 
is found, say, in the Middle East today.  As in other important matters, the high gods and 
goddesses, like the powerful Enlil, projected human values onto a higher order of beings.  
Enlil and Ninlil, “husband” and “wife,” were both powerful figures, but their powers were 
not shared equally.  He was the King of the Gods and the master of his household.  Myths 
and rituals reinforced the value of having children. 

The great exception in Mesopotamia was Inanna/Ishtar.  From her “house,” the temple 
complex Eanna that she wrested from her “father” An/Anu, she dominated the Uruk 
countryside.  And she was not alone.  By at least the period in which Gilgamesh was 
written, she had four companion goddesses, some of whom dwelt with her in the Eanna, 
who received regular offerings of dates, barley, meat, jewelry, clothing and other items 
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valuable in Uruk society.  And Inanna/Ishtar was surrounded by an unusual group of 
temple personnel, male and female. 

The key point is not that anyone found Inanna of Uruk “bestial” or “unnatural.”  And she 
was not obsessed with sex.  She had, among other virtues, a fierce fighting spirit.  She 
helped Urukeans in battle, and she could punish them when she was angry.  The sexuality 
of Inanna/Ishtar is a sign (not a “representation”) of the difference between human and 
animal sexuality. 

The development of animal husbandry, i.e., the domestication of wild species (esp. the 
“wild bull,” the aurochs—and also sheep and goats) allowed humans to observe closely 
the important differences between themselves and the animals they domesticated.  While 
the differences occurred much earlier in time, and researchers have naturally focused on 
our nearest primate relatives (gorillas, chimpanzees, and especially bonobos), I rather 
think that Mesopotamians did not observe them. 

From visual representations and (later) texts, Inanna is represented as owner/master of 
buildings (temples, birthing huts), as humanlike, as female, and as the one who controls 
and changes gender and sexual differences.  The storehouse (for barley, especially) is the 
essential feature of Uruk’s first temple complex.  Inanna is seen as having power to 
influence “fertility” (of animals and crops), but as many commentators have noticed, she 
is almost never seen as the mother of offspring (divine or semi-divine). 

She and her companions were called upon to restore potency to males who had lost is, but 
the rituals that were used were not directed to reproduction.  Here is an example. 

Among the anxieties Mesopotamian men suffered for which cures were sought is 
impotence.  By the mid-2nd millennium, in Kassite times, a group of potency incantations 
was standardized into a series, though the potency incantation is attested earlier than that 
period.175  An Akkadian text, not surprisingly, refers to Inanna/Ishtar and her lover 
Dumuzi in order to restore proper sexual functioning to a man. 

Incantation:  Power!  Power!  I prepared a bed of power: 
What Ishtar did for Dumuzi, 
What Nanaya did for her lover, 
What Ishhara did for her husband let me do for my lover! 
Let the flesh of NN son of NN tingle, let his penis be erect! 
Let his “heart” not become tired, night or day!  At the command of 
cunning Ishtar, Nanaya, Gazbaba and 
Ishhara.  The formula for an incantation. 

Incantation for Potency.176 

The four goddesses who are mentioned in the text are, if not aspects of Inanna, closely 
related to her, her Companions.  Ishtar is, of course, her most familiar Akkadian name.  
Nanaya and Ishhara are goddess usually identified, as in the text, as goddesses of love.  
Gazababa is the unusual name.  Elsewhere she is identified as the daughter of Nanaya177 
and, so, may share her mother’s most conspicuous characteristic.  In the incantation 
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series, Shurpu, she is called “the ever-laughing one” (sajahitu), that is, libidinous.178  
Three of the four goddesses were thought to dwell in Uruk.  Ishhara, who is named in the 
2nd tablet of Gilgamesh, apparently as another manifestation of Ishtar herself,179 was 
originally a Semitic deity who came to be equated with Ishtar.180 

The Great Goddess of Uruk is, however, seen as the one who selects human males (the en) 
and raises them to a divine or semi-divine status, giving them power (throne) and offering 
herself sexually (the bed), both iconic pieces of furniture located in her storehouse.  In 
return, humans provide her with things, mainly food and drink and animals. Both wild 
and domesticated animals are brought to her. 

This is not entirely unique in Mesopotamian religion.  The feeding of the divine image was 
what A. Leo Oppenheim, who otherwise objected to defining the multifaceted 
Mesopotamian religion,181 considered the central act (I would say ritual) in 
Mesopotamian religion.  Inanna is right in line with this aspect of the larger culture. 

What makes Inanna different (and her relationship with the human different) from other 
powerful gods and goddesses (especially the mother goddesses, whom she may have 
supplanted early on) and vastly complicates her “character” is the way she offers sexual 
experience that does not lead to reproduction.  That, of course, is what separates humans 
from our nearest relatives, even the bonobos. 

The recent (and controversial) work by Bruce Lahn on the evolution of the human brain 
(changes in the ASPM gene as recently as 5800 years ago) may have influenced the 
religious concepts of Urukeans (as writing and city development may have been 
influenced by the greater cognitive abilities of human at the time Uruk develops).  Most 
of the features that differentiate human and animal sexuality probably developed much 
earlier. 

In addition to her studies cited above, Helen Fisher has reinforced her views in a 
documentary film on the subject that has been shown on television at least twice.)  While 
her interest in the book is mainly on the reason why women (and men) stay together on 
average about three years and then often stray (a point that could be made about Inanna’s 
notorious fickle behavior), I am interested in more obvious points that Fisher makes.  By 
Sumerian times humans had long developed: 

• Face-to-face copulation, allowed when women developed the “downward-tilted 
vagina” (vs. all other primates) 

• The greater intimacy such copulation permitted; importance of kissing 

• The ability of humans to copulate around the clock; sex not timed to ovulation 

• The importance of the clitoris 

• The “Obstetrical Dilemma”: the very large head of the human fetus (a development 
from about a million years ago) meant that humans are necessarily born with a big 
head and a weak, undeveloped body (in sharp contrast to, e.g., bovines, whose 
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offspring need to stand up within minutes of birth in order to be fed). The 
Obstetrical Dilemma was a consequence of bipedalism 

• The helpless human infant is better served by a father who remains attentive to the 
mother (because of increased intimacy and affection) and protects the family 
through the crucial 3-5 years of early development. (This, again, is in sharp 
contrast to the animals ubiquitous in Mesopotamia, bulls and rams, which are 
more likely to ignore or attack their offspring). 

• The importance, then, of a perceived attachment between father and offspring (the 
concept of paternity) 

• The later development of the Big Man, as shown for us in early cylinder seal 
impressions of the en, whose many activities assist the goddess, build complex 
society, and maintain order (without an emphasis on warfare, though) 

• The Big Man, standing tall, is another consequence of bipedalism 

• The development of weapons (staff, bow, net) for hunting and fighting 

• Once artists invented the ground line, narrative art develops, and the Big Man is 
placed in a story that is visualized. 

• For our purposes the en is prior to the lugal in Uruk; Gilgamesh is the figure at the 
transition from one to the other, hence his attractiveness to and also his conflict 
with Inanna.  With kingship comes an increasing development of patrilyny and 
patriarchy. 

• The development of agriculture, especially with the plow (vs. the hoe), which 
greatly increased productivity, as humans were able to employ domesticated 
animals as a help to men (with greater upper body strength than women typically 
possess) as they plowed the long rows that yielded Uruk’s great barley surplus. 
(The plowshare, now considered a problem in maintaining soils but for five 
thousand years greatly expanded the productivity of the plow, is thought to have 
been invented in Uruk.) 

• Among other views of the en (overseeing other activities, including the work of 
scribes, for example) he appears in a sled pulled by animals. 

• The development of symbolic thought, writing, art, other utensils and the like, 
some earlier than our Uruk period perhaps, but certainly evident by ca. 3000 (now 
thought to be even earlier) 

• A tragic dimension is introduced with the representation on cylinder seal 
impressions of severed heads, usually bovine. 

• One might add the practice of culling herds of all but a few bulls and rams (kept 
for reproduction) as soon as the males are fit enough to be slaughtered for food; 
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alternatively, as in the case of temple herds in Uruk, bulls and rams could be 
castrated, making them useful while greatly lowering their aggressiveness.  In the 
case of sheep and goats, castrated males developed fine wool and hair.  The 
presence of roughly equal numbers of males and females indicates that they were 
kept for the important textile industry in Uruk.  The castration of animals (and the 
observation that animals may be hermaphroditic or sexless at birth) possibly 
influenced the Sumerian notion that there were more than two genders in humans 
as well.  Possibly the castration of men (usually prisoners of war) was carried out 
after the observation of the effects of castration on animals. 

By the early 2nd millennium BCE (at least) small, molded terracotta plaques showing 
visual erotica were produced, perhaps by the thousands.  According to Julia Assante, the 
images fall into three categories.  In one, a woman bends over and a man penetrates her 
from behind; often she is drinking beer from a tube as this happens.182  One might think 
such an image was appropriate to the Sumerian taverns, where under the aegis of Inanna 
the harimtu, such as the woman who seduces Enkidu, were often to be found.  These and 
other explicit images were found, however, mainly in the private homes of the non-elite.  
No doubt they pleased Inanna and were thought to increase libido. 

Assante calls the first image The Drinking Scene.  A second shows a couple in intercourse 
en face, usually in bed.  “The lovers are locked in a mutual gaze.”183  A third image shows 
a nude female “in postures of sexual display, with or without an outsized, disembodied 
phallus between their legs.”184  Such erotic activities are also described in myths, literary 
texts, and incantations.  Assante suggests that “arousal and inebriation, frequently in 
tandem,” were considered “magical in themselves.”185  While Assante analyzes Old 
Babylonian terracotta plaques, the first two themes can be found much earlier in the 
cylinder seal impressions of Archaic Ur.  In one of the “Drinking Scenes” a fully clothed 
woman assists a woman while a man prepares to penetrate her from behind.  Both parties 
to the sexual act are depicted with bovine heads, perhaps masks worn for a ritual.  [See 
“Illustrations”: Fig. 10: “Drinking Scene” from Archaic Ur #368]186 

The second, the “Bed Scene,” frequently shows a naked couple having intercourse on a 
bed or mat.  Male and female are depicted in almost identical fashion, with minimal 
gender differences on display.  They are usually the same height and build, and they face 
each other intently: often the eyes are wide open and exaggerated in size. 
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[Fig. 11: “Bed Scenes” from Archaic Ur, Legrain #365, 366, 367]187 

Assante's first two images, especially, point to a striking development in the Gilgamesh 
stories: the harimtu Shamhat’s seduction of Enkidu (at the suggestion of Gilgamesh), 
which begins the process of humanizing and civilizing the wild man; and Inanna’s offering 
of herself to Gilgamesh. Both events are related to Uruk as the city of Inanna.  A third 
event takes place at a distance as far removed from Uruk as could be reached by foot: 
Gilgamesh encounters a woman in a tavern.  Like Circe in the Odyssey, the woman 
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provides Gilgamesh a key piece of information that will enable him to make the most 
dangerous part of his quest for “life.” 

The females visualized on the plaques and cylinder seal impressions may or may not be 
goddesses or represent a goddess like Inanna.  (The females do not wear the distinctive 
headdress of a deity that was commonly shown in the visual arts by the Old Babylonian 
period.)  In Gilgamesh the harimtu Shamhat is a woman, not a goddess.  It is not clear if 
the woman in the tavern, Siduri, is a deity.  They are certainly related to Inanna in some 
way.  I think, though, that the unusual combination of the Great Goddess with her human 
lover, whom she selects, is symbolic of the many changes that took place in Uruk.  At the 
same time that the worship of Inanna (and her connection with Akkadian Ishtar) spreads 
throughout Mesopotamia), the development of the lugal (perhaps first at Ur) and the 
increasing power of the palace (vs. the temple) makes the Urukean model of the city-state 
give way throughout Mesopotamia, even in the south.  The Nippur model and later the 
Babylonian model tend to make the great goddess of the city at most a “consort” of the 
great god (and the wife of god and of king models of motherhood). 188 

A question for anthropologists: would the models of Babylon, perhaps of Nippur (and 
Assyria?) show that their societies were chieftainships rather than the model of early rule 
in city-states like Uruk and maybe Eridu and Ur?  Is the great king a reversion to an 
earlier, widespread type of human society?  The chief is the great bull in the herd, animal 
or human.  What differentiates the model based on analogy with other primates from the 
divine/human relationship found in Uruk is the human capacity for intimacy and a 
continued concern for spouse and offspring.) 

The conflict between Gilgamesh and Ishtar in the Standard Gilgamesh, already a 
possibility in the Sumerian Bull of Heaven story, becomes central to the series of 
Gilgamesh stories.  I still think that the conflict is resolved when Gilgamesh reenters Uruk 
at the end of Tablet 11, but I know others may disagree.  The other possibility is flat despair 
on Gilgamesh’s part because his quest has failed. 

Visual Representations of the Ruler 
The early cylinder seal impressions from Uruk and other places, especially Susa, show in 
theme and style the importance of the Big Man.  The Uruk Vase represents the theme on 
a larger scale. 

The clarity with which figures on the Uruk Vase are represented, each item, human, 
animal, agricultural product, or inanimate object, separated from the others in a way that 
presents the figure and indicates its relationship to others, is not so surprising on a nearly 
yard-tall vase.  It is surprising on the tiny cylinder seals.  Holly Pittman has studied both 
themes and stylistic features of the Uruk period seal impressions.  Where northern 
Mesopotamia preferred geometric forms on the seals, the Sumerian south developed 
figural representation.189  The style of these southern seals also differs from the style of 
seals in the region at a later period.  Like the Proto-cuneiform texts of the period, which 
retain vestiges of early pictographs, the cylinder seals are, as Pittman points out, “very 
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clear, very easy to read, very distinct.”  In contrast, “at the end of this period, we move 
into a time when there are only two major scenes instead of more than a dozen.  One is a 
combat scene among which it is impossible to distinguish, and the other is the banquet 
scene.  And so I do not see the Uruk style or the Uruk figural expression as the wave of the 
future.”190 

The later combat scene already speaks of the increasing interest in warfare and the rise of 
strong kings.  In contrast, the “Late Uruk” period presents the figure usually called, for 
convenience, a “priest-king,” since he appears to combine religious and political 
functions.  (Both the “priestly” and the “kingly” aspects have to be explained.)  Pittman 
describes both the style and function of the seals in this way. 

I do not understand these images as representations of specific events.  I mean them as 
representations of repeated events that were, represented in an idealized and economical 
manner so that everyone who needed to understood what was going on.  And their 
purpose is to show that this is the priest king, and that he has relation with specific people 
and with specific events. 

The question of whether the priest king on the seals from Uruk is the same as the priest 
king on the seals from Susa—at least to my mind—has major implications for 
understanding the structure of the Late Uruk period.  If we see this as a representation of 
a person (office) who is in charge of the Uruk polity we have an entirely different situation 
than if we see him as a representation of the person who is in charge of Susa and the other 
colonies…. 

But one of the functions of imagery—and we assume that it was an important function in 
the earlier periods—was to define boundaries.  It was to define boundaries between 
people, between polities, between communities.191 
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[Fig. 12: EN and Acolyte Approaching Temple, after Amiet #Planche bis 13, after 
Delaporte (1923, 1910). details, redrawn)]192 

A good example is an Uruk seal impression that shows the en (or “priest-king” and his 
companion” carrying goods toward a temple.193  The scene is much like the one shown 
earlier (Fig. 1), but where in the first example the procession is leading to a symbol of the 
goddess Inanna, the second image shows the two men approaching the temple, and the 
en carries, not a constructed figure of a quadruped, but the body of an animal whose feet 
have been cut off. The scene suggests that the animal has already been butchered in 
preparation for a ritual meal or sacrifice: in either case, an offering. (Living quadrupeds 
are presented behind the en and his acolyte. They are in a field of vegetation.) The style 
and the figures themselves are very close to the upper ring on the Uruk Vase, which will 
be considered later. 

[Fig. 13: Susa Bowman, after Amiet #659, after Delaporte (1923, 1910), details, redrawn) 
#659]194 
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Contrast this with a contemporary piece from Susa.  A figure much like a “priest-king” is 
shown shooting arrows into nude persons, one of whom is fleeing toward a temple.195  The 
two images may come from the same period and may be in the same Uruk style, but the 
image from Susa  (in the highlands east of Sumer, in what is now Iran) appears to be the 
harbinger of the more warlike period of the war-lord kings.  The bowman is one of the 
earliest human figures in Mesopotamian art, but he is usually shown taking aim at wild 
animals, especially lions.  The Urukean images for the most part emphasize the large 
figure of the en literally “overseeing” the activities that made Uruk such an economically 
productive and prosperous city.  [See “Illustrations”: Fig 14: Hero Protects Cow from Lion, 
Goff image #271]196 

Among these early cylinder seal impressions is one that shows a man with a stick 
protecting a cow in the process of giving birth.  The human fights off a lion.  Behind the 
man is the severed head of a bull.  Beatrice Laura Goff sees symbols of life and death in 
this unique seal.197  “It would be hard to find a more suitable direct expression of fertility 
than the calving cow of this seal.  If the cow is under attack, the symbolism is not lessened 
but increased, for a threat to the welfare of the herd is thereby expressed.”198  Goff also 
observes the severed head of a bull in the scene.  It has no obvious connection with the 
scene, since the man is fighting off a lion, but Goff understands the severed head 
figuratively as recalling “the sacrificial cult, which seems to have given expression to ideas 
of ‘life’ and ‘death’ through its ceremonies just as the art did in its designs.”199 

The severed head of a bull also appears on the Uruk seal mentioned above and on the 
Uruk Vase in a similar assemblage of items to be taken into the temple. One might go a 
step farther than Goff and suggest that the man protecting the cow from a dangerous 
predator emphasizes the importance of domesticating animals.  In the domestication of 
animals, humans have not only taken the place of the animals, leading and protecting 
them, but also humans have introjected the power of the bull?  Bulls in herds are, of 
course, the ones that are “sacrificed,” to keep order in the herd; otherwise, for their 
usefulness to humans, bulls and rams are castrated—a sacrifice of their ability to be 
parents. 

The relationship between humans and animals takes us back to the scenes shown on 
plaques in the Old Babylonian period discussed by Julia Assante and the even earlier seal 
impressions from Ur. The Bed Scene shows the sexual partners in face-to-face encounters.  
The partners come closer to “equality” since both males and females are represented as 
hairless and of equal size than to a representation of the domination of one sex over the 
other.  The Drinking Scene, on the other hand, shows the male penetrating the female 
from behind, sometimes pulling the woman’s hair.  The woman’s drinking beer through 
a straw also suggests fellatio.  In some of the Drinking Scenes both male and female are 
shown with heads (or masks) of animals.  Both may be ritual scenes.  In the Ur seal 
impressions the two scenes are sometimes represented on a single seal.  One might 
suggest that the Drinking Scene is an image to induce pregnancy, while the Bed Scene 
involves the kind of sex scholars call the “sacred marriage,” with no particular concern 
with reproduction. 
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A note on a man protecting a cow from a predator:  I consulted not only books and web 
sources but also friend Joel Kutz, a veterinarian whose practice changed radically from 
large farm animals to pets over his career in Upstate New York.  Kutz assured me that 
cows, when they are ready to give birth tend to retreat from the herd and find a private 
place.  If the cow is threatened by a predator, she would more likely to be helped by other 
cows than by the bull.  Bulls take no interest in the birth or in the development of the calf.  
If anything, a bull might attack the calf as a rival.  The domestication of cattle, sheep and 
goats required a reconfiguration of herds.  In the process extra males were either 
“sacrificed” for food or castrated for work (or for sheep and goats, for wool and hair). 

Representations of Gender 
One of the more puzzling features of Gilgamesh is its treatment of sex and gender.  Most 
of the difficulties derive from its resistance to the dichotomy of mind and body favored in 
the West since the Greeks.  As in many other ways Gilgamesh preserves very early 
Sumerian, especially Urukean, concepts wrapped in Akkadian images.  The Standard 
Akkadian Gilgamesh was composed long after Mesopotamian society had turned in the 
direction that looks much like the Middle East today, a strongly patriarchal view of gender 
differences: powerful masculine forces protecting women who are seen as essentially 
feminine in their roles as daughters, wives, and mothers.  Gilgamesh reflects these 
changes to some extent, but more interestingly complicates the issues in holding onto 
much earlier social norms. 

Not surprisingly, the goddess Ishtar has received a great deal of attention by modern 
scholars because she challenges our views of sex and gender.  But the two heroes, 
Gilgamesh and Enkidu, have also generated much discussion, largely because of their 
intimate relationship.  In addition to the metaphorical identification of Enkidu as the wife 
of Gilgamesh, there is the conspicuous transformation of the creature into a human being 
through the vigorous sexual initiation by a woman in the service of Ishtar. 

Enkidu’s “birth” is appropriate to the one who is called the lullú-LÚ (Tablet 1, line 178).  
The first part of this compound, lullú, is an Akkadian word borrowed from the Sumerian 
lú-lu18  followed by a Sumerian logogram for “human being,” to be read amēlu in 
Akkadian.  The two parts of the compound reinforce each other.  Both refer to humankind 
(“human-human”) rather than “man.”  Sumerians had a notion of a human, like Adam, a 
first person, but “human” is marked before gender. This is usually translated as 
“primitive,” or better, “primal” humankind.  (The next line in the poem describes him in 
a different way, as a GURUSH, usually read in Akkadian as et(lu, a “young man,” certainly 
male.  The line describes him as a “murderous” man, which is why he strikes the humans 
who see him as such a dangerous figure.  When Gilgamesh goes mad—or better, goes 
wild—he too will be seen as such a terrifying killer.) 

This is an interesting sequence, since it shows Enkidu as having been formed by the 
goddess Aruru and the god Anu, female and male, each contributing a specific part of the 
creature.  The creature, though, is first seen as a human being, and only then as male.  The 
birth of Enkidu is a repetition of the birth of Humankind—and thus the birth of all 
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humans.200  The goddess has made him particularly strong, like the warrior god Ninurta.  
But he is described mainly as a creature with long hair.  This feature links him to animals 
but also to deities, and that in turn complicates Enkidu’s gender.  The hair of his body is 
likened both to the grain-goddess Nisaba and to the cattle-god Shakkan (or Sumuqan). 

Julia M. Asher-Greve has provided us with a remarkable study of “The Essential Body: 
Mesopotamian Conceptions of the Gendered Body.”201  Like many Assyriologists Asher-
Greve sees gender constructions changing in Mesopotamia once kingship—and with it the 
militarization of society—limit the roles women are expected to play.  The exclusion of 
women from warfare is likely the single most important factor in the change of gender 
status.  The law codes and “increasingly numerous representations of nude females” in 
late 3rd millennium BCE and the early 2nd millennium exhibit these changes.202 

We will examine these factors in detail later, but it is important to note here that Asher-
Greve demonstrates that Sumerian society recognized not two, but at least four gender 
categories.  In addition to masculine and feminine, they understood an ambiguous, 
gender-neutral category and persons who were sexless.  Sumerian ideas of the body are 
exhibited in a close study of key words in the Sumerian language and in the visual arts.  
An important conclusion is that for the Sumerians the body was not considered somehow 
separate from mind.  The closest one gets to mental operations is the geshtu, or “ear” for 
understanding.  Otherwise the body is the locus of matter and spirit, emotion and reason, 
the temporal and the eternal.  (The ghost-spirit that survives after death retains certain 
features of the human form, seen as articulated by the skeleton.) 

Asher-Greve gives some consideration to the Akkadian language.  She points out, for 
example, that the creation of humankind in Atrahasis contains a pun on the ghost-spirit, 
eṭemmu, derived from flesh, and the ṭēmu, a kind of ordering mind, from blood.  The 
Akkadian term for “flesh,” shīru, Asher-Greve points out, is much like Sumerian su and 
sha3, in the way it metonymically stands for “body,” “person,” “self,” perhaps the total 
body, including the bones. 

For our purposes what is so remarkable about Asher-Greve’s analysis is the extent to 
which the key Sumerian terms find their equivalents in the Akkadian of Gilgamesh.  In 
the curious descriptions of that other hero, Gilgamesh, we usually find ourselves baffled 
by our mind/body dichotomy and the way divine and human principles intersect in the 
hero. 

It is puzzling enough that the hero who is identified by the oxymoron, the “joy/woe man” 
(more accurately “joy/woe person,” amēlu, human being), is defined elsewhere as “2/3rd 
god and 1/3rd human.”203  Exactly what the proportion means may still be open to 
question, though the conclusion is not: Gilgamesh is not enough divine to escape the fate 
of all mortals (with rare exception, as we shall see).  The line about his being only 2/3rd 
divine, articulated by the spouse of a Scorpion-Man follows upon the Scorpion-Man’s 
perception that Gilgamesh has the “flesh of the gods in his body.”  Just to make the point 
of the conservative nature of the writing system (and Mesopotamian society more 
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generally), the poet writes the Akkadian word for “flesh,” shīru, with the Sumerogram 
UZU and the word for “deities” with the Sumerogram DINGIR.MESH. 

The DINGIR sign also points up an important difference between the Sumerian and the 
Akkadian languages.  While Akkadian is like other Semitic languages in regularly 
indicating grammatical gender, Sumerian nouns like “god” do not.  The DINGIR sign 
often appears at the beginning of names, and the names can as easily point to females as 
to males.  There is a parallel in the visual arts.  At a certain point in Mesopotamian history, 
the visual representation of gods, male or female, is indicated by stylized horns of bulls. 

The use of the DINGIR sign in the expression, “flesh of the gods,” then, does not at all 
distinguish male gods from female gods.  (Note that English has both “god,” which could 
signify male or female, but also “goddess,” which designates only a female, though the 
nouns themselves are not inflected for gender.)  Whatever the “flesh” of gods may have 
meant to Sumerian or Akkadian speakers—a problematic construction since we in the 
West are tempted to see gods as primarily “spirit” rather than “flesh”—it did not of itself 
carry any implications that, for example, “flesh” is more likely to characterize goddesses 
than gods. 

Asher-Greve comes to the important conclusion that for Mesopotamians, “the human 
body was a divine, genderless creation.”204 Humanity was created prior to sex or gender 
and contained all possible genders.  The distinction between the creation of humankind 
and the subsequent development (construction) of gender is neatly compressed in two 
lines that describe Enkidu. 

The visual arts of Mesopotamia can make very clear distinctions between sexes and 
genders.  The earliest Proto-cuneiform signs for male and female are stylized depictions 
of penis and vulva.  Visual representations of gods and goddesses, like humans, can carry 
gender markers, not just on the body but also in the clothing they wear and the 
implements they carry.  The great goddess Inanna/Ishtar is perhaps the great exception 
to the rule.  Just as she is the goddess who can change male into female and female into 
male, she can required those in her service wear, for ritual purposes, the clothing 
conventionally worn by both men and women.  But Asher-Greve points out a number of 
artistic pieces, like a statue of the singer Urnanshe of Mari, where the usual sexual 
markers are combined on a single figure.205  In addition, we might note the companion of 
the en in early Uruk cylinder seals and on the Uruk Vase is of indeterminate gender.  
(What appears to be the interior of the temple on the Uruk Vase also presents figures of 
indeterminate gender.)  [See Fig. 15: Persian Period from Eanna, date palm and kneeling 
figure.]206 

A particularly interesting piece was discovered in Uruk in the Inanna/Ishtar temple, 
Eanna.  A stamp seal depicted a date palm laden with a heavy burden of dates.  In front 
of the date palm, but facing away from it is a kneeling figure who, though nude, is not 
obviously male or female.  He/she is facing what appears to be a gigantic serpent (or 
dragon), whose tail almost appears to be penetrating the kneeler. 
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The stamp seal was found in the context of Uruk in the Persian Period (6th century BCE), 
a few centuries later than the Gilgamesh texts found in the north at Nineveh.  The motifs 
on the seal—date palm and especially the kneeling figure and the serpent—are frequently 
seen in the visual arts of Elam, to the east of Sumer. (Elam is the territory from which the 
Persians who conquered Babylon, as readers of the Bible know from accounts of the 
Babylonian Exile.)  In Elamite art, too, gender ambiguities are found in enough examples 
that scholars debate whether certain figures can be identified as male or female.  [See 
“Illustrations”: Fig 16: The “Jeweler’s Seal” from Susa] 

The “Jeweler’s Seal” from Susa shows no fewer than four kneeling Mother Goddesses and 
a number of figures that are clearly female—but some others that may combine masculine 
and feminine features.207 

We might add that Gilgamesh employs terminology about the body (zumru, shīru and the 
like) that could equally be applied to male or female.  The beauty (dumqu) of the body, its 
form (binūtu), and its erotic energy (kuzbu) are equally features of males and females.  
They are used to describe Gilgamesh as well as the women in the service of Ishtar and 
Ishtar herself.  And the words used for the interior of the body, karshu, for example, which 
can be “stomach” as well as “mind,” or the “heart” that can also work the way we think the 
brain works, are also genderless. 

In short, we have to be careful in projecting the sexual and gender categories privileged 
in the West upon the literary and visual representations of gods and humans in ancient 
Mesopotamia. 

The Search for “Life” and Renewal 
Illness and death figure prominently in Gilgamesh. Literary works are notoriously ill 
designed, if you pardon the pun, to document medical practices, and one would be rash 
indeed to see Gilgamesh as in any way a medical text. Even in our own times, when 
authors take pains to present a realistic picture of life, we find curios like Theodore 
Dreiser's short story, “Free,” in which a woman is given a transfusion of horses’ blood as 
a cure for a leaky heart valve! 

In the most conspicuous case in Gilgamesh a character, Enkidu, sickens and dies, 
apparently because the gods decree it. No cure for his mysterious disease is suggested; 
none is possible. But in the sudden collapse that occurs just at the moment of the heroes’ 
moment of perfect “joy,” Enkidu is healed of the disorder into which he has been tossed. 

And in the case of Gilgamesh himself, I would argue that what has been called melancholia 
in the long Western tradition is presented in the story and that he is healed, if not cured, 
by the time he returns to Uruk and takes up his responsibility as king and en of the city. 
Exhibiting this will show both the strength and weaknesses in our own tendency to split 
man into heterogeneous elements and principles, a split which makes it difficult to see 
man as a unified whole. 
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Distinctions we have grown comfortable with in the West, distinctions between physical, 
psychological, spiritual and moral states do not seem very clear in ancient Mesopotamian 
culture. This is nowhere as obvious as it is in Mesopotamian medicine. Although the study 
of Mesopotamian ideas of mental illness is only beginning,208 the medical texts that have 
survived form a bewildering complex of drug-lists, rituals, incantations, omen-books and 
mythological works.209 Medicine shades off into magic and magic into literature in ways 
that disturb us.210 Symbols and stories play a part in the healing process that would be the 
despair of modern, rational medicine. A few examples will make the point clear. Yet in the 
background stands the Joy/Woe Man to return us to holistic considerations that challenge 
modern distinctions of mind and body, physical and psychological ailments.211 

The term melancholia is Greek, for “black bile,” not Mesopotamian, and the term itself 
suggests a major contrast between Greco-Roman and Mesopotamian medical theory.  
Melancholia was one of the four “humors” in a theory that saw illness largely coming from 
within the body while Mesopotamia largely saw illness coming from the outside.  
Mesopotamian healers used pharmaceuticals while the Greeks mainly employed 
bloodletting and emetics.  The long-held view in the West that Greco-Roman medicine 
was “rational” while Mesopotamian medicine remained dominated by the irrational (gods 
and demons) has been challenged recently. 

One of the difficulties in dealing with Mesopotamian thinking on mental distress is that 
no case study has been discovered.  Diagnosis and cures have to be inferred from the 
narratives and images used by their expert, the ashipu.  Fortunately for us, the diagnosis 
of melancholia has once again been “resurrected” after its disappearance from the DSM-
III, so the symptoms can once again be discussed in the medical community. 

The Literary and Cultural Milieu of Gilgamesh 
Gilgamesh, as we shall see, conserves ancient Urukean traditions, not just generally 
Sumerian traditions.  Very early on, when Uruk was the First City with an exceptionally 
large population and an influence that spread beyond Mesopotamia itself, many aspects 
of the Urukean tradition became so widespread that it is often difficult to distinguish it 
from others.  Now it is clear that the Sumerian city-states differed in important ways.  
Nippur, Lagash, Eridu212 and Uruk generated ideologies that persisted in some cases long 
after their political and economic influences declined.  When Gilgamesh was composed, 
the famous city had lost its independence, and its rulers were increasingly remote from 
the city.  This would continue even after Gilgamesh, when Seleucid overlordship allowed 
something of Greek culture to penetrate Uruk. 

The Urukean tradition predates the others—at least according to the records—and 
predates the historical Gilgamesh.  The two major sources of information about early 
Sumerian storytelling were invented in Uruk.  Writing is, of course, the most important 
invention.  The cylinder seal, which allowed complex images to be rolled out over clay, 
provides us with the most useful images, but the Uruk Vase and other sophisticated 
products of the visual arts remain important resources for studying the First City.  Sadly, 
the late 4th millennium BCE that produced writing did not apply the invention to 
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storytelling.  That use comes later, at a particularly important moment for the Gilgamesh 
tradition. 

We see in the visual arts the elements of a “weak kingship” (the so-called “priest-king”) 
when the en of Uruk was selected by Inanna to be her “spouse” and the territory of the 
city-state was considered the property of the Great Goddess herself.  Emblems of the 
goddess even travel with the en even into remote mountain regions where, among other 
activities, he “masters” the animals by protecting them and feeding them—and no doubt 
domesticating the animals in the process. 

Very early on the Mother Goddess (or goddesses) of Uruk gave way to Inanna.  There is 
no evidence in the four aspects under which Inanna was worshipped in the 4th millennium 
BCE that she was or ever aspired to be a mother.  A later period will introduce a new 
element into the city, a palace and a goddess-mother of Gilgamesh, Ninsun.  Elements of 
friction between the old order of the en and the new order of the lugal-king survive in the 
uneasy relationship between Inanna and Ninsun. 

Inanna and Uruk are both featured in the literature modern scholars call the “sacred 
marriage” and the extensive love literature that deals mainly with Inanna and Dumuzi-
Amaushumgalanna.  The relationship between the en and the goddess is the prototype of 
intimate contact between male and female and human and divine.  It hints at a different 
kind of marriage, “entrance marriage,” that may have existed in early Sumerian times and 
contrasted in many ways with what became—and still is--the dominant form of marriage 
in the Middle East. 

Inanna is, in Mesopotamian myth, responsible for the creation of one of the most curious 
figures in Urukean society, the gala (Akkadian kalû).  The gender of the gala is 
ambiguous.  Usually he is described by modern scholars as a eunuch.  His specialty is the 
chanting of lamentations in a dialect of Sumerian, eme-sal (literally, “female-tongue,” the 
speech of women).  The lamentations in this Sumerian dialect were preserved for many 
centuries after Sumerian had ceased to exist as a living language.  By the 1st millennium 
BCE the gala had become the scholar par excellence, master of Mesopotamia’s greatest 
compendium of astronomical lore.  Mythologically the gala was formed by the god Enki 
in order, in one version, to permit Inanna, dead in the underworld, to be resurrected.  In 
another story, the gala is formed to soothe the angry heart of Inanna.  (Like other deities 
Inanna is frequently represented as being persistently angry.) 

Gender diversity challenges the other model, the alpha male.  There is still a tendency to 
think that human sexuality derives from primates who form families dominated by the 
powerful male.  The primate with which we share the greatest amount of DNA, the 
bonobo, however, has a much different social and sexual life, one that allows much greater 
intimacy between male and female and directs the libidinal drive to male-male, female-
female bonding as well as to sexual activity that has no particular aim in procreation.  The 
love literature of Sumer may derive from the observation that animal sexuality—even 
among the primates that share much of the DNA of humans—is significantly different 
from human sexuality.  Sumerians may not have known the bonobo, but the ideology of 



Preface: The Case for Intimacy  116 

gender that is represented in the religion of Inanna and her retinue is far closer to our 
closest primate cousins than of the wild bulls and wild cows that often appear in 
Mesopotamian art and literature. 

Another conspicuous feature of the Inanna-Dumuzi love songs is the way its imagery 
derives from animal husbandry and agriculture, the twin bases of Uruk’s (and much of 
Sumer’s) prosperous economy.  The temple owned large flocks of sheep and goats.  While 
some of the meat was fed to the temple personnel (after first being offered to the gods), 
the main use of the animals in the temple herds was not food but to produce wool and 
hair.  One may expect that the rivalry between males, which can lead to much conflict, 
would lead to the killing of young male animals (for food) so that only the primary male 
would remain.  The earliest Uruk texts show, however, that the flocks included as many 
males and females.  This was made possible by castrating the males, which made them 
not only docile but kept them alive to produce fine wool.  The Uruk textile industry made 
use of wool, hair, and flax and apparently produced goods that were traded throughout 
the “Uruk World System,” as it has been called.  (The practice of castrating young males, 
such as the gala, for ritual purposes might well have derived, as suggested above, from 
close observation of domesticated animals.)  Not surprisingly, the beloved Dumuzi is most 
often represented as a shepherd.  “Shepherd” (sipa) later became a royal title. 

The most important agricultural implement that has been in use since it was invented in 
Uruk some five thousand years ago is the plowshare.  Possibly the plow itself, which is 
represented in early art, was also invented there.  Without metals and stones to be made 
into tools, Sumerians made clay tools like the hoe.  (A lively literary debate between “The 
Hoe and the Plow” has survived.)  The presence of Urukeans in places far to the north and 
west of Uruk was demonstrated by archaeologists who found clay sickles in areas where 
metal sickles were in use. 

The development of the plow is thought to have had a greater impact on gender 
differences than any other invention of the ancient world.  Uruk took advantage of the 
plow, which required teams of men and oxen, to plow long rows that could be watered by 
the elaborate system of river, canals and ditches.  In The Second Sex (written before 
Assyriologists knew of the connection between Uruk and the plowshare), Simone de 
Beauvoir had written eloquently about the role of tools in the ancient world, for her a 
tragic loss of power in the lives of women. 

Man learns his power.  In the relation of his creative arm to the fabricated object he 
experiences causation: planted grain may or may not germinate, but metal always reacts 
in the same way to fire, to tempering, to mechanical treatment.  This world of tools could 
be embraced within clear concepts: rational thought, logic, and mathematics could now 
appear.  The whole concept of the universe is overthrown.  The religion of woman was 
bound to the reign of agriculture, the reign of irreducible duration, of contingency, of 
chance, and of waiting, of mystery; the reign of Homo faber is the reign of time 
manageable as space, of necessary consequences, of the project, of action, of reason.  Even 
when he has to do with the land, he will henceforth have to do with it as workman; he 
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discovers that the soil can be fertilized, that it is good to let it lie fallow, that such and such 
seeds must be treated in such and such a fashion.  It is he who makes the crops grow; he 
digs canals, he irrigates or drains the land, he lays out roads, he build temples: he creates 
a new world.213 

Urukeans made the important decision to cultivate barley, though it was not the finest 
grain, because barley was resistant to the salts that, then as now, present problems for 
farming the land.  The extraordinary yields of barley enabled the surpluses (stored in the 
temple) of Uruk to invest in other enterprises as well as providing the population with 
their staples, bread and beer.  Barley rations constituted the first “money,” before silver 
and then gold came to be used for the purpose.  The temple, which administered a good 
part of the Uruk economy, might best be considered a national bank.  The cultivation of 
barley was so extensive that it largely crowded out flax, which required very different 
forms of labor, and increasingly took over marginal lands.  It was probably the single most 
important cause of the great prosperity of the First City. 

Why did this have an impact on gender differences?  “The Hoe and the Plow” reflects the 
intrusion of the plow into the cultivation of crops by using the hoe, which could be used 
by men and women—and most likely was used extensively by women.  The cultivation of 
flax, a complex process that required the use of many hands in the community, was useful 
not only in producing valuable linens but different fibers were used for other purposes as 
well.  Women were clearly important in the cultivation of flax and, as with wool, with 
linen.  As grain production became more important to the community, the muscles of the 
gurush--the young men who became the soldiers in a later time when the military 
increased in importance--and the animals domesticated for the purpose marginalized the 
labor of women. 

Documents from the 1st millennium BCE tell of agricultural processes that may well have 
been developed thousands of years earlier.  In the Uruk region, a road was cut near the 
bank of the river or a canal.  (The Sumerians invented the wheeled cart.)  Along the road 
would be stands of date palms.  Behind the date palms were the fields that were plowed, 
seeded and irrigated.  The date palm was particularly important to Inanna/Ishtar, as we 
shall see, and the Eanna temple had date palms right along its border. 

Date palm cultivation involved a careful and sophisticated use of male and female plants.  
As with the domestication of sheep and goats, Sumerians knew that a single male date 
palm, its pollen transferred to as many as one hundred female plants, was far more 
productive than leaving the process to nature.  And then, as now, humans were essential 
to the process.  Humans, mainly men, climbed the trees and transferred the pollen.  It was 
yet another inventive connection between the human and the non-human world. 

Uruk certainly created many of the conditions Simone de Beauvoir identified: the new 
world of Homo Faber, which both fascinated and horrified de Beauvoir.  Certainly Uruk 
initiated a process that, eventually, took Mesopotamia in the direction de Beauvoir 
observed.  Her detailing of the use of metal tools reminds us, though, that in the Sumerian 
floodplain where metal was scarce, clay tools survived even when others had been using 
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metal.  The kind of agriculture and animal husbandry developed in Uruk managed to 
maintain a partnership between male and female, masculine and feminine, in ways that 
were lost elsewhere in Mesopotamia.  The happy coincidence of extraordinary invention 
in a city dominated, not by a “strong” king but an en that owed his position to Inanna, 
kept the pressures off Uruk at least until the time when figures like Gilgamesh appeared 
on the scene.  Vestiges of this early Urukean culture persisted in the early Common Era. 

Conflict, however, was always known.  The rivalry between the Shepherd and the Farmer 
became an important point in the repertory of Sumerian love songs.  We will see in certain 
key passages of Gilgamesh that the rivalry between male and male, the relationship 
between male and female, and the very distinctions between the primitive and the 
civilized life are raised in the passages.  The shepherd remains a liminal figure, while the 
farmer/gardener is closely tied to the city itself.  The conflict between Ishtar and 
Gilgamesh in Tablet 6, which I consider the thematic center of Gilgamesh, is particularly 
rich in this material. 

Another conflict in Gilgamesh has its roots in a much earlier age.  Gilgamesh is hailed as 
the greatest of kings.  Kingship has now become such a transparent concept that it will 
take a good bit of analysis to show how Gilgamesh the king sits uneasily with Gilgamesh 
the en of Inanna. 

In the earliest documents kings may have been the spokesmen for the able-bodied men 
who did much of the heavy physical labor of the community and were periodically pressed 
into service to defend the territory.   As walls were built around cities, a sure sign of 
increased raiding by neighboring city-states, tribes, and groups outside Sumer itself, 
kings increasing gained strength in the communities until, after many centuries, the 
relative power of temples shifted to palaces.  The historical Gilgamesh is thought to have 
reigned in Uruk during what archaeologists call the Early Dynastic Period of the 3rd 
millennium BCE.  The largely secular kings brought with them profound changes in 
Mesopotamian society.  “Dynastic” captures a good number of them.  The term points to 
the principle of succession through the male line.  A key document, The Sumerian King 
List, is organized by that principle.  A lineage rules until armed conflict forces a change 
from one city to the next.  Uruk remained prosperous, but periodically lost its dominance 
in the Early Dynastic Period, according to The Sumerian King List. 

The center of a league of city-states shifted from Uruk to Nippur, the holy city where, 
apparently, assemblies of the city-states convened.  Nippur itself appears not to have been 
militarily or economically dominant, but it was clearly the center of power. Not 
surprisingly, its main god, Enlil, was exalted as the King of the Gods. 

Enlil’s consort, Ninlil, opens another window onto the changing social landscape.  The 
Sumerian titles, En-lil and Nin-lil, suggest a relationship like the Urukean en and his 
female equivalent (either Inanna or her proxy).  Enlil and Ninlil are frequently seen not 
only as husband and wife, but as parents of important deities, like the warrior Ninurta.  
The Enlil family looks quite a bit like the patrimonial family that will become the norm 
for Mesopotamia.  A close examination of economic texts show that Ninlil was not the 
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equal of her powerful husband.  Even when they constitute a “sacred marriage” the 
marriage is far different from the marriage of Inanna and Dumuzi. 

The Akkadian pronunciation of the name Enlil suggests that the King of the Gods was a 
concept influenced by a different social order.  As “Western” (primarily Amorite) peoples 
entered Mesopotamia from what is now Lebanon and Syria, the patrimonial concept of a 
strong kingship was clarified, intensified, and normalized.  By the Old Babylonian Period 
of the early 2nd millennium BCE the elements of our own idealized view of kingship was 
well established in the Middle East. 

The evolution of kingship had other consequences.  Gilgamesh is, of course, a written text, 
and Gilgamesh is imagined there as a writer himself.  While we have no evidence that the 
historical Gilgamesh was literate—only a few kings over the millennia boast of the ability 
to read or write—kingship inspired much of the literature that has survived from the 3rd 
millennium on.  The earliest writing of individual names seems to have been prompted 
by the idea that writing the name (in a way that could be pronounced) would actually 
provide the king with a kind of immortality.  We will see how this idea is important to the 
Gilgamesh tradition. 

Women were not excluded from this early preservation of names.  Kingship emerged as a 
strong force in the neighborhood of Uruk, at Ur, and among the earliest written names at 
Ur we find the woman, Pu-abi, whose grave goods indicates a very high status.  Besides 
her name excavators found the kind of jewelry valued by Inanna, as we see in the love 
poetry.  Among the gold are beautiful representations of a palm branch laden with dates.  
The earliest authors known to us are women, most notably Enheduanna, who was selected 
as the en of the Moon God Nanna in Ur.  It may be that the nin, who at Ur becomes the 
consort of the king, gradually loses power over time, but the en-priestesses of Ur 
maintained their high status until at least the early part of the 2nd millennium BCE. 

Different categories of women who served the temple, like the nadītu, also maintained 
their elite status in the society until their importance was diminished.  The 
professionalization of high status occupations like scribes reduced, if not eliminated, the 
ranks of women in many professions by the time Gilgamesh was written.  But Gilgamesh 
retains the earlier high status of women in the time when Uruk was still a dominant city-
state in Sumer. 

Since we do not have literary documents as such from the earliest period of writing, the 
Early Dynastic Period some centuries later is yielding the first evidence of literature.  
Royal inscriptions from the period (known by textual scholars as the Presargonic Period) 
praise kings and constitute for several thousand years the key evidence historians use to 
reconstruct Mesopotamian history. 

For the study of the Gilgamesh tradition the Early Dynastic (or Presargonic) Period has 
recently provided the earliest documents related to the hero, “The Birth of Gilgamesh” 
and “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh.”  These brief literary pieces give us a 
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glimpse into the transition from an older age to the age of kings, especially in the 
mythology of heroism. 

From that period on the Gilgamesh legend can be traced, often in great detail. 

Much of our knowledge of Mesopotamian literature—both Sumerian and Akkadian—is 
known from texts composed or copied in the Old Babylonian Period.  Probably the one 
Mesopotamian king known to people today is Hammurabi.  Ironically the First Dynasty 
of Babylon, an upstart city, was responsible for ending the idea of “deified” kings and for 
ending the independence of Uruk.  Uruk’s strong tendency to hold onto very ancient 
customs and traditions was no doubt reinforced by the loss of its political autonomy.  Uruk 
was largely abandoned for several centuries, but returned and prospered until the early 
Christian era.  It remained in the shadow, though, of Babylonian, Assyrian, Persian and 
Greek hegemony. 

The term “Babylonian” in what is usually called The Standard Babylonian Epic of 
Gilgamesh presents no difficulty for Assyriologists, but it can throw off nonspecialists.  
“Standard Babylonian” refers to the dialect that became the standard written language of 
Mesopotamia for centuries, the way “Standard Written English,” the English dialect 
spoken in the triangle formed by London and the great English universities, Oxford and 
Cambridge, reflected the growing political and economic importance of that region.  
Gilgamesh was in no way a “Babylonian” king.  The historical figure lived many centuries 
before Babylon emerged as the center of an empire.  But key texts related to Gilgamesh 
have survived from the Old Babylonian Period. 

In any event it would be a mistake to casually project Babylonian cultural values onto 
Gilgamesh.  Babylon was primarily a Semitic culture, though, and one development in the 
Semitic tradition is very clearly reflected in Gilgamesh: the increasing importance of the 
Sun God. 

The Sumerian Sun God, Utu, whose “house” was in the neighborhood of Uruk, at Larsa, 
was always one of the high gods of Sumer, but he had nothing of the exalted status in 
other societies—including Babylonian culture.  His exaltation in Mesopotamia was tied to 
the sacred city of Sippar, far to the north, which gave a kind of political cover to the new 
power, Babylon.  As judge and as a protector of travelers in the wilderness the Sun God 
entered the Gilgamesh tradition at an early date.  Literary analysis shows that the kind of 
“wisdom” exhibited by the Sun God informs much of Gilgamesh, though it is eclipsed in 
the second half of the story by a different kind of wisdom, that of the “crafty” god, Enki. 

Detailing the architectonics of Gilgamesh is the main purpose of this study of the literary 
masterwork. The tensions developed in a story that combines both Sumerian and Semitic 
traditions are introduced in the prologues, which introduce major themes and leitmotifs 
that carry through the poem. The themes and motifs converge in the central episode, 
where Ishtar invites Gilgamesh to become her en and where Gilgamesh and Enkidu end 
up fighting The Bull of Heaven.  If, as I suggest, the tensions are resolved in the work 
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depends on a reading of Gilgamesh as a brilliantly crafted unity of very diverse materials.  
Identifying very early Urukean materials is key to the interpretation offered here. 

The First Prologue, rather like the so-called Priestly opening of Genesis, is 
juxtaposed to a Second Prologue, and like the biblical accounts of Creation, the 
First Prologue presents a later, rather different view of Gilgamesh than does the 
Second Prologue that follows it in the text. 

The First Prologue and the early episodes that follow it emphasize the setting of the story, 
the city of Uruk and its walls, which divide the civilized world from everything outside it.  
This sets up the marginal, liminal figures who appear in different episodes.  The hunter-
stalker who sees Enkidu in his wild state and the avatars of Ishtar who are able to function 
in the border regions, like Siduri in her beer-hall are but two examples.  The extent to 
which Gilgamesh pursues the distinction between civilized and “primitive” societies 
reflects the early importance of the First City. 

At the exact center of Uruk, according to the First Prologue, is the goddess Ishtar.  In the 
first reference to the goddess we are already drawn to the theme of intimacy that, as I read 
the poem, is the heart of the complicated story. 

Whether the tensions developed in Gilgamesh are resolved, whether the heroes 
Gilgamesh and Enkidu suffer from a recognizable condition, whether they are healed, 
whether Enkidu becomes the substitute for Gilgamesh—indeed, if the work as a whole 
should be considered an “epic” poem—these are the questions that are raised already in 
very beginning of a story about a hero, a goddess and the city they shared. 
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Prologue(s) and Epilogue(s): Tablets 1, 11 and 12 
Early and Late Versions 

The collection of stories we call Gilgamesh developed over time—a great deal of time, in 
fact.  The copies that are used to reconstruct the ancient text are mainly from the royal 
libraries of Assyrian kings in the 1st millennium BCE (that is, Before the Common Era, or 
BC).  The “standard” edition of the stories, though, are thought to be earlier than that, 
from about 1200-1000 BCE, some five hundred years before the Assyrians gathered them 
into their libraries.  By then the collection was considered the work of a famous author 
from the city of Uruk, one Sîn-leqi-unninnī (or Sîn-liqe-uninni).  Parts of Gilgamesh go 
back to much earlier poems in both the Akkadian and Sumerian languages. 

The language of Gilgamesh is a Semitic language known as Akkadian. (The term derives 
from the earliest texts in the language yet discovered, the language used in the “Akkadian” 
period in the 3rd millennium BCE when Akkad, or Agade, was the capitol of the empire 
founded by Sargon the Great.) 

The historical Gilgamesh is even earlier than that.  He was thought to have been king of 
the Sumerian city-state of Uruk, in what is now southern Iraq.  Uruk has been called the 
First City, since so many features of “civilized” life are first seen there even earlier than 
Gilgamesh.  The earliest texts of “true” writing, which developed beyond pictographs (or 
picture writing) to capture the words of a language (Sumerian) have been found in Uruk. 

When we refer to “early” and “late” versions of the Gilgamesh stories we are distinguishing 
between the Sumerian and Akkadian versions from the earliest written texts through the 
Old Babylonian period from about 1800-1600 BCE, the “early” texts, and Middle 
Babylonian through Neo-Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, Persian, Greek (Hellenistic) and 
Parthian periods.  The latest Gilgamesh texts are dated from 200-100 BCE. 

What we call the Gilgamesh collection—often referred to as the “Epic of Gilgamesh”—is 
“late,” much later than the historical Gilgamesh and the incredible prosperity of the First 
City. 

The distinction between “early” and “late” versions becomes important as soon as 
Gilgamesh opens.  The 1st Tablet opens with a formal prologue (lines 1-28) that was added 
centuries after the earlier, Old Babylonian, collection.  The earlier prologue (lines 29-60) 
has a different emphasis than the later one, which fronts it.  To make things even more 
interesting, the later prologue is reflected in identical lines that conclude the 11th Tablet.  
This is a formal framing device that clearly indicates the beginning and ending of 
something. 

What that “something” is is the matter of considerable debate.  From an aesthetic 
standpoint it would appear that Gilgamesh concludes with the 11th Tablet.  On the other 
hand, considerable textual evidence points to a 12th Tablet.  The 12th Tablet is certainly an 
anomaly.  For one thing it breaks the chronological sequence of events that marks the 
episodes of the first eleven tablets.  Each episode leads to the next one in time.  In the first 
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eleven tablets, Gilgamesh’s great friend, Enkidu, dies.  The 12th Tablet narrates the death 
of Enkidu in a very different way. 

Without solving the aesthetic problems, we suggest that the framing device that binds 
Tablets 1 through 11 is one Prologue-Epilogue, while the 12th Tablet is another epilogue.  
The implications of this unusual structure will be taken up later. 

Tablet 12 is the most controversial addition to the series, Gilgamesh.  There is 
considerable evidence that, at some point in the development of a standard text, 
Gilgamesh consisted of twelve tablets.  Five different texts (A, B, C, D, and e) contain 
Tablet 12, and others mention a twelfth tablet in the colophons to Tablet 11. 

Nevertheless, many scholars consider Tablet 12 an unnecessary, late addition to the series 
of tales, and drop it entirely from their translations (notably the translations by Benjamin 
R. Foster and Andrew George).  They do acknowledge that Tablet 12 is a translation of a 
Sumerian poem and include the Sumerian poem in their editions. 

Their objection to Tablet 12 is largely aesthetic.  First, Tablets 1-12 seem to be complete, 
as Gilgamesh returns to Uruk and the poet repeats lines from Tablet 1 exactly at the end 
of Tablet 11.  Second, and more importantly, Enkidu’s death was presumably narrated in 
Tablet 7.  The final thirty lines or so have still not been recovered, but they no doubt told 
of Enkidu’s death, since Tablet 8 opens with Gilgamesh mourning the death of his friend.  
Tablet 12 tells a very different tale of Enkidu’s death.  There he enters the underworld in 
order to recover two lost items and is literally trapped in the world of the dead. 

The death of Gilgamesh himself is not told in Gilgamesh.  There is, however, a Sumerian 
“The Death of Gilgamesh” story in which the gods reveal that when Gilgamesh dies and 
descends into the world of the dead he will be met there by gods, priests, family members 
and famous people who had died before him.  Enkidu is one of those who will greet him.  
“The Death of Gilgamesh” explicitly urges Gilgamesh not to lament his fate, since he will 
become in the underworld one of the lesser gods, the governor and a judge like the famous 
“dying god” Dumuzi or Tammuz, who is mentioned in Gilgamesh Tablet 6.  This quite 
positive picture of the underworld sharply contrasts with that in Tablet 12. 

The Sumerian story that provided the original text for Tablet 12 gives a rather different 
view of the world of the dead.  While all humans end up there, those who leave behind a 
good number of relatives (mainly sons) to relieve their condition in an otherwise bleak 
landscape fare better than the ones who leave few, or none, behind.  For the most part 
there is suffering in the underworld.  There is no obvious correlation between a virtuous 
or a wicked life on earth, such as developed in the Christian tradition of a Hell, where the 
wicked are punished.  Even Gilgamesh’s mother and father drink “filthy water” in a place 
of terrible carnage where both Sumerians and Akkadians died. 

The Sumerian “Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Underworld” (variously translated as 
“Bilgames and the Netherworld” and “Gilgamesh and the Netherworld) has a clear 
beginning, middle, and end.  Tablet 12, on the other hand, translates only the part that 
details the underworld and ends, suddenly, with one of the most discouraging images: the 
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fate of one who has no one to mourn for him: he eats “scraping from the pot” and bread 
crusts thrown away in the street. 

While it appears to many scholars that Tablet 12 is an “inorganic appendage” to an 
otherwise aesthetic whole, complete in eleven tablets, others have defended its link to the 
stories preceding it. 

Episodes: What Happens in the Prologue(s) and Epilogue(s) 

Tablet 1, Lines 1-28 
As a formal opening of Gilgamesh, the prologue focuses on important themes rather than 
summarizing the actions of Gilgamesh.  The dominant theme is wisdom.  The wisdom 
attributed to Gilgamesh has been hard earned.  In a most arduous journey in which 
Gilgamesh opened passages and found out secrets, he wore himself out with grief and 
pain.  He “saw it all,” as the first line suggests. 

Significantly, when the traveler returned, he literally cut his experiences into stone.  Uruk 
boasted of the achievement that would transform humanity: the invention of writing. So 
it is important that Uruk’s most famous king should translate his experiences into writing.  
By far most cuneiform (or “wedge-shaped”) writing was inscribed on clay.  That 
Gilgamesh would write his experiences on stone—in a later line, a very precious stone, 
lapis lazuli—reflects both his high status and the status of writing itself. 

The city to which Gilgamesh returns is seen from the outside in, inviting the reader to 
imagine it as the traveler encountered it.  While Uruk had lost its political autonomy early 
in the 2nd millennium BCE and the powers that dominated it were increasingly removed 
from the city—Babylon, Assyria, Persia, and the Greeks after Alexander the Great—it 
continued to prosper.  The population of Uruk, at one time in its early history surpassing 
100,000 (that is, ten times the size of most important cities in the ancient world), certainly 
diminished, but the economic foundations laid down early managed to keep it alive after 
it had lost the kingship exercised early by Gilgamesh. 

The most conspicuous contribution of king Gilgamesh is the construction of the city wall, 
which in the time of the historical Gilgamesh extended some six miles around the city.  
The walls around Uruk and around other cities of the Early Dynastic period (3rd 
millennium BCE) certainly served a military purpose.  The rise of kingship in this period 
is clearly related to increased and increasingly organized military activity.  The poetic 
description of Uruk’s wall here, on the other hand, completely ignores the military 
function and emphasizes rather its incredible beauty.  From the facing of the upper wall, 
which gleams like copper, to the lower wall and the stone stairway, the walls is a dazzling 
construction.  (Of all the Gilgamesh stories discovered so far, only one deals explicitly with 
a military exploit.  In it, a rival city tries to take Uruk, but its force is overwhelmed when 
Gilgamesh appears atop the city wall.) 

The interior of the city is even more impressive (and ancient), as the poet sees it.  At the 
center is the temple complex, Eanna, the dwelling-place of Ishtar.  Its base, a terrace 
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that required millions of bricks, is itself monumental.  The poet imagines that the core 
itself was made up of oven-fired bricks.  Uruk had little native stone, and its grand public 
buildings as well as its homes were built of brick.  But since fuel was always in short 
supply, it would have been remarkable indeed if the core of the structure was made of 
fired bricks rather than sun-dried bricks.  The design is credited to the Seven Sages 
themselves. 

From the high terrace, which served a very practical purpose in a city located on a 
floodplain, and Ishtar’s temple at the very center of the city, one could see with the poet 
that Uruk appeared to be divided into four parts: a square mile of city, a square mile of 
gardens (probably groves of date palms), and a square mile of clay pits.  The Eanna temple 
complex is said to cover half a square mile. 

The magnificent brickwork of Uruk leads then to a very special small box at the foundation 
of, presumably, Eanna itself.  The foundation deposit is a box made of copper (or, in 
another translation, cedar, another precious commodity); its ring-bolt clasp is made of 
bronze; and the secret hidden inside is the very account of Gilgamesh’s painful wisdom, 
inscribed on lapis lazuli). 

In this late prologue, then, Gilgamesh is celebrated as king, but his kingly achievements 
are not so much military as they are the even more ancient duties of Uruk’s lords.  
Sumerian rulers are often depicted as what might be called the First Worker, carrying 
bricks to the gods and goddesses of the cities—in other words, recognizing their duty to 
the deity and the need to construct public buildings.  The brickwork celebrated in this 
opening passage ties together the creative work not only in the buildings themselves but 
in the orderly arrangement of the city itself.  Bricks, like stone, serve yet another purpose, 
in providing the medium for writing itself.  Although not all Sumerian and Akkadian kings 
boast of their ability to read and write, the Urukean rulers do on occasion recognize the 
importance of their city as the inventor of writing. 

The poet envisions an opening of the foundation deposit to find the precious tablet that 
contains Gilgamesh’s own account of his experiences. 

Tablet 1, Lines 29-62: The Earlier Prologue 
The second introduction to Gilgamesh emphasizes what the West came to value as 
“heroic” qualities: power, courage, and leadership in battle.  He is physically strong and 
strikingly beautiful, befitting a human (“1/3rd human”) who is the son of the goddess 
Ninsun and another legendary hero, Lugalbanda.  In addition to these influences, he was 
formed by the Mother Goddess, who provides the “image of his body,” while the crafty 
god Ea has perfected his figure.  (Female and male creator gods are required, just as 
female and male parents.  The creator gods usually provide features related to the gender 
of the gods: females providing something like Aristotle’s “matter” and males providing 
“form.”) 

The second introduction also summarizes achievements that go back to the earliest 
Sumerian poetry.  Gilgamesh is credited with opening passages in the wilderness, 



Tips for Reading Prologues and Epilogues  140 

especially in the dangerous mountains.  He digs wells and crosses the ocean to the farthest 
reaches of the earth, always searching for “life” (balāṭu), a key word, since it could mean 
anything from “life,” “long life,” to “eternal life.”  The passage is noteworthy in specifying 
that Gilgamesh will seek out Utnapishtim, since earlier versions of the story do not make 
the sage from the Flood story the object of Gilgamesh’s quest. 

The poet emphasizes two achievements that characterize the ideal Mesopotamian king: 
he restored holy places destroyed by the Flood, and he established religious rites for the 
people.  Restoring temples and establishing rites that had been lost or ignored continued 
to be important duties of kings even long after the palace had gained power at the expense 
of the temples in Mesopotamia.  The lines follow Gilgamesh’s encounter with Utnapishtim 
and so may praise the king for his activities after he had returned to Uruk.   

Gilgamesh can surely boast that he is the king par excellence.  His fate was established by 
his birth.  Physically perfect, he approximates the perfection of primal living creatures 
formed by the male and female creator gods. 

There is a short break in the text, followed by fragmentary lines that appear to specify the 
great size and beauty of Gilgamesh: a great stride, beard, locks of hair—perfection. 

After such an extended portrait of the ideal king, the poet turns immediately to narrative, 
to a story that ironically highlights the way Gilgamesh oppresses his people.  The storyline 
begins, then, with very violation of kingly rule that leads to the first crisis in Gilgamesh. 

The prologues will be treated in greater detail in Chapter One. 

Tablet 11, Lines 318-27 
Tablet 11 is a long and complex narrative.  It concludes the quest of Gilgamesh begun in 
Tablet 9.  The complexity of the narrative, which includes a retelling of the Flood story 
familiar to the West from the Bible, will be taken up later.  We are interested at this point 
in the final nine lines of Tablet 11, which many take as the ending of Gilgamesh itself. 

What makes the final lines of Tablet 11 important is the way they repeat the “later” 
prologue in Tablet 1.  In Tablet 1 the poet invites the reader to consider the magnificent 
wall around Uruk and view the divisions of the city from the perspective of the high wall.  
The language in Tablet 11 is identical with lines 18-23 of Tablet 1, with one difference: 
here it is Gilgamesh himself inviting the boatman who has taken him to visit the sage, 
Utnapishtim, and has returned the hero to his city.  Once again the city is identified by 
the formula Uruk-of-the-Sheepfold.   

Readers will have to interpret for themselves the success or failure of Gilgamesh’s search 
for “life.”  That requires a careful reading of Tablet 11 in its entirety.  But the narrative of 
Tablet 11 ends without a comment by the author—just a symbolic return to the prologue.  
As in the prologue, the two items that are repeated are, first, what was considered by 
tradition the great achievement of Gilgamesh, the walls of the city, and second, the city 
itself, centered on the famous and ancient temple of Ishtar. 
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Tablet 11 will be treated in greater detail in Chapter Eight. 

Tablet 12 
Tablet 12 remains the most controversial part of Gilgamesh.  While it is clear from the 
colophons—the indications at the end of one tablet of the first line of the next tablet and, 
at the end of a text, often comments that the series is complete at that point and 
sometimes precise dating of the copy and indications of the scribe who produced it—that 
the “standard” text of the Gilgamesh was complete in twelve tablets, Tablet 12 is so 
different from the preceding narrative that many find it unacceptable.  The editor of the 
definitive scholarly edition of Gilgamesh, Andrew George, for example, removes Tablet 
12 entirely and provides the reader instead with the Sumerian original upon which the 
Akkadian tablet is based. 

What is most striking about Tablet 12 is that it narrates the death of Enkidu in a far 
different way than was told in Tablet 7.  In both cases the death is unusual.  In Tablet 7 
Enkidu dies as a result of a decision by the gods: one of the heroes must die, and Enkidu 
is selected while Gilgamesh is spared.  This means that, while all humans are by definition 
mortal, Enkidu is not killed in the usual way young persons die, either through disease or 
in combat. 

In Tablet 12 Enkidu is seized by “fate” when he enters the dreaded underworld and is 
unable to return to earth.  Gilgamesh, at this point having gained a sure grasp of the 
secrets of the underworld, gives detailed instructions to Enkidu so that his friend will be 
able to return.  Enkidu ignores every instruction and as a consequence is seized by the 
underworld. 

The reason for Enkidu’s journey into the underworld is still in question.  He embarks on 
the journey in order to retrieve the mekkû and pukku, two items that have fallen into the 
underworld.  What these items are has been debated for many years, and no consensus 
has yet been reached about their nature.  In Tablet 1, lines 65 and 82, a pukku is used in 
some way to oppress the young men of the city.  (There is no mention of a mekkû in that 
context.) 

Much of Tablet 12 indicates different fortunes for the people in the underworld depending 
upon the circumstances of their deaths and the number of persons they left behind. 

Tablet 12 will be considered in greater detail in Chapter Nine. 

Key Words 
Key words in Gilgamesh, mainly names that are unfamiliar to most readers, but also 
concepts that derive from a very different culture from our own, are identified as they 
appear in the text.   

A few names are so important to the story that mentioned here: 
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Humans 
Gilgamesh, the hero, though “2/3rds” god, the son of a goddess, is nevertheless 
mortal. 
Enkidu, created as a rival to Gilgamesh, becomes his great friend. 

High Gods 
Among the many deities mentioned in Gilgamesh (only a tiny few of the more than a 
thousand gods known in Mesopotamia), watch for four in particular.  

Ishtar, whose Sumerian name is Inanna, was one of the greatest gods in ancient 
Mesopotamia from at least the 4th millennium BCE (Before the Common Era).  
Ishtar is goddess of love and sex—but also a goddess of war. 

 

Shamash, the Sun God, is a dominant figure throughout the first half of the story.  
Although he has an equivalent among the Sumerian gods (Utu), his rose in 
importance in the 2nd millennium BCE, possibly owing to his traditional importance 
for the Semitic people who entered Mesopotamia from the west. 

 

Ea, god of the watery abyss, is known for a certain kind of cunning wisdom, a 
trickster, a problem-solver among the gods and a creator god.  He continued to be 
known by his Sumerian identity, Enki, and by a number of epithets and titles. 

 

Enlil, or Illil, the god of the air, King of the Gods, came to be viewed as the most 
powerful of the gods during the 3rd millennium BCE as his city, Nippur, came to 
dominate much of the Sumerian cities in what is now southern Iraq. 

 

For more on the great gods of Gilgamesh, see Chapter One. 

 

Key Words in the 1st, 11th, and 12th Tablets 

Tablet 1, Lines 1-28: The Later Prologue 
The One Who Saw the Depths = Gilgamesh 

In the first (“later”) prologue, that is, the first twenty-eight lines of the poem, the “one 
who saw the Depths” is the hero, Gilgamesh himself.  The poem opens by anticipating 
the end of Tablet 11, when the hero returned to his city at the end of his quest for “life.” 

The Land = The City-State of Uruk 
For one thing Gilgamesh returns to his city, Uruk.  The city is identified by name and by 
its most prominent fixture, that temple complex known as Eanna.   

Eanna = The Temple of the Great Goddess Inanna or Ishtar 
Significantly Uruk is called “the Sheepfold,” where earlier versions of the stories had 
identified it differently.  At the heart of Uruk-of-the-Sheepfold is Eanna, identified as 
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“sacred,” as a “storehouse” or treasury, and as the “dwelling” of the Great Goddess Ishtar.  
As a “sheepfold” with a “storehouse” of grain at its heart, Uruk preserves the two essentials 
of settled communities, animal husbandry and agriculture. 

Ishtar = Inanna 
The earliest written texts discovered anywhere identify the Sumerian goddess Inanna as 
the main deity of Uruk.  The importance of Inanna grew even when Uruk declined as the 
influential power in Sumer.  Once Inanna was identified with the northern 
Mesopotamian goddess Ishtar, the female counterpart of the high god, the influence of 
the Great Goddess spread throughout Mesopotamia. 

Seven Sages = The Seven Muntalki 
According to some accounts, humanity was first taught the essentials of life by Seven 
Sages, sometimes imaged as part-human and part-fish.  Here they are credited with 
establishing the foundations of Uruk’s city walls.  Gilgamesh himself is given credit for 
building the immense wall around the city.  When the Flood destroyed all but a small 
remnant of humanity (as told in Tablet 11), the sages were replaced by kings.  The idea 
that kingship “descended from heaven” after the Flood is seen quite early.  Uruk had its 
own view of the outcome of the Flood.  In the Urukean version, the temple Eanna was 
brought down from the heavens (in one case, stolen) by Inanna.  The –anna in both 
Eanna and Inanna could be taken to mean “of heaven.”  In any case, the Flood radically 
changed the religious and political life of Sumer.  Both kingship and Uruk’s central temple 
complex were considered gifts of the gods to humanity.  The poet actually uses a variant, 
“The Seven Advisors,” of the more usual term, The Seven Apkalli. 

Tablet 1, Lines 29-62: The Earlier Prologue 
 

Wild Bull = Gilgamesh 
Gilgamesh is identified with epithets that link him to his father, to his mother, and to the 
city itself.  He is a “wild bull” (in Akkadian, rīmu) usually considered the immense 
aurochs, now extinct, a much larger animal than is now found among domesticated stock.  
The aurochs was known for its ferocity and power, especially sexual power. 

Lugalbanda = (Human) Father of Gilgamesh 
The paternity of Gilgamesh is complicated by the tradition, referred to later in Gilgamesh, 
that he had a spiritual or demonic father, perhaps the real father, and a human or legal 
father named Lugalbanda.  Like Gilgamesh, who was deified as judge of the underworld 
in some periods of Mesopotamian history, Lugalbanda was also deified in some periods.  
Since Gilgamesh has a divine mother and a rather complicated paternity, the claim that 
he is “2/3rd god” and “1/3rd human” may reflect that mixed parentage.  At any rate, though 
Gilgamesh is “2/3rd god,” he must, like all humans, die. 

Ninsun = The Mother of Gilgamesh 
The goddess who is the mother of Gilgamesh is a relatively minor figure among the 
hundreds of gods known to Mesopotamian tradition, but she is important to the Uruk 
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tradition as the goddess (NIN) who confers kingship on humans.  She is a goddess of 
wisdom, an interpreter of dreams.  The name itself combines the high status of NIN with 
the Sumerian word for “wild cow” (SÚN).  (Another transliteration of the name used 
today is Ninsumun.) 

Utnapishtim = The Hero of the Flood 
The name is read variously as Utnapishtim, Ut-napishtim, Utanapishtim, or “Uta-
napishti.”  With his wife, he is the Noah-like human who survives the Flood.  He is thought 
to be a late addition to the Gilgamesh stories, both as the goal of Gilgamesh’s quest for 
wisdom and as the narrator of the Flood story in Tablet 11.  He is usually identified as the 
king of the city of Shuruppak.  In the tradition that saw “kingship” descending from 
heaven after the Flood, he may have been assimilated to the last of the Seven Sages, who 
ruled before the Flood.  

 

Great Goddess 
The logogram dMAH, which means “great” or “lofty” in Sumerian, is usually identified as 
the Lady of the Gods, Bēlet-ilī, one of the names of the Mother Goddess.  In a very 
unusual move, Bēlet-ilī is identified with Ishtar in Tablet 11, linking Uruk’s goddess 
with the Mother Goddess of the Flood story.  Here she is said to have drawn the form of 
Gilgamesh, while the god Ea (or Enki) perfected Gilgamesh’s “build.”  Several Sumerian 
myths show the Mother Goddess cooperating with the crafty Enki to produce living 
beings. 

 

Ea = The Crafty God, Enki, Nishshīku or Nudimmud 
 

The male counterpart to the Mother Goddess is the god Ea.  In Sumerian he is called 
Enki, and just as Inanna/Ishtar is identified as the power in the city-state of Uruk, 
Ea/Enki is the power in the city-state of Eridu, even farther south in Sumer than Uruk.  
Very early texts show that Enki was an important presence in Uruk as well as Eridu, and 
several Sumerian myths, especially “Inanna and Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of 
Civilization from Eridu to Uruk,” link the Great Goddess of Uruk with her counterpart in 
Eridu.  The epithet Nudimmud emphasizes Ea’s wisdom and its relation to creativity in 
a great variety of forms.  

Tablet 11, Lines 318-27 
Urshanabi = The Boatman 

Gilgamesh requires the help of a boatman to cross the Waters of Death in order to reach 
the place where Utnapishtim and his wife live.  He returns from that place to Uruk with 
the help of the boatman. 

Tablet 12 
The Carpenter and the Carpenter’s Wife 
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There is no further identification of these figures.  That the implements lost, the mekkû 
and pukku, are linked to the carpenter suggests that they are made of wood. 

mekkû and pukku 
Scholars are still debating what these implements are.  The Sumerian myth that provides 
the background of this Akkadian translation of the story, “Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the 
Netherworld,” indicates that the implements were made from the roots and crown of a 
tree, possibly a willow tree.  (A throne and a bed were made from the trunk of the tree, 
according to the myth.)  Among other possibilities is the well-known double symbol of 
rule, the rod and ring. 

Underworld = Netherworld 
Mesopotamian thought located the region of the dead below ground, usually in the “Great 
Below,” that is ki-gal.  (Alternatively, the land of the dead is in the mountains east of 
Mesopotamia.)  The dreaded place is described here in Enkidu’s dream, Tablet 7, as well 
as in Sumerian and Akkadian myths of the descent of Inanna/Ishtar to the world of the 
dead. 

Mother of Ninazu = Ereshkigal 
The mother of Ninazu, a god of the Underworld, is elsewhere identified as Ereshkigal or 
Allatu, the ruler of the Underworld.  Several myths suggest how she became the ruler of 
that world.  She is usually considered the “sister” of Inanna/Ishtar. 

Ninazu = Tammuz 
Ninazu is a god associated with the Underworld.  In the 3rd millennium BCE he was 
worshiped at the city of Eshnunna, but was replaced there by the god Tishpak.  He is 
sometimes identified with Tammuz. 

Namtar = The Personification of Fate 
 

Asakku = Azag 
In Sumerian and Akkadian myth Azag/Asakku is a monstrous demon, repulsive, 
defeated by the god Ninurta.  Magical texts attempt to control the demon, who is 
responsible for attacking and even killing humans, especially through fevers. 

Nergal = Lord of the Underworld 
 

Ekur = The Temple of Enlil at Nippur 
 

Ur = City Near Uruk 
 

Sîn = Nanna = The Moon = Main God of Ur 
 

Eridu = City South of Uruk 



Tips for Reading Prologues and Epilogues  146 

 

For critical and philological notes to these texts, see A. R. George, ed., The Babylonian 
Gilgamesh Epic (here = BGE), Vol. II, 778-803, 878-97, 898-905.  For Tablet 12, see also 
Simo Parpola, The Standard Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh (Helsinki: The Neo-Assyrian 
Text Corpus Project, 1997), xxvi, 113. 
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Tips for Reading Tablets 1 and 2 
Sex for the City: Tablets 1 and 2 

Early and Late Versions 
Tablets 1 and 2 of Gilgamesh both run to about 300 lines of poetry.  Tablet 1 has been 
almost completely restored.  Large gaps in Tablet 2, however, are usually filled in with 
texts from hundreds of years earlier, from the Old Babylonian Period at the beginning of 
the 2nd millennium BCE.  The story line in both Tablets 1 and 2 can then be seen clearly.  
Where Tablet 1 can be read on its own, with comparisons with the earlier versions, texts 
of Tablet 2 so far have to be read with the help of the Old Babylonian versions, and close 
comparison between early and late is less certain. 

Episodes: What Happens in Tablets 1 and 2 

Tablet 1, Lines 63-91: Gilgamesh Oppresses Uruk 
The “evolution” of the Gilgamesh story can be glimpsed in one simple example.  The 
people of Uruk cry out for relief from the “oppression” of Gilgamesh.  What this 
“oppression” consists of is much debated.  One of the gods hears the complaints and takes 
action.  (The gods will create Gilgamesh’s rival and friend, Enkidu.)  Unfortunately for us 
the name of the god cannot be read on the tablet.  “The god [     ] listened to their 
complaint” (I.76).  In the blank, where a word is missing, almost everyone fills in the 
name, Anu, the sky god.  An earlier version even includes a four-line speech that may be 
the response of Anu.  (The god in not named in the four lines.)  For whatever reason, 
Gilgamesh drops those lines.  While it is reasonable that the high god Anu would 
intervene, it is still possible that another god is responsible for the response.  If we keep 
in mind that the city, Uruk, in the Standard Gilgamesh is identified as the city of Ishtar, 
and earlier versions sometimes identify the city as the dwelling of Anu and Ishtar, it is 
possible that our Gilgamesh is effacing Anu from this episode.  We await more discoveries 
to decide the case. 

After the two prologues in Tablet 1, which establish the major themes of the story as a 
whole and describe Gilgamesh as a great hero and king, the narrative begins (in line 63) 
with what is usually called The Oppression of Uruk.  Gilgamesh is the problem and, 
ironically, develops a plan that will bring about a solution. 

Exactly how the king oppresses his people has been a matter of much controversy.  
Gilgamesh keeps the young men of the city exhausted with unending contests of some 
sort.  The young men are kept from their fathers.  At the same time Gilgamesh does not 
allow the young women to return to their mothers (and possibly the married women to 
their bridegrooms).  This suggests that Gilgamesh tyrannizes over the people by 
exaggerating his roles as a military commander and as the “lord” (en) who sexually 
initiates brides before they cohabit with their bridegrooms.  While the details of the 
oppression of Uruk are not entirely clear, this version differs from the earlier, Old 
Babylonian, versions of the story. 
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Both the oppression of Uruk and the solution to the problem involve a view of sexuality 
and its importance to an Urukean understanding of “civilization,” ideas that to many seem 
very foreign to the modern West. 

When the women of the city complain to the gods, the gods listen to their complaint and 
devise a solution to the problem: the creation of Enkidu. 

Tablet 1, Lines 92-104: The Creation of Enkidu 
Unnamed gods call upon the Mother Goddess Aruru to create a human being in “his” 
(presumably the Sky God Anu’s) image.  The idea is to have the creature, Enkidu, fight 
with Gilgamesh in order to bring peace and quiet (lishtapshih) to Uruk.  This Aruru 
accomplishes by bringing the image (zikru) of Anu into her heart.  Note that the creative 
process involves a masculine and feminine element.  Anu and Aruru, male and female, 
contribute to the new creature.  Aruru then washes her hands, pinches off clay, and throws 
it down into the wilderness. 

Tablet 1, Lines 105-112: The First View of Enkidu 
We then get our first glimpse of the new man.  Or, rather, we have two views of him.  The 
first describes Enkidu, mainly in terms of his long, shaggy hair.  He lives with beasts in 
the wilderness, feeding on grasses and drinking water. 

Tablet 1, Lines 113-21: The Second View of Enkidu 
The second view is given to us by an unnamed hunter, who freezes in terror upon seeing 
Enkidu.  His reaction to Enkidu will be repeated much later in the story in describing 
Gilgamesh when he loses his friend. 

Tablet 1, Lines 122-66: The Father and Gilgamesh Advise the Hunter 
In rapid succession, the hunter seeks advice from his father, who sends the hunter to 
Gilgamesh for a plan to deal with the dangerous Enkidu.  Gilgamesh sends a woman in 
the service of Ishtar to seduce the savage in the wilderness.  (The woman is now thought 
to be named Shamhat, one of two words to describe her role in the service of Ishtar.) 

Tablet 1, Lines 167-203: Shamhat Seduces Enkidu 
Where the hunter had fled in fear of Enkidu, Shamhat calmly waits for him at the water-
hole and strips before him.  In one of the more sexually explicit passages in Mesopotamian 
literature, once he sees her, the two have an intense sexual encounter that lasts six days 
and seven nights. 

Tablet 1, Lines 204-39: Shamhat Teaches Enkidu 
When he is fully satisfied, Enkidu turns back to his companions, who now flee from him.  
His knees now weakened, he cannot return to them.  Shamhat, having literally made a 
man of him, then gradually leads him step by step into a “civilized” life.  Like an infant, 
Enkidu finds speech (and voices a challenge to the one who will become his friend). 
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Tablet 1, Lines 240-300: Gilgamesh’s Two Dreams 
Enkidu listens to Shamhat as she tells him about Gilgamesh and the dreams Gilgamesh 
had had foretelling the coming of Enkidu.  The dreams come to Gilgamesh from the Sun 
God Shamash.  In line with Mesopotamian thought about significant and prophetic 
dreams, the two dreams are interpreted by someone other than the dreamer, in this case 
Ninsun, the wise goddess who is the mother of Gilgamesh.  (Another possibility is that the 
scene has shifted to Uruk, and the dreams and Ninsun’s interpretations are narrated 
directly.) 

After Shamhat tells Enkidu of Gilgamesh’s dreams, they once again make love.  That 
brings Tablet 1 to an end. 

Tablet 2 

Tablet 2, Lines 1-64: Shamhat Civilizes Enkidu 
The first thirty some lines of Tablet 2 are missing and are regularly filled in with an earlier 
Old Babylonian text.  Shamhat will lead Enkidu to Uruk, which, unlike our Gilgamesh 
text and its usual designation of the city as the home of Ishtar, is called the “home of Anu.” 
In the Old Babylonian version Shamhat strips off a piece of her garment and clothes 
Enkidu.  As the late version takes up the story, Shamhat takes him into a camp of 
shepherds (a good transition between the wilderness and the city), where the shepherds 
offer him bread and beer.  Where he had eaten grass and drunk water, Enkidu needs to 
learn human food.  Not surprisingly, the men offer him the very items that supported the 
economy of Uruk.  Both were made with barley, a grain that is resistant to the saline soil 
in Uruk and extraordinarily productive when cultivated in long rows irrigated by Uruk’s 
water system.  Enkidu then acts like a shepherd, guarding the camp, chasing off wolves 
and lions while the others sleep. 

Tablet 2, Lines 103-117: Enkidu vs. Gilgamesh 
Enkidu is then enticed to go to the city itself, where in a great festival, he will be able to 
meet his rival.  Gilgamesh is about to enter a building, a “wedding house,” where he 
presumably would deflower a woman before her husband sleeps with her, when Enkidu 
stops him.  The two have a furious match.  It appears that in a very even wrestling match, 
Gilgamesh prevails.  The two men kiss and become friends. 

Tablet 2, Lines 162-77: Enkidu Introduced to Ninsun 
Gilgamesh then introduces Enkidu to his mother, the goddess Ninsun. 

A line drawn across the tablet indicates that a new episode begins at this point.  Suddenly 
Enkidu and Gilgamesh begin to speak of the first great adventure in Gilgamesh, the 
journey into the wilderness where they will confront the giant guardian of the forest, 
Humbaba.  This adventure takes up the rest of Tablets 2, 3, 4, and 5, and will be 
considered in the next chapters.  The sudden turn in the narrative intrudes upon the 
introduction of Enkidu to the household of Gilgamesh.  The story that brings Enkidu into 
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the protection of Ninsun is again taken up in Tablet 3.  In effect the adoption of Enkidu 
completes the civilizing of Enkidu. 

Tablet 2, Lines 178-303: The Decision to Fight Humbaba 
Suddenly Enkidu is filled with fear.  The giant Humbaba is under the protection of the 
powerful god Enlil.  Gilgamesh, though, persuades Enkidu to join him in the quest, which 
will establish the name Gilgamesh forever.  The Council of Elders advises against the 
adventure, but Gilgamesh remains confident.  (Much of this section is filled in with 
earlier, Old Babylonian versions of the story.) 

Key Words in the 1st and 2nd Tablet 

Tablet 1, Lines 63-300 
Anu (Sumerian AN, “The Above”) = the Sky God, often associated with Ishtar 
and Uruk. 

 

Aruru = one of many names for Mesopotamian Mother Goddesses. 
 

Enkidu = the friend of Gilgamesh, in older versions his servant or “slave.” 
 

The Steppe (EDIN, edinu) = sometimes identified as a largely uninhabited place, 
here the wilderness (as opposed to the city). 

 

Hero (GURUSH, etlu) = a powerful (“manly”) young man. 
 

Ninurta  = a god who appears in myths mainly as a fierce warrior or as a farmer. 
 

Nisaba = a grain goddess, known also as a goddess of wisdom. 
 

Sumuqan (or Shakkan) = a god who protects animals, including wild animals, 
envisioned here as a hairy beast himself. 

 

Stalker, Hunter, Trapper-Man = a man who plays a role in bringing Enkidu to 
Gilgamesh and is later cursed by Enkidu. 

 

Shamhat (shamhatu, the harimtu) = usually identified as a prostitute, her 
name identifies her one way and her epithet identifies in another way; both are 
women in the service of Ishtar; among their social roles they mourn the dead. 
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Festival = Enkidu is urged to attend a wedding festival in Uruk; Old Babylonian 
texts indicate that at the festival (of the goddess of weddings) Gilgamesh is expected 
to deflower the bride before the bridegroom has sex with her. 

 

Joy/Woe Man = a very striking (and unique) summary description of the heroic 
Gilgamesh; both extremes of behavior are evident, “joy” especially in the first half of 
the story, and “woe” in the second half. 

 

Shamash = The Sun God, first mentioned in Tablet 1, the dominant god in the 
first half of the story. 

 

Anu, Enlil, and Ea = the highest gods in the Sumero-Akkadian pantheon; 
when a fourth deity is identified, very early in Mesopotamian history the fourth is a 
Mother Goddess; later she is replaced by Inanna/Ishtar. 

 

Dreams = significant or prophetic dreams are seen as messages from the 
gods, especially (in Gilgamesh) Shamash; the Sun God; they are dangerous to the 
dreamer and have to be interpreted by someone other than the dreamer.  In the first 
dream something like a rock falls to earth; in the second, an axe is found in the 
street.  Both are interpreted as Enkidu, who will be loved like a wife, a comrade in 
battle, and a friend, the equal of Gilgamesh. 

Tablet 2, Lines 1-303 
Bread and Beer = the staples of Urukean diet, both made of barley, Uruk’s most 
important crop, the basis of its economic surpluses; beer is also an important part of 
community festivals; gods, kings and queens, and other elite members of the society 
are depicted on cylinder seals drinking beer through long straws. 

 

Shepherd = the one who herds domesticated animals is a transitional figure 
between the wilderness and the city. 

 

First Night (?) = an Old Babylonian version indicates that Gilgamesh had the 
privilege of deflowering brides on their wedding nights; there is no independent 
evidence that this was a Mesopotamian custom; Enkidu challenges the custom when 
he fights Gilgamesh. 

 

Goddess of Weddings (?) = Ishhāra, whose bed is made ready for Gilgamesh, 
who “like a god,” becomes a mihru, a person equal to the goddess; if Ishhāra is 
another name for Ishtar, the festival appears to be a “sacred marriage.” 
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Humbaba (Huwawa in older versions) = giant, protector of the cedar 
forest; although he is in the service of the god Enlil, in Gilgamesh he is identified as 
“something evil.”  In addition to his terrifying appearance, Humbaba’s voice is 
likened to the Deluge, the great flood (like the biblical flood) described in Tablet 11. 

 

Forest of Cedars = in an older, Sumerian version of the story, the cedar forest is 
probably located to the east of Uruk, in Elam (now Iran), while this version appears 
to locate the forest far north and west of Uruk.  Wood was especially precious in 
places like Uruk, in southern Iraq, where few sources of good lumber were to be 
found. 

 
New Year = a very important and ancient festival celebrated at Babylon in the 
first month of the year, about the time of the spring equinox, it was celebrated in 
Uruk for the deities Anu and Ishtar as late as the 2nd century BCE.  Gilgamesh boasts 
that he will celebrate it twice in a year when he defeats Humbaba.  

 

Igigi = a group of gods.  Enkidu considers Humbaba second among the Igigi only 
to the Storm God Adad. 

 

Enlil = Enkidu indicates that Enlil set up Humbaba to terrify humans. 
 

Elders = Councils of Elders are known from a very early period in Uruk. 
 

Adad = a Storm God, known in Sumerian as Ishkur.   He is mentioned here and in 
the story of the Flood in Tablet 11. 

 

Uruk of the Sheepfold/Uruk of the City Square = Gilgamesh uses the first 
phase to describe Uruk, while the Old Babylonian texts use both, but primarily Uruk 
of the City Square. 

 

For critical and philological notes on these texts, see George, BGE, II, 778-808.
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Tips for Reading Tablet 3 
Tablet 3 

Early and Late Versions 
Most of Tablet 3, which runs to some 240 lines, has been restored from the main text.  
The Old Babylonian Yale tablet supplies about twenty lines at the end of the tablet. 

The heroic story of the journey to the Forest of Cedars and the battle with Humbaba was 
clearly a popular tale both in literature and in the visual arts, where Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu are often portrayed at the moment of attacking the giant.  The story told here in 
Tablets 2-5 should be compared and contrasted with the two Sumerian versions, 
“Gilgamesh and Huwawa” A and B.  The part of the story that makes up Tablet 3, however, 
has little parallel in the Sumerian poems. 

Episodes: What Happens in Tablet 3 
Tablet 3 picks up the story begun at the end of Tablet 2, a story that will occupy Gilgamesh 
through Tablet 5: the quest for a name.  Gilgamesh wants to take on a truly heroic task, 
the confrontation with Humbaba in the Forest of Cedars. 

Tablet 3 is set entirely in Uruk. 

Tablet 3, Lines 1-12: The Elders Advise Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
The elders of the city, who had warned against the adventure, give brief advice to the two 
men.  Gilgamesh should trust Enkidu to lead him, since Enkidu knows the wilderness and 
has seen battle.  Enkidu, for his part, should bring the king back safely to Uruk. 

Tablet 3, Lines 13-34: In the Palace Sublime 
Gilgamesh takes Enkidu into the palace of his mother, the goddess Ninsun.  He informs 
her of his decision to go on a journey and face a battle, and boasts of his successful return. 

Tablet 3, Lines 35-115: A Mother’s Plea 
The better part of Tablet 3 is a magnificent ritual and address given by the wise goddess 
Ninsun.  In her sadness, she purifies herself and ascends the stairs of her Sublime Palace.  
Upon the roof she offers incense to the Sun God.  The plea is more than a request for 
Shamash to guide and protect the heroes.  Ninsun sees what complicates her son’s quest: 
that it was Shamash who had afflicted Gilgamesh with his restless spirit.  In one of the 
few passages in Gilgamesh that speaks of “evil,” which generally does not have the sense 
of a cosmic battle between forces of good and evil in Mesopotamian thought, it is Ninsun 
who identifies the true purpose of sending Gilgamesh into battle with Humbaba.  Killing 
Humbaba will annihilate the “evil” Shamash “hates” (mimma lemnu shá tazerru 
úhallaq).  This raises the stakes, for Gilgamesh is anxious to make a name for himself in 
a battle the consequences of which he does not understand (or at least does not articulate 
in his haste to go up against Humbaba). 
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In this long address, Ninsun asks for the protection of Shamash and also of his wife, Aya.  
She even identifies what Shamash can do (and will do) to help the men defeat Humbaba.  
Shamash will summon the winds to lock Humbaba in a position where the men can 
approach and capture him. 

As is the case with many ancient stories—often stories known in oral, not written, form, 
since so few persons were literate—the audience knows from this early part of the story 
much of what will happen at the climax. 

Gilgamesh’s mother does not appear in the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and Huwawa” texts.  In 
those versions it is Enkidu, not the mother, who persuades Gilgamesh to ask the 
protection and guidance of the Sun God.  And the Sun God does not implant the idea or 
the motive of the quest in Gilgamesh.  It does not appear that the Sun God in those 
versions of the story desires to rid the world of an evil he hates. 

Here Ninsun also predicts, in the form of a request she makes of Shamash, that Gilgamesh 
will ultimately life among the gods as a god himself.  Shall he not share the heavens with 
the sun? grow wise with Ea and rule the “black-headed” people (i.e., the Sumerians) with 
Irnina, another name for Ishtar?  Significantly, she envisions him living in the underworld 
with the god Ningishzida.  In Mesopotamian tradition Ningishzida was a god in the 
underworld who acted, as Gilgamesh would, as a judge in that dreaded place. 

Tablet 3, Lines 116-34: Ninsun Adopts Enkidu 
Ninsun has one more important role to perform in Gilgamesh.  When she smothers the 
censer and comes down from the roof of her palace, she brings Enkidu into her household 
as her son.  The adoption is complicated for modern readers since Ninsun also makes 
Enkidu into a shirku of Gilgamesh and the women who Ishtar.  The shirku was bound to 
the temple (often donated to temples by parents), performed many, often important tasks, 
but apparently was not involved in the religious functions of the temple. 

Part of the text is missing after this, but it appears that Ninsun asks for a successful 
journey for Enkidu to the Forest of Cedars. 

Tablet 3, Lines 147-231 
It appears that Gilgamesh make ritual preparations for their journey.  Gilgamesh gives 
orders to the officers who will rule Uruk in his absence.  They in turn offer advice to the 
two men, as the elders had done previously.  (It is possible that Gilgamesh in this very 
fragmented section recognizes that his task is to remove the “evil” Shamash “hates” by 
killing Humbaba.) 

Key Names/Figures in the 3rd Tablet 
Wives (?) of Gilgamesh = a rare reference to wives (hirati) of the hero. 

 

Sublime Palace = the palace (Egalmah) of Ninsun in Uruk. 
 



Tips for Tablet 3   155 
  

Evil = Shamash the Sun God opposes the “evil” (lemnu) embodied in Humbaba. 
 

Aya the Bride = a goddess of light, Sumerian Sherida, consort of Shamash, 
worshipped with Shamash in Sippar and Larsa. 

 

Annunaki = a group of gods, Sumerian Anuna, sometimes a general term for 
“gods,” sometimes gods of earth and the underworld (in contrast to Igigi). 

 

Winds = used as a weapon against Humbaba, as in other mythic contests. 
 

Irnina = another name of Ishtar, found in the Forest of Cedars. 
 

Black-headed people = a way the Sumerians described themselves.  
 

Ningishzida = a god of the underworld, a judge like Tammuz. 
 

Land-of-No-Return = a way of describing the underworld home of the dead. 
 

Votaries, priestesses, hierodules = difficult (like shamhatu and harimtu) to 
translate into modern terms, women in the service of Ishtar. 
 

Marduk = considered by the Babylonians as King of the Gods, mentioned only 
once in Gilgamesh. 
 

Officers = dignitaries of Uruk, in contrast to the elders. 
 

Assembly = very early texts in Uruk refer to various assemblies of citizens who had 
a voice in managing the city-state; Mesopotamian gods similarly meet in assemblies.  
 
For critical and philological notes on these texts, see George, BGE, II, 809-16. 
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Tips for Reading Tablets 4 and 5 
Seeking Humbaba: Tablets 4 and 5 

Early and Late Versions 
Tablets 4 and 5 complete the story of Humbaba begun in Tablet 2.  Tablet 4 narrates the 
difficult journey to the Forest of Cedars; Tablet 5 describes the conflict with Humbaba.  
The two tablets correspond in many ways to the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and Huwawa,” but 
the many gaps in the tablets are usually filled in by Akkadian versions of the story from 
Old Babylonian and Middle Babylonian sources. 

One major difference between the Sumerian versions of the story and Akkadian versions 
is the keen interest in the interpretation of dreams.  In all versions the heroes appeal to 
the Sun God for help in the endeavor, but the dreams that are so prominent in Tablet 4 
are not in the Sumerian accounts.  (In one version Enkidu has a dream, but no details are 
given; in another, Gilgamesh has a terrifying dream, but Enkidu’s interpretation is 
missing.  In either case the motif is not as prominent as it is in Akkadian versions.)  The 
very number of Akkadian texts that preserve the dreams indicates the increasing 
popularity of the motif. 

The actual encounter of the heroes with Humbaba preserves many motifs in the Sumerian 
versions. 

Episodes: What Happens in Tablets 4 and 5 

Tablet 4 
Tablet 4 tells of the frightening journey through the wilderness.  The heroes cover a march 
of a month and a half in only three days, and every three days they set up camp.  At each 
stop along the way they perform a ritual to receive a dream from Shamash.  On at least 
five occasions they face the sun, dig a well, and put fresh water in some vessel, presumably 
as an offering to Shamash, then climb to the top of a mountain and make an offering of 
flour to the mountain, asking it for a dream.  Then Enkidu builds a shelter with a door to 
keep out the weather.  He draws a circle for Gilgamesh to lie down, and Enkidu lies down 
in the doorway.  In each case Gilgamesh goes to sleep in the fetal position, and in the 
middle of the night receives a dream.  The dreams are really nightmares, but Enkidu 
interprets them in a positive light. 

Dream 1: A mountain falls, suggesting that Humbaba will collapse on the heroes.  Enkidu 
interprets is as the mountain itself falling—a victory for the heroes. 

Dream 2: A handsome man saves the hero.  A mountain throws him down, but the 
mountain is not Humbaba. 

Dream 3: The heavens cry out; earth trembles; darkness, lightening and fire.  A battle is 
fought, in which an old man appears.  Enkidu interprets the dream as Gilgamesh 
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successfully fighting Humbaba; the old man is Gilgamesh’s father, the famous 
Lugalbanda. 

Dream 4: A Thunderbird appears in the sky.  A man in a strange form defeats the 
Thunderbird.  Enkidu interprets the man as Shamash. 

Dream 5: A wild bull appears to attack. Someone gives Gilgamesh a drink from a 
waterskin.  Enkidu sees the wild bull as Shamash, who will help the men.  The water is 
given to him by father Lugalbanda.  

For all the positive interpretations of the prophetic dreams, as the heroes approach to 
mountain with its forest of cedars, Enkidu once again falters.  Gilgamesh encourages 
Enkidu to forget Death and seek Life.  At the entrance to the mountain the heroes fall 
silent and halt their progress. 

Tablet 5 
Tablet 5 completes the story of Humbaba with, as expected from Tablet 3, the death of 
the giant.  There are some gaps in the text, but in the slightly more than 300 poetic lines 
only a few lines are given over to the battle between the heroes and the giant.  Some 
lines at the beginning of the tablet to a description of the awesome mountain covered 
with precious cedars.  Among other things, the mountain is a dwelling of the gods, and 
one deity in particular has a throne there: Irnina, another name for Ishtar.  It is a sacred 
grove with Humbaba set as its guardian by the King of the Gods, Enlil, himself.  Much of 
the preparation for battle is usually filled in from other Akkadian versions of the story, 
and those are rather different from the Sumerian version.  In all versions, one objective 
is achieved: cutting down cedars.  In the Sumerian poem, Gilgamesh succeeds by 
tricking Humbaba.  The emphasis in Tablet 5 is on the help Shamash provides the 
heroes, with the thirteen winds that stun the monster.  Since earlier we have read about 
another object, ridding the world of “evil” hated by Shamash, another aspect of the story 
is given particular prominence.  When the heroes have Humbaba in their grasp, he asks 
for mercy.  Enkidu now is adamant.  Gilgamesh should not listen to Humbaba’s pleas.  
In the Sumerian story, Enkidu is the one who kills the giant.  Here, as in other Akkadian 
texts, it is Gilgamesh who stabs Humbaba with his knife.  (Visual images of the scene 
were popular, and show a giant forced to his knees, the heroes on either side of him, and 
Gilgamesh making the fatal blow.) 

Since the gods in council, especially Enlil, will ultimately decide which of the heroes is 
guilty of this outrage, the emphasis on Humbaba’s (deceptive?) plea for mercy and the 
debate by the heroes, which ends up in Gilgamesh taking the decisive action, transforms 
a simple battle scene into an ethical dilemma for the heroes. 

Once Humbaba is slain, the men cut timber.  Enkidu makes an elaborate door from the 
lumber.  They make a raft, place the cedars on it, and travel downriver to Enlil’s home in 
Nippur.  Gilgamesh carries the head of Humbaba to Enlil. 
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Key Words in the 4th and 5th Tablets 

Tablet 4 
Mount Lebanon = a reference to a mountain range far to the north and west of 
Uruk; it splits apart in the combat between the heroes and Humbaba. 
 
House of the Dream God = a shelter built for the protected person to receive 
dreams, that is, messages from the gods. 

 

Lugalbanda = Old Babylonian versions of the dreams mention the protection given 
Gilgamesh by his father, Lugalbanda. 

 

Thunderbird = a lion-headed monster-bird named Anzu, prominent in myths for 
attempting to wrest powers from the gods. 

 

Tablet 5 
Knife and axe = the weapons used by the heroes against Humbaba. 
 

13 winds = the winds sent by the Sun God: South Wind, North Wind, East Wind, 
West Wind, Moaning Wind, Blasting Wind, Typhoon, Hurricane, Tempest, Devil-
Wind, Frost-Wind, Storm Wind, and Whirlwind. 

 

Enlil in Nippur, Shamash in [Larsa] (not Sippar?) = in the 3rd millennium 
BCE the Sumerian city of Nippur was as powerful as any city-state and the home of 
the King of the Gods; the text is broken where Shamash’s city is mentioned; Larsa 
was a relatively unimportant city, but Sippar became increasingly important from 
the late 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE, a sacred city in the north built up largely by a 
Semitic population from the west. 

 

Door to be made by Enkidu = the door will figure again prominently in Tablet 7. 
 

For critical and philological notes on these texts, see George, BGE, II, 817-28. 
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Tips for Reading Tablet 6 
Bull in the Ring: Tablet 6  

Early and Late Versions 
Earlier versions of the story, in the Sumerian language, can be compared with this 
Akkadian version.  An even earlier Sumerian text, “The Early Dynastic Hymn to 
Gilgamesh,” refers to The Bull of Heaven.  The work is listed in an important literary 
catalogue from Nippur. 

An oddity is that, thus far, no Old Babylonian version of The Bull of Heaven has appeared.  
Versions in Akkadian and Hittite do appear in Middle Babylonian times.  It has even been 
suggested that the story was added later than Old Babylonian times and is not well 
integrated into the narrative as a whole. 

Where the adventure of Humbaba took the heroes outside Uruk and into the wilderness, 
the Bull of Heaven is brought into the city of Uruk, which suffers greatly from the presence 
of the bull. 

Watch for small details involving the gods: 

• Ninsun, the mother of Gilgamesh, is not involved in the story; 
• Shamash, the sun, is given the heart of the Bull; and 
• Ishtar, although she punishes Gilgamesh and her city with the Bull, takes care that 

the city will survive a long famine. 
The poetry, especially of Ishtar’s proposal and Gilgamesh’s rejection of the offer, is a 
splendid example of Akkadian poetic style. 

Episodes: What Happens in Tablet 6 
The 6th Tablet is a largely self-contained story in four sections. 

• The goddess Ishtar offers to marry Gilgamesh. 
• Gilgamesh rejects the offer and insults the goddess. 
• Ishtar brings a creature, the Bull of Heaven, down to earth, where Gilgamesh and 

Enkidu kill him. 
• The two heroes celebrate their victory over the Bull of Heaven. 

The next tablet of Gilgamesh shifts suddenly from the joy of victory and celebration to 
terror and tragedy when the high gods decide that one of the heroes must die. 

Tablet 6, Lines 1-21 Ishtar Proposes to Gilgamesh 
When the goddess Ishtar spies Gilgamesh bathing, then clothing himself with cloaks and 
a sash and putting on his crown, she is so taken with his beauty (dumqu) that she 
immediately proposes to him.  The language she uses in her proposal and the gifts she 
offers him are worth considering. Just as quickly, Gilgamesh rejects her proposal.  The 
difference in status is apparent throughout the exchange between the two. 
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First Ishtar offers to make him her ha’iru.  This is not the ordinary word for husband.  
Rather it means “lover” and in a more restricted sense, a husband of a special wife, a hirtu.  
The hirtu is a woman or goddess who is equal to the man (or god).  For ordinary humans 
the hirtu status provided legal protections that were not given to other wives.  Since Ishtar 
is a goddess and Gilgamesh only a mortal, her offer is one that would raise his status.  
Note that she initiates the offer. 

Akkadian poetry likes to cast parallel thoughts in different language.  In very insistent 
language, Ishtar offers to make him her ha’iru and then (anticipating his acceptance, 
desiring his “fruits,” a euphemism for sex with him) uses the ordinary language of 
Akkadian marriage: she will be his wife (ashshatu), and he will be her mutu, her husband. 

“Come here, Gilgamesh, be my lover! 
Let me taste your body. 
You’ll be my husband, and I’ll be your wife.” 

Scholars have noticed that the third line is much like the formula used regularly to 
confirm a marriage—but with one very significant change.  The formula is a reversal of 
the norm, which was spoken by the man who takes a woman as his wife.  Because Ishtar 
is a goddess, she not only selects her mate and initiates contact with him, but she, not 
Gilgamesh, pronounces the marriage formula, emphasizing her role in the relationship. 

To make the proposal even more appealing to him, Ishtar will provide him with gifts.  
This, too, is a reversal of the usual dowry, where the man provides the wife with gifts that 
are hers to keep. 

The gifts themselves are interesting.  She will give him a very special chariot decorated 
with precious lapis lazuli and gold.  The chariot was, of course, more than mere 
transportation.  Mesopotamian kings, like their counterparts in Egypt and other 
countries, were depicted in battle or hunting in their chariots.  The one she offers 
Gilgamesh will even have wheels of gold and horns of amber.  Instead of ordinary mules, 
the chariot will be drawn by terrifying “storm lions.” 

Ishtar then turns to the “house” where they will live.  Note that it is her house, another 
significant reversal, since in normal human marriage the bride is taken from her—that is, 
her father’s—house into the husband’s household, a condition anthropologists call 
patrilocal.  As Mesopotamian society became increasingly patriarchal over the centuries, 
probably few remembered the situation early in Uruk, where matrilocal marriages were 
possible. 

Of course the house is special, too.  The scent of cedar is mentioned first.  The Sumerians 
in the south of Mesopotamia would especially value the wood, since such trees are not to 
be found there.  The reference to cedar may refer back to Gilgamesh’s triumph over 
Humbaba.  As we have seen earlier, our Gilgamesh clearly locates Humbaba in the far 
north of Uruk, and he is specifically the guardian of the cedar forest.  The Humbaba 
episode ended with the heroes cutting down the trees and sending them south down the 
river. 
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Ishtar’s house is special in other ways.  There Gilgamesh will be welcomed by the doorway 
and the throne themselves.  In earlier poems the lovers meet at the gate or doorway of the 
goddess’s house, that is, her temple. 

Among the gifts Ishtar offers are splendid goods like the chariot drawn by storm demons 
and a house, and authority over other kingdoms.  What might seem today like humble 
offerings—goats, a donkey, horses and an ox—reflect the pre-industrial world, when the 
ability of humans to domesticate animals transformed society.  The temples of ancient 
Uruk controlled not only agricultural lands but also large herds of animals.  Fertility of 
the land was key to the survival of settled communities.  With its control over a large part 
of agriculture and animal husbandry—and the surpluses that were stored in the temple—
the “house” of Ishtar was the center of economic activity in the land.  It operated as much 
like a national bank as a place of ritual and worship. 

Note another small detail: the ox Ishtar offers is the only reference to the ordinary 
domesticated bull (alpu) in Gilgamesh.  Elsewhere the references are to wild bulls, wild 
cows and the special Bull of Heaven. 

Tablet 6, Lines 22-79: Gilgamesh rejects Ishtar 
Gilgamesh does the unthinkable.  Ishtar has offered a life beyond the dreams of ordinary 
humans.  Union with Ishtar would raise Gilgamesh to a godlike status, although he would 
still be the junior partner.  Her proposal takes up fewer than twenty lines (lines 6-23).  
Gilgamesh will take twice as many lines to reject her (lines 24-79).  Her offer is an elegant 
piece of Akkadian poetry.  His rejection of her is such a brilliant putdown that most 
readers remember it as a highpoint in Gilgamesh.  It raises the issue of the artistic 
decision to place this piece at the center of Gilgamesh.  Is it the final wisdom of the poem?  
Or a position that Gilgamesh will have to modify. 

At the heart of his complaint Gilgamesh fears (or at least claims) that Ishtar will transform 
him completely.  Ironically, his rejection of her will change him utterly. 

At first (lines 24-44) Gilgamesh seems worried either that he could not offer her what as 
a husband he should—or that she will not really take care of him.  (The lines, alas, are very 
broken at this point.)  When the passage becomes clear, Gilgamesh uses a series of 
brilliant images to characterize the Ishtar who will fail to fulfill her promises.  She is a fire 
that goes out in the cold, a flimsy door that will not keep out the wind, a palace that 
crushes its defenders, a well (or an elephant?) whose lid collapses, tar that smears the 
person carrying it, and a waterskin that soaks the one who lifts it.  She is also the limestone 
block that crumbles in a stone wall, a battering ram that shatters in the presence of the 
enemy, and a shoe that bites the owner’s foot! 

As if this were not insult enough, Gilgamesh goes on to list Ishtar’s lovers (lines 46-79).  
The poetic technique is interesting here.  The list begins with the famous lover of Ishtar’s 
youth, Tammuz (or in Sumerian Dumuzi).  He is the subject of myths and love poetry in 
Sumerian and Akkadian.  He is even mentioned by name in the Bible (Ezekiel 8:14, 
possibly referred to in Isaiah 17:10).  Since he is usually addressed as “lord,” areas outside 
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Mesopotamia knew him as ‘adōnī, as in the Greek Adonis, lover of Aphrodite (or Venus).  
Gilgamesh claims that Ishtar set up for him an annual wailing.  We have Sumerian and 
Akkadian versions of the myth that may explain this annual ceremony, which is usually 
classed with myths and rituals of the “dying god.”  In both Sumerian and Akkadian 
versions of the story, Inanna/Ishtar descends into the underworld, where she is captured 
and killed.  In order for her to be resurrected, the goddess must find a substitute (pūhu) 
to take her place.  In the Sumerian story, her lover Dumuzi/Tammuz refuses to show the 
proper respect to the goddess, and he is selected as the substitute.  After a lengthy chase, 
the demons of the underworld find him, torture him, and kill him.  Even Inanna laments 
his death.  And his sister, Geshtinanna, in a rare offer of self-sacrifice, agrees to share his 
fate in the underworld.  Dumuzi will spend half the year in the world of the dead and half 
the year with the gods.  His sister will complete the cycle.  The two lines in Gilgamesh 
would certainly have reminded any audience of the larger story that had already been 
around for more than a thousand years. 

With that brief reference to Dumuzi, Gilgamesh goes on to produce a long list of Ishtar’s 
lovers.  The technique is one of increasing specification and expansion.  The poetry is full 
of wordplay, only some of which is obvious today.  After Dumuzi, traditionally described 
as a shepherd, the first of several animals is mentioned, a “shepherd bird,” the allallu or 
roller bird, a bird that protects her brood by acting wounded.  Gilgamesh sees the bird has 
having its wing broken by Ishtar and reduced to crying out kappi, a bird cry that sounds 
something like Akkadian “My wing!” 

The sequence of lovers after Dumuzi includes a bird, a lion, a horse, a shepherd, and a 
farmer.  All have had their fates changed by Ishtar.  The list seems to have a direction from 
wild to domesticated, from early roles for humans (herding and farming), a kind of 
evolutionary scheme such as was seen in Tablet 1 of Gilgamesh.  Ironically, the shepherd 
is turned into a wolf and his own dogs go after him and bite him.  The farmer—actually 
the one who tends an orchard of date palms—is turned into some kind of creature, 
possibly an animal, one who is stuck in position and cannot move up or down.  The image 
suggests something that cannot climb up or down a date palm. In order to produce a good 
crop of dates, humans learned how to fertilize the female tree rather than leaving it to 
chance. 

The list also goes from the anonymous animals (standing for a species) to specific 
humans, first anonymous then named, and from brief references to fuller descriptions.  
(Note that the mother of the horse, Silili, who weeps for the horse who is now “broken” 
and reduced to drinking muddy water, is herself a goddess, such as cattle and grain that 
were known by their divine names.)  According to Gilgamesh, the shepherd is struck and 
turned into a wolf even thought he regularly brought both bread and meat to Ishtar. 

The longest of these short stories involves the date palm cultivator, a certain Ishullanu, 
who was Ishtar’s father’s gardener.  His case is closest to Gilgamesh’s own.  Ishtar looked 
upon him and asked to “taste” his virility.  She even asks him to touch her vulva.  Like 
Gilgamesh, Ishullanu grumbles that he has what he needs (given to him by his mother).  
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The Gilgamesh poet chose, as we will see, to ignore the earlier version of the Bull of 
Heaven episode that showed a rivalry between Gilgamesh’s mother Ninsun and 
Inanna/Ishtar.  Perhaps it is being reintroduced here in a very subtle way.  Ishullanu 
provides a striking pun between the food his mother gives him and the “bread of insults 
and curses” that Ishtar is like to give him.  Ishtar will indeed react to Gilgamesh in much 
the same way as she reacted to Ishullanu: in her anger she will “strike” him as she has all 
her previous lovers.  For Gilgamesh that will mean conflict with the dreaded Bull of 
Heaven. 

Tablet 6, Lines 80-146: The Bull of Heaven Descends 
The heroic victory of Gilgamesh and Enkidu over the Bull of Heaven follows the earlier 
Sumerian versions of the story, though, as usual, with a number of interesting differences.  
Before mentioning the specifics of the bull fight itself, it is worth noting a detail that is 
mentioned in the earlier versions but is given an interesting twist here.  The Bull is, of 
course, depicted as a powerful bull, although it clearly has special status and power, a kind 
of super-bull.  (The Sumerian gud-an-na, literally “bull-from-Above,” translates into a 
special literary term, alû, in Akkadian.)  The effect on Uruk is profound.  It is described 
as Famine (whereas Humbaba, as we have seen, is likened to the Flood). 

In this version of the story, Ishtar’s father will only provide her with the Bull of Heaven if 
the city will survive a terrible famine.  Famine is, along with Plague and Flood, a perennial 
danger to settled communities.  (War is a fourth danger, one usually listed in late, Iron 
Age, writings.)  Life in the floodplain of southern Iraq knew such anxieties well.  The 
ability to produce huge surpluses of barley in the salty alluvial soil made the grain 
storehouse the center of “civilized” life in Uruk. 

The fear of Famine is introduced here by Ishtar’s father, who identifies the bull with seven 
years of harvesting only chaff.  He asks Ishtar is she has stored by grain for the people and 
grown grass for the animals.  Ishtar’s response is that she has already provided for her 
people and for the animals.  The scribe who wrote the key text used in modern 
reconstructions of Tablet 6 inscribed a line across the tablet before Ishtar’s father’s 
question, a line before Ishtar’s response, and a third line after her response.  The careful 
separation of the exchange between father and daughter provides additional emphasis to 
the point made here: the Bull is a threat to the city, and the city is identified as the house 
of Ishtar.  The poet goes out of his way to point out the contrast between Humbaba, at the 
heart of the wilderness, and the Bull of Heaven who descends like Ishtar’s own house, 
from heaven to earth, into the city. 

True to the father’s fears, as soon as the Bull descends, it dries up woodland, marshlands, 
and reed.  It drinks up the river itself.  At its snort it opens up a huge pit and 100, then 
200 men of Uruk fall into it.  Enkidu himself falls into the pit up to his waist.  When he 
springs out of the pit the battle of the heroes with the Bull begins in earnest. 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves.  Before the Bull descends the reader is given an 
explanation of Ishtar’s getting the Bull in the first place.  Upset at being rejected, Ishtar 
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goes to her father, Anu, in the heavens.  She weeps before Anu and Ishtar’s mother, Antu.  
At first Anu is unresponsive, and blames her for provoking King Gilgamesh.  She responds 
with a threat.  If Anu does not give her the Bull of Heaven, she will destroy the underworld 
and release its inhabitants.  The dead will return to the earth, and they will devour the 
living.  The dead will then outnumber the living.  This is a variant of a threat Ishtar makes 
in the Akkadian poem, “The Descent of Ishtar to the Underworld” mentioned above.  That 
her father takes the threat seriously shows the extent of Ishtar’s power over life.  (Her 
sister, Ereshkigal, as we shall see, rules the underworld.) 

Given the assurance that Uruk will be safe—that enough chaff and grass, probably hay—
has been stored there, Anu releases the Bull to Ishtar.  She leads it down by a nose-rope, 
and it immediately proceeds to devastate the land. 

The actual killing of the Bull is described in fewer than twenty lines.  (Recall that the actual 
battle against Humbaba was also described in relatively few lines.)  Details of conflict 
accord with both the earlier Sumerian story and the visual representations in cylinder seal 
impressions.  When Enkidu has extricated himself from the pit, he advises Gilgamesh on 
the way to fight the Bull.  Since he had in his previous state observed the power of the 
Bull—as he had observed the power of Humbaba—Enkidu knows how to fight the 
creature.  He circles behind the bull, grabs it by the tail, sets his foot on a back leg and 
holds it.  Gilgamesh, like a butcher, brings his knife down in the neck between the horns. 

Their triumph over the Bull of Heaven will further infuriate Ishtar, of course.  She flies up 
onto the wall of Uruk and issues a mournful wail against Gilgamesh.  What happens next 
is a further outrage to the godhead of Ishtar.  Enkidu tears a piece of the bull and flings it 
at the goddess.  (There is still some question about the imittu Enkidu throws at her.  The 
word usually refers to the right side or shoulder, but it can refer to a cut of meat, and it is 
a part that can be used in rituals.)  Enkidu then hurls an insult and challenge at Ishtar.  If 
he had been able to catch the goddess as he had the Bull, he would have treated her the 
same way. 

If Gilgamesh’s rejection is a poetic, intelligent putdown of a goddess, Enkidu’s is a much 
rougher sort.  The unprecedented vision of humans acting to humiliate a divine being is 
certainly shocking.  The two actions are very different and might be considered indicative 
of the differences between the more earth-bound Enkidu and the higher order of his royal 
counterpart.  (In the Sumerian version, it is Gilgamesh himself who flings a piece of the 
Bull’s shoulder at the goddess.) 

Wedged in between the defeat of the Bull and the insult to Ishtar is a brief, four-line detail 
that was not anticipated in the Sumerian versions of the story.  Gilgamesh and Enkidu cut 
out the Bull’s heart and set it before the sun god Shamash. They then step back and 
prostrate themselves before the god.  They sit down together.  The episode seems to 
present a ritual act.  It gives another indication of the extent to which Shamash has been 
given an increasingly large part in Gilgamesh.  The addition to the story raises the 
question that the participation of Shamash in the defeat of Humbaba did.  Is the Bull of 
Heaven, like Humbaba, to be seen as “something evil?”  There are not further clues in this 
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short episode, nothing that identifies the Bull as evil or that suggests Shamash has been a 
supporter of the heroes in this adventure, only the presence of Shamash himself—and 
only that because the heroes perform a pious act out of respect to the Sun. 

Tablet 6, Lines 147-183: The Heroes Celebrate Victory 
While Ishtar calls together the women in her service and sets up a wailing over the Bull’s 
imittu, Gilgamesh acts in a very different way.  Among Ishtar’s women are the shamhatu 
and harimtu—the terms used of the woman who was sent into the wilderness to seduce 
Enkidu—and a third category, the kezertu, literally the woman with curled hair.  While all 
three categories are often thought to be prostitutes, even “sacred prostitutes,” acting for 
and perhaps embodying the kuzbu of Ishtar, in this instance they perform a different kind 
of service.  We will see them again later when, as here, they act as professional mourners.  
(One can still find women employed as professional mourners in the Middle East today.) 

As Ishtar deals ritually with defeat and death, Gilgamesh calls his craftsmen together to 
examine the horns of the Bull.  They are astonished at the size of the horns and, 
presumably, prepare the horns to be decorated and filled with precious oil. 

Gilgamesh then dedicates the horns to “his god,” Lugalbanda, and hangs the horns in 
Lugalbanda’s “bedroom.”  Designating the father of Gilgamesh (1.33) as “his god” suggests 
that the human consort of Ninsun had been raised to godhead.  (In the earlier Sumerian 
parallel, there is considerable emphasis given to the offering of the horns, not to 
Lugalbanda, but to the great goddess herself.  With that gift the Sumerian story ends.) 

Then the celebration really begins.  Gilgamesh and Enkidu wash their hands in the 
Euphrates River, take each other by the hand, and drive along the main thoroughfare of 
Uruk.  As the people gather to look at the heroes, Gilgamesh asks of certain serving-
women (perhaps of his own household) who the greatest of “the boys” might be, the most 
powerful among the “men.”  In both of the parallel lines the question (and the women’s 
response) refer to sheer masculine exuberance.  (The words do not refer to “man” as 
human being.)  Three broken lines follow, but they must merely emphasize the crowd’s 
recognition of the supreme moment of victory. 

The main clay tablet used to reconstruct Tablet 6 has a line drawn to separate this great 
victory and the citizen’s reaction to it—and to the exceptionally rapid ending to Tablet 6.  
Only five lines remain to complete the story.  The ancient scribe who produced the A text 
drew another line at the end of what he took to be the sixth column of the tablet.  The 
column itself has only ten lines on it, then a colophon that indicates the first line of the 
next tablet. 

As the episode leads to a “joyful celebration” (hidūtu) in his palace, the story turns 
immediately to its opposite.  The “joyful celebration” recalls the description of Gilgamesh 
as the “joy/woe man.  At the center of Gilgamesh is heroic triumph and almost perfect 
joy.  In the next line the heroes are lying down in their beds. 
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Immediately, as Enkidu is lying down, he receives a dream.  He rises to tell his friend the 
dream.   Because we have the colophon, we know what the dream portends: disaster. 

The colophon says simply, “Friend, why are the Great Gods in Council.”  We will see how 
quickly the heroes’ triumph and joy will turn to ashes as Tablet 7 begins. 

For a cultural and historical analysis of Tablet 6, see Part Two, Chapter 6, below. 

Key Words in the 6th Tablet 
Tammuz = Dumuzi, the most famous of Ishtar’s lovers, celebrated in myth and 
rituals. 

 

Ishullanu = a gardener, who cultivates date palms, last in Gilgamesh’s list of 
Ishtar’s lovers. 

 

Anu = An, The Above, Sky God, the highest of the gods, “father” of Ishtar. 
 

The Bull of Heaven = (Akkadian alû, Sumerian GUD.AN.NA) a mythical beast, 
among the constellations, Taurus. 

 

The Euphrates River = with the Tigris River, the keys to agriculture in the 
Sumerian south; in antiquity close to Uruk. 

 

Lugalbanda = (human) father of Gilgamesh, deified ruler of Uruk, who appears in 
Gilgamesh’s dreams in Tablet 4. 

 

Fruit = used as a symbol of sexual activity. 
 

For critical and philological notes on these texts, see George, BGE, II, 829-43. 
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Tips for Reading Tablets 7-8 
Mourning and Melancholia: Tablets 7-8 

Early and Late Versions 
The beginning of Tablet 7, about thirty-six lines, is missing.  The beginning is regularly 
filled in with a Middle Babylonian text in the Hittite language.  Some sections of Tablet 7, 
including the last thirty-some lines, are still missing. 

Much more of Tablet 8 is known thanks to the discovery of a Late Babylonian text that 
provides more than sixty lines that had been missing.  The end of the tablet is missing.  
No older versions of the story have been discovered. 

Episodes: What Happens in Tablets 7-8 

Tablet 7 

Tablet 7, Lines 1-36: The Gods in Council 
The beginning of Tablet 7 is missing.  Translations are usually reconstructed from a text 
written in the Hittite language (an Indo-European language).  In that prose account 
Enkidu tells Gilgamesh of a dream in which the high gods hold an assembly.  Anu tells 
Enlil that because, first, the men killed The Bull of Heaven and, second, they killed 
Humbaba (note the order), one of the men must die.  Enlil immediately decrees that 
Enkidu, not Gilgamesh, must die. 

Shamash complains that it was Enlil who ordered Enkidu to kill The Bull of Heaven and 
Humbaba.  Why should Enkidu die, since he is innocent?  (Note that both the order of the 
tales and the claim that Enlil ordered the killings are at variance with the Standard 
Akkadian Gilgamesh. 

At this, Enlil angrily denounces Shamash, not because of the judicial reasoning involved, 
but simply because the Sun God daily considered the men as if they were friends of the 
god. 

One might expect that Gilgamesh would interpret the dream for Enkidu, as Enkidu had 
done in Tablet 4.  In the Hittite account, however, Enkidu, his tears flowing, sees that he 
will surely die and will never see his friend after that. 

Tablet 7, Lines 37-93: Enkidu Curses the Door 
In an apostrophe, Enkidu addresses the door he had built with the precious cedars—and 
curses the door.  It was made of a tree that has no rival, and he hung the door in Enlil’s 
Nippur.  Had he known what would have happened, he would have floated the door 
instead to Shamash’s temple, Ebabbar, presumably in Sippar.  (The temples to the Sun 
God in both Sippar and Larsa were named Ebabbar.)  He envisions not only tearing down 
the door but removing his name from it, so that a later king would not substitute his name 
for Enkidu’s.  It appears that he does destroy the door. 
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Gilgamesh takes the cursing of the door as a dream.  He knows that, if Enkidu dies, he 
will grieve deeply.  So he will seek out the gods and appeal the case.  There are gaps in the 
text where the gods’ names should appear, but the list presumably includes Shamash, 
Anu, Enlil (the only name clear in the text), and Ea. 

Enkidu is not convinced that the appeal will help him.  Enlil’s word is not like the other 
gods; his order will not be erased.  His destiny is fixed. 

Nonetheless, at dawn Enkidu appeals to Shamash for his life. 

Tablet 7, Lines 94-99: Enkidu Curses the Hunter 
In a few lines Enkidu curses the hunter for not allowing Enkidu to be as great as his friend 
Gilgamesh.  The hunter should not be as great as his friend.  The curse includes the hunter 
losing his profit and having his personal god leave him. 

Tablet 7, Lines 100-150: Enkidu Curses Shamhat 
Enkidu turns to the woman who had seduced and civilized him.  The curse is much more 
elaborate than the curse of the door and the curse of the hunter.  He will “fix” her destiny: 
she will not acquire a family; he fine gowns will be dirtied by the drunkard who takes her.  
She will sit at the juncture of highways and sleep in the shadow of the city wall.  Because 
she had weakened him, she will be beaten by the drunk and the sober alike. 

Of the three curses, this is the only one that prompts an immediate response from the Sun 
God above.  Shamash presents a rational argument, first that Shamhat had been the 
instrument to bring Enkidu to his great friend and with that all the good things that had 
marked his life.  Secondly, the people of the city will mourn him, and Gilgamesh himself 
will mourn him in an extreme fashion. 

In a most important few lines, Enkidu’s fury drains away, and he turns to bless the 
woman. 

Tablet 7, Lines 151-161: Enkidu Blesses Shamhat 
The blessing of Shamhat cannot remove the curse, but it does offer compensations.  The 
woman will attract great noblemen.  Men will provide her with great wealth in jewels and 
gold.  Ishtar herself will see that Shamhat will enter the house of a wealthy man, and the 
man will desert his wife, even if she is the mother of seven. 

Tablet 7, Lines 162-253: Enkidu’s Dream of the Underworld 
In a very lengthy and detailed vision, Enkidu provides a portrait of the world of the dead.  
It is a terrible place where the inhabitants are entirely deprived of life and are reduced to 
eating clay—even though the underworld is also a kind of place where keepers of the 
temple and deities dwell. 

Gilgamesh has only one line in response to the dream: Enkidu’s vision is one that will 
never be equaled. 
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Tablet 7, Lines 254-67: Enkidu Falls Ill and Laments His Fate 
The thirty some lines at the end of Tablet 7 are missing, but they probably continue the 
slow passage of an illness that lasts twelve days and causes Enkidu to lament the most 
bitter part of his fate: he will die, not in battle, where he would win his name, and 
immortality of a sort, but because a god has acted against him. 

Tablet 8 

Tablet 8, Lines 1-58: The Great Elegy 
At dawn Gilgamesh begins the mourn Enkidu with a long and moving elegy.  He sees 
Enkidu as a child and force of nature, whose mother is a gazelle and whose father is a wild 
donkey.  Trees and wild animals, a river in the East (in Elam) and a river in Sumer (the 
Euphrates) will mourn him.  The young men of Uruk who witnessed the battle against 
The Bull of Heaven, plowmen, shepherds, and Ishtar’s women will mourn the loss.  
Gilgamesh himself will wail like a woman, a professional mourner.  He describes his 
friend as “the axe” at his side, the knife in his belt, his shield—but also in imagery of urban 
festivals, with Enkidu as his “festive garment” and his “belt of pleasure.”  He recalls their 
great victories over The Bull of Heaven and Humbaba.  Then he touches the body and 
feels no heartbeat. 

Tablet 8, Lines 59-64: The Response of Gilgamesh 
In a brief but powerful response, Gilgamesh covers the face of Enkidu “like a bride” and 
then circles the body “like an eagle.”  He acts like a lioness that has lost her cubs, pacing 
this way and that.  He tears out clumps of hair and throws away his clothes, as if it were 
taboo. 

Tablet 8, Lines 65-91: A Second Day of Mourning 
At dawn Gilgamesh calls for the craftsmen to fashion a statue of Enkidu in precious jewels 
and gold.  In words that recall Shamash’s prophetic speech to the dying Enkidu, 
Gilgamesh promises to lay Enkidu out on a magnificent bed, then to place him next to 
him in a seat where the rulers of the underworld will kiss his feet.  The people of Uruk will 
mourn while Gilgamesh himself, with matted hair and clothed in the skin of a lion, will 
wander the wilderness. 

Tablet 8, Lines 92-188: A Third Day of Mourning 
At dawn Gilgamesh opens his treasury and provides an immense number of precious 
goods for Enkidu to present to the inhabitants of the underworld.  The gifts are then 
identified in a long list of items and the gods who will receive them.  The list begins, 
apparently, with Shamash and Ishtar, then identifies the deities (like Ereshkigal, the 
“sister” of Ishtar and the ruler of the underworld) associated in one way or another with 
the world of the dead.  Dumuzi (Tammuz) the shepherd, lover of Ishtar, is one of them; 
later in the list Dumuzi of the Abzu, called literally the “scapegoat” of the underworld, is 
also mentioned.  All of this wealth is displayed before the Sun God. 



Tips for Tablets 7 and 8   170 
  

Tablet 8, Lines 208-219: A Fourth (?) Day of Mourning 
Gilgamesh completes ritual acts, again at dawn and before the Sun God.  One line, about 
the idea of damming a river, suggests that Enkidu may be buried in a tomb like the one 
describes in “The Death of Gilgamesh,” a Sumerian poem.  The last thirty or so lines of 
Tablet 8 are missing.  Presumably they complete the public mourning for Enkidu. 

Key Words 

Tablet 7 
The Door cursed by Enkidu is the one he built for Enlil at Nippur. 

 

Ebabbar, the name of the temple of Shamash in both Sippar and Larsa, literally 
The White House. 

 

Thunderbird and Wild Bull appear in Enkidu’s dream. 
 

Skin of a lion, worn by Gilgamesh after he has stripped off his clothes. 
 

House of Darkness, Seat of Irkalla, House of Dust, different terms for the 
underworld, in contrast to the watery abyss, home of the god Ea. 

 

en, lagar, ishippu, lumahhu, gudapsu, titles of “priests” who keep 
Mesopotamian temples, especially in Uruk 

 

Etana, Shakkan, Ereshkigal, Queen of the Underworld, and Belet-seri, 
Scribe of the Underworld, mythological figures and deities who dwell in the 
underworld. 

 

Enkidu’s sickness is not specified: a common term for “illness” 
 

Tablet 8 
 

Ulay River, in Elam (modern Iran), to the east of Sumer,  
 

Euphrates River, with its canals, allowed the irrigation of Uruk and many of the 
Sumerian city-states. 

 

“Prostitute” and Mourner, titles of women in the service of Ishtar. 
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Axe, knife, festive garment, belt of delight, bride, lioness: images Gilgamesh uses to 
describe his relationship with Enkidu. 

 

First Glimmer of Brightening Dawn, a poetic formula like one found in Homer, used 
often in the second half of Gilgamesh. 

 

Statue of Enkidu, though to give a measure of immortality to mortals. 
 

Treasury, a usual part of a Mesopotamian temple. 
 

Gifts were given for the deities of the underworld. 
 

Dumuzi-of-the-Abzu, called a mashultuppû, literally a scapegoat used to avert 
evil. 

 

Damming the river is a device used in the Sumerian “The Death of Gilgamesh” to 
allow a tomb to be built in the riverbed, to be covered (and thus not easily found) 
once the damn is released. 

 

For critical and philological notes on these texts, see George, BGE, II, 844-61. 
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Tips for Reading Tablets 9 and 10 
The Search for Life: Tablets 9 and 10 

Early and Late Versions 
Tablet 9 has a number of gaps, but about fifteen lines on an Old Babylonian tablet from 
Sippar helps to restore a conversation between Gilgamesh and the Sun God Shamash. 

An Old Babylonian version of the advice Siduri (or Shiduri) gives Gilgamesh at the 
beginning of Tablet 10 differs in detail and “wisdom” from the version in Gilgamesh.  
Because there is much repetition in Gilgamesh’s retelling of the loss of Enkidu, much of 
Tablet 10 has been restored.  An Old Babylonian text has a version of a dialogue between 
Gilgamesh and Urshanabi, the boatman who will help Gilgamesh cross the dangerous 
waters to his destination, his encounter with the wise Utnapishtim. 

It would appear, then, that the death of Enkidu was known earlier than Gilgamesh.  The 
sad journey Gilgamesh takes to find “life” was known in some form, with the characters 
Siduri and Urshanabi playing important roles, in the Old Babylonian period.  The very 
difficult early work, “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” appears to have a journey 
at the end that parallels Gilgamesh’s search in Gilgamesh, but there is no companion for 
Gilgamesh in that piece. 

With all the gaps in Tablets 7-10 the narrative shows considerable coherence as both 
Enkidu and Gilgamesh are thrown into a tragic turn that completely changes the tone of 
the story.  It is not clear how early the sage Utnapishtim, who Gilgamesh thinks has the 
answer to his great question about “life,” was brought into the story. 

Episodes: What Happens in Tablets 9 and 10 

Tablet 9 

Tablet 9, Lines 1-18: Sorrow Enters the Heart 
In a soliloquy, Gilgamesh weeps for Enkidu and indicates his fear of death.  He states his 
purpose: a journey through the wilderness to find Utnapishtim (who, with his wife, were 
the only humans to escape death).  On a mountain pass he sees lions and is fearful.  He 
prays to Sîn, the Moon God, for protection.  At night he receives a dream, which gives him 
strength.  He takes his axe and knife and kills the lions. 

A gap in the text is usually filled in with an Old Babylonian document thought to have 
come from Sippar, the home of Shamash.  It provides something of a sad farewell to the 
Sun God, whose path through the darkness he will take but whose protection is no longer 
evident.  Gilgamesh speaks to Shamash, telling the Sun God of his plan.  Shamash 
discourages the journey: Gilgamesh will never find the life he seeks. 

The discouraged Gilgamesh asks if, at his death, he will lie sleeping through the ages.  Will 
there be light for him?  He asks when the dead may see the light of the sun. 
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Tablet 9, Lines 38-135: At the Mountains of Mashu 
After the gap in the text, Gilgamesh has arrived at the twin mountains of Mashu, which 
guard the rising sun every day.  The place is guarded by a scorpion-man and his wife, both 
terrifying creatures.  They recognize that Gilgamesh is part human and part divine, in fact 
“two-thirds god, one-third human.” 

The scorpion-man also discourages the journey.  No one has traveled the path Gilgamesh 
seeks.  The scorpion-man does, though, provide him with information about the journey 
(much of which is lost) and opens the gate of the mountains. 

Gilgamesh takes the path of the Sun God. 

Tablet 9, Lines 136-195: The Dark Journey 
Gilgamesh travels in darkness.  Eventually he begins to see light, and enters a beautiful 
garden made up of precious stones. 

The tablet ends with a woman watching the approach of Gilgamesh. 

Tablet 10 

Tablet 10, Lines 1-18: Gilgamesh furens 
The woman who observes Gilgamesh is Siduri, keeper of a tavern at the farthest reaches 
of land, where the land meets the sea.  The poet narrates her observations and her inner 
thoughts.  She sees his wild appearance and intuits his deep sorrow.  Thinking him a killer, 
she bars the door and goes up on the roof. 

Tablet 10, Lines 19-91: Gilgamesh and Siduri 
Gilgamesh threatens to smash the door, but Siduri asks him to tell his story.  Once again, 
in exactly the same words, Gilgamesh explains the reasons for his sorrow and his 
intention to find Utnapishtim.  As with the others, Siduri discourages him, since there has 
been no passage across the sea since olden times; only Shamash makes the perilous 
journey.  And the Waters of Death are before him. 

She does, though, give him the advice his needs to continue the journey.  He will need the 
help of Urshanabi, the boatman, and the mysterious Stone Things he uses to make the 
crossing. 

Tablet 10, Lines 92-162: Gilgamesh and the Boatman 
Gilgamesh immediately attacks, with his axe and knife, the very Stone Things he will need 
to make the crossing.  He smashes them and throws them into the river.  Once again, this 
time to Urshanabi Gilgamesh explains his sad state and his intention to see Utnapishtim. 

Since he had destroyed the Stone Things, he must go into the forest and cut three hundred 
enormous punting poles to be used for the crossing. 
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Tablet 10, Lines 163-183: The Dangerous Passage 
Once he cuts the punting-poles, Gilgamesh and Urshanabi make the journey across the 
Waters of Death.  When they use up all the punting-poles, they strip down and use their 
clothing as a sail to complete the journey. 

Tablet 10, Lines 184-203: Utnapishtim Observes Gilgamesh 
The famous wise man, survivor of the Flood, watches as the boat approaches.  He notices 
that the Stone Things are broken and the one aboard the boat is not the master.  The 
remaining lines in the text are too broken to be reconstructed. 

Tablet 10, Lines 204-322: The Wisdom of Utnapishtim 
The lengthy tablet, with more than 300 lines, concludes with a dialogue between 
Gilgamesh and Utnapishtim.  As at every stage in this long journey, the person he meets 
wants to know the reason for Gilgamesh’s sorrow.  Once again Gilgamesh repeats the sad 
tale of losing Enkidu.  At the completion of the tale, Gilgamesh hopes that sleep will finally 
come to him and sorrow will give way festive joy. 

The long-awaited reply of the wise man contains, unfortunately, many missing lines, and 
some that are readable are difficult to interpret.  The last twenty some lines of the tablet, 
though, are clear.  After his arduous search Gilgamesh receives anything but the advice 
he sought.  Unlike Utnapishtim himself, the great exception to the rule, human life is 
“snapped off like reeds in a canebrake.”  There is no escaping death.  We build our houses, 
make arrangements for the future, continue feuds, but in the end there is nothing.  The 
captive and the dead are alike.  Never did a dead man greet a man living in the land. 

The final lines of Tablet 10 have Utnapishtim giving a final blow to the hopes of 
Gilgamesh.  The gods have fixed the fates of humans, establishing Death and Life; but 
they have not revealed the day of Death. 

Key Words in Tablets 9 and 10  

Tablet 9 
 

Utnapishtim (Uta-napishti), son of Ubar-Tutu, is one of several names for the 
figure like the biblical Noah, survivor of the Flood. 

 

Sîn (Suen), Sumerian Nanna, the Akkadian name of The Moon God. 
  

Mashu’s twin mountains, peaks between which the Sun God rises at dawn. 
 

Scorpion-man and his wife, terrifying guardians of the mountain gate. 
 

Flesh of the gods, the part of Gilgamesh that makes him “two-thirds god.” 
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Path of The Sun God, through the underworld at night. 
 

Garden of Precious Stones, where each natural object is a jewel. 
 

Tablet 10 
Siduri, an avatar of Ishtar. 

 

Waters of Death, ocean 
 

Urshanabi, the boatman 
 

Stone Things, apparently needed to make regular trips across the waters 
 

Punting-poles, like those used in shallow waters, needed for the journey 
 

The fool (?) or lil-demon, possibly identified as the father of Gilgamesh 
 

Anunnaki and Mammitum, maker of destiny 
 

For critical and philological notes on these texts, see George, BGE, II, 862-77. 
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Tips for Reading of Tablet 11 
A Darker Wisdom: Tablet 11 

Early and Late Versions 
The very earliest Gilgamesh poem, “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” appears to 
end with a journey, a meeting with a “wise” physician, a Plant of Life, which is lost, and 
the existential insight: that power is given to the one seeking Life, but not forever.  There 
is still a question if the heroic search for Life was an essential feature of the Gilgamesh 
legends, or if it was inserted (or reinserted) later in the process. 

Tablet 11 contains what the 19th century CE discoverers of Gilgamesh valued more than 
anything else in the story: an account of the Flood.  More than that, the Gilgamesh Flood 
story has many parallels with the biblical account in Genesis.  One passage is as close as 
any Mesopotamian text so far discovered to the Hebrew of the Bible.  (The languages of 
the Hebrew Bible, Hebrew and Aramaic, are close relatives to Akkadian in the Semitic 
family of languages.) 

Parts of a Sumerian Flood story have been recovered. It shares some features with one of 
the latest Mesopotamian versions, in Greek, written by a Babylonian priest, Berossus, in 
the time of Alexander the Great. 

The most important parallel to the Gilgamesh Flood story is a longer work in Akkadian 
called Atrahasis, after the name of the Noah-like survivor of the Flood.  It is an Old 
Babylonian text from about 1700 BCE.  The work is attributed to a certain Nur-Aya, who 
probably lived in Sippar, where the tablets are thought to have originated.  (Sippar is 
prominent in Berossus, though not in any other Mesopotamian versions of the story.)  In 
Atrahasis the flood is the third attempt by the gods to destroy humankind. 

Gilgamesh is, then, “late,” later than Sumerian or Akkadian versions, but not as late as 
Berossus, whose account shows a strong influence of Babylon and its holy city of Sippar. 

Episodes: What Happens in Tablet 11 

Tablet 11, Lines 1-205: Utnapishtim Tells the Flood Story 
Gilgamesh has traveled the dark road to find the one human (and his wife) who survived 
the Flood.  The wisdom of Utnapishtim, if it is to be found, is embodied in his first-person 
account of the Flood.  The story takes up roughly two thirds of the 11th tablet. 

Tablet 11, Lines 206-245: The Sleep Test 
The sleepless one is now exhausted and is challenged to stay awake for one week, to show 
that he is worthy of the kind of immortality lived by Utnapishtim and his wife.  Gilgamesh 
falls asleep immediately and only awakens after a week. 
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Tablet 11, Lines 246-269: The Cleansing of Gilgamesh 
Gilgamesh is able to remove the grime of the long journey, wash his hair, and put on a 
new garment.  He is prepared to leave without find the Life he has sought. 

Tablet 11, Lines 270-285: The Wife’s Advice 
The wife of Utnapishtim urges her husband to act as a proper host and give Gilgamesh a 
gift.  Gilgamesh and the boatman return to shore. 

Tablet 11, Lines 286-313: The Plant of Rejuvenation 
Gilgamesh is given a secret of the gods, instructions to find and possess a plant that will 
rejuvenate humans.  He finds the plant, then loses it to a serpent. 

Tablet 11, Lines 314-328: Return to Uruk 
Gilgamesh returns to Uruk and, in words that repeat the Prologue to Tablet 1, proudly 
describes his city to the boatman. 

Key Words in the 11th Tablet 
Size or shape of Utnapishtim: Gilgamesh expects to see a much larger person. 

 

Shuruppak, a city on the Euphrates River. 
 

Son of Ubara-Tutu: Utnapishtim is identified through his father’s name. 
 

Ea resorts to ambiguity to avoid directly leaking the gods’ plan (and violating his 
oath): rain, birds, fish, cakes of bread, wheat.  Utnapishtim uses the device to trick 
the citizens into building the boat. 

 

On board the boat: the seed of all living things, wild and domesticated animals, 
relatives of Utnapishtim, and skilled craftsmen. 

 

Puzur-Enlil, the boatman, is given Utnapishtim’s palace and wealth. 
 

Gods who bring the Flood: Adad, a Storm God, Shullat and Hanish, Errakal, and 
the group known as the Anunnaki, here possibly representing the lower world. 

 

The Heaven of Anu, the highest heaven. 
 

The Mother Goddess who mourns the loss of her children is identified as Ishtar 
(IŠ.TAR = “the goddess”) and Bēlet ilī, “Lady of the Gods,” that is, Ishtar as a 
Mother Goddess. 
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Seventh Day, the Flood lasts one week. 
 

Mount Nimush, or Niṣir, is a mountain in the Zagros. 
 

Birds sent out by Utnapishtim: dove, swallow, then raven. 
 

Utnapishtim offers incense, reed, cedar, myrtle (not animals) to the gods. 
 

The Goddess’s Necklace, made of precious lapis lazuli, refers to a story that is 
otherwise unattested in the literature. 

 

Igigi, as opposed to the Annunaki, a group of gods associated with the upper 
world. 

 

Ea charges Enlil with acting irrationally, without talking through the plan for 
destroying humankind. 

 

Ea establishes a way to limit human population growth (instead destroying all 
with a flood): lions, wolves, famines, and plagues. 

 

Atra-hasīs, something like “Super Wise,” identifies Utnapishtim as the Noah-like 
hero of an Old Babylonian story of the Flood. 

 

Enlil changes the fate of Utnapishtim and his wife, making them “like” the gods 
(that is, immortal, but not equal to the gods). 

 

Enlil places the couple at the “mouth” of rivers. 
 

The wife of Utnapishtim, though important to the story, is not given a personal 
name. 

 

The Plant of Rejuvenation is called “The Old Man Grows Young Again.” 
 

The Snake is called the “Lion of the Earth.” 
 

For critical and philological notes on these texts, see George, BGE, II, 878-97. 
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Chapter One 

Prologue(s) and Epilogue(s) 
Rebuilding Temples and Texts 

In ancient Sumer, lacking the stones that made Egyptian temples the awesome structures 
standing even today, temples were built and rebuilt of sun-dried and oven-fired bricks.  
The foundation of temples was secured by thousands of other bricks, providing a level 
support and protection of the buildings from flooding.  To restore a temple that needed 
repairs, one could of course take the brickwork down to its foundation and start over.  A 
better plan was to keep the central core and build over it, expanding the structure, 
improving its faces, and adding to the prestige of the gods who were thought to dwell in 
it. 

The group of Gilgamesh stories that make up Gilgamesh developed in a similar way.  The 
stories themselves had for the most part already been set in stone or clay hundreds of year 
before Gilgamesh was given its “classical” or standard form, the Gilgamesh we know 
today.  Some parts remain controversial today, after more than a century of scholarly 
study.  Adding a story of the Flood is an example.  Attaching a story about Enkidu’s death 
(Tablet 12) that is inconsistent with the story in Tablet 7 is another. 

Finding the architectonics of a collection of tales can be tricky.  Consider English poems 
that were left unfinished, say, The Canterbury Tales or The Faerie Queene.  Would they 
have been rebuilt if the authors had been able to complete their ambitious works?  We 
have Chaucer’s and Spenser’s original plans for the works, at least.  We have nothing like 
that for Gilgamesh.  But by sometime late in the 2nd millennium BCE a canonical form of 
Gilgamesh had been established. 

One part of the argument in this analysis of Gilgamesh is that the collection retains and 
strengthens certain aspects of Sumerian culture, especially as it was expressed in the 
unique city-state of Uruk, which may have been lost in Greater Mesopotamia.  The other 
part of the argument is that Gilgamesh was built like a Sumerian temple.  The central, 
inner core is a brief but highly concentrated version of Gilgamesh vs. The Bull of Heaven.  
Especially in contrast with the lengthy development of the story that precedes it in the 
collection, Gilgamesh vs. Humbaba, a story that takes up fully four (and a bit of a fifth 
tablet), the central episode is as solidly built and finished as a brick room.  (The tendency 
to call small structures in poetry “rooms” or “stanzas” persists in a number of literary 
traditions, including Arabic poetry, for instance.)  On either end of the central story other 
stories are allowed to develop at greater length and complexity. 

Fortunately, the entrance to this composition points to key themes and images that will 
be developed in the stories themselves.  Tablet 1 of Gilgamesh opens to not one but two 
prologues, the more recent one laid over the older one the way an architect would have 
the bricklayers lay one face over another.  The process, building text,214 adds complexity 
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to an already complicated structure, but it provides a guide through the overall structure, 
as any good General Prologue should. 

Storytelling 
In reading Gilgamesh it soon becomes evident that Mesopotamian storytelling 
emphasizes the voice of characters in the story while compressing description and 
narrative into such brief passages that the subtleties in the poetry can easily be missed.  
(This assumes, of course, that modern readers have some feel for the languages that were 
lost for some two thousand years.)  Some of the most beautiful poetry in Gilgamesh comes 
in dialogues and what are in essence soliloquies, Ninsun’s address to the Sun God, for 
example, or Gilgamesh’s eulogy for his lost friend. 

The first few lines of Gilgamesh present another side: the main character, or protagonist, 
is a writer.  The narrator, whom we shall call the poet (and who may have been the Sîn-
leqi-unninnī credited in antiquity for writing the Standard Version of the Gilgamesh 
stories), tells us that upon his return to Uruk, Gilgamesh literally cut his experiences into 
a precious tablet.  The collection of stories that makes up Gilgamesh (after the first 
prologue) is then envisioned as a kind of fictional autobiography of the hero. 

The early stories in the Sumerian language have a markedly oral quality to them.  It has 
been called an “oral aesthetic.”215  In the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and The Bull of Heaven,” 
for example, a poet, nar, repeats a story in exactly the same way as it was first narrated.  
This is a technique that is particularly effective in telling stories or composing poetry 
before a live audience.  Modern storytellers, writing their short stories and novels from 
the privacy of their dens or cubicles for readers they may never see, let alone speak to, 
have developed very different techniques.  One is to lead a reader on with suspense so that 
the reader will find the conclusion aesthetically satisfying and usually unexpected.216 

Oral composition often gives away the ending at the very beginning.  The stories 
are as often as not old tales that have been told and retold.  The conclusion is not 
in doubt.  Rather, one sees a pattern of development that leads to the center, like 
the Flood story in Genesis where the waters rise to their highest level and God 
“remembers” Noah, the story recedes along with the waters.  Each element in the 
A movement is reflected in the A1 movement after a central B. 

In Gilgamesh we are asked to interpret the stories of Gilgamesh now that we know already 
that he will return to the city where both he and the goddess Ishtar dwell. 

The First (Later) Prologue: Tablet 1, Lines 1-28 
Of the one who saw the Depths (sha nagba imuru), support of the Land, 
who learned everything, wisdom itself, 
Gilgamesh, who saw the Depths, support of the Land, 
who learned everything, wisdom itself, 
crossed everywhere in the world, 
gaining the full understanding of it all. 
Secrets he saw and revealed what was hidden, 
brought back a story of before the Flood. 
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From his long journey he returned, calm, and at peace, 
and cut his hardships into a stone tablet. 
 
He built the walls of Uruk-of-the-Sheepfold, 
the sacred storehouse of holy Eanna. 
Observe its walls, whose upper course is like bronze. 
View the lower course, which no work can equal. 
Approach Eanna, dwelling place of Ishtar, 
that no future king, no human being will ever match. 
 
Go up and walk the walls of Uruk. 
Inspect the foundation, notice the brickwork: 
see if the interior is not of burnt brick 
and if the Seven Wise Ones did not lay down its foundation. One square mile is 
city; one square mile a grove of date palms; 
one square mile is a clay-pit; 
half a square mile the House of Ishtar. 
Three square miles and a half make up Uruk. 
(1:18-23 = 11:322-28)217 
 
Find the copper tablet-box, 
slip loose the ring-bolt made of bronze, 
open its mouth to its secrets. 
Draw out the tablet of lapis lazuli and read it aloud: 
how Gilgamesh endured everything harsh. 
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[See “Illustrations”: Fig. 20: George’s First Gilgamesh Lines] 

Biblical scholars interested in the composition history of the Book of Genesis frequently 
separate the opening chapter 1.1-2.4a from 2.4b-25.  Two rather different versions of 
Creation are told there, and many scholars think that, as in Gilgamesh, the two accounts 
of Creation, which constitute a formal prologue, were written at different times.  The First 
Account of Creation is attributed to the Priestly Document and the Second Account is 
attributed to a much earlier Yahwist Document.  The Second Account is the older of the 
two.  The first lines of Genesis, then, were written centuries later, some think during or 
after the Babylonian Exile of the 6th century BCE.218 

The First Prologue to Gilgamesh 
Thanks to Jeffrey Tigay, who was able to sort out the many variations of the Gilgamesh 
stories existed in the Sumerian, Akkadian, and Hittite languages,219 and to A. R. George, 
whose magnificent edition of Gilgamesh is the culmination of more than seventy years of 
editorial work by many scholars of Mesopotamian literature,220 we now have a reasonably 
complete prologue to the Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh, which is often called  The Epic 
of Gilgamesh.  Actually there are two prologues, an older one and a newer one, which 
frames the first eleven tablets of Gilgamesh.  A narrator introduces us to Gilgamesh in a 
way that is very different from the older prologue.  The emphasis is on the suffering of the 
hero, what he sought and what he found, and the “wisdom” he obtained along the way.  
For the narrator Gilgamesh is primarily one who took a great journey and returned, 
exhausted, but at peace.  One line in the prologue is key to my interpretation of the poem—
and to the relevance of the story to this symposium. 

The second emphasis in the prologue is a view of the city that is the center from which the 
stories radiate.  We always know if we are inside the city wall, which from a very old 
tradition was thought to have been built by Gilgamesh, or outside the civilized place, that 
is, in the wilderness. 

[See “Illustrations”: Fig. 20: 1972 Overview of Uruk]221 

The city of Uruk was much older than its walls.  The narrator describes Uruk from the 
perimeter in to its center, from the walls to the “house” of the goddess Ishtar.  The interior 
of the city is divided, according to the narrator, into three segments, each of a square mile: 
city, a grove of date palm trees, and a clay-pit.  The heart of the city is half a square mile: 
the House of Ishtar, the most famous temple complex known as Eanna.  (One Sumerian 
tradition claims that Eanna was older than the city that grew up around it.) 

The major themes of the story, as the narrator sees them, are announced immediately in 
the First Prologue: the journey of Gilgamesh, his return to Uruk, and the way he inscribed 
a tablet with his own experience.  As agonizing as the journey was, Gilgamesh returned 
“calm, and at peace.”222 

Before getting into the details of what might be called the healing of Gilgamesh, I would 
like to highlight one aspect of the city that is often overlooked by scholars who tend to 
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overemphasize the famous walls of Uruk.  It is true—and a very important observation—
that Gilgamesh built the eight-mile wall around this very large city, that the walls are far 
more permanent than we mortals are (including Gilgamesh, who finally recognizes that 
death is inevitable), and that his experiences last long after his death because they are 
inscribed in stone.  Note, though, that walls are always seen in relation to the temple 
complex at the heart of the city—a temple that was, by the way, still fully functioning at 
the time Gilgamesh was composed.  Uruk is “Uruk-of-the-Sheepfold,” with a “sacred 
storehouse” in what is the dwelling place of Ishtar: both details point to the great goddess 
of the story, the goddess Sumerians knew as Inanna.  That Gilgamesh built the walls of 
the city is old news; that he built the sacred storehouse of Ishtar, which may be suggested 
here, is an unusual addition to the story. 

If Gilgamesh had been written a few centuries earlier, or a few centuries later, the city 
would have been characterized as the city of the god Anu, or perhaps Anu and his consort 
Antu, or even as Anu and Ishtar, as the Old Babylonian texts refer to it.  In the evolution 
of the Gilgamesh stories, emphasizing Ishtar alone is very important, and we shall see just 
how important that is as we consider the adventures of the great king, Gilgamesh. 

For our immediate purposes, note that the Akkadian poetic style introduces variation 
even when the ideas expressed are quite similar.  The prologue is filled with synonyms for 
“knowing,” “learning,” “discovering,” especially “seeing” and “hearing.”  Knowledge, 
wisdom, secrets, insight and gnosis variously characterize what Gilgamesh has learned, 
e.g., nēmequ, hasīsu, niṣirtu, and ṭēmu, to mention a few.  They may all be picked up in 
the phrase that opens the poem, Gilgamesh as the one who “saw” the nagbu.  One might 
have expected an Abzu or Apsû, from which we derive our Abyss, with all its sense of 
terror and majesty.  Like the Abzu the nagbu points to underground waters, the source of 
rivers.  Gilgamesh will cross dangerous waters and dive into deep water to retrieve a 
special plant.  The nagbu, though, also meant the entirety of something, especially 
wisdom. 

Until retranslating the prologue, though, I had not noticed the play on one of our key 
words, anih, “weary,” but also “calm,” in one line followed by mānahti, the man’s troubles, 
in the next.  The experts are still finding eye-rhymes, sound effects, and puns in the poem 
that are only slowly coming to light.  When we consider that for much of the ancient Near 
East, words were not just arbitrary and conventional signs but were powerful things 
intimately attached to persons and to the life world.  The prologue already tells us what 
to expect in the story that will follow.  Gilgamesh will suffer not just physically in his 
search, and he will return to his city exhausted.  But at the same time the hendiadys, anih 
u shupshuh, suggests strongly that he has found something along the way that gives him 
peace, relief.  The last line of the prologue emphasizes that Gilgamesh endured “all 
hardships,” kalu marṣati, the narrator using a term derived from the common term for 
“illness.”  The phrase echoes the earlier line, where Gilgamesh, seen as a writer in the city 
that invented writing, incised a tablet with all his hardships,” kalu manahti. 
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The Healing of Gilgamesh 
Two lines in the First Prologue tell us that the quest was in a profound sense successful.  
I’ve wrestled with these lines. (I hope you will forgive the metaphor: Gilgamesh the 
wrestler met his rival and instantly they became best friends in a wrestling match and was 
remembered long after his death by wrestling contests in Urukean summer festivals). 

From his long journey he returned, calm, and at peace, anih u shupshuh, 
And cut his hardships into a stone tablet. 

I read these lines a little differently than I did when John Gardner and I translated the 
poem decades ago.  Re-translating the First Prologue forced me, sadly, to give up one of 
my favorite lines, as you will see. 

Gilgamesh’s is a story of a process that highlighted at different times the joy and woe that 
was his epithet, and his fate. 

But Gilgamesh is also a narrative that induces a similar process in the reader/audience, 
through empathy.  As my mentor and friend Richard Henshaw reminded me, the impact 
on the audience is rather like Aristotle’s catharsis of the tragic emotions, as Walter 
Kaufmann understood them, ruth (eleos) and terror (phobos).223   At least that is what I 
want to argue in this essay. 

We are fortunate in having a great many “healing” texts from Mesopotamia that include 
narratives.  The most important and influential (for our purposes) were a group we call, 
sadly in my opinion, “Ea/Marduk Rituals” or incantations.  “Divine Dialogues” is better, 
though it does not name the most important players in the majority of ritual texts. One 
example is in the Preface; later I will give an example to show how these work, mainly to 
show that Mesopotamia was as interested in healing, if not curing people who showed 
certain symptoms.  And it may be significant that the Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh as 
attributed in antiquity to a certain Urukean named Sîn-leqi-unninnī, either a learned 
ashipu (or to be fancy, a mashmashu—you remember such fellows, in a long hood that 
made them look like fish-men, intently examining the patient in his bed), that is, a 
physician/exorcist, or a gala-mah, a performer of healing poems known as ershemma 
and ershahunga. 

I cannot claim that the Mesopotamian Diagnostic Handbook had identified clearly a 
particular mental illness in Gilgamesh.  But a syndrome was described, and if I had to give 
it a name I would call it melancholia. 

Here I must confess to an astonishing turn in my wrestling with Gilgamesh.  According 
to medical researchers Michael Alan Taylor and Max Fink, the ancient Greek term for a 
condition that was discussed at great length for more than 2000 years came to be 
discarded in the physicians’ manual, the DSM-III (1980).  Melancholia largely 
disappeared from medical lingo—to be replaced by Depression.  Ironically, I had opened 
an earlier essay by citing an expert, Gerald L. Klerman, who had just announced that the 
Age of Anxiety had just given way to an Age of Melancholy. 
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The sudden disappearance of melancholy and a preference for depression brought with it 
the loss of a most significant feature of earlier, traditional studies: that melancholia 
contained within itself, even in its most terrifying and terrible moments, a way back.  
Aristotle had observed that very creative and brilliant people suffered from melancholia, 
which could of course, then as now, lead to utter despair and suicide.  But the tradition 
supported the at times fashionable notion that genius was melancholic.  Think of Hamlet 
(and Ophelia) was the most memorable fictive characters from a time when countless 
artists and writers acted and dressed like Hamlet.  (Or think of a more modern example: 
the fashion of dressing in blue and yellow like young Werther, whose sorrows moved 
multitudes of Europeans.) 

Or, better, think of melancholia when religious people were strongly urged to look within 
themselves, especially Calvinists, who searched their souls for signs of “election.”  Finding 
guilt and unworthiness, they were prone to sorrow and despair—ironically, the only 
unforgivable sin.  Treatises like Timothy Bright’s A Treatise of Melancholie (1586) and 
William Perkins’ 1597 book are more important in that regard than the famous Anatomy 
of Melancholy by Robert Burton.  Perkins’ title sums up the problem: A Treatise Tending 
Unto a Declaration, Whether a Man Be in the Estate of damnation or in the estate of 
grace.224 

At the lowest point a person could find what would enable the person to survive and 
revive.  (In Book One of The Faerie Queene the Redcrosse Knight nearly succumbed to 
the eloquence of Despair.)  We can see exactly this moment in the story of Gilgamesh.  
After his greatest moment of “joy,” he is pitched into despair that grows increasingly 
intense and involves denial.  The lowest point, literally, comes with what appears as his 
greatest hope.  He is given a “secret of the gods,” plunges into the depths and pulls up a 
healing plant (of revival). 

Gilgamesh pulls it up, puts it by while he cleanses himself and dresses.  He has already 
decided to give the plant to the elders of his city—and then he would eat of it himself—
when suddenly it is snatched away by a serpent, which casts off its old skin as it hurries 
away with the plant. 

Gilgamesh breaks down at this point.  But then he completes his journey and, as I 
interpret the poem, he returns to his city and his goddess the calm figure we knew he 
would become. 

When I first translated the opening of Gilgamesh, certain lines were missing, and they 
have been restored.  We already knew then that the stories of Gilgamesh were framed by 
the description of Uruk.  Tablet 11 exactly reproduces these opening lines: the circle is 
completed.  Just before John Gardner and I published a translation, certain lines became 
visible.  The narrator of Gilgamesh invites us relive the story of the hero as the hero 
himself told it. 

Find the copper tablet-box, 
Slip loose the ring-bolt made of bronze, 
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Open its mouth to its secrets. 
Draw out the tablet of lapis lazuli and read it aloud: 
How Gilgamesh endured everything harsh. 

We are asked to open that box and read what is essentially the experience of the famous 
king of Uruk. 

If, as Gerald L. Klerman suggested a few years ago, we have moved away from what W. H. 
Auden called The Age of Anxiety and are now well into The Age of Melancholy, the old 
hero is probably a man for our times.225 He is called, in a curious Akkadian phrase, hadī-
ū’a-amēlu (1:234),226 literally the “Joy/Woe Man.” In that epithet is the germ of his story. 
He is also, strangely, compounded in another way: two-thirds god he is, one-third human 
(shittīnshu iluma shulultashu amēlūtu, 1:48).  That means he must die. Although he 
enjoys the favor of gods and is the offspring of a goddess, he must, like all humans, die. 
Powerful, filled with great sexual attractiveness (kuzbu), the hero as we first see him is 
marked by a restlessness (lā ṣṣālilu) that drives him day and night (1:239). He is so restless 
that the very people of his own city cry out to the gods for relief from his demands. 

The story of this haunted figure reaches back to the 3rd millennium BCE.227   Gilgamesh, 
written on twelve clay tablets of cuneiform script, offers the modern reader many 
difficulties, since it far antedates Western literature and is even older than what we know 
about Western medicine and healing practices. The clay tablets were lost from antiquity 
until a little more than a century ago.228 Gilgamesh is the masterwork of ancient 
Mesopotamian literature. As only a few very ancient works, it has the power not only to 
move and delight modern readers, but also to change lives.229 The work has interested 
philologists, historians and students of myth and symbolism, as one might expect.  More 
than that, psychologists and even theologians have turned to it. Gilgamesh's agonizing 
search for an answer to the problem of death makes it the archetypal quest-myth.230 

Key Words/Figures: Wisdom and Water 
The First Prologue refers twice to the time of the Flood.  Gilgamesh gains a kind of life-
transforming gnosis “from before the Flood.”  To a Mesopotamian reader this reference, 
which anticipates the story of the great Flood in Tablet 11, would, I think, have connected 
that old story with the cosmic waters, the nagbu, where Utnapishtim tells the story and 
the waters into which Gilgamesh dives to find a Plant of Rejuvenation.  The reader would 
also, possibly, have associated the teller of the tale, Utnapishtim, with the Seven Wise 
Ones who have laid down the foundation of Uruk’s city walls. 

The association of wisdom and water, the Noah-figure and the Seven Sages may seem 
obscure because the poet employs untraditional language for both the source of waters, 
nagbu (instead of apsû) and the Seven (muntalku vs. apkallu).  But I suspect this is rather 
a subtle poetic variation of well-known mythic figures. 

It turns out that there were a number of apkallus (Sumerian abgal).  Two types were 
apparently quite well known, in the form of fish and in the form of birds.  The fish-apkallu 
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were the ones directly associated with the cosmic waters below the earth and the great 
god Ea.231  They were imaged as fish-garbed humans carrying buckets. 

The myth of “Inanna and Shukaletuda” is introduced by the creation of the date palm.232  
Enki/Ea gives detailed instructions to a certain “Raven” for the cultivation of the date 
palm.  Once the plant grows, the bird acts like a man in climbing the date palm (with a 
harness) to fertilize the plant.  And Raven again acts like a human in working the shadouf 
to provide the plant with plenty of water.  Raven thus acts like a bird-apkallu.  
Representations of the bird- apkallu are well-known in Neo-Assyrian reliefs of the Tree 
of Life, often depicted as date palms.233 

Anthropomorphic apkallu, which often substitute for bird- apkallu, and fish- apkallu are 
found in great numbers in sealings from Hellenistic Uruk.  Ronald Wallenfels attributes 
the sealings, which were frequently used by exorcist-priests in that period, to a revival in 
Uruk—“a renaissance of Assyro-Babylonian culture”—after the Achaemenid period, 
where the representation of these figure is seldom seen.234 

The Uruk Apkallu List 
Complicating the question about the apkallu is a discrepancy between two lists that have 
come to light. The list given in the Babyloniaca of Berossus, a priest of Babylon’s high god 
Marduk, is better known than one from Uruk, for reasons we will discuss below.  Both are 
from the Hellenistic period.  The Uruk list identifies seven apkallu before the Flood, 
“seven brilliant purādu fish,” and four (“of human descent” endowed by Ea “with 
comprehensive intelligence”) after the Flood.235 

According to the Uruk list, the first of the pre-Flood apkallus was Uanna, who is identified 
with Adapa, a figure who ascended to heaven.  The first of the post-Flood era was 
Nungalpiriggaldim.  Both Adapa and Nungalpiriggaldim are associated with Uruk 
through the legendary Enmerkar.236  The Uruk version is particularly important in 
identifying the 8th sage, Nungalpiriggaldim, as “the apkallu of Enmerkar, who brought 
Ishtar down from heaven into Eanna.”237 

Berossus tells a rather different story.  He tells of the first sage, Oannes (like Uanna, to be 
identified with Adapa),238 who instructed humans who had been living like wild animals.  
Berossus elsewhere lists the kings before the Flood and sages who were giving advice 
during the reigns of those kings, explaining “in detail the things which had been spoken 
summarily by Oannes.”239 The first king, a certain Aloros, is said to have been from 
Babylon.  Giving priority to Babylon (as opposed to Eridu, the first city according to 
Sumerian tradition) has raised many questions.  But it provides one piece of evidence—
among many—that Berossus regularly offers a Babylon-centered view of reality.  That is 
not surprising, since he identifies himself as a priest of Marduk.  More telling is the 
information he gives about the first king and most of the others Berossus lists in the pre-
Flood cities: they are Chaldeans.  Berossus himself was a Chaldean. 

The Chaldeans—identified as people from the māt Kaldu, that is, the vast plain in 
southern Mesopotamia between the Euphrates and the Tigris—dominated Babylon in the 
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6th century BCE.  The 11th Dynasty of Babylon lasted until the Persians conquered Babylon.  
While Chaldea had been a colony during the reign of Hammurabi of Babylon, the 
Chaldeans conquered Babylonia in the 8th century, battled back and forth for possession 
of Babylon, and saw Babylon sacked by the Assyrian king Sennacherib in 689 BCE.  
(Berossus is particularly harsh in his treatment of Sennacherib, his very model of the evil 
king.)  Under Nabopolassar the Chaldeans gained control of Babylon and, after defeating 
the Assyrians and the Egyptians, established the Chaldean dynasty.240 

The Chaldeans, if Berossus is any measure, had little to say about Uruk, though their land 
extended eastward from Uruk.  They were an Akkadian-speaking Semitic people who, 
though not Arameans and another Semitic group who also appeared in the south at the 
same time, were organized in several tribes.  The Bit-Yâkin, the Bit-Darkuri, Bit-Adini, 
Bit-Amukkani, and Bit-Shilani settled in the “Sea-Land.”  Sometimes one tribe dominated 
Babylon, sometimes another.  It was certainly a Chaldean from “Babylonia” who 
committed the outrage Urukeans remembered taking Ishtar away from Uruk and 
establishing a “foreign” goddess in her place. 

If a certain Euechsios, whom Berossus refers to as a king who ruled over “the land of the 
Chaldeans” after the Flood, is Enmerkar, then Uruk received at least an oblique reference.  
(And if the king of succeeds Euechsios, Chomasbelus, is to be Lugalbanda, then there is 
another slight reference to Uruk, but the city itself is not named in either case.) 

It is worth noting that the last king before the Flood, Xisouthros (a Greek rendering of 
Sumerian Ziusudra), completes the list of the pre-Flood king list according to Berossus.  
He, like the others, are Chaldeans.  (Berossus, as we shall see later, gives a detailed 
account of the Xisouthros and the Flood.  His Flood account, with its emphasis on saving 
the sacred writings in the City of the Sun, Sippar, and removing them after the Flood from 
Sippar to Babylon, is another example of the Babylon-centered worldview of this famous 
Chaldean.) 

In brief, then, the two sources of the apkallu tradition turn out to be Uruk-based and 
Babylon-based, and the differences between the two point to not only disagreements 
between neighbors but at time outright hostility.  When Assyrians tend to favor Uruk, 
Babylon—especially among certain of the Chaldean rulers—take a very different tack.  
Establishing mythic priority—among sages and early kings before and after the Flood—is 
yet another illustration of Mesopotamian societies vigorously drawing inward and 
defending their traditions in the face of external pressures. 

Both Babylon and Uruk remained prosperous centers of learning in Hellenistic times—
even though Babylon itself was greatly diminished when the Seleucids built a new city 
across the Tigris and established their capital there.  Though the Greeks influenced 
“Babylonia” in this period, and both cities were ruled by outsiders, Babylon and Uruk held 
to their own traditions.  Gilbert J. P. McEwan provides an interesting glimpse in his 
survey of temple personnel in the two cities during Hellenistic times.  He found that the 
temples in the two cities used the same titles for some fourteen occupations.  Both used, 
for example, āshipu and kalû, the professions favored by the Sîn-leqi-unninnī clan, and 
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for the most learned of the scholarly titles, tupshar Enūma Anu Enlil, that is the scholar 
who specialized in the massive astronomical and astrological compendium.  On the other 
hand, McEwan found 36 titles used in Babylon not found in Uruk, and some 26 titles used 
in Uruk but not found in Babylon—for the same basic occupations.241 

Wisdom and the Written Word 
Berossus describes Oannes and the other apkallus as advisors to humans, especially to 
kings once humans were civilized.  Berossus himself was a writer and appreciative of the 
written word.  He depicts Oannes as giving humanity the knowledge of letters and claims 
that Oannes wrote “about birth and government” and offered the writings to men.242  In 
his summary of the Flood story, Berossus also emphasizes writing.  When Cronus—that 
is, Ea—reveals to Xisouthros that a flood is immanent, the god orders Xisouthros to bury, 
in the curious Babylonian phrase, “the beginnings and the middles and the ends of all 
writings.”243 They were to be buried in the holy city of Sippar, but once the Flood was 
over, the writings were dug up and transferred to the newly rebuilt Babylon. 

A catalogue of texts and authors from early in the 9th century BCE reinforces the idea that 
the apkallu—at least Oannes—was considered an author.  The catalogue lists written 
works in a hierarchical order from those authored by the god Ea through the apkallu 
Oannes-Adapa to “experts” (ummiānu) like Sîn-leqi-unninnī, who is credited with 
authoring Gilgamesh.  (Enmerkar is on the list as, apparently, the author of two works on 
fruit, one of which is the date.)244  Judging from the first works listed in the catalogue, 
collections used by the āshipu and the kalû and the astronomical compendium Enuma 
Anu Enlil, credited to Ea himself, the catalogue reinforces the high status and great 
prestige of the learned scholars.  Others in the profession are said to have authored 
literary works like “The Poem of Erra” and Gilgamesh. 

Berossus, though, does not mention Gilgamesh—or Uruk, for that matter—even in his 
“Book of Kings.”  We have, though, only fragments of Berossus’s Babyloniaca, and 
possibly the Greeks who preserved much of the work were interested only in Babylon.  
The story that convinced modern scholars to read the cuneiform signs we now see as 
“Gilgamesh,” on the other hand, may have come down from Berossus.245  The story, about 
a certain “Gilgamos,” who is “King of the Babylonians,” tells of his mysterious birth.  The 
king Seuechoros, who might be Enmerkar, guarded his daughter closely because he was 
afraid a grandson would take the kingdom away from him.  Nevertheless, she became 
pregnant (“by some obscure man”) and gave birth in secret.  The men guarding her threw 
the infant from the citadel, but he was rescued by an eagle.  The eagle set the boy down in 
a garden, where the keeper of the garden fell in love with him and raised the child.  While 
these folklore motifs might have come from any oral or written source, they are important 
once again now that a “Birth of Gilgamesh” text has come to light.  The story ends by 
naming the child Gilgamos. 

Key Words/Figures: The Eye and The Ear 
Gilgamesh opens with an appeal to the eye.  The hero is one who saw the nagbu, 
something like our “has seen it all.”  We are likely to be reading a translation of 



Chapter One: Prologues and Epilogues   191 
  

Gilgamesh.  We do not know how original audiences would have known the story.  Would 
many of them have, as we are invited to do, open a box, take out a tablet, and read 
Gilgamesh?  That is the way we moderns are likely to open a book and read it alone.  If 
so, we can imagine a relatively small, though learned readership in the ancient world, 
since very few people in Mesopotamian would have mastered the complicated and tricky 
cuneiform writing system. 

On the other hand, one who could read might have read the tablets to others, and thus 
have recreated the oral performances of the ancient Sumerian nar, singer and poet, who 
composed poetry before others. 

Whoever may have known Gilgamesh, versions of which were found far and wide in 
ancient sites—even outside Mesopotamia—and in a number of languages, the Standard 
Akkadian version invites the audience to see the walls of Uruk, the city within the walls 
and to read the written text inscribed by Gilgamesh himself. 

The opening of Gilgamesh is only one of many appeals to see gods and heroes, sometimes 
as they are described and often as they act.  These are, of course, common features of 
narratives, whether oral or written, ancient or modern.  Actually, though, there is very 
little in the poem to help us visualize the gods or the human characters.  The major figures, 
Enkidu first and then Gilgamesh, are described, but few other characters are treated in 
that way.  Most (even the deities) are identified by the roles they play in family, society 
(and in the cosmos)—but the poet gives us little to visualize.  The emotional reactions of 
the characters are more evident than their outer forms.  In this case the narratives of 
Gilgamesh are much different from, say, modern novels. 

Places are also described in the sketchiest of ways.  We are asked to visualize the walls of 
Uruk and are given a kind of map of the city, but for the most part we are either in the city 
or in a wilderness outside the walls.  Only ten place names appear in Gilgamesh, five of 
them cities (Uruk, Nippur, Aratta, Sippar, and Shuruppak), and only Uruk is described at 
all.  Three mountain areas are mentioned (Labnānu—Lebanon—Sirāra, the Anti-
Lebanon, and Nisir—or Nimush, the mountains in the Zagros where the boat rests after 
the Flood).  That leaves only two rivers, the Purattu (the Euphrates), and the Ulay (Ulāia, 
in modern Iran).  Temples, houses, a palace, roads and hills are art of the setting, but the 
poet either expects us to know the places already or is indifferent to the way they look.  It 
is, for the most part, a real landscape, but like other elements of the narrative, we are 
lucky to have the visual arts, especially cylinder seals, to give us some sense of the look of 
things. 

In Gilgamesh, as if life, the sun—the Sun God Shamash—allows us to see things.  The most 
vivid images are probably those in dreams, supplied by Shamash, dreams that are filled 
with monsters and underworld creatures. 

The opening of the poem tells us, then, that Gilgamesh sees something quite profound.  
Characters do look at things, and are encouraged to do so.  Verbs of seeing, looking at, 
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beholding (amāru, natālu, palāsu) and showing or displaying (kullumu) are frequent.  
The “face” (pānu) is an Akkadian way of seeing something in front of something else. 

I mention the eye because serious modern fiction (not to mention fantasies and, of course, 
our great interest in theater, TV and film) has largely been defined by the visual.  
“Realistic” literature and visual art may always have meant more than the world of the 
senses, especially vision, and included a “realistic” understanding of the psychological and 
sociological motivations of characters, but it can hardly be denied that the modern West 
has invested heavily in the visible.  In many ways it is an inheritance of the Greek tradition 
of mimesis, as Erich Auerbach in his classic study of the Western tradition of literature 
has made clear. 

Akkadian literature inherited a different and, I think, profound preference for the ear over 
the eye.  I will try to make the case that this preference provides a major theme and the 
main plot line of Gilgamesh.  It is, of course, ironic that modern scholars are better able 
to read and to hear the dead languages of Sumerian and Akkadian, that is, to know how 
the words on the tablets were pronounced, than other ancient languages.  The cuneiform 
writing system allowed signs to represent concepts (logograms), but also words and 
syllables.  Gilgamesh contains different ways of writing the same word.  For example, the 
god name Ishtar is spelled out (Ish-tar) some places and referred to by Ishtar’s divine 
number (#15, where the top number is #60)! 

Perhaps it is not surprising that Mesopotamia, which must have had few literate persons 
in any given period of its long history, though it invented true writing, depended mainly 
on the spoken language and found the ear (Sumerian geshtu) the better representation of 
“wisdom” than the eye (igi). 

Where there is a variety of “eye”-words in Gilgamesh, there is a much greater richness in 
“ear”-words: verbs of speaking (zakāru, amû, qabû), and many specific types of speaking 
(praying, crying out, blessing, curses and the like) occur in great numbers in Gilgamesh.  
The mouth and its utterance (pû), the ear (hasīsu, uznu) and the voice (tukku) frequently 
appear.  Hearing (uznu, šemû) is the key to “understanding.” 

For every eye word for seeing truths and articulating them, such as inscribing tablets 
(harāssu), there are half a dozen for hearing, remembering (hasāsu), reporting (tēmu), 
and solving problems (pashāru) represented by speaking and hearing.  Most interpreters 
of Gilgamesh emphasize “wisdom” (in such words as milku, nēmēqu, tēltu, mūdu) and its 
providers (apkallu, māliku, muntalku) in contexts where one passes knowledge and 
understanding from one to another.  Gilgamesh needs to learn and does learn through his 
experience.  (I will argue that the gods need to learn as well.) 

Not every line of Gilgamesh has been recovered, but enough lines (some 2500 in Tablets 
1-11 of the key Ninevite text) have been reconstructed that the distribution of straight 
narrative (description and the representation of action) can be plotted against speech.  In 
the first eleven tablets almost 70% of the lines (1756) have characters speaking: dialogues, 
monologues and the occasional soliloquy.  While the percentage changes from episode to 
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episode, where narrative and speech often alternates, the percentages change from a low 
of only 52% of speech over narrative (Tablet 4) to an astonishing 91% (in Tablet 7).  Four 
of the tablets have 84%-87% speech. 

This is in line with precedent.  Sumerian literature is often said to follow an “oral 
aesthetic,” with the marks of orality—especially exact repetition and elaborate 
parallelism.  When stories are narrated by characters themselves, such as the nar-poet in 
“Gilgamesh and The Bull of Heaven,” he uses the same techniques as the authors of the 
written texts.246  Tablet 12 of Gilgamesh is still very controversial.  As many scholars think 
it is an “inorganic appendix” as think it should be considered part of the whole Gilgamesh.  
(For this reason I have kept the speech/narrative percentages in Tablets 1-11 separate 
from Tablet 12.)  Tablet 12 is a close translation into Akkadian of a Sumerian original.  By 
itself, the 153 line Tablet 12 has an even greater proportion of speech than any of the first 
eleven tablets: 93% of speech over straight narrative. 

More importantly, the eye/ear distinction is thematically related to the two kinds of 
wisdom and the two gods who especially embody and exhibit such wisdom.  The Sun God 
Shamash dominates the first half of Gilgamesh, as we shall see, where the god who is said 
to dwell in an abyss so dark that light cannot penetrate his house, dominates the second 
half: Enki, or as he was called in Akkadian, Ea. 

Key Words/Figures: The Shepherd and The Farmer 
Another difference between older and later versions of the Akkadian Gilgamesh stories is 
the way Uruk is characterized by epithets.  In Gilgamesh, the city is called supūru, a 
“sheepfold.”  In the Old Babylonian texts the city is “broad-marted,” simply noting its wide 
streets.  The “sheepfold,” on the other hand, resonates with the very ancient stories and 
love songs of Ishtar and “the lover of her youth,” Tammuz (or Dumuzi in the Sumerian 
accounts of Inanna and her famous, tragic lover). 

In her series of studies on domestic life in ancient Mesopotamia, Rivkah Harris illustrated 
her contention that the ideal of marital relations was one of mutuality and shared sexual 
passion with a stone sculpture of a mature, obviously contented couple holding each other 
in an affectionate embrace.  The sculpture was found in the temple of the goddess Inanna 
in Nippur. For the most part Harris demonstrates the mutuality and love between 
husband and wife through literary texts from very early in Mesopotamian history through 
the 1st millennium BCE.  She even finds it in the myth of Nergal and Ereshkigal, where 
the masculine attributes of mastery and dominance are described in a very vivid 
fashion.247  It may be significant, though, that the stone sculpture of the contented couple 
comes from the temple of the most passionate lover in Mesopotamian literature, the great 
goddess Inanna, who tended to dominate her lovers.  While the relationships between 
Inanna and her lovers are usually called “sacred” marriages, they are rarely considered 
models of actual human marriage.  If Sumerologist Herbert Sauren is correct, an alternate 
form of marriage in Sumer, Entrance Marriage, provides a different view of marriage—
rather, marriages—than what is usually interpreted in visual and literary illustrations of 
marital relationships. 
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One form of marriage came to dominate Mesopotamian society and another form 
disappeared.  So thoroughly is the second form driven from view that standard works on 
Mesopotamian family law either ignore it or reduce it to an “anomalous” category.  The 
form that disappears was called Entrance Marriage, or nam-nerba-sh.  This essay will 
address certain vestiges of Entrance Marriage and ideological formations in myth and 
literature that involve such marriages. 

The dominant form of marriage might be called the mutūtu-form.  In this form especially 
marriage was understood as a contract between families wherein the man, mutu, “took” 
a woman.  In what was more than a symbolic gesture the man “took” the woman from her 
home, the family compound, and installed her in his household.  One important 
purpose—possibly the most important purpose—of such a marriage was to produce an 
heir. To the extent that lineage, traced through the male line, was important, a mutūtu 
marriage allowed for the regulated passing of property from generation to generation.  As 
private property increased in importance, marriage customs were increasingly codified in 
legal documents. 

For a variety of reasons, the other form, Entrance Marriage, largely disappeared by the 
end of the Old Babylonian period, that is, rather early in the 2nd millennium BCE.  Vestiges 
of Entrance Marriage can be found in myths and literature that deal with what has become 
known as the “sacred” marriage.  A few examples will show that Mesopotamian literature 
not only contains vestiges of the other form of marriage but also helps to articulate an 
ideological shift from Entrance Marriage to the increasingly dominant form. 

In an Entrance Marriage the husband, far from taking his wife away from her home, 
entered into the wife’s household, where he displaced the wife’s father.  The clearest 
example for such a marriage is the installation of the city ruler known as the en.  When 
the en is espoused by the goddess Inanna, he remains cloistered in her “house” in Uruk, 
the temple Eanna.  This was a very ancient pattern in Uruk and may have spread to other 
Sumerian cities.  Better known than the en is the emergence in the 3rd millennium of 
cloistered women who were considered to be married to gods.  The most important of 
these cloistered women were ens, lukurs, and nadītus.  These high-ranking women were 
not expected to bear children.  In some cases they were forbidden to have children (though 
they might adopt them).  It may be that the ideological justification for such marriages of 
humans with deities derived from the “sacred marriage” par excellence, that is, the 
marriage of Inanna and the male she selected.248  (That a female could take the initiative 
in proposing marriage to a male is another feature that would be anomalous in mutūtu 
marriage.)  In any event, at the very moment when Entrance Marriage disappears, so also 
do the cloistered men and women—except, perhaps, in Inanna’s Uruk. 

We have, then, evidence for more than one form of marriage in Mesopotamia and for the 
marriages of humans to deities.  The “sacred” marriage may be clarified if we see more 
than one form of marriage among the gods and goddesses of Mesopotamia, different 
forms of “sacred” marriage.  Since a great deal of attention has been paid to the “sacred” 
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marriage literature and rites, it will provide the framework for a consideration of Entrance 
Marriage. 

The “sacred marriage” is one of the most discussed and most controversial questions in 
Assyriology.  The “marriage” of the great goddess Inanna and her lover, the en of her city 
and later the lugal or king of major cities like Ur, Isin, and Larsa, is well attested in 
documents from the 3rd and early 2nd millennia BCE.  The prototype was her relationship 
with the most famous of her lovers, the en Dumuzi, who is perhaps better known in his 
Semitic name, Tammuz, as Inanna is also known from her Semitic counterpart, Ishtar.  A 
love song describes the meeting of Inanna and Dumuzi at the entrance of her sanctuary 
in Uruk.  The gipar is the holy of holies where Inanna’s bed and throne are located. 

Meeting in the Gipar 

The en meets the one with lapis lazuli stones gathered over the mound. 
Dumuzi meets Inanna with lapis lazuli stones gathered over the mound. 
The shepherd of An, the groom of Enlil—the en—meets her. 
The groom of An, the sheep-breeder of Enlil—Dumuzi—meets her. 
At the lapis door of the gipar the en meets her. 
At the narrow door in the storehouse of Eanna Dumuzi meets her. 
She who returns from the top of the mound, 
Inanna who returns from the top of the mound, 
The woman has chosen to have him enter her house, accompanied by her songs 
and…[illegible], 
The young woman, while she sings, sends a messenger to her father. 
Inanna, while she dances in joy, sends a messenger to her father: 
 
“Have them rush into my house, my house, for me! 
Have them rush into my house, my house, for me, the gashan, 
Have them rush into my gipar, for me! 
Have them build my flowered bed for me! 
“Have them spread it with my herbs that look like the greenish lapis stones! 
Let them bring in to me the man of my heart! 
Let them bring in to me my Amaushumgalanna! 
Have them put his hand in my hand for me! 
Have them put his heart to my heart for me! 
With his hand under my head, sleep is bliss. 
With his heart pressing my heart, the pleasure is sweet too!”249 
 

In “Meeting in the Gipar” Dumuzi is clearly the one Inanna has selected to be her lover.  
In other love songs she appears to preferring the Farmer. 

The Romance of Wool and Barley 
Ironically, the humble grain, barley, and wool made history’s First City the largest and 
most prosperous city in antiquity before Rome at the height of its empire.  Uruk was so 
thoroughly identified with the great goddess Inanna that we wonder what internal logic 
developed the connection. 
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Literary texts and visual representations of Inanna’s temple and other structures in Uruk 
make one connection perfectly plain: Inanna’s “house” (itself a metaphor derived from 
the very different houses of families in Mesopotamian villages) is at its heart a 
“storehouse” for grain. When Inanna, anthropomorphized as a very sexy female, selects 
her lover, she invites him into the storehouse, where a bed and a throne await him. 

Mario Liverani in his Uruk, The First City makes a good case for the enormous and 
surprising growth of this city: the cultivation of barley and the production of wool.250  In 
some ways barley is less desirable than wheat, which was cultivated elsewhere.  But the 
peculiarities of the flood plain where Urukeans constructed a gigantic brick foundation 
for what must have been the most conspicuous sight for miles around, the temple complex 
Eanna and its high temple tower made barley a good choice.  Not merely good, but 
decisive.  Agriculture in that area depended not on rainfall but on rather irregular flooding 
of the Euphrates River and a complex irrigation system needed to provide water for 
cultivation.  Nature’s payback for the abundant water gradually (over some 4000 years) 
brought about its doom: salts that doomed all but the hardiest of plants.  Barley could 
better withstand the salt than other grains could. 

Added to the choice of barley the invention of a plow that could be managed by strong 
men and pulled by oxen, Urukeans found a far more efficient way to direct the water into 
the fields.  Instead of planting seeds where water puddles, the farmers plowed long rows 
that backed up to the irrigation ditches.  The result was an astonishing 500 to as much as 
1000 percent increase in the barley yield. 

Whatever we might think a religious building—temple, church, or mosque—should be, 
the ancient literature that saw Eanna as at its heart a storehouse of barley pointed to the 
source of its wealth.  We might think of the temple as a central bank, not only for the large 
city that formed around it but for the expansion of trade in a rather astonishing periphery.  
Uruk merchants, utilizing yet another innovation, large-scale manufacture of textiles, 
mainly linen and wool, spread their wares into what is now Syria, Turkey, and Iran—and 
into the Indus Valley and perhaps China. 

The investment needed to fuel such expansion came, according to Liverani, from the 
surplus of grain that barley provided the First City.251 

We might note in passing, of course, that barley provided the key ingredient not only for 
bread but also for beer.  Bread and beer were the staples of ancient Mesopotamia, as they 
were for Egypt.  In addition to its other benefits, beer provided a safer source of water 
than did the untreated water of river and canal.  The brewing process destroyed the usual 
antibodies that, then as now, tainted the drinking water. 

Not surprisingly, bread and beer were given out as rations through a network of temple 
personnel—very bureaucratic, as the earliest texts and images show—to workers of all 
sorts.  To the extent that the economy became centralized, it was the surplus of barley that 
allowed the system to develop and flourish.  In effect, grain was the first money, the first 
capital, long before silver and then gold came to be used. 
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In addition to grain and other items like oil, an annual ration of clothing was given to 
those in the system.  Surprisingly, barley had an effect on this part of the system as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Fig. 17: “Daily Bread and Beer,” after Falkenstein, ATU (1936), #585 (details, redrawn)] 

This peculiar, very ancient text dubbed by Richard A. Henshaw, as “Daily Bread and 
Beer,” offers an early insight into the complex society that was developed by the scaling 
up of production of barley.  (The Sumerian word bar may be responsible for English and 
other Indo-European languages for “barley” and “barn” as a place to hold it.)  Henshaw 
was struck by the the three large signs at the end of the tablet, at the bottom of the 
drawing.  Reading from right to left we see a sun rising with the number “one” above it; a 
vessel containing (likely) beer; and a bowl.  The bowl became a standard measure—the 
first money—for a ration of barley, the mean ingredient in beer and bread.  The “beveled-
rim bowl” was produced in the thousands and found wherever Sumerian traders lived, 
many hundreds of miles from Uruk.  Beer was largely brewed by women, and all members 
of the society drank it the way others drank wine—for, among other reasons, protection 
from drinking water.  (The same was true into 14th century England, where “brewsters” 
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provided the locals with their need for ale.  When beer that in northern Europe was 
introduced on a large scale in England, the brewsters largely disappeared from view 
because of the competition from the breweries.) 

The colophon, then, suggested that the signs could be read from the pictographs that gave 
rise to true writing as: “one” “day” “beer” “bread.” 

At the top of the fragment is a sign that looks something like a helmet and contains 
another sign within it.  My guess is that the two sides represent steps into a place, possibly 
an office where one could find the en.  The sign inside the office suggests (to me) that the 
clear EN sign indicates the boss.  The double line below may represent the “department” 
under the en.  It seems clear enough from this and other administrative texts from the 4th 
millennium BCE that Uruk had not only become a large city-state—as large as any city 
except perhaps Imperial Rome many eras later.  The scaling-up of agriculture, thanks to 
the plow that in this period allowed long rows to be irrigated, and of animal husbandry 
centralized by the temple administration, allowed (or demanded) a much more complex 
work force. 

The large circles and semi-circles in the boxes under the EN no doubt indicated the 
number of daily rations for the people involved in the various departments. 

Once true writing developed out of the pictographs that had been used to keep records in 
an earlier period the writing system took a peculiar turn: the system was rotated 90 
degrees, and the signs became increasingly simplified and less pictorial.  A baked clay 
plaque with a hole, presumably for hanging it up by a clay nail, is in the possession today 
of an individual (provenance unknown).  It looks to me to indicate the presence of an en, 
maybe the way the modern office worker has a title at the door. 
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[Fig. 18: Clay 
Plaque with EN sign (redrawn)] 

Experts in deciphering cuneiform (“wedge-shaped”) script are collectively 
“Assyriologists,” and for a good reason, although the tablets found in ancient Assyria are 
among the youngest of the Sumero-Akkadian finds.  “Gilgamesh” is a good example of 
what happened.  A member of the British Museum staff traveled to what is now northern 
Iraq and found tablets containing part of what was first called “The Epic of Ishtar and 
Izdubar.”  (“Izdubar” was an early reading of the signs making up “Gilgamesh.”)  The 
discovery was an international sensation, not because it dealt with Ishtar and Gilgamesh, 
but because it contained a story of the Great Flood.  The tablets were written in what is 
now called Standard Akkadian, which, it turned out, had different Babylonian and 
Assyrian dialects.  Akkadian is the term for the Semitic language in the vast majority of 
cuneiform texts that have been discovered. 

One result is that it took many decades to decipher tablets that were written in the 
Sumerian language, a language unrelated to Semitic languages (and one that has no clear 
relative today.)  So Akkadian Gilgamesh texts came to be read and studied long before the 
Sumerian texts. 

Over the millennia the cuneiform signs changed.  The EN provides a good example. 
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[Fig. 19: EN sign over time (redrawn), after Labat (1976), #99] 

 

From left to right the EN sign changed in such a way that the pictographic shape was 
mostly lost.  George Smith would have read signs in the right column, the most recent, 
and may never have seen tablets with signs like “Daily Bread and Beer,” from the 4th and 
early 3rd millennia. 

Speculating from the shape of Neo-Assyrian signs would be very difficult indeed, but one 
intriguing suggestion is that the early EN sign did not point to something that looked like 
a person; rather it may have represented a field that was irrigated from, e.g., the 
Euphrates River, then close to Uruk, or from one of the many canals that connected cities 
and towns.  Even in our own times the most important official in towns along the 
Euphrates is the Water Engineer, the one who must plan for the difficulties in controlling 
the waters. 

The suggestion, then, is that the en must at least have responsibility for the large-scale 
agriculture we first see in Uruk.  The annual “Sacred Marriage” made his importance 
visible to all the population of the city. 

Linen vs. Wool 
The production of linen was largely a village activity.  It was highly prized in ancient 
Mesopotamia (and even more so in Egypt), but here again barley effected a change.  The 
cultivation of barley was so successful that it was expanded into larger and less fertile 
grounds around Uruk.  Eventually barley cultivation crowded out the planting of flax 
needed for linen and for flax seed, which was pressed for its oil.252 

Fortunately, we have a love song in Sumerian that identifies the complex process of 
producing linen.  The literary context is the making of Inanna’s wedding sheets.253 

Inanna is hesitant to select the man who is championed by her brother, Utu.  Utu, the sun, 
eagerly agrees that all stages of linen-making will be carried out.  We have, then, the stages 
marked out: 

Flax in the fields 
Hoeing 
Beating 
Spinning 
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Twining 
Warping 
Weaving and 
Bleaching 

 

Cutting the flax (actually pulling it from the ground) and leaving it soak in water for just 
the right time (“retting” and drying), then beating the stalks to soften the threads (used 
for many different purposes depending on the fineness of the thread), a process that 
involves “breaking” woody fiber, “scutching” or scraping, and “heckling” fibers), was a 
tricky and difficult operation that was carried out largely by villagers.  The remainder of 
the process could involve individuals or groups, and the whole process employed females 
as well as males in the community, children as well as adults. 

Raising flax depletes the soil quickly, and the process of producing linen is very labor-
intensive.  In southern Iraq soil under cultivation brings salts to the surface; over four 
thousand years of cultivating plants in that area, only the hardiest survived, and the once 
flourishing production even of hardy barley gradually yielded less and less.  Today the site 
of Uruk is a wasteland. 

To give at least an impression of the process, which the love poem glosses over, we should 
consider that when the flax is mature, it is spread out on the ground to dry.  Seeds are 
removed; fibers have to be removed; unwanted fibers are loosened and left to decompose 
(retting); several processes are required to remove 85% of the plant in order to recover 
the “strick,” long fibers that are then spun, stretched, boiled, and bleached to produce fine 
garments—and, as in this poem, Inanna’s wedding sheets.  (We might add that only the 
elites in Mesopotamia possessed beds.  The vast majority of the population slept on the 
ground, with whatever they might have for protection and warmth.) 

Eventually it became more efficient to develop that other part of the Agrarian Revolution, 
the cultivation of sheep and goats for the wool they produced.  We will see how this part, 
which in Uruk involved very large herds owned and managed by the temple, also 
transformed the economy of the First City. 

Flax is mentioned often in the love songs of Uruk’s goddess Inanna.  So is barley, whose 
cultivation was key to the development of the first city-state.  Barley grown in long rows 
that were plowed by men and their oxen drove flax out of production.  Unlike flax, barley 
is a grain that provided food for humans and animals.  The garments that became a major 
export for Uruk were made of wool. 

Because they are crops, though, flax and barley are often mentioned together in the love 
songs.  One of the best examples is called by its modern editor and translator, Yitschak 
Sefati, “Inanna the Watered Field, Who Will Plow Her?”  It describes the nudity of the 
beautiful goddess as if she were a well-watered field.  When she is “plowed” by her lover, 
Dumuzi, the field blooms like a garden.  After the ecstasy of sex with Dumuzi, the great 
bull, Inanna is seen as having fresh fruit and shoots rising with her.  “With her rose up 
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flax; barley rose up with her./ The plain has been filled with her like a blossoming 
garden.”254 This is as close as Sumerian poets got to seeing Inanna as a mother.  Her 
sexuality is never in question, but Sumerian writers were careful to see that the goddess 
had a profound effect on the fertility of animals and the soil.  But the sexual relations with 
her lovers rarely, if ever, results in pregnancy. 

The Shepherd vs. The Farmer 
The Sumerian Sun God Utu appears in three love songs as the “brother” of Inanna.  In 
one, “The Bridal Sheets and the Chosen Bridegroom,” Utu agrees to provide Inanna with 
beautiful linen wedding sheets (clearly the product of the farmer’s cultivation of flax.  
Scholars disagree about whether Inanna ends up accepting the shepherd, Dumuzi-
Amaushumgalanna, or the farmer, Enkimdu.255 But nearly the entire poem is devoted to 
linen, and the shepherd is mentioned only once in the last line. 

In a second love song, “The Lovers’ Quarrel,” Inanna and Dumuzi argue about the relative 
merits of their families.  Inanna claims that if it were not for her “brother,” Utu, Dumuzi 
would be a “ceaseless wanderer in the dark paths” of the steppe, that is, the wilderness.256  
For his part Dumuzi claims a divine lineage, and his father, Enki, is the equal of her father, 
Suen (i.e., Nanna, the Moon God).  Like most Sumerian poems this one has its share of 
difficult lines and puzzling references.  But one observation seems clear enough.  As the 
two lovers claim to be equals, their debate sparks “words of  desire” (inim-hi-li-esh-àm, 
line 23).  “With the provoking of quarrel—his desire (is also aroused).” 

“The Shepherd and the Farmer: Suitors’ Rivalry” is the most complicated of the three 
poems.257  Here Utu advocates the shepherd’s suit.  Inanna, however, balks at the 
suggestion and the poem debates the merits of Dumuzi and Enkimdu.  The debate is 
particularly interesting in pointing out the products of the two rivals.  For the shepherd 
there are butter and milk, while the farmer offers flax and barely.  Endimdu, “the man of 
dikes and canals,” can give her a black or a white garment, while Dumuzi can provide her 
with a black or a white ewe.  One pours her his “prime beer” (and a variety of other types 
of beer).  The other gives her several varieties of milk.  From one there are bread and 
beans; from the other a surplus of milk and butter.  The debate leads to one man 
challenging the other, each on his own turf.  The debate, however, is settled amicably.  As 
in the ages of negotiations between herders and farmers, they agree that the sheep may 
pasture among the stalks of grain.  They may eat grain “amid the shining fields of Uruk” 
and drink water from the city’s great canal (lines 78-79).  The shepherd wins the hand of 
Inanna, but he invites Enkimdu to be his companion, probably something like the best 
man at his wedding.  The scholars who have commented on the poem disagree if the poem 
is one of the disputations Sumerian poets liked, but the conflict in the poem is clearly 
resolved by the end of the poem—which praises the young Inanna. 

“The Shepherd and the Farmer: Suitors’ Rivalry” shows the binary oppositions common 
to disputations but applied directly to Uruk.  While the lovers, Inanna and Dumuzi, are 
never quite equals—in spite of Dumuzi’s claims in “The Lovers’ Quarrel”—love songs 
accomplish what the Bed Scene in Old Babylonian erotic art presents visually: sensual 
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and emotional bonding, face-to-face positioning of the bodies, a mutual gaze, with male 
and female of equal importance.258  Only a few of the many hundreds of Mesopotamian 
deities lent themselves to mythologizing that gave them, necessarily, anthropomorphic 
features.  And no deity received more human attributes than Inanna, which is one reason 
we find her such a complex figure.  In the love songs the result is very clear: the being of 
lesser status, Dumuzi, is exalted in the process while the goddess is literally brought down 
to earth, much as her “house,” Eanna, was brought from heaven to earth.  In “The 
Shepherd and the Farmer: Suitors’ Rivalry” the “moist earth” of Uruk and its environs 
permits shepherd and farmer, Dumuzi and Enkimdu, sheep and grain, milk and beer, to 
coexist in harmony.  The driving force in the contest is also the life force that permits 
rivals to become friends.  Inanna, who holds the divine me, is the strong force, hi-li, that 
can produce “abundance” as well as it can generate tragedy. 

In at least one poem, then, Dumuzi and the Farmer are reconciled with her choice.  The 
tension between Shepherd and Farmer for the love of the goddess, is also present in the 
First Prologue of Gilgamesh, which speaks of a grove of date palms, to be tended by the 
farmer/gardener in the service of the goddess.  Mesopotamian temples like Eanna 
possessed and maintained large flocks of sheep and goats (and herds of cattle) as well as 
extensive lands that produced, in the case of Uruk especially, dates and barley. 

A different way of characterizing Uruk also separates older and later versions of the 
Gilgamesh stories.  In the Old Babylonian texts, Uruk is the city “of Anu and Ishtar.”  In 
Gilgamesh, though, it is the city of Ishtar.  The actual status of the Sky God Anu, Creator 
God who is usually mentioned as the first of the highest gods in the pantheon, is 
problematic in almost every period of Mesopotamian history.  Centuries after Gilgamesh 
Anu became very prominent in Uruk.  The differing ideologies almost always have a 
political as well as a theological dimension to what may appear to us to be a relatively 
minor matter. 

Hoes and Plows 
In the developing economy of the southern Mesopotamian city-states, the plow was, as 
we have already seen, an important invention.259  Anthropologist Helen Fisher knows, 
however, that technological innovation does not necessarily mean social progress.  Like 
Simone de Beauvoir earlier, Fisher, in Anatomy of Love, claims that women in particular 
were hurt by the invention of the plow. 

 

The Plow.  There is probably no single tool in human history that wreaked such 
havoc between women and men or stimulated so many changes in human patterns 
of sex and love as the plow.  Exactly when the plow appeared remains unknown.  
The first farmers used the hoe or digging stick.  Then sometime before 3000 B.C. 
someone invented the “ard,” a primitive plow with a stone blade and a handle like 
a plow’s. 

What a difference this made. 
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In cultures where people garden with a hoe, women do the bulk of the cultivating; 
in many of these societies women are relatively powerful as well.  But with the 
introduction of the plow—which required much more strength—much of the 
essential farm labor became men’s work.  Moreover, women lost their ancient 
honored roles as independent gatherers, providers of the evening meal.  And soon 
after the plow became crucial to production, a sexual double standard emerged 
among farming folk.  Women were judged inferior to men.260 

Sumerian scribal schools were well aware of the importance of the two key tools in 
agriculture.  “The Debate between the Hoe and the Plow”261 is most interesting in this 
respect.  The Hoe has a sophisticated, eloquent argument for its superiority to the upstart 
Plow.  The Plow in his turn is mostly bluster, emphasizing his strength. 

Interestingly, another Sumerian composition, “The Song of the Hoe,”262 was listed even 
earlier in the catalogue of writings to be used in the schools.  “The Song of the Hoe” was 
the third work listed in the first group of ten compositions, after only two poems praising 
kings.263 (The curriculum reflects the increasing importance of kingship and, since the 
best document is a Nippur text, the King of the Gods, Enlil, is very evident in the opening 
of “The Song of the Hoe.”)  “The Debate between the Hoe and the Plow” also appears in 
the catalogue, but only in the third decade. 

“The Song of the Hoe” is particularly rich in puns on the word for hoe, al.  The poem, of 
slightly more than one hundred lines, is dedicated to “Father” Enlil and to the goddess 
Nisaba.  Nisaba, mentioned in Gilgamesh, was a prominent goddess of grains—and of 
wisdom.  H. J. L. Vanstiphout considers it a prime example of the writer’s use ambiguity, 
multiple “readings” of a single logogram, and symbolism.264 

“The Debate between the Hoe and the Plow” shows a “high degree of literary 
consciousness,” including ironic use of intertextuality.265  In the debate—a quarrel started 
by the Hoe—the mighty Plow boasts of its great strength and his prestige.  In the month 
of harvest, for example, the king himself sacrifices cattle and sheep in honor of the Plow 
and “pour beer into a bowl.” Drums resound during the festival. The king also takes hold 
of the Plow and harnesses oxen to the yoke.  “Great high-ranking persons walk at my side.”  
All “the lands” admire it, and the people “watch me in joy.”  The Plow ridicules the 
smallness of the Hoe and consistently associates the Hoe with the humblest of 
occupations and persons. 

For its part, the Hoe laughs at the Plow when its parts break and the Plow is useless.  The 
Hoe even claims to have a higher rank in Enlil’s place.  Mainly the Hoe, however, identifies 
its many different productive works: building embankments, digging ditches, filling the 
meadows with water.  The fowler and the fisherman make use of the Hoe’s activities.  The 
Hoe lives in the city and is a faithful servant to its masters.  Among the Hoe’s works is 
pressing clay and making bricks.  It lays the foundation of the “good man’s house” and 
builds the city walls.  Throughout its claims, the Hoe points out that its work helps the 
ordinary citizen, the householder and his wife and children. 
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Interestingly, the Hoe wins the dispute with the Plow.  Enlil himself adds a dimension to 
the Hoe’s work—the work of the scribe.  It is the connection between the clay tablet, the 
scribe, and the goddess who is the “inspector” of the Hoe, the goddess Nisaba.  We have 
seen already that the grain goddess was also a major “wisdom” deity, especially in 
Sumerian times. The debate between the Hoe and the Plow ends with praise to Nisaba. 

[See “Illustrations”: Fig 20: Neo-Assyrian seal (ca. 700 BCE), Ishtar and Palm Tree, BM 
89769] 

King Palm 
Mesopotamia visualized demonic threats to humans in a wide variety of, usually, 
terrifying images like the ugallu, a large lion-headed man with feet that end in bird claws. 
The ugallu carries a mace in one hand and is poised to strike with a knife held in the other 
hand.266   Most have been catalogued by F. A. M. Wiggermann in his study of 
Mesopotamian Protective Spirits.267  Like medieval devils, they tend to be malformed 
creatures combining features elements of different levels of the cosmos, like flying bulls 
and lion-headed humans.  Once constrained by gods or heroes the monsters could be 
turned to protect the persons they had threatened.  They maintained their power and 
terrifying mien, but they could be used in magic rituals and their images set up in palaces 
and temples to ward off dangers. 

Among these was a certain King Palm (lugal-gish-gishimmar).  It is difficult to imagine 
how a palm tree could be threatening.268  He was, however, defeated by the Warrior God 
Ninurta. With millions of date palms, Iraq is still the largest provider of health-giving and 
nutritious dates in the world.  The world’s date palms originated in southern Iraq and 
Saudi Arabia. A wild supposition might be that, like bulls in a herd of cattle, only a single 
“King,” i.e., a male date palm, is needed to service many female date palms.  More than 
one male cuts down the efficiency of date production, and the excess would be culled from 
the garden. 

The date palm was king in Uruk, no doubt from earliest times.  (The Sumerian name for 
the date palm was borrowed from another language, reflecting the presence of the plants 
by the time Sumerians entered southern Iraq.)  The most abundant documentary 
evidence of the date palm in Uruk comes from a time slightly later than Gilgamesh itself. 

We have noticed above the curious stamp seal found in Eanna during the Persian period.  
Behind the kneeling figure, who is facing a great serpent, is a female date palm laden with 
dates.  A somewhat older (Neo-Assyrian period) seal clearly associated the date palm with 
Ishtar. 
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Date Palms in Uruk 
Andrew George departs from earlier translators in reading GISH.SAR.MESH in the 
second of four divisions of Uruk as “date-grove” (I.22).269  In the past the Sumerograms 
GISH.SAR, in Akkadian kirû, were interpreted as generic “garden” or “orchard.”270  (The 
MESH at the end simply indicates a plural.)  Where others have read, then, a square mile 
of gardens or orchards, George prefers the more specific palm-grove. 

The choice of “date-groves” for a significant portion of the city is sensible in view of the 
persistence of date palms along watercourses, as seen throughout the desert regions of 
Western Asia.  The Annales school of history, best represented by Fernand Braudel’s 
majestic The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II 
(1966),271 provides an ecological context for this significance.  For Braudel, the “true” 
Mediterranean world “lies between the northern limit of the olive tree and the northern 
limit of the palm grove” (I.234).  The date palm spread west from Mesopotamia to Iran 
and reached the Indus Valley and Pakistan.  From Egypt it spread toward Libya, the 
Maghreb and the Sahel.  While the trees will grow beyond the areas that favor its growth 
(basically between 24ºN latitude and 34ºN latitude), they will not fruit properly beyond 
those favored geographical limits.  Much of Iraq is in this favored zone, as far north as 
Kirkuk (at 35º27'), from which it turns southwest to the Mediterranean.  The southern 
line continues to the coasts of Arabia and Pakistan to the limits of the Indus.272 

Uruk, modern Warka, is located at 31º 19' northern latitude and 45º 40' eastern longitude, 
safely within the area where the date palm originally emerged. 

The date palm (Phoenix dactylifera) has been a source of food for thousands of years.  
Thought to have originated around the Persian Gulf, the date palm was spread in medieval 
and Early Modern times by through North Africa and Spain by the Arabs.273  The “wine” 
sometimes mentioned in texts from the Sumerian south was actually beer sweetened with 
dates. 

Cultivation of the date palm shows a remarkable symbiosis between humans and the 
natural world.  The trees are either male or female.  Seedlings produce smaller and poorer 
quality fruit than do trees pollinated by human hand.  While today wind machines may 
be used to flow pollen onto the female flowers, in places like Iraq laborers still climb 
ladders or use a special climbing tool to reach the flowers.  A great advantage of this 
ancient practice is that very few male date palms need to be raised.  (In some cases, male 
flowers are purchased in local markets, and growers then need not cultivate any male 
plants.)274 

The Date Palm in Akkadian 
The common term in Akkadian for the date palm tree is gishimmaru, borrowed from the 
Sumerian gish-gish-sim-mar (CAD 5.102-4).  Just as Arabic has a great number of terms 
for the stages of growth and for varieties of the date palm, so Akkadian has many terms, 
not all of them clearly differentiated today.  One obscure text even pairs the gishimmaru 
with the huluppu tree. 
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In Gilgamesh the most conspicuous reference to dates and their importance comes 
midway in Tablet 6 (lines 64-79) when Gilgamesh accuses Ishtar of mistreating her lover, 
Ishullanu.  The example of her treachery is by far the longest in Gilgamesh’s list of 
complaints against her.  The list begins with the famous lover of her youth, the tragic 
Tammuz, develops in length and intensity through wild and domesticated animals to a 
shepherd and finally Ishullanu.  He is described as the date-gardener (nukarribu) of 
Ishtar’s father.  It was, by the way, a prominent position in Urukean society.  
(Assurbanipal was credited with restoring the date orchard of Uruk and turning the work 
over to such gardeners).275  According to Gilgamesh, Ishtar fell in love with Ishullanu, 
who continually brought her baskets of dates (shugrû).  Not surprisingly, Ishtar uses the 
language of fruit to entice him to have sex with her.  When he haughtily refuses her offer 
(as Gilgamesh is doing), she finally has enough of his insults and transforms him as she 
had her other lovers.  Assyriologists have puzzled over the transformation of Ishullanu, 
and there is as yet no scholarly consensus in what must be a subtle poetic satire.  The 
gardener is turned into a dallālu (6:76), something that then can neither go up nor go 
down.  Suggestions range from a frog, a scarecrow, and even a dwarf.276  Whatever 
Ishullanu becomes, he is stuck in his own garden.  Foster thinks his “well sweep” does not 
go up and his “bucket” does not go down.  Since all the transformations are metaphorically 
related to the lovers’ status or work, Foster’s “bucket” (following the CAD 3.56) could 
conceivably be related to Ishullanu’s work with the date palm.  The bucket is frequently 
used for drawing water, but if we envision a man climbing a date palm, either to fertilize 
the tree or to collect the dates, which he would then deliver to Ishtar, a symbolic 
punishment would be to have him stuck midway up the trunk of the tree. 

The Sumerian myth, “Inanna and Shukaletuda” provides an early example of the 
importance of the date palm—and may be related to the later Ishullanu story in 
Gilgamesh.277 

A lively controversy has redeveloped over the representation of trees in Mesopotamian 
art.  As early as E. B. Tylor in the 19th century a very popular motif in Assyrian art, a 
“sacred tree” that appeared to be “fertilized” by humanoid figures on either side of the 
tree. Sometimes human headed and sometimes with the head of birds, the figures are 
always winged, suggesting that they were divine or semi divine.  They may have been bird-
apkallus like their counterparts in Enki’s underwater domain, the fish-apkallus who are 
depicted as humans wearing elaborate fish skins.  Tyler identified the sacred tree as a date 
palm and the activity as fertilization of the date palm.278  The identification of the tree has 
been challenged.  A recent and very thorough investigation of the question by Mariana 
Giovino led her to the conclusion that the “sacred tree” was not a specific tree, but a 
stylized object.  One of the more interesting interpretations comes from a botanist, who 
thinks the “tree” is actually a representation of the Egyptian blue lotus.279  Some of the 
trees in Mesopotamian art certainly resemble the date palm; others do look more like 
spreading lotus flowers.  It is possible that no single tree was the sacred tree—or that the 
ancient interest in the date palm gave way in the 1st millennium BCE to other possibilities. 
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Barbara Nevling Porter, who still maintains that Assyrian cylinder seals and wall carvings 
from the 9th century BCE depict the date palm, points out that the tree is represented in 
Room I of Assurnasirpal II’s palace in Kalhu no fewer than 96 times.280  It was, she 
maintains, the most popular motif in Assyrian art.  Like others, she wonders why the date 
palm, which may not have been cultivated as far north as the Assyrian capital city, was 
still employed.  But she has a ready explanation for the two most puzzling features in the 
representations: the oval, cone-like object held by the winged figures and the bucket 
carried by the figures.  She thinks that the cones look like the ripe male flower that was 
shaken over the female flowers to fertilize them.281 

In some ways it is unfortunate that the controversy about the “sacred tree” revolves so 
frequently around Assyrian representations of some form of vegetation that appears to be 
fertilized by winged figures or kings.  Many trees are mentioned in Mesopotamian 
literature, among them a great number (like the huluppu and mēsu) that have not been 
identified.  Benno Landsberger found more than one hundred and twenty-five Akkadian 
equivalents of the Sumerian date palm (gish-gshšimmar) in a single bilingual 
dictionary.282  The great variety of ancient terms for the date palm, its parts and products 
is easily matched by the rich Arabic vocabulary in use in territories where the date palm 
has been cultivated for thousands of years.283  Mariana Giovino is skeptical that we can 
know what methods the ancients used to fertilize the date palm.284 Even if the date palm 
were represented in (some) Assyrian art, it is not clear that the figures show the 
pollination of the tree.  Much of her argument depends on the dried male flowers that, 
separated from their spathe, look much like modern brooms.  (Once the pollination is 
completed, the male flowers are used for brooms.) 

The male flowers do look like large fanlike blossoms when they are set out to dry; but the 
“cones” carried by the winged figures actually look strikingly the spathe that protects the 
flowers until they mature.285  (Giovino actually sets next to each other a photo of a person 
holding a spathe in exactly the way a winged figure holds a “cone,” Fig. 4-5.)  One might 
speculate that the Assyrian artists, whether they were familiar with the complexities of 
date palm pollination or not, captured a moment in the process that was visually clear 
and aesthetically pleasing.  Sometimes, in order to assure a successful pollination, 
gardeners See sprigs of the male flower, as it opens, into the female flowers as the spathe 
that protects them opens.  Giovino includes photographs of modern gardeners using a 
“pollen bag,” a cone-like tip on a long stem that can be seeded directly into the female 
flowers (Giovino Fig. 35-36). 

Paul Popenoe showed how frequently the Arabic terms used for the pollination of the date 
palm are derived from the reproductive parts of the human anatomy, and that fertilization 
is seen as sexual intercourse.286 Humans helping to pollinate the female tree allows 
cultivators to dispense with most male trees.  Only one male for one hundred females is 
necessary, and the rate of successful pollination is much greater than when nature is left 
to its devices with equal numbers of male and female trees.    Giovino’s photograph of a 
man in harness high in a tall date palm Seeing his stick into the female spathe (Fig. 36) 
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shows how easily sexual imagery could be used for the process in Arabic.  Possibly 
Mesopotamia saw it in the same way. 

Two of the most discussed Assyrian wall reliefs from Assurbanipal’s palace at Nimrud are 
Figs. 1 and 2 in Giovino’s study of interpretations of the “sacred tree.”  Figure 2 shows two 
bird-headed and winged figures holding “cones” that touch the flowers of the tree. They 
hold the cones in their right hands.  In their left hands they hold a “bucket.”  These 
“genies” are now identified as bird-apkallus. 

Figure 1 has two figures very similar to those in Figure 2, except that they are human-
headed rather than bird-headed.  As with the bird-apkallus, they have robed, deeply 
powerful human bodies, and reveal the lower part of a muscular leg.  There are, however, 
two very important additions to the scene.  One is a winged sun disk centered above the 
“sacred tree.”  This is no doubt the highest god in the Assyrian pantheon, Assur.  Between 
the sacred tree and the apkallus, however, two human figures have been introduced.  No 
doubt they represent the Assyrian king. 

The ubiquitous “bucket” also has a familiar place in date palm cultivation.  The dried male 
blossoms are dipped in water before they are sprinkled onto the female flowers; and the 
female flowers are often sprinkled after they are dusted with the male blossoms to better 
ensure a complete pollination.287 

The “bucket” of water used by the humans who help pollinate the female tree would seem 
to fit into the emphasis in “Inanna and Shukaletuda” that the newly created plant requires 
plenty of water drawn from below and is used in the pollination process. 

The Date Palm: “Inanna and Shukaletuda” 
The suggestion that Ishullanu reflects the Sumerian myth of “Inanna and 
Shukaletuda,”288 depends mainly on the importance of Shukaletuda as the first gardener, 
that is, the first human to care for orchards.  The myth runs to slightly more than three 
hundred lines, many of which are missing or fragmented, as is so often the case with these 
ancient texts.  Shukaletuda is the first human in the story given the task of watering 
garden plots and building an installation for a well among the plants,289 and he is 
strikingly inept at the tasks.  Not a single plant survived his care, since he pulled them out 
by their roots and destroyed them.  This stupidity or rebellion may be responsible for the 
brutal act at the center of the story: he rapes Inanna while she is sleeping beneath a shady 
tree.  If he is the model for Ishullanu—who may well be the prototypical gardener—he is 
anything like the rapacious Shukaletuda.  In our story Ishullanu is the model gardener 
and the most attentive person serving Inanna/Ishtar. 

What is striking about the connection, though, is that the myth tells of the first fruit tree—
the date palm. 

In any event, the central episode in the central tablet of Gilgamesh reminds us of the 
narrative frame, where in the description of a walled Uruk, Ishtar’s temple stands at the 
very heart of a city characterized by date palm cultivation.290 
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Palms and Ishtar’s Eanna 
Fortunately, there is considerable evidence for the importance of the date palm for 
Ishtar’s temple in Uruk.  The textual evidence is somewhat later than the Gilgamesh itself, 
but much of it can be assumed to reflect conditions that may well have been the case 
centuries earlier.  Denise Cocquerillat dates the texts in her Palmeraies et cultures de 
l’Eanna d’Uruk (559-520) to the reigns of Babylonian kings Nabuchodonosor II, Amēl-
Marduk, Nergal-shar-us*ur, Lā-abâsh-Marduk, Nabonidas, and the Persian kings Cyrus, 
Cambyses, and Bardiya.291  While cereal grains—the barley whose surpluses allowed the 
extraordinary expansion of Uruk nearly three thousand years before—claimed much of 
the arable land in the environs of Uruk, the marshy land around the Eanna temple 
complex supported very productive cultivation of dates.  The area was served by the King’s 
Canal, which had a quay at the temple.292  In this period Uruk produced more than 20-
40% more capacity of Mesopotamia, and the workers were paid more than they were in 
other cities.293 

Cultivation of the date palm was not simply a pious activity in 6th century BCE Uruk.  It 
was a vital and prosperous commercial interest.  The ties to Ishtar and her temple Eanna 
are, however, as clear in the economic field as they are in the art, literature and mythology 
of Uruk. 

[See “Illustrations”: Fig. 21: Cocquerillat (Palmerais) map of Uruk.] 

The Date Palm in a Sumerian Love Song 
One of the many Sumerian poems celebrating the love of Inanna and her en 
Dumuzi/Tammuz (DI T), today called “Meeting in the Storehouse”294 exemplifies the 
aspect of joy and “love in security” Thorkild Jacobsen saw in the aspect of the lover known 
as Amaushumgalanna.  Jacobsen thought that Amaushumgalanna represented the 
“power in and behind the date palm.”  An important feature is that, unlike the dairy 
products of Dumuzi the shepherd, which were seasonal and only slightly storable, the 
dates given to Inanna by Amaushumgalanna were “eminently storable and enduring.”295  
The storehouse, the gipar of Inanna’s “house” in Uruk, was the appropriate place then for 
the “Sacred Marriage” of “the man” (lú) and his divine lover. 

The poem opens with “the man” who gathers dates (lú-zú-lum-ri-ri-ge) by (apparently) 
ascending the date palm (mu-nim-mar, the Emesal dialectal variant for gish-gish-sim-
mar).  He also brings Inanna water, the seeds of black emmer, and a great heap of 
precious stones.  (The jewels are positioned over the body of the goddess, literally from 
head to toe, with a certain emphasis on her genitals.)  The forty-seven line poem calls “the 
man” an en, Dumuzi, “shepherd of An,” groom and sheep-breeder of Enlil—as is often the 
case, connecting the two realms of shepherd and farmer-gardener.  He meets Inanna at 
the door to the storehouse, where she makes the decision to accept him.  In her joy Inanna 
sings, dances and sends a message to her father, to prepare her house for the wedding.  
The poem ends with the sweet pleasure she feels when Amaushumgalanna is brought to 
her “flowered bed,” where hands and hearts meet. 
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As was predicted by Jacobsen, the poem that identified Dumuzi as Amaushumgalanna is 
filled with pure joy, with no hint at all of the tragic aftermath of the Dumuzi cycle.  In 
Gilgamesh’s list of Ishar’s lovers, just the opposite is the case.  Tammuz, the lover of 
Ishtar’s youth, in Gilgamesh’s commentary, is reduced to the annual lamentation over the 
lover’s death demanded by Ishtar herself. 

 

 

[Fig.22: “Uruk III Temple.” after Heinrich (detail, redrawn) ]296 

 

The Importance of Writing 
The invention of writing in Sumer, perhaps first in Uruk, was important from the start in 
organizing the city.  The various uses of writing developed at different times.  By the 
Seleucid Period, the study of an immense collection of astronomical omens was, for 
example, the most prestigious of scholarly pursuits.  Literature was not among the earliest 
uses.  The earliest version of “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” so far discovered 
goes back almost to the time of his purported reign in Uruk. 

[See “Illustrations”: Fig. 23: The Earliest Gilgamesh Text, Biggs, IAS #278  (Early 
Dynastic Period)]297 
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 The different uses of writing and the approximate date of their first appearance in 
Mesopotamia are charted below. 
 
 

Early Uses of Writing in Mesopotamia298 

Periods in Which the Text Type is Found 

 
  Uruk                       Early Dynastic                     Akkad    Ur III   Old Babylonian 
 
Timeline  3000 BCE       2500 BCE                2000 BCE              1800 BCE 

Type of Text 

 
Administrative ___________________________________________________) 
 
Lexical Lists  (______________________________________________________ 
 
Legal documents  (________________________________________________ 
 
“Royal Inscriptions”   (__________________________________________ 
 
Literary Texts    (__________________________________________ 
 
Letters       (______________________________ 
 
Business Records     (______________________________ 
 
“Law Codes”       (________________________ 

 

 

The Date of Composition 
While some clay tablets are dated and signed by their scribes (or copyists), an assigning 
an exact date of the composition of Gilgamesh is very difficult.  Since Gilgamesh-related 
texts were written in the 3rd millennium BCE and especially (in Akkadian) in the early 2nd 
millennium, establishing a date for the final redaction is problematic.  If the author of the 
“standard” Akkadian Gilgamesh was Sîn-leqi-unninnī (“Moon God, Hear My Prayer”), 
                                                   
298 Gil Stein, “’Who Was King? Who Was Not King?’: Social Group Composition and Competition in Early 
Mesopotamian State Societies,” From Leaders to Rulers, ed. Jonathan Haas (NY: Kluwer 
Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2001), 205-231 (209). 
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the standard edition would have been written in the late 2nd millennium, sometime 
between the 13th and 11th centuries.298  The best manuscripts are from 1st millennium, from 
7th century Nineveh in Assyria. 

The Author of Gilgamesh 
The ancients considered a certain Sîn-lēqi-unnini the author of Gilgamesh.  Little is 
known about him, but centuries later important persons in Uruk claimed him as a famous 
ancestor.  The name it self is a request that the Moon God Sîn “accept his prayer.”299  It 
was a common practice to give a person a “theophoric” name, the name of a god or 
goddess with, as this one, an implied request for protection or help.  The practice can lead 
to problems for the modern reader.  Since such names are written with the sign for deity, 
DINGIR, at the beginning, it sometime happens that the name means the person is divine 
or has been deified.  (The Babylonian king Hammurabi stopped the practice in mid-
career, apparently signifying that he was not to be considered a god.)  Sometimes the 
sheer number of names beginning with a certain god name indicates that the worship of 
that god has become widespread.  The number of names beginning with the god Anu in 
one period, for example, suggests a rise in prestige of the god. 

No such interpretation has been given to the name Sîn-lēqi-unnini.  The god Sîn (Su-en, 
Sumerian Nanna) was the chief god of Uruk’s neighbor Ur.  There is no evidence that Ur 
or its god were particularly prominent at the time of Sîn-lēqi-unnini’s composition of 
Gilgamesh, that is, late in the 2nd millennium BCE. 

Sîn-lēqi-unnini is listed as the author of the “series” Gilgamesh in a most interesting 
catalogue of works and authors.300  There he is called a mash-mash, an incantation priest 
or exorcist, possibly a learned physician, the break at the end of the line probably placed 
him with the others in that section of the catalogue, as an “expert.”  The catalogue gives a 
unique glimpse into the prestige of writing and authors.  The parts of the catalogue are 
arranged hierarchically, beginning with works attributed to the high god Ea, then works 
credited to the most prominent of the “sages,” Oannes or Adapa.  From there, human 
“experts” dominate the list.  Most are lamentation-priests and scholars or various sort.  It 
may be significant that the first complete entry cites the literature of the gala (Akkadian 
kalû) and the mash-mash (Akkadian mashmashshu).  These were not only the learned 
works supposedly composed by Enki/Ea, magician and “crafty” god who is so important 
in Tablet 11 of Gilgamesh.  They are also the works “experts” like Sîn-lēqi-unnini had to 
master.  Sîn-lēqi-unnini’s descendents were mainly masters in these same areas of 
expertise. 

That these were prestigious positions in the 1st millennium is indicated by the high status 
of descendents of Sîn-lēqi-unnini in Uruk.  A certain Ibni-Ishtar, for example, was gala 
of Ishtar-of-Uruk but also ērib-bīti of Nanaya (one who is cleared to enter the sanctuary 
of the goddess), shangû (“pontiff”) of another goddess, Uṣur-amāssu, and “scribe of 
Eanna.”301  Another descendent, Nabû-ushallim, was also a gala, a shangû, and a scribe 
of Eanna.302  Two of his descendents were galamāhu—head of the galas—in their time.303  
Yet another, Simbar-Shipak, was gala and scribe of Nanaya and also ērib-bīti of 
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Kanisurra.304  The tradition continued into Hellenistic times, when descendents were 
prominently galas and sometimes āshipus.305 

From the (Sumerian) South to the (Assyrian) North 

“I Am of Uruk” 
The earliest collections of cuneiform texts excavated in the 19th century were found in 
Assyrian territory, and it is becoming increasingly clear that the archives discovered 
then—especially the “Library (or properly the Libraries) of Assurbanipal”—were quite 
unique.  We know that King Assurbanipal pressured his empire for copies of a great 
variety of tablets. A letter from the scribal school located in the southern city of Borsippa 
to Assurbanipal praises the king for his understanding of the “scribal art” and indicates 
the willingness of the scribes to “strain and toil day and night” copying texts.306  Some 
25,000 tablets and fragments have been recovered from the Assurbanipal’s city of 
Nineveh.   The variety of texts makes the collection unusual: copies of older tablets, 
historical inscription, state documents, and “literary” texts.  But even with the extensive 
records from Assyria, it is still difficult to detect what made Assyria different from their 
neighbors in the south, the Babylonians. 

Now that an international team of Assyriologists is editing and translating the vast 
collections of Assyrian writings and art historians are closely examining Assyrian visual 
art, the particular character of Assyrian culture is beginning to shine through the 
traditional (usually southern) material.  The large reliefs of warfare and hunting that 
greeted visitors to Assyrian palaces have long been recognized for their excellence in 
representing, e.g., lions hunted by the king or the grim business of siege warfare.  Many 
of the individual motifs are quite old, some, like the ruler with his bow, going back to early 
Uruk.  (The date palm was an important motif, as we have seen, though there is some 
question if the many palms that far north were actually fertile.) 

There are signs, though, that the Assyrian king differed from his southern counterparts 
in a number of ways.  Assyrian texts emphasize the king’s role as high priest. Assyrian 
royal inscriptions regularly mention the king’s šangûtu, that is, his priest-ship, at it were, 
before introducing the achievements of his kingship.307 The goddess Ishtar was especially 
important in Assyrian religion, as she was in the south.  That gives some indication of the 
incredibly widespread influence of Uruk’s Great Goddess. 

“Assurbanipal’s Hymn to Ishtar of Nineveh” describes the goddess in her temple, 
Emashmash, which the king, clothed in clean garments and a “magnificent robe” (labish 
rabûti), enters and offers wine and beer.  The goddess Ishtar—identified with Mulissu and 
the “Lady of Nineveh”—then is driven in her chariot to her Akitu House (bīt akīti), and 
the king accompanies her there.308  An inscription of Assurbanipal gives details of the 
procession and the king’s priestly functions in the Akitu House.  After praising himself for 
carrying out the command of Assur and Ishtar (defeating enemies in Elam and Arabia), 
Assurbanipal writes of making sacrifices in Emashmash and performing rites in the Akitu 
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House.  He forced the kings of Elam and Arabia to “grasp the yoke of the carriage, and 
they drew it under me as far as the gate of the sanctuary.”309 

A letter has survived in which the question is asked if the king, in this instance 
Esarhaddon, Assurbanipal’s father, or the high goddess, Ishtar herself, should enter the 
temple first during the procession in which king and goddess return from the Akitu House 
to the temple.310  That the question of priority should arise in the first case is an indication 
of the exalted status of the Assyrian king. 

Underscoring the importance of Ishtar (and also the priest-king) for the Assyrians is the 
tendency to identify her as Mulissu and Ninlil, “the Mother of the Great Gods” and the 
consort of the highest divine being, Assur.  Both “Assurbanipal’s Hymn to Ishtar of 
Nineveh” and the inscription above make that connection.311 

Esarhaddon, according to one tablet, was given “long days and eternal years” by Ishtar of 
Arbela.  The goddess claims to be both midwife and wet nurse to the king, who is also 
praised as the “legitimate heir of Ninlil,” wife of the most powerful of the old Sumerian 
gods, Enlil.312  Assurbanipal’s hymn to Ishtar of Nineveh and Arbela goes even further.  In 
that text he claims descent from Assur.  He “knew neither human father nor mother” 
(which must have surprised them); rather he “grew up on” his “goddesses’ knees.”  Ishtar 
as Lady of Nineveh is “the goddess who bore me;” as Lady of Arbela she “created me.”313  
So striking is this Assyrian metaphor of the king as offspring of the highest deities that 
Sumerologist Thorkild Jacobsen saw in it the evidence of a large paradigm shift in the 
relationship of human and divine, with the king as a mediating figure between the two 
realms.  Where the Sumerian king had been seen, like Dumuzi, the lover of Inanna, the 
Assyrian king claims a different, though no less intimate and powerful relationship, the 
divine son.314 

Assyrian palace reliefs show the king enthroned in the territories he is conquering, 
sometimes receiving booty the way temples received spoils of war ostensibly for the gods 
and goddesses whose houses the temple were thought to be. 

[See “Illustrations”: Fig. 24: Assurbanipal stele with date palms]315 

One of the great annual rituals in both north and south took place in and around a special 
sanctuary, the Akitu House referred to in the texts above.  While it has been known for 
some time that the Assyrians adopted much of the ancient and prestigious southern 
religious imagery and practices, only recently have scholars begun to notice that the 
practices themselves may have served different purposes for the Assyrians than for their 
Babylonian rivals.316  Beate Pongratz-Leisten considers the Neo-Assyrian transfer of the 
akītu-festival to have served, as did other matters, a very different imperial theme.  
Sennacherib, who transferred the theology of Babylon’s Marduk to the Assyrian Assur 
after the king’s destruction of the Babylonian capital, also introduced the akītu-festival 
into the north.  Close analysis of the texts show that, unlike the Babylonian ritual, in which 
the gods of the cities under Babylonian control traveled to the center of the empire, to the 
temple of Marduk (thought to inhabit the center of the universe), where the Babylonian 



Chapter One: Prologues and Epilogues   216 
  

king entered the sanctuary to be ritually beaten and made to confess that he had brought 
no harm to the empire, the Assyrian version had the king—or his garments—traveling to 
the remote sites of the expanding Assyrian empire, a centripetal rather than centrifugal 
treatment of space.  In locations both inside the Assyrian heartland and on the expanding 
periphery of the empire, the Assyrian akitu-festivals were marked by the presence of the 
king (or his garments) and the processions from the temple, the heart of the city, to the 
Akitu House located outside the city.  As the example of Assurbanipal’s triumphant 
progress from Emashmash in Nineveh to the Akitu House beyond it shows, the display of 
captured Elamite and Arabian kings pulling Assurbanpial’s carriage vividly and publicly 
illustrates the exaltation of the king and the expanding empire.  Pongratz-Leisten 
concludes that 

With the exception of the city of Aššur, it is not the national god Aššur who is the 
central figure of the cultic events.  Rather, the Assyrian king is at the centre, 
accompanied by the respective patron-god whose blessing the king receives after 
the akītu-festival.  In Assyria, the net of power is not produced by the visiting gods 
coming from the periphery to the centre of the empire, but the Assyrian king 
departs from the centre toward the periphery.317 

Neo-Assyrian prophetic texts regularly claim that the oracles are the “words of Ishtar.”  
Simo Parpola, who has edited the prophecies, thinks that the Assyrians considered Assur 
not just the king of the gods, as Marduk was for the Babylonians to the south, but “the 
only, universal God” and “the totality of gods,” a monotheistic deity beyond human 
comprehension.318  The vast multitude of gods and goddesses were reconceived as aspects 
of the one Assur.  Ishtar, Parpola contends, reveals Assur in his “mother aspect.”319  And 
she is regularly paired with the mother goddess Mulissu.  The reports of the prophets and 
prophetesses are written in the mother tongue, pure Neo-Assyrian.320  In one striking 
case, a prophetess from Arbela, Dunnaša-amur, alludes to the Urukian hero, Gilgamesh, 
identifying with him in his agonizing search for eternal life.  The prophecy, giving words 
of encouragement to Assurbanipal, opens with a recognition of the power of Mullissu and 
the Lady of Arbela, that is, Ishtar.  They are the “strongest among the gods.” The 
poet/prophet then describes her difficult journey. 

 

I roam the desert desiring your life.  I cross over rivers and oceans, I traverse 
mountains and mountain chains, I cross over all rivers.  Droughts and showers 
consume me and affect my beautiful figure.  I am worn out, my body is exhausted 
for your sake.321 
 
Immediately after this she speaks in the voice of the goddess. 
 
I have ordained life for you in the assembly of al the gods.  My arms are strong, 
they shall not forsake you before the gods.  My shoulders are alert, they will keep 
carrying you. 
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It is not merely for political advantage—as a recognition that Uruk stood with Assyria 
against the Babylonians--then, that Inanna/Ishtar is said to speak in one of the few poems 
composed in the Assyrian dialect, in praise of her city, Uruk.  Called “Psalm in Praise of 
Uruk” by its editor and translator, Alasdair Livingstone, it might well have been called, 
after its first line, “I Love Uruk.” 

Uruk; I love ditto, I love Eanna, my nuptial chamber! 
Ditto; I love (its) ziggurat, house of my pleasure!322 

The poet then goes on to name the cities, mainly from the south, also beloved by Inanna: 
Babylon, Borsippa, Ezida, Shapazzu, Cutha, Der, Kish, and then the Assyrian cities of the 
north, Assur, Nineveh, Arbela, Calah, and Harran. 

The poem then takes a somewhat different turn, repeating the praise of southern cities 
once again, in the order they were mentioned in the first part, but with some elaboration.  
The Assyrian cities are not included in the second part of the poem.  (The lines include a 
play on the shape of the cuneiform sign for “love,” AG, which originally depicted a fire set 
inside a container, i.e., an oven, with the “fires” of the cities, temples, gods and goddesses 
that together identified the sacred houses.)  In the case of Uruk and other cities, the 
formula employed by the poet is that the “fires” consume her, constantly plucking at the 
goddess’s heart. 

Following the long Sumerian tradition, Uruk is identified with the “house” of the Great 
Goddess, Eanna, and the sacred mountain, the first of its kind, the ziggurat called the 
“house” of her pleasure. 

Uruk: When the City Had Been Pillaged 
Even when the Assyrians were most respectful of the Sumero-Babylonian traditions of the 
south, they were capable of initiating—or at least registering—changes to the tradition.  
Alasdair Livingstone emphasized that the Assyrian hymns to cities appear to be a native 
Assyrian development.323  No real parallels among Babylonian literature have appeared.  
Yet they may, like the poem praising Uruk, be a development of a very early literature in 
the Sumerian language, hymns to temples, from the time when the temple was so central 
to the city that the two institutions were virtually identified with one another.  A striking 
example of the process can be seen in a Sumerian “canonical lamentation” called from its 
incipit “Uru Amirabi,” translated as “That City which has been Pillaged.”  Mark E. Cohen 
has carefully edited the text from the thirteen Old Babylonian and twenty-six 1st 
millennium BCE versions that have survived.  Many of the 1st millennium texts are 
bilingual, providing the Sumerian with an interlinear Akkadian translation.324  The vast 
majority of 1st millennium versions were found in Assyria. 

The frame of “Uru Amirabi” is maintained throughout the tradition.  A city has been 
devastated by the very gods who have been dedicated to its preservation.  In this case the 
city is Kulaba, the ancient quarter that was absorbed into the expanding Uruk at a very 
early period.  It is, like Uruk itself, the special concern of Inanna, whose Eanna temple 
complex was considered her house.  But Inanna and other of the high gods of Sumer are 
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arrayed against the city: Enlil, Ninlil, An, and Nudimmud (Enki).  As with many of the 
Sumerian city laments, it is not entirely clear why the gods have been angered and have 
turned upon the people.  The poem opens abruptly with the terrible sense of loss. 

That city which has been pillaged!  Oh its children! 
Mother hierodule, that city which has been pillaged!  Oh its children! 
Kullaba, that city which has been pillaged!  Oh its children! 
Hierodule of heaven, Inanna! 
Destroyer of the mountain, lady of the Eanna! 
She who causes the heavens to rumble, lady of the gipar! 
Lillaenna, lady of the cattle pen and sheepfold! 
Mother of Uruk, Ninsun! 
Its children!  Its adults! 
Its children who had been tenderly cared for! 
Its adults who had traversed the highways! 
That destroyed city which has been carried off from me! 
That destroyed house which has been carried off from me! 
That (city) whose destruction has been ordered. 
That (city), the killing (of whose people) has been ordered. 
That (city) whose lady decided to leave when the destruction came forth. 325 

The parallelism that is so conspicuous a feature of Sumerian poetry causes problems for 
the modern reader, since it tends to identify the very things it names differently.  The 
“city” is also the “house.”  The “mother” is the “destroyer.”  The lady who orders the 
destruction is the one who decides to leave when the destruction begins.  Uruk and 
Kullaba, the Eanna and its most sacred interior, the gipar, are all variations on the same 
theme.  Parallelism can be confusing in the way it treats different beings as if they were 
identical.  The “hierodule of heaven” is a very traditional epithet of Inanna.  She is 
presumably also “mother hierodule” whose children are the citizens of Uruk.  All of the 
opening lines may refer to Inanna, though Lillaenna, “lady of the cattle pen and 
sheepfold,” sometimes has an identity apart from Inanna, and Ninsun, “Mother of Uruk,” 
famous in Mesopotamian literature as the mother of Gilgamesh, is usually quite a 
separate entity.  Where no Sumerian texts would identify the great gods Enlil, An, and 
Nudimmud, who are named in the next passage as the ones who have turned against the 
city, the goddesses are often “aspects” of one central formation, sometimes a “mother” 
goddess primarily, more often Inanna, who from the earliest texts had separate rites that 
differentiated four different “aspects.” 

Even more puzzling for the modern reader is the identification of the speaker in this 
passage and a parallel passage326 that uses identical language but makes it clear that 
Inanna herself is lamenting the fate of her city. 

Chaos has entered the normally well-ordered city.  The slave wields a weapon; the wife 
deserts the family; the young man and the young woman are sick.  Lice, flying crows beset 
the city, which is being destroyed by both fire and “a high flood, like waters which have 
never been known.”327 Everyone is affected, patrician and plebian, shepherd and farmer, 
the one who travels by boat along the canal, and the one who travels the highways with 
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his chariot.  These formal, usually binary oppositions read very powerfully in the 
Sumerian, but they are unlikely to furnish any particulars about an actual lament.  Is “Uru 
Amirabi” the account of a single historical event?  That seems unlikely.  The conventional 
features of city laments suggest that it is a mythic event that may have once occurred or 
may recur at intervals but is more likely the anxiety under which the citizens who keep 
the sacred house always live. 

And just as it is difficult to suggest a specific historical event, it is difficult in such a mythic 
narrative to assign a cause or causes of the city’s devastation.  Sumerian myths are 
notorious for plunging right into an action without explaining its causes.  The causes, if 
made explicit at all, are explained later.  (Not surprisingly, the first parts and last parts of 
compositions written on clay are frequently damaged, and when the end of a composition 
is missing the point of the work is often difficult to reconstruct.) 

“Uru Amirabi” is a composition of over 500 lines.  In spite of the many fragments that 
have survived, the end of the work has not yet been recovered.  One of the earlier editors 
of the work, Miguel Civil, pointed out that “balag-poems” such as this one (the balag is 
the instrument used in the performance of the poem) consists of blocks of text that are 
repeated in the same poem, in other balag-poems and in other, related types of 
compositions.  Thus it is difficult to establish the correct sequence of blocks even when, 
in Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian times, the texts were standardized and arranged in 
a fixed sequence.328  (That is why Mark Cohen calls his collection “canonical 
lamentations.”) 

As Cohen reconstructs the poem, after a long passage that lists not only the powers of 
Inanna but her seven powerful names, names that cause singers from singing and writers 
from writing and maintain awe in the other priests who serve her (gala, abru), the last 
intelligible lines swerve from the main point, that Inanna has been installed as “the 
hierodule” (mugig, Emesal for nugig).  The last eighteen lines, before the break at the end 
of the composition, reinforces only the loss of Inanna, the hierodule and “princess” 
(gashan), who no longer reveals herself.  She no longer comes out of her sacred places.  
Her angry heart still “rains down fire upon the rebellious land” as well as “bearing the 
heavenly light” that might possibly signal a turn in the poem.  The broken ending of the 
poems, then, does not make it clear if Uruk recovers when Inanna’s anger is assuaged. 

It is difficult to tell from the center of the poem what prompted Inanna’s anger and the 
subsequent withdrawal of her power to protect the city. 

The poem is, though, without a doubt a very strong, often reiterated affirmation of the 
cosmic stature and power of Inanna.  Within this larger affirmation, the First 
Millennium—primarily Assyria—added a most intriguing central episode.  In this episode 
a girl, a maidservant who is called the “mother of sin,” is ritually punished for violating 
the holiest of holy places in the gipar, where the throne and bed of Inanna were long the 
central symbols of her powers. 
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The episode is not entirely unprepared for in the older (Old Babylonian) versions of the 
poem.  Inanna laments that something has been taken from her city.  (“He who is aware 
of the property has expropriated it from me.”)  Her city has been turned upside down.  
The potter breaks his own pots.  The wet nurse “pours out wails in the street.”  Inanna’s 
clothing is stripped from her.  The canal inspector smashes “the pots,” the farmer returns 
to her with an empty basket, and at night thieves break into homes.  The sequence in 
Inanna's lament ends with grieving about her “slave girl” and “maidservant.”  In a brief 
(six-line) section that follows, the servant girl and the manservant who are usually 
stationed at their posts, are no longer there.  Clearly the robbery of the treasures in her 
house causes her to lament her loss, but it is not clear that the servants are responsible 
for the chaos in Uruk. 

Then, after a large break of approximately 400 lines in the Old Babylonian material, the 
First Millennium material is Seeed.  Miguel Civil, who had translated a short segment of 
this material, begins with the lines that would seem to be another speech of Inanna.  
Cohen translates the line, 

I am of Uruk.  I am of Uruk.  I am the young woman. I am of Uruk.329 

But Cohen adds a series of admittedly broken lines before this one that makes the 
identification of the speaker problematic.  There is no question that Inanna and Dumuzi 
are primary figures in the first part of this First Millennium addition to the poem.  The 
epithets that make up most of the lines identify the “young woman of Uruk,” the “lady” 
and “scribe of Arali”330 as the figure who is prominent in the Sumerian “Descent of Inanna 
to the Underworld” as the sister of Dumuzi, Geshtinanna.331 

The passage clearly indicates that the speaker is a “bride of Uruk” who is also “the wet 
nurse of Kullaba.”  She asks, “why do I wear a veil?” and “why do I sing a lullaby.”  While 
this may refer to Inanna-- since the poem does imagine a motherly role for the goddess 
and Assyrian kings, as we have seen, sometimes imagined themselves the offspring of 
Inanna332-- the young girl who is the bride is apparently quite surprised to be the mother, 
the one “who gave birth to him.”  (The “him” is not a clear reference to a figure in 
Mesopotamian mythology.) 

To reinforce the identification of the young girl as Geshtinanna, the poem then explicitly 
refers in a long series of lines to the festival of her brother, Dumuzi, who is with Gilgamesh 
and Ningishzida, “his peers,” in the underworld. 

I, the young woman, cannot sleep because of my brother who is lying down like a      
 wild bull. 
I, the young woman, cannot sleep because of Dumuzi who is lying down like a 
 wild bull. 
Will not someone replace the holy corpse, the clean corpse.  I am the young 
 woman. 
Will not someone replace the one whose donkeys have been set loose?  I am the 
 young woman.333 
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In the Sumerian mythological tradition, it is Dumuzi’s sister, Geshtinanna herself, who 
accepts the role as a substitute for Dumuzi.  In the conclusion to “The Descent of Inanna 
to the Underworld,” Inanna pronounces the sister’s fate. 

“Now, alas, you and your sister— 
You—half the year, your sister—half the year, 
The day you are asked for, that day you will be seized, 
The day your sister is asked for, that day you will be set free.”334 

The substitute par excellence is provided with a substitute for half the year.  “The Descent 
of Inanna” does not make explicit the reason the sister is selected for this role, nor does it 
make the substitution a voluntary self-sacrifice. 

The Dumuzi-Geshtinanna section in “Uru Amirabi” is followed, in Cohen’s edition, with 
one of the most striking First Millennium additions to the poem.  In the section, a figure 
who is called the “maidservant” (gi 4 -in)335 is accused of wrongdoing and punished.  The 
woman has committed an ám-gig (Emesal for níg-gig) and is ritually killed.336  In a 
frenzy, in “ecstasy,” the woman committed a terrible wrong.  Ironically, the woman’s 
offense reflects the most conspicuous characteristics of Inanna herself, symbolized by the 
throne of power and her bed.  The woman sat upon Inanna’s throne and had both 
intercourse and fellatio in Inanna’s bed.337 

Besides being called a “maidservant” (or slave) and “girl” (ki-sikil), the woman is 
consistently referred to as the “mother of sin,” ama-na-ám-tag-ga.338 

Inanna, referred to in this section as the “lady of heaven” and the “lady of heaven in 
Zabalam,” is outraged.  The narrator calls for an audience in the city, where the “mother 
of sin” will be punished. 

Come!  Let’s go!  Let’s go! 
As for us, let’s go to the city! 
Let’s go to the city to see! 
Let’s go to the city, to Kullaba! 
Let’s go to the brickwork of Uruk! 
Let’s go to the brickwork of Zabalam! 
Let’s go to the Hursagkalama! 
Let’s go to the Eturkalama! 
To the city!  To the city! (Let’s go) to the brickwork of Tintir! 

What follows is an extraordinary ritual drama, to be observed by the citizens.  At first the 
wrongdoer is “set on a dust heap.”  Then, with death in her eye, Inanna shouts, grabs the 
“mother of sin” by the forelock, and throws her from the wall.  Four attendants complete 
the ritual. 

Let the shepherd kill her with his staff! 
Let the gala-priest kill her with his drum! 
Let the potter kill her with his pitcher! 
Let the cult dancer killer her with his dagger and knife! 
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Of the four players, the kurgarra (in Emesal, kur-mar-ra) alone is traditionally involved 
in ritual play that suggests (or actually involves) such violence.339  The shepherd’s crook 
and the potter’s pitcher are less likely weapons.  It is surprising that the group includes a 
shepherd and a potter, two figures of some importance to the community no doubt, but 
who almost never appear in Mesopotamian rituals.  The gala, on the other hand, though 
three different mythological texts claim that the god Enki created the gala, they are 
consistent in claiming that Enki created them for Inanna.  And the extensive use of the 
Emesal dialect in this piece is usually associated with rituals involving this most 
important priest.340 

Influence of the First City 
As kingship came to dominate the political life of Sumerian cities in the 3rd millennium 
BCE, the city of Nippur also rose to prominence.  Nippur, home to the “King of the Gods,” 
Enlil and his spouse Ninlil, functioned as something like the Vatican for Sumer.  It was 
for many centuries the center of a league of cities.  Not surprisingly, at Nippur excavators 
found many documents that indicate the importance of the city, among them lists of 
literary works used in the education of scribes. 

After a first hymn to Eridu's god Enki, the next six hymns in the collection of Temple 
Hymns are devoted to Nippur deities: Enlil, Ninlil, Nusku, Ninurta, Shuzianna, and 
Ninhursag.341  But Inanna had an important influence on the center as well. 

A very unusual group of seal impressions from a period earlier than the rise of Nippur 
suggests that Uruk had functioned in much the same way as the “Kengir League” with its 
center in Nippur.  Jar sealings from archaic Jemdet Nasr and Ur (and one from Uruk).  
The oldest are from the period of Uruk III, and with one exception were found at Jemdat 
Nasr.342  The sealings turn out to be icons of major cities in Sumer.  Each city had its 
distinctive, complicated and stylized symbol.  A seal impression from Ur contains 13 
cases.  It is still difficult to identify all the cities on these sealings, as many as twenty.  
Those of Ur, Larsa, Zabalam, Urum2, Kesh, and a certain BU.BU.NA2  have, however, been 
identified.343 

The example from archaic Ur is useful in that it contains at least 13 cities.  (Some cases 
contain symbols of more than one city.)344 
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[Fig. 25: After Legrain #431, after Delaporte (1923, 1910), “City Seals” (details, redrawn] 

 

From city seals Piotr Steinkeller has been able to a league of cities older than Nippur—
with Uruk at its center.  As Steinkeller reconstructs the scene, documents that were mainly 
receipts for goods, mainly foodstuffs,345 that were collected in the cities and sent to Uruk.  
In Uruk they went to the “triple goddess” of Uruk, who could be none other than Inanna.  
Offerings were made to three of the four aspects of Inanna in Uruk IV and III.346  (Inanna 
Kur, the fourth aspect, did not receive offerings.)  In other words, the sealings provide 
more evidence than before that Uruk in its period of greatest productivity (and size of 
population) deeply influenced the economy of a wide area, even the northern cities of 
Urum and Jemdat Nasr.  Steinkeller considers it a “supra city-state institution.”347 

Steinkeller’s conclusion is very striking indeed. 

…sometime at the beginning of the Early Dynstic period, the original 
Urukean organization underwent a dramatic transformation, by which its focal 
point was transferred from Uruk to Nippur.  Such a development appears to be 
entirely plausible, for there exists independent evidence of the rise, roughly at that 
time, of Enlil to the position of the head of the Sumerian pantheon, which was 
concomitant with the decline of the importance of the cults of Enki and Inanna.  
Undoubtedly, this religious transformation reflected political changes which had 
taken place either at the end of the Uruk period or at the very beginning of Early 
Dynastic times: the ascendance of the city of Kish and its region to power, as a 
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result of which the center of gravity of Babylonian politics had moved from the area 
of Uruk and Eridu to the region of Nippur.348 

The association between Inanna and Enki, Uruk and Eridu, was close during the period 
of Uruk’s greatest productivity (and independence).  It is interesting that Steinkeller notes 
the ascendance of Kish in the rise of Nippur.  The only military operation that was 
celebrated in the stories of Gilgamesh was his defeat of an invading Kish.  Later, the city 
of Agade or Akkad would claim the mantle of kingship from Kish.  The interpretation of 
Gilgamesh offered here is that many centuries after the events that were recalled in 
Gilgamesh poems Urukeans preserved traces of their glorious heritage, religious, political 
and military (though the last aspect was largely mythologized as Gilgamesh’s victories 
over demonic enemies.)  The historical Gilgamesh, if such a figure can be reconstructed, 
stood at the very crisis Steinkeller details.  The First Prologue of Gilgamesh recalls just 
that moment of greatest glory for an institution that had persisted for perhaps a thousand 
years before its most famous en and king, Gilgamesh.  The Second Prologue will pick up 
on the kingly aspect of the hero. 

One might notice that the icon of Uruk does not appear in the Ur sealing above.  The 
Proto-cuneiform sign of Uruk looked like this:349 

 

 

 

 

 
[Fig. 26: After Labat (1976) #195, UNUG sign (redrawn)] 

Variations of this sign are conspicuous among the city seals.  One city seal, without the 
scratch marks inside the picture, has rising sun at the top; another has a serpent; others 
have birds on the wing.  They may be additional features that identify the city as a 
variation of City itself.  (The sign for Uruk is UNUG.). 

Why, if Uruk was so important to a league of cities, the recipient of goods, does its icon 
not appear among the many city seals?  Steinkeller thinks that the “owner” of the seal was 
based outside the cities that are represented.  As the “focus and beneficiary of the system” 
Uruk does not appear among the seals because it received, rather than gave, the goods 
that were sealed for transport to the First City. 

The Second (Earlier) Prologue: Tablet 1, Lines 29-50, 51-55 
Surpassing other kings, famous, powerfully built, 
hero, child of Uruk, rampaging wild bull, 
he leads the way, 
he marches in the rear as one the brothers trust. 
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A mighty floodwall to protect his men, 
a battering floodwave that knocks the stone walls flat, 
Wild Bull of Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh is the very model of strength, 
calf of that great Wild Cow, the goddess Ninsun. 
 
Gilgamesh, tall, dazzling, terrifying, 
opener of upland passes, 
digger of wells on the mountain slopes, 
he crossed the ocean, the wide sea, as far as the rising of Shamash. 
 
He is the one who searched for life the world over, 
who through sheer force reached the Distant One, Utnapishtim, 
who restored the sacred places the Flood destroyed, 
and set up rites for humankind. 
 
Who can rival his kingship 
and say like Gilgamesh, “I am King?” 
Gilgamesh was his name from the day he was born, 
2/3rd god, 1/3rd human. 
 
The Great Goddess drew the image of his body 
While Nudimmud made his stature perfect. (1:29-50) 

Lines 51-55 are very fragmented, but it is clear that they continue the description of 
Gilgamesh.  The lines refer to his stature, body, foot, leg, thumb, cheeks, locks and 
height—that is, his handsome and powerful body from bottom to top.  Not only are his 
feet large and legs exceptionally long, his stride is immense.  On he other hand, he is 
bearded, and the locks of his hair are as “thick as a field of grain.”  Tall and strong, he is 
ideally handsome. 

These are not so much thumbnails of stories but are rather epithets that identify a person 
(or thing—like a temple) in a certain way.  The older version continues with Gilgamesh as 
one who opened passes in the mountains and dug wells on the slopes of hills, and crossed 
the ocean.  These are some of the oldest epithets we know—from even earlier than the Old 
Babylonian poem.  The earliest lines about Gilgamesh found so far—in very early 
Sumerian—describe Gilgamesh in this way.  Our Gilgamesh goes on to identify a reason 
for the long and difficult journey.  Now we hear that Gilgamesh searched the word for the 
“life,” forcing himself even to the land where the wise man, Utnapishtim, still lives.  
Utnapishtim is a figure like Noah, and his story of the great flood appears in Gilgamesh 
in Tablet 11, as we shall see.  When John Gardner and I translated Gilgamesh in the late 
1970s, we did not have the lines that tell us that, having found Utnapishtim, Gilgamesh 
restored the temples that were destroyed by the flood and set in place the “rites of the 
cosmos” that had presumably been lost also in the flood.  This makes Gilgamesh a true 
culture hero and a sage close to the gods. 

These new epithets are followed by something a little more conventional for a hero.  
Gilgamesh was the very model of a king.  We will return later to the question of 
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Gilgamesh’s kingship, but in these opening lines it is worth mentioning that the nearly 
godlike Gilgamesh is a great warrior and sage, but he is only “2/3rds god,” and, in the end 
a mortal like the rest of us. 

King Gilgamesh 
A Gilgamesh scholar used the phrase, “King Gilgamesh,” at least fourteen times on two 
pages of introduction to the hero of the poem—far more often than Gilgamesh is called 
“king” in the entire poem.  There is no question he was considered a Sumerian king.  Very 
likely he is the prototypical Urukean sovereign, and that the careful combination of en 
and lugal in the Sumerian Gilgamesh poems represents a moment of crisis in the 
governance of Uruk.  Some kind of emerging concept of kingship is announced in the Old 
Babylonian prologue to an Akkadian heroic narrative.  The author of Gilgamesh retained 
it.  Like a briqueteur the author faces the edifice with another prologue and another 
emphasis.  It is possible that the Akkadian—rather than the Sumerian—Gilgamesh in the 
Old Babylonian period slanted toward a Semitic tradition of a strong chieftainship.  Even 
if that is the case, Gilgamesh qualifies that tradition by reinserting very old Urukean 
traditions that were, I believe, were never erased from the First City. 

What complicates the reading of the Second Prologue for us is that we carry around a view 
of kingship that is neither “Babylonian” and Semitic nor “Urukean” and Sumerian.  It may 
have been formed in the individual reader by King Arthur or George III, Alexander the 
Great or Augustus, Harun ar-Rashid or Elizabeth I.  The biblical story about the 
institution of kingship in ancient Israel is one such element in our view of the sovereign.  
It contains a remarkable and, as far as I know, unique debate about whether kingship is 
even desirable.  People cry out for a king so that they can be like other nations.  God and 
his prophet are more than doubtful, and the first selection, Saul, is a mess.  His successor, 
David, is better, but hardly perfect.  I rather think that the sequence of Saul-David-
Solomon leads to a model king, one who supports a temple and priesthood as much as he 
rules from a palace.  I may be wrong in that reading of the biblical text, but one basic 
element of ancient Semitic kingship is reinforced in the story: the importance of 
patrimonialism.  The institution is regularized once a legitimate male offspring succeeds 
his father. 

The patrimonial principle is established in The Sumerian King List, which may derive 
from a northern tradition (the city-state of Kish), perhaps even a Semitic tradition (of 
Akkad), but the Urukean part of it is problematic.  Until Gilgamesh is identified as the son 
of Lugalbanda and Gilgamesh’s very ordinary descendents are listed, the patrimonial 
order is at best uncertain.  The dynasties that follow Uruk--Akkad, Ur, Isin, Larsa, 
Babylon and the like—emphasize patrilineal descent.  Change of dynasty, when it occurs,  
is explained in the simplest possible way: force of arms. 

We have noticed that, to give kingship its due, literature began with royal inscriptions.  
True writing is century older than the strong kingship that gives scholars the 
characterization of an era as “Presargonic” (i.e., before the king, Sargon of Akkad, who 
forged the first true empire) and as “Early Dynastic” (for reasons of lineage).  Early kings 
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did not necessarily love their parents.  Shulgi of Ur seems to have erased his human father, 
Ur-Namma, from his respect.  The earliest literary works are “royal inscriptions,” and 
sometimes they are as simple as the writing of the king’s name.  Before the narratives of 
Gilgamesh and other figures of First Dynasty Uruk the “inscriptions” probably hold little 
interest for readers of World Literature, but they do establish that a decisively new era 
had begun. 

Details of the history of kings in Mesopotamia, where they touch upon Uruk, will come 
later.  At this point it is important only to see the striking turn from a First Prologue to a 
Second, which celebrates a prototypical kingship. 

Key Words/Figures: Bull, Cow and Child 
Not surprisingly, the more than a thousand years separating the historical Gilgamesh and 
the standard series of Gilgamesh stories show that interests in the hero had changed.  The 
differences can be seen in a comparison between the metaphors and figures employed in 
earlier and later versions of the story.  In an Old Babylonian version from the early 2nd 
millennium BCE (about a thousand years before the standard texts), the poem opens 
differently from the one with which we are familiar.  The later version adds some 28 lines 
at the beginning of the poem, lines that have the effect of framing the collection as a whole. 

Two powerful metaphors are found in these lines.  Gilgamesh is the “son” not only of the 
human Lugalbanda and the goddess Ninsun, but he is also the “offspring” of the city of 
Uruk itself.  Three different Akkadian terms are used for his sonship: lillidu of Uruk, emu 
(we think, the text is not entirely clear) of Lugalbanda, and maru of the goddess.  This 
triplet gives us a glimpse of Akkadian poetic practice.  Where Sumerian poetry tended to 
repeat epithets, Akkadian practice was to provide variety.  Each of these terms means 
something a little different, but they all emphasize his sonship.  Perhaps to us the first one 
is the most surprising: “son” of the city.  But to Mesopotamia this was a very ancient—and 
most interesting—metaphor.  Both Sumerian and Akkadian writers used the logogram 
DUMU to describe what we would call the “citizen” of a city.  Literally the citizen (a word 
derived from city and civilization) is a child of the institution we take for granted.  In the 
case of Gilgamesh, he was the “son” of the first city in history, Uruk. 

Wild and Tame Animals 
It is useful to consider our modern eating habits in light of cultural and historical 
differences that separate us from ancient Mesopotamia.  It is safe to say that for most of 
us the connection between the food we eat and the physical environment that produced it 
is no longer very obvious.  When we can buy processed food, sometimes already prepared, 
in brightly lighted, air-conditioned supermarkets that are open 24 hours a day, 7 days a 
week, stores that bring in fresh food from across the globe, it is easy to forget what 
ancients who lived even in the largest cities could never ignore: that their survival 
depended upon the transformation of humanity that agriculture and animal husbandry 
produced. 
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The world is now largely free of wild bulls and cows, and the domesticated varieties today, 
though still powerful and fierce, no longer lead us to wonder how humans domesticated 
the ferocious aurochs.  The number of visual records of human heroes variously slaying 
bulls and feeding and protecting herds suggests that both wild and domesticated animals 
were part of a fascination with the civilizing process itself. 

We live in an age when a tiny minority of our population actually deals with the animals 
that provide us with food.  Most of us know beef and veal only as packaged products to be 
found in supermarkets. 

We might remind ourselves that in a herd of domesticated cattle, bulls are expendable.  
In the wild the bulls will fight until the losers are driven out of the herd. 

In domesticated herds, the mature, fertile bull is useful only for breeding.  The ancients 
discovered that others could be made useful by castrating the males, leaving them 
powerful but docile.  And we see them on Mesopotamian cylinder seal impressions as they 
were used to plow fields and perform other services for humans.  Uruk provides many 
examples of the uses of bulls and cows because the temple owned so much of the stock, 
and domestication was validated by religion.  Very young males could be killed for food 
or as offerings to the gods; very likely the two activities were intimately connected in Uruk, 
where feeding of the gods (and the personnel who kept the temple) was always a major 
daily activity. 

By the way, Sumerian elites preferred lamb to beef, but beef nevertheless was a valued 
foodstuff.  Probably, then as now, the main diet for the vast majority of Sumerians 
consisted of bread and beer, both making use of the barley that allowed Uruk to 
develop;350 meat, if part of the diet at all, was likely to be eaten only on special occasions.  
Only the elites of the city would taste such delicacies more frequently than that.  
Interestingly enough, the Sumerian story of The Bull of Heaven ends with the treatment 
of the dead bull (while our Gilgamesh Tablet 6 simply ignores this aspect of the story).  In 
the Sumerian story, Gilgamesh’s mother encourages him to think about the consequences 
of killing The Bull of Heaven, and he vows to put every part of it to good use.  He will 
throw the carcass in the alley and put the entrails in the main street (apparently as food 
for animals); give the hide to the tanner, who will make something useful out of it; “meat 
by the bushel” to the orphans of the city; and, in the one detail picked up in the later text, 
will take The Bull of Heaven’s horns into the temple.  Both versions of the story show 
Gilgamesh performing his duties as a king, and remind us The Bull of Heaven is a threat 
to settled life in the city.  Ironically, the Sumerian tale ends up as praise for the very 
goddess who has brought down the Bull upon her city.  As we have seen, Gilgamesh gives 
the horns to his deified father, Lugalbanda.  In the Sumerian version he gives the precious 
horns to Inanna in her Eanna temple. 

The Bull of Heaven can symbolize, then, any threat to the city, but especially the threat of 
famine.  The Sumerian story shows how Gilgamesh was able to turn the threat literally 
into a way to feed and protect the citizens. 
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The Bull of Heaven is a very special figure in the Gilgamesh stories, but first of all it is an 
animal (unlike Humbaba, who has the gift of speech can communicate with humans).  The 
bull and cow were particularly important animals for the ancient world, providing milk 
and meat for humans (and the gods). The bull especially was large, powerful, virile, and 
destructive, wild and domesticated.  Tamed, the animals were used in the field in a variety 
of ways.  They were even let loose in the fields at a certain time of year to trample what 
remained of vegetation in order to prepare the soil for the next crop.  If Mario Liverani is 
correct, as we have pointed out earlier,351 that the oxen used to plow long rows in the 
difficult soil of southern Mesopotamia led to the startling surpluses of grain that allowed 
Uruk to become the First City in history, one can see that this story of men against beast 
(and the gods) could hold great interest. 

The Bull of Heaven would appear to capture the complexities of human interface with the 
natural, social, and religious environments.  Tablet 6 has the most completely worked out 
animal metaphors in Gilgamesh, but the metaphor is already announced in the Second 
Prologue and in Shamhat's characterization of Gilgamesh as a “wild bull” in Tablet 1. 

The Horns of Divinity 
Whatever the fascination with bulls may still remain today, their association with divinity 
in the ancient world was certainly widespread.  Alexander the Great created quite a stir 
when, after a military victory in India, he raised himself (or was raised by his followers) 
to the status of a god.  The evidence is on coins minted after the victory, where Alexander 
is depicted with the horns of the Egyptian god Ammon protruding from the conqueror’s 
forehead. 

While the cuneiform sign for “god” (DINGIR, male or female) was originally the picture 
of a star representing the heavens (AN), a very different visual image came to represent 
the divine itself: the Horns of Divinity.  By late in the 3rd millennium BCE a multi-horned 
cap had become the headdress of divinity.  Up to seven pairs of horns marked a statue or 
other visual image as divine.352  Cattle were, of course, important for food, leather, and 
agricultural work.  The urine and saliva of the bull were used for medical purposes.  They 
were offered to the gods.353 

It seems likely that the enormous power and fertility of the bull derived not so much from 
the domesticated stock as from the aurochs (Bos taurus), now extinct but still alive into 
Neo-Assyrian times in northwest Mesopotamia.354  The wild bull as a symbol of the hero 
and the wild cow, the metaphor used in Gilgamesh for the hero’s mother, the goddess 
Ninsun, recall a creature as tall as 5’9” at the shoulders (vs. the still impressive modern 
domesticated strain at about 4’7”) with an enormous pair of horns.  As an indication of its 
reputation, a monument to the last recorded aurochs, a female that died in 1627 CE, can 
be seen in Poland’s Jaktorów Forest. 

The ferocity of the wild bull, which would attack humans as well as other creatures, is 
captured in the literary uses of the term (rīmu in Akkadian, gud-am in Sumerian355).  The 
animals were hunted or trapped by kings, who boasted of killing them and also of 
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capturing them alive. In Gilgamesh the wild bull is mentioned some eleven times; the 
female equivalent is used on at least seven occasions.356  The distribution of the term in 
Gilgamesh is instructive.  Occasionally it refers to the animal itself.  Mainly, though, it is 
a metaphor used as an epithet for Gilgamesh himself, as he uses his power to oppress the 
citizens of Uruk.  As elsewhere in Akkadian literature, it is used as an epithet of gods.  This 
shows up in Gilgamesh where the god Shamash appears in a dream.  The “wild cow” 
(rīmtu) is a fixed epithet of the goddess Ninsun.  She is a powerful goddess in her own 
right—a wise figure, capable of interpreting dreams—but the epithet also carries the 
notion of fertility, since she is the mother of Gilgamesh. 

A special Akkadian term is used for The Bull of Heaven, in Sumerian gud-an-na (in 
Akkadian alû and lû).  The term occurs twelve times in Tablet 6 alone—not surprisingly, 
since the tablet centers on the heroic conquest of the Bull of Heaven—but ten other times 
in different tablets. 

Still More Bull Lore 
Bulls (and cows) were so highly regarded in the ancient world that nearly every civilization 
told stories, painted pictures, and incorporated them into religious rites. In Mesopotamia 
they became symbols of power and fertility.  The horns of the great bull even provided the 
symbolism of godhead itself.  (When “pagan” gods were vilified in the Judeo-Christian 
religions, the horns of the divine were turned into the symbols of the devil.) 

Domesticated cattle today, although they are often impressive, are mere shadows of the 
animals that inspired such awe in ancient times.  Today a bull might stand 1.4 meters at 
the withers.  The bull that evolved in India some two million years ago had found its way 
into the Middle East by 250,000 years ago and later into Europe.  The last known aurochs, 
as the breed is known, died in 1627 CE in Poland.  The aurochs was much larger than its 
modern descendents.  It could stand 1.75 meters high.  Everywhere the wild aurochs was 
known it was feared for its terrifying power and its incredible mean streak: it would 
aggressively attack humans as well as other animals.  Killing the bull was a test of 
manhood just as the hunting of lions would become. 

Bruce Chilton has given a vivid account of a ritual—known from sources later than 
Gilgamesh—that was part of the cult of the god Mithra, originally Persian but one of the 
popular “mystery” religions that, like Christianity, swept through the Roman Empire from 
the “East.”  Mystery religions offered, Chilton writes, 

Intimacy with a god or goddess (perhaps Dionyos or Isis) and personal initiation 
into the divine power of the deity.  These initiation rites were expensive and 
flamboyant.  The god Mithra became popular among Roman soldiers who could 
afford him.  In Mithra’s cult, the initiate maintained a regime of fasting for weeks 
and repeatedly immersed himself.  At the end of this period of purification, the 
Mithraic warrior joined in a performance that reenacted on the earth what 
happened in the divine realm, when the god Mithra triumph over and slaughtered 
the cosmic bull. 
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This lavish ceremony—with its decorative costumes, dance, carousing, and 
feasting—took place at night.  At its climax, the initiate descended into a pit with 
an iron grate overhead.  A bull was conducted onto the grate and then a priest slit 
its throat, drenching the initiate with the blood and excrement of the bull’s 
thundering death.  When the initiate emerged from the pit, his fellow worshipers 
cried out that he was renatus in aeternum (“reborn into eternity”).  All well and 
good if you could afford the bull (the Mercedes-Benz of sacrificial offerings), the 
time involved, the feasting, and the equipment—all luxuries few people could pay 
for or commandeer as a marauding soldier might.357 

We have no evidence that the Mesopotamian Bull of Heaven was considered such an 
object or that rituals like this or like the far more elaborate Egyptian rituals involving the 
Apis Bull were related to the Bull of Heaven.  Still, Gilgamesh’s killing of the Bull of 
Heaven looks like a ritual, as is seen in the aftermath of the story in both Sumerian and 
Akkadian versions.  That the Bull of Heaven was sent by Inanna/Ishtar when she was 
rejected by the human she had selected for the Sacred Marriage, that the Bull was slain 
and Enkidu, as we shall see, must die for the offense, intricately interlaces many elements 
of the myths and rituals involving the Great Goddess and her en, including the tragic 
death and lamentation over her first lover (and first en) Dumuzi suggest that those ancient 
elements could serve many different story lines. 

And we should finally note, as we have seen before, that both Gilgamesh and his mother 
Ninsun are connected by fixed epithets to the “wild” aurochs.  The Sumerian version of 
this story even opens with the Great Goddess addressing the hero, her selected en, as her 
“wild bull.”358 

Early and Late Kings 
The evolution of kingship in Mesopotamia is taken up in a later chapter.  Since Gilgamesh 
is prominent in The Sumerian King List, though, a brief sketch of the earliest Urukean 
kings in royal inscriptions and the curious idea that Gilgamesh may have been a 
“Babylonian” king should be mentioned here. 

The Second Prologue in Gilgamesh credits the hero with being a king, indeed surpassing 
others, a model king, and illustrates his kingship with Gilgamesh’s leadership in battle.  
He leads the way, marches in the rear, protects his men and earns the trust of his 
“brothers.”  He is the very image of force: both a floodwave and a floodwall.  Who could 
hope to rival Gilgamesh? 

Still, it is surprising that Gilgamesh’s most celebrated military accomplishment—
defeating Akka of rival Kish—is not mentioned in the Second Prologue or anywhere else 
in Gilgamesh.  The story was told in a Sumerian text that has been preserved. 

Gilgamesh’s defeat of Akka is also not mentioned in the earliest royal inscriptions that 
have been discovered so far.  There is a reference to the parent of Akka in an Early 
Dynastic inscription, but nothing yet on Gilgamesh and his rival.359 
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Douglas R. Frayne collected royal inscriptions regarding Uruk before the time of Sargon 
the Great, that is, the period roughly 2700-2350 BCE.360  According to Frayne, no royal 
inscriptions have yet been found for the first twelve rulers of Uruk mentioned in The 
Sumerian King List.  That would include Gilgamesh and his successors and the earlier 
rulers who, like Gilgamesh, figured in literary texts, figures like Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, 
and Dumuzi. 

It is clear that both Uruk and Kullab are mentioned in the early texts.  One text (409) 
refers to them a “twins.”361 

Inanna is, as expected, very important in these royal inscriptions.  An is also mentioned, 
especially in a zà-mì hymn of praise. (At one point his spouse is named Namma.362)  Enlil 
is quite important as well, reflecting the increasing importance of Nippur. 

Kingship is clearly important.  One text points out that Inanna combined en-ship with 
kingship for Lugal-kigṣine-dudu.  As his name suggests, he was lugal in Ur, but he was en 
in Uruk.363 Later, Lugal-KISAL-si has the title of king both of Uruk and of Ur.364 An even 
later figure, En-shakush-Ana, carries the double title of en of Ki-en-gi, that is the Land of 
Sumer, and also King of the Nation (lugal-kalam-ma).365 The relative scarcity of royal 
inscriptions from Uruk itself may be owing to the destruction of the Eanna temple 
complex caused by Sargon of Akkad, or such inscriptions may have been removed by Ur 
III kings.366 

Many stone vessels contain inscriptions that cite Lugal-kigṣine-dudu as both en and king.  
In one (E1.14.14.1), Enlil, King of All Lands, combines both titles; the same formula is 
used in inscriptions on two other stone vessels, but in these inscriptions (E1.14.14.2), it is 
Inanna who combined the two titles and gave en-ship to Uruk and kingship to Ur.  In later 
royal inscriptions, Uruk kings, like Lugal-KISAL-si, are called both king of Uruk and king 
of Ur.367 The famous Lugal-zage-si is called king of Uruk and “King of the Land.”368 Not 
surprisingly, these inscriptions come from Nippur, where Enlil was himself King of the 
Gods, emphasized kingship. 

Note in passing that the preserved royal inscriptions contain nothing of Gilgamesh’s 
offspring. 

Patrimonialism 
J. David Schloen has revived Max Weber’s sociohistorical model of “patrimonialism” as a 
way of understanding ancient Near Eastern societies.369  Schloen calls it the “patrimonial 
household model,” and he contrasts it with “rationalized bureaucracies.”  He challenges 
the tendency among scholars of the ancient Near East to see the complex city-states as 
bureaucracies in the modern sense.  The phrase “House of the Father” does capture an 
important feature of the early city-states (and certainly the Bronze Age states dominated 
by fatherly kings and male deities).  This is Schloen’s summary of Weber’s position. 

Patrimonialism is the antithesis of rationalized bureaucracy.  In a patrimonial 
regime, the entire social order is viewed as an extension of the ruler’s household—
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and ultimately of the god’s household.  The social order consists of a hierarchy of 
subhouseholds linked by personal ties at each level between individual “masters” 
and “slaves” or “fathers” and “sons.”  There is no global distinction between the 
“private” and “public” sectors of society because governmental administration is 
effected through personal relationships on the household model rather than 
through an impersonal bureaucracy.  Likewise, there is no fundamental structural 
difference between the “urban” and “rural” components of society, because 
political authority and economic dependency are everywhere patterned according 
to the household model, so that the entire social order is vertically integrated 
through dyadic relationships that link the ruling elite in the sociocultural “center” 
to their subordinates in the “periphery.”370 

The most complete expression of patrimonialism in ancient Near Eastern literature can 
be found in the famous Babylonian “Creation Epic,” Enuma Elish.  Schloen mentions the 
poem in passing, mainly to note its connection with early Amorite stories of battles 
between storm gods and the sea.371 I would add to Schloen’s insight the pattern in Enuma 
Elish in which a Father’s House is, literally, built into the story.  In many ways the 
Sumerian creator god Enki (whose Akkadian equivalent was Ea) is more of a Father than 
the first of the gods in the pantheon, An (or Anu). Enki is the crafty god par excellence, a 
problem-solver far more than he is a fighting god.  The Divine Dialogues pass secrets of 
the gods from Enki to his Son, Asalluhi, who carries out the father’s plans (through the 
“magicians” who have learned the texts).  In many ways Enuma Elish could be considered 
a very elaborate working-out of such a Divine Dialogue.  The Son, Marduk, takes on the 
character of the Amorite storm god as part of the plan suggested by the Father.  The story 
clearly shows the way Babylon appropriated Sumerian myth to justify its rise to power.372 

As Schloen points out, Weber was sparing in his use of ancient Near Eastern materials, 
since relatively little of it was known as the time he was writing.  He did, however, find a 
“pure” type of “patriarchal patrimonialism” in the Islamic states of the Near East,373 and 
it is this type of patrimonialism Schloen adopts. 

A very succinct treatment of this “patriarchal patrimonialism” is given by Ibrahim 
Muhawi and Sharif Kanaana in their study of Palestinian Arab Folktales, Speak, Bird, 
Speak Again.374  Their survey of folktales, published in 1989, makes the point that even 
though a majority of Palestinian Arab no longer live in extended family households, “the 
standards of behavior characteristic of this ancient institution are still current in their 
social milieu,”375 testimony to just how deeply rooted is the patriarchal system.  Muhawi 
and Kanaana define the Palestinian family as “extended, patrilineal, patrilateral, 
polygynous, endogamous, and patrilocal.”376 

The social system assigns roles for members of the Palestinian family.  Three criteria 
dictate the way authority is managed: sex, age, and position.  The male head of the family 
has, as one might expect, the greatest authority; but the wife of the patriarch has authority 
over all females in the household; and other members of the household possess various 
degrees of authority based on the roles to which they are assigned.  Since both written and 
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figural narratives are often used to shed light on ancient social institutions, it is worth 
noting the way Muhawi and Kanaana relate their folktales to family structure.  They 
caution that the modern notion of character in modern fiction, especially short stories, 
novels, and we might add, films, often gets in the way of appreciating stories that depend 
on the roles figures are expected to play. 

Certainly, the notion of role is more helpful to the study of the folktale than is that 
of character, which is more appropriate to the analysis of short stories and novels.  
And indeed, from the perspective of the extended family—the social unit on which 
our analysis is based—individuals are important only insofar as they fulfill roles 
(father, mother, son, daughter, husband, wife) that help perpetuate the institution 
of the family.377 

With this caution in mind it becomes clear that the roles played in ancient myths, art and 
literature—father/son, mother/daughter, brother/sister, husband/wife and the like—
where they provide portraits of social reality are often similar to the roles portrayed in 
modern folktales. 

Enuma Elish, for example, can be seen as portraying the evolution of the family as well 
as, as has frequently been noted, the evolution of kingship.  Before there are gods, the 
primal pair, Tiamat and Apsu, reproduces in a kind of chaotic, disordered way.  When the 
First Male is killed off and his substance made into the basis, literally, of a first “house,” 
the First Female continues to produce living beings from herself alone.  The results are 
monstrous hybrid creatures who are formed into a kind of army.  Tiamat even goes so far 
as to take one of her sons as her lover and invest him with a kind of kingship, commander 
of the army. 

Over several generations they gods who were produced by Tiamat and Apsu eventually 
settle into a model family.  Enki/Ea, who defeated Apsu and built the first “house” upon 
the body, takes a consort, Damkina, and they produce the great Son, Marduk.  When he 
becomes king of the gods, defeats Tiamat, her son, and the monster army, he sets about 
forming the cosmos and building his “house” on the model of his father’s house.  By the 
end of the story the physical universe and the social universe—a pure patriarchal 
patrimonial system where humans reflect the order first established in the divine sphere. 

There is little wonder that Enuma Elish eventually became required reading, especially 
for the priests of Marduk who were to recite the story during the New Year’s Festival in 
Babylon. 

It would be difficult to find a more perfect portrait of the Amorite patrimonial household 
than Enuma Elish.  Schloen recognizes, though, that the situation was more complex in 
the Sumerian south of Mesopotamia.  He recommends the work of Piotr Steinkeller in 
this regard.  Steinkeller has argued that there was a long-lasting difference between the 
Sumerian south and the Semitic north in Mesopotamia.378  I would argue that different 
Sumerian city-states themselves provide a variety of socioeconomic systems.  Different 
designations of the central authority figures, like the en, lugal (“king”), and sipa 
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(“shepherd”), all assumed, e.g., by the famous Shulgi of Ur, were originally separate roles 
in different Sumerian cities. 

The Babylonian were right—or persuasive—in maintaining a connection between the 
social order they thought had existed in what Sumerians sometimes considered the First 
City, Eridu.  “Father” Enki was seen in many myths as the originator of many social 
practices as well as changes in the physical environment.  He often seems to act in an 
arbitrary and capricious manner, and is frequently involved in contests with goddesses.  
Mostly he wins such contests, but even when he wins there is usually a reconciliation with 
the goddesses.  (There is an argument that has been made, e.g., by Samuel Noah Kramer 
and others that Enki replaced the Mother Goddesses in the highest ranks of the Sumerian 
pantheon.) 

The goddess who gains more than others—and wins a most important contest with the 
crafty Enki—is Inanna of Uruk.  A peculiar myth shows Inanna as the beneficiary of the 
“Father’s” advice.  “Inanna and Shukaletuda,” which we have seen before, tells of the 
creation of the date palm, like many Sumerian myths, has been pieced together from more 
than a dozen fragments, and is still not complete, and so any interpretation is necessarily 
tentative.379  But it seems clear enough that the story begins with the great goddess who 
wants to detect falsehood and establish justice in the land; and the story ends with Father 
Enki giving her the advice she needs to do just that. 

At the heart of the story is a very inept gardener who takes advantage of a sleeping Inanna 
to rape her.  She finds it difficult to find the culprit, largely because his father keeps 
advising the disgraceful Shukaletuda to avoid being found.  With the help of Enki Inanna 
is able to find and determine the destiny of the rapist. 

Preparation for the appearance of the gardener Shukaletuda is made by Enki, who creates 
the first fruit tree—perhaps the original tree.  Enki gives instructions to a raven for what 
turns out to be a date palm.  The text underscores two features: that the date palm is 
something never seen before; and that the raven acts like a human being in cultivating the 
plant and drawing water with a shadouf.  In short, this is a story about the origins of the 
date palm and the need for humans to care for it.  Enki is responsible, ultimately, for a 
change in the environment that is also a change in the social order. 

The scoundrel Shukaletuda has a father, but is otherwise known only as a very poor 
gardener.  He is supposed to water garden plots and build the installation of a well among 
the plants.  Instead, he pulls the plants up from their roots and destroys them.  This could 
well be a story about the First Gardener, and he is a human who has much to learn. 

For our purposes “Inanna and Shukaletuda” is a story that reflects a kind of patriarchy, 
such as might have been found in the ancient city of Eridu.  Inanna, like Marduk in the 
Akkadian Enuma Elish, addresses Enki as her “father,” and he gives his wise advice to 
her, as to Marduk, in a way that a father should.  Even Shukaletuda consults with his 
father.380  On the other hand, like other myths involving Inanna—especially “Inanna and 
Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization from Eridu to Uruk”381—Inanna is the 
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exalted one, who only gains in wisdom and power as she negotiates the patriarchal world.  
Enki’s wisdom empowers and liberates her. 

“Inanna and Shukaletuda” can be compared in an interesting way with a shorter piece, 
“Inanna and An.”382  The god An (Akkadian Anu) is a most peculiar figure in 
Mesopotamian thought.  He is almost always considered the highest of the gods, a creator 
god, the first among the three male figures, An, Enlil and Enki.  (Where the formula 
admits of a goddess, the males are listed first, then either a Mother Goddess or Inanna 
rounds out the top four.)  From the earliest Mesopotamian texts he is associated with 
Uruk.  In the very latest Mesopotamian texts, from the first millennium BCE, An and his 
consort are raised to a level that had not been seen before in their “native” city.  Massive 
temples were constructed in Uruk at that time, the largest temples in the history of 
Mesopotamia.  Where in the earliest texts, An is mentioned occasionally, and there is no 
evidence that An received offerings (while Inanna received offerings in three or her four 
incarnations), even in his later exaltation, An does not entirely eclipse Inanna.  There are 
relatively few myths where An is a major, active figure.  For the most part he seems to be 
so far removed from human activities that he may best be seen as one of the Sleeping 
Gods. 

An is, however, often considered the “father” of Inanna.  In the Sumerian “Inanna and 
An” (and in the much later Akkadian Gilgamesh), he is certainly addressed as her father.  
(We have seen, though, that she is elsewhere considered the “daughter” of Enki and other 
of the “older” generation of gods.) 

In “Inanna and An,” An acts mainly as a blocking figure.  The text is rather broken at the 
point where Inanna complains to her “brother,” the Sun God Utu, that she has wanted to 
give her great “house,” Eanna to her lover.  An would not allow it.  Her lover, whose name 
is not clear in the text, is apparently a human.  When An refuses to allow Inanna to give 
the lover the great house in heaven, she steals it.  “Inanna and An” is one of several pieces 
to refer to the capturing and removing of Eanna from heaven to earth. 

From the earliest Mesopotamian texts the most exalted temple in Uruk was the Eanna.  
Even when Inanna was, millennia later, given another great temple, Eanna continued to 
function.  So important was Inanna that for most of Uruk’s history it defined the city—
and Inanna, far more than An, was considered its resident deity.  That is, the great temple 
was the House, not of the Father, but of “daughter” Inanna.  “Inanna and An” reflects this 
major transformation in the relationship between Father and Daughter.  Once she steals 
away Eanna, An slaps his thighs and laments that his “child” has now become greater than 
he is.  The very reckoning of day and night becomes established in the process.  Faced 
with the fact of his daughter’s rebellion, An decrees that Eanna should be “as firm as 
heaven,” never to be toppled.  Its name should be “The Settlement of the Land,” and it 
should have no rival. 

From early Sumerian times, temples were called, simply enough, the “house” of a deity.  
At a certain point in Sumerian history the city came to be seen as the residence of a major 
god or goddess, although there were actually a number of temples dedicated to different 
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deities in the cities.  Thus Uruk was Inanna’s city, Ur was the home of the Moon God 
Nanna, and Nippur the home of Enlil. 

While many of these cities could, then, be considered the House of the Father, in the 
conspicuous case in Mesopotamia, the Father lost his House to his rebellious and 
powerful Daughter.  We are only now coming to glimpse the extent to which Urukean 
society was based, not on the patrimonialism that is so conspicuous in the Semitic north, 
but on a very different socioeconomic basis. 

“Babylonian” Kings 
The latest date for Gilgamesh is the defeat of Assyria at the hands of their great rivals in 
the 1st millennium BCE, the Babylonians.  So great has been the impact of Babylon and 
things “Babylonian” on the Western imagination that the “epic” of Gilgamesh is usually 
called the “Babylonian” epic of Gilgamesh.  There is some truth to that.  The attempt to 
gather together various Gilgamesh legends into a larger story can be seen in Old 
Babylonian times, i.e., early in the 2nd millennium BCE, a thousand years before the 
Assyrian empire rose and fell.  And the dialect employed in Gilgamesh is Babylonian (as 
opposed to the closely related Assyrian dialect of Akkadian). 

Nevertheless, “Babylonian” in this context can be confusing.  The historical Gilgamesh—
to the extent that one can talk about an actual historical figure—would have spoken 
Sumerian, not Akkadian, and, more important, lived some six hundred years before the 
city of Babylon existed.  There are no references to Babylon in Gilgamesh. 

Moreover, relations between Uruk and Babylon, once Babylon defeated the Sumerian 
south (including Uruk), were often troubling.  Like Assyrian kings before them, the Neo-
Babylonian and Late Babylonian kings of the 1st millennium BCE sometimes supported 
Uruk.  Kings claimed to have restored or rebuilt Eanna.  (In so doing the kings were 
reverting to the earliest ideology of Sumerian kingship: building temples and restoring 
the rites to be performed for the gods of that area.) 

Assyriologists use “Babylonian” to refer to Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian and even 
Hellenistic (Seleucid) kings. 

The most decisive change in Urukean religious traditions occurred when the Persians 
entered Babylon and ruled “Babylonia.”  As is often the case, innovations were masked as 
“restorations” of ancient rites.  In the case of Uruk, the innovation was the introduction 
of the cult of the Sky God An/Anu and his “wife” Antum.  In Seleucid times this would 
lead to the building of the largest temples and the largest ziggurat in Mesopotamian 
history, and the most significant of the temples, the Bīt Rēsh, was dedicated to the service 
of Anu and Antum.  The new rites did not cause Ishtar to disappear.  Eanna survived, 
though it tended to be somewhat marginalized.  A new temple was built for Ishtar, though, 
another massive structure called Irigal. 

The worship of Ishtar continued until the end of the 1st millennium BCE, when the 
Parthians conquered the city and established humble quarters in the grand Eanna.383 
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The Language of Kingship 
Kingship, according to The Sumerian King List, was lowered from heaven, that is, not an 
invention of human intellect.  It is “carried” (túm) from city to city as one city after another 
is “smitten with weapons.”  Two rather different traditions appear to have been fused in 
the list.  The first part deals with kingship before the flood, the event that in other 
Mesopotamian texts is said to have divided human history.  Before the flood, so one 
tradition has it, humans were assisted by sages; kingship only appeared after the flood.  
In The Sumerian King List, kingship is first lowered to the city of Eridu and is carried to 
a number of cities until it reaches Shuruppak, where the last of the sages, equivalent to 
the biblical Noah, helps Enki to save humankind in the flood.  After the flood kingship is 
lowered again from heaven, but this time to Kish, a city that will feature prominently in 
the “epic” tale of Gilgamesh and the king of Kish, Akka.  In the long list, three cities are 
prominent: Kish, Ur, and, of course, Uruk.  Five different times kingship passed to Uruk 
(more than in any other city).  Utu-hegal’s was the fifth dynasty—and it consisted of only 
one man.  The list continues with the king who established what is called the Ur III 
dynasty, Ur-namma.  The list ends with yet another shift, as Ur yields to nearby Isin.  
Undoubtedly The Sumerian King List in its present form was put together during the 
reign of the last of the “divine” kings of Isin mentioned in the text, one Shu-magir. 

The Sumerian King List is, of course, an ideological construct that is based on the 
legitimacy of kingship itself and what is taken to be a divinely ordained history that binds 
major Sumerian city centers together when there was no political “Land of Sumer.” 
Simplified, it traces a flow of power from Eridu and Kish through Uruk, Ur and Isin.  
(Larsa will claim the title after Isin, and it will fade before Babylon.) 

It is the first of these constructs that interests us here.  William W. Hallo has argued that 
among certain competing theologies in Sumer, one tradition, developed originally in 
Eridu, came to prevail.  Hallo calls this the “Theology of Eridu.”384  As we shall see, Uruk 
acknowledged the priority of Eridu, as, later, Babylon would acknowledge it.  The term 
for “king” in “The Sumerian King List,” however, may have developed at neither Eridu 
nor Uruk.  Rather, it appears to have arisen at Ur.385  By the time of Utu-hegal, however, 
it was clearly taken root in Uruk.  The term, lugal, regularly translated into Akkadian as 
šarru, became the common term that is translated into English as “king.”  It is generally 
thought to mean, literally, “big man.”  The abstraction kingship is nam-lugal. 

The “Head” Man 
Our interest in the terminology of rule is that it gives us an index to the relationship 
between palace and temple in Uruk during the Early Dynastic period.  The ways lugal 
varies from the term we had seen so prominent in Uruk before, en, tell us a great deal, 
though indirectly, about the king’s relationship to the temple. 

In The Sumerian King List, lugal and nam-lugal are ubiquitous.  Exceptions are quite 
rare and, therefore, significant.  Utu-hegal in the 5th Dynasty of Uruk, is “king.”  Nearly 
all the others in the four dynasties that precede him are kings.  The great legendary figure 
of Uruk, Dumuzi, shows up twice.  A “divine” Dumuzi appears as a “shepherd” (and king) 
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of Bad-tibira in the antediluvian section of the work (72-73).  He reigned 36,000 years.  
After the flood, when kingship was lowered to Kish, there were, according to the list, 
twenty-three kings, the last of whom was Akka.  Then Kish was smitten with weapons and 
kingship moved to, note, Eanna (not Uruk).  A certain Mes-kiag-gasher is the first ruler 
mentioned, and it is worth noting that he was both en and lugal.  The list rarely says 
anything about the rulers, but Mes-kiag-gasher is said to have gone “into the sea” and 
come “out of it to the mountains” (86-87).  Since he is also identified as a son of the sun-
god, Utu, Mes-kiag-gasher appears to have followed the journey of the sun. 

His son is the first of the “heroes” around whom stories developed.  Enmerkar is identified 
as the “king of Uruk” (not of Eanna) and as the “one who built Uruk” (86-87). (We might 
translate it “rebuilt.”) Some names in the king list are written with the sign of divinity, 
dingir, which sometimes indicates that the person’s name includes a god’s name, but 
sometimes indicates that the person himself was divine, or perhaps deified.  At any rate, 
in this first dynasty of Uruk, Mes-kiag-gasher and his son Enmerkar do not have the 
dingir determinative, while the three kings that follow do.  Lugalbanda, called “a 
shepherd,” and Gilgamesh—and one who is injected between them, Dumuzi (again)—all 
carry the god-sign. 

Since Gilgamesh in particular will occupy our attention in this chapter and in others, as 
stories about him continue to expand, we should mention that “The Sumerian King List” 
claims that Gilgamesh, an en of Kullab, whose father was a lillú-demon (88-91) had a son.  
While Gilgamesh’s reign is a (relatively modest) 126 years, his son Ur-Nungal, reigned 
only reigned 30 years.  His son reigned only 15 years; another generation 9 years; the next 
8 years; a smith reigned 36 uears; two others reigned 6 and 36 years.  (It may be 
significant that Gilgamesh’s son is the first person to have a normal range of years.  
Possibly his reign is “more historical” than previous kings on the list.)  After Ur-Nungal, 
none of the kings of Uruk in this dynasty are said to have been sons of the previous figures.  
And no stories about the men have yet emerged. 

Thus “The Sumerian King List” preserves, with some odd quirks, the tradition of the 
“divine” heroes at the foundation of Uruk.  Only two of them, the mysterious Mes-kiag-
gasher and Gilgamesh, are specifically called en, and the first of Eanna, Gilgamesh of 
Kullab.  This reflects, not confusion, but the complexity in a system of titles that seems to 
be clarified in “Gilgamesh and Akka.”386 

The other dynasties of Uruk do not provide much significant information.  The second 
dynasty has only one member, before kingship passes to Ur.  The third dynasty also 
contains only one king, Lugal-zage-si, whom Sargon of Agade claimed to have defeated.  
Five rather undistinguished members of a fourth dynasty follow the decline of Agade.  The 
fifth is, as we have seen above, the king who defeated the savage Gutians, Utu-hegal.  He, 
too, is the only member of the dynasty, as Ur once again asserts itself—or, to follow 
Sumerian practice, is accepted as kingship yet again is carried to Uruk’s rival. 
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Sargon vs. Lugal-zage-si 
A 3rd millennium king of Uruk, Lugal-zage-si, had the unlucky fate of losing to a man 
whose fame equals the great heroes of Uruk, even Gilgamesh.  Sargon of Agade is credited 
with inventing the world’s first empire.  The site of his capital, Agade or Akkad (from 
which the name of the Semitic language Akkadian is derived), is still one of the great 
unsolved mysteries of Mesopotamia.  One suggestion for the failure thus far to find Agade 
is that, like many other ancient places, it sits below a city today, possibly Baghdad.387  If 
not there, Agade may be found beneath other locations along the Tigris River.  In any 
event, Uruk was defeated by a man from the north who celebrated his first of many 
victories in a series of inscriptions that are worth looking at for the light they shed on 
Uruk.  Ironically, two of those inscriptions, dedicated to the god Enlil, were written in 
both the Akkadian language and in the Uruk dialect of Sumerian.388 

Uruk was, after all, the first of Sargon’s campaigns, and at least seven inscriptions have 
survived that detail Sargon’s victory over Lugal-zage-si.  One begins, 

[Sargon, king of Agade, 
bailiff of the goddess Aštar, 
king of the world, 
anointed priest of the god An], 
lord of the land, 
governor for the god Enlil, 
conquered the city of Uruk and destroyed its walls. 
He was [victorious] over Uruk in battle, 
[conquered the city], 
captured [Lugal-z]age-si, king of [Ur]uk, 
in battle and led him off to the gate of the god Enlil 
in a neck stock. 389 

In another text Sargon claims to have “conquered fifty governors” with his divine mace.390  
Another indicates that Sargon personally captured Lugal-zage-si.  The conquest of Uruk 
was a verdict of Enlil.391 

The Sargonic texts are highly formulaic and straightforward: lists of achievements with 
few descriptive details.  Sargon does not forget that it was the high god Enlil who directed 
his hand.  The epithets include not only “king” (lugal) and “governor” (énsi), which may 
have “secular” connotations.  (“Lord of the land” is not en, but rather lugal kalam-ma.)  
Others have more obvious religious connotations.  “Bailiff of the goddess Ashtar” 
translates mashkim of a goddess written with the INANNA sign (evidently a form of 
Ishtar).  Most interesting is the designation of Sargon as “anointed priest of the god An” 
(gúd-an-na).  If the title is read pashishu of An, Sargon has adopted the priestly role of 
Lugal-zage-si.392 

The Sargonic inscriptions do not detail his priestly roles, if in fact he did engage in any 
activities as mashkim or pashishu.  There is little in the inscriptions to tell how Sargon 
related to the great gods of Sumer—only that they do not mention intermediaries, temple 
officiants.  The texts do seem to reflect a difference between Agade in the north and the 
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great Sumerian cities of the south.  In the earliest (Early Dynastic Akkadian) texts only 
two gods, one male (Il, or Ilum), and one female (Ashtar), are recorded.  The Sargonic 
inscriptions mention others whose Akkadian names will come to be associated with 
Sumerian deities.393  More interesting for the light it sheds on Sumerian thinking, the 
Sargonic account reflects a view that celebrates individuals and unique events, where 
Sumerian texts tend to see even the great kings as agents of divine will directing human 
affairs. 

Aage Westenholz is more inclined to credit Sargon’s new weapons and military tactics for 
his victory.  Long before the Romans, the Sumerians had mastered the phalanx, but as 
Westenholz points out, “An Eannatum-style phalanx would be sitting ducks for the 
Akkadian slingers and archers, despite their shields.  Bows and arrows do seem to have 
been a shocking innovation to the Sumerians.”394 

The notion of an heroic age provides the final irony in the sad history of Lugal-zage-si.  It 
fits in well with our Romantic view of an autocratic Byronic hero who turns all who fall 
before him into subjects.  As Westenholz notes, whatever we mean by the world’s first 
“empire,” “there can be little doubt that, in the eyes of his contemporaries, Sargon created 
something never seen before.”395   Lugal-zage-si had created a rather impressive coalition 
of city states in the south.  In addition to Uruk Lugal-zage-si controlled Ur, Eridu, Umma, 
Zabala, Larsa, perhaps Adab and Kish, and a place called KI.AN (the reading of the name 
is not certain.396  But unlike Sargon, who boasted of destroying the walls of the cities he 
defeated, Lugal-zage-si “pointedly reports no military conquests; he describes a peaceful 
reign of bliss.  He did not tear down fortifications, nor did he install Urukeans as ensis.”397  
Westenholz considers him a rather ordinary “ceremonial head” of a “loose confederacy” 
of Sumerian cities.  The claim to a peaceful reign may be as much a self-aggrandizing piece 
of political rhetoric as is Sargon’s image of toughness, but it is rather sad that a peaceful 
reign is less interesting than a record of military achievement. 

Kings and Foreign Kings 
Since kings appear so often in stories, including and perhaps especially in children’s 
stories, the idea of kingship seems simple enough.  Typically the king is the ruler of a large 
or small society, and he is able to act in an arbitrary and capricious way.  He is not so 
much above the law and he is the embodiment of law.  At any rate although he may listen 
to an advisor—the wicked wazir of so many Arabic folktales—his decision is final.  There 
is no social mechanism to overrule the king—short of deposing him.  (To a lesser degree, 
perhaps, a queen can operate in the same way, so long as a king is not in the picture.) 

Since we live in an age that is largely post-monarchical, such an image of the king is 
probably harmless.  But it obscures an interesting distinction that is relevant to the 
development of kingship in the ancient Near East. 

The ordinary word that translates Sumerian lugal is, as we have seen, Akkadian sharru.  
The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary devotes more than thirty pages to that single word (and 
more, if derivatives like sharrūtu, or kingship, are added to the count).  Another Akkadian 
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term for king, malku, on the other hand, deserves less than three pages.  Derived from the 
root, mlk, which largely has to do with giving advice, malku is used only for foreign 
kings.398 

A glance at some of the most influential ancient and medieval writings will illustrate why 
this is the case.  The English word “king” is very old and is related to words in not only 
Germanic languages but most Indo-European languages as well.  It relates, in ways that 
Hamlet suggests in a famous Shakespearean pun used by Hamlet to describe the despised 
king, his uncle as, “A little more than kin, and less than kind!” (I.ii.65), to cynn, both “kin” 
and “kind” (as in “humankind”).  Our “kindness” develops for a supposed empathy for 
those who are closely related to us.  This Indo-European root is less visible but still evident 
in Latin and Greek terms for “generation.”399 

The point is that our common term, “king,” is not related to Semitic roots for king.  The 
three root letters, /mlk/, is common in Semitic languages.  In West Semitic languages the 
root generates “king,” while in Akkadian, an East Semitic language, it is used for a 
“counselor” or a foreign king, as we have seen.  Exactly opposite is the case with the most 
influential of ancient Semitic texts, the Hebrew Bible.  There /mlk/ is used almost 
everywhere as melek and elsewhere as malka, melukah, mamlakah and the like.400 

On the other hand, the root, /srr/, is used only three times in the entire Hebrew Bible, in 
the form meaning “to be a prince.”  (In Akkadian, /mlk/ often designates a prince in 
contrast to a king.) 

Likewise, the Qur’an prefers malik.  This frequently occurring term is even used on five 
occasions as a Divine Attribute, God as King.  In the Qur’an the terms malaka “kingdom” 
and “rule,” is found in many places, usually in a very positive way.401  There are many 
terms for “chief,” especially kabīr, which is also a Divine Attribute, but none derived from 
the Semitic root /srr/. 

It is worth noting that the New Testament also uses something other than the usual Indo-
European terms for “king” and “kingdom.”  Although the New Testament is written 
entirely in an Indo-European language, it employs the Greek basileus for “king” and 
basileia for “kingdom.”  Since the Kingdom of God is an important term in the gospels 
(except for the Gospel of John), the choice of basileia points to a rather different notion 
than, say, an “empire” along the lines of the occupier Romans.  Significantly, “Caesar” 
(kaisar) appears about twenty times in the New Testament—always in reference to the 
Roman emperor himself, never to a positive notion of “empire” or “kingdom.” 

King and Lord? 
While the modern English word “king” seems simple enough—a word that has flattened 
almost all of the nuances of its long past—the term “lord” seems unnecessarily complex.  
“Lord” has, like “king,” lost much of its ability to terrify.  It reserves something of that 
potential in the religious use of the term.  When used for God, Lord expresses power and 
ultimate authority; but even there, Christians often use the term for the softer side of the 
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divine: Jesus as “Lord” as often as not suggests an intimacy and concern that stands in 
contrast to the wrathful God of Scripture. 

There are good indications that even in the ancient Near East the terms usually translated 
“lord” had lost some of their awful grandeur and had become honorific.  The “master” and 
“owner” of property or of people always have claims upon others, but the full power of the 
earliest Sumerian en seems to have been lost over the centuries. 

The Two Prologues Together 
In the later First Prologue kingship provides a transition to the earlier Second Prologue.  
As Gilgamesh approaches Uruk on his return, the reader is invited to view the wall and 
then draw near to Ishtar’s temple. The reader is told that something is in that view “that 
no later king could ever copy!” as Andrew George translates the line (1.17).  Benjamin R. 
Foster, on the other hand, reads the lines slightly differently.  He sees something, “Which 
no future king, no human being will equal.”  The line would seem to refer to Ishtar’s 
temple, Eanna, but it could also refer to the walls of Uruk, which are attributed to 
Gilgamesh.  Certainly his brickwork will never be equaled.  The succinct description of the 
“house” of Ishtar is placed at the center of a chiastic pattern that begins and ends with the 
walls of the city. 

No better vision of Ishtar in her “house” at the center of her walled city could be imagined.  
The lines tie the approaching Gilgamesh to his final destination, with outside and inside, 
human and goddess and, I would suggest, “king” and “lord.” 

(Interestingly, this line is not included in the formal conclusion to Tablet 11, which 
otherwise repeats exactly lines from the First Prologue.) 

These lines contain the only reference in the First Prologue to kingship, whereas kingship 
is emphasized in the Second Prologue.  After these early parts of Tablet 1 there are actually 
very few references to kings of any sort.  With more lines yet to be discovered, the story of 
the Uruk king may still contain more references than we have now, but the fourteen that 
are in the extant texts will probably never be expanded to a large number.  Most of the 
references to “king” (sharru) and “kingship” (sharrūtu) occur in the first half of the story. 

The beginning of the Second Prologue, as we have seen, proclaims a king who surpasses 
all others (1.29).  The author employs the EN sign in the line, a sign that can be read as a 
noun (bēlu, our en) or a verb (bêlu, to rule over or control).  Probably the sign is used here 
as a visual pun, hence “lording it” over the other kings.  As in the wall or temple that no 
later king will match, no future king will match the achievements we expect in a great 
king.  Another nice transition that ties together an older and a newer vision of Gilgamesh. 

The sequence in which Gilgamesh is the preeminent king (1.29-48) displays another 
envelope pattern.  It begins with Gilgamesh surpassing other kings and ends (1.45-46) 
with potential rivals unable to boast of a name like his.  Within that poetic structure we 
find a different view of Gilgamesh than in the First Prologue, but one that is probably 
equally ancient.  He is the “wild bull” fathered by Lugalbanda and that great “wild cow,” 
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the goddess Ninsun.  The sequence ends with a return to this remarkable claim.  He is 
2/3rd god, but still a mortal man (1.48), puzzling fraction but one that derives from the 
union of a divine mother and a human who is, apparently, deified, perhaps as a gift of the 
goddess who cleverly selected (i.e., seduced) him.  The emphasis is, of course, on parents 
and the child produced by them. 

Three motifs follow.  Each is given four poetic lines.  In the first quatrain, Gilgamesh is 
the warrior.  In the second quatrain, Gilgamesh is the one who opens the wilderness.  
(This would have particular point in early Uruk, whose reach went far beyond the city to 
the north, east and west of Uruk.)  In the mountains he opens passes, digs wells, and 
crosses the ocean.  The third quatrain fills this traveling Gilgamesh to his search for life, 
a search that takes him to Utnapishtim.  It adds the assumed but not explicitly narrated 
activity that would follow the meeting with Utnapishtim.  Gilgamesh will restore cult 
centers destroyed in the Flood and reset the rites of the world for the people. 

All three aspects of the hero celebrated in these lines can be found in the 
Amaushumgalanna tradition, as found in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” as 
Douglas Frayne reconstructs that poem.  The Amaushumgalanna tradition is also to be 
seen, I think, in the cylinder seal impressions that predate the hymn, the depictions of the 
“priest-king” of Uruk. 

The Second Prologue, then, so different stylistically from the First Prologue, is 
nevertheless brought into line with an expanded image of the prototypical king and “lord” 
as understood at least in Uruk. 

The end of the Second Prologue is still rather fragmentary, but it is clear from what has 
been restored that the poem describes a powerful, almost gigantic, and beautiful man, one 
whose libido matches his form.  Gilgamesh is a man with the libido to fight face-to-face 
and to love face-to-face as well. 
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The Epilogues 
Tablet 11, Lines 321-28 

Gilgamesh spoke to him, to Ur-Shanabi the Boatman, 
“Go up, Urshanabi, and walk the walls of Uruk. 
Inspect the foundation, notice the brickwork: 
see if the interior is not of burnt brick 
and if the Seven Wise Ones did not lay down its foundation. 
One square mile is city; one square mile a grove of date palms; 
one square mile is a clay-pit; 
half a square mile the House of Ishtar. 
Three square miles and a half make up Uruk.” 

 

These lines bring an end to Tablet 11 and, many think, to Gilgamesh as a whole.  The best 
text brackets the lines for emphasis.  With one exception, the lines exactly reproduce a 
key passage in the First Prologue.  When we first read this famous description of Uruk 
from its walls inward to the House of Ishtar at its heart, the voice is that of the anonymous 
narrator who is introducing us to Gilgamesh upon his return to his city.  Here the passage 
is put into the mouth of Gilgamesh himself.  The one addition to the earlier lines is the 
name of the boatman, Ur-Shanabi. 

Since the opening of Gilgamesh is retrospective, by the end of Tablet 11 shows us that the 
anonymous narrator is repeating the hero’s vision of Uruk.  There is no explicit 
description of Gilgamesh’s feelings as he approaches his city and its goddess.  Most 
readers project feelings of great admiration and pride in the hero, especially in the 
impressive walls of the city that were attributed to Gilgamesh. 

This mirroring of a portion of Tablet 1 in the very end of Tablet 11 has immense 
implications for interpreting Gilgamesh as a unified whole.  Andrew George is so 
convinced that this is the conclusion to Gilgamesh that he even separates Tablet 12 from 
the first volume of his magisterial edition of the poem.  Like many, he considers Tablet 12 
to be an inorganic appendix to the work as a whole. 

This is not the place to examine the evidence for or against George’s position, which is 
held by many (though not all) readers of Gilgamesh.  Suffice it here to point out that it 
strongly suggests a unified Tablet 1-Tablet 11 rather than a loose collection of Gilgamesh 
stories. 

Of readers who have argued for the unity of Tablets 1-11, no one has made a stronger case 
than H. L. J. Vanstiphout in his 1990 essay, “The Craftsmanship of Sîn-leqi-unninnī.”402 
While Vanstiphout does not differentiate the two prologues as such, preferring to call one 
an “authorial introduction” and the other a prologue, he does show that the end of Tablet 
11 closes a great circle.  He traces large and small circles in the poem.  “Circularity” is one 
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of the principles of “macro-form” in the work.  The two journeys have circular form.  
Tablet 6, which he takes to be the central tablet of the poem, provides evidence of a 
“double circularity.”  In Tablet 6 “the action takes place simultaneously in Uruk and in 
Heaven, and Uruk is the final point of the first, lesser, journey, and the starting point of 
the second and greater one.”403 

Not only are elements within the poem circular structures.  “The whole composition is 
circular,” as Vanstiphout demonstrates.  Gilgamesh ends where he started from, Uruk.  
He is “also as far from the realization of his ambitions as when he started out.  True, he is 
now chastened and wise, but the circle is closed.”404  In the article Vanstiphout 
demonstrates in fine detail how the whole work is a chiastic structure, with the short 
Tablet 6 at the center.  We will draw on Vanstiphout’s insights in our treatment of Tablet 
6, The Bull of Heaven episode. 

The schematic structure of the narrative we presented earlier differs in some ways with 
Vanstiphout's, but overall they are quite similar.405 

Vanstiphout finds five principles that shape the narratives in Gilgamesh: linear form, 
symmetry, expansion, entrelace, and circularity.  Implications of Vanstipout’s analysis 
will be seen in the chapters that follow.  Since he sees the hand of an individual author 
shaping the narratives into a coherent whole, he can then analyze the intention of the 
author.  Central to the story is Gilgamesh’s towering ambition, leading to hubris.  
However successful he may be, with each episode he remains unsatisfied and seeks more.  
Vanstiphout thinks that the “real turning point” for Gilgamesh occurs when he is finally 
able to accept the reality of the human condition. 

Many readers find in the story a hero in the process of growing up.  Vanstiphout focuses 
on the psychological development of Gilgamesh.  This insight, that Gilgamesh is never 
static but continually developing, can be tied to another of Vanstiphout’s claims, that the 
poem as a whole is an “epic,” as modern readers frequently call it.  There are great deeds 
performed by Gilgamesh and Enkidu.  The defeat of Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven 
are the prime examples.  Vanstiphout surveys epics in the Western tradition, and he 
locates the “epic” not so much in heroic deeds as in the personal, psychological 
development of the hero. 

The subtle analysis of form and intention offered by Vanstiphout is most convincing in 
enabling us to see the evolution of Gilgamesh’s attitude toward the city.406  This is evident 
as Gilgamesh returns to Uruk and points out to Ur-Shanabi the great works that will 
remain after him, the walls and the city within the walls.  The repetition of lines we have 
already seen in the First Prologue completes the great circle of the work. 

The last lines of Tablet 11 do not, however, repeat the crucial point made already in Tablet 
1: as much as the great walls of the city, when Gilgamesh literally inscribes his life into a 
tablet, the character is pointing to his greatest achievement, the written word that will 
remain for others after him to read.  Gilgamesh the writer also invites us to see the 
celebration of the author of Gilgamesh, whatever his name might have been.  Wall, city, 
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Gilgamesh’s tablet and the tablets that constitute the literary work itself provide the 
immortality of the hero. Vanstiphout emphasizes this key point. “The central theme must 
indeed be stated or restated in this way: for a royal and heroic figure the meaning of life 
resides in the immortality given him by the great works he has left to mankind.  This is 
put in explicit terms at the beginning and at the end of the epic.”407 

Tablet 12 
In a curious way, even the strange Tablet 12 of Gilgamesh reinforces the problems 
of Enkidu’s inexplicable death.  The twelfth tablet has always been a problem. It is 
much shorter than the other tablets (shorter even than Tablet 6).  It is appended 
to a poem that appears to end when the final lines of Tablet 11 echo the opening of 
Tablet 1. Tablet 12 is, as we have seen, a close translation Into Akkadian of the 
Sumerian poem, “Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Underworld” (or “Bilgames and the 
Underworld”)408—and even there it is odd, since it is only a translation of the last 
part of the Sumerian original.409 The details are not of interest here. Tablet 12 is 
mainly an account of the terrors of the Underworld, the fate of all humans. 
Probably its main thrust is to impress upon the reader the necessity of the living to 
care for the dead. Enkidu, who is swallowed up by the Underworld, appears to 
Gilgamesh, and gives him the grim details of the Underworld.410  For many 
scholars Tablet 12 is an inorganic appendix to a poem they consider complete in 
eleven tablets.411 

Many recent translations of Gilgamesh do not include Tablet 12—or relegate it to 
a section on the Sumerian “Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Underworld,” as do Andrew 
George and Benjamin R. Foster.  Stefan Maul mentions Tablet 12,412 but does not 
translate it or comment on it.  Stephanie Dalley does translate it, but adds a 
qualification that has the support of many scholars today: that the epic was 
complete in eleven tablets, and the twelfth was added at a later date by another 
redactor.413  Simo Parpola’s edition of Gilgamesh does, however, retain the 
handcopy, transliteration, and glossary for those who would want to consider 
Tablet 12. 

As an aesthetic response to Gilgamesh the argument for not considering Tablet 12 is 
convincing to many readers.  The beautiful narrative structure of Tablets 1-11, with its 
framing device of Gilgamesh’s return to Uruk, suggests that the additional tablet is a 
clumsy attempt to correct something in the first eleven tablets. 

The difficulty with the aesthetic argument is that what Andrew George calls the Standard 
Babylonian Text tells us in colophons that the text was not complete in 11 tablets and that 
it was complete in 12 tablets.  (Four different colophons of Tablet 11 and three colophons 
of Tablet 12 have already been discovered, as George carefully notes.414)  Even as he 
dismisses Tablet 12 George attributes the tablet to the closest thing we have to an author 
of the Standard Babylonian Text, Sîn-lēqi-unninni. 



Chapter One: Prologues and Epilogues   248 
  

At some point when the text became standardized, then, Tablet 12 was considered part of 
the whole.  It is always possible that an excavation will reveal a version that says the work 
is complete in 11 tablets.  But for now we have only the evidence of a 12 tablet Gilgamesh. 

What then happens to the argument for rejecting Tablet 12.  The modern penchant for 
calling Gilgamesh an “epic” gives us a clue to what we want to see in the ancient text: a 
well-made and internally consistent story that as an “epic” rests comfortably in what was 
(at least until recently) the most prestigious genre in the Western literary canon.  Alas, 
the same ancients who considered it a text in 12 tablets also failed to call it an epic.  Rather 
it was a “series” (iškaru) known from the opening line of Tablet 1 and as a collection of 
Gilgamesh stories. 

Many years ago John Gardner and I argued that we should take the text as it was—and 
try, as we would any difficult text that challenges our modern views of genre, to 
accommodate its apparent generic anomalies.  Many have risen to the challenge.  I will 
only suggest here what we argued back then, that Tablet 12 could be considered an 
“Epilogue” to the other stories in the collection.  (We see epilogues today even in rather 
humble storytelling genres like TV sitcoms.)  Tablet 12 tells us how Gilgamesh learned 
secrets of the underworld.  It may be that Sîn-lēqi-unninni rejected another possible 
epilogue, “The Death of Bilgames” (if he knew it), in favor of an epilogue that showed 
Gilgamesh worthy of his last great achievement, when, translated into a god, he became 
a judge in the underworld. 

Interestingly, scholars in the ancient world debated a similar case with the prestigious 
epic, Homer’s Odyssey.415  On aesthetic grounds Hellenistic scholars argued that the final 
book, the 24th Book, did not belong to Homer’s story.  Book 24 introduces a quick change 
of perspective and tells of the death of the great hero, Achilles.  Then it switches to 
Odysseus and his father Laertes.  Odysseus tests Laertes, much as he had earlier tested 
Penelope.  Ultimately Odysseus, Laertes and Telemachos make a stand against their 
enemies, and the goddess Athene brings the conflict to an end. 

Hellenistic scholars, prompted perhaps by the growing interest in the Greek novel, with 
its shift to romantic involvement and the private lives of the characters,416 argued on 
aesthetic grounds that the Odyssey should end with Book 23.  At that point in the epic, 
Odysseus has returned home, purified the household by killing off the suitors, and slept 
with his wife after his many years of wandering.  I rather like that as an ending to the 
Odyssey, since it reinforces the parallels between the Greek epic and Gilgamesh 1-11.  But 
I know of no modern scholar of Homer who accepts a 23 book Odyssey. 

A Hero Dying Young 
As in Tablet 7, the death of a healthy, vigorous young man is seen as problematic.  Enkidu 
descends to the world of the dead and in the process violates all the instructions 
Gilgamesh gives him.  As a result he is swallowed up by the Underworld itself.  Again and 
again the point is made: Enkidu did not die from normal causes, even “Fate” (Namtar).  
The poem refers to Asakku, a demon and the disease it causes, a non-specific mythological 
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threat that may be taken as Disease itself.  (The term is not used in medical texts.)  Rather, 
the Underworld seizes Enkidu.  The greatest problem is that the young man did not die in 
battle. 

Enkidu—rather the spirit of Enkidu, the part of any human that lives on in the 
Underworld—is able to return temporarily to earth, where he speaks to Gilgamesh.  
Since Gilgamesh has already grasped something of the secrets of the Underworld, 
he is finally able to obtain from the crafty god Enki what he could not get from the 
gods Enlil and Sîn, a secret way to communicate with his friend.  One point seems 
clear: Gilgamesh is or has become “wise” in this poem in a way that would make 
sense to, say, a mashmashu exorcist.  (Recall that he learned about Enki from 
Utnapishtim in Tablet 11.  Here he communicates directly with the crafty god.) 

Enkidu tells Gilgamesh of different “cases,” the different ways humans are treated. 
Gilgamesh asks about many different situations.  And the final lines give a glimpse 
of unrelieved horror: 

“The one whose body was left in the wilderness--have you seen him?” 
--“I have. 
His spirit does not rest in the Earth.” 
 
“The one whose spirit has no one to care for him--have you seen him?” 
--“I have. 
He eats what was left over in the pot and scraps of bread 
that were thrown into the street.” (12.15-54) 

Although the Akkadian is a careful translation of the Sumerian, the abrupt ending 
does not exactly follow any of the three Sumerian versions that have been 
recovered so far.417  The version from Nippur adds four more cases and ends with 
a man who was burned to death (and whose spirit ascended to the heavens).  A 
version from Mê-Turan adds three more lines that suggest Gilgamesh did not 
accept what he has learned and goes off seeking “life.”  A third version, from Ur, 
adds a reference to what seems to be a massacre of the sons of Sumer and Akkad 
at the hands of Amorites.  Like those who were massacred, Gilgamesh own father 
and mother were forced to drink muddy water from the place of the massacre.  
When Gilgamesh hears that, he takes action, including apparently making statues 
for them, and bringing the remains home to Uruk for proper burial and ritual 
mourning.  Gilgamesh will provide his parents the clear water they need in the 
Underworld. 

It seems to me significant that Tablet 12 (and even more obviously, the Sumerian 
version from Ur) emphasizes family in a way that Tablets 1-12 do not.  It makes the 
absence of any reference to Gilgamesh descendents, especially the son who, 
according to The Sumerian King List, succeeded his father in Uruk, all the more 
surprising.418  The fates of many in the Underworld are grim in the extreme, but 
the ones who have loved ones on earth who provide for them are  relieved of the 
worst problem they face, the lack of potable water.  The more children a person 
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has, the better the spirit is likely to be cared for in the land of the dead.  Nothing 
explicitly connects this with Gilgamesh and Enkidu, but the poem leaves open the 
possibility that its view of family is very different from what we see in the first 
eleven tablets. 

The Twelfth Tablet reminds us that, while the birth and death of Enkidu are 
important in the Gilgamesh series, the birth (only hinted at) and death of 
Gilgamesh himself are not part of the series, though Sumerian accounts of both 
have been discovered.  The absence of the son, Ur-lugal, whose name is known 
from a few references in Sumerian texts, is also striking. 

The “wisdom” In Tablet 12 is, I think, closer to the advice given by Siduri to 
Gilgamesh in the Old Babylonian version than in the Standard Version.419 Tablet 
12 is a kind of coda in that regard. Enkidu has been swallowed up because, 
precisely, he has refused to follow the customs of the Underworld. When he 
descended, he acted like a normal human being on the earth, while he had been 
warned to act in precisely the opposite way (the Underworld—“Earth” in this case, 
erṣetu --exactly reversing life on earth): 

To the advice Enkidu was deaf. 
He put on a clean garment. 
They marked him for a stranger. 
He anointed himself with good oil from the bowl. 
At its smell they gathered around him. 
Into the Earth he threw the throw-stick. 
The spirits trembled. 
Those hit by the throw-stick turned on him. 
He carried a staff in his hand. 
Put sandals on his feet. 
He made noise in the Earth. 
He kissed the wife he loved, 
beat the wife he hated, 
kissed the child he loved, 
beat the child he hated. 
The outcry of the Earth seized him (12.32-47) 

Note the image of “life” as lived normally. It is this “life” that the epic (at least, possibly, 
in the Old Babylonian versions of the story) sees as the “cure.” Even the treatment of the 
dead reflects this concern. In his list of “cases,” Enkidu notices that the man who has seven 
children is better off than the one with six, the one with six better off than the one with 
five, and down the line until the detached, isolated figures--killed in the wilderness, 
loners-- are mentioned. It is the broken individuals who suffer the most, the hopeless ones 
who have no one on the earth to help them in their misery.   (And note that their misery 
is not a result of sins or crimes committed either on earth or in the Underworld.) 
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Wisdom in Gilgamesh Tablet 12 
The god Ea is once again the god who provides Gilgamesh with wisdom that he will 
presumably need to possess when he becomes a god in the Underworld.  There he will be 
one of the judges, like Dumuzi and Ningishzida.  (Gilgamesh meets both Dumuzi and 
Ningishzida there in “The Death of Gilgamesh.”  Several scholars have emphasized stages 
in the enlightenment of Gilgamesh, notably Benjamin R. Foster420 and Tzvi Abusch.  
Foster does not consider Tablet 12 as part of Gilgamesh.  Abusch distinguishes between 
an eleven-tablet Gilgamesh and a twelve-tablet Gilgamesh and offers an interpretation 
that has Gilgamesh preparing for his role as judge in the Underworld.421  For Abusch, 
Gilgamesh first must learn to be a normal man (based on the Old Babylonian wisdom 
offered by Siduri), then what it means to be king (through Utnapishtim’s story of the 
Flood), and finally what it means to be a god—in Tablet 12. 

It is, of course, in Tablets 11 and 12 that we see the importance of Enki/Ea.422 

In light of what is narrated earlier in Gilgamesh, the sequence in Tablet 12 that involves 
Ea is particularly striking.  When Enkidu is trapped in the Underworld, and it is made 
clear that he had not died as a hero in battle, Gilgamesh, as “the son of Ninsun” 
approaches three of the high gods for help.  The first two dismiss Gilgamesh’s plea.  
Gilgamesh goes first to Enlil’s temple in Nippur, the Ekur.  Enlil gave him “not a single 
word” in response.  Gilgamesh then approaches the Moon God Sîn in his temple in Ur.  
The appeal is identical and the response the same: not a word. 

Finally, Gilgamesh approaches Ea in his temple in Eridu.  He makes the identical appeal, 
and Ea answers him.  The response is brief but important.  Gilgamesh is to open a hole in 
the Earth so that the spirit of Enkidu could rise.  When he does this, Enkidu’s spirit does 
indeed emerge “like a gust of wind.”  They embrace and kiss; they discuss and agonize 
over Enkidu’s condition and the condition of others in the Underworld. 

In Tablet 11, we have seen, a “hole” or channel to the bottom of Ea’s apsû allows 
Gilgamesh to find and bring up the Plant of Rejuvenation.  Here a different term for “hole” 
is used, takkapu, a rare term that translates the Sumerian ab-làl.423 

Gilgamesh and The Underworld 
The most thorough study of the Underworld to date is Dina Katz’s, The Image of the 
Netherworld in the Sumerian Sources.424  Gilgamesh is frequently mentioned in that 
study, including Tablet 6 of the Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh.425  Several of her 
conclusions bear directly on the image of the Underworld in relation to kingship.  For one 
thing, Gilgamesh contains what appear to be different Mesopotamian traditions.  In one 
case (Tablet 10.301) Utnapishtim, as we have seen, expresses a rare skepticism toward 
survival after death.  In another, Sumerian and Semitic views are different in many 
respects.  The importance of the Sun God, Utu/Shamash, as judge of the dead is a late, 
possibly Semitic concept that appears after Ur III.  For Katz, a key text is the Sumerian 
“Death of Gilgamesh,” which, if it is an Ur III text is the earliest statement of the principle 
that death is the fate of all humanity.426 
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We have a tendency to think of kingship as a relatively simple and persistent concept.  
What complicates the issue is that when kingship emerges, it appears to be significantly 
different from the enship that characterized human rule in Uruk, with its intimate 
partnership with the goddess Inanna.  The Ur III deified kings, beginning with Urnamma 
and Shulgi, complicate the picture, for they are both kings and ens.  Shulgi, especially, 
derived both titles from his association with Uruk: enship from selection by Inanna, and 
kingship from a dynastic principle (as brother of Gilgamesh, he enjoyed kingship through 
their divine mother, Ninsun).427  The “Death of Urnamma” and “The Death of Gilgamesh” 
provide much of the evidence for Sumerian views of the Underworld.  The Ur III pattern 
disappears in Old Babylonian times, certainly by Hammurabi’s mid-career.  I would argue 
that Uruk preserved ideas that may well have disappeared in other parts of Mesopotamia, 
but found their way into Gilgamesh. 

The Death of Gilgamesh 
The notoriously difficult problem of dating Sumerian literary texts complicates the issue 
of Gilgamesh’s death.  The death of Enkidu, narrated immediately after the glorious 
victory over The Bull of Heaven, is the crisis that impels Gilgamesh to search for answers 
to the great questions of life and death. 

Dina Katz suggests that the poem, “The Death of Gilgamesh,” which like most other 
Sumerian works is known from Old Babylonian copies—that is, from the early 2nd 
millennium when Babylon, especially under King Hammurabi, was in its ascendancy—
may well have been composed earlier, in the Ur III period.  Katz looks very carefully at all 
references to the world of the dead in Sumerian sources.  The Semites who came to 
dominate Mesopotamia north and south appear to have had a different idea of life after 
death than that held by the Sumerians.  (The role of the Sun God as a judge in the 
Underworld is an example.)  A key text for Katz is “The Death of Urnamma,” the founder 
of the Ur III dynasty. Much of Sumerian ideology can be gleaned when “The Death of 
Urnamma” is compared with “The Death of Gilgamesh.”428 

“The Death of Gilgamesh” contains what may be the earliest statement of the key principle 
that death is the fate of all humanity (Katz 247).  If we add “The Early Dynastic Hymn to 
Gilgamesh,” which is even earlier than “The Death of Gilgamesh,” we may be able to see 
how the Gilgamesh narratives came to displace the death of Gilgamesh onto the death of 
the hero’s friend. 

It is worth emphasizing that “The Death of Gilgamesh,” like “The Early Dynastic Hymn to 
Gilgamesh,” makes no significant reference to Enkidu. (Enkidu is mentioned in a list as 
Gilgamesh’s “comrade in battle,” ll.100 and 200, but has no role to play in the narrative). 
Like many Sumerian poems the narrative of “The Death of Gilgamesh” is carried by a 
series of speeches.  Gilgamesh receives dreams of the high gods in council.  Enlil plans to 
reward Gilgamesh with eternal life for the hero’s great achievements.  The crafty Enki 
balks at the plan.  Enki recalls that after the Flood the gods had agreed that no human 
would live forever.  Even though Gilgamesh is the son of a divine mother, he will not gain 
the life of the gods.  Enki decrees his fate: he will be governor of the dead and a judge, like 
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Ningishzida and Dumuzi.429  Gilgamesh recounts his dreams to his own council.  Since, 
as we have seen earlier, Gilgamesh has the hero conspicuously recounting his dreams to 
Enkidu, the absence of any significant reference to Enkidu in such an obvious parallel 
situation suggests that the motif of the friend is a later development to the story. 

Katz sees a significant evolution of the Underworld idea in this “The Death of Urnamma.”  
Ur III kings, especially Urnamma and his son Shulgi, claimed to be brothers of Gilgamesh.  
Where the Ur III king had been raised to the level of the already legendary hero 
Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh is raised to the level of the judges Ningishzida and Dumuzi.430 

Displacement 
The argument developed here is that the complete life, and especially the death, of Enkidu 
involves a displacement of a life-and-death story of Gilgamesh, a story that could have 
been put together from Sumerian poems like “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” 
“The Birth of Gilgamesh,” the heroic poems regarding the defeat of Aka, Humbaba, and 
The Bull of Heaven, and “The Death of Gilgamesh.”  One advantage of this reordering of 
material (in several stages of many hundreds of years) is that Enkidu comes to represent 
primal humanity, who comes of age in the wild and progresses through stages of culture 
to approach something like an American Dream—only to have his life cut short as happens 
with great heroes.  Gilgamesh, in contrast, is an adult when we first see him.  His heroic 
acts are complicated, as in the case of Humbaba, where the Sun God is responsible not 
only for protecting Gilgamesh but also for having placed in Gilgamesh the desire rid the 
world of an evil force.  Gilgamesh is given a special status by the gods from birth and from 
the high status of his parents, Lugalbanda and Ninsun.  Unlike Enkidu, Gilgamesh is 2/3rd 
god.  He is king by virtue of a dynastic principle of succession. 

On the other hand, Gilgamesh preserves an even more ancient Sumerian role, as en, that 
may have been kept alive (in some form) only in Uruk.  This is his special relationship 
with the goddess Inanna.  She selects those lovers.  Gilgamesh has the wit and arrogance 
to deny her proposal, but in the end, gains enough “wisdom” to return to Uruk and to his 
dual role in the city-state that was identified by the Great Goddess and her temple, at the 
“heart” of the city. 

What is also gained by the increasingly important role Enkidu plays in the Gilgamesh 
story is empathy.  The audience of Gilgamesh is invited to identify with Enkidu at first.  
His is a story of struggle and eventually of pain, terror, and illness leading to a death that 
seems incomprehensible.  As in many stories ancient and modern, an inner life of an 
Enkidu is revealed in conflict and suffering. 

There is relatively little of an inner life of Gilgamesh until the center of the story, when he 
challenges Ishtar.  It is not his impending death that allows an inner life to reveal itself to 
the audience.  It is, rather, the love he has for his special friend that leads to the suffering 
and increasingly mad Gilgamesh.  Gradually, as he meets the Scorpion Man and his Mate, 
Siduri, and Utnapishtim—as the audience introjects more of the suffering Gilgamesh—he 
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learns from his experience, as Enlil and Ishtar have had to learn from theirs—and gains 
enlightenment. 

Tablet 12 returns the audience to Enkidu.  Death has not relieved his suffering, except for 
giving him the chance to reveal himself and the situation of the Underworld to Gilgamesh.  
In one sense Tablet 12 provides a counterbalance to certain emphases in Tablets 1-11.  We 
have noted that many readers of Gilgamesh prefer the Old Babylonian wisdom of Siduri 
to Siduri of the Standard Gilgamesh.  While I do not share this enthusiasm for the Old 
Babylonian view of life, I can see how it fits into Tablet 12.  Enkidu is advised (by the 
already enlightened Gilgamesh) that he should act in the Underworld in a manner that 
reverses ordinary life on earth.  Enkidu refuses the advice and is trapped in the 
Underworld.  The sequence allows for a reinforcement of “ordinary” life.  Such a life 
consists of wearing clean garments and shoes, cleaning one’s body with perfumed oil, 
carrying weapons, making noise, kissing the wife and son a man loves and beating the 
wife and son he hates.  Most people in the Underworld, as Enkidu describes the place, 
would love to return to such a happy state.  In the Underworld there is little to eat or drink, 
and the world below is very dark—though it is not the world of punishment such as the 
Judeo-Christian and Muslim world envisioned. 

There is, however, a ray of hope for the dead.  In a tradition that goes back millennia, 
where people poured libations through a hole to relieve their dead ancestors, the great 
consolation for mortals is to have a loved one remain on earth.  The fates of the dead 
Enkidu identifies are often dreadful, but he includes the fates of the father who has one, 
two, or six offspring.  In each case, the father below has increasingly good treatment if has 
many children.  The father’s condition improves almost to the level Enkidu had 
experienced on earth. 

Certainly Tablet 12 reinforces the patrimonial, patriarchal family.  Enkidu, of course, has 
no children.  His only hope in the Underworld is his beloved Gilgamesh.  The Sumerian 
King List knows of a Gilgamesh son, a grandson, and other descendents, none of whom 
gained any notice or importance in the traditions even of Uruk.  If Enki insists in “The 
Death of Gilgamesh” that even the hero, being human, must die, a motif that appears in 
“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” his special relationship to the Great Goddess 
is what will provide him a special, divine status in the Underworld.  Recall that in “The 
Descent of Inanna” and “The Descent of Ishtar” (in less detail), the sacrifice of the lover, 
Dumuzi/Tammuz, also leads to his transformation as god and judge in the Underworld.  
Like Dumuzi, Gilgamesh will be deified through the Great Goddess, and will remain, as a 
god, of lesser status than Inanna/Ishtar.  But it is still an exalted role.  Thus, for example, 
the Ur III king Shulgi links his fate to his “brother” Gilgamesh. 

In Tablet 12, the deified Gilgamesh is only hinted at, largely through the “secrets” given 
to him by the wise Ea. 

One of the reasons Tablet 12 is often rejected by modern readers is that it is unique in the 
“series” of Gilgamesh tales that make up the Standard Gilgamesh in that it is a very close 
translation into Akkadian of a known Sumerian poem.  John Gardner and I thought there 
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may be a point a reader of Gilgamesh in translation may often miss.  Especially for the 
learned professionals in 2nd and 1st millennia BCE Mesopotamia—such as Sîn-leqi-
unninnī, ancestor of gala and āshipu alike—Sumerian must have had the same prestige 
that, say, Greek had for Latin poets and scholars (and still has for many scholars in the 
modern world).  Bilingual texts, especially the important incantations, have interlinear 
Sumerian and Akkadian versions, and it seems pretty clear that the Sumerian is the text, 
the “modern” Akkadian text a help for those who had not learned the long-dead Sumerian.  
One might find a parallel today in the Qur’an, where the classical Arabic is not quite the 
same as Modern Standard Arabic, and where no translation of the Qur’an into any 
language is considered equal to the original.  As texts like Gilgamesh came to have 
canonical forms toward the end of the 2nd millennium BCE, the professionals who copied 
texts and translated them must have seen the preservation of a Sumerian text in the 
Akkadian of Tablet 12 something far more than a minor effort to keep alive a tradition.  
As both Greek and Latin pass from the Modern West it is well to remember the power 
such languages had for centuries after their classical forms had disappeared from speech. 

Are the Heroes Healed? 
As I read Gilgamesh, even if the problematic Tablet 12 is to be ignored, the opening lines 
of Tablet 1 suggests that Gilgamesh suffered from a recognizable condition, akin to the 
Western understanding of melancholia, and that his experiences, written into precious 
tablets, relieved that condition upon his return to Uruk.  We do not know from Gilgamesh 
how Gilgamesh died, if he, like Enkidu, was given special benefits during his lifetime but 
was fated to die young.  The Sumerian “The Death of Gilgamesh” suggests just that.  It 
was a bitter lesson for the hero to learn.  (Gilgamesh learns of his fate through dreams.)  
He was, however, able to overcome the terror that it initially caused him. 

The situation facing Gilgamesh in “The Death of Gilgamesh” is displaced in Gilgamesh 
upon Enkidu.  The wisdom provided to Enkidu by the Sun God in Tablet 7 does not 
obliterate the fear of death, but it does allow him to see the extraordinary benefits his life 
with Gilgamesh has given him.  The language in his acceptance of that wisdom is the same 
as the language of healing in the opening lines of Gilgamesh, where Gilgamesh himself 
has had to learn equally bitter, possibly “tragic” truths. 

Gilgamesh is not “about” sickness and its cure, in the sense that it is a scientific study of 
a pathological state, or in the sense that much of Mesopotamian “literature” is 
incantatory. Yet the double episode of the double character, Gilgamesh/Enkidu, their 
“illness” and the “wisdom” that heals them reflect the way in which Mesopotamian 
literature draws in what we have medicine and psychotherapy to deal with today. 
Certainly scientific medicine is the great gain of the West. Herodotus was appalled at the 
dreadful condition of medicine in Babylon when he (supposedly) visited there. What we 
can gain from Mesopotamia, though, is a working-out of an holistic approach to human 
experience, especially as it reconciles male and female, body and mind. Mesopotamian 
literature is very frank. It seldom ignores a problem, physical or mental. But it had not yet 
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learned to separate the parts of man in the destructive ways the West has learned to do--
and is trying to unlearn. 

Tablets 11 and 12 
Nicola Vulpe argued that Tablet 12 does belong to a unified Gilgamesh.431  Against the 
idea that Gilgamesh is complete when Gilgamesh returns to Uruk at the end of Tablet 11, 
Vulpe examines the literary irony in the story to demonstrate its unity.  In the process he 
calls attention to similar uses of dramatic irony in Greek and Shakespearean tragedies, 
where the audience understands what the hero’s view of himself initially conceals from 
himself.  He finds a second key aspect of Gilgamesh.  Gilgamesh goes from being a god to 
being a human, conscious of limitations and “a being able to transcend his own, 
immediate interests.”432  As in Prometheus, the gods are “neither wise nor just.”  He even 
sees the Sun God Shamash limited in that way. 

Gilgamesh is very different at the end of the story than at the beginning.  Vulpe 
emphasizes Gilgamesh’s determination to share the Plant of Rejuvenation with others: it 
is not just a search for eternal life for himself.  Tablet 12, Vulpe argues, “confirms the final 
concordance of perspectives” in the poem, as the ironic distance between protagonist and 
audience vanishes. 

Tzvi Abusch, whose other works discuss Gilgamesh in detail, provides a rationale for a 
12th Tablet added after Gilgamesh had been edited in a standard, “frozen,” form by the 
end of the 2nd millennium.433 

In his interpretive essay Abusch argued for a development of the Akkadian Gilgamesh 
stories in three major stages.  By the Old Babylonian period, Gilgamesh is a warrior-king 
who oppresses his people, but who learns to become a man, that is, human.  In this 
version, when Gilgamesh loses his friend because of hubris, he is directed to the “tavern-
keeper” Siduri.  It is the wisdom she imparts to Gilgamesh that “may represent the very 
message of our Old Babylonian version.”434  Siduri’s advice has captured more than one 
reader who laments that, as Abusch points out, the key passage is almost completely 
eliminated from later versions of the story. 

Siduri, in effect, tells Gilgamesh to appreciate the good things that life brings a human 
being.  He will never find what he seeks, eternal life.  He should, then, accept a full belly, 
the joy in dancing and playing, and a good life that involves clean clothes, a washed head, 
and a good bath.  Siduri ends with what may be the most precious gifts, a child who holds 
his hand and a wife with whom he can enjoy repeated intimacies.  (Much of this advice, 
deleted from not only Siduri’s speeches in later versions but in the whole 11-tablet version, 
will return when Tablet 12 is added to the collection of Gilgamesh stories.) 

For Abusch, the 11-tablet version, which ends with Gilgamesh’s return to Uruk (and the 
addition of a new prologue), emphasizes Gilgamesh’s role as king.  Here he literally goes 
beyond Siduri to find Utnapishtim.  Utnapishtim’s advice to him also explains why he will 
never find the “life” he seeks.  But the return to Uruk shows that he has accepted his role 
as king, and Gilgamesh points out the achievement of building the walls and, even more 
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important, writing his experiences.  “In the eleven-tablet version, there is thus greater 
emphasis on the community, on universal history, and on continuity than on the 
individual, his private story, and immediate future.”435 

Where Abusch is particularly innovative is in his interpretation of a 12-tablet version.  He 
notes that the development from Siduri to Utnapishtim to Enkidu in the underworld is 
also an expansion of the spatial or global reach of the hero.  Gilgamesh learns finally what 
he must know when he becomes a god.  Abusch reads the early story as Gilgamesh’s 
turning away from the “sacred marriage” he is expected to enter when he is to meet with 
the goddess Ishhara in the Wedding House.  At the entrance he is literally blocked by 
Enkidu, who fights him.  When later, in Tablet 6 when Ishtar offers him a form of divinity 
such as she had given Tammuz, he refuses the offer.  (Abusch builds on his earlier 
interpretations of Ishtar’s proposal, which, we will see, Abusch thinks is an offer that can 
only be effected in the underworld.) 

Abusch has written extensively on Akkadian incantations, and he cites one, in a 
translation by W. G. Lambert, that brings his point about Gilgamesh home.  Gilgamesh 
must become a god.  The incantation makes this very clear. 

Gilgamesh, supreme king, judge of the Anunnaki, 
Deliberate prince, the…of the peoples, 
Who surveys the regions of the world, bailiff of the underworld, 
lord of the (peoples) beneath, 
You are a judge and have vision like a god, 
You stand in the underworld and give the final verdict, 
Your judgement is not altered, nor is your utterance neglected. 
You question, you inquire, you give judgement, 
you watch and you put things right. 
Shamash has entrusted to you verdicts and decisions. 
In your presence kings, regents and princes bow down. 
You watch the omens about them and give the decision.436 

For me, the tradition that Gilgamesh became a divine judge in the underworld is behind 
Gilgamesh’s return to Uruk and to the goddess who has selected him for that fate.  It is 
also the impetus for adding the 12th Tablet, in which Enkidu tells him the fates of ordinary 
humans in the underworld.  The incantation Abusch cites identifies Shamash the 
Akkadian Sun God as the one who invests Gilgamesh with the wisdom to administer the 
rules of the underworld.  In Tablet 12 Shamash has a role to play—he opens a “hole” 
through which the spirit of Enkidu can return to earth to speak with his friend—but in 
that story Shamash acts at the request of the God of Wisdom who is uniquely able to help 
Gilgamesh, the god Ea or Enki. 

Like the most famous of Ishtar’s lovers, Tammuz (Sumerian Dumuzi), Gilgamesh ends up 
as a judge and ruler of the underworld.  To obtain immortality Tammuz and Gilgamesh 
must give up “actual human life” and become a god,437 and they do, although neither 
Ishtar nor Tammuz are actually mentioned in Tablet 12. 
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As we shall see, Tablet 12 is part of a Sumerian story that opens with heroic acts on the 
part of Gilgamesh and Enkidu.  The heroes come to the aid of Inanna by ridding her 
special tree of demonic forces.  The tree then provides Inanna with her bed and throne.  
The men, for their part, receive parts of the tree that are made into the instruments that 
happen to fall into the underworld.  Especially if the author of Tablet 12, a close 
translation of the Sumerian original, expected readers to know the lead up to the grim 
account of most persons in the underworld, the connection between Ishtar and the 
divinity given to Gilgamesh is implied.  Tablet 12 then would have a place in a Gilgamesh 
that developed along the lines suggested by Tzvi Abusch.  The emphasis there is on the 
wisdom he must gain in order to carry out his duties as judge there. 

Two Centers? 
Many years before H. L. J. Vanstiphout, Nicola Vulpe, Tzvi Abusch and Andrew George 
greatly expanded the interpretive possibilities for 11-tablet and 12-tablet editions of 
Gilgamesh, fictionalist John Gardner and I struggled with Tablet 12.438  We were 
interested in small and large narrative units, where and how they began (some in the 
middle of a tablet), how they developed and linked up with others before and after them.  
We had identified Tablet 6 as the center of the standard text of Gilgamesh, but we also 
suggested, tentatively, that the author had a second text that might have formed the 
central narrative.  The Bull of Heaven in Tablet 6 prepares the reader for the death of 
Enkidu in Tablet 7, a narrative that includes among other things Enkidu’s dream-vision 
of the underworld.  Tablet 12 presents problems for the idea of a unified composition 
because it offers a very different story of Enkidu entering and describing the underworld.  
What Samuel Noah Kramer had called “Gilgamesh and the Huluppu-Tree” and others 
have called “Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Netherworld”—now “Bilgames and the 
Netherworld”439—the Akkadian translation of a good part of constitutes Tablet 12.  
Gardner and I considered it the displaced center of Gilgamesh. 

Uruk is not mentioned specifically in Tablet 12, but it provides the initial setting of the 
story.  When Enkidu is trapped in the underworld, Gilgamesh makes his way to Nippur, 
where he seeks help from Enlil, then to Ur, where he asks Nanna for help, and finally 
Eridu, where Enki/Ea is able to help him.  The story does not explicitly return to Uruk, 
but the connection with Gilgamesh’s city is still implied.  Enkidu tells Gilgamesh of the 
sad fates of many people in the underworld.  Only those who have loved ones behind on 
earth can comfort the dead.  In his case, Enkidu has his beloved Gilgamesh.  In the cases 
he mentions, the loved ones are sons of the deceased.  The more sons, the better.  In an 
otherwise dreary place, the one who leaves behind five sons lives like a scribe in a palace; 
with six sons, the man is filled with joy like a plowman; and the man with seven sons sits 
on a throne among the lesser gods.  The last, with his seven sons, is the perfection of life 
as Siduri in the Old Babylonian text makes clear.  Gilgamesh itself makes no reference to 
a wife or even a son of Gilgamesh.  The implicit connection between having the ideal 
number of sons and Gilgamesh having a friend suggests that Enkidu, miserable though 
he is in telling of his life in the underworld, will find his status changed radically by 
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Gilgamesh.  At least in the underworld Gilgamesh will have been transformed into one of 
the lesser gods and Enkidu will have an exalted place with him. 

This is speculation beyond both Sumerian and Akkadian versions of the story, which do 
not make explicit what will eventually happen to Enkidu—or to Gilgamesh—in the world 
of the dead.  It is difficult to know how far to extrapolate the situation in Tablet 12.  We 
do not know what the readers of Gilgamesh would know of the ancient texts.  Gardner 
and I suggested that one aspect of Tablet 12 that tends to bother modern readers is that 
Tablet 12 is such a close translation of its Sumerian original.  We rather thought that it 
pointed to the continued high respect for the long-dead Sumerian language held at least 
by the ancient scholars.  Many incantations were copied in bilingual interlinear texts.  The 
Sumerian original governs the Akkadian translation.  Additions to Sumerian texts were 
also made many hundreds of years after the Sumerian language died out.  The Sumerian 
original of Tablet 12 was used in the scribal schools of Nippur and Babylon in earlier 
times.  It was one of those literary texts identified in the Decad, a scribal curriculum.440  
While the Sumerian original of Tablet 12 would not have been considered a “sacred” text, 
it would have held great prestige among those who could read it—or translate it.  “Experts” 
like the mashmashu-exorcists and gala-singers who were certainly among the most 
important scholars in the time of King Assurbanipal’s great collection of texts would no 
doubt have appreciated both a translation into Akkadian and the original Sumerian of 
Tablet 12.  (Recall that Assurbanipal was one of very few Mesopotamian rulers who 
claimed to be literate.)  That is not to say that they would have known what to do with an 
epilogue like Tablet 12. 
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Chapter Two 

Sex for the City 
Building Narratives 

After two prologues that announce and partly describe the hero, an astonishing narrative 
opens with a portrayal of Gilgamesh in what may be called an oddly ambivalent way.  It 
depends on who is viewing him.  The citizens of Uruk complain that the great ruler is 
oppressing them, and they cry out to the gods for relief.  On the other hand, one of the 
most interesting characters in Gilgamesh has only praise and admiration for Gilgamesh 
and his city.  The character, an insider, a woman in the service of Ishtar, is surprisingly 
well-developed before she leaves the story.  The woman is one among many female figures 
who are mentioned in the first two tablets.  Intensely sexual, they are also carriers of 
wisdom.  A woman seduces a creature in the wilderness, humanizing him and then by 
stages civilizes him.  Like Ishtar herself, whom the First Prologue imagines as dwelling at 
the heart of Uruk, the woman in Ishtar’s service is the center of the story of Enkidu’s 
development as a human being.  The story was recovered in Victorian times, and the frank 
sexuality of the Enkidu story was a problem for the first translators of Gilgamesh.  It 
remains problematic for us today, though we profess to being liberated from Victorian 
hang-ups about sex.  The story is deeply rooted in the culture of Sumerian Uruk, and by 
the time the Standard Akkadian version of the story was composed, it may already have 
been problematic for Mesopotamians outside the famous First City. 

While the 11 (or 12) cuneiform tablets that make up Gilgamesh usually begin and end a 
series of episodes, the tablets themselves are divided into six columns of text.  The first 
two tablets run to about 300 lines of poetry each, and they end with Gilgamesh already 
preparing for his first great adventure, the expedition against Humbaba.  They are better 
read together, for reasons that I hope will become clear in this discussion.  But inside the 
600-plus lines are episodes that are narrated in unusual and remarkable ways. 

The main lines of the Tablets 1-2 narrative are readily mapped, even though much of 
Tablet 2 has not been recovered.  (It is regularly filled in with earlier Old Babylonian 
versions of the story.)  Gilgamesh oppresses his citizens.  They appeal to the gods, who 
create Enkidu and literally toss him into the wilderness, where he knows only the animals, 
mainly quadrupeds, whom he protects from intruders, i.e., humans.  Ironically it will be 
Gilgamesh who figures out a way to deal with the problem Enkidu is causing; ironically, 
because his wise scheme will bring into the city the only one capable of challenging 
Gilgamesh’s power.  A woman is sent out to meet Enkidu, entices him into having amazing 
sex with her, and then teaches him what he needs to know in order to enter the city.  He 
confronts Gilgamesh.  They fight and immediately become friends.  Their intimate 
relationship changes everything for Gilgamesh.  By the end of Tablet 2 Gilgamesh is ready 
to take on a task that will take three well-developed tablets to narrate: a journey to the 
mountain dwelling of Humbaba. 
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Within this larger narrative pattern the individual segments are filled with—to us—
unusual narrative devices.  We get a glimpse of the complexity by taking at first an indirect 
approach: the missteps taken by the 19th century CE translators who tried to make sense 
of the story. 

From the first—counting either from the earliest Gilgamesh poems or from the earliest 
appearance of the hero in England in the 1870s—Gilgamesh was considered powerful 
enough and courageous enough to fight lions and bulls, including the fierce wild aurochs.  
A famous traveler in Iraq, Austen Henry Layard, noticed in the 1840s that lions were often 
encountered south of Baghdad.  Whenever possible, Layard hunted “such noble game.”441  
He already knew that ancient Mesopotamia celebrated the lion hunt as the great sport of 
kings.  And he knew that wrestling was a great sport in ancient Iraq as it is today.  The 
excavators at Mesopotamian sites could not resist depictions of heroes overpowering, 
especially wrestling, lions.  One such representation shows a nude Gilgamesh fighting a 
bull while his companion Enkidu fights a lion.442 

[Fig. 27: After Delaporte (1923, 1910), after Layard (1852).] 

It threw off the earliest readers of Gilgamesh by suggesting that Gilgamesh would wrestle, 
not Enkidu, but a very special lion (or tiger), the midannu-beast.  This tiny (3.6 x 2.3 cm.) 
cylinder seal would obscure the “primitive” character of Enkidu.  One wonders, given the 
Victorian preoccupation with Darwinian evolution (not to mention our own interest in 
the subject) how important Enkidu’s rise from animal to human would have figured in 
the debate if George Smith had not considered Enkidu a “sage.”  (The midannu-beast was 
Enkidu’s “pet.”) 
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[Fig. 28: Hamilton, “Heabani,” in Ishtar and Izdubar (1884). ] 

Enter Enkidu—in the 1870s 
The Enkidu readers of Gilgamesh know today is dropped into the wilderness, where he 
lives with the animals until a city woman seduces him and he must become first a man 
and then civilized before he can enter Uruk.  There he challenges Gilgamesh, fights him 
and instantly becomes his friend.  The first modern scholars to read the texts knew a very 
different Enkidu and, so, a very different Gilgamesh. 
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It now appears certain that the story of a natural humanoid who becomes civilized was 
already pretty much set by the Old Babylonian period, early in the 2nd millennium BCE.  
The earliest Gilgamesh scholars knew how to read cuneiform Akkadian, but they did not 
possess the Old Babylonian texts, and they did not know the Sumerian language at all. 

Leonidas Le Cenci Hamilton (1851-1906) was twenty-one years old when a British 
Museum assistant, Mr. George Smith, spoke before the Society of Biblical Archaeology on 
December 3, 1872, and made public a literary work that caused immense excitement in 
England, on the Continent, and in the United States, a work that continues to fascinate us 
today.443  What George Smith called “The Izdubar Legends” and Hamilton called Ishtar 
and Izdubar, The Epic of Babylon, is, of course, our Gilgamesh. 

What gave “The Izdubar Legends” such explosive force in mid-Victorian times was 
obvious at a glance: lines that described a great Flood.  Smith is said to have become so 
excited as he read what is now the famous Tablet 11 that he began peeling off his clothes—
in the British Museum.  When he published his translations of Gilgamesh and the other 
Akkadian texts that had been recovered, his 1876 volume became The Chaldean Account 
of Genesis. 

Perhaps no single text from antiquity had seemed as capable of shaking biblical faith in 
its foundations and with it, so it seemed, the very basis of Western Christendom.  After 
seeing biblical literature exist for so long in a kind of historical vacuum, radicals and 
conservatives both, the devout and the skeptical, would have to account for this 
Mesopotamian document unearthed, literally, from the ruins of the ancient city of 
Nineveh. 

The Flood was but one part, though, of a much longer work, a heroic poem that dealt with 
an ancient and great king of Erech (the biblical rendering of the Mesopotamian city Uruk, 
as we have seen), Gilgamesh, or as he was known then, Izdubar.  When Leonidas Le Cenci 
Hamilton, a widely traveled Boston attorney, scientist and businessman living in San 
Francisco, set about to write an epic poem, other considerations of the story of 
Gilgameh/Izdubar had come to completely overshadow story of the controversial Flood. 

“We claim the poem as our own,” Hamilton maintained in the “Proemium” to the first 
edition of the epic that was the result of at least three years of very difficult work.  Ishtar 
and Izdubar, The Epic of Babylon (1884) was that claim.444  In scope and ambition 
beyond what anyone had attempted before in dealing with ancient Mesopotamian 
materials, Hamilton's epic should first be seen as something uniquely personal.  Although 
Wordsworth and Whitman had brought the personal voice into modern epic-length 
poetry, Hamilton knew that the long history of epic literature in the West--from Homer 
to the contemporary English and American poets he so admired--favored the 
impersonality of the epic poet, with its dignified and detached admiration of the hero.  
Walter Houghton claimed that for all its hold on the Western imagination, hero worship 
is a nineteenth century phenomenon.445  At no other time were the models of the great 
man quite so prominent; at no other time did heroic myth and legend appear to defy the 
dilemmas of “modern man” in the intellectual crises of the age.  Hamilton joins this 
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movement when he claims that “the earliest nations have all pointed with pride to their 
national heroes and remote origin, and clothed with poetical romance their early history.” 

Still the poet, though he does not intrude his own personal concerns in the process, is an 
important part of the process.  Indeed, he may be the only genuine cultural hero left for 
the difficult modern age.  The Romantic exaltation of the “bard” is a manifestation of this, 
an idea Hamilton was well aware of: “and thus the oldest of all literature comes to us as it 
was sung by the bards who stand amid the mists that sweep back over the illimitable past.”  
To write of the past and to claim the poem as one's own is possible in the paradox of the 
“bard.”  Fortunately, there is the voice of the poet in the epic, the voice of one who in the 
poem's “invocation” calls upon “Love!  my queen and goddess,” whose “soul shall never 
cease to worship thee.” 

And there is a poet within the narrative, the seer, Heabani (our Enkidu today), whose 
thoughts and feelings need not refer specifically to the Leonidas Le Cenci Hamilton who 
produced the work.  The “bard” transcends the narrowness of the past.  “While singing of 
their own origin,” Hamilton comments on the “bards,” “they have mingled the longings 
of a united humanity for that era when grief failed to darken the face, and tears knew not 
their fountains;—the golden age, when joy and happiness flooded the soul of man, and 
misery dwelt not upon the earth, for sorrow was yet sleeping in the bosom of eternity.” 

Hamilton was fascinated that Gilgamesh was older by far than any work known in his 
day, and that the mythology of the Babylonians was “the oldest of all history, and forms 
the basis of the Roman and Grecian mythology.”  Today one might challenge Hamilton 
on both points, but it should be kept in mind that the ancient story had more than 
antiquarian interest for him.  The “bard” links the poet, struggling to bring his work to 
light while working in San Francisco in the 1880s, traveling to New York and Boston and 
abroad to London, examining the tablets in the British Museum, arranging details of 
publishing his work, and the voice within the work, transcending time and revealing 
humanity’s oldest thought. 

It is well to keep this in mind, for Hamilton's claiming the poem as his own has another, 
more obvious reference.  The trickiest part of Hamilton—and by the way, the justification 
of the extensive annotation in this edition of his work—is his connection to and 
dependence upon the Akkadian texts known in the 1880s.  Ishtar and Izdubar is a 
translation of Gilgamesh (and a great many shorter poems as well), a translation that is 
doubtless more daring than any in Hamilton's own day and outrageously daring in our 
own, as can be seen in a comparison of any of a hundred passages in Hamilton with a 
contemporary translation.  We are fortunate in that Hamilton was quite clear about what 
he used in composing his work, and that nearly all of that material is recoverable, as his 
extensive notes show. 

The cumbersome method used to reveal Hamilton's translation was necessary because of 
some peculiarities in the early work on the Gilgamesh.  George Smith was the discoverer 
of the tablets and their first translator, but others, most notably W. H. Fox Talbot, were 
busy translating and commenting on the work at the same time. Hamilton drew on more 
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than one translator's work.  Unfortunately, the death of George Smith, that excitable and 
fascinating person still regarded by Assyriologists as a “genius” and sometimes a 
“martyr”--since he died on his third expedition to Mesopotamia, in 1875--came before 
Smith could prepare a publication giving the cuneiform texts and his transliteration of the 
cuneiform signs. 

The cuneiform text was published for the first time just before Hamilton published his 
poem, too late for Hamilton to do anything more than admire Paul Haupt's Das 
Babylonische Nimrodepos (Vol. 1, 1884).  (Haupt believed, as some others have, that the 
biblical Nimrod is another name for Gilgamesh.)  The publication of that work changed 
the face of Gilgamesh studies and, unfortunately for Hamilton, made Ishtar and Izdubar 
immediately obsolete as a scholarly work. 

To complicate matters further, Hamilton did not use the first edition of George Smith's 
The Chaldean Account of Genesis (1876) but a revised version of 1880, a revision by the 
foremost English Assyriologist of the day, Rev. A. H. Sayce.  Sayce admitted that he did 
not have enough time to revise all of Smith's work, and some of his revision is sketchy, 
some of it very full; he adds a few fragments and apparently could not find all of Smith's 
tablets. 

Hamilton's use of a vast array of non-Gilgamesh poems was a very bold maneuver in his 
own day.  No one else attempted then (or now) to combine “in one connected story...all of 
the sacred literature of Babylonia.”  Certainly the scholar today shrinks from writing a 
poem that attempts “as far as possible to give a connected view of the customs, follies, 
religion, mythology, temples, palaces, and luxury of the great Babylonian nations.”  But 
Hamilton attempted just such a synthesis in Ishtar and Izdubar. 

There is a vast gap between that work as it is now read and Hamilton's poem.  Characters, 
episodes, and themes are transformed in Hamilton's attempt to provide a unified story.  
The characters are probably the most obvious changes.  In some cases an older reading 
of the name of a character causes an initial but minor problem: Enkidu is “Heabani,” 
Gilgamesh is “Izdubar,” and the monster Humbaba is “Khumbaba.”  Such problems 
disappear readily.  The sheer number of names that a modern reader is unlikely to 
recognize would seem to present a problem, but in spite of the great number of god names 
and spirits, Hamilton's poem has few major characters.   The great goddess Ishtar, the 
sun-god Shamash, the hero Izdubar, his companion Heabani and a small number of 
figures who appear in episodes and disappear, are presented by Hamilton in a coherent 
and unified narrative. 

Of the lesser figures (Samkha, Kharimtu, Mua, Siduri and Sabitu, the god Tammuz, 
Khasisadra, and the enemy, Khumbaba), all were thought to be characters in the story, 
and some of the most (to us) amusing problems Hamilton faced concerned those figures 
that modern scholarship has since banished from the epic.  Samkha and Kharimtu, for 
example, are not separate personalities but different terms for the temple woman who 
seduces the wild man into civilization. Shamhat, the harimtu.  When Hamilton saw in the 
text two separate figures, he had to assign them different roles and different personalities.  
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(He even had to figure out what the more philosophical one, Kharimtu, might have been 
doing while the sensual one, Samkha, entered the “cave” of Heabani and made love to the 
“seer.”)  Today the pairing of two titles that refer to classes of women in the service of 
Ishtar is still something of a puzzle.  Hamilton was probably right in seeing that one had 
greater prestige than the other.  The harimtu is sometimes thought to have been like the 
Greek hetaera or Japanese geisha, a refined and possibly educated companion, while the 
shamhatu was closer to a common prostitute.  Translators today often resolve the 
problem by taking Shamhat (Hamilton’s Samkha) as the name of the woman who is a 
harimtu. 

Similarly, the figure named Siduri, who appears in Tablets 9 and 10, is given the epithet 
sabitu, the owner of a tavern (some think of her as a barmaid)—better seen as the owner 
or manager of a tavern--but Hamilton followed George Smith and A. H. Sayce in again 
seeing two different women in the text.  Again Hamilton faced the problem of dividing 
roles and personalities between them. 

The Elusive Midannu Beast 
There are even two conspicuous examples of characters (if a beast can for the moment be 
called a character) who appear merely because of a misreading of cuneiform signs.  
Hamilton has his hero fight the “midannu”-beast, supposedly the “pet” of Heabani. The 
“midannu”-beast disappeared from the epic when another fragment of the text came to 
light and showed that George Smith had simply read across the signs in the wrong way.  
Today Andrew George reads the line and the one above it in this way: 

a-na-ku lu-ug-ri-šum-ma da-an x x x x 

[lul-tar?]-ri-ih ina libbi(šà) urukki a-na-ku-mi da-nu (Tablet 1.220-21)446 

Simo Parpola reads the lines in a slightly different way. 

a-na-ku lu-ug-ri-šum-ma da-an-[niš] lu-qab-[bi] 

[lu-sṭar?]-ri-ih ina ŠÀ UNUGki a-na-ku-mi da-nu (Tablet 1.203-204)447 

This is a fairly typical situation where, as often happens, some of the cuneiform signs in a 
line are missing and may or may not be recovered.  Where George and Parpola have 
brackets, they have suggested filling the gaps in reasonable ways.  Parpola suggests 
something for the end of the first line, while George leaves the gap in the text with some 
indication of the number of signs that would fill out the line:  x x x x.  They number the 
lines a bit differently.  Where George provides a transliteration of the phrase, “into the 
heart of Uruk,” ina libbi urukki, Parpola supplies only the signs themselves, one for “heart” 
and another for “Uruk” (the UNUG sign). 

Even though George and Parpola disagree on a few readings, they both read the lines 
differently from George Smith’s reading. 

Today there is agreement on the essence of these two key lines.  The lines are very 
important in the development of the character Enkidu.  Shamhat the harimtu has seduced 
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Enkidu.  Sex between them has given him “reason” and “understanding,” even though it 
had weakened his ability to run with the herd he was living with.  They run away from 
him, and he returns to the harimtu.  She speaks to him, noticing his “beauty” (damqata), 
which is god-like (1.207).  She describes the city, its temple and the gods Anu and Ishtar—
and then Gilgamesh, who is “lording it over the menfolk like a wild bull,” as George 
translates the passage.448 

Enkidu’s “heart,” now “wise,” is already seeking a “friend” (ibru). 

It is probably important that Enkidu can think before he speaks, but the lines that 
produced the “midannu-beast” when George Smith read the text for the first time are now 
read as Enkidu’s first speech-act. 

Enkidu’s brief speech includes a boast, the very essence of self-awareness and self-esteem, 
which is reinforced by the emphatic use, twice, of the person pronoun anāku.  The 
personal pronoun is already understood in the verb form, so its presence indicates 
considerable force:  “I, myself” will challenge Gilgamesh.  I will boast that I am the 
mightiest one in Uruk and will change things are. 

In a way, Enkidu is right.  He may not actually defeat Gilgamesh in their wrestling match, 
but he will change his and Gilgamesh’s destiny. 

George Smith saw nothing of this.  He placed the fragments in Tablet III 

A. H. Sayce’s edition of Smith’s book used the cylinder seal impression of a hero wrestling 
a lion as his frontispiece. 

This seal impression was thought to be just one of many representations of a heroic 
human being holding, wrestling, or killing a lion.  Whether any of these figures represent 
Gilgamesh has been much disputed.  The tradition of heroes mastering lions is certainly 
older than the historical Gilgamesh. 

More important for Hamilton’s reconstruction of the epic is the woman called “ Mua,” 
who provides a love interest for Izdubar at the end of the work.  “Mua” is the curious 
consequence of reading cuneiform signs that today are read as the beginning of a 
formulaic phrase, “When something of dawn appeared,” not as a character at all. 

For Hamilton the hero of the story establishes his fame by rescuing the city of Erech from 
its enemies and fighting the “rival giant,” Khumbaba.  Like epic heroes in The Iliad, 
Jerusalem Delivered, or The Faerie Queene, Izdubar--whom Hamilton identifies with 
both the biblical Nimrod and the Babylonian lawgiver, Hammurabi--was thought to be a 
real historical figure, one whose actions decisively change the imperial history of Babylon.  
(It was over this point that the first important conflict in interpretation of the Izdubar 
story occurred, with George Smith arguing for a historical figure behind Izdubar and Sir 
Henry Rawlinson seeing him as a solar deity.)  Humbaba today is seen as a monster of the 
mountain wilderness, not as a rival warrior.  And the perceived connection between 
Gilgamesh of Uruk (in the southern Sumerian lands) and Hammurabi of Babylon (a place 
of no importance at all in the time of the historical Gilgamesh more than five hundred 
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years before the rise of Babylon) soon disappeared from Assyriological scholarship.  The 
Gilgamesh-Babylon connection today exists as a shorthand for the dialect of Akkadian 
thought to have formed Standard Written Akkadian, i.e., Standard Babylonian. 

Like Perseus and St. George, he fights beasts and monsters.  Izdubar is not simply the 
heroic warrior, though.  He has a philosophical side as well.  He searches for the meaning 
of existence, for the secrets beyond the grave, though it brings him incredible suffering.  
In The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic Jeffrey Tigay presented the evidence that the 
Standard Akkadian version of Gilgamesh added the emphasis to Gilgamesh’s search for 
wisdom by fronting an older, Old Babylonian Period narrative with a new prologue that 
explicitly named Gilgamesh as one who not only searched the world but found a bitter 
“wisdom” and wrote about his experiences. 

Odysseus and Aeneas, of course, share much of Gilgamesh’s restless search that carries 
the hero beyond the waters of death, but one looks to medieval Eastern and Western love 
literature and more modern heroes for the third aspect of Izdubar, his interest in romantic 
love.  From the very start, the love goddess troubles him.  The love interest weaves in and 
out of the narrative, culminating in Izdubar's final dilemma.  At the end of the story he 
must choose between his love for Mua, the semi-divine daughter of the seer Khasisadra 
(now read Utnapishtim)--a woman who cannot bear to see the sufferings in the real world 
and decides against journeying back to Erech with Izdubar--and his duty as king, which 
requires him to rejoin the city. 

The other major character who appears strikingly different than his twentieth-century 
counterpart is Heabani, companion to Izdubar.  Because he felt he was on solid ground in 
assuming that Heabani (our Enkidu) was a seer, Hamilton expanded the role beyond 
anything to be seen in modern readings of Gilgamesh.  Instead of a wild creature who 
must learn the ways of civilized man through a sexual initiation and then must win the 
affection of the hero in a hand-to-hand fight with the hero, Heabani rather is presented 
as a sophisticated poet/seer, a man rich in years of practical experience and deep in 
philosophical contemplation.  Heabani voluntarily exiles himself from the world of men, 
from the city, and like a Romantic poet sings the praises of Solitude and Nature.  He is 
capable of the heroic deed, though: witness the fight with the Bull of Heaven or with the 
dragons of death.  It is Heabani even more than Izdubar who gives the poem its 
philosophical dimension.  It is the profound poet who gives explicit utterance to the 
ambiguities of man's fate.  More like a Victorian “bard” than a Babylonian poet, perhaps, 
Heabani articulates the search for a faith that often resembles the cry of a Tennyson or an 
Arnold in a world of uncertainty. 

In addition to different characters there are whole episodes in Ishtar and Izdubar that 
have at least a suggestion in the scholarship of his day but are wholly absent in the modern 
versions. 

The heroic struggle against the Elamites is a case in point.  In his “Proemium” and in 
numerous notes Hamilton, largely following the work of George Smith, presents evidence 
for the historicity of Izdubar and by extension the epic rescue of Erech that brings Izdubar 
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him fame.  Khumbaba is drawn into the conspiracy against Izdubar by a further extension 
of evidence that is now out of favor entirely.  Fights with the “midannu”-beast and with 
the dragons of death, Izdubar’s confrontation with Mam-mitu, or Fate—and even the 
narration of Heabani’s death as a consequence of the dragon fight—are additions which 
Hamilton made to the story, mainly to give the piece a unity that could not be established 
with any certainty given the fragmentary condition of the text in his day.  He is 
characteristically bold in his additions, going far beyond the tentative suggestions of his 
contemporaries, but in even these cases the episodes had some suggestion in the text 
itself. 

Immortality, the nature of the Otherworld, and Love are thematic concerns that dominate 
Hamilton’s poem, much as they dominate the work of many a late Victorian composer or 
writer.  If the conclusions to these thematic concerns appear strikingly unlike Gilgamesh 
as we have come to know it—we see it as a poem of profound pessimism, its wisdom that 
of facing a world where is no permanence, a poem terrifying in its pictures of the world 
facing humans beyond death in which the joyless creatures eat dust and cannot see in the 
darkness—if Hamilton’s conclusions seem far too cheerful and optimistic, at least his 
sense of ambiguity and struggle seem close to the mark.  The 1880s saw the struggle 
among the scholars to understand Assyrian and Babylonian ideas of justice, holiness, 
virtue, and especially the problem of immortality and the possibility of a glorious life 
hereafter for the good man.  It was not until the 1890s that agreement came on these 
matters.  If anything, Hamilton is more cautious, more searching and less ready to accept 
personal immortality than his contemporaries among the Assyriologists. 

W. H. Fox Talbot was the one most insistent upon the fundamental optimism of the 
Assyrians and Babylonians on these matters.  Others followed, like William St. Chad 
Boscawen, who used the very texts modern scholars use to show Mesopotamian 
pessimism in order to show how fully systematic and hopeful the Babylonians were.  
Hamilton was by no means the last to develop the question.  He saw the philosophical 
positions reflected in the narrative, far beyond what his contemporaries had, though.  
Again and again his hero and companion fall into despair only to be rescued by the “light.”  
He even interpreted Papsukal, a messenger god mentioned in “The Descent of Ishtar to 
the Nether World,” as a personification of Hope—and introduces Papsukal into the hero's 
descent into the world of death. 

If Hamilton's cultural progressivism and the search for the perfect poetic form is apt to 
make Hamilton a man of his time, one feature of his work is certainly close to interests 
that are especially intense in American literature today: the use of myth.  In his own day 
Hamilton was closer to the English poets, especially the Pre-Raphaelites in the 
thoroughgoing use of mythic motifs, than, say, to the American realists of the 1880s.  
Hamilton's use of the Tammuz myths is the most important in Ishtar and Izdubar.  Long 
before Sir James Frazer determined to show the ubiquity of Venus and Adonis stories and 
rituals in the ancient world, Hamilton took the bold step of seeing the Tammuz/Adonis 
myth as the chief unifying feature in the epic of Izdubar.  The reason for Ishtar's descent 
to the Underworld, which was thought to be an integral part of the Izdubar story, was not 
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clear to Hamilton's contemporaries.  George Smith had thought she had entered the world 
of the dead, not to bring back her lover, Tammuz, but to seek vengeance against Izdubar 
for refusing her love.  Only Hamilton continued Ishtar's story in a beautiful song on the 
power of love as the redeeming feature of the work, and only Hamilton related the descent 
so clearly to the search for immortality. 

Even more shocking is Hamilton's subtle transformation of Izdubar's story to approach  
the condition of Tammuz.  In an advertisement announcing a so-called “second volume” 
of Ishtar and Izdubar (also mentioned in the “Proemium”), Hamilton hinted that what is 
implicit in the ending of Ishtar and Izdubar would become explicit in the “second 
volume.”  Izdubar would once again have the occasion to refuse Ishtar's love, and he would 
be sent to the Underworld where he would become, like Tammuz, “King of Hades.”  The 
final transformation would be a reconciliation with Ishtar and a “translation” from Hades 
to the world of bliss, which he would share with Ishtar.  The cleansing of Izdubar by 
Khasisadra and the love between Izdubar and Mua are the elements of the pattern of 
Tammuz's descent into the Underworld and his rescue by Ishtar's love.  There is a 
personal survival of Izdubar promised in his final “translation,” though, that goes beyond 
the Tammuz story. 

The Tiger 
George Smith and A. H. Sayce placed the midannu-beast in Tablet III.  They knew that 
Gilgamesh (“Izdubar”) had sent a woman to entice Enkidu (“Heabani”).  Actually he had 
sent two women to urge the sage Heabani to leave his cave.  The early translators knew 
that Heabani ate food with gazelles and drank with beasts and “creeping things of the 
waters,”449 but since they had not imagined Heabani as a “primal” human, a creature of 
the wilderness, they saw him more like the wise Green One of the Qur’an Sura 18, a figure 
more sagacious than the greatest of the biblical prophets, Moses.450  And since the 
translators thought there were two women, one a seducer, “Samkhat,” and the other a 
companion and advisor, “Kharimtu,” they developed a scenario in which Gilgamesh 
schemed to bring Enkidu into the city. 

(When John Gardner and I translated Gilgamesh the prevailing notion was that the text 
referred to one woman who was identified by two professions.  She was both a shamhatu 
and a harimtu, something like a “voluptuous” one451 and what Americans call an “escort.”  
It is difficult to find modern non-pejorative terms for the classes of women in the service 
of Ishtar.  The first term, which is still considered a lower class title, more like “whore,” is 
now thought to be a personal name, Shamhatu (now generally read Shamhat).  That still 
does not clear up the question of combining the personal name with a rank that was 
considered higher than shamhatu.)452 

For Smith and Sayce the first woman does entice Heabani out of his cave.  (They were too 
much the Victorians to actually translate the sex scene, noting only that certain lines were 
devoted to “the actions of the female Samkhat and Hea-bani.”453)  And Kharimtu does 
escort him to the city. 
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Because Smith and Sayce did not see Enkidu as the primitive creature who would 
challenge Gilgamesh in the city, they read the last line of column iv, “I will meet him and 
see his power,” as anything but a boast of Enkidu’s power.  Since they envisioned him as 
an old wise man, they saw nothing special in Enkidu speaking, which we now emphasize 
because it is his first use of language.   For Smith and Sayce there would have been no 
reason to educate Enkidu. 

The key line opens column v.  “I will bring to the midst of Erech [Uruk] a tiger.”454  The 
rest of the column was too broken for Smith and Sayce to see how this turned out.455 

[See “Illustrations”: Fig. 29: (George 2003 columns iv and v, Plates 45 and 44).] 

Gilgamesh Oppresses Uruk 
The “evolution” of the Gilgamesh story can be glimpsed in one simple example.  The 
people of Uruk cry out for relief from the “oppression” of Gilgamesh (lines 1.63-91).  What 
this “oppression” consists of is much debated.  One of the gods hears the complaints and 
takes action.  (The gods will create Gilgamesh’s rival and friend, Enkidu.)  Unfortunately 
for us the name of the god cannot be read on the tablet.  “The god [     ] listened to their 
complaint” (1.76).  In the blank, where a word is missing, almost everyone fills in the 
name, Anu, the sky god.  An earlier version even includes a four-line speech that may be 
the response of Anu.  (The god in not named in the four lines.)  For whatever reason, 
Gilgamesh drops those lines.  While it is reasonable that the high god Anu would 
intervene, it is still possible that another god is responsible for the response.  If we keep 
in mind that the city, Uruk, in the Standard Gilgamesh is identified as the city of Ishtar, 
and earlier versions sometimes identify the city as the dwelling of Anu and Ishtar, it is 
possible that our Gilgamesh is effacing Anu from this episode.  We await more discoveries 
to decide the case. 

After the two prologues in Tablet 1, which establish the major themes of the story as a 
whole and describe Gilgamesh as a great hero and king, the narrative begins (in line 63) 
with what is usually called The Oppression of Uruk.  Gilgamesh is the problem and, 
ironically, develops a plan that will bring about a solution. 

Exactly how the king oppresses his people has been a matter of much controversy.  
Gilgamesh keeps the young men of the city exhausted with unending contests of some 
sort.  The young men are kept from their fathers.  At the same time Gilgamesh does not 
allow the young women to return to their mothers (and possibly the married women to 
their bridegrooms).  This suggests that Gilgamesh tyrannizes over the people by 
exaggerating his roles as a military commander and as the “lord” (en) who sexually 
initiates brides before they cohabit with their bridegrooms.  While the details of the 
oppression of Uruk are not entirely clear, this version differs from the earlier, Old 
Babylonian, versions of the story. 
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Gilgamesh in Action 
After two prologues that characterize the hero, the narrative begins in earnest with a very 
brief view of Gilgamesh active in his city.  The passage is surprisingly short and unspecific 
given that the consequences for the story are so great.  No sooner is he introduced but 
Gilgamesh is seen as oppressing his people.  They cry out for relief.  The gods hear their 
pleas, and soon Enkidu is brought into the story. 

He is renowned for his beauty (1.59-62).  Anticipating lines that will describe Enkidu, 
Gilgamesh is said to have locks of hair growing thickly like the goddess Nisaba.456  One 
small detail does not appear in the description of his friend: Gilgamesh is bearded. 

In Uruk, though, he goes about “the sheepfold,” the epithet that characterizes the city in 
the Standard Version of Gilgamesh, but he is, in Andrew George’s phrase, “lording it like 
a wild bull, [head] held high.”457 

Immediately there is a problem.  The exact details have vexed scholars from the 
beginning.  I suggest that it is a problem that involves more than anything else, his 
gargantuan libido. 

The passage in question is supported by two texts.458  Andrew George reconstructs the 
Akkadian in this way. 

i-na su-pu-r[u] šá urukki šu-ú it-t[a-na-lak?] 

ug-da-áš-šá-ár ri-ma-niš šá-qu-ú re-[e]-[šú] 

ul i-ši šá-ni-nam-ma te-bu-ú giškakkū (tukul) [meš-šú] 

ina pu-uk-ku te-bu-ú ru-ù’-[ù]-[šú] 

[ú-ta]-ad-[da]-ri eṭlūtu(guruš)meš šá urukki ina ku-k[i-ti] 

ul ú-maš-[šar] [d]GIŠ-gim-maš māra(dumu) ana ab[i(ad)-šú] 

[ur-r]a ù [mu-š]i i-kád-dir še-r[iš] 

[dGIŠ-gí]m-maš š[arru(lugal)?(…) nišī rapšāti?] 

[šu-ú] rē’[ûm(sipa)-m]a!? šá urukki su-p[u-ri] 

[ul ú]-ma[š-šar [dGIŠ-gí]m-maš mārta ana] [ummi(ama)]-[šá] (1.63-72) 

The brackets enclose cuneiform signs (and parts of signs) that have been restored even 
though they can no longer be seen on the tablet.  In the “sheepfold” that is Uruk Gilgamesh 
goes about like a wild bull, his head raised high.  He also raises his weapons.  (Note again 
the pattern of high/low figures.)  The men of the city are “raised” as well, as George puts, 
“kept on their feet.”  Why?  They have something to do with a pukku. 

The meaning of pukku is still, as we shall see, much debated.  George takes it as a ball.  
George envisions the men (“heroes”) vexed because they are being forced to play a game 
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incessantly.  And they are kept from their fathers.  Gilgamesh will not allow them to go 
free—to their homes.459 

There are several gaps in the text, and a key line is reconstructed by George to read, “Day 
and night he behaves with fierce arrogance.”  There is consensus among scholars that, 
even if this line has to be adjusted somewhat in light of textual evidence that may appear 
in the future, Gilgamesh is acting in an arrogant and capricious way.  And he is not only 
king but—picking up an old metaphor for “king” appropriate to the city which is a 
“sheepfold”—he is also a “shepherd.” 

Balancing the ill treatment of the young men is Gilgamesh’s treatment of the young 
women of the city.  Gilgamesh will let no daughter go free to her mother. 

The people react by appealing to the gods.  As the charge against Gilgamesh is repeated, 
in at least one instance the treatment of the women appears to change: Gilgamesh will not 
allow a girl to go to her bridegroom (line 91 and possibly line 77). 

The gods will create Enkidu as a rival to the tyrannical Gilgamesh. 

The references to fathers and mothers allows for the possibility that there is conflict 
between the traditional family and the roles men and women play as “citizens” of Uruk.  
Much of the text writes out the Akkadian words, but some signs (logograms) use Sumerian 
words that are meant to be read in Akkadian.  Among them is the sign read dumu 
(offspring, with no indication of gender), to be read as māra, that is, “sons.” 

Other logograms in the passage are the terms used for king, lugal and sipa (“shepherd”); 
for father (ad) and mother (ama); for the able-bodied workers who were periodically 
called into military service (gurush); and the weapon wielded by Gilgamesh (tukul).460 

How Gilgamesh “Oppressed” His People 
The description of Gilgamesh and his city given by the harimtu to Enkidu as he is being 
civilized casts light on the issue of the king’s oppression of his people that gave rise to the 
birth of Enkidu in the first place. Neither the Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh nor the 
earlier Old Babylonian versions provide enough details about the way he oppressed his 
people, and so much is made of the close parallel in the Sumerian story, “Gilgamesh, 
Enkidu, and The Netherworld.”461 

The “Pennsylvania” Old Babylonian version (P) is fragmented at the point where the 
harimtu seems to be pointing out Gilgamesh’s oppression of the people (P213).  A man 
running by tells Gilgamesh that the king cohabits with the woman before the husband 
does (P217), and Uruk is in the midst of a festival in which like a god Gilgamesh embraces 
the goddess of weddings, Ishhara.  The Yale Old Babylonian text ignores the first of these 
characterizations.  There the harimtu appears to be telling Enkidu that in Uruk Gilgamesh 
will embrace Enkidu like a wife, and they will love each other.  The man who is running 
by is hastening to a festival in the city where, similarly, the king will cohabit with the bride 
before the bridegroom has his chance.462 
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Gilgamesh, then, is consistent with the Old Babylonian tradition in portraying an 
oversexed king whose conduct is alarming to at least some of his citizens. 

The closest Sumerian parallel, on the other hand, sets the oppression in a different context 
and suggests a rather different problem facing the community.  In “Gilgamesh, Enkidu 
and the Netherworld” (which provided the text for Tablet 12 of Gilgamesh) helps the 
goddess Inanna by ridding her favorite tree of several creatures that had attached 
themselves to it: a snake in the roots, the dreaded Anzu bird in its branches, and a young 
demoness that had taken up residence in its trunk.  Gilgamesh cuts down the tree and 
gives the wood to Inanna.  The trunk is made into the two pieces of furniture that are 
found in the literary tradition as having been positioned in the most sacred part of her 
temple, the storehouse: a bed and a throne.  Gilgamesh retains the roots and branches, 
from which he makes two implements, a pukku from the base or roots and a mekkû from 
the branches. 

The nature of these two objects has been debated for many years.463  The details are not 
that important for our analysis here.  Douglas Frayne considers them a ball and stick used 
for playing a game in the city square.  Whatever the activity may be, Gilgamesh obsessively 
drives the young men of the city to distraction.  Frayne sees Gilgamesh riding piggyback 
on the young men from dawn to dusk, then taking up the game again the next day (134).  
The people complain, and as a result the two objects are lost to Gilgamesh: they fall to the 
floor of the Netherworld.  More seriously, Enkidu, who offers to bring them back, is 
captured by the Netherworld itself, a portrayal of his death that is quite different from 
what we read in Gilgamesh 7—but described in the Akkadian translation of the Sumerian 
in Tablet 12. 

What is most significant about the Sumerian version of the story is that it shows 
Gilgamesh violating the most sacred and traditional duties of a Sumerian king.  The 
victims of this crazy play are not, as they are in Gilgamesh, young men and women in 
incessant partying.  Rather they are specifically orphans.  They groan under (literally) the 
weight of the king upon their backs.  The men who have a mother or sister are partly 
spared, since they have someone to provide them with bread and water during the day.  
The orphans, however, have no one.  Significantly, two groups complain about the 
situation, widows and young girls. 

Even if this were somehow to be construed as a euphemism for sexual activity, the 
emphasis falls on Gilgamesh oppressing the very people who in a kinship-based society 
are in greatest need of protection: widows and orphans. 

In contrast, the Akkadian versions show a Gilgamesh who loves to party, and whose 
activities, though they alarm the parents of young men and women, are attractive to the 
harimtu and, presumably, to Ishtar.  The problem is not so much the kind of behavior 
that Mesopotamian society may have sanctioned during the religious festivals of the year; 
rather it is the compulsive, excessive, and, dare I say manic, behavior of Gilgamesh, not 
his violation of the norms of kingship that causes the gods to bring relief to the people. 
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The “oppression” of Uruk is prelude to the two heroic activities that made Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu famous, their defeat of the monstrous Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven.  I shall 
skip over the details of these adventures, which take up fully four and a half tablets of our 
eleven (or twelve) tablet poem.  It is worth mentioning, though, that Gilgamesh, fresh 
from his wrestling match with Enkidu, at whose conclusion they become the best of 
friends, is excited about the possibility of his making a name for himself by defeating 
Humbaba.  Enkidu, who knows about Humbaba, is cautious, as are the elders of the city, 
but Gilgamesh is not to be denied.  Once the dangerous journey to the mountain begins, 
however, Gilgamesh increasingly loses his excitement and at every stage seeks out the will 
of the gods in the form of dreams sent from the deity who has prompted the adventure 
and who protects him along the way, the Sun God, Shamash.  By the time the men actually 
engage Humbaba, Gilgamesh has to be prodded by Enkidu to kill the monster.  The ethical 
dilemma facing Gilgamesh is a very important part of the story, but I want to mention the 
other side of it.  Gilgamesh has lost the inner fire that propelled him to the moment.  And 
the victory over Humbaba is striking in giving no account of the joy the heroes might have 
been expected to express. 

The expression of joy, indeed the moment of greatest joy for Gilgamesh comes in the 
brilliant account of the victory over The Bull of Heaven.  This occurs at the very center of 
Gilgamesh. 

Both the oppression of Uruk and the solution to the problem involve a view of sexuality 
and its importance to an Urukean understanding of “civilization,” ideas that to many seem 
very foreign to the modern West. 

When the women of the city complain to the gods, the gods listen to their complaint and 
devise a solution to the problem: the creation of Enkidu.464 

The Creation of Enkidu 
Women complain and goddesses respond, indicating empathy for the youths who are 
dominated by the “wild bull” Gilgamesh (1.92-104). 

Unnamed gods call upon the Mother Goddess Aruru to create a human being in “his” 
(presumably the Sky God Anu’s) image.  The idea is to have the creature, Enkidu, fight 
with Gilgamesh in order to bring peace and quiet (lishtapshih) to Uruk.  This Aruru 
accomplishes by bringing the image (zikru) of Anu into her heart.  Note that the creative 
process involves a masculine and feminine element.  Anu and Aruru, male and female, 
contribute to the new creature.  Aruru then washes her hands, pinches off clay, and throws 
it down into the wilderness. 

Enkidu as Everyman 
How useful is it to think of human beings as they must at first have emerged, or as we 
might say, evolved.  Medieval England had a notion of “Everyman,” and wrote plays about 
the first humans.  Of course, being Christians, they thought the first man was a person 
named Adam, as he is named in the Old Testament.  There were plenty of stories of Adam 
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and his partner Eve, of their formation and life in the Garden of Eden, of their Fall and 
Original Sin, as the famous thinker St. Augustine described it.  They paid more attention 
to these stories from Genesis than they did the first references to the new creature in the 
story of Creation that opens the first book of the Bible. 

God said, “Let us make man in our own image (tselem), in the likeness (demuth) of 
ourselves, and let them be masters of the fish of the sea, the birds of heaven, the cattle, all 
the wild beasts, and all the reptiles that crawl upon the earth.” 

God created man in the image of himself, 

In the image of God he created him, 

Male and female he created them.” (Genesis 1:26-27) 465 

The idea that humanity was created somehow in the “image” of God has been interpreted 
over the centuries in more ways that can be identified in a short book, let alone a few pages 
on the character in Gilgamesh who most approaches the First Man, Enkidu.  The Hebrew 
word for image here, tselem, is used almost exclusively in a negative way in the Hebrew 
Bible, since it usually refers to the “idols” that were forbidden.  But taken in a positive 
way, as something that links humans and the divine by an essential resemblance, the 
“image” of God was of great interest whenever the Bible as taken up—and still is.466 

Most thinkers ignored the ambiguity in that the first “man,” that is, human being (adam) 
is said to be both “male” (zakar, but not ish, in this part of the story, ish being the usual 
term for an individual male) and “female” (neqebah).  The more familiar story, the one 
even today told to young children, of God putting the man into a deep sleep and taking 
the woman (ishshah) out of him (ish) (Genesis 2:23).  A similar ambiguity appears in the 
older Mesopotamian traditions of a First Human. 

In the older versions of Gilgamesh stories, the companion of Gilgamesh, Enkidu, is first a 
slave, then later a companion of the great hero. (If the “Amaushumgalanna Hymn” is 
about Gilgamesh it may be noteworthy that in the very earliest references to Gilgamesh 
no companion to his adventures is mentioned.) 

In this later Gilgamesh Enkidu is not only the one who becomes the great friend and 
companion of the hero, the one so mourned by Gilgamesh when Enkidu dies, but he is 
described interestingly enough as “human” and the very essence of primordial humanity.  
The Akkadian poet borrowed a term from Sumerian, lú-ux-lu, that is, man (lú) as he was 
in the beginning, and he even reinforced it by inventing a compound, lullû-man.  (A 
Sumerian balag composition, BM 86535.Obv.112 refers to the primal humans, na-ám-lú-
lu6, in a context where humankind appears to be coveting the me-ti, the me “of Life.”) The 
second part of this compound, amēlu, is the normal Akkadian term for human being, 
humankind.  Hence Enkidu is from the start of the poem what the medieval West knew 
as Everyman, or Mankind. 

The compound, lullû-amēlu, is very unusual.  It appears to be a “literary” word, shows up 
only in Gilgamesh (and there only twice, in 1.168 and 10.323; elsewhere in the poem 
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Enkidu is called simply lullû, 1.86,1.161, 175).  The only closely related term is found in 
the important Akkadian poem usually called “The Creation Epic,” Enuma Elish (VI.7). 

“The Creation Epic” narrates the formation of a creature to relieve the great gods of their 
labor.  The word lullû itself is unusual in Akkadian literature.  In addition to Gilgamesh 
and “The Creation Epic,” it has been found so far only in the other great poem about the 
creation of humankind, Atrahasis. 

Before we look at the connection between Enkidu and Everyman in Gilgamesh, it is worth 
seeing the way the lullû is formed in the other two poems. 

Atrahasis is a story of repeated attempts by the King of the Gods, Enlil, to destroy 
humankind.  First Plague, then Famine, and finally the great Flood are sent to completely 
wipe out the human race.  At the beginning of the poem, before humans were on the scene 
at all, the gods themselves had their problems.  The high gods ruled over the lesser gods 
with an iron fist.  The lower gods were forced to work digging and maintaining the canals 
without which the gods would not be fed.  Even today in Iraq the canal engineer is often 
the most important person in the town or village, for the distribution of water, especially 
from the Euphrates River, is essential for survival.  At any rate the gods worked night and 
day in backbreaking labor for 3600 years before they rose up against Enlil.  The great god 
is furious, of course, that the rabble was threatening him. 

The rebellion is crushed, but the crafty god Ea (or Enki, his Sumerian name) comes up 
with a plan to save the rebels—as he later will when Enlil sets about killing human beings.  
The plan is to create a mortal who will bear the work of the gods.  Whatever else the 
Akkadian poets and theologians may have thought of humanity, they agreed that, quite 
unlike the biblical stories of creation, where humanity is the capstone of the creative 
process and is established on earth to be masters of the animals, Mesopotamia considered 
humans essentially as mortal and as formed for the specific purpose to doing the work of 
the gods, so that the gods might live in leisure (and peace). 

The process turns out to be complicated.  The high gods turn to the Mother Goddess 
(called variously Belet-ili, Mami, and Nintu) to create human offspring.  She defers in the 
task to Ea, the god “who makes everything pure.”467  She will do what the gods wish if Ea 
gives her the clay to do it.  Ea sets up a purification ritual on the first, seventh, and 
fifteenth of the month.  One god will be slaughtered, and “the gods can be purified by 
immersion.” 

“Nintu shall mix clay 
with his flesh and his blood. 
Then a god and a man 
Will be mixed together in clay. 
Let us hear the drumbeat forever after [the heartbeat?], 
Let a ghost come into existence from the god’s flesh, 
Let her proclaim it as his living sign, 
And let the ghost exist so as not to forget (the slain god).”468 
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Ea’s plan is rather tricky in the details.  In addition to the heartbeat, humans will have an 
eṭemmu or spirit that will live on after death.  As we shall see, the persistence of the 
eṭemmu will not encourage the Mesopotamian people to think of death as an escape from 
one life into a better one.  The images of the afterlife for humans are almost universally 
dreadful.  One does look with favor on the dreaded, if inevitable fate. 

Still, the spirit attests to the origins of humankind in a combination of the divine and the 
human. 

The gods do as Ea orders.  They slaughter one of their own, a certain Geshtu-e, a god “who 
had intelligence.”  His flesh and blood are mixed with clay by the Mother Goddess.  When 
she reports the successful completion of her work, the Mother Goddess reiterates that she 
has relieved the hard work of the gods by forming the creature, but she adds—in a way 
that seems the gods do not notice—that the gods have “bestowed noise” on humankind.  
For her part she has “undone the fetter and granted freedom.”469 

The gods take this to mean that they are now free of their anxiety, and they kiss her feet.  
Even her name will be exalted as the Mistress of All Gods.  Her last words will, however, 
come back to haunt them.  There is still a great controversy about what the “noise” the 
gods have given to human beings might be.  But the “noise” will bring on repeated 
attempts to wipe the creatures out.  The word rigmu does mean “noise.”  But it also has a 
range of meanings from “voice” and “sound” to “thunder” and “complaint.”  It is also used 
for the wailing and lamentation for the dead.  No doubt the Akkadian poet was exploiting 
the multiple meanings of this key word. 

The process of creating humankind is not, however, complete at this stage.  An elaborate 
ritual is described.  Into a “room of fate” Ea and the Mother Goddess gather certain 
“womb-goddesses.”  In the presence (apparently) of the Mother Goddess Ea “trod the 
clay” while she kept reciting an incantation.  Then she “pinches off clay,” seven pieces on 
the right, seven on the left.  Between them she puts down a mud brick.  She makes use of 
a reed to cut the umbilical cord.  Seven males and seven females are born.  The appear, 
two by two, before her. 

The Mother Goddess then establishes rules for childbirth.  Among the rules are one that 
the mud brick will be put down for seven days.  A midwife will play an important role in 
the process.  The mother of the baby will sever herself. 

The detail is quite interesting, especially in view of the possibility that the author of 
Atrahasis, Nur-Aya, may have been a woman herself and interested in the many 
complicated relationships between male and female in Mesopotamian society—as people 
are today.  Interestingly, the Mother Goddess lays down a rule not only for childbirth but 
a principle that must have been as important in Old Babylonian times as it is today.  It is 
mentioned twice, for emphasis: “A wife and her husband choose each other.”  Since we 
tend to assume that marriages in the ancient Middle East—and in the Middle East today—
were usually arranged by the families, the emphasis on the consent of women and men is 
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of a piece with the careful pairing of male and female.  What was united in the new lullû 
emerges as double (and presumably equal) in its complete transformation. 

In “The Epic of Creation” the great god Marduk—who becomes King of the Gods for his 
courage in defeating the ultimate force of evil in the universe, Tiamat—communicates a 
clever idea to his father, the crafty Ea.  His plan is to “put blood together, make bones 
too.”470  The “primeval man” will change the ways of the gods; they will live at leisure, and 
they will be united, though they exist in two camps. 

To form such a creature, Marduk’s father Ea suggests that they find a person guilty of a 
crime against the gods, execute him, and create humanity from him.  A certain Qingu, 
offspring of Tiamat, is accused of starting the war against the gods.  He is found guilty and 
his blood is “cut off.”  Humanity is created from Qingu’s blood.471 

 

[See “Suggested Illustrations”: Fig. 29: Schematic “Life of Enkidu”] 

Miniatures 
The first sign of “civilized” life in ancient Mesopotamia is the large brick building 
constructed on a high terrace also made of brick. The city-states that are the hallmarks of 
Sumerian culture in what is now southern Iraq were very visible because of these central 
structures.  By convention we call them “temples,” although it is not altogether clear that 
they operated like the temples we know from antiquity, especially Israelite and Greek 
buildings. Mesopotamians called them “houses.” Even a very large city like Uruk survived 
for many centuries without the defensive city walls that provide a second obvious sign of 
civilization, i.e., organized warfare and warlords in their “Great Houses” or palaces. 

Elsewhere the genius of the Sumerians is evident in things done on a small-scale.  I think 
in particular the great achievements in art, especially in the cylinder seal, which appears 
to have been invented in Uruk.  The hand-held clay tablet, which the Sumerians 
themselves boasted of inventing—writing “wedge-shaped” characters with a stylus on 
clay—was a much greater achievement than its modern counterparts, ipods, PDAs, cell 
phones, and especially tablet computers that allow us to tap into the Internet, watch 
movies, play video-games, listen to music, and communicate with people all over the 
world—not to mention the reading of books. 

I do not know if the medium determined it, but much of Mesopotamian writing is in what 
I would call miniatures, small forms like the ubiquitous invoices that are found almost 
everywhere, poems, ritual texts, and stories.  As the centuries rolled on, the miniatures 
were collected into works that sometimes ran to hundreds of tablets: lists of officials, 
catalogues of omens, astronomical observations and the like.  We usually like to call 
Gilgamesh an “epic,” as if it were written on the scale of the Odyssey (though not the 
Mahabharata), but no Mesopotamian called it that.   When the different short stories of 
Gilgamesh were collected into a standardized “series,” it was not altogether obvious that 
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they constituted a coherent, unified story like the so-called “Babylonian Creation Epic,” 
Enuma Elish. 

A great many careful readers of Gilgamesh in our own era have found the different stories 
to cohere very beautifully.  I will argue that its architectonics are surprisingly rich, and 
the more we look at the work the more complex, though ordered, it appears.  But I want 
to emphasize that we are often dealing with miniatures that have been tied or bonded 
together. 

There is a moment in the Sumerian story of the Bull of Heaven, a version of which I will 
argue has been carefully placed in the center of our Akkadian Gilgamesh, where a 
poet/storyteller/”minstrel” (as the translator Douglas Frayne refers to the nar in the court 
of Gilgamesh) picks up his lyre and sings a song.  The whole “epic” runs to a little more 
than 180 lines of poetry.  The nar, whose name is Lugal-gaba-gal, sings a 9-line story: 

The goddess Inanna has brought down the Bull of Heaven from the sky, 
It eats up the green plants of Uruk, 
It drinks up the water of the Agilu canal. 
Though the Agilu canal reaches a double league in length, 
Its thirst is not quenched. 
It eats the green plants and strips the earth bare, 
It crushes with its teeth the felled date palms of Uruk. 
As the bull stands there, it fills Uruk. 
The fearsomeness of the Bull of Heaven fills Kullaba.472 

We do not know if this is typical of a court poet in Sumerian times.473  Even the scop or 
“maker” inside Beowulf tells longer tales.  We know that oral storytellers in many cultures 
are in such control of the “shape” of their stories that they can expand or contract them 
depending on the circumstances.  When my wife and I lived in Morocco, we observed 
storytellers slipping into crowds at festivals and even in the public market, and depending 
upon the interest of the people they attracted, they developed their stories or curtailed 
them and moved on.  There is an Egyptian specialist in the “epic” story known as the Sirat 
Banu Hilali whose recorded retellings of the story ran anywhere from one or two hours 
to more than twenty-four hours!  (The record seems to be 96 hours, but that is just what 
has been recorded on tape.) 

Lugal-gaba-gal’s short poem is actually an almost identical repetition of lines from the 
Bull of Heaven story in which he is a character. 

Two Views of Enkidu: Tablet 1, Lines 105-112 and 113-133 
Mesopotamian poetry often makes use of repetition.  When the repetition is exact, the 
poetry, even in a language other than Sumerian, echoes the patterns that are very 
prominent in Sumerian poetry.  This may be a conscious way a poet writing in Akkadian 
emulates—showing respect for—a very ancient literary tradition.  Or it may be a more or 
less unconscious reflection of a technique that is common in ancient oral compositions. 
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The birth of Enkidu provides the narrator, implicitly the hero Gilgamesh himself after he 
has gained wisdom through his difficult ordeals, with a first glimpse of the rival and friend 
Enkidu.  A second view of Enkidu follows immediately upon the first, though.  Enkidu, in 
the wilderness, is observed by a trapper, whose livelihood is threatened by the massive 
figure. 

Keith Dickson emphasizes the differences in the two views.474 The first is a view of him 
from the outside, from the point of view of an omniscient observer.  The second is the far 
more emotional response of a minor character in the work.  Dickson raises the important 
question, why there should be two different views, and fits the issue into larger questions 
about the gaze in the narrative working-out of the story. 

Enkidu in the Wilderness 
Our first glimpse of Enkidu, a qurādu, a warrior, a hero—quite unlike the gentle sage of a 
George Smith—offers a subtle characterization of the one who was created by the gods 
and tossed into the wilderness.  Following the narrative as Enkidu is “born,” lives with 
animals, is humanized and progressively “civilized,” is not difficult to do.  But the 
narrative is constructed of set pieces that build up an episode but do it almost by fits and 
starts, more like Elizabethan poetry and prose than the linear progression of many 
modern stories. 

The first description of him provides a good example of Akkadian poetic techniques.  
Much is packed into a few lines. The description is strikingly different from the hunter’s 
view of Enkidu in the lines that immediately follow these. 

Enkidu is a qurādu in the fashion of the fierce Warrior God, Ninurta.  It is possible, given 
what follows in the description of Enkidu (Tablet 1.105-112), that the dual nature of 
Ninurta is already suggested: he is not only the fierce warrior but also a god of agriculture, 
a farmer with his plow.475 

Enkidu is seen in two neat poetic triplets as a beautiful field of grain and as an equally 
beautiful and playful animal: reflecting the Mesopotamian world of agriculture and 
animal husbandry.  Rather like stanzas of Elizabethan poetry, the triplets are separated 
by a couplet that provides a transition between the two sets of three lines. 

His whole body was matted with hair, 
The tresses of his hair done up like a woman’s. 
The locks of his hair grew thickly, like the goddess Nisaba’s. 
 
He knew nothing of people or homeland. 
He was clothed in the clothing of the god Shakkan, 
 
Feeding with gazelles on grass, 
Jostling with the herd at the water-hole, 
Joying in the water with the animals.   (1.105-112) 
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The translation picks up the main themes of the poem, I hope; but it obscures the intricacy 
of the original. 

Akkadian, like other Semitic languages (and like Latin), is a highly inflected language.  
Since much of the meaning is carried by grammatical prefixes, infixes, and suffixes, word 
order can be very flexible and thus can be employed to maximize effects, both in sound 
patterns and in emphasis.  (Shakespeare and Milton provide many fine examples of 
manipulating English, with its emphasis on word order, into reflecting a Latinate syntax.) 

The first triplet clearly emphasizes the hair of Enkidu.  Perhaps the poet is seeing Enkidu 
as heroes are sometimes represented on cylinder seals, with long ringlets (and the acolyte 
that follows the en in early Uruk seal impressions).  But many have noticed that Enkidu’s 
hair (shartu), tresses (peretu), and locks of hair (itiq pērti) is likened to a woman’s hair.  
It also grows luxuriously like the goddess Nisaba’s hair. 

Schematically, the three lines elegantly develop parallel images: 

Verb HAIR  all over his body 

Verb HAIR  like (kīma) a woman 

HAIR   Verb  like (kīma) the goddess Nisaba. 

Each “hair” term is a variant of the previous term.  Each verb is a variant of the other, 
while changing emphasis.  The connection between the hair of a woman and the hair of 
the goddess Nisaba points not only to the similarity that both are females; the hair grows 
abundantly like grain in the field.  Nisaba was traditionally the goddess of grain.476  The 
beautiful imagery anticipates a later development in the story, where both grain and 
wisdom are associated with a woman in the service of Ishtar.  Nisaba, in addition to the 
force behind luxuriant growth, was also traditionally a, perhaps the, major deity 
associated with wisdom. 

The second triplet, on the other hand, emphasizes a different aspect of Enkidu and his 
relationship with the natural world.  Here it is not grain but (wild) animals.  For a figure, 
Enkidu, who will terrify the hunter who has penetrated this wilderness, the depiction is 
remarkably pleasant and joyous. 

Once again, my translation captures, I hope, the relationship between Enkidu and his 
fellow animals, especially the gazelle.   Schematically the triplet looks like this. 

itti (with)  ANIMAL Verb  grass 

itti (with) ANIMAL Verb   watering-hole  

itti (with) ANIMAL Verb (“raise”)  his “heart” waters   

The animal terms are variants of one another: gazelles (sṭabâtim), the herd (bulim), and 
animals hurrying about (nammashshê).  There is nothing fearful about them.  The 
particular animal, the gazelle, was long a symbol of beauty and grace, even in early 
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Sumerian poetry.  The transitional couplet prepares us for the image of the gazelle.  The 
god to whose skin Enkidu is likened is Shakkan (Sumerian Sumuqan), god of the herd.  
Jeremy Black and Anthony Green make the important observation that the open 
countryside of Mesopotamia had a great variety of quadrupeds: lion, cheetah, wolf, jackal, 
hyena, wild cattle, oryx, wild pig, wild cat, lynx, beaver and mongoose, as well as the 
gazelle.  The mountains saw deer, wild goat, ibex, wild sheep, even leopard and bear.  The 
protector of all these animals was Shakkan, the god himself imaged as cattle.477  The 
phrase, “clothed in the clothing kīma Shakkan,” with the comparison of Enkidu with 
Shakkan the way earlier lines had compared him kīma the woman and Nisaba, connects 
the two realms of grain and animals. 

The couplet makes the important point that Enkidu in the wilderness knows neither 
“people” nor their way of understanding the “land” as organized territory.  And just as 
Enkidu’s luxuriant hair covers his head and indeed his whole body, his skin is likened to 
that of the cattle god. 

The lines allow another important transition, to the “interior” of Enkidu.  Where the 
earlier lines dealt with Enkidu from the point of view of the body, the later ones have him 
feeding on grass, “jostling” (in George’s translation) with the animals at the watering 
place, and enjoying the waters with the animals moving around and with him.  George 
points out that the phrase that ends the sequence, itib libbashu, is literally, “his heart grew 
pleased.”  Both “heart” and the “joy” within the body will figure in the episodes to come.  
Recall that the first line ended with “his body.”  The sequence ends with “his heart” and 
makes explicit an association with the interior life, a life of joy.  Note the “growing” or 
“rising” of the heart.478 

Akkadian Miniatures: A Preview of the Hero’s Distress 
Readers of Gilgamesh have noticed a striking similarity between a passage in the first of 
eleven (or twelve) tablets and a later passage.479 

The stalker (ṣayādu) who suddenly comes upon Enkidu in the wilderness (1:113) is called 
a hābilu-amēlu, something like “hunter-man.”  The first of these terms is rather unusual.  
The first, ṣajādu, appears to be formed from the root that means roaming about, 
restlessly.  A feminine form, ṣajādītu (CAD 16.66), is also unusual, but it shows up in both 
Shurpu and its counterpart for more dangerous (psychotic) conditions, Maqlu, where she 
is a demonic being who roams about.  The second, hābilu-amēlu, is one of the compounds 
unique not only to Gilgamesh stories but to this version alone.  According to the Chicago 
Assyrian Dictionary, the few times hābilu by itself appears the term refers to an evildoer 
roaming in the desert (CAD 6.16) or to a hunter using snares. 

When the hābilu-amēlu sees Enkidu, he stands, in Benjamin Foster’s translation, “stock-
still with terror.” Enkidu goes back to his “lair” (literally, “his house”).480   While Enkidu 
goes home with the animals with whom he lives, the stalker remains, again in Benjamin 
Foster’s words, 

Aghast, struck dumb, 
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His heart in a turmoil, his face drawn, 
With woe in his vitals, 
His face like a traveler’s from afar.  (1:118-21) 

The key word in this list is the one we have noticed before, nissatu, grief, worry, 
depression: sadness entered his heart (I.ii.49).481  John Gardner and I preferred “Woe 
entered his heart” when his face “grew dark.”  We also opted for a slower and more 
deliberate translation of the last line.  “His face was like that of one who travels a long 
road.”  By itself may be a bit jarring, but when we consider that it is a line repeated again 
and again to describe Gilgamesh in his mad roaming of the wilderness later in the story, 
we see that the miniature about the stalker prefigures a much larger and more important 
aspect of the hero’s quest.  He recognizes his nissatu, the sorrow in his belly, as he begins 
his search and enters the wilderness (9:4-5). 

The line is repeated yet again as Gilgamesh searches for the meaning of life.   When he 
encounters the tavern owner, Siduri, she recognizes the signs in him, the sorrow in the 
belly and “his face like that of a man who goes on a long journey” (10:9).  She uses the 
same couplet when she questions him (10:42-43).  She provides him with advice on 
dealing with his condition. He responds in the same language.  He presses on.  Twice he 
uses the line when he encounters the figure who will take him across the dangerous 
waters, including the Waters of Death, the boatman Urshanabi (10:115-16, 122-23).  At 
the end of the line, Utnapishtim, the Noah-figure, sees Gilgamesh approaching and uses 
the same language to describe him (10:216-17).  (Appropriately, Utnapishtim, whose 
epithet is “the faraway,” sees him while he is still a distance away.)  Gilgamesh once again 
is the man who has traveled the long road (10:223-24).  The motif is a variant of 
Amaushumgalanna in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” (and in the 
representations of the en on early cylinder seals?), where the hero’s travels are seen 
initially as a positive contribution to Uruk’s prosperity.  The tragic turn comes when the 
Plant of Rejuvenation is lost. 

Focalization: On Enkidu 
The way characters look at one another, or focalization, has become very important in 
literary criticism and in criticism of the other arts, especially film.482  Keith Dickson, in 
“Looking at the Other in Gilgamesh,” has, as we have mentioned above,  analyzed two 
important moments in the poem where the Gaze is very striking: the first descriptions of 
Enkidu, especially the perspective of the Hunter/Stalker, and Siduri’s view of Gilgamesh 
at the opening of Tablet 10.483  Dickson does not consider the way Tablet 10 ends with 
Utnapishtim’s gaze, but he looks very carefully at the earlier episodes. 

Quite unlike the perspective of a detached narrator—as Enkidu in the wilderness is first 
described to us—is the view the Hunter/Stalker has.  As Dickson points out, the narrator’s 
is dominated by sight, where the trapper’s view is mainly his inward feelings.  All but two 
adjectives used to describe Enkidu “refer to affective and thus no directly observable 
states.”484  The Hunter/Stalker is terrified by what he sees.  Dickson sees the implications 
clearly.  “Through the literary device of embedded (and interrupted) focalization, we gain 
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a kind of affective vision, or better, the vision of an effect.  What we see on the surface, the 
rigidity of the expression, the clouding of the face, reveals what lies within.  This device in 
turn reflexively turns on us too, since by its means we are also implicitly led to reassess 
our own initial response to our first view of Enkidu just a few lines earlier.”485  This is a 
particularly useful narratological form of empathy. 

The description of the trapper’s response, the fact that right after having seen Enkidu we 
are now directed to look at another who has also just seen him, prescribes specific 
affective content in response to that sight.  It fills in a blind spot in our extradiegetic view 
of Enkidu.  What was missing or indefinite and unspecified in our own experience when 
we looked from the narrator’s viewpoint is now supplied to us when we are asked to look 
from the viewpoint of the trapper.  His response, in a sense, is offered as a template for 
ours, and possibly even as a mirror.  Seeing the trapper after he has seen Enkidu forces 
us to take a look at ourselves as well.486 

Dickson follows Gilgamesh on his travels and also notes a sorrow in the heart of Enkidu 
as he is transformed into a civilized being.  Dickson suggests that “the sorrow that results 
from the sight of otherness is a sorrow closely linked to self-consciousness and to 
awareness of death.”487 

With Siduri’s Gaze that the implications of Dickson’s analysis will become particularly 
important. 

To anticipate the story told in Tablets 9 and 10, Siduri sees a wild creature, “a man 
dressed like a lion,” whose animal skins contrast strikingly with the veils and hoods that 
give us a brief glimpse at what she looks like.488  She, as others who have seen him on his 
terrible journey have done, notices Gilgamesh’s face, wasted by sorrow and exhausting 
travel.  Dickson makes a most significant observation, that the one who used to see others 
is now the one who is observed by others.  A great “switch in focalization” has taken 
place.489  Where in the First Prologue, Gilgamesh is the one with vision, who was able to 
“see everything,” in his encounter with Siduri he is seen from the outside, “the one who is 
radically and even repellently other, both alien and alienating.”  Like Enkidu had once 
been, Gilgamesh is a “savage.”  Gilgamesh “is clearly an interloper” in the world he has 
now entered, and he will soon fail the Sleep Test and lose the Plant of Rejuvenation. 

The Humanizing of Enkidu: Tablet 1, Lines 122-300 
In rapid succession, the Stalker seeks advice from his father, who sends the Stalker to 
Gilgamesh for a plan to deal with the dangerous Enkidu.  Gilgamesh sends a woman, a 
harimtu, in the service of Ishtar to seduce the savage in the wilderness.  The woman is 
now thought to be named Shamhat, one of two words to describe her role in the service 
of Ishtar. 

The Father’s advice is rather like the exchange in “Ea/Marduk” or “Divine  Dialogues” that 
proliferated in the Old Babylonian period.  The Son describes the terrifying Enkidu, 
mighty, powerful like a lump of rock from the heavens (1.124-25).  The creature roams the 
land and feeds on grass with the herd.  He fills in the pits the Stalker has dug and uprooted 
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the snares he has laid.  He fears the creature and is unable to do the work of the 
wilderness. 

The Father, like the god Enki/Ea, tells the Son what to do.  He should go into the city, 
where Gilgamesh will send him back into the wilderness with Shamhat the harimtu.  She 
will expose herself, revealing her vagina.  The creature will “go up to her,” and the herd 
will be estranged from him.  (The Father does not reveal details of the sex act itself.) 

The Son follows the Father’s advice.  He repeats what he has said to Gilgamesh exactly as 
he had told the father, and Gilgamesh responds exactly as the Father had told him.  
Gilgamesh, also, does not reveal details of the sex act. 

The advice of Father and Gilgamesh reveals, of course, their wisdom.  The Stalker follows 
their advice precisely. It takes them three days to arrive at the water-place.  On the second 
day of waiting for Enkidu, the creature arrives with the herd. 

When the Stalker is sitting with Shamhat, he adds his advice to her: to strip before Enkidu, 
spread her clothing on the ground and have the beast embrace her. 

The scene that followed shocked George Smith and A. H. Sayce.  They merely mentioned 
her actions, in passing.  It is not likely to shock readers today, except that it gives no hint 
at all that immorality is involved.  There is no moral dilemma facing Father, Son, 
Gilgamesh or Shamhat. 

The Harimtu in Gilgamesh: Tablet 1, Lines 188-94 
When the Shamhat sees the “murderous” (shaggāshu, 1:178) Enkidu emerging from the 
heart of the wilderness, she shows no fear at his approach.  A voice tells her what to do 
and what will happen: the animals with whom he lived will abandon him.  The lullû-
amēlu, humanity as it was in the beginning, will emerge in the encounter with the 
Shamhat.  Since it is the most sexually explicit passage in Gilgamesh—possibly in 
Akkadian literature—the passage has created problems for translators.  (One even 
adopted the pious dodge used in Victorian texts when the subject matter was too hot for 
the unlearned to handle.  He translated the Akkadian into Latin.)  Our ambivalence 
creates the problem.  An Akkadian audience would, I suspect, find little to be uneasy 
about. 

Shamhat, now taken as the name of a person, is introduced as “the harimtu, Shamhat” 
(1.162).  It is difficult to translate the term harimtu, especially since shamhatu, like 
harimtu, is the title of a woman in the service of Ishtar.  Such women could be dangerous 
to marriages, as we will see when Enkidu curses them, and there is a tendency today to 
call them “prostitutes” and “whores.”  The harimtu apparently had a higher status in the 
temple than the shamhatu.  Probably the Greek term “hierodule” is appropriate for this 
woman.  The harimtu is the title most often used in Gilgamesh for the women who served 
Ishtar.  Shamhat is virtually the earthly embodiment of the goddess, and she possesses in 
full Ishtar’s kuzbu. 
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In one sense the passage is plain and straightforward.  The Shamhat strips before Enkidu, 
exposes her genitals (ūru) to his gaze, spreads out her garment, and he “sleeps” with her.  
(Or rather “over her,” elī-sha is)lal.  While we might expect the familiar English 
euphemism here, the metaphor probably has more resonance in this text, since Gilgamesh 
is at one point the “sleepless” one, so full of energy that he exhausts the youth of his city, 
and at another is challenged not to sleep—a test he promptly fails.)  Sleeping aside, the 
passage, though brief, is filled with force, libido.  As she transfers it, with a “woman’s 
craft,” to the male, he literally becomes Human.  We are tempted to say she “made a man 
of him,” but the text points to a very special “man,” humankind as humans were at the 
beginning (a lullû). 

Enkidu is up to the task.490  For “six days and seven nights” they copulate.  (At least one 
reader thinks it is a continuous—heroic—mating.)  There is nothing in the preparation for 
this scene or in subsequent events that suggests the sexual activity, which resembles the 
ancient drama of the en and nin on their mat in the Urukean tradition, that points to 
mating for offspring.  Enkidu is human enough that, after the week of strenuous activity, 
he is satisfied, tries to rejoin his animal companions, but finds himself literally weak in 
the knees.  The animals flee, and he cannot follow them.  He then turns to the Shamhat 
for advice. 

The scene begins and ends with a pun, her dīdū and his dādu.  In the first line she takes 
off a garment that strips her completely naked.  It must have been a strip of fabric wound 
around her hips and between the legs (CAD 3.136).  His love-making flooded her. 

The Akkadian Text: Tablet 1, Lines 188-94 

ur-tam-mi fšam-hat di-da-šá 
úr-šá ip-te-e-ma ku-zu-ub-šá il-qé 
ul iš-hu-ut il-tu-qé na-pis-su 
lu-bu-ši-šá ú-ma-s,i-ma elī-šá is,-lal 
i-pu-us-su-ma lul-la-a ši-pir sin-niš-te 
da-du-šú ih-bu-bu elī ṣērī-šá 
šeššu ur-ri sebīšu mušâtimeš dEn-ki-dù te-bi-ma  fšam-hat ir-hi 491 
She loosened, did the Shamhat, her dīdū. 
Her ūru she opened, her kuzbu took over. 
Without fear she took his breath away. 
Her clothing spread out, he lay with her. 
She made a lullû of him, a woman’s craft. 
His dādu worked upon her. 
Six days and seven nights erect, Enkidu poured into Shamhat.492 

Shamhat Civilizes Enkidu: Tablet 1, Line 195-Tablet 2, Line 64 
Immediately after their immense week-long sexual performance, changes in Enkidu 
become evident.  There are gains and losses.  Enkidu loses interest in the harimtu, and 
then finds that the animals have lost interest in him.  They scatter, and his legs are not 
strong enough to catch up with them.  He was weakened and unable to run as he had 
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before.  On the other hand, he gains shâhu and hasīsu (1.201-202).  The first is a verb that 
indicates a growth in size or age, and is usually taken as the ability to reason.  The second 
is the “understanding” gained through the ear.493 

We have been alerted to the theme of wisdom in the First Prologue.  The beginning of 
knowledge and wisdom comes with the seduction of Enkidu, and continues through the 
process that prepares him to enter the city.  In the city the theme is developed with 
Gilgamesh, whose oppression of his people provides the measure of progress  in his 
development.  The stages of gaining insight, which we think involves empathy, has been 
analyzed in great detail by Benjamin R. Foster494 and Tzvi Abusch.495  The Great Gods, 
too, must learn from their experiences, as we interpret the poem.  Enkidu, as an animal, 
is weakened, but given “reason,” and “understanding.”496 

When Enkidu sits at the feet of Shamhat, she addresses him (for the first time), calling 
him “handsome” (damāqu), and telling him he has become “like a god” (1:207). Both 
George and Foster prefer “handsome” (used today more of men than of women) to 
“beautiful,” where both males and females in Mesopotamia were equally admired for their 
“beauty.” Gilgamesh is exceptionally beautiful, as heroes and rulers were expected to be, 
since they derive their beauty from the gods.  Irene J. Winter has pointed out the care 
Assyrian rulers took to represent themselves, to protect their “image,” as it were, to show 
that their perfect form and exceptional size indicated that the gods had taken notice of 
them and had selected them to rule the land.497  King Esarhaddon, whose poor health 
required him to make use of a “substitute king” several times in his reign, has left records 
of instructions to artists making his images.  (In one case he has his full beard, as sign of 
maturity in Assyrian times, depicted as fuller and longer than the beards of his sons, even 
as the stele proclaimed that both sons were worthy of succeeding him.)498 

Shamhat describes Uruk-of-the-Sheepfold to Enkidu as having its “heart” in the sacred 
dwelling of Anu and Ishtar (1:210).   There, again, Gilgamesh is lording over the men “like 
a wild bull.”  Enkidu instinctively knows (i.e., “knows in his heart”) that he should seek a 
friend (ibru).  This already suggests the paradox that will characterize the relationship 
between Enkidu and Gilgamesh: friendship, which implies equality, and at the same time 
competition.  The first words the now humanized Enkidu speaks repeats the words he had 
heard, but adds, “I will challenge” Gilgamesh.  The first use of “I” is a boast, which he 
expands by emphasizing his strength.  Indeed, he will show that he is the mightiest in 
Uruk and will “change the way things are ordered” (1:222), as Andrew George translates 
the phrase.499 

At this point Shamhat describes the city—and Gilgamesh—in a most significant way 
(emphasizing his beauty and libido).  Everyday there is a festival, and at the center of her 
imagining of the scene there is Gilgamesh, the Joy/Woe man. 

Another View of Gilgamesh 
No sooner has Enkidu found speech when the harimtu provides him with a glowing 
account of the city and its overseer, Gilgamesh.  She has asked him why he would want to 
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return to the animals in the wilderness.  He is “beautiful, like a god” (1.207).  She will lead 
him to Uruk the Sheepfold.500  He is eager for her to lead him.  In the city he will challenge 
Gilgamesh.  “Go,” she says to Enkidu, to Uruk, where 

The heroes wear the nēbehu-sash,501 
where every day a festival is held, 
where drums are always played, 
and the harimtus have beautifully figures, 
radiating desire, filled with sexual joy.502 
The Great Ones are kept from sleeping at night! 
Enkidu, you do not know what it is to live.503 
I will show you Gilgamesh, the joy/woe man.504 
Look at him, study his face: 
beautiful in his manhood, his upright bearing, 
his whole body glows with kuzbu. 
He is more powerful than you are, 
never sleeping day or night.505  (1.226-39) 

Enkidu is then told to make himself an enemy to his anger.  Andrew George translates 
Shamhat’s advice as “get rid of your sinful intention.”506  For Gilgamesh is not only 
powerful and beautiful: the gods have favored him.  Shamash loves him; the highest gods, 
Anu, Enlil, and Ea have given him great wisdom, literally “widened his ear” (uznu). 

Shamhat then, once again, displays her wisdom and the wisdom of Ninsun, by giving 
Enkidu details of two dreams Gilgamesh has had.  In one a meteorite fall, in another an 
axe falls from the heavens.  In each case of the prophetic dreams Gilgamesh will come to 
love the one who falls from heaven, that is, Enkidu.  He will love him “like a wife” (kīma 
ashshate) and will caress and embrace him. 

The harimtu thus credits Ninsun with the important ability to interpret dreams.  Enkidu 
will acquire a friend and counselor. 

The scene ends with Shamhat and Enkidu once again making love together.  She tells 
Enkidu of dreams Gilgamesh has had, and Tablet 1 ends with the notice that she and 
Enkidu have once again engaged in intercourse. 

“Making love,” our curiously abstract English phrase for sexual experience (urta’mu) is a 
useful translation in this line, which ends Tablet 1.  The final word in the line points to a 
close relationship, kilallān, Enkidu and Shamhat “together,” an idea that will appear 
again later, as we will see. 

Gilgamesh’s Two Dreams 
Enkidu listens to Shamhat as she tells him about Gilgamesh and the dreams Gilgamesh 
had had foretelling the coming of Enkidu (1.240-300).  The dreams come to Gilgamesh 
from the Sun God Shamash.  In line with Mesopotamian thought about significant and 
prophetic dreams, the two dreams are interpreted by someone other than the dreamer, in 
this case Ninsun, the wise goddess who is the mother of Gilgamesh.  (Another possibility 
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is that the scene has shifted to Uruk, and the dreams and Ninsun’s interpretations are 
narrated directly.) 

Shamhat Civilizes Enkidu 
The first thirty some lines of Tablet 2 are missing and are regularly filled in with an earlier 
Old Babylonian text. The civilizing process takes up the first sixty-some lines of Tablet 2.  
Shamhat will lead Enkidu to Uruk, which, unlike our Gilgamesh text and its usual 
designation of the city as the home of Ishtar, is called the “home of Anu.” In the Old 
Babylonian version Shamhat strips off a piece of her garment and clothes Enkidu.  As the 
late version takes up the story, Shamhat takes him into a camp of shepherds (a good 
transition between the wilderness and the city), where the shepherds offer him bread and 
beer.  Where he had eaten grass and drunk water, Enkidu needs to learn human food.  Not 
surprisingly, the men offer him the very items that supported the economy of Uruk.  Both 
were made with barley, a grain that is resistant to the saline soil in Uruk and 
extraordinarily productive when cultivated in long rows irrigated by Uruk’s water system.  
Enkidu then acts like a shepherd, guarding the camp, chasing off wolves and lions while 
the others sleep. 

Ludic or Manic? 
The “tragic” cast many readers feel in Gilgamesh owes much to the sorrows of Gilgamesh, 
and to a lesser extent, of Enkidu in the second half of the story.  There is another pole, 
however, that is glimpsed mainly in the first half of the story.  The “joy” is less noticeable 
than the “woe,” I would suggest, because it is largely exhibited in public.  Where sorrow 
turns Gilgamesh and Enkidu inward, the moments of joy are seen in communal activities, 
especially rituals. 

Even those episodes that do not involve rituals sanctioned by religious tradition often 
have the quality of ritual acts.  We are now used to seeing many characters in Gilgamesh 
as “liminal” figures, “neither here nor there,” involved in “rites of passage.”  The stages of 
Enkidu’s transformation from animal to civilized human provide a good, early example. 

While he lives in the wilderness, Enkidu’s heart “delights” (ṭâbu) in the water with the 
animals.  The wild Enkidu embraces the temple woman, the harimtu, for six days and 
seven nights. (Some suggest that it one continuous sexual act!). When he is “sated” with 
“delight” in sleeping with the woman, he turns back to the animals, only to find that his 
legs have been weakened and he can no longer return to them. 

Sex with the harimtu transforms him, however, into a human being, with intelligence and 
understanding.  She speaks to him of Uruk, home of Anu and Ishtar, with its great temple 
and its “wild bull” Gilgamesh, the most powerful of men in the city (1:211-14).  (As a wild 
bull, he takes on all challengers and maintains his harem.) Even before he speaks his first 
words, Enkidu knows “in his heart” that he should seek out a friend (ibru). 

His first words, as we have seen, respond what the woman has told him, and then he adds 
his first independent thought: he will challenge Gilgamesh (1:220-23).  In a motif that 
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anticipates Jacques Lacan’s “Mirror Stage,” Enkidu emphasizes the first person pronoun, 
I, and boast that he will be the most powerful and will change the way things have been 
done.  This, of course, sets the stage for the fight between the two heroes—a fight that is 
followed immediately by their deep friendship. 

One stage in his transformation is reached when Enkidu first eats bread and drinks beer 
(2:44-45).  At first he is puzzled by food that has been prepared, i.e., transformed, by 
humans.  As often happens in Tablet 2, there is a gap where Enkidu’s response is expected.  
The gap is often filled in by an Old Babylonian text.  In that version Enkidu eats bread 
until he is satiated, then drinks beer seven times until his mood becomes free, he begins 
to sing, his heart grows merry and his face glows.507  This may seem to be an obvious gag, 
but it does reflect a reality that ties the characters to the First City, Uruk.  Barley was the 
basis of the Uruk Miracle that, by late in the 3rd millennium BCE the economic 
powerhouse of ancient Sumer.  By choosing barley, which is resistant to the salts in the 
land, and inventing ways to plow and irrigate long rows, Urukeans vastly increased the 
production of grain.  The huge surplus provided the first capital for an economic 
expansion that allowed Uruk itself to become the largest city in the ancient world 
(excepting only Rome at its height) and to develop trade relations far beyond its city 
limits.  Barley was the first money, before silver and then gold.  A great variety of people 
were paid in barley rations.  Bread and beer were the staples of the society.  (Beer making 
destroyed the germs that flourished in water and was therefore safer to drink than water.) 

Furthermore, beer and brewers are mentioned in the great religious celebrations in 
Sumer.  The New Year Festival (akītu) in particular was noteworthy in this respect.  New 
Year ceremonies were held in Babylon at the time of the spring barley harvest, about the 
time of the equinox.508  A second festival, during the seventh month, also involved 
elaborate processions from the sanctuaries in the cities to the akītu-temples outside the 
city proper. The very ancient rituals continued in Uruk into Hellenistic times.  A text 
written in Uruk provides details of the Ishtar procession to the akītu-temple (and may 
refer to the ceremony in which the en was installed).509 

The akītu is mentioned in a most ironic way in the Flood story told in Tablet 11.  Unlike 
in the very similar biblical Flood story, the Noah-figure in this version must con his fellow-
citizens into building the enormous boat.  He rewards their service by butchering oxen 
and lambs daily and by providing them with “beer and ale, oil and wine,”510 actually beer 
sweetened with dates, “like water from a river,” so that they could enjoy a feast like New 
Year (11:72-74).  Once again the beer is responsible for much of the community’s joy.  ṭ 

Probably the most direct expression of Gilgamesh’s intense emotion in his ludic phase 
comes just after he becomes the friend of his rival Enkidu.  In his eagerness to take on the 
monster Humbaba, he speaks in identical language to, first, the citizens of Uruk (2:265-
71) and, later, to his mother (3:27-34).  He envisions his return to Uruk in triumph, “glad 
at heart.” 

When he returns home, he will celebrate akītu twice, with festival and merriment.  He can 
already hear the drums resounding in the city.  Interestingly, Enkidu and Ninsun are glum 
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when they hear Gilgamesh’s boast.  Enkidu, who is the only one who knows how terrifying 
Humbaba is, addresses the Urukeans and advises against the campaign.  The elders tell 
Gilgamesh that he is being carried along by his emotions and cannot understand the 
dangers he will face.  Ninsun, for her part, listens to the boast, and in her sorrow seeks 
the protection of the Sun God Shamash for her son. 

The campaign against Humbaba fills Enkidu with sadness.  Gilgamesh calls him a 
weakling for his fears.  Ironically, when the two men actually encounter Humbaba, the 
roles will be reversed.  The journey to Humbaba’s mountain is filled with ominous 
dreams, and at the moment when they encounter the monster, Enkidu will uses identical 
language to urge the “weakling” Gilgamesh to finish off Humbaba. 

The men will, of course, be successful in killing Humbaba.  Their return to Uruk, when 
Gilgamesh predicted he would be glad at heart and celebrating akītu twice over, is, 
however, not told.  Gilgamesh does indeed achieve his goal, a “name” that would survive 
long after his death, but the poet does not describe Gilgamesh’s emotional response to his 
victory.511 

While there is little direct expression of Gilgamesh’s inner life in the first half of the story, 
the indirect evidence of the ludic Gilgamesh comes from the woman who seduces and 
civilizes Enkidu. 

Before he is completely prepared to enter the city, that is, before he is “civilized,” Enkidu 
is enticed by a most interesting description of Uruk “of the Sheepfold.”  The harimtu 
describes the city (1:223-42) as a place of daily festival (isinnu).  There the drums beat 
and the temple women, the shamhati (like the harimtu herself), are beautiful and radiant 
with sexuality (kuzbu) and joy (rīshtu).  They even rouse the elderly from their beds! 

She immediately turns to the famous description of Gilgamesh himself.  Enkidu is either 
ignorant of life, as many translators fill in the gap in one line, or has not experienced the 
joy (hadû) of life (1:233.  He should see the hādi-ū’a-amēlu, Gilgamesh, literally the 
“joy/woe” man.  Note that the phrase picks up the hadû of the previous line—who is filled 
with manly vigor.  (The lines may tell us more about the woman and her personal 
perspective on the city and its hero, but even “manly vigor” and “seductive” beauty of her 
person do not quite capture the erotic force of her description of Gilgamesh.) 

Gilgamesh is stronger than Enkidu, she thinks, and he is sleepless (laṣalilu) day and night.  
Her portrait of Gilgamesh describes a ludic, if not manic, hero, in a city that reflects his 
pursuit of endless partying. 

She quickly follows this aspect of Gilgamesh by telling Enkidu to turn aside his hostility 
to the hero, for Gilgamesh is beloved by the god Shamash and has been given wisdom by 
the high gods of the pantheon, Anu, Enlil, and Ea. 
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Enkidu vs. Gilgamesh 
The now civilized Enkidu is enticed to go to the city itself, where in a great festival, he will 
be able to meet his rival.  Gilgamesh is about to enter a building, a “wedding house,” where 
he is to couple with the goddess Ishhara, who as a goddess of love was identified with 
Ishtar.512  It appears that Gilgamesh is expecting to participate in what modern scholars 
call a “sacred marriage” (about which, more below), one of the most important duties of 
the Urukean en.  A “substitute” (pūhu) has been prepared for him, and he is “like a god” 
in the ritual.  The passage in Gilgamesh is compatible with but not identical to an Old 
Babylonian version.  Some scholars think that Gilgamesh would deflower a woman before 
her husband sleeps with her.  This may be the case, but the lines do not say this directly.  
Mating with nin as “substitute” for the Great Goddess does appear to be the case here. 

When Enkidu stops him, significantly at the gate of the “wedding house,” the two men 
have the much-anticipated fight (2.103-17).  It appears that in a very even wrestling 
match, Gilgamesh prevails.  The two men kiss and become friends. 

Two versions of Enkidu’s entry into Uruk and the fight between Enkidu and Gilgamesh 
illustrate the extent to which the “Standard Akkadian” Gilgamesh (1.103-15) continues 
but also introduces subtle changes into the texts of the Old Babylonian period. 
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The “Standard” Version 
[it-ta-ziz-m]-ma ina sūqi [ša] Urukki [su-pu-ri] 

[x]x-[a?] i-bé-eš dan-nu-ti-ma […] 

ip-ta-ra-as  a-lak-ta [ša dGIŠ-gim-maš] 

Urukki ma-a-tu iz-za-az [eli-šu] 

ma-a-tu pu-uh-hu-rat [ina muh-hi-šu] 

i-tep-pi-ir um-man-ni eli [ṣēri-[šu] 

eṭlūtumeš uk-tan-ma-ru [eli-šu] 

ki-i šèr-ri la-΄-i ú-n[a-aš-šá-qu šēpīmin-šu] 

ul-la-nu-um-ma eṭ-lu ba-ni [….] 

a-na dIš-ha-ra ma-a-a-al [x x] ti [x] 

a-na dGIŠ-gim-maš ki-ma ili šá-ki-i[š-]šú pu-

h[u?] 

d En-ki-dù ina bāb bīt e-mu-ti ip-[te]-rik šēpīmin-

[šú] 

dGIŠ-gim-maš a-na šu-ru-bi [ul]-i-nam-di[n] 

iṣab-tu-ma ina bāb bīti [e]-mu-ti 

ina sūqi it-te-eg-ru-[ú] ri-bit ma-a-[tu] 

[si]p-[pu ir?-ú?]-bu  i-gar-[ra I]-nu!-uš513 

An “Old Babylonian” Version 
iz-zi-za-am-ma i-na šú-qí-im ša Uruk ir-bi-tim 

[x x x] i-bé-eš dan-nu-ti ma [x x x] 

ip-ta-ra-as  a-lak-ta [Uruk ir-bi-tim] 

Uruk ma-a-tu iz-za-az [eli-šu] 

ma-a-tu pu-uh-hu-rat [ina muh-hi-šu] 

i-tip-pi-ir um-man-ni [eli sêri-šu} 

etlê uk-tam-ma-ru [eli-šu} 

ki-i šer-ri la-’-i u-n[a-aq(?) ši-iz-ba (?)] 

ul-la-nu-um-ma et-lu ba-ni… 

a-na Iš-ha-ra ma-a-a-l [mu-ši]-ti na-di-ma 

a-na GIŠ ki-ma i-li-im ša-ki-iš-šum me-eh-rum 

EN.KI.DU ba-ba-am e-mu-ti ip-ta-ri-ik i-na 

šepâ-šu 

GIŠ a-na šu-ru-bi ú-ul id-nam-di-in 

i-na mu-ši in-ni-[  -]id 

is-sab-tu-ma iba bâb bit e-mu-ti 

ina suqi it-te-ig-ru-u ri-(?)-bit ma-a-tu 

si-ip-pa-am ih-bu-tu i-gar-rum ir-tu-ud514 

 

…in the streets of Uruk the Sheepfold When he entered the street 
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…at the show of his strength… 

he blocked the road… 

The Uruk countryside stood [over him] 

the countryside gathered [around him] 

the experts gathered [around him], 

young men thronging [around him]. 

They were kissing his feet as they would    
the feet of an infant. 

 

From afar a hero had arisen. 

 

 

 

 

For Ishhara the bed [is laid out], 

For Gilgamesh, like a god, a substitute 
was ready. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Enkidu at the gate of the wedding house 
plants his feet, 

prevents Gilgamesh from entering. 

Of Uruk-of-the-Wide-Marketplaces, 

The people swarmed around him. 

When he entered the street 

Of Uruk-of-the-Wide-Marketplaces, 

The young men gathered, 

Saying about him: 

“He is like Gilgamesh in build. 

Though shorter in stature, 

He has bigger bones.” 

… 

Born in the highlands, 

The milk of wild cattle 

He used to suck. 

 

Now in Uruk sacrifices were going on, 

The lords rejoicing: 

“A champion has come, 

for men of decency, 

For Gilgamesh the godlike, 

His equal has arrived.” 

For the lovemaking goddess Ishhara, 

The bed is laid. 

Gilgamesh was to join with her 

At night… 

 

 

 

On comes Enkidu, 
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They seize each other in the wedding-
house gate; 

They fight in the street, through the city 
square; 

they break the door-jamb, and the wall 
shudders. 

They fight in the street, through the city 
square; 

they break the door-jamb, and the wall 
shudders. 

 

stands in the street, 

barring the way. 

to Gilgamesh. 
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Akitu and the “Sacred” Marriage 
Folded into (some) New Year festivals is a “divine marriage.”515  Scholars have debated 
almost every aspect of the so-called “sacred marriage.”  While there is no consensus yet, 
it seems useful to distinguish between “early” and “late” sacred marriages.  (Other 
distinctions will follow.) 

The “early” pattern is a Sumerian tradition that is best exemplified by humans selected by 
Inanna to become her lover.  The selection raises the person’s status in his city (Uruk and 
other cities to which the rites spread).  The early sacred marriage is co-extensive with the 
phenomenon of “deified” kings.  It was not simply that the kings were remembered, after 
their deaths, as gods; they were deified in the acceptance of Inanna’s proposal of 
“marriage.”  Such a proposal is offered Gilgamesh at the center of Gilgamesh, in Tablet 6. 

For a long time it seemed intuitively obvious to modern scholars that a “sacred” marriage 
implied offspring (at least the promise of or desire for offspring).  Inanna herself 
complicated the issue.  “Sacred” marriages, presumably performed between the ruler and 
a pūhu, or substitute, for the god or goddess, rarely resulted in offspring.  Inanna is rarely 
considered a mother.  (Much later, the Assyrians, who assimilated a Mother Goddess to 
Ishtar, brought the motherly aspect of Ishtar to the fore.) 

The object of a “sacred marriage,” on one level, was certainly “life” in the form of 
prosperity and fertility (especially of crops and livestock). That would explain the 
presence of a “divine marriage” in the Akitu festivals, which marked the key moments in 
the life cycles of barley (and of the herds).  But the early form of the “marriage” greatly 
empowered the male or female selected as the sexual partner of the deity. 

Over the centuries, however, the human partner in the rite becomes less a factor in the 
“sacred” marriage.  The model is increasingly a couple like the high gods Enlil and Ninlil, 
Marduk and Ṡarpānītu (Zarpanitu), and, very late (at least) in Uruk, Anu and Antum.  The 
marriage could be “performed” by statues representing the divine husband and wife.  The 
statues could be placed in a garden to set the mood. 

As the human participant largely disappeared from the rituals, other historical changes 
reduced the importance of the en in Mesopotamia.516  The priestly ēnu virtually 
disappears from records, except in Uruk.  At the same time a key king of Babylon—the 
famous Hammurabi—in what would turn out to be the middle of his long reign withdrew 
from having himself considered a god. 

For Uruk, this further coincides with the loss of its independence.  The last powerful en 
loses out—to the Babylonians. 

These events happen during the Old Babylonian period.  In the same period a Gilgamesh 
legend is recorded that indicates that Gilgamesh was headed for a “wedding house” (bīt 
emūti) when he was confronted by Enkidu (2.111).  The Standard Version of the story adds 
an important detail: that a pūhu was provided for the goddess Ishhara as Gilgamesh 
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prepared to enter the building “like a god” (2.109-10), as if Gilgamesh were another 
Dumuzi. 

This has the look of a traditional Sumerian “sacred marriage.”  It would appear that 
Gilgamesh is on the verge of accepting a proposal from the goddess, who herself is an 
avatar or substitute for Ishtar.  Such a proposal will be given to Gilgamesh in Tablet 6, by 
Ishtar herself. 

But Enkidu’s challenge at the gate changes everything.  The fight and friendship turn 
Gilgamesh immediately away from the Ishtar-centered Uruk and toward a different role 
as king—the warrior.  That role was already an aspect of Gilgamesh in the Enkidu-less 
“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” where the role co-exists with his special 
relationship with Inanna. 

The tension between roles splits the narrative, only to explode in the centerpiece of 
Gilgamesh, Tablet 6. 

Ironically, the great adventure Gilgamesh devises is resisted by his mother Ninsun, 
Enkidu, and the elders of the city. 

The Name of the King 
The winner of the match between Gilgamesh and Humbaba in Tablet 2 is not entirely 
clear in Gilgamesh because there is a large gap in the text.  The older (Old Babylonian 
versions fill in the action.  Gilgamesh kneels, with one foot on the ground (P 229), and he 
calms down.  Enkidu recognizes him as a unique person, son of the wild cow Ninsun—and 
destined for kingship by the high god Enlil (P 240).  Although kingship, at least the title 
king (lugal), probably arose in Uruk’s neighboring city of Ur, as kingship grew in 
importance in the 3rd millennium BCE, the political center of Sumer had shifted farther 
north to city of Nippur.  Its major god, Enlil, was considered King of the Gods.  So it is 
appropriate that a Babylonian Gilgamesh text would link kingship with Enlil.  When the 
heroes defeat Humbaba, Enkidu makes a door out of the wood they have cut.  The two 
make a raft.  Enkidu takes the door and Gilgamesh carries the head of Humbaba to 
Nippur, as gifts for Enlil. 

Gilgamesh’s plan to fight Humbaba is formed immediately after the match with Enkidu.  
An Old Babylonian version preserves Enkidu’s response to the plan: why would 
Gilgamesh want to do it.  Such a feat had never been done (Y 14-16).  At this point the two 
men kiss each other and form the friendship that will dominate the rest of the story. 

It is in this context, with both Enkidu and Ninsun saddened by the plan, that Gilgamesh 
makes explicit his reason for the heroic adventure: to make a name that will live forever 
(Y 187). 

The idea that a name will preserve a person after death turns out to be an important 
impetus to inscribing a king’s name and keeping written records of his significant deeds.  
The long Mesopotamian tradition of writing royal inscriptions begins with inscribing 
names on precious objects in Early Dynastic times.  The tradition allows us to see the 
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evolution of kingship.  (As in the evolution of living species, there are gaps in the record.)  
Uruk celebrated its combination of en and lugal at least until it lost independence and 
was dominated by kings whose capitols were often far away. 

Just as Assyrian kings had continued a long tradition of presenting images of themselves 
as “beautiful,” they maintained the old Sumerian tradition of the king's “name.”  Irene J. 
Winter describes the importance of royal “images,” which included the “names,” in the 
following way. 

Through the very act of representation, they [statues functioning “within  the elaborate 
'sign-producing symbolic system' of the state apparatus”], made manifest, and hence 
worked to construct, the institution of kingship itself, giving concrete form to underlying 
concepts of divinely-sanctioned rule and the ideal qualities of the ruler.517 

Enkidu Introduced to Ninsun 
After the fight, Gilgamesh introduces Enkidu to his mother, the goddess Ninsun (2.162-
77).  Gilgamesh briefly describes Enkidu to her in words that recall an earlier passage.  
Enkidu is mighty, like a lump of rock from the heavens, tall and majestic.  The few lines, 
perhaps six in all, give Ninsun’s response, but the lines are too broken to be restored. 

A line drawn across the best tablet indicates that a new episode begins at this point. 

Suddenly Enkidu and Gilgamesh are speaking of the first great adventure in Gilgamesh, 
the journey into the wilderness where they will confront the giant guardian of the forest, 
Humbaba.  This adventure takes up the rest of Tablets 2, 3, 4, and 5.  The sudden turn in 
the narrative intrudes upon the introduction of Enkidu to the household of Gilgamesh.  
The story that brings Enkidu into the protection of Ninsun is again taken up in Tablet 3.  
In effect the adoption of Enkidu in Tablet 3 completes the civilizing of Enkidu. 

The Decision to Fight Humbaba 
Suddenly Enkidu is filled with fear.  His eyes fill with tears, and his arms fall limp.  
Gilgamesh holds him tight.  Although Humbaba is under the protection of the powerful 
god Enlil, Gilgamesh persuades Enkidu to join him in the quest, which will establish the 
name Gilgamesh forever.  The Council of Elders advises against the adventure, but 
Gilgamesh remains confident (2.178-303).  (Much of this section is filled in with earlier, 
Old Babylonian versions of the story.) 

The New Year in Uruk 
In his excitement over his plan to fight Humbaba, Gilgamesh twice explains what he will 
do to celebrate his victory.  The occasion, he tells the young men of the city, will be one of 
the famous festivals in Mesopotamia, the Akitu, and Gilgamesh will celebrate it twice 
(2.268-70).  He repeats the plan to his mother, Ninsun (3.31-33). We do not know what 
the young men think about the plan.  His new friend Enkidu is already upset at the 
prospect.  The elders of the city advise against the expedition against Humbaba. (They tell 
Gilgamesh his “heart” has been “carried away” in his enthusiasm.)518 And Ninsun listens 



Chapter Two: Sex for the City  319 
  

to her son’s speech in pain (3.34).  The speech prompts her to act in an extraordinary way, 
the details of which will be discussed in the next chapter. 

Those who know what the adventure entails—the wise mother, the elders of the city, and 
Enkidu (who knows of Humbaba from his days in the wilderness)—are understandably 
worried.  It is the wild scheme of one who, as the elders put it, does not understand what 
he is saying. 

Gilgamesh will, of course, persist.  Tablet 2 ends with the elders cautioning Gilgamesh 
against the plan.  Tablet 3 opens immediately with a continuation of the elders’ speech.  
They ask Enkidu to accompany Gilgamesh and help him.  The expedition will take fully 
three tablets, about 900 lines, to narrate.  It will end in victory for Gilgamesh and Enkidu, 
but there is strangely little talk of celebration.  The Akitu is not mentioned again in 
Gilgamesh until the crafty Utnapishtim cons his community into building the great ark 
by offering the workforce beer, ale, oil and wine “like the waters of a river,” as if they were 
celebrating the Akitu festival (11.73-75). 

The Akitu festival is, then, not described in Gilgamesh other than as a time of community 
celebration, with beer and ale the main libations.  (The reference to “wine” probably 
means beer sweetened with dates.) 

The Akitu or New Year festival has been studied extensively.  Like so many aspects of 
Mesopotamian life, many details are known, but as many remain hidden to us.  The ease 
by which it can be referred to in passing suggests that the activities in the community 
would have been so well known that, like Mardi Gras in New Orleans, there would have 
been no need to describe the scene.  All that Gilgamesh needs to tell the Urukeans (or the 
reader) is that it will be a time of “merriment” (nigûtu), yet another term for joy.519  He 
adds that drums will be beaten before Ninsun. 

Drumming was an important part of many rituals.  The detail that Ninsun will be honored 
is intriguing, though.  The Akitu in Babylon is the best known of the New Year festivals in 
Mesopotamia.  Scholars today are finding significant differences between practices in 
Babylon and in other places, especially in Assyria and Uruk during the 1st millennium 
BCE.  The differences reflect ideologies of kingship especially.  In Assyria, where, as we 
will see, the king was also the high priest, one of the more remarkable aspects of Babylon’s 
New Year festival seems to have been out of place.  Everywhere the festival involved very 
elaborate processions from the temples of the high gods to a place outside the city, 
possibly representing the wilderness, where a separate structure had been built, the akitu-
house.  The withdrawal of the gods from the city must have had enormous symbolic 
significance.  The 11-day festival ends with equally impressive processions into the city, 
where the gods return to their rightful places. 

In Babylon, the powerful king himself was humiliated in the temple; stripped of his 
symbols of authority; forced to confess that he had not sinned; and beaten by the priests 
before he was once again reinstated as king.  (If the king wept from the beating it was 
considered a good omen.)520  The universe could return to normal for another year. 
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It appears that barley was important from the earliest days of the festival.  Actually, there 
were, in Babylon and Uruk at least, two festivals, that is, two New Years, one in spring, 
the other in fall.  One involved the reestablishment of civil authority.  The other was the 
renewal of the year in religious terms, in many ways like Rosh Hashanna.521  The events, 
on one level, celebrated the sowing of barley in the autumn, in the month of Tashrītu, and 
the cutting of barley in the spring, in Nisannu.  The “civil” New Year, in Nisannu, was not 
exactly what we would call a “secular” event; “secular” and “religious” are difficult to 
distinguish even in the festival that marked the renewal of kingship; but the New Year in 
Tashrītu had less to do with kingship than with the renewal of the agricultural year.522 

Many details of the two New Year festivals in Uruk is known for Seleucid times—centuries 
after Gilgamesh had been given its standard form—but is complicated in two ways.  In the 
Seleucid period, kingship was situated in the north, near Babylon, in the capital, Seleucus-
on-the Tigris, not in Uruk.  How much the Persian capture of Babylon and, later, the 
Seleucid takeover of Mesopotamia had altered what is essentially a Babylonian 
understanding of kingship is hard to know.  It would appear that in the 2nd and 1st 
millennia BCE the ideology of kingship is probably the best reason for modern scholars 
to call Gilgamesh a “Babylonian” work.  The post-Gilgamesh texts that speak of Ishtar’s 
place in Uruk usurped by an outsider and later restored also claim that the “rites of Anu” 
were restored along with Ishtar.  How much the “restoration” was actually the 
establishment of a Babylonian-style domination of the Uruk, with the divine couple Anu 
and Antum reflecting Babylon’s domination by Marduk and “wife” S)*ārpanītu, is also 
difficult to establish.  But by Seleucid times the great new temples for Anu and Antum 
dominated the cityscape. 

Ishtar was by no means diminished in Seleucid Uruk.  Indeed a massive new temple was 
built for her, and her Eanna continued to be used for some services.523  Both New Year 
festivals in Uruk had Anu as the primary focus: his departure from and then return to 
Uruk provided the central focus, as Marduk’s did in contemporary Babylon.  Even in the 
Nisannu festival, which coincided with the beginning of the civil year and the coronation 
month of the king, Ishtar had an important part to play.524 

The more religious Tashrītu included a procession of Anu’s statue.  The procession was 
accompanied by high priests, āshipus reciting incantations, singers and musicians 
(nārus), “temple enterers,” and brewers (sīrāshûs). The exorcist-healers, singers, and 
gala-performers are prominent in the New Year, whether in fall or spring.   Mentioning 
the brewers in particular is not surprising because the ritual text calls for a great deal of 
food and “songs of jubilation” during the festival.  In addition to roasted meats several 
types of beer (“all sorts of fine beer” and several kind of “fine mixed beers”) are 
highlighted. 

Some New Year festivals included the performance of “divine marriage” (hashādu).  The 
autumn festival in Uruk mentions “rites of the divine marriage” in a Nanaya temple, 
probably part of Eanna.  The chapel and bed-chamber are both named in the ritual.525  
The text does not specify the participants in the divine marriage. 
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Gilgamesh’s father, Lugalbanda, and his mother, Ninsun, are both mentioned in the text.  
Early on, they are robed.  At the very end of the eleventh day the gods wait for Lugalbanda 
and Ninsun to enter the assembly area, Ubshukkinaku.  The final meal is cleared; libations 
for Lugalbanda and Ninsun (and other gods) are given.  And the long festival comes to an 
end.  Ishtar has “clothing ceremonies” on Day 7, as have Anu and Antu.  Otherwise it is 
not clear from the text how much Ishtar and her Companions feature in this Seleucid 
period ritual. 

On the other hand, the more “civil” and “kingly” New Year festival in Nisannu gives even 
more prominence to Ishtar and her Companions.  The seat of Anu is even located in the 
cella of Ishtar in the great temple Urugal.  Most of Ishtar’s Companions participate in the 
rituals as well. 

The presence of beer, celebration (music and singing especially) and the goddess Ninsun 
in the Akitu festivals mentioned in Gilgamesh is, then, worth noting.  For whatever reason 
the extant Akitu texts from Uruk do not place Ishtar and Ninsun together in the rituals.  
They both are associated in one way or another with Anu. 

The two goddesses are separated in Gilgamesh as well.  Ishtar is prominent in the First 
Prologue, but otherwise does not figure (explicitly) in Tablet 1.  Ninsun is a wise dream 
interpreter to whom Gilgamesh presents his new friend Enkidu.  And Ninsun has an 
important role to play in Tablet 3.  Her dwelling is a palace; Ishtar’s is a temple.  The two 
places and the two goddesses gradually pull Gilgamesh in different directions.  In many 
ways they represent the tension between the traditional role of the Sumerian en in Uruk 
and the strong (Babylonian) king. 

The one figure in Tablet 1 who provides a link between Ninsun and Ishtar is the harimtu.  
Not surprisingly, it is the harimtu, Shamhat, who describes Uruk in terms of almost 
continuous celebration, as if everyday were an Akitu festival. 

The Meaning of “Civilization” 
The earliest modern Western use of “civilization” has been traced to the Marquis de 
Mirabeau, perhaps as early as 1757 CE.  A few years later (1766) he offered a definition of 
the term. 

The civilization of a people is to be found in the softening of manners, in growing 
urbanity, in politer relations and in the spreading of knowledge in such ways that 
decency and seemliness are practiced until they transcend specific and detailed 
laws…. Civilization does nothing for society unless is it able to give form and 
substance to virtue.  The concept of humanity is born in the bosom of societies 
softened by all these ingredients.526 

While this is an idealized view of “civilized” life, calling for polite manners as well as 
“decency and seemliness,” it does touch on matters that came to be important in 
Mesopotamia as the Sumerian city-states like Uruk developed.  The Marquis de Mirabeau 
does not make explicit the connection between “city” and “civilized,” but he would have 
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known that the terms themselves reflected the ancient city, especially Rome.  “Growing 
urbanity” captures something of the connection, for in the 18th century Paris would have 
been Europe’s model of the sophisticated center of high culture. 

Before we see in a little more detail what “civilization” meant for the Sumerians, it is worth 
recalling that festivals like the Akitu New Year festivals provide a glimpse of what the 
people, high and low, valued in their society.  Food and drink, processions, sports, music 
and singing (including, of course, pieces filled with tragedy, for the cosmos collapsed 
before it was reorganized) over eleven days remind us that agriculture and animal 
husbandry supported the community, and that the economy cycled through the temple, 
which itself owned much of the cultivated land and many of the herds. 

One of the oldest written texts in history comes from Uruk in the 4th millennium BCE.  
Much of the text, written with Proto-cuneiform signs that still retain the early 
pictographic forms, cannot yet be read.  Enough of the signs, carefully written together in 
“cases,” provide numbers that relate to different professions and groups.  Names of gods, 
especially Inanna, can be seen on the tablet.  We learn that there are different assemblies, 
including an assembly of women, and the text hints at a hierarchical society.  Three large 
signs at the bottom of the tablet, separated from the cases, identify the content of the text: 
Daily-Bread-Beer. 

A Proto-Cuneiform Text about Bread and Beer 

[See above, Fig. 17, “Daily Bread and Beer”] 
Today the text, known as W 9168, h+n+? in the Staatlichen Museen in Berlin, may be 
considered the written exemplar of Uruk society in microcosm.527  (The tablet is shown 
rotated 90º from the way it has been published.  This view shows the signs as they were 
written on the earliest texts, when the numbers on such “economic” texts—the large dots 
and semicircles—related to the signs below them.) This is one of the thousands of tablets 
dug up at the site of Eanna. The tablet is divided into sections, which are called “cases.” 
The deeply-indented circles and bowls-on-their-sides forms to the left of the most of the 
cases are numbers.  We can recognize in very neat depictions the shapes of fish, plants of 
some sort, stars, bowls, heads of animals, as well as several signs made up of vertical and 
horizontal lines. Several signs repeat themselves. Some signs are drawn inside others. 
Though the writing is some of earliest in world history, it even then seems to be 
carefully-done and represent a well-organized society. 

Recall that the areas cropped from the tablet show, from the lower left, two structures, 
one that includes an en sign, and another includes a bowl.  The area from the bottom right 
shows three sal signs (public triangles indicating females).  The sign above sal on the 
farthest right case is a sign for Inanna. 

The three signs include a bowl (partially seen on the left) that gives a standard measure 
of barley or bread; a vessel for liquids; and a rising sun.  Recall that barley was the product 
that provided both healthy food and a drink that was free of dangerous antigens.  The 
tablet neatly enumerates daily rations for groups in the Uruk city-state. 
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It is not entirely clear that the larger the sign or the case indicates a difference in status.  
One of the more striking signs is a large en in what, once the writing system was rotated 
90º,  looks like a structure, a hall or building.  It may attest to his high status.  (See detail.)  
The earliest drawing of the sign, however, suggests something quite different: a field that 
is made productive through irrigation. 

Civil Society Reflected in Mesopotamian Proverbs 
Hundreds of years after “economic” texts like W 9168 “literary” texts begin to appear.  We 
have noted that “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” and “Divine Dialogues” are 
among the earliest texts to be written.  The earliest proverb collections come from this 
Early Dynastic or Presargonic period.  As is often the case, proverbs provide an insight 
into a kind of down to earth “wisdom” often at odds with high end literature. 

Proverbs are known from the earliest literature in 3rd millennium Mesopotamia.  Since 
proverbs that are actively used provide a glimpse of cultural values and activities that are 
often ignored in high-end, official literature, they offer an invaluable tool for portraying 
the ordinary life of a people. 

Ben Franklin’s collection of Poor Richard sayings may still resonate among Americans 
who are far removed from the agrarian society of the early Republic.  “There are no gains, 
without pains” fits a society of high-achieving individuals as well as a more community-
conscious village.528  The various sleeping foxes, cats in gloves and barking dogs Poor 
Richard reminds us of are as accessible to the citizen of a megalopolis as to the farmer.  
Ben Franklin must have been collecting the old saws as much for amusement as for 
practical advice, but it is easy to see that the collection as a whole reinforces the values of 
hard work and shrewd dealings.  We may still tell our child to keep his nose to the 
grindstone though we would be hard pressed to explain what a grindstone is.  “Tis’ hard 
for an empty Bag to stand upright” speaks to poverty, spirit and virtue as it did in an 
earlier age.  “A Ploughman on his legs is higher than a Gentleman on his knees” would 
have tickled Chaucer. “Be industrious and free; be frugal and free” reflects rather a more 
democratic view of individuals. 

Overall, Franklin’s collection portrays a society struggling to free itself of some traditional 
constraints and find itself in a world that was that changing.  It is a little too obviously the 
conscious work of a shrewd, practical man who knew the value of teaching through 
entertainment.  Some of the most innovative uses of proverbs today are aimed at 
persuading us to buy products.  After all, “It pays to advertise” has been a business slogan 
since the beginning of World War I.529 The conscious manipulation (and production) of 
“wise” and persuasive sayings reminds us proverbs may not be as naive as they sometimes 
sound.  It also should remind us that the purpose of making collections of proverbs may 
be driven as much by ideology as by a disinterested attempt to amuse or to preserve 
traditional wisdom. 

It appears that knowing proverbs and, more importantly, how to use them at just the right 
time to clinch an argument, were important in Mesopotamia as they still are in Arabic-
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speaking world today.  Munir Ba’albaki’s prestigious English-Arabic Dictionary, Al-
Mawrid, for example, includes smack in the center of a hefty volume “The Lamps of 
Experience: A Collection of English Proverbs with Origins and Arabic Equivalents.”530  
The collection runs to 95 pages printed with blue highlighting on pale blue paper.  It 
includes favorites from Poor Richard, but most are traced to much earlier sources, some 
as far back as Thucydides. (“History repeats itself.”)  Proverb collections have been 
prominent in the Arabic tradition for centuries. 

To use proverbs in arguing often very sophisticated points requires that the proverb be 
not only witty but transparent.  Unfortunately, most collections assume the reader is 
cultural insider and understands the context.  It is often hard for an outsider to 
understand proverbs.  It is often easy to guess what a saying means from its form; but 
form is at best a rough guide.  A case in point is provided by Edward Westermarck in his 
1930 Wit and Wisdom in Morocco: A Study of Native Proverbs.531 Westermarck’s very 
unusual approach involved not only providing the sayings in Arabic with an English 
translation but also providing transliterations to show how the sayings sounded in the 
local dialect.  (Since Modern Standard Arabic is so different from the many spoken 
dialects of Arabic the preservation of an oral tradition requires something more than 
writing out a proverb in Standard Arabic.)  More importantly, Westermarck provides 
clues to the meaning of proverbs in the contexts where they are appropriate.  Many times 
the meaning can be puzzled out by the form.  “He who has no daughters, the people will 
not know when he died” (Li ma ‘addu bnat ma i’arfuh n-nas imat mat [#164]), for 
example, would probably be as true in ancient Shuruppak as in modern Fez.  Daughters, 
not sons, are more likely to mourn at a man’s death.  (The followers of Inanna, often 
reduced in modern times to “prostitutes,” were what we would consider professional 
mourners, who are employed even in our own time—while daughters are considered the 
more reliable mourners in the family.) 

Two closely related Moroccan proverbs are less transparent to the outsider. “He who is 
riding on a camel is not afraid lest the dogs should bite him” (#257), and “He who rides 
on a camel is not afraid lest the dogs should bite him” (#432) would appear to say much 
the same thing.  According to Westermarck, the first is said of a person who belongs to a 
small but good family: he need not fear “low-bred people with a large family.”   The second 
suggests a rather different context: it is said of a “person who is the friend of a person in 
high position: he has nothing to fear from other people.” 

Of course those sayings work by analogy, and the astute reader or hearer could probably 
interpret them when they came up.  The same may be true of “Fire underneath the straw” 
(N-nār that et-tben [#336]).  It is used when a person makes a show of friendship but 
hides enmity in his heart.  What, though, would one make of “Give birth to a male and 
throw him into the sea?”  In Arabic the typical punning points to its being a proverb: 
Weldu dkar u siybu fl la-bhar (#166).  According to Westermarck, Moroccans will say 
this when a married woman is giving birth to a child.  It means that a boy will save himself 
even though he is thrown into the sea. 
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One of the best introductions to Palestinian Arab culture is by Ibrahim Muhawi and Sharif 
Kanaana, an anthropologist and a scholar of literature, who collected oral folktales, not 
proverbs.  Like proverbs, folktales provide a “portrait,” not exactly a reflection, of a 
culture.  But in introducing an outsider audience to what the authors (and storytellers) 
know from the inside, Muhawi and Kanaana often resort to popular proverbs in the area.  
“The household of the father is a playground, and that of the husband is an education” 
(13) is one example.  “Girls are kind,” is another.  “Daughters will help you in your old 
age: they will take pity on you” is related to it (21).  The ones chosen by Muhawi and 
Kanaana are often quite transparent, as these are.  But when they are not, the authors 
provide the context. 

Sumerian Proverb Collections 
Proverbs are known from the earliest period when Mesopotamian literature can be 
recovered, the Early Dynastic period of the 3rd millennium BCE.  Significantly, as soon as 
proverbs appear, they are organized into collections.  For many years Bendt Alster has 
studied the structural principles of the Sumerian proverbs collections.532  Alster 
discovered some striking features of the collections as they were expanded in the Old 
Babylonian period of the 2nd millennium. 

The earliest collection, from Abu Salabikh (ca. 2500 BCE), that is, the Early Dynastic 
period, is framed by a Father-Son relationship.  The father passes along his wisdom to his 
son.  The Instruction of Shuruppak is envisioned as a talk from one of the pre-Flood rulers 
of a Sumerian city to his son, Ziusudra (or Ziusura).533  Old Babylonian stories of the 
Flood, in Akkadian, designate the hero who allows humanity to survive the Flood as 
Atrahasis, a name that means “incredibly wise,” or Utnapishtim, the name of the Noah-
figure in Gilgamesh.  Ziusudra is known from the fragmentary remains of a Sumerian 
flood story.534  There were local variants to the effects of the catastrophic Flood.  In Uruk, 
for example the Flood marked the moment when Inanna brought her “House of Heaven” 
to earth.  In most other versions of the story, the Flood changed human history when the 
institution of kingship “descended” from the heavens.  Before the Flood humans were 
instructed by sages (apkallus),535 sometimes thought of as fish-like creatures who 
emerged from the Deep, the Abzu, like the Seven Wise Ones in the First Prologue of 
Gilgamesh.  In the new order after the Flood humans came to be taught by the experts 
(ummânus) among them, humans, like the authors of famous scientific and literary 
works.  It is not immediately clear if the wisdom Suruppak imparts to Ziusudra in the 
proverb collection is connected with the Flood, but the theme of wisdom may be the link 
between the two traditions of Suruppak. 

It may be significant that the earliest magical texts are also known from the Early Dynastic 
period, and one important type, Enki/Asalluhi texts (“Divine Dialogues”), is also framed 
as a passing on of wisdom from Father Enki to his son, Asalluhi.  (Later, when the city god 
of Babylon was assimilated to Asalluhi, the father of Marduk, Ea—the Akkadian 
equivalent of Enki—is the one who transmits wisdom to the King of the Gods.) 
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Civilized Life and Family Relations 
Two themes of the proverb collections are greatly strengthened in the expanded Old 
Babylonian versions of the very early collection.  The Father-Son frame recedes at the 
same time that a related theme, Family Relations, is expanded.  The early collection hints 
at a contrast between Civilized Life and Barbarians while the later collections turn this 
theme into something like a central focus of the collection. 

Furthermore, the theme of Family Relations becomes interconnected with Civilized Life 
vs. Barbarians.536  Our term “civilized” retains traces of a connection with the civis, or city 
life, an association that would have been obvious to the inhabitants of the Sumerian city-
states.  The barbarous outsiders are largely envisioned as nomads. 

As Alster points out, in what he calls the “Classical version” (Old Babylonian), a civilized 
community is marked by a concern for family and work.  Civilized persons help one 
another, respect family relations, and work hard.  The nomadic barbarians, in sharp 
contrast, are disorganized.  They have neither concern for others nor respect for the 
family—and they are lazy. 

A Sumerian narrative poem, “The Marriage of Martu,” makes a similar claim about the 
nomads.537  A certain Adnigkidu has fallen for the powerful wrestler, Martu, a nomad 
from northern Sumer, who is looking for a wife.  A friend of the woman tries to dissuade 
her from marrying him because of his uncivilized ways. 

“He who dwells in the mountains.., 
Having carried on (?) much strife with the kur, he know not submission, 
He eats uncooked food, 
He has no house while he lives, 
He is not interred when he dies, 
My friend—how is it you would marry Martu!” (lines 134-42) 

 

In spite of these cautions, Adnigkidu, who lives in the city-state of Ninab, still wants to 
marry Martu.  The story ends happily with the wedding of the two culturally different 
individuals.  The story is a myth.  Martu, like other figures in the poem, are deities.  He is 
a representative of the nomads who live in the area around the city, and the myth may 
reflect an historical alliance of two groups.  But it discloses an attitude that had become 
quite pervasive by the 2nd millennium. 

In his careful reading of the Sumerian proverbs as the collections were expanded, Bendt 
Alster noted that the family is an increasing concern.  The oldest version, from Abu 
Salabikh, does contain a few references.  The frame—a father giving advice to his son—is 
one obvious feature.  Marriage is better for a man than being umarried: “The married man 
(dam tuku) is well equipped; the unmarried man (dam nu tuku) sleeps (?) in a haystack” 
(III.11-12).538  “Love maintains a family; hatred destroys a family” (IV.4-5). 
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A somewhat later (ca. 2400 BCE) collection from Adab adds a few other proverbs related 
to family life.  “Do not have sexual intercourse with your slave girl: she will call you 
‘Traitor’” (III.12-13).  Proverbs warn against raping a man’s daughter (and bragging about 
it) and against challenging the father.  Within the household the elder brother “is indeed 
a father,” and the elder sister “is indeed a mother” (23-24).  The even longer version (ca. 
1800 BCE) add more advice for a stable family.  “Your successor (ibila) is for your house; 
your daughter (dumu-mí) is for her woman’s house (ama5)” (40-41).  Increasingly the 
advice is directed to mistakes made when choosing a wife or purchasing slaves.  One 
should not choose a mate (dam) during a festival (ezem) (46-47).  A series of related 
proverbs warns against beating a farmer’s son (“he will beat your irrigation canal”), 
buying a prostitute—“it is horrible (?)”—a house born slave, a free man, or a slave girl 
from the palace: the results in any case will be terrible (42-43). A greater number of 
proverbs warn against behaving badly, controlling anger, and taking care against liars and 
other treacherous persons.  But the household is centrally important, and the collection 
emphasizes the need of the master of the house to conduct his affairs successfully.539 

The Marks of Civilization 
The successful master of the house must know how to deal with strangers, especially from 
outside the city.  While it is not good practice to buy a slave girl from the palace, as we 
have seen, bringing down a slave from “the mountains” (kur) can be quite useful, since 
the slave has no connection either to home or to a city. 

After you have brought down a foreign slave (sag kur-ra) from the mountains, 
After you have brought a man from his unknown place, 
My son, even to the place where the sun rises, 
He will pour water for you, and walk in front of you. 
Not having a house, he does not go to his house. 
Not having a city, he does not go to his city. 
--He does not favor it more than you, 
he does not appreciate it more than you. (42-43) 

The uncivilized place, though, is fraught with danger.  Immediately after these lines we 
read, 

My son, towards the East, 
Do not travel alone. 
A countryman (lú-zu-a) does not enslave you (?) 
When you are among known persons, you can rely on (?) a man. 
Do not pile up a mountain in the mountains. 
Fate is a slippery bank 
Which makes a man slide.   (44-45) 

Here the East—the place where the sun rises—is connected with the high mountains of 
Sumer’s neighbors, strangers who could not be trusted. 

Even the strangers who appeared periodically in and around the Sumerian cities 
represented a threat.  Nomads (mar-tu) provided a foil for city-dwellers.  Often the 
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proverbs seem quite transparent.  A cake made of gunida-wheat instead of honey 
confuses the nomad who eats it.  The nomad does not know what it was made of 
(3.140).540  The building of cities—especially their walls that protected the civilized from 
the outsiders and the temples that marked the center of the city—was the special boast of 
rulers of the city-states, as many royal inscriptions make clear. The First Prologue of 
Gilgamesh is a later example.  In the classical proverb collection the nomad is lazy while 
the civilized person is industrious.  His life is defined by work.  With the rise of kings the 
building of cities then becomes the mark of the most civilized person of the community. 

A rather long proverb satirizes a fictional king, Nanne, the eternal loser (literally), who 
failed in this royal duty. 

Nanne held his old age in high esteem. 
He built Enlil’s temple, but did not complete it. 
He built a wall around Nippur, but… 
He built Eanna, but after it had fallen into neglect he carried it away. 
He captured Simurrum, but did not [destroy its wall]. 
He never saw mighty kingship (nam-lugal-kala-ga) 
Thus Nanne was carried away to the netherworld with a depressed heart. (3.31)541 

Another proverb turns on the leadership of Uruk. 

The en decides in Uruk, 
but for him the Lady of Eanna decides.  (3.59) 

The wordplay in the proverb turns on the real power behind the throne, that is, Inanna.  
The en of the city is the one who makes the important decisions—but it is actually the nin 
of the city who runs the place.542 As is often the case, the traditional English equivalents 
of en and nin fail to capture the power of these Sumerian terms, but “lord” and “lady” do 
today carry something of respect for civilized life. 

Uruk appears again in a very complicated proverb.  The proverb is one of a long series of 
proverbs that feature the fox (2.58-70), who functions much the way he does in European 
lore, where the fox (ka5) is renowned for cunning, self-conceit and his ability to lie. He 
outfoxes his own mother (2.60).  He can lie even to the god Enlil (2.58).  Unable to build 
his own house, he comes to his friend’s house in the guise of a construction worker (2.62), 
apparently planning to take over the house for his own use.  Urinating into the sea, he 
claims grandly that, “All of the sea is my urine” (2.67). 

Most of these are one and two-line proverbs.  The culmination of the series, though, is not 
only considerably longer, but also quite puzzling.  Bendt Alster sees it as the grandiose 
plan to take over the whole city of Uruk.  The plan is foiled when the fox retreats upon 
hearing the dogs howling in the city.  Alster takes the allusion to a “slave-girl of Tummal” 
as a reference to the fox’s wife in the first line.  Alster takes her to represent cowardice par 
excellence. 

The fox said to his wife, 
“Come! Let us crush Uruk with our teeth like a leek. 
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Let us strap Kullab upon our feet like sandals.” 
Hardly had they come within a distance of 600 nindan (100 miles) 
from the city, 
before the dogs began to howl from the city. 
“Slave-Girl-of-Tummal, Slave-Girl-of-Tummal, 
come with me to your place! 
All kinds of evil is howling from the city.”  (2.69)543 

Secular or Religious Figures? 
One of the Sumerian proverb collections opens with a stirring appeal to cosmic justice 
and the god who had come by the Old Babylonian to embody Justice, Utu/Shamash: 

Who compares with Justice?  It creates life. 
If Wickedness exerts itself, how will Utu succeed? (1.1-1.2)544 

Justice (níg-gi-na) creates life (nam-ti), while wickedness (níg-érim) frustrates the order 
of the sun’s proper rule.  The collection continues with several lines in the same vein, 
emphasizing destruction and death rather than life.  The deity mentioned, Ningishzida, 
lives in the underworld. 

 

Don’t cut the neck of that which has had its neck cut. 
Don’t say to Ningishzida, “Let me live!” 
Let me not pass through his gate!” 
That which bowed down its neck (in submission) 
puts its breast (forward in defiance). 
To destroy something is in the power of God.  There is no escape.545 

(1.3—1.7, after Alster) 

This heavy emphasis on Justice and its opposite, on life and death, sharply contrasts, 
however, with the main body of proverbs in the Sumerian collections.  Alster concludes, 
properly, that the collections exhibit a “completely secular attitude toward social 
behavior.” 

As a further indication of the overall secular nature of the proverb collections, the early 
versions Instructions of Shuruppak barely mention the Sun God Utu at all.  The “classical” 
version, from the Old Babylonian period, does mention Utu and wickedness many times, 
in keeping with the larger role Utu (and his city Sippar) came to play in the religious life 
and thought of Babylon.  Still, Alster’s conclusion holds.  Like many other proverb 
collections, including those included in texts that were—or came to be—considered 
sacred, as in the Bible, the Sumerian proverb collections are rich in the details of ordinary 
life, with shrewd observations of the follies and errors that make survival, let alone 
prosperity, difficult under quite ordinary circumstances of life.  It is a world far removed 
from the heroic narratives, myths and hymns that reflect the power of temple and palace. 

We would not expect, then, that the religious specialists who are frequently mentioned in 
the high-end literature of Mesopotamia would show up very often in the proverb 
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collections.  Even when we emphasize, as we have throughout this study, that “the sacred” 
was not restricted to the temple, its officiants, and their rituals.  What Uruk shows in its 
times of greatest prosperity is that virtually all nameable—classifiable—occupations and 
activities could be considered “sacred.”  Or, perhaps more accurately, any goods and 
services that flowed through the temple or depended upon the temple as the organizing 
center of the community were simply part of the temple community.  Activities of 
fishermen, farmers, canal-inspectors, textile-workers, clerks, shepherds and boatmen 
(better: boatpersons), and brewers, as we have seen in an Urukean Akitu festival, were as 
“sacred” as they were “secular.”  At least in the earliest periods of Uruk’s history, our 
modern and distinctively Western distinction between the holy—what is kept separate by 
definition--and what exists outside the charmed circle obscures the networks that 
organized a community of specialists. 

Some of the religious specialists do, however, show up the proverb collections.  But even 
when a professional title is clearly connected with the temple, the proverb does not give 
much information about religious rites that might be involved.  Only one proverb 
mentions the sanga (Akkadian shangû), in this case the head of Enlil’s temple.  “Enlil’s 
temple is a summation of accounts. The adminstration-priest is its foreman” (3.91).  
Alster’s translation of sanga, “administration-priest,” reflects the usual activity of this 
powerful official.  As chief administrator of the temple, the sanga is as often as not the 
Chief Financial Officer of the place, overseer of the temple’s books.  What cultic duties he 
may have had is not evident in the proverb. 

In the early part of the 2nd millennium BCE proverbs were taught in schools. Not 
surprisingly, the literate scholar, the dub-sar (Akkadian ṭupsharru), is the one 
encountered most frequently.546  Among the administrative reforms of the Ur III kings 
the number of schools increased as the need for bureaucrats and standardized forms 
increased.  It would appear that many occupations that had not required what the schools 
provided—at base, literacy—then had need of the scribes if at least for record-keeping.  
Perhaps the most surprising feature of the Sumerian schools, which must never have 
educated the greater part of the population, was that the curriculum was not reduced, as 
we might have expected, to simple functional tasks.  The long and difficult task of 
mastering cuneiform was accomplished through a variety of literary texts that anticipate 
the Western notion of “liberal arts.”  Many important documents from Mesopotamia are 
known from “school texts,” which show the marks of inexperienced scribes and even 
erasures on the tablets that indicate the student’s struggle with the material.547 

Given the emphasis on literacy in the schools, then, it is not at all strange that the dub-
sar would appear often. 

One collection contains a sequence of more than twenty proverbs about scribes (2.36-2-
57).548  The sequence opens with the student’s nightmare, a scribe who could not write his 
own name: “You’re a scribe and you don’t know your own name!  Shame on you!” (2.36). 
This is quickly followed by encouragement: “When the scribe knows every entry, when his 
hand is good, he is indeed a scribe!” (2.37).  Some proverbs point specifically to the 
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Sumerian language (eme-gi7), which of course had to be mastered by scribes, who may 
well have been bilingual even in the earliest schools.  “A scribe who does not know 
Sumerian, what kind of scribe is he?” (2.47). Another points to translation from Sumerian 
into Akkadian: “If the scribe does not know Sumerian, how will the translator succeed?” 
(2.49). 

The proverbs provide a glimpse of student life, which, it appears, has not changed much 
in five thousand years.  The student who thinks about his stomach will not pay attention 
to his writing (2.53).  The chattering scribe is guilty of a great offense (2.52).  Even the 
student who is a specialist too early comes in for criticism: if he masters counting, his 
writing is deficient; if, on the other hand, he masters the stylus, his numbers suffer (2.50). 

Some scribes are praised.  If the hand can keep up with the mouth, the scribe is indeed 
competent (2.40).  “You’re an outstanding scribe, (by no means) are you a lowly man” 
(2.44).  By an large, though, the scribes in this collection are not lavished with the praise 
that one finds in other cultures—and in other literary works in Mesopotamia (written, of 
course, by just those few individuals who had mastered the scribal art).  The sequence of 
proverbs in this collection, rather, provides a glimpse of the everyday life of schools in 
Mesopotamia.  Samuel Noah Kramer included first among the thirty-nine “firsts” he had 
found in Sumer the world’s first known schools.  And he followed this with a chapter on 
the first case of “apple-polishing,” where a student who is having trouble with his teacher 
is advised to have his family invite the teacher over, give him a good meal and provide 
him with a fine garment and a ring.  The teacher then predicts that the young man will 
become an enthusiastic master of learning.549 

The sequence on scribes hints at interesting connections between the dub-sar and other 
occupations.  The singer (nar, Akkadian nāru) shows up on five occasions. Like the scribe, 
the singer is praised when he knows every song and performs well (2.39).  When the singer 
does not breathe properly, he is a fool (2.40).  The singer without a voice is like a scribe 
without a hand (2.43).  The parallels between scribe and singer suggest that the training 
of scribes was linked with musical training.550 

The longest proverb in the sequence on scribes is a poem that ties the scribe to different 
occupations, most of them not related to the schools.  The poem, which suggests a ranking 
of occupations according to their prestige in society, is interesting not so much in 
implicitly boosting the position of the scribe as it is in showing that even in this rather 
academic framework the scribe and other social roles are linked, not separated.  The list 
of occupations in the myth, “Inanna and Enki,” makes the same point: writing is a craft 
like others.  The proverb also shows how difficult it is to separate “religious” and “secular” 
occupations, a distinction that makes sense to us but which would puzzle Mesopotamia.  
It wittily pursues the fates of persons who have “disgraced” (pe-el-lá) their professions. 

A disgraced scribe becomes an incantation priest (gala). 
A disgraced singer becomes a piper. 
A disgraced lamentation priest becomes a flutist. 
A disgraced merchant becomes a twister (?). 
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A disgraced carpenter becomes a man of the spindle. 
A disgraced smith becomes a man of the sickle. 
A disgraced mason becomes a “clay dagger” (?).    (2.54) 

The last of these may mean that the mason becomes a hod-carrier.  The list—scribe-
incantation priest-singer-piper-lamentation priest-merchant-carpenter-smith-mason—
may be ordered hierarchically from high to low (and specifically religious to what we 
would consider “secular”) but it resists rigid division into classes or castes.  Only one 
proverb in the sequence on scribes even hints at such a division, since it connects two 
occupations that were apparently widely separated in the community.  “A barber who 
knows Sumerian” (2.55) would be a paradox, since Sumerian had become an academic 
language, much as Broadcast Standard American English or Received Pronunciation were 
reinforced by generations of teachers in American and British schools in the 19th and 20th 
centuries of our era. 

Similar questions could be asked of occupations such as the woodworker (nagar), the 
smith (simug), and the brewer (kurun, Akkadian sirāshû).  The three are connected in 
one proverb that identifies their respective tools (UET 6/2 307).  We would certainly think 
of these as secular occupations, but the first two were very important in the production of 
divine images, and the brewer maintains a central importance in the religious life of the 
community—including his participation in rituals—throughout the history of 
Mesopotamian religious institutions.  The carpenter is associated in a different list with 
the reed worker (ad-kub4), the smith, and the singer in a proverb that does not have any 
explicit religious overtones (3.87). 

One short collection contains sequences on the proper regard for the god Enlil, on 
temples, and palaces.  Along with the pieties of the farmer and herdsman, who raise their 
eyes toward Enlil and ask for deliverance of a city that has been cursed by the god, is a 
potter (bahar), who implores Enlil’s aid in identical language with the others (14.3-5).  
The potter is less often associated with the temple than are the carpenter, smith and 
others.  (The potter does play an important role in the ritual killing of “The Mother of Sin” 
in Uruk.551 

As we have seen, human occupations, both high and low, religious and “secular” (if such 
a distinction can be drawn at all) are mentioned frequently in the proverb collections.  The 
occupations themselves are not ridiculed or satirized.  One rather important figure does, 
however, seem to attract negative comment even when his activities are those of his office. 

Of the clearly religious specialties, only the gala (Akkadian kalû) rates extensive 
treatment.  In the proverb discussed earlier (2.54), the gala, translated as “lamentation 
priest,” is listed in rather neutral terms along with the scribe, incantation priest, singer, 
and merchant.  The gala was a performer of lamentations, most notably in the mysteries 
of Inanna and Dumuzi.  There is evidence that he was a sexual invert, perhaps castrated, 
and his ambiguous sexuality appears in the background and sometimes the foreground of 
several proverbs.  Alster sees him “notorious as a self-conceited sponge” (II, 371).  Several 
proverbs make reference to the gala and a “field,” the significance of which is not clear, 
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but suggests a sexual double entendre.  Wedged in a series of animal-related sequences—
fox , donkey, ox, and dog—is a sequence devoted to the gala (2.97-106). 

For a lamentation priest, a field lies close to a house. 
A lamentation priest is the bottom (?) of a ship. 
A lamentation priest hurled his son into the water: 
“Let the city build like me, let the people live like me!” 
A lamentation priest wiped his anus and said, 
“I must not stir up that which belongs to the Queen of Heaven, my lady.” 
A lamentation priest, after he had met a lion in the desert, said, 
“Let him come!  In the town…, at Inanna’s gate, oh dog, chased away with 
potsherds, what is your brother doing in the desert?” 
Although the lamentation priest’s grain boat sank, 
he came up on dry land…. 
This is the bread of a lamentation priest: 
In bulk it is large, but its weight is small. 
A slave of a lamentation singer keeps howling in the streets, 
“My food ration, it is large in built, but its weight is small. 
Let me tell about the bulkiness of my food-ration. 
(It is) a lance (that) penetrates the city quarters.” 
A lamentation priest whose incantations don’t sound sweet, 
an…incantation priest is he! 552 

Three other proverbs in another collection associate the gala with cargo, barley, and a 
field.  Only one of the three has been (almost) completely restored. 

A lamentation priest [went to] steal barley on a man’s field. 
The owner of the field caught up with him. 
“My good head got confused, it got totally bewildered. 
Let me straighten it out.  Let me [regain] my consciousness.”  (21 Sec. D 3) 

That the gala had a reputation for venality and pomposity seems clear from the proverbs.  
One would not be far off to see in these proverbs a pervasive theme of unusual sexuality 
that might unlock these rather obscure sayings. 
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Rulers in Proverbs: sipa, lugal, en, nin and gashan 
Since there was a movement in the 3rd millennium that transferred power from temple to 
palace, it may be that some degree of secularization—distancing from the temple center—
took place.  Was the shepherd (sipa) a “secular” occupation?  As a term that had clearly 
religious significance, as in the famous shepherd, Dumuzi, lover of Inanna, and political 
significance—sipa as one with lugal and en as designation of the coummunity’s 
leadership, the term crosses the sacred/secular boundary.  Even in, as we might think, 
purely economic terms, the “shepherd” who actually tended flocks in the fields and the 
“shepherd” whose capital was invested in the flock and who remained in the town or 
village were two parts of the economic process. 

The proverb collection is peppered with references to these “royal” titles.  The shepherd 
is sometimes a metaphor for leadership.  “If the shepherd is intelligent, the people are 
(well) governed,” says one proverb (YBC 8929).  It occurs in a context of leaders, judges 
and kings.  One of these specifically praises the king who is both a scribe and a “mighty 
bond” blocking a river (YBC 8937).  In the same context is a proverb that connects palace, 
king, and goddess by analogy with a forest.  “The palace is a forest, the king is a lion.  
Ninegal covers men with a huge net” (YPC 9871). 

Mainly, though, the sipa is the actual nomad, who is associated with his fellow in the 
settled community, the farmer.  “The early working shepherd, / the early working 
farmer,/ the young man who got married while he was young,/ who compares to them?” 
(19 Sec. G 7).  The proverb clearly commends dutiful, hard-working men—and links them 
with the man who early in life takes up his duty to support a wife and produce offspring.  
A variant appears in “The Song of the Plowing Oxen,” where the farmer and cowherd are 
likened to the youth who takes a wife and raises sons.553  More interesting is the shepherd 
who neglects his duty.  “A shepherd his penis, a gardener his hair./ An unjust heir who 
does not support a wife, who does not support a son,/ is not raised to prosperity” (3.9).  
The proverb occurs in a context of very homey sayings about the failures of ordinary life.  
“Because the shepherd departed,/ his sheep did not come back into his custody” (3.10) is 
one.  “Because the clever shepherd became confused,/ his sheep did not come back into 
his custody” (3.11). 

Metaphorical extension of shepherdship seems almost inevitable, though.  One proverb 
warns that a person should not attempt what is unsuitable.  “Those who get excited should 
not become foremen./ A shepherd should not become a farmer” (1.97). On occasion the 
metaphor opens to the “Good Shepherd” image so well-known to the West. 

A man’s personal god is a shepherd who finds pasturage for him. 
Let him lead him like sheep to the grass they can eat.   (3.134) 

The Sumerian proverb collections largely reflect the ordinary life of ordinary people.  But 
kings are mentioned frequently.  Sometimes the king shares the fate of his people.  “When 
you are expelled from a city, that city and its king are carried off (as captives as well)” 
(1.69).  And they are not always praised.  A proverb dismisses cities, kings and queens 
altogether: “’No Good At All’ is their name” (1.75).  We have seen the unlucky king Nanne, 
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a failure in whatever he attempted.  He failed to see “mighty kingship” itself (3.31).  The 
sun—the god Utu, the great judge—is implicated in the assigning of kingship: “By sunrise 
decisions are made./ When the sun is up, kingship is assigned.” (3.83).  (The luckless 
Nanne also appears in 14.16 for destroying the temple Ebabbar, which had been built by 
the famous king Mesilim.  The reason, apparently, was that Nanne retaliated for having 
his offspring “cut off.”) 

Some roles, even when they are traditionally performed by temple personnel, were in the 
process of becoming honorific or of measuring the distance that separated persons of 
importance at the top of society from those at the bottom. 

The en, a human (originally either male or female depending on the gender of the deity 
who selected the en) who in the 3rd millennium had a position as exalted as the king, is 
mentioned a number of times in the proverb collections.  Sometimes like the nin the term 
en designates the opposite of a slave, that is, en as “lord,” later the usual, if rather 
amorphous term, as in “Build like a lord, walk like a slave!/ Build like a slave, walk like a 
lord!” (2.137).  A rather tricky saying may play on the to us familiar “power-behind-the-
throne” theme: “The lord decides in Uruk, but for him the Lady of Eanna decides” (3.59).  
The “lord” (en), who could be the god An himself but is more usually Inanna’s en in Uruk, 
may appear to make the decisions, but the Lady of Eanna (Inanna) is really the one who 
decides.  More obscure to us is the proverb about the en, “The high priest rejected fish, he 
rejected leeks, / and he also rejected cress” (15 Sec. B 7).  For cultic reasons the en was 
forbidden to eat certain strong smelling foods like fish, leeks, and garlic.  The joke here 
may be that he would even object to the less-offensive cress. 

On the other hand, just as a goddess like Inanna could be called nin and gashan, gods 
could be called en.  In a proverb that identifies certain objectionable behaviors, the Sun 
God Utu is seen as the god who “tears out wickedness.”  Utu is the “lord who loves justice” 
in the proverb (UET 6/2 289). 

Another title that was originally used of men and women alike, nin (and its Emesal 
equivalent, gashan), come increasingly to be used only of women—or goddesses.  Inanna, 
for example, is mentioned in proverbs under the title gashan, but gashan as often as not 
is translated as “lady.”  The nin is sometimes (as in 1.75 mentioned above), the queen, for 
her title is paired with the lugal.  Elsewhere, e.g., in 1.118, which deals with the proper 
care for a woman’s hair, “lady” seems to fit.  After a proverb about rags being torn, 
another, perhaps related proverb, uses gashan instead of nin.  “I am a lady who wears 
large garments./ Let me cut my loincloth” (1.176).  Alster supposes that it “ridicules a 
woman who is so proud of her fine clothing that she scorns her own underwear, a 
characteristic attitude of an homme nouveau” (II, 357). 

Often the gashan is used in sharp contrast to the “slave girl,” or géme.  There are a large 
number of proverbs that deal with the mischievous slave girl.  “After (the lady) had left 
the house, and (the slave girl) had entered from the street, (away from) her lady the slave 
girl sat down at a banquet” (3.41) is one example.  Usually the slave girl presumes upon 
the prerogatives of the lady.  “Let me pluck!” is parallel to “Let me go!” in an Akkadian 
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translation of the Sumerian proverb, “I, a slave girl, I have no authority over my lady./  
My husband, [let me pluck!]” [sheep] (19 Sec. 10 11). 

Even when the gashan is the Lady herself, Inanna (gashan-an-na), Lady of Heaven, the 
slave girl may be mischievous, not respecting the goddess.  “The slave girls took out a 
harp. / The Queen of Heaven remained seated in the lowest dike” (21 Sec. A 10).  (Another 
interpretation is that the slave’s playing the balag, an instrument used regularly in 
lamentations, indicates that the high goddess herself, like other deities, are dependent 
upon humans to perform necessary rites.554 

Wise Females in Gilgamesh 
In the first two tablets of Gilgamesh the two prominent females, the human Shamhat and 
the goddess Ninsun, are credited with exceptional wisdom.  The device of having Shamhat 
relay to Enkidu the dreams Ninsun interpreted for Gilgamesh ties the two females 
together.  To these we should add the women of Uruk who complain to the gods about the 
mistreatment of their daughters by Gilgamesh and the goddesses who take up their case—
especially the Mother Goddess Aruru.  Later in Gilgamesh we will see Siduri and the wife 
of Utnapishtim provide wisdom. And in the background is always the complicated 
goddess Ishtar. A modern reader might object that the females in Gilgamesh are 
secondary to males.  Since the action scenes focus on Gilgamesh and Enkidu (and to a 
certain extent, Utnapishtim), the prominence of men in a heroic narrative in expected.  
Gilgamesh does, however, preserve a long tradition of Sumerian literature, no doubt 
influenced by an aesthetic of oral composition, that narrates action largely through the 
speeches of the characters.  Just as thought is expressed through speech, including 
interior monologues, action is filtered through speech.  Speech tends to capture “wise” 
action.  Behind this may also lay the long tradition that considers the word as having 
power.  The Sumerian concept of the me, conceived as concepts governing the universe, 
is another expression of this idea.555 

It is true that Gilgamesh largely portrays females as “dwelling” and sitting (the way deities 
are often portrayed), establishing themselves as centers of force.  They can, on occasion, 
take action and move around.  The harimtu Shamhat is the most obvious case in 
Gilgamesh, but we will see Ninsun on the move in Tablet 3.  And Ishtar will have her 
moments of decisive action in later Gilgamesh narratives. 
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carrying vessels in the form of animals.)  KASH, on the other hand, does not appear often.  Titles of officials 
SANGA, EN, SHITA, NAM2 (if it is an official), and NUN are often found in the 39 texts Henshaw examined.  
They do not normally appear in the last (summary) case, but in the body of the text. The GA container and 
ASH-U4 (“one day”), SHE (grain), BAR and BA also appear frequently in the summary case.  The tablets do 
contain a miscellaneous content, and one wonders who holds the varied material together. 
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Excursus: “Sacred” and Other Marriages 

Sex Omens 
If any data would lead to caution about the universality of gender designations, it would 
be the omens collected by Mesopotamian scholars.  Ann Kessler Guinan has investigated 
the more than one hundred observations collected in a massive 1st millennium BCE omen 
compendium called Shumma Ālu.556  The first part of each omen indicates sexual 
behavior, and the second part considers the behavior either fortunate or unfortunate for 
the males who engage in the behavior.  Not surprisingly in a society that, by the 1st 
millennium BCE if not earlier, had kept the esoteric knowledge largely in the hands of 
professionals who were male, the orientation of the omen material is male.  Guinan points 
out that, however strange (to us) are the observations and their predictions, they reveal 
the common assumption of masculine hegemony. 

Of the 100+ omens on Tablets 103 and 104 of Shumma Ālu Guinan considers seventeen 
in some detail.557  Tablet 103 contains 32 omens that deal with heterosexual intercourse; 
Tablet 104 is divided between a group of 38 omens that deal with a variety of sexual 
behaviors and 35 others that deal with disasters that threaten the man in cases of divorce 
or marital abuse.  The first one she considers probably looks rather normal even in the 
modern West.  “If a man, a woman mounts him, that woman will take his vigor; for one 
month he will not have a personal god” (41).  Guinan notes that the Akkadian syntax is 
distorted in the original, as it is in her English translation.  The distortion would seem to 
reflect an “abnormal” situation, with the woman mounting the man.  In this case, the 
prognosis is unfortunate for the man, whose “vigor” is taken from him, leaving him 
vulnerable for one month.  Since a “personal god,” when protecting a man or woman from 
harm, dwells within the person, the god’s withdrawal for even a short period opens the 
man to a great variety of harms.  Guinan interprets the withdrawal of the personal god as 
depriving a man of “his drive to pursue his proper place in the world” (41). 

Many of these omens concern a man’s place in society at least as much as his personal 
safety.  A pair of omens shows a peculiar Mesopotamian notion of what is called “The 
Gaze” today.  If a man stares at a woman’s vagina, “his health will be good” and he will 
gather the possessions of others.  On the other hand, if a woman stares at a man’s penis, 
“whatever he finds will not be secure in his house.”  If a man ejaculates in the same night 
when he has intercourse, he “will experience heavy expenses,” as if the semen spent 
diminished his capital (42).  Yet if he “ejaculates in his dream” and his semen spatters on 
him, “that man will find riches.” 

A more complex (and more peculiar) omen has a man talking with a woman on a bed, 
then rising and “making his manhood,” which Guinan interprets as masturbating, he will 
experience nothing but joy and prosperity.  “That man will have happiness and jubilation 
bestowed upon him; wherever he goes all will be agreeable; he will always achieve [his] 
goal” (43). 



Excursus: “Sacred” and Other Marriages  345 
  

Perhaps the most puzzling from a modern standpoint are the omens that deal with sex 
between males.  Guinan thinks that Mesopotamia viewed such sexual behavior as the 
Greeks did: the behavior is acceptable as long as the man is not the one penetrated (44-
45).  Two omens deal with a man having sex with males who are in special categories, an 
assinnu or a girseqû.  (The first of these, as we gave seen, thought to be a transvestite or 
perhaps a eunuch, was in the service of Ishtar; the second had domestic duties in a palace 
or temple.)  In both cases, the man who has sex with them can expect that “hardships” 
and “deprivations” will be removed from his life.  Sex between social equals is often the 
most difficult to conceptualize in a society, since the power relationship between them is 
not as clear as it is with the man who is “feminized” in the process.  A Mesopotamian 
omen, though, makes clear that sex with a man and his mehru, his social equal, brings the 
man great prosperity.  “If a man has sex per anum with his social peer, that man will 
become foremost among his brothers and colleagues” (45).  Guinan points out that the 
omen contains a number of puns that are easily lost in translation.  The word for “anus,” 
for example, qinnatu, is probably a play on “colleagues,” kinātu.  But the puns do not 
undercut the clear message: more important even than riches, the reputation among one’s 
peers, both relatives (“brothers”) and colleagues, is enhanced by the behavior. 

By the 1st millennium BCE omen collections had become standardized, and the 
professionals who were expert in the material were among the most prestigious in 
Mesopotamian society.  We do not know, however, how the collections came into being, 
how and when observations were made and by whom.  Since unusual activity of almost 
any sort could be taken as messages from the gods, it was worth noting and evaluating—
about as “objective” and scientific as Mesopotamia could be in detecting and interpreting 
phenomena. 

Guinan points out that the omen that shows the good fortune of the man who has sex with 
his mehru avoids one of the terms that appears elsewhere in the omen collection—and is 
important in the literature that deals with homosexuality in Gilgamesh.  In Gilgamesh 
Enkidu is called Gilgamesh’s tappû at least seven times.  The word appears to capture a 
particularly intimate friendship.  Frequently it designates the warrior’s “comrade in 
arms.”  The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary shows that is has a wide range of meanings, from 
a business partner, an official’s colleague, a fellow worker, friend, companion, even the 
mate of an animal (18.184-90), so it does not always (or often) have a particularly erotic 
meaning.  But Middle Assyrian law protected the relationship between a man and his 
tappû. 

Visualizing Inanna and Her Administation 
Krystyna Szarzyńska noted parallels in the earliest (Proto-cuneiform) script, the glyptic 
arts, especially cylinder seal impressions, and the plastic arts of Archaic Uruk that enabled 
her to distinguish the symbols of different deities that had tended to be lumped together 
before she was able to show systematic differences among them.  In particular, the 
symbols of Inanna and her temple can now be differentiated from those of Nanna and 
Enki.  One of the most interesting results of her study is that the god who is traditionally 
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linked to Inanna, the sky-god An (Akkadian Anu), is very poorly attested to in early 
Urukean sources.558  It appears that he did not have his own temple or receive regular 
offerings. This is in sharp contrast to Inanna, who received offerings under three or her 
four titles.559 The great emphasis on the temples and rites of An in late 1st millennium 
Uruk would seem to be an innovation, perhaps to be explained by parallels in other 
Hellenistic cities, where gigantic temples were built for male figures considered to be the 
highest gods in the pantheon.  (Think of the statue of Zeus set up in the Second Temple 
of Jerusalem.) 

In a series of articles Holly Pittman examined the functional role of cylinder seal 
impressions and the symbolic messages their imagery conveyed in the period of Archaic 
Uruk scripts.560  Like others, Pittman sees a significant qualitative difference—a 
“quantum leap”—between the Late Uruk and earlier Ubaid art in its “complexity and 
breadth of the visual repertory.”561  More than 450 images from Eanna levels VI through 
III have been published so far.  They show two distinctive thematic categories: “action” 
scenes of events or activities, and depictions of things, places, or emblems.562 

Furthermore, the themes found on Uruk seals are different from those from similar 
periods in the area of Susa, in Iran.  According to Pittman, Uruk seals include “feeding 
the flocks; presentation to Inanna; procession to temple; boat approaching temple; ritual 
at temple; herd to temple; animal bier; workers; warfare; marshes; twist; animal and 
object; animal file; heraldic animals; symbols.”563 

For Susa, on the other hand, where similar seals can be found, the thematic repertory is 
different.  There one sees: “ritual with ruler; master of animals; combat; prisoners; 
hunting; herding; figures with goods/standards; transportation of goods; symbols; 
weaving; figures and vessels; lists; human birthing; animal birthing; working the fields; 
animal files; heraldic composition of animal; composite animals; snake interlace; animal 
and object.”564 

Pittman disagrees with Hans Nissen, who thinks that the more complex imagery of the 
seals points to the importance of individuals in the administrative system, that the seals 
were “objects of elite ownership.”565  Pittman, on the other hand, sees something very 
different.  The hierarchical political and economic system “had long been in place in 
southern Mesopotamia.  But can we conclude therefore that such a hierarchical structure 
would be the single most or one of the most important features flagged by the imagery of 
glyptic for the economic administration?”566 Pittman thinks, rather, that “their primary 
function was not to convey hierarchical status in the administration but rather to convey 
some kind of information directly relevant to the transaction at hand.”567 

Both her temple and something of Inanna’s administration of Uruk can be seen in the 
most famous work of art from “Archaic” Uruk, The Uruk Vase. 

Visualizing the Sacred Marriage: The Uruk Vase  
For more than half a century after the discovery of a tall vase more than three feet high 
scholars have puzzled over the details of the frieze that decorates it.   The vase can be 
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dated to 3000 BCE, or perhaps slightly earlier.568  [Insert Fig. 33: Norman Frisch 
drawing of The Uruk Vase] 

Even early observers of the alabaster vase discovered in Uruk were not very confident in 
identifying the smallish figures in the uppermost register: Two Dinka sheep carry 
structures on their backs.  Standing on the structures are two attendant figures—perhaps 
statues—one of whom bears the sign, en, and the lower figure next to it folding its hands 
in prayer.569  While the large male who is being greeted by the goddess (or her pūhu) is 
the one who is being invested as the en can only be identified by fragments of his clothing, 
the one who accompanies him is very clearly delineated on the vase, the one seen on 
cylinder seals accompanying the en.  He appears with long hair flowing down his back, 
and he is clothed in a short skirt. 

We do not know the names of the attendant figures.  In fact we do not know the names of 
any figures depicted on the vase, unless the prominent female figure represents Uruk’s 
most famous deity, the goddess Inanna.  We know that Inanna is implicated in the scene 
by her cult symbols,570 and most assume that the female is either Inanna, now seen in 
human form, or her human representative in the city.  But nothing on the vase indicates 
the titles of her attendant figures. 

While the human figures (or anthropomorphized deities) seem to us quite individualized, 
they may not have been intended to represent individuals—on principle.  Virtually every 
feature on The Uruk Vase is matched on the tiny cylinder seals that in a later age would 
be used by individuals to mark their possessions.  (Jars and doors, for example, would be 
sealed by rolling the seals along clay pressed into the entrance or locks.)  Holly Pittman 
noticed that the seal impressions in this very early period, about 3000 BCE, do not carry 
inscriptions, which would have indicated individual owners, even though writing, as we 
will see, had already been invented, probably in this very region.  (Recall “Daily Bread and 
Beer” from this period in Uruk.)  Pittman also observed that the figures on The Uruk Vase 
and on art works contemporary with the vase are marked by a striking clarity.  Each figure 
is clearly distinguished from others in a scene.  She suggests that such definition served 
to focus on the different social roles played, and to distinguish among activities and 
products of a complex, hierarchical society.  Pittman thinks that for the first time art 
served to “narrate social relations and social behavior; through illustration, imagery 
communicated social norms and it extended ritual” (191-92).571 

When, later, cylinder seals were used to mark an individual’s possession, the seals carried 
the names of the individuals—and the scenes depicted on the seals were typically crowded 
and stylized, suggesting relatively little interest in the display of goods and social roles. 

Moreover, Pittman observes, certain features of the pictorial art evident on The Uruk Vase 
are also the features of early, Proto-cuneiform writing: legibility, standardization, and 
syntax, as Margaret Whitney Green had seen in early Uruk texts (189).  We will see these 
features in a text that will be discussed below. 
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The Uruk Vase was discovered in 1933/34 by the German team excavating the temple 
precinct known as Eanna, level III/1.572  The vase was one of two identical pieces found 
near an important collection of objects called the Sammelfund.  Progress in the 
deciphering of writing, an innovation in that age, and of symbols found in the art of the 
period is coming so rapidly that the identification of the attendant figures may come in 
the near future.  If the vase records an event or if the artist had actual individuals in mind, 
the names of the individuals will likely never be recovered: there is no inscription on the 
vase naming any of the participants.  The keen interest in the roles and titles of temple 
officials in a period that saw the development of a complex hierarchical society, however, 
may well provide clues to the titles.  One, the en, is inscribed on the vase. 

In the absence of such a precise identification, we want to make several points about the 
vase: first, the way it illustrates a relationship of religion to “life;” and second, the way it 
provides a position for what Richard Henshaw calls the “keepers of the sacred house,” in 
this case the house of the Great Goddess Inanna.    Insert Fig. 34: Visual of the two 
attendant figures] 

Nearly all of the historians of art who deal with the ancient Near East emphasize the 
importance of The Uruk Vase, but they are clearly puzzled by the two attendant figures in 
what I would call the “sacred precinct,” possibly the gipar.  A sampling of early and more 
recent comments reveals an increasing tendency to ignore the difficulties.   E. Douglas 
Van Buren took them to be male, “because their long skirts are girded, whereas women at 
that time do not seem to have worn belted garments” (34).573  Henri Frankfort claimed 
that they are a man and a woman.574  Ann Perkins, calling the narrative a “culminating 
scene,” and “one of the earliest narrative monuments,” does not discuss the two figures.575  
André Parrot largely ignores the “small figures.”576  Beatrice Goff considers them two 
men.577  Anton Moortgat, who calls them simply “two human figures,” says they are 
“standing praying and sacrificing.”578  Walther Wolf thinks they are “sacrificers.”579  H. A. 
Groenewegen-Frankfort does not mention them.580  R. F. G. Sweet calls them simply 
“models of two human figures.”581  Dominique Collon does not provide comments on the 
details of the vase.582  And F. A. M. Wiggermann gives a marvelously compact 
interpretation of the scene, but does not comment specifically on the two figures.583 

The naturalism of the relief, especially the depiction of the human form, makes it easy to 
see that “life” is most abundant in the familiar forms of healthy bodies, movement, the 
growth of vegetation, and even in the flow of water upon which the cycle of life depends.   
Unlike much of the visual art of the 4th millennium BCE for which we lack interpretive 
keys, the scene on The Uruk Vase makes great sense to us even if we cannot understand 
all the details. 

Life, Fertility, and Sexuality 
Basic to Mesopotamian religion, we feel—fundamental perhaps to all religions—is the 
persistence, the ongoingness of life.584  This is no better illustrated than in the influence 
of Inanna and her Companions.  Much has been made of two life-related elements of 
Mesopotamian religion, the “sacred marriage” and “sacred prostitution.”  In both of these 
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Inanna is at the center.  Both the “sacred marriage” and “sacred prostitution” are difficult 
concepts for the modern West to grasp, and there is no unanimity even among the 
specialists who take up these concepts—or even as they exist as nameable social 
constructs.   Certainly, though, fertility, the means by which life will continue, was a major 
concern in the earliest visual representations of religion in Uruk, and it is most evident in 
The Uruk Vase—as it is in most early religions.  The need for humans, animals, and plants 
to continue through the next generation is the most basic need of living creatures. 

Sumerian and Akkadian are rich in the language of life.  The abstraction formed from 
something living (ti), nam-ti-la, Akkadian balāṭu, means life, vigor, good health and (held 
and dispensed by the gods), immortality.585  It is important to emphasize that everlasting 
life by definition included the gods and excluded humans.  From a Mesopotamian 
connection, the promise of an enduring and pleasant life after death familiar in Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam would be deification.  A few exceptional individuals were given a 
godlike existence.  The hero of the flood story in Gilgamesh, Utnapishtim, and his wife, 
for example, are “raised” to a life “like us gods” (kî ilāni nashima).586  In the long and 
complex history of Mesopotamian religion, a few kings claimed to be divine, and some 
others were deified after their deaths.587  What religion offered humans was not eternal 
life for the individual but a fullness of life, of which fertility is the most conspicuous part.  
Long life and abundant provisions were within reach of mortals.  Notice that health was 
a most important aspect of life.  The verbal form of ti/ balāṭu means first of all to get well, 
to recover from a sickness.  Secondary meanings include being vigorous, living long, 
obtaining food, keeping safe, and being pardoned.588  Healing could be the result of divine 
action or medical treatment.  The distinction between the two was not terribly clear. 

“Abundance” is another term related to life.  Sumerian hé-gal, borrowed into Akkadian 
as hegallu, indicated the abundant yield of animals and plants.  It also indicated the 
fertilizing waters of the all-important water supply.  Abundance, productivity, and 
charismatic power were also captured by the term.  Not surprisingly, the word for 
“treasury” was the “house” of hé-gal.589 

Western ideas of religion betray such an otherworldly orientation that conspicuous 
displays of wealth and abundance are still sometimes denounced as shameful.  That 
attitude would seem odd to the Mesopotamian.  Stranger still would be certain Western 
attitudes toward sexuality.  Even without “sacred” marriages and “sacred” prostitution, 
the frank celebration of sexual attractiveness and sexual vigor found in Mesopotamian 
religion can be disturbing.  Again, the Sumerians had a word for it: hili, which translated 
to Akkadian kuzbu.  The word can mean luxuriance and abundance, as with hé-gal, and 
it can refer to plentiful water and even the rich adornment of buildings.  Mainly it refers 
to a sexual attractiveness that was not simply (or perhaps originally) human.  It was an 
attribute of goddesses like Inanna and Ishtar, as one might expect, since they are regularly 
described as goddesses of love, rather like Aphrodite and Venus; but hili was an attribute 
as well of goddesses like the wise Nisaba, goddess of writers.590  Since we tend to see 
something like hili in a gendered way, more a feature of the feminine than the masculine, 
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it is worth noting that Mesopotamia saw it as an attribute of gods as much as it was of 
goddesses.591 

One might expect that the needs for food and offspring were so pressing that the 
Sumerians would always link life-enhancing sexuality with reproduction.  While it is 
dangerous to separate the two completely—the goddesses Inanna and Ishtar, for example, 
regularly exhibit their hili/kuzbu but are rarely seen as mothers592—a curious pattern has 
been observed in Sumerian literature that points to their separation in a way we would 
find unusual.  Jerrold S. Cooper found it interesting that Sumerian scholars are often very 
reticent to translate sexual passages with their original directness.  (As late as 1948 a 
prominent scholar translated a passage in the Akkadian Gilgamesh, not in English, like 
the rest of the work, but in Latin.)  Cooper pointed out that the god Enki, in an important 
mythological poem, masturbates and his ejaculate fills the Tigris with ever-flowing 
water.593  In another case Enki admires his own penis.  The unabashedly erotic poetry that 
deals with Inanna and Dumuzi, however, rarely mentions the male organ (or even sexual 
intercourse) by name.  The indirection is all the more curious in that Inanna’s vulva is 
praised in several Inanna poems.  And at the beginning of the narrative in which Inanna 
tricks the trickster himself, Enki, into giving her the divine me that will give her control 
over much of the universe, Inanna praises herself while she examines her private parts.  
The significant difference between the Enki poems and the Inanna poems, perhaps 
reflective of female scribes at work in composing the Inanna literature, is that Enki’s 
sexual displays are always connected with reproduction, while Inanna’s are not.  Cooper 
(using a more recent transliteration of the name Inanna) concludes, 

The tender, sensuous sexuality of the Inana-Dumuzi poetry does not lead to 
conception, and privileges the female organ over the male.  It is associated with 
agricultural fertility and abundance, which, in the sacred marriage ritual, are 
generalized to other areas of successful rulership.  Enki’s sexuality is raw, often 
violent, phallocentric and is reproductive on both the metaphor and concrete 
levels.  The explanation for these contrasting sexualities is to be sought both in 
the “woman’s voice” that pervades the Inana-Dumuzi material, and in Enki’s role 
as the ultimate source of fresh water irrigation, the fecundation that is the very 
basis of Babylonia’s agricultural economy.594   

There is another, related possibility.  Much has been made of the necessity to tie sexual 
experience to the father, since it is not obvious who the father of a child is, though it is 
clear who the mother is.  The work of Jacques Lacan, who symbolizes the child’s entry 
into language, into the Symbolic Order, by the Name of the Father, is the most thorough 
working out of the psychology involved in paternity (and patriarchy).  Just to forestall any 
worry that the Sumerians did not know the connection between intercourse and offspring, 
it is worth noting that the Enki literature, which often concerns itself with reproduction, 
creation, and the formation of sometimes unusual creatures, usually turns on the 
cooperation, sometimes on the conflict, between Enki and the goddesses.  When normal 
reproduction is depicted, a role is assigned to both male and female in the process.595  
(The recently recovered Ardi, ardipithecus ramidus, a million years earlier than Lucy, 
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may already have been socialized to form a partnership with males to provide food and 
protection for the females and their offspring.) 

Before the mother goddess, Ninhursag, provides a new order of deities who can reproduce 
normally, Enki celebrates his own creative potency.  Science fiction writer Neal 
Stephenson, following Sumerologist Bendt Alster, interprets the well-known myth, “Enki 
and Ninhursag: A Sumerian Paradise Myth,” as an account of the development of normal 
male and female reproduction.  Enki brings life-giving “water of the heart” to an arid land 
by masturbating.  The mother goddess, Ninhursag, steals Enki’s semen and impregnates 
herself, giving birth to a daughter, Ninmu.  Enki then becomes attracted to Ninmu, 
impregnates her and then in turn his granddaughter Ninkurra and great granddaughter 
Uttu.  The incestuous cycle is finally broken when Ninhursag extracts the semen from 
Uttu, spreads it on the ground and then heals a seriously ill Enki (who has eaten the plants 
that grew from his seed).  Together they produce children in what becomes the normal 
way of human reproduction.596  Whether the myth speculates on the difference between 
sexual and asexual reproduction, it certainly ends with the paradigm of male-female 
cooperation.597 

If certain Enki myths tended to reinforce the importance of the male in fertility, the 
portrayal of a fertility figure like Inanna without an emphasis on motherhood may be 
related to an equally important but often overlooked insight: that humans, unlike most 
other animals, even the higher mammals with which they share so much DNA, are capable 
of severing sexuality from reproduction.  The evolutionary development of humans is tied 
in many unsuspected ways to this freedom from estrus, as Helen Fisher598 and Riane 
Eisler have pointed out.599 

According to anthropologist Fisher, when “Lucy” of the Oldevai Gorge lost estrus, her 
partner did not know when she was fertile and thus was obliged to copulate with her 
regularly in order to bear a child.  The advantage of Lucy was that her condition “kept a 
special friend in constant close proximity, providing protection and food the female 
prized.”600   Even Enki had that lesson to learn. In “Enki and Ninhursag: A Sumerian 
Paradise Myth,” the pattern of incest is finally broken when Ninhursag advises great 
granddaughter Uttu not to have anything to do with Enki—until he brings her a gift of 
cucumbers, apples, and grapes.601  (These water-filled plants flourished in southern Iraq 
when the river water produced by Enki was channeled into irrigated fields.)  Now that 
Ardi--millions of years before the Sumerians were in Mesopotamia--could both walk 
upright and climb trees, our ancestors could swap food for sex. 

Riane Eisler goes further than Helen Fisher.  Eisler agrees that the evolution of human 
sexuality was a major factor in the evolution of complex life forms.  She proposes that “our 
unique capacity for higher consciousness combined with the evolution of our unique 
capacity for prolonged sexual pleasure unconstrained by seasonality, along with the long 
caretaking needed for human maturation, provided the potential for a major evolutionary 
breakthrough toward—in the normative or value-related, rather than descriptive sense—
a truly more evolved form of life.”602  What Eisler calls a “dominator” model of social 
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organization, evident in the phallocentrism of the Enki literature (even though the 
mythology involving Enki features reconciliation as often as rivalry with the great 
goddesses), largely replaced an earlier “partnership” model, not matriarchy, as some have 
claimed in the past.  The partnership model, which may be evidenced in the Inanna-
Dumuzi literature, would show the marks of an evolutionary process not yet yielding to 
the dominator model.  For Eisler, the prevalence of a partnership model in early 
prehistory offers promise that the model could emerge once again in the modern world. 

For our purpose, if what Fisher and Eisler claim is true, it is not so much that the great 
goddess Inanna is depicted as a sexually active human—even as the ultimate femme 
fatale603 –instead of being portrayed as a Mother Goddess; rather, that the sexuality that 
she embodies is what differentiates humans from the reproductive life of plants and 
animals, over which she has great power.  Inanna is always portrayed as the free being, 
insisting on her rights and demanding her place.  On The Uruk Vase she is seen in her 
aspect of command as much as in her erotic aspect. 

We now know, thanks to the careful elucidation of Archaic Sumerian texts, that Inanna 
was worshipped under four aspects.  Krystyna Szarzyńska discovered that different 
offerings were presented to as Inanna-hud2, Inanna-sig, and Inanna-nun.  A fourth 
aspect, Inanna-kur, was recognized in the texts, but it is not clear if she received offerings 
under this title.604  One interesting feature is that a clear distinction was made between 
the first two aspects, Inanna as Morning Star and as Evening Star. (The periodic 
disappearance of the planet Venus and occasional eclipse of the planet, like the moon, 
could symbolize the descent of the goddess into the underworld.) Szarzyńska calls the 
nun-aspect, the “princely” Inanna; perhaps to avoid the ambiguities in the English term 
“princely” and use instead, “majestic,” which captures the commanding and the grandeur 
we think nun carried at that early date. It is possible that the nun-aspect reflects Uruk’s 
(and Inanna’s) domination over Enki’s Eridu. The kur-aspect has yet to be worked out.605 
Elsewhere Szarzyńska has connected a unique and puzzling structure related to the Eanna 
temple complex to Inanna’s descent into the underworld and her resurrection.  Called by 
the excavators the Steingebäude, originating probably in Uruk IV, an underground 
labyrinth was constructed just at the side of a ziggurat.  It was a deep pit with three 
independent circle of walls around a central room.606  Szarzyńska points out that at the 
very center was a complex structure that served as a “cover of some important place on 
earth.”  She speculates that it is the opening into the underworld.  In addition to the 
Sumerian and Akkadian poems on the descent of Inanna/Ishtar into the underworld, 
Szarzyńska cites the “hole” or vent into the underworld made by Enki to enable Enkidu to 
escape temporarily from the underworld so that he might speak with Gilgamesh.  The 
story is told at length in “Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Nether World” and in Tablet 12 of 
Gilgamesh, a translation of part of that earlier Sumerian poem. 

Tentatively we see the four facets of Inanna as her majestic, erotic, ludic, and tragic 
aspects.  They may all be figured on The Uruk Vase, but two, the majestic and the erotic, 
are clearly evident. 
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The sexuality of Inanna may, we are suggesting, have provided a very positive image for 
women in Uruk society, especially those engaged in the work of the temple, which was at 
the height of its power to direct the city-state’s economy at precisely the time The Uruk 
Vase was fashioned.  Apart from practices we would identify as “religious rituals,” women 
in the temple were important in the temple economy, e.g., in the textile industry.  What 
in a later period—in the period that produced, for example, the witty, if blasphemous, 
insults hurled at Ishtar by Gilgamesh—might so separate female to male and see in 
Inanna/Ishtar the femme fatale, destroyer of men, in this early period recognizes the 
power of the female and the need for a “partnership” relationship of women and men in 
society. 

On the other hand, Susan Pollock and Reinhard Bernbeck, who studied the percentages 
of males, females, and genderless figures on The Uruk Vase and other visual 
representations in the same period, argues that even there the goddess and her high 
priest/ess do not represent women of the period. 

Apart from the depiction of this important female, probably a goddess, women are almost 
invariably represented as pig-tailed figures.  They occur in scenes markedly different than 
those just considered: they are almost never shown individually; in most cases they are 
seated; and they occur only on seals.  In more than half of the scenes in which they are 
portrayed, they are engaged in repetitive tasks in which two or more figures perform the 
same activity.607 

The women are most often seen in textile production and the production of vessels, 
especially those that carry liquids, beer and animal fats in particular (159). 

Elsewhere Pollock, following Hans J. Nissen, has suggested that profound changes from 
these early (Late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr) periods through the 3rd millennium, changes in 
the representation of women in a variety of economic activities to ritual activities, 
correspond to changes in the Mesopotamian state.  Where the earlier representations of 
men and women celebrate the economic productivity of the temple-centered state, later 
representations reflect the emergence of kings, whose characteristic activities are 
organized warfare, and the building of regional empires. They suggest that the ideology 
that considered the city-state a “household” of a god or goddess is a strategy of resistance 
to the palace and its increasing usurpation of temple authority.608  We would suggest that, 
as part of that shift, women involved in the activities of the temple would maintain their 
now-traditional status, even if the “secularized” women could not. 

Whatever pattern The Uruk Vase implies, in the encounter between female and male, a 
majestic goddess and the soon to be deified male, the portrayal of the divine in human 
terms was a significant turn for Mesopotamia.  Since Sumero-Akkadian ideology credits 
the gods with providing the paradigms and patterns that are given—like kingship, nam-
lugal, which was said to “descend” from the gods—to humankind, the pattern of human 
sexual freedom would naturally be seen as derived from the gods. 
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Life is most evident on the vase, then, in the number of living beings and in the meeting 
of female and male, which symbolizes its continuity.  The fertility aspect is implied even 
if the emphasis is on sexuality rather than reproduction. 

A Great Chain of Being 
By the Uruk Period (3800-2800 BCE) agriculture and animal husbandry had long been 
developed in the region of Uruk.  Temples at the center of the economy in the cities of 
southern Mesopotamia stored grain and kept large herds of animals.  The temple was a 
redistribution center through which the economy flowed.  The Uruk Vase offers a rare 
look at an interlocking system, almost an ecological niche, in which human and divine, 
animal and plant lived harmoniously together. 

Agriculture in the flood plain where Uruk stood required great care in maintaining a 
system of irrigation canals.  Uruk itself was positioned between a major river on the west 
and a smaller canal on its east side.609  The flow of water in the Euphrates River was 
difficult to predict and hard to control.  A complex, stratified society emerged to handle 
both agriculture and animal husbandry in the area.610  The temple, as a holder of land, 
keeper of herds, grain storage center and something like a central bank, dominated the 
economies of the city-states of the south.  It is evident that the temple was immensely 
important in producing the foods necessary for the society to live, and also for preserving 
foodstuffs, wine, for example, and beer.  (Though beer was not preserved for any length 
of time, the grains needed for brewing were stored for later use.) 

Less obvious is the temple’s role in the development of trade.  Uruk developed as a major 
city in an area that is resource-poor.  Through trade over what would seem like 
extraordinarily far reaches, given the means of transportation in the 4th millennium, into 
Iran to the east and to such places as Nineveh to the north, Uruk initiated a “world system” 
that brought raw materials into the city and worked them into finished products that 
could be used at home or traded abroad.611  The alabaster used in The Uruk Vase gives 
evidence of the trade network.  The stone is not native to southern Mesopotamia, and had 
to be imported from highland sources.612  Guillermo Algaze claims that the trade contacts 
had a direct impact on social complexity, “since imports consisted largely of products that 
required processing before they could be used, and exports consisted mostly of goods that 
required considerable investments in (dependent) manpower for their production as well 
as a bureaucratic superstructure to administer, store, and redistribute that 
production.”613 

The “world system” did not, however, require a worldview that was as simple, coherent 
and closed as The Uruk Vase seems to offer.  Mesopotamian thought, from the earliest 
texts through the long tradition of scribal schools, preferred complexity. 

The History of Ideas was literally founded on the metaphor of a “great chain of being,” 
since it provided the title for Arthur O. Lovejoy’s 1936 work, subtitled “A Study of the 
History of an Idea.”614  While the metaphor itself may have derived from Homer, Lovejoy 
found the notion of a hierarchical universe first in Plato, where two principles of the 
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divine, the absolute self-sufficiency of the Good and the expansiveness or plenitude of the 
Good, which demanded that “the Absolute would not be what it is if it gave rise to anything 
less than a complete world in which the ‘model,’ i.e., the totality of ideal Forms, is 
translated into concrete realities,”615 paradoxically co-existed.  And Aristotle added a third 
principle, of continuity, in which Nature works by subtle gradations so that intermediate 
forms, e.g., “zoophytes,” are difficult to classify as plants or animals.616  The paradoxes 
and inconsistencies in the Platonic and Aristotelian views led Lovejoy—and many others 
after him—to a much more sophisticated model of the universe, as the philosophers 
advanced it, than is sometimes thought.  But the simplified version served the West for 
millennia: the universe ordered from high to low, from the divine, human, animal, plant, 
to the inorganic; within each band, as much fullness (in numbers and in types of beings) 
as was compatible with the principle of hierarchy.  It was a closed, full, and beautiful 
universe—a cosmos. 

That world view does not seem to have dominated Mesopotamian thought, which was so 
aware of complexity, of multiplicity, that the beautifully ordered cosmos is only rarely 
glimpsed.  When the city god of Babylon, Marduk, is elevated (by the Babylonians) to 
kingship of the gods, he does, it is true, form the stuff of earlier reality into a well-ordered 
place.  The biblical view, usually attributed to the Priestly tradition, of a creation in several 
well-defined stages beginning with the least important and culminating in the most 
important creature, humankind, may well derive from Babylonian thought.  And it is true 
that very early Sumerian myths attempt a description of the origins of things.  As often as 
not, the origin is the good place, before conflict, sickness, and death made their 
appearance.  Even in the creation stories, and in the stories that look back to origins, 
though, the more process one finds, the more complexity is evident.  The story of 
Marduk’s exaltation, Enuma Elish, would seem to be the main exception, since the origins 
of the universe contain the principles of chaos that a Marduk is only with difficulty able 
to contain.  When all the creating is accomplished, and everything is in its place, even 
Marduk receives his reward in a typically Mesopotamian form: a solemn list of fifty titles.  
Besides Marduk, he is called Marukka, the god who is creator of everything, and 
Marutukku, “refuge of the land” and protector of his people, Barshakushu, a wide heart, 
and Lugaldimmerankia (Emesal for King of the Gods of the Above and the Below), and 
Asarluhi (Asalluhi), a name given him by his father, and Asaru, creator of grains and 
legumes, and Shazu, who knows the hearts of the gods and sees that evildoers do not 
escape.617  Scholars have attempted to find a simple model of the universe as 
Mesopotamians understood it, but the attempts have largely failed.  A list-mentality 
prevails, especially among the makers of texts, and the lists quickly strip everything of its 
simplicity.  It is difficult to see what simple principles organize the fifty titles of Marduk.  
And it is even more difficult to see what orders the lists of omens, and the lists of signs 
and the lists of vocabularies that proved so important to the ancient scribes. 

Nearly 4000 clay tablets have been found in the ancient city of Uruk from about 3100 
BCE.  These Archaic texts are the oldest written documents from the ancient Near East, 
and they may well be the oldest writings in the history of humankind.618   Hans J. Nissen, 
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who has studied these texts closely and has begun to translate them, estimates that almost 
450 texts, 15% of the total, are “Lexical Lists” (317).  The remaining 85% are “economic” 
texts, mostly inventories and invoices that relate to the goods moving in and out of the 
temple.  There are lists of “wood” things, and lists of places, and lists of animals, vessels, 
and metals.  One that contains close to 100 titles and names of professions is known as 
the Standard Professions List, and it was copied in different periods and in different 
places for many hundreds of years.  The oldest version tells us of the important figures in 
the temple economy, e.g., “leaders” (NAM2) of the law, the city, the troops, the plow, and 
“of barley.”619  No doubt the list describes a social hierarchy, but much of it remains 
obscure.  There is a courtier, ambassador, priest, gardener, cook, baker, coppersmith, 
jeweler and potter on the list.  Exactly how the list is organized, though, is still not clear.  
[Insert Fig 35:  MSL Ed Lu A, Standard Professions List.] 

H. L. J. Vanstiphout has pointed out that the lexical compilations are the longest literary 
works in cuneiform literature.  He noticed that the ambiguities and punning one finds in 
the literary texts are found in the lexical lists, where a single logogram allows for several 
different readings.620  The earliest lexical lists arranged words thematically or provided 
signs with their pronunciation in the Sumerian language.  Then, a column was added that 
provided the Akkadian equivalents of the Sumerian terms.  Later, grammatical functions 
were given in the lists.621  Vanstiphout underscores the organized list-format in 
Mesopotamian thought. 

The important point is that the principle underlying all this effort of collection, 
classification, organization, and analysis is the principle of writing.  To the 
Mesopotamians themselves, therefore, the term approximating what we would 
call “science” or “knowledge” was simply tupšarrūtu, “the art, knowledge, and 
technique of the scribe.”  Ancient reflection upon reality and the world was based 
on language in its written, not its spoken form, as was the case with, for instance, 
much of Greek philosophy.622  

Rather than focusing on the meaning of spoken words, their references, Mesopotamian 
scribes considered first the signs themselves.  Lists developed by accumulation or 
accretion, and the signs took on a life of their own.  Vanstiphout noticed that the lists 
contain signs that never appear in actual texts apart from the lexical lists, including 
“obviously impossible entries.”623 (This may, however, reflect the relative paucity of our 
texts.)  Instead of nested hierarchical classes of objects, such as we have become familiar 
since Aristotle, the lists are more like our familiar drop-down menus in computer 
programs. 

Against this list-mentality, evident already in the earliest written documents that have 
been discovered, the “bands of being” on The Uruk Vase seem remarkably clear and well-
ordered.  There are three main registers.  The whole piece rests on a double row of 
undulating lines, no doubt representing the waters below the earth’s surface upon which 
life depends.  (Another possibility is that the lines are as straight as the artist could make 
them at that difficult angle.)  With one important exception, all the figures in the three 
registers are firmly set upon the earth, whose surface is heavily marked by double lines.  
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Since Sumerian thought divided the universe first of all between an, The Above, and ki, 
The Below, most objects maintain their contact with the dividing line, the earth’s surface.  
Like later Mesopotamian narrative art, The Uruk Vase is meant to be read from the 
bottom register up.  The division of the surface into registers and the portrayal of group 
action in files of single figures one sees on The Uruk Vase became conventional in 
Mesopotamian art.624 

On the line marking the surface above the waters appear alternating date palms and 
barley stalks. We have already noticed the economic and ideological importance of these 
items, especially for Uruk.  Above the plant level, in the same register, is a line of ten 
animals shorn of their coats,625 five rams and five ewes, all set in the same direction.  
Where the plants completely fill the lower part vertically, the line of animals is set in 
motion along the groundline.  The contrast between the vertical stasis and the horizontal 
movement is quite striking.  The plants and animals in the divided register are the same 
height as the register above it, which is completely filled with men carrying vessels.  At 
first glance, the nine nude men who make up the line—their nudity suggesting that they 
are priests engaged in a ritual act—seem identical.  Moving in the opposite direction of 
the animals below them, the line gives an even stronger effect of a procession, an even 
more powerful movement.  Upon closer inspection, it becomes clear that the vessels they 
carry, even when they are similar to one another, are not identical.  Some of them are 
heaped with fruits, others are apparently filled with liquids, probably milk and oil.626  The 
men, too, turn out to be a diverse lot.  Henri Frankfort observed that “the many small 
differences between individual figures destroy, on closer scrutiny, the impression of a 
merely ornamental frieze, and one notices that even here the figures are rendered with 
such vigour and directness that the seem vibrant with the excitement of the occasion, and 
therefore intimately connected with the occasion.”627  Such “vividness and vigour” 
Frankfort finds characteristic of the age in which The Uruk Vase was fashioned (11).  The 
point is worth emphasizing.  Even when the scene is at its most schematic, and the large 
movements in space and time are exaggerated—giving the event represented a proper 
ritual quality—variety and difference are respected. 

The second register, with the men carrying vessels, is the same height as the lower 
register.  That is, the men are portrayed as twice the height of the plants and animals 
below them.  The top register presents two and possibly three human figures (in the 
fragment that has not been recovered) that are even taller than the men in the middle 
register.  One figure, wearing a short skirt and holding a stole, is the same size as the 
“priests” below.  (This one is our acolyte seen in cylinder seal impressions.) 

The scene has attracted a great deal of commentary, especially since it is the earliest 
example of narrative art yet discovered.  The lines of moving animals and men in the lower 
registers converge in an encounter between three men and a woman in the top register.  
Behind the woman is a collection of items oriented right to left, that is, in the direction 
opposite to the men moving toward her. 
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Since it was discovered, the vase has been seen to depict a “sacred marriage rite,”628 or, to 
be more precise, a “culminating scene” in a complex ceremony.   A culminating scene has 
“one group of figures, one moment of time, at the climax of a series of events” standing 
for the entire story.629  The problem has been to identify the main participants.  Most 
agree that the tall woman stands for the goddess Inanna, and the figure in the break (the 
details that have been recovered make it clear that he wears a long garment and a stole) 
stands for her lover, Dumuzi.  Very possibly human figures stand in for the goddess and 
her lover.  Most think that the male in the break is the en of the temple, playing the role 
of Dumuzi, and the female may well be a priestess.  In one way, the very problem is an 
advantage to us.  The West has become so used to figuring the divine in human terms—
anthropomorphizing the sacred—that it is useful to remind ourselves that this was an 
innovation in the late 4th millennium BCE. 

The naturalistic elements so prominent on The Uruk Vase have been variously 
interpreted.  Beatrice Goff emphasized the abstract nature of art even in the Uruk Period 
during which the vase was fashioned.  She argued against the view of Arnold Hauser that 
naturalism is connected with individualistic and anarchistic social patterns, while 
geometrism is connected with a uniformity of organization and stable institutions.630  
Goff argued that, while the art of the period had passed beyond the aniconic stage, and 
that individual deities were worshipped in anthropomorphic form,631 in at least six ways 
the naturalistic art was still abstract (and not at all individualistic and anarchic).  By 
simplifying the realistic, a single figure could stand for a class of objects, not a particular 
plant, animal, or landscape.  Goff detected a pattern that was found even earlier than the 
Uruk Period, a pattern in which fertility is contrasted with conflict.  By making certain 
details more realistic, animals attacking one another, for example, the conflict would be 
exaggerated; the same would be true of figures representing fertility.  A third element was 
the distortion of reality introduced by placing one scene next to another in an 
inappropriate way.  Scenes showing the feeding of the herd, for example, are juxtaposed 
with scenes of sacrifice.  Fourthly, by setting objects next to objects that have no 
naturalistic connection with them, the artist emphasizes the symbolic element.  Including 
a bull’s head in a scene where a herdsman is protecting a calving cow from a lion is one 
example.632  Two representational forms can be combined.  Quadrupeds, for example, 
may be given the necks of serpents and the heads of snakes.  And finally, Goff points out, 
symbols are arranged in pairs, sometimes set antithetically one against the other.633  Two 
is prominent, with pairs of animals and humans, some of the same sex, some of the 
opposite sex.  The alternating palm-trees and ears of barley in the lowest register of The 
Uruk Vase may further represent male and female, since one symbolized Dumuzi in the 
archaic period, and the second symbolized Inanna.634 

Goff’s comments are particularly helpful in appreciating the schematic elements of The 
Uruk Vase—and also the collection of objects behind the goddess in the highest register.  
But the naturalistic elements that are so conspicuous make a “chain of being” visible.  The 
work does not consider perspective, so the individual figures stand out against a 
background that is entirely neutral—except for the firm grounding on the earth.  The 
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figures of plants, animals, and humans are clear enough without their being multiplied.  
The duplication and multiplication of figures allow them to be seen as a class of objects 
even as their individual differences are made visible.  The orders of being are separated, 
yet connected in a procession to the goddess.  Everywhere life, fertility, and abundance 
are celebrated.  As in the Greek notion of The Great Chain of Being, the whole is ordered 
and yet full, separated into bands and yet each is still connected with those above and 
below.  The hierarchical ordering is clear from the relative size of the figures. 

The goods of the earth are presented as an offering to the goddess, each element 
sustaining the level above it: water, plants, animals, humans—and the divine.  Except for 
the vessels carried by the men, everything is in its natural state in the procession to the 
goddess.  For us, the scandalous presentation of men not only unclothed but completely 
shaved as well takes the natural to a degree we might find problematic.  The large male 
striding up to the goddess is presumably of a higher status than the men in the middle 
register.  But he is not the main actor.  The one whose stole is being held is the one 
presented to the goddess, and in texts that appear to deal with similar rituals, that one is 
the en of the temple-state.  Calling the en a “priest-king,” as is often done today, poses 
something of a problem, as we have already seen, since it begs the question of what 
“priest” or “king” may have meant in Archaic Uruk.635  However the figure is interpreted, 
it is clear that the humans are not simply individuals, but are organized hierarchically. 

The long garment and the stole help to identify the figure, even though that part of the 
vase is missing.  E. D. Van Buren had suggested that the figure was bearded (37), thus 
contrasting him with his retinue.  D. Schmandt-Besserat has noticed that the long kilt that 
is barely visible is made of a transparent, net-like fabric represented by a criss-cross 
pattern (204).  Thus F. A. M. Wiggerman has reconstructed the figure in the following 
way:636 

[Insert Fig. 36, The en and his attendant (Wiggermann’s Figure 1).] 

The net-like garment is the most conspicuous mark of the en.  Another is the rolled cap 
that Wiggermann fills in. “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” has the lover of 
Inanna wearing a bar-si(g), a headpiece known in Akkadian as a parsīgu.  Late into the 
1st millennium BCE it was worn by Inanna and other goddesses in Uruk.  One might guess 
that the exchange of clothing between goddess and (male) human was symbolic of the 
change in fate as the human is selected by Inanna to be her lover.  The items of clothing 
on The Uruk Vase that appear to be worn by the human may be part of the ritual: the en 
in this case would be seen as putting on the garment.  The stole or sash, as Wiggermann  
reconstructs the scene, is a costly piece of linen offered to the goddess (not worn by the 
en), but the exchange could be going in the opposite way. 

We will see later how the parsīgu functions in Gilgamesh. 

Wiggermann also provides a rationale for the naturalism of works like The Uruk Vase.  
The Uruk Period saw a transformation of the gods from nature gods into city-gods and 
heads-of-state.637  A new social structure emerged based on the service to the city god 
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rather than to the family.  Wiggermann thinks a new theory of the state was developed to 
justify social stratification.638 

A city was organized around the service to the city god who owned the city’s 
domains; the city’s leadership, headed by the city ruler (EN, or “Lord”), 
redistributed the produce of the god’s lands among his servants, the city’s 
population: and the city ruler owed his office and a circumscription of his duties 
(to provide for the deity) to his marriage with the city god(dess).639  

Wiggermann suggests the occasion of the event represented on the vase was a harvest 
festival, probably including a sacred marriage rite.  Mesopotamian weddings formally 
began with the presentation of the groom’s gifts, the bridewealth, which usually consisted 
of food for the wedding feast and sometimes clothing or jewelry.640 

A clue that the main actor in this scene is the en appears in an unusual place.  It was 
recognized early that one of the figures attending the goddess carries the cuneiform sign 
EN or its pictographic prototype.  Since The Uruk Vase dates from the time of the earliest 
writings yet discovered, and those writings are only now being deciphered, it is difficult 
to determine how the sign should be read, if indeed it is the cuneiform sign the attendant 
is carrying.  [Insert Fig. 37: Attendant carrying the sign, the sacred precinct] 

The EN sign, which some have taken as a representation of a ceremonial boat—or a 
hat641—may not have been read in Sumerian, hence as en.  It is possible that a pictograph 
could be “read” in the language of anyone interpreting the picture.  But the presence of 
phonetic indicators in the earliest writing has led one scholar, Piotr Steinkeller, to claim 
that by Uruk IV script we have “iron-clad proof that the language underlying the Uruk 
script is in fact Sumerian.”642  (Evidence for the suggestion that the EN sign represents a 
field rather than a boat or hat is given below.) 

Where, then, do the attending figures stand in the hierarchical order?  The en is often 
depicted with a faithful attendant, beardless and wearing a short kilt in net-like textile.  
An indication of his status is the long hair falling on his shoulders.643  [Insert Fig.38: The 
attendant/acolyte upon the en ] 

With his background in the Classics, A. H. Sayce suggested that Enkidu was represented 
on cylinder seals as a satyr or faun.644  The suggestion has not found much favor among 
scholars, but it may be that the long-haired acolyte was as much a model for Enkidu as 
the bull-like half-man half-beast portrayed on Old Akkadian seals. 

What ones sees on The Uruk Vase, then, is the teeming abundance of life held in check by 
an unusually Greek-like ordering of the ranks of being.  Such ranking is replicated in the 
new social order, where the principle of hierarchy prevails.  The en has his place, and the 
goddess provides that place in the chain of being. 

Depictions of the Human Figure 
Before identifying the players further, it is well to consider how naturalistically the 
humans are presented on the vase.  The nude men are individualized,645 but it is clear 
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they are uniformly young, vigorous and healthy.  Their bodies—including genitalia—make 
visible the link between “life,” health and potency.646  (The nudity may symbolize “purity,” 
possibly even virginity.) 

In describing the liveliness of the scene on The Uruk Vase, H. A. Groenewgen-Frankfort 
notes that each of the men is “an individual presence, organic, alive.”  In contrast the 
Egyptian art, with its long-legged and “long-flanked” men, early Sumerian art prefers 
figures whose “corporeality is as convincing as that on early black-figured Greek vases,” 
with their “muscular strength concentrated in thighs and shoulders.”647  The men are 
rendered in profile except for the right shoulder, “which appears pressed forward rather 
awkwardly.”  The awkwardness is significant, since the display of the right side of the body 
showed that the man was healthy, if not flawless.  Only one of the nude “priests” is shown 
from the left. 

Taller figures are more important than shorter ones.  The female dominates the scene.  If 
the female were wearing the horned headdress of the gods, there would be no problem in 
identifying her as a god (rather than as a priest), and then fixing her identity as Inanna.  
But the convention of the horned headdress was not established until a later period.  One 
could argue, too, that the en, if he represents Dumuzi as a soon to be deified human, is 
presented as a god.  Both Inanna and Dumuzi may be considered divine, but they are 
portrayed anthropomorphically. 

Anton Moortgat commented on one of the problems that has bothered students of myth, 
religion, and literature.  It is difficult to tell if the vase represents a mythical event or a 
religious ceremony.  He decides it is best to avoid the distinction. 

The protohistorical world of Sumer, as it came to maturity in Uruk, is indeed in 
every direction—sociological/political as well as religious/artistic—a union of the 
sacred world of the gods and the profane world of humans, of the real and the 
metaphysical, of nature and the abstract; in some ways it was a golden age, in 
which the life of the gods and the life of humans still intermingled.  Man, not yet 
as an individual separated from his community, has through his princes the 
closest possible relationship with the gods, and has in a way taken part in eternal 
life.648  

Moortgat also notes the naturalism and abstraction combined in the scene.  If the central 
figure is indeed the goddess, “then she is shown for the first time in purely human form, 
in front of her two standards of ringed bundles, these being her abstract symbols.  In this 
way representation of the deity in human form would also have been initiated in this 
period of Protohistory, an event of great importance to Near Eastern art.”649  The 
anthropomorphism “follows naturally from the particular attitude to life shown during 
this period.” 

F. A. M. Wiggermann makes the important related point that when the gods are seen in 
human form, they are distinguished by gender.650   The Sumerian language does not 
distinguish nouns or names by grammatical gender.  The writing system later developed 
a system of silent determinatives to mark the gender, when it was important to indicate 
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it.  If the scene represents an episode in the Sacred Marriage between Inanna and Dumuzi, 
anthropomorphism, gender differences, and the metaphor of love all appear for the first 
time in this 4th millennium BCE frieze. 

In the long event—from Protohistory through the early years of the Common Era-- the 
relationship of humans to the gods changes in Mesopotamia from this indication of 
intimate union to one in which the gods are seen as parents, and finally to one in which 
the gods are envisaged as transcendent and remote.651 

Of course there is no question about the sex of the men carrying the food to the goddess.  
The goddess herself is female, though she is fully clothed—and it is clear that she is 
represented as a beautiful as well as a powerful woman.  The en, who is often depicted in 
a see-through skirt, is easily identified as male.  Since gender-crossing became important 
in the Inanna/Ishtar cult—priests in the “Iddin-Dagan Hymn” discussed below wear 
women’s clothing on one side of the body and men’s clothing on the other—it not always 
that clear whether the attendant figures are male, female, or androgynous.  In the myths, 
Inanna’s attendant, Ninshubur, is sometimes male, sometimes female.  And the 
“character” of Inanna herself, like Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, is a mixture of male and 
female traits. 

Since there are human and divine figures on the vase depicted in human form, the normal 
way of identifying the figures would be through their clothing and their hairstyles.  
Complicating the picture is that the Sumerians wore wigs, no doubt to deal with head lice.  
King Shulgi prepares for his encounter with Inanna, for example, by dressing in cloak and 
robe, and putting a periwig “as diadem” on his head to attract the admiration of Inanna.652  
Clothing like the parsīgu, hairstyles, and gestures are usually a good guide to at least the 
period in which a work was completed.  In this case, the results have not been conclusive. 

Of these, clothing has been the most studied.  Among the Archaic Uruk tablets are records 
of garments and cloths made of wool, flax, hide and pelts.  Krystyna Szarzyńska found at 
least 36 signs representing these and various rugs and mats.653  And the vast herds kept 
by the temple were maintained mainly for wool production.654  Domique Collon, in a 
survey of clothing through the different periods of Mesopotamian history, emphasizes it 
as products of the “corporation,” the textile industry centered in the temple.655  Of the 
reasons to domesticate animals, milk and the need to store foods, to spread consumption 
over long periods, were more important than to supply a reliable source of meat.  The 
animals offered for sacrifice at the temples ensured the availability of animals, in the 
phrase used by Brian Hesse, “flowing through the system.”656  The temple provided a 
managed system of production and centralized redistribution, and sheep were the most 
valued animals in that system.  The meat was important.  Sheep and goats, herded 
together, provided the meat most prized by the elite.  (Beef was the diet of the bureaucrats, 
and the rural folk and other non-elite members of the community ate pork).657  Clearly, 
though, the emphasis was on wool production.  Hesse refers to the “flow of sheep to cities” 
(at this period completely dominated by the temples), very like the way the sheep are 
represented on The Uruk Vase. 
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Although the specific garments worn by figures on The Uruk Vase have not been related 
to the records, a special skirt, LAL, was worn by Sumerian dignitaries.658 It may well have 
been the en’s wispy skirt659 portrayed on cylinder seals.  The figure attending upon the en 
on the vase holds a tasseled train of the same material as the en is wearing.660  The 
goddess’s long robe has a wide border running from the right shoulder down the front of 
the dress and around the hem.  Her right arm was free; it is not clear if the left arm is free.  
A band around the forehead confined her hair, and she probably wore an elaborate 
headdress,661 but that part of the vase was broken and repaired in antiquity. 

Textiles were often traded and exchanged as gifts by the elites.  As has long been 
recognized, clothing has symbolic value, as witness the clothing of Adam and Eve in 
Genesis.  The symbolism is evident much earlier than the Bible, though.  The “golden 
garments of the gods” were perhaps the most spectacular.  In a later period the kusītu 
garment of the Lady of Uruk (i.e., Inanna/Ishtar) included golden stars.  The garment had 
its own boat, which carried it to distant temples “on loan,”662 as it were to lesser deities.  
Clothing was used figuratively to mean not only cover and envelope, but also overpower 
and overwhelm.663  As M. E. Vogelzang and W. J. van Bekkum point out, “a garment is 
that object of material culture that takes the nearest position between man and his 
environment; it has therefore also an informative function.  It informs us about the 
dignity and the function of a person in society.”  Vogelzang and Van Bekkum show that a 
piece of clothing in a text may indicate necessity (protection of the body), economy 
(commercial value), legislation (punishment, reward), elegance (external 
ornamentation), affectivity (mourning, submissiveness, joy), and profession (status).664  
Even though there is much still to learn about the details of clothing and grooming—and 
as much about nudity and shaved bodies—on the vase, it is already clear that these 
indicators are represented in the scene. 

Think of the significance of the harimtu stripping before Enkidu and then preparing her 
clothing on the ground as a mat for their love-making. 

Without knowing the code, one might mistake the line of nude men for prisoners, stripped 
of their former status, or slaves.  We know, though, that the practice of certain “priests” 
to perform ritual acts in the nude persisted through the 3rd millennium BCE.665  By the 
middle of that millennium, men were generally clean-shaven, even when the beard was 
retained.  Later, men other than kings could be portrayed as beardless and shaven-
headed, but the kings after the time of Gudea were generally bearded.666 

The goddess raises her right hand in a gesture of greeting.667  We do not know how the en 
is responding, but it is likely that it is not a gesture of servility.  As he surveyed 
Mesopotamian religious love poetry, W. G. Lambert found numerous references to 
gardens, fruits, and salads, and noted that certain fruits were preferred for their 
aphrodisiac properties—not unlike the love poetry of many parts of the world.  But though 
it was devotional, especially the love poetry that celebrated the relationship between 
Inanna and Dumuzi, the poetry lacked one quality that has been conspicuous in the 
European tradition since the Middle Ages: the man does not abase himself in order to win 
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the hand of the beloved.  He speculated “the relations between the sexes were so 
understood that no man would openly confess to servility in his desire for a wife.”668  If 
this was already the case in the Uruk Period, it could account for the formality in the actual 
encounter between the goddess and her human lover.  Nowhere in Mesopotamian art has 
the face-to-face meeting of the divine and human been so intimate and yet so formally 
precise. 

Once again, without knowing the code fully, we can only speculate if the two figures 
behind the goddess are replicating the goddess’s gesture, the one conferring upon the en 
his status and the other raising the wrist in a ritual greeting.  Again the play of signifiers 
is evident in the treatment of the body, its posture, hair, or lack of it, the clothes, possibly 
androgynous, and the gestures of the participants. 

To turn the ambiguity to advantage, it is also clear that The Uruk Vase strongly signifies 
the difference between the clothed and the nude, between hair and shaved bodies, and 
between gestures.  We may not have the key to the code, but the signifiers are all the more 
clear for that.  We are forced to see that clothing, even hair, are forms of cultural 
production.  For the Uruk temple, textiles were a most important part of the economic 
“world system.”  Inanna is the nun not just of those things we would consider emotional 
and spiritual.  The divide between the spiritual and the physical, like the sacred and the 
secular, is not nearly as wide as the West has come to think of it.  And many of the other, 
non-human figures on the vase also represent economic products, like theriomorphic 
vessels, and economic processes, like taming and preserving foodstuffs. 

The Sacred Marriage: Iddin-Dagan and Inanna 
While the historians of art may disagree on the details, most agree that the scene on the 
vase depicts what has been called the Sacred Marriage Rite.669 

The scene certainly could indicate a wedding.  The goddess (or her human representative) 
greets the bridegroom (Dumuzi, or his representative, the en of Uruk) at the gate, as was 
the custom in Mesopotamia.670  The bridegroom was expected to bring gifts to the bride.  
This scene captures the significant moment of the marriage itself, the event that 
established the contract.  This moment, the banquet that followed, or the sexual union 
itself could all be represented to mark the important event.  One might wonder why a 
certain episode would be highlighted on any given piece.  Banquet scenes are relatively 
common in the visual arts of the archaic period, and erotic art, which may also depict a 
Sacred Marriage, is found early.  One theory, advanced by Frances Pinnock, sees the 
selection of episode as a function of the social position of the one for whom the artifact 
was made.  The urban ruler might want to portray the public events, while one less 
concerned with the public display of art—the owner of a country estate, say—might prefer 
a more intimate, erotic scene, one less appropriate to a piece that might be viewed by the 
public.671  “Palace and temple had to be the centers of community life and the main link 
between the populace and the deities; these officials stressed their social position rather 
than a realistic representation of what had to be performed.  In their seals the peripheral 
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officials may have wished to represent a more private moment, the sexual conjunction 
between the two main characters.”672 

The Sacred Marriage has been much discussed by scholars of ancient Mesopotamia, and 
much of the subject remains controversial.  Was there an actual rite of Sacred Marriage 
in which a priest or priestess (representing the god or goddess of the city) slept with the 
leader of the city, male or female (depending upon the gender of the deity)?  Are such 
rites, if they were practiced, related to the widespread notion of “dying gods of fertility?”  
The controversial questions aside for the moment, there is no doubt that Mesopotamia 
knew stories and songs that celebrated the love and lamented the death of Dumuzi, lover 
of the high goddess Inanna.  The metaphor of sexual union with the goddess is very 
ancient indeed.  Its discussion among Mesopotamian specialists owes little to classical 
parallels or even to the Eliade-type phenomenology of religion.  Rather, to the extent that 
it is associated with matters outside Mesopotamia proper, the Sacred Marriage is linked 
with “The Song of Songs.”  Samuel Noah Kramer, who touched off the discussion in his 
groundbreaking The Sacred Marriage Rite, for example, devoted a complete chapter to 
“The Sacred Marriage and Solomon’s Song of Songs.”673  
 
All discussions of the Sacred Marriage focus on a Neo-Sumerian Hymn to Inanna that 
features not Dumuzi but Iddin-Dagan, king of Isin.  Rather, the king is identified with his 
famous predecessor.  Iddin-Dagan’s name is replaced in a key line by an ancient name of 
Dumuzi, Amaushumgalanna (line 187).  (Recall that Amaushumgalanna is consistently 
used in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” for the hero.)  The poem consists of 228 
lines, divided into ten unequal parts, or kirugu.   Within the context of a praise of the great 
goddess, mainly in her aspect as the Evening Star, the king cohabits with Inanna in the 
most explicit terms. 

The divine king stays with her there. 
At the New Year, on the day of the ritual, 
So that she will determine the fates for all the lands, 
So during the day (?) the true servants are inspected, 
So on the day the moon disappears the me are perfected, 
They set up a bed for my nin. 
They clean the rushes with sweet-smelling cedar oil, 
They arrange them for my nin, for their bed, 
They smooth out a cover for the bed. 
 
So they will find sweetness on “The Cover that Brings the Heart Joy,” 
My nin bathes her holy thighs, 
She bathes them for the thighs of the king;674 
She bathes them for the thighs of Iddin-Dagan, 
Pure Inanna washes with soap, 
She sprinkles cedar oil on the ground. 
 
The king approaches with head held high the thighs of Inanna. 
Amaushumgalanna lies down beside her, 
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He caresses her holy thighs. 
After the nin has brought joy to him with her holy thighs, 
after pure Inanna on the bed has brought joy to to him with her holy thighs, 
She makes love to him on her bed: 
“Iddin-Dagan, you are surely my lover.”  (ll. 172-194)675 

The statement that ends the episode, “You are surely my beloved” (ki-ág-mu hé-me-en), 
may seem obvious enough, given the context, but it is one of only two statements by the 
lovers.  Once Iddin-Dagan is given the throne and sits proudly on the “dais of kingship” 
(214), he utters a corresponding  “You are the hierodule born of the heaven and the earth” 
(nu-u-gig an-ki-da tu-da-me-en).  His statement confirms what she has always been, the 
nu-gig, translated by yet another of the modern Greek-based term, “hierodule.”  Hers is 
a stronger proclamation, one that brings into being the very status she names.  She names 
him as her ki-ág, her lover. 

The narrative in which this occurs is worth considering.  Iddin-Dagan stands at a 
particularly important point in the historical development of kingship in Mesopotamia.  
Even when a deceased king is deified, as happens occasionally, the living king like other 
mortals, is only rarely deified.  Iddin-Dagan is one of those few.  When the “black headed 
folk, the people”—“black headed” is the way Sumerians describe themselves—set up a 
throne for Inanna and the king sits with her in the palace, the king is explicitly identified 
as a god (lugal dingir-àm, line 170).676 

In the first section of the poem, Inanna is hailed as the nu-gig who “comes forth from 
heaven,” that is from “above” (an, as opposed to its cosmic complement, ki, “below”). It 
is important here to notice that the nu-gig was an important temple official in the group 
of those who interpret sexuality and fertility.677  As one who comes from heaven, Inanna 
appears as the great goddess who becomes visible at night, “her coming forth radiantly at 
evening” (11), the evening star.  The first section is filled with the imagery of light in the 
darkness; but it ends with another aspect of Inanna, that “her coming forth is that of a 
hero” (ur-sag, 18). 

The second section links Inanna explicitly with the other high gods (of the more than five 
thousand deities that were known in Mesopotamia678): Enki, An, Enlil, and the collective 
known as the Anunna gods.  This section celebrates her position as a world judge, making 
decisions for “the land” (Sumer) and its “black-headed people” (33).  Included in the 
section is an important allusion that clarifies why Inanna has such powers.  She was given 
the divine me in Eridu, in the Abzu, by Enki.  Two of the me are specified.  In the long 
narrative to which this alludes,  “Inanna and Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization 
from Eridu to Uruk,”679 the two me, nam-en nam-lugal, are mentioned at the top of a list 
of over one hundred me given to Inanna by Enki.  “Lordship” and “kingship” are the usual 
translations of these me, which in Sumerian are named by the officials, the en and the 
lugal, and made into abstractions by prefixing nam.  Hence “lord” and “king” are made 
into “lordship” and “kingship” (24).  The juxtaposition has the force of identifying the two 
originally separate functions.  For the king of this poem, Iddin-Dagan, it will serve to unite 
both the high priestly office and the secular office of king.  Inanna possesses those powers, 
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of course, holding them “in her hand” (24) and enabling her to determine the fates in her 
land.  Through her Iddin-Dagan possesses the powers as well. 

The next four kirugu describe a procession before Inanna (35-44, 45-59, 60-67, 68-86), 
altogether more than fifty lines devoted to it.  Scenes of procession, often in boats along 
the rivers and canals, are so frequent in early cylinder seal impressions that it is clear that 
it was an essential part of religious display, much like the “charismatic” progresses of 
kings in England and Morocco anthropologist Clifford Geertz has interpreted for us.680  
First the musicians pass by, and then certain cultic officials associated with sexuality and 
fertility (sag-ur-sag, lú-zi, nin-sag-tuku, mí-um-ma-gal-gal-la, guruš, ki-sikil, kur-gar-
ra).  All walk before Inanna. 

In the seventh section, the effects of the Evening Star are described.  The people raise 
their glance to Inanna.  Men purify themselves, and women do as well.  The ox “tosses his 
head in his yoke,” and the sheep “pile up the dust in their pen” (89-92).  Other animals, 
then vegetation—orchards and gardens, plots, reeds—finally, fish and birds, “the living 
creatures, the numerous people, they bend the knee before her” (98).  Not surprisingly 
they prepare great quantities of food and drink for Inanna, and there is “play” (ki-a-ne-
di, 102) and festivity (ezem) in the land.  The young man makes love to his spouse. 

The eighth and ninth sections develop two themes already considered: the judgment of 
Inanna, who recognizes evil and brings the proper fates to the just and the unjust.  
Emphasized even more, though, is the abundance of the “storehouse” (ama).  Offerings 
to Inanna include sheep, butter, dates, cheese, fruits of all kinds, beers (dark and light) 
and breads, honey and wine.  Gods and humans (159) go to her with food and drink. 

The implications of this great catalog of offerings to the temple will be drawn later.  For 
the purposes of these remarks on the context of the hieros gamos celebrated in the tenth 
and last section of the poem, it is important to keep in mind the artful ways in which all 
orders of being, considered both as it were vertically—something like Homer’s chain, a 
hierarchy of being from the high gods at the top through ranks of creatures, together with 
the enormous abundance at each link in the chain681—and horizontally, through time.  
The poem is replete with “arrest and movement,” the telling phrase that gave H. A. 
Groenewegen-Frankfort the title of her famous “essay on space and time in the 
representational art of the ancient Near East,”682 although it operates through the 
narrative time and space of language rather than visually through graphic display.  
Inanna’s place in a world that is both static and full of movement is richly illustrated in 
this poem, where she is both the center and the moving light that brings life and joy to all 
creatures.  All of this prepares for the assembly of the people and the sacred marriage 
itself, which is narrated in the tenth section. 

The Sacred Precinct 
On The Uruk Vase, the area behind Inanna (or the nu-gig) is a sanctuary, a sacred space, 
possibly a temple.  More likely, it represents what the Sumerians called the gipar.683  
Akkadian borrowed the term as gipāru.  Originally a storehouse for food, the gipar was 
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the residence of the en, and in Uruk, where the en was ruler, the gipar took on the 
functions of a palace.  For its sacred character, it was taboo.  It served as the place of the 
“sacred marriage” rite.  A Sumerian text tells of a lapis lazuli door where Inanna met the 
en; the parallel line, a characteristic of Sumerian poetry, specifies it as the gipar of Eanna, 
and the one she meets is Dumuzi. 

The earliest Mesopotamian temple, found at nearby Eridu ca. 6000 BCE, was a simple 
mud-brick building, barely thirteen feet square.  Excavators at the site found heaps of 
ashes and large quantities of fish-bones, evidence of fish-sacrifice.684  By Uruk III, the 
Eanna temple precinct in Uruk, in contrast, was an immense and complex structure.  It 
consisted of an L-shaped High Terrace and a ziggurat, which formed the nucleus of a “vast 
cultic area” with an inner and an outer peripheral double-wall.  A large park spread before 
the ziggurat between the inner and outer walls.  Besides places for sacrifice and other 
rituals, priestly residences, and storage areas, Eanna contained workshops for, e.g., the 
making of pottery.685 It was certainly an appropriately grand and complex place to carry 
on the increasingly sophisticated enterprises of the community. 

The Uruk Vase does not represent any of this structure directly, but it does contain, we 
would argue, a representation of the sacred precinct. The procession of life forms, in 
movements that suggest a spiral motion not unlike the movement up a ziggurat, an 
artificial mountain, ends at the spot where Inanna greets the en.  The movement through 
the bands is very cleverly handled so that at the top the en and his retinue is moving one 
way, and the entire sacred precinct is oriented in the opposite direction.  The goddess 
herself is replicated in the cult symbols, large reed bundles that represent her in a non-
anthropomorphic way.686  Two of these symbols, MUSH3, stand behind the goddess, and 
another stands on the lower platform carried by the Dinka sheep.  (Recall that the MUSH 
sign can be seen as well on the “Daily Bread and Beer” text.) [Insert Fig.39: Wiggermann's 
6, the sacred precinct] 

The control of space in the lower bands of the vase, with each living creature bound firmly 
to the earth, gives way in the upper band to a treatment of space rather like that of cylinder 
seals.  Some of the figures in the sacred precinct are rooted to the earth, the sheep and the 
two large vases in particular.  But the pair of vases that replicate The Uruk Vase itself, two 
animals, and two dishes on low stands is arranged on levels without any indication of the 
ground.  The two animals are thought to be a gazelle and a lion, animals of considerable 
significance in Gilgamesh.  Close inspection shows that they are actually theriomorphic 
vessels similar to what are seen on cylinder seals of the period, and which are carried in 
procession.687  With the exception of the bull’s head and certain as yet unidentified objects 
beneath the large vases filled with fruit and vegetables, the composition is quite neat and 
regular, with horizontal lines suggesting both arrest and movement.”   She noticed that 
the upper register has an “almost weird concreteness.”  The confrontation between 
goddess and the en is “wholly undramatic and yet the impression of a momentous meeting 
prevails; the scene has the very quality of dynamic space which is so completely absent in 
the juxtaposition of figures in ritual acts in Egypt.”688  The presents piled up in the sacred 
precinct, which “may represent objects which have been or will be brought as gifts,” do 
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not break the pattern.  Groenewegen-Frankfort was so impressed with the treatment of 
movement that returns upon itself that she was surprised that so few examples of simple 
rows of men or animals heading in one direction are to be seen in the art of the period. 

The items in the sacred precinct do not represent the bed of the nuptial chamber, the 
throne of the assembly, or the sacrificial offering-place.  Clearly they represent the 
abundance of life, especially in the sheep and the vessels.  (The theriomorphic vessels 
carried liquids. It is not clear what would have filled such vases.  Today, excavators would 
examine the fragments of a vessel for organic residues.  Since bread and beer were often 
important in the temple banquets, it is possible that the vases are not empty but rather 
full of a liquid that could not be represented in the pictorial style of the period.)  The sheep 
and cargo suggest a procession.  The bull’s head alone makes explicit what is implicit in 
the artifacts that are collected here: that all have been changed from their natural state, 
most of them by death.  If the registers below highlight the teeming abundance of life in 
and on the earth or close to the ground, the upper register, with its display of textiles (and 
wigs?), its platforms, vases, and signs highlight rather the transformative power at work 
here.  Inanna is the gate—her MUSH3 reed bundles marking the transition—and the space 
within involves “finished” products, including rituals, signs, and artifacts.  The gazelle and 
lion, in particular, unlike the tamed sheep, are wild animals, but have been transformed 
by art.  The pair of vases replicating The Uruk Vase suggests infinite duplication and 
expansion, like the lexical lists that were begun at this period.  (The figures recall that 
these vases, where they are represented are always in pairs; the duplicate of The Uruk 
Vase was broken beyond hope of restoration, but is thought to have been identical.) The 
precinct is full, almost crammed full, of objects.  The animals and, with their human 
carriers, the fruits and vegetation flow to the precinct, the way sheep actually flowed to 
the temples.  The temple in turn transformed them into commodities. 

Among the products of the temple, bread and beer-- preserved foods--symbolize “life” in 
different forms.   Others, the textiles in particular, beyond drawing a distinction between 
the clothed and the unclothed, allowed life to survive. 

And if the bull’s head suggests sacrifice, it, too, points to the sacred transformations in 
the gipar. 

One item that is not doubled in the gipar is the head of an animal, apparently bovine, that 
appears by itself below the large vessels.  The image is striking, although the head is not 
highlighted.  It is the single image of death on the vase, but it points out that all the plants 
and animals die to provide for the banquet.  Life is necessarily sacrificed to preserve it. 

And if the bull’s head suggests sacrifice, it, too, points to the sacred transformations in 
the gipar. The bull’s head might simply be filler, but that is unlikely.  The same item 
appears on a cylinder seal.689 [Insert Fig. 40: The en, his attendant, and various items 
(Amiet #643)] 

Mircea Eliade was perhaps the most eloquent spokesperson for the position that religious 
humanity—in contrast to modern, secularized humans—“becomes aware of the sacred 
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because it manifests itself, shows itself, as something wholly different from the 
profane.”690  There is a difference on The Uruk Vase between the space inside the sacred 
house and the space outside it.  One is almost tempted to see the spiraling upward of 
plants, animals, and humans as reaching the “above” in the contact with the goddess.  
Human and divine were never so closely related as they are here, linked through union 
and deification.  In this sense one might want to say that the vase represents both sacred 
and profane space. 

But the presence of “priests,” including the en and his attendant, the ritual directionality 
of the movement to the goddess, and the connectedness of the goddess to the life-forms 
moving toward her, suggests that her space and time are not “wholly other” than the space 
outside, however naturalistically it is rendered.  Rather, as Eliade would have it, for 
humans “of all pre-modern societies, the sacred is equivalent to a power, and, in the last 
analysis, to reality.”691 (12).  The symbols and rituals Eliade sees as humanity’s attempt 
to re-experience the sacred are no doubt the reason why all commentators on The Uruk 
Vase think that a ritual, not an isolated event, is represented on the vase.  It is just that 
the profane world, including especially the world of commerce that many moderns think 
is the very antithesis of the sacred, was never united to the holy as it is represented on the 
vase.  The divine shows itself in human form, invites union, and transforms everything in 
its presence.  Everyone, including the craftsmen and other briqueteurs who are largely 
excluded from the modern, Greek-influenced view of reality, is included.  In the sacred 
precinct, even the chain of being seems to be suspended; transformation, play, 
multiplicity, and complexity rule. 

Replicating the vase in miniature on The Uruk Vase is a device that would make a 
postmodern artist proud.  It draws attention to the artifact as artifact, to the ability of 
representation itself.  The curious tendency of Mesopotamian art to reproduce its most 
significant scenes on the tiniest scale—the cylinder seal—has been noted before.692  The 
frieze presents a more complex figuration than the traditional distinction between nature 
and culture. 

What is striking about the collection is not only duplication but—in Jacques Derrida’s 
curious term—différance.  Where the outside, with its procession of priests, is relatively 
direct and unambiguous, the gipar, the inside, plays everywhere with identity and 
difference.  One is realistic, the other symbolic.  The plants, animals, and humans are 
visibly—nakedly—alive, natural.  Inside, everything is figured, transformed, artifice: food 
and drink fit for consumption, clothing, constructions, craftware--briquetage.  One would 
particularly like to know if the collection represents a complex ritual, perhaps involving a 
procession and a banquet.  Signs abound: the gestures by which Inanna greets the en; the 
EN-sign carried by the androgynous (?) priest; and hand gesture of the second priest/ess.  
Even the human form of Inanna is duplicated by the MUSH3-signs that stand for her (and 
as gate-posts distinguish inside and out). 

If the figure Inanna greets is the en and the en represents the lover, Dumuzi, the bovine 
head among the items in the sacred precinct presages his tragic fate.  If the procession, 
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banquet, and union are figured in the storehouse, the tragic death of Dumuzi, perhaps 
even his deification, is likewise prefigured. 

Inanna is the transformer par excellence.  She not only stands at the border of civilized 
life, represented by the gipar, and the natural world.  The early temple held grain in 
storage and herds for food.  In Uruk plants and animals were even more important for the 
textiles (linen, wool) and skins than for food.  The storehouse holds food and drink 
changed and preserved.  The bull’s head marks the loss that is necessary for such 
transformations. 

The Uruk Vase: Attendant Figures 
Who, then, might these attendant figures be?  The EN-sign one of them carries is a clue, 
but so far none of the three have been properly identified: the two in the sacred precinct, 
one carrying the sign and the other raising a hand in prayer; or the one attending upon 
the en himself. 

Some thirty artifacts represent the en.  He is shown with craftsmen, prisoners, lion, herds, 
Combining political and religious leadership, the en’s absence on the earliest lexical list 
may indicate that he was far above the other leading figures in the temple community.693  
He is usually presented, as he is on The Uruk Vase, as taller than others are.  He has a 
broad face, prominent nose, beard, and he wears a characteristic round headdress and 
long, see-through skirt.  In some instances he carries weapons, a bow and a spear.  Denise 
Schmandt-Besserat thinks that the spear is a symbol of justice, while the bow is a symbol 
of warfare. (While much later, Gilgamesh, who is usually visualized wielding a knife or 
axe, is sometimes shown wearing a sheaf of arrows and carrying a bow.) On three of the 
monuments, the en is associated with writing.   Among his activities he is shown as a 
warrior and as dispensing justice; as hunter or master of animals; as “good shepherd” to 
his flocks; as priest; as central collector; and as Inanna’s consort.694 

On cylinder seals of the period, the en is often accompanied by what Van Buren thinks is 
a younger man (because, unlike the en, he is beardless) with long hair, who also wears a 
characteristic short skirt.695 Other than on The Uruk Vase, he appears on the Blau 
Monument with his hands raised in prayer; before a temple where the en pours a liquid 
over his head; and in two scenes where he walks behind the en, carrying a jar and a sprig 
of vegetation.696  On the cylinder seal impression above, the attendant carries his jar, 
while the en before him carries a theriomorphic (gazelle-shaped) vessel.  A collection of 
items much like those on The Uruk Vase are assembled before him: two heaping vases, 
two low stands, a second theriomorphic vessel (probably a ram), and a pair of vases in the 
same shape as The Uruk Vase itself.  All the figures are oriented toward a pair of MUSH3 
reed bundles. 

Except that the skirts of the attendants behind the goddess on The Uruk Vase are longer 
than the skirt worn by the en’s attendant, they are all much alike.  Clearly some important 
priestly function is indicated on these pieces, but what priestly title the figure would hold 
is still not clear. 
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Four aspects of Inanna known from Archaic Uruk, which I have called her majestic, erotic, 
ludic and tragic aspects.  In Mesopotamian religion, officials served four different 
functions: high officials who administered the temple; officiants who interpreted 
sexuality and fertility; players (singers, musicians, and dancers), craftsmen, and athletes; 
and the diviners, magicians, ecstatics, wisdom figures, the specialists who knew secrets of 
the gods, of the underworld, and of healing.697 

Because we have a tendency to identify these officials with Akkadian titles, rather than 
the earlier Sumerian equivalents—we have far more texts relating to ritual officials from 
later periods, in Akkadian, than we have of early Sumerian texts—certain distinctions that 
were clear when the priestly function of the en were disappearing in the 2nd millennium 
BCE may not have been clear earlier.  en of itself does not indicate male or female, since 
Sumerian nouns do not carry gender distinctions.698  The roughly equivalent nin is 
similar.  On other evidence we know there were male and female en’s and male and female 
nin’s.  Mythological texts often mention Inanna’s attendant Ninshubur, identified as her 
vizier or even as her “trusty maid,” but this minor deity is sometimes male, sometimes 
female.  (See, e.g., The Seal of Adda.) The term  nin later came to refer to females.  en 
came to be read two different ways when it referred in Akkadian (which always marks 
gender) to males.  If it referred to a kind of overlord, it would be read bēlu, “lord,” whereas 
it was read ēnu when it referred to priestly functions.  EN could also, however, be read as 
two different, but related priestesses: the entu or the ugbabtu.699  Conceivably, the EN 
sign carried by the attendant on The Uruk Vase could refer in a complex way to figures 
inside and outside the sacred precinct, and they could be male or female. 

In lexical texts the en is often associated with another priest, lagar; and the lagar is 
connected with the most curious and most prevalent of Sumerian priests, the gala, who 
is a performer, usually a singer of lamentations.  Iike the sag-ur-sag, who was represented 
in the “Iddin-Dagan Hymn” wearing both male and female dress, the gala remained 
beardless even in Neo-Assyrian times, when all mature men were depicted as bearded.  
The sexual proclivities of the gala made him the object of humor that became proverbial.  
The en (usually when his/her priestly functions were most important) lived in the gipar. 

Complicating the question, but providing clues that may someday provide precise 
identifications of these priestly titles, is the way the gods themselves could carry titles that 
were shared by their human counterparts.  Inanna, for example, is often referred to as a 
nu-gig.  Since we have difficulty connecting the kind of frank sexuality shown in the 
Inanna literature with our ideas of the sacred, we have difficulty translating the title.  
Usually a Greek term, hierodule, is selected, since the Greeks had women (and men) in 
the temple who performed sexual acts and were distinguished by rank.  The title nu-gig 
often appears in the lists along with the “lady-god,” nin-dingir, the nu-bar, and the 
lukur.700 

Tentatively, one might guess that the males represented in the retinue with the en held 
high priestly offices that embraced at least three of the four aspects known in the early 
Inanna cult.  If the en is to be identified with Dumuzi, and the bull’s head in the sacred 
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precinct is a reminder of sacrifice, there may be a suggestion of the tragic Inanna as well, 
the Inanna who was involved in the death of her husband-lover and who established the 
annual ritual when he was brought up from the underworld.  One would guess as well that 
the attendant figures on the other side, in the goddess’s precinct, were equally high-
ranking priests or priestesses, those who engaged at least in the ritual processions that 
were so prominent in Sumerian religion. 

It may turn out that the figures attending the goddess were aspects of Inanna herself, 
Nanaya,701 say, or Ishhara702—or the human actors who portrayed them.  In any case, the 
serious playfulness of the scene on The Uruk Vase is perhaps the fullest expression of 
“life” in its many aspects, only a few of which we have been able yet to decipher.  In the 
4th millennium both divine and human figures, as they appear on The Uruk Vase, 
celebrate life—in the context of the new hierarchical, specialized state whose center was 
the temple.  The economic activities represented there and in other visual representations 
of life then, in what must be considered the most unified concept of life in all its spheres, 
largely disappear from the visual record in the king-dominated imperial states that 
emerge in the 3rd millennium, and with that disappearance the status of women in 
Mesopotamia changes, but the Sumerian temples and their keepers resisted those 
“secularizing” tendencies of the state. 

Gilgamesh as Amaushumgalanna in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” and much 
later in Gilgamesh itself carries on the tradition of the en–at the same time vigorously 
representing the new rulers of Mesopotamia, the kings. 

The en in the Gap 
At least 2000 “Archaic” seal impressions have been recovered from 4th millennium BCE 
Uruk,703 roughly contemporary with The Uruk Vase.  Other “Archaic” seal impressions 
were found at Jemdet Nasr (at a time approximating Uruk Eanna III) and Ur (from Early 
Dynastic I in the early 3rd millennium BCE).  The great number and variety of cylinder 
seal impressions testifies to the popularity of the cylinder seal, which appears to have been 
invented in Uruk itself.  The cylinder seal, rolled onto clay to provide security and to 
identify the owner of whatever is sealed, provides a much more interesting and complex 
image than the older “stamp” seals, which were largely simple designs like rosettes. 

Seal impressions showing the en with his rolled cap and distinctive garb are frequent in 
the “Archaic” period, especially from Uruk and Susa (in modern day Iran), as we have 
already seen.704 

Certain cylinder seal impressions show clear resemblances to the upper level of relief on 
the famous Uruk Vase.  Whether the cylinder seals influenced the designs on the vase or 
the vase influenced the cylinder seals, they come from the same period in Uruk. 

A fragment of the broken vase would make the identification of the human figure that is 
now missing secure.  As we have seen, small sections of the garments the figure was 
wearing make it highly probable that the figure is the en.705 And the EN sign can be seen 
in the “sacred precinct.” 
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The section of a robe made of netlike textile and the long fringed sash or belt were enough 
to allow an artist’s reconstruction of the figure. 

Piotr Steinkeller and Gebhard J. Selz have written extensively on the en and other forms 
of rule in ancient Sumer.706 In attempting to establish the meaning of the symbol that 
represented Inanna in cylinder seal impressions (and on The Uruk Vase), Steinkeller 
uncovered a most intriguing clue to what looks like a magnificent sash that is—or is in the 
process of being—wrapped around the en.  The Inanna symbol has been much discussed. 

The symbol was already the Proto-cuneiform sign for Inanna, and that connection led 
Steinkeller to a garment that is signified by a gunified variant of the sign MÙSH, that is, 
MÚSH3.  The garment was called a suh in Sumerian.707  Steinkeller thinks that the Inanna 
symbol and the MÙSH sign depict a type of scarf, shawl or band. The suh is such a 
garment and is usually “fastened” (keshda) in some way.  As we have seen before, virtually 
all references found so far to the suh see it as an emblem of enship.  In one case it is 
specifically the suh of godship.708   Steinkeller thinks it is a type of band. 

Of the sixteen passages Steinkeller cites for the suh, at least nine refer to something 
fastened or tied as a sign of enship.709  King Shulgi wears both the crown of kingship and 
the suh of enship.  While it could perhaps refer to the “rolled cap” worn by the en in 
Archaic Uruk, I would suggest that it is visualized frequently on the cylinder seal 
impressions and in the Uruk Vase relief, where a great sash is—or is about to be--fastened 
to the figure who is certainly the en.  In any case the suh is a garment that crosses gender: 
it is worn by deities, male and female; by the en, who could be male or female;710 and by 
a nu-gig priestess.  On one occasion it is explicitly associated with the prototypical en, 
Dumuzi. 

When humans and deities exercise “kingship,” they wear a “crown” (men) or “tiara” (aga).  
It is not clear to me if these emblematic head coverings distinguish different forms of rule.  
We will see later that, at least in the case of the famous King Shulgi of Ur, the poets and 
theologians tend to use different terms for rule associated with three different city-states: 
en for Uruk, lugal for Ur, and sipa (“shepherd”) for the city that had gained primacy 
among the “league” of Sumerian cities in the 3rd millennium, Nippur. 

Of the more than 500 “Archaic” impressions from Ur, as opposed to the impression from 
nearby Uruk, a few show motifs that might reasonably compare with the older Uruk 
impressions: a man taming (?) an ibex, a bowman, and numerous scenes of a hero 
spearing a lion that is attacking a horned animal.711  (In one the hero is contesting a bull.  
The Ur impressions are rather more cluttered than the earlier Uruk seals.  One may 
portray the en in his approach to a female; behind her an ibex is under attack from a lion. 

In the closest Ur impression to the scene of an en approaching a nin, the scene appears to 
be reversed.712  The procession of the usual three figures shows two of them with the long 
dress (perhaps with right shoulder and arm exposed) and head covering of females, while 
the object of their gaze is an en.  He wears the familiar rolled gap; his upper torso is 
unclothed; his see-through skirt is tied with a sash that may extend down the skirt.  He is 
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sheltered, and behind him is a temple with ringed posts.  The scene suggests a strong 
parallel with the en approaching the nin, but if the temple is Enki’s, the male figure may 
be Enki himself (or his human avatar).  Approaching him would be, not the male en but 
his female counterpart, who is well known from later 3rd millennium Ur.  In Ur the en, the 
most famous of whom was the poet Enheduanna, was in the service of the male moon-
god Nanna.   (In a powerful hymn exalting Inanna to the highest place in the Sumerian 
pantheon, Enheduanna transfers her allegiance from Nanna to Inanna, since her god has 
been unable or willing to protect her.) 

Otherwise the en is absent from the seal impressions found at Ur.  This may simply be the 
result of accident; more spadework may discover a different set of impressions.  On the 
other hand, evidence from other sources is increasingly suggesting that the power of the 
en was already being challenged by the increasingly powerful lugal. 

From the Time of The Uruk Vase to Early Dynastic Times 
In his Mesopotamia Before History (2002) Petr Charvát interprets the evidence of the 
Sumerian en in light of other proto-cuneiform signs that contain the EN sign.  EN and 
NIN, his female counterpart, constitute “the central pontifical couple” of the “Uruk 
corporate entity” that emerged in the 4th millennium BCE.713 

Further the “pontifical couple” perform a particularly important function in the early city-
state in a ritual involving the NA2, a “bed.” The bed, which later becomes a standard item 
(with a kind of throne) in the innermost part of Inanna’s Eanna temple complex, is 
apparently related to the gipar.  The gipar, in historical times the residence of the en and 
entu, was originally most likely a storehouse for grain.  Where the en and entu had 
political power, the gipar served as something like a palace.  According to the Chicago 
Assyrian Dictionary the gipar (Akkadian gipāru) had a taboo character.714  The gipar 
could also refer to part of a private house and even a pasture or meadow.  Charvát suggests 
that an even earlier meaning is as the reed-mat that covered the earth, the site of a fertility 
ritual. 

This is how Charvát explains the office of the EN. 

The EN constituted, together with his female counterpart NIN, the central 
pontifical couple, providing the land with fertility which they generated in the 
course of the NA2 ceremony.  The fertility thus generated filled the entire building 
in which the act took place, together with its (presumably cultic) paraphernalia 
including statues (ALAN).  Interested persons could partake of this fertility by 
performing the TAK4.ALAN rite, most probably “touching the statue(s).”  The EN 
took the relevant symbols or statues around the country in order to make fertility 
accessible to all people.  How far this entitled him to the collection of reciprocal 
contributions which apparently constituted the base of his and the NIN’s wealth 
in various commodities remains unknown, though a parallel to the great 
Makahiki festival of Oceania may not be entirely out of place.715 

Charvát’s analysis is based on the combinations of early “archaic” signs.  The EN sign is 
connected often with specific places, possibly storehouses, and thus suggests the 



Excursus: “Sacred” and Other Marriages  376 
  

movement of the EN.  On the other hand, the EN and NIN are largely ceremonial figures.  
They do not, in Charvát’s analysis, function in the management of the economy, though 
they belonged to the “inner”sector of the Uruk economy, in which animal husbandry 
played a major role.716   Charvát speculates that the “EN-cum-Nin ‘enterprises’” were 
possibly administered by the LUGAL. 

 

 

 
 

Proto-Cuneiform and Later Cuneiform Signs for the Key Figures 
 

Fig. 41: Development of the EN Sign.717 

              

 

 

 

Fig. 42: Development of the NIN Sign.718 
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Fig. 43: Development of the LUGAL Sign.719 

  

  

 

The Proto-cuneiform EN and NIN signs (far left column) are from 4th millennium BCE  
Uruk examplars; the LUGAL sign, for Labat, does not appear until later.   The far left 
column show “Archaic” signs Uruk (and sometimes Jemdat Nasr and Ur).  Already in 
“Classical” Sumerian texts the signs (second column) have been rotated 90º and have 
begun to lose their pictographic quality. From that point on they are inscribed with a 
stylus in typical “wedge-shaped” characters.  The third column shows early Assyrian signs 
(A) and early Babylonian signs (B).  The A row continues with Middle Assyrian and Neo-
Assyrian signs; the B row continues with Middle Babylonian and Neo-Late Babylonian 
signs. 

The earliest signs are found in the 4th Millennium; the latest cuneiform texts date from 
early CE from about the time of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem (70 CE). 
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The Status of the EN 
Charvát boldly speculates about the social position of the EN in the Uruk “corporate 
entity.”  (He is less concerned about the NIN, although at one point he notices that the 
NIN recalls Inanna as the nu-gig.720  Might it be that the human NIN is the earthly 
embodiment of the goddess, and the union of the EN with the divine ensures the fertility 
of the land?) 

The curious omission of EN in the list of professions leads Charvát to propose that the EN 
is part of Uruk’s elite, most of whom run the corporation, that is, administering the 
temple-based economy.721  That the role of EN and NIN is largely ceremonial does not 
mean they are less important to the city.  Indeed, Charvát boldly speculates that the 
Urukean penchant for using a triad of white, red and black indicates a social hierarchy 
symbolized by those colors.  White, he thinks, represents EN and NIN, while red 
represents a lower level of the elite, perhaps including the LUGAL and KINGAL as 
administrators.  Black represents the commoners.  (Charvát suggests that the epithet 
Sumerians used for themselves, the “black-headed people,” may derive from this color 
scheme.) 

Charvát offers an intriguing analogy to make this point of a social hierarchy in a culture 
that otherwise emphasized egalitarian principles.  The threefold division looks rather like 
the Indian brahman/ksatriya/vaisya division.  The LUGAL, a rather modest official in 
Late Uruk, comes into his own in the next period.  Significantly, Charvát titles his chapter 
on the Jemdet Nasr and Early Dynastic periods (which he considers together) as the time 
“When Kingship Descended Upon the Earth” (Chapter 6). 

The curious connection between the high-status EN and somewhat lower status of the 
corporate officers—though both constitute an elite—in contrast to the commoners (like 
the GURUSH) does not, in Charvát’s reconstruction, deny his even more striking claim, 
that Uruk culture was a “huge and essentially egalitarian Leviathan.”722  In the corporate 
culture of Uruk everyone carries out assignments and gets just rewards in a world where 
the gods deliver life-giving force through EN and NIN.  While others emphasize the 
revolutionary character of Uruk culture, Charvát sees rather a continuation of Chalcolithic 
culture, especially in the principle of equality.  Everyone is treated about the same; fair 
shares for everyone as the vastly more complex economy is served by innovations that 
grew out of earlier traditions. 

He finds the egalitarian principle in the rations that are distributed to different groups 
and especially in Urukean burial practices.  Quite unlike other societies in which burials 
and grave goods vividly display the high status of elites, few of Uruk’s graves can even be 
found.  And where other groups use burial practices to distinguish between the sexes and 
age groups, those Uruk graves that have been found are very modest and show that every 
group is treated in much the same way.  Uruk’s corporate entity was quite practical but 
nevertheless saw the world as a unity involving the gods as well as the most earthly of 
things and processes.  Another piece of evidence for the essentially egalitarian society is 
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that in the spectacular public buildings of the city there is no indication that the elites 
lived there. 

Yet another indication is the existence—or persistence—of the Assembly, the UKKIN.  
Just who constituted the Assembly (or assemblies) and who was permitted to speak is not 
specified, but this other aspect of Chalcolithic society is certainly registered in early 
writing.  Perhaps Charvát would agree with Thorkild Jacobsen’s theory of a “primitive 
democracy” that later gave way to a more strictly hierarchical, top-down society in 
Mesopotamia. 

Kinship 
A striking feature of Late Uruk Proto-cuneiform writing is the absence of kinship terms.  
Only SHESH appears and there is little indication of kinship connections among the 
corporate elites.  This reflects the analysis of cylinder seal impressions by Holly Pittman, 
who emphasizes that roles rather than individuals are depicted.  The position one played 
in the complex economy seems to have mattered more than the family relationships that 
mark early village societies.  (When one thinks of the myriad of kinship terms in Arabic 
today, which reflects the centrality of extended families even among city dwellers, the 
relative paucity of kinship terms in early writing is noteworthy.  It is still difficult to tell 
what ethnicities divided the Uruk population.  Certainly the nomadic populations that 
appear on the scene later are ones that, at least in Old Babylonian Nippur (early 2nd 
millennium BCE), show signs of tribal organization. 

This changes radically in the subsequent Jemdet Nasr and Early Dynastic periods.723  
Cemeteries provide vivid evidence of ranking and subgroup affiliation.  Kinship grouping 
are evident in, e.g., the sale of land.  Charvát finds that the organization of the Jemdet 
Nasr and Early Dynastic oikai is based on kinship.  It appears so suddenly in the record 
that Charvát suggests it was always a factor but not evident in the sources.  But by ED IIIa 
“the role of kinship ties acquired a new significance as more wealth flowed into the 
community; the kinship groupings may have grown larger and introduced undivided 
property tenure.  Contemporary Mesopotamian social bodies displayed patrilineal 
descent, patrilocal residence and generalized matrimonial exchange.”724    Sexual division 
becomes more important.  “The emphasis on femininity”—again, evident in grave goods 
especially—“is likely to reflect changes in the social position of women and perhaps also 
in matrimonial exchange.” but “what is clear, however, is that womanly status loses its 
exclusively biological value and assumes the character of a social category”725 by early ED 
III. 

EN, NIN and LUGAL: Three Early Periods 
Charvát concludes his survey of Mesopotamian prehistory with a suggestion about 
Gilgamesh.  Could it be, he wonders, that the oppression of Uruk’s youth with which 
Gilgamesh opens derives from the political reorganization of Sumer after the decline of 
Uruk?726  We might add an additional wrinkle.  The Early Dynastic period saw a reduction 
of the status of the en to a ceremonial role while the lugal gained power.  What Charvát 
calls an “Uruk-less Uruk” may have produced a conflict between the two figures, and the 
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conflict was remembered in stories about Gilgamesh long after his reign in Early Dynastic 
times.  Charvát himself seems conflicted about the situation. 

The three ages Charvát distinguishes are pre-historic in the sense that history begins with 
individuals.  His reference to Gilgamesh at the very end of the book suggests that he, like 
others before him, thinks of the legendary Uruk king as reflecting the emergence of the 
individual.  It is interesting to see how the great Uruk of the late 3rd millennium BCE, with 
its emphasis on the social roles of its elites (rather than the names of the officials), fits 
into his scheme of the three ages. 

The first he calls an “age of inspiration,” a long period from the 9th through the late 6th or 
early 5th millennia BCE.727  One of Charvát’s major claims is that even in this early age, 
characterized by the freedom of people to experiment and abandon failed projects, 
virtually a Golden Age, humans were as capable as moderns to think up innovative 
solutions to problems that arise. 

Our Uruk, which Charvát always emphasizes is a “corporate entity,” is a development at 
the end of the second age, an “age of domination.”  Uruk is the climax of changes that take 
place between the 5th and 3rd millennia BCE.  The brilliant innovations of Uruk, like true 
writing, are part of a larger movement.  Key to the “age of domination” is sedentarization, 
the process that involved agriculture and animal husbandry.  For all its remarkable 
inventions Charvát sees a tremendous loss of freedom in this age.  Where earlier peoples 
could simply move on when conditions warranted it, the villages and then the cities could 
not as simply be abandoned. 

The leap between late 3rd millennium Uruk and the third age, which Charvát sees as an 
“age of maintenance,” spans several centuries.  He is largely concerned with the period 
from the 26th century BCE until the 24th century, when Sargon of Akkad transforms 
Mesopotamia once again.  The key development in this period takes place not in Uruk 
(“Uruk-less Uruk,” not nearly as dominant as before) but in the cities of Shuruppak, Kish, 
and Ur.  The innovations are first seen in Shuruppak, which the Sumerians considered 
the city of the great Flood, after which “kingship descended upon the earth” from heaven.  
At Shuruppak are found the earliest literary compositions like the proverb collection that 
is conceived as advice from a father to his son.  The first ritual texts and historical writings 
appear at this time.  (Charvát does not mention it, but the earliest literary form, the so-
called “Ea-Marduk” incantations or “Divine Dialogues,” appear as well; the format always 
involves the Father, the god Enki, or Ea in his Akkadian form, giving advice to his son, 
Asalluhi, in Akkadian the god Marduk who becomes head of the pantheon in Babylon.  
The advice consists of magical rituals to be performed, including magic formulas to be 
pronounced, in order to solve the problems the good Son has uncovered.) 

This, the age of kings like Gilgamesh, is in many ways a reversion to patterns that are very 
old and obscured by the great Uruk, which had taken such a different tack.  Probably the 
most striking feature is a renewed emphasis on kinship—the very thing Uruk avoided.  
The LUGALs and NINs (which are now “Queens” but still are see seen in the names of 
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male gods) gather wealth, protect it and display it, in temples, palaces, and in some cases 
in grave goods—as in the famous “royal tombs” of Ur. 

Where Charvát’s reconstruction is difficult to follow is in the treatment of the EN, which 
had been so central to the great 3rd millennium Uruk.  On the one hand, the power of the 
en appears to be reduced, headed in the direction of its virtual disappearance in parts of 
Mesopotamia during Akkadian periods.  The reduction in power had to be accomplished 
by the rise of kings.  Where, according to Charvát, the LUGAL in the earlier period was a 
lesser administrator, probably the head of the defensive fortifications that dotted the 
landscape, the kings of rival city-states gained their authority at the expense of the temple.  
Eventually, in the long event of Mesopotamian history, the roles of palace and temple 
would be reversed, in the sense that the early kings depicted themselves as builders and 
protectors of temples; later the temples would pay taxes to the palace.  Charvát sees this 
early temple building as, ironically, an indirect way for the kings to accumulate more 
wealth for themselves, since they could arrange for the use of temple lands.  So even in 
the “age of maintenance” the palace could be said to profit from the pious offerings of the 
king. 

On the other hand Charvát is convinced that, for the first time in history, the throne 
(LUGAL and NIN) and altar (EN) were united, and he clearly sees this as an important 
development in human history.  As William Hallo proposed before, the LUGAL as a title 
of great importance probably emerged in Ur.  In Uruk en continues to be a title of 
authority.  Charvát himself recognizes that the first EN for which we have a name in Early 
Dynastic Sumer was a certain Enshakushanna of Uruk,728 at a time when certain cities in 
Sumer were united in league that was probably centered in Nippur.  (The later Sumerian 
King List, from which is derived the idea that kingship descended after the Flood, lists the 
famous Enmerkar and others carrying the en name in different Uruk dynasties.) 

It may be, as Charvát suggests, that at this point in history palace and temple were united 
in a way that was never seen before (and may never have been seen later).  When we 
consider that the power of the en of Uruk derived from his union with the great goddess 
(who presumably selected him), the reduction of his authority in Early Dynastic Sumer 
may reflect that other conspicuous feature of the times, the bias toward the masculine and 
the suppression of the feminine in kinship-based societies—as well as in theology (?).  
Perhaps there was some justification for the much later Gilgamesh to see even in Uruk 
the great king’s oppression of the citizens, male and female, as the reason they cried out 
to the gods for justice.  (Their plea, we recall, lead to the creation of Enkidu, which 
initiated the adventures of the famous heroes.) 

The Remarkable Shulgi of Ur 
The Temple Hymns attributed to the daughter of Sargon of Akkad, Enheduanna, have 
provided us with intriguing 3rd millennium BCE portraits of the great deities of 
Gilgamesh.  The deities, Inanna, Enki, Enlil, and Utu were not only goddesses and gods 
of Gilgamesh or Sumerian Uruk; they were known and revered throughout Sumer and 
were assimilated, for the most part, with Semitic deities. 
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A real oddity of the collection of Temple Hymns was the addition, after the time of 
Enheduanna, of a decidedly lesser deity, King Shulgi of Ur.  He may have been a lesser 
god, but he was one of the most celebrated kings in Mesopotamian history.  He had a 
particularly long reign.  He organized or reorganized much of the political and economic 
life of Sumer.  And he was deified.  He was seen as a figure with the status of Gilgamesh 
and Dumuzi.  Indeed, he (or his poets) thought he was the living relative of those deified 
ens. 

Shulgi was the second Ur king in what is known as the Ur III dynasty. He reigned several 
hundred years after Enheduanna, and lived ca. 2112-2004 BCE.729 Like his father, 
Urnamma, he had a special relationship with Uruk.  Someone wedged a Temple Hymn 
for Shulgi between the great temple of Nanna, the Moon God, and a temple of Enki’s son, 
Asarluhi.  Even the standard copy of the collection included the notation that the 9th hymn 
in the series was an extra one, inserted after the others. 

As Betty De Shong Meador notes in her translation of the poem, Temple Hymn 9 does not 
follow the pattern of the other temple hymns, though it does share some of their 
characteristics.  It praises the temple as Emumah, with its “lofty name,” as a “high-lying 
mountain of heaven,” though the actual name for the temple was Ehursag.  It has a 
precious base, an interior filled with “princely forces,” and it glows with a “shining light.”  
This is perhaps not unexpected as a companion to the Moon God’s temple in Ur.  One part 
of the 14-line poem is particularly striking, as Meador points out. 

your outside a verdant height 
your visible façade (touches) all people 
binding the land in a single path 
a mighty river opening wide its mouth 
gathering widespread cosmic powers 730 

Other images reinforce these, showing the high status of Shulgi, noble on his throne, an 
“imposing strong wind,” holding the divine me and deciding fates.  His house is a 
terrifying mountain, a “broad and central mountain” and “a vast gathering storm” 
rumbling. 

Shulgi built a palace in his tenth year of rule, and the palace, Ehursag (“Mountain 
House”), became a temple where he was worshiped.  Meador thinks that Shulgi may have 
been imitating the famous (better, notorious) king of Akkad, Naram-Sin, the first ruler to 
declare himself a god.  Naram-Sin would later become vilified for his hubris.  He was 
crushed by the gods.  But Shulgi’s reputation, though never achieving the height of a 
Gilgamesh or a Dumuzi, remained positive for many centuries after his death. 

Shulgi standardized the education of scribes.  Among his amazing achievements, he 
allowed a flourishing of literature, and received some twenty royal hymns praising him 
from his court poets.  Many other literary forms were written during his reign, including 
Wisdom literature. 
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For our purposes it is not so much that Shulgi was considered the “brother” of Gilgamesh 
but that he was a model en as well as lugal (and a sipa), as each aspect of his ruling 
authority was highlighted in different royal hymns. 

As one who embodied the ideals of masculinity, Shulgi was celebrated for his running 
ability.  The poetic tribute to his running reminds us of the Mesopotamian artistic 
tradition that depicts heroic figures standing upright or moving, but firmly on the 
groundline, with powerful bodies, such as the men portrayed on The Uruk Vase.  For us, 
though, the connection between Shulgi and the Sacred Marriage, placing him in a 
tradition between Gilgamesh and Iddin-Dagan, is of prime importance. 

The God-King of Ur: Shulgi X and P 
The remarkable king of Ur, Shulgi, may or may not have been as literate as the poems 
about him claim he was, but his reign left a brilliant legacy of writings—mainly about 
him.731  In one of the hymns in which he speaks in the first person, “Shulgi, the Ideal 
King,” he boasts of his education in the Sumerian school: 

As a youth, I studied the scribal art in the EDUBBA, 
From the tablets of Sumer and Akkad; 
Of the nobility, no one was able to write a tablet like me, 
In the place where people attend to learn the scribal art, 
Adding, subtracting, counting, and accounting—I completed all [of the courses]; 
The fair Nanibgal-Nisaba (goddess of scribes) 
Endowed me generously with wisdom and intelligence.732 

Theoretically, then, Shulgi may have been able to write the more than twenty different 
hymns that celebrate his accomplishments.  Since he ruled for forty-eight years and 
revolutionized the political economy of southern and northern Mesopotamia, he had 
reason to boast.  In the middle of his reign, he claimed the status of a god.  His name came 
to be spelled with the DINGIR sign, and he was worshiped in his palace.733 

Shulgi took over the celebration of the “sacred marriage.” 

Ur is, of course, not far from Uruk, and we have seen that Shulgi’s father, Ur-Namma, was 
himself from Uruk.  Perhaps this Urukean connection made the claim that he was Dumuzi 
more acceptable than it might have been from a more distant king.  Ninsun has him 
installed as king and adopts him as the natural son of the famous hero Lugalbanda and 
herself—thus a brother to Gilgamesh.734 (We have seen that Ur-Namma himself was 
described in the same way.) 

In a poem cited above, which Jacob Klein calls “Shulgi, the Ideal King,” Shulgi is 
presented not just as a warrior and military leader, a mighty hunter and a swift runner, 
the king also boasts of his role as master diviner, an office (másh-shu-gíd-gíd) that was 
traditionally part of the temple.  In examining the liver of sacrificial animals—to learn the 
will of the gods—Shulgi impressed even the professional, for he never made an error in 
distinguishing a good omen from a bad omen.735  When he boasts of his musical talents, 
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as a singer and as a musician, Shulgi was also competing with the experts who originally 
had been keepers of the temple. 

In a poem Klein calls “The Testament of Shulgi” he makes a lesser claim for himself when 
he says he commissioned his poets to compose a variety of hymns: royal prayers, 
supplications, ballads, praises of kingship, psalms, love poems, love dialogues, flute songs 
and drum songs.736 (853-54).  When he includes within that commission that his hymns 
were unique and cannot be imitated by anyone, Shulgi reflects the growing interest in the 
individual, which we have seen is a mark of 3rd millennium Mesopotamian culture.  He 
expects that his songs will be sung in the sacred houses—including the increasingly 
prestigious religious center, the Ekur of Enlil in Nippur.  The monthly festivals for Enlil 
and his consort Ninlil will include his songs.  Without yet claiming to be divine, Shulgi’s 
ideal king implicitly justifies his intimate access to the high gods. 

His reforms were impressive, certainly.  Besides establishing a standing army, he 
reorganized the temple organizations—and placed them under the control of governors.  
To check the power of governors, who were usually local elites, he established a second 
level of control, the shagina, a military commander, who was more often than not an 
outsider, dependent upon the king’s favor (844).  The shagina was under orders from the 
state chancellor, a sukkal-mah.737  He transformed the economy by organizing the empire 
along the principle of regional specializations.  Thus Puzrish-Dagan became a large 
redistribution center of livestock, much of which came into the “core” of his territory from 
the “periphery,” controlled by the generals.  All the military, not just the generals, were 
“taxed” and had to contribute livestock according to the men’s military rank.  (One can 
easily see how under such a system the generals would see to it that they and their men 
received more from the local economy than the amount of their taxes.)  Temples were 
required to provide goods, especially agricultural and industrial products, to the state. 

By thus “taxing” the temples, Shulgi transformed a system that had earlier seen kings 
make contributions to the temples.  There is no better indication of the growing power of 
the king than Shulgi’s demands on the temples—and his transformation of the palace into 
what was, in effect, a temple, where some cultic actions were performed. 

One reason that Shulgi’s reforms were kept up—at least for a while after his death—was 
the standardization not only of bureaucratic titles, but of what would feed the 
bureaucracy, the schools.  Shulgi expanded the schools and the curriculum.738  He also 
standardized cylinder seals, which contained the names and titles of their possessors.739  
[Insert Fig. 44: Seal of Lugal-engardu = “Inanna of Nippur” in Keepers Visuals] 

Lugal-engardu 
Cylinder seal art of the Ur III period has not captured the attention of art historians the 
way others, like the earliest Archaic Uruk seals, have.  The very clear and quite 
complicated designs of the late 4th millennium had already given way to a far more 
restricted repertory by the Early Dynastic Period, when the themes in the visual arts were 
reduced to a very few and the designs were often muddy.  Among the reforms initiated by 
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Shulgi in the late 3rd millennium we must count also the standardization of cylinder 
seals.740  Both in subject matter and in vitality Ur III seals seem relatively weaker than 
earlier periods.  They are repetitive and formulaic, lacking the features most admired by 
modern Western artists. 

In the development of the Ur III bureaucracy standardization was not only useful but 
necessary to keep different parts of a complicated empire together.  When a face to face 
meeting with the king or his high officials was increasingly unlikely, signs that told others 
of an official’s authority increased in value.  The greater the distance between a person 
and high authority, the greater was the need to have something like a modern charge card.  
Ur III seals that combined a visual representation of the king or the gods and an 
inscription that identified the card-holder and his rank provided just that extension of 
authority one needed to secure, say, delivery of goods to a provincial governor.  Hence the 
proliferation in the period of “royal presentation scenes” showing an individual being 
introduced to the royal presence.  Usually the king, seated, is recognizable by dress, 
headgear, or an object he holds in his right hand.  The individual approaching him is often 
bald, clean-shaven, standing, and frequently accompanied by a deity who intercedes for 
him with the king.  To make it abundantly clear what is going on, these Ur III presentation 
scenes are accompanied by inscriptions that name the individual, provide his official 
position, and identify the king. 

Irene J. Winter has studied these presentation scenes carefully741 and notes the emphasis 
on the deified king who acts like the gods in dispensing justice, maintaining order, and 
delegating authority.742 When the image and the inscription are combined, it is clear to 
anyone seeing the impression the seal makes that the seal-owner derives his authority 
from the king, and that the king is the proper source of the delegated powers.  Not 
surprisingly the seals were restricted to a class of high-ranking officials just below the 
level of the king in the bureaucratic hierarchy.  We might recall that the seals from 4th 
millennium Uruk did not carry inscriptions. 

Winter is particularly interested in the brilliant way Shulgi reorganized the bureaucracy 
that administered the land.  The nation-state Shulgi invented set one set of officials, 
mainly local elites, next to and checked by a military hierarchy that reached from the king 
and his generals, the shaginas, through officers to common soldiers.743   For our purposes 
this development by Shulgi is yet one more—perhaps the most striking—piece of evidence 
that the lugal was gaining power and was claiming ultimate authority as a god himself.  
Officials who once may have been part of the temple organization were now in the service 
of the god-king. 

At least some persons in the service of a god or temple owned seals, and one in particular, 
the seal of a certain Lugal-engardu illustrates the care in which the image on the seal and 
the inscription define the role of the seal-owner and the authority from which that role 
derives. 

As reconstructed the Seal of Lugal-engardu shows the man himself in the presence of, not 
the king, but the goddess Inanna.  The impression was found on a tablet from Nippur,744 
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and the inscription tells us of Lugal-engardu’s position in Inanna’s temple in Nippur745—
more evidence of the growing importance of Inanna outside Uruk. 

The impression shows a royal figure on one side of a palm plant, upon which he is pouring 
liquid from a vase.  The gesture recalls the very ancient practice that is often depicted by 
the high god Enki as the “god with streams,”746 sometimes by a goddess.  (Note that two 
other trees are depicted in the scene.) 

The royal ideology Shulgi developed along the lines of his Akkadian predecessor Naram-
Sin survived longer than many of his administrative and economic reforms.  Ishmedagan 
of Isin imitated Shulgi’s literary forms and models.747  The model of kingship may be 
reflected in Solomon.748  But Shulgi was taking no chances that his kingship would not be 
accepted in Sumer.  It is interesting that Shulgi does not justify his overlordship by 
lineage.  The Shulgi hymns do not even recognize his “natural” parent, king Ur-Namma.  
But they do indicate that the gods of the three most important cities in Sumer proclaimed 
his fate: Nippur, Uruk and Ur.749 

Nippur, a relative newcomer to Sumer, was the city of Enlil, the chief god of Sumer by Ur 
III times.  Nippur was younger than the cities we have been discussing, those mentioned 
in Archaic Uruk city lists and in Presargonic and Early Dynastic texts: Eridu, Uruk, and 
Ur.750  Acceptance by the priests of Enlil’s temple was as necessary for legitimacy as was 
Shulgi’s major claim, that he completely destroyed Sumer’s enemy, the Gutians.  Shulgi’s 
coronation in the Ekur of Enlil is the subject of the royal hymn, Shulgi G, and it was also 
treated in Shulgi D and Shulgi X.  (The letters assigned to the poems are, of course, a 
modern scholarly convention.) 

Ur was, of course, the home of Shulgi, and Uruk had been the home of Shulgi’s father.  
Coronations in these three cities, then, would secure Shulgi’s legitimacy. 

But for our purposes, the two visits of Shulgi to Uruk are most telling.  They seem almost 
to describe two different worlds. 

To understand the differences, it is important to recall that the epithets and titles 
attributed to ens and kings were not just empty counters.  They defined the relationships 
to the gods and to those who were subject to the rulers. 

The beginning of Shulgi D provides a good illustration of the variety of epithets attributed 
to Shulgi.  He is, of course, king (lugal), the title that appears to have originated in Ur.  He 
is also “shepherd” (sipa), a title that in Ur III seems to be connected with Nippur.  In 
addition Shulgi is praised as a great bull, a dragon with “eyes of a lion,” (l. 1), a young bull, 
a fierce panther, a lion, a chariot, and a “noble ass”751 among others.  He is also likened to 
a series of trees.  Three different garments symbolize his position.  One is the “royal 
diadem” (sag-men-a); another is “the legitimate crown” (aga-zi-da); and the third is “the 
divine pectoral” (suh-keshda-nam-dingir-ra) (ll. 8-10).  The first two are common terms 
for “crown” (sag-men and aga).  The last, though, differs from the first two.  The garment, 
suh-keshda, may be a headdress, like the other two, or a pectoral, as Klein translates it 
here (90-91).  Unlike the first two, which are insignia of kingship, the suh-keshda is a sign 
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of en-ship.  When it is identified here as the garment of “godship”—divinity (nam-dingir-
ra)—the suh-keshda completes the list with a strong suggestion that Shulgi has already 
become divine.752 

Shulgi and the Goddesses: Adoption by Ninsun 
In Shulgi P the king is crowned in the divine assembly hall, the Ubshu’ukkina by the 
famous parents of Gilgamesh, the goddess Ninsun and her hero-en, Lugalbanda.  The 
beginning of the poem is lost, but in what survives, Lugalbanda is apparently the person 
addressing Ninsun.753  She is urged to intercede with An for Shulgi.  In the assembly 
Ninsun tells Shulgi that she had selected Shulgi for kingship of Sumer from among the 
multitudes.  Using a comparison of Shulgi to a mes-tree, Ninsun praises him as the source 
of abundance and prosperity for her. 

Ninsun made a fateful decision with her spouse, Lugalbanda, 
She heeded his prayer. 
She went straight to holy An, in the Ubshu’ukkinna: 
“My father, An, you are the king of the gods! 
I looked through the Land in its extent: 
Among its ‘black-headed (people)’, who are numerous like ewes, 
I elevated Shulgi to me high above their head.  May he be their ‘righteous 
shepherd!’” 
He is my mes-tree, with ‘shining’ branches; he sprang up from the soil from me.” 
(lines A.8-15, after Klein, 37) 

An picks up the tree metaphor and pledges his support for Shulgi.  An makes it clear that 
Shulgi will perfect the “cultic norms” (pi-lu5-da) of kingship and the “statutes of the gods” 
(gish-hur-dingir-re-ne-ke4) (lines B.7-8). 

With An’s support, Ninsun takes Shulgi by the hand and leads her to her palace, Egalmah, 
where she seats him on the dais.  There she calls him “a pure calf, born to me…a good 
seed of Lugalbanda./ I raised you upon my own pure lap” (lines B.22-23).  She is the 
“queen” (nin) and the “mother of kingship”(ama-nam-lugal-la) (line B.28).  He will wear 
her “ma-garment” (l. B.31).  Shepherd and king, Shulgi is told that his father, Lugalbanda, 
has called his name, “Valiant-Whom-An-Knows-Well-Among-the-Gods.” 

Another key Urukean is Geshtinanna, about whom we will see more later. Usually she is 
identified as the sister of Dumuzi.  Here she is “the king’s sister” and the one with the 
“mellifluous mouth” who will praise Shulgi (lines B. 43-44).  Ninsun even mentions her 
mother, Urrash, and her father An.  Shulgi is then likened to Utu, who offers firm reign 
for the king upon his throne, the one who gives just verdicts. 

In the poem, Shulgi is consistently king and shepherd.  The imagery and the title en is 
virtually absent from the lines that have survived. 

Shulgi and the Goddesses: The Sacred Marriage 
There is reluctance on the part of many scholars to connect Shulgi’s participation in the 
“sacred marriage” with the divinity claimed for him midway through his reign.  The claim 
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to godship was a decisive break with Shulgi’s past practices.  How many of his reforms 
were justified by the greater authority his divine status must have given him is difficult to 
assess, but like Naram-Sin’s claim to deity before him, it must have bolstered his ability 
to act decisively in many ways, especially those that affected the relationship between 
palace and temple. 

Fortunately there is a document that marks the king’s change of status.  One of the most 
beautiful of Sumerian poems is indexed by modern scholars simply as Shulgi X.  It is one 
of few poems that vividly illustrates the “sacred marriage.”  In fact, it is the earliest written 
evidence of the sacred marriage rite.754 One could hardly imagine a greater contrast than 
the enthronement of Shulgi in Shulgi P, where Inanna is not even mentioned. 

The whole of Shulgi X is 160 lines, about half of which are devoted to Shulgi’s journey to 
Uruk.755 And Shulgi X may itself have been the conclusion to Shulgi D.  At any rate, it 
opens with Shulgi embarking on a boat that takes him first to Uruk, and then into three 
other sites where he is blessed by the principal deities in those cities.  He ends up in Ur, 
as expected.  Between Uruk and Ur Shulgi travels to the Ebabbar temple of Utu, 
presumably in Larsa, and to a place, EN.DÍM.GIG, where the god Ninazu confirms his 
status.    The Uruk section is by far the longest (74 lines) of the four that make up Shulgi 
X. 

As in the other hymns of enthronement, Shulgi is considered both “shepherd” and “king.”  
The title of shepherd is interesting in that it is given in two forms, the usual sipa and the 
Emesal form, suba (line 16).  We have already noticed Emesal, a second and most 
controversial dialect of the Sumerian language. (It was still used in the Akitu festivals in 
Uruk during the late 1st millennium BCE, more than a thousand years after Sumerian had 
disappeared as a living language in Mesopotamia.)  While it may originally have been a 
local variety of Sumerian, it is preserved in poems where women or goddesses speak—as 
here—or poems composed and performed by the enigmatic galas.  Written in cuneiform 
signs as “women’s-tongue,” Emesal has opened a great deal of discussion if it may have 
been gender-based.  In Shulgi X, what is clear is that Inanna highlights Shulgi’s status as 
en by using the Emesal form of the word, umun (lines 14, 22, 35).756 

The narrative opens with Shulgi in his boat arriving at the ancient Urukean site, the quay 
of Kullab.  He carried with him “large mountain bulls,” lambs, and kids, both dappled and 
bearded.  (At each stop on his journey Shulgi offers the proper animals.)  As he enters the 
Eanna complex (èsh-é-an-na-ka), he dresses himself in a hili-wig “as a crown” (men) and 
a ma-garment.  Both items point to a role of Inanna’s en.757  The term hili is most 
appropriate for the en, since it indicates a powerful sexual appeal. 

Inanna looks upon Shulgi “in wonder” and breaks spontaneously into song (shir), which 
she utters as a chant (èn-du).  She actually composes two lengthy songs praising Shulgi 
and pronouncing his good fate. 

The first song has Inanna likening Shulgi to her famous lover, Dumuzi.758  The details of 
Inanna’s preparation for sex and the sexual encounter with Dumuzi is as vivid as any 
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“sacred marriage” account.  She bathes for him, adorns her body with perfume and 
makeup.  He presses her loins, soothes her with drink (milk and beer), plays with the hair 
of her vulva and speaks pleasant words to her umun, who has become identified with 
Dumuzi.  Dumuzi, like Shulgi in other royal hymns, is a “shepherd” (suba)—appropriate, 
as we have seen, since the famous en is always seen in pastoral settings.  But Dumuzi, like 
Shulgi, is also en and lugal. 

Inanna then decrees Shulgi’s fate.  A triple epithet introduces the second Inanna song.  
The goddess is called nin (usually translated as “queen”), but also the hili—libido—of the 
“black-headed people” (the Sumerians).  Finally she is “the heroic woman” (mí-shul-la) 
who “excels her mother.”  She is also identified as the daughter of Sîn, appropriate to 
Shulgi’s capital, Ur.  (Sîn is the Akkadian equivalent of Nanna, moon god, chief god of 
Ur.)  The reference reminds us that attempts to trace a consistent genealogy of the 
Sumerian gods is probably futile.  Given the situation, Inanna is the daughter of An, or 
Enki, or, as here, Nanna/ Sîn (suen). 

In the second song, the most appropriate epithet of Inanna is “heroic woman.”  The fate 
she decrees for Shulgi in this section is the powerful warrior.  He will be lead in battle by 
Inanna herself.  Western readers will be reminded of Athena’s support of Odysseus in 
Odyssey.  All elements of leadership are fated for him: that is, Inanna rewards her en with 
such qualities.  As we have seen her in Enheduanna’s poems, Inanna is not the creator but 
the one—in the next “generation” of the high gods--who transforms whoever, whatever, 
gains her favor.  Along with the purely martial powers, she praises Shulgi (lines 53-55) for 
his support of the temple-complex at Uruk. 

Lines of the poem identify the weapons Shulgi will use in battle.  His prowess as a swift 
runner is juxtaposed with the euphemistic reference to his sexual life with the goddess: 
“You, the swift runner, for racing on the road you are suited/ To prance on my holy knees 
like a tender calf you are suited” (lines 68-69). 

With such a complete set of leadership qualities, Shulgi moves on.  He visits Utu, Ninazu, 
and then Sîn in passages that are equally positive for Shulgi but not nearly as lengthy or 
as detailed as the encounter with Inanna.759 

Several other goddesses are mentioned in Shulgi X: Ashnan and Ningal, for example.  
Worth noting is that Shulgi X ends with a zà-mi (praise) of Nisaba.  Clearly she had not 
been replaced at the time of this composition by male gods of wisdom. 

The key divine figure in Shulgi X, though, is still Inanna—the one so conspicuously absent 
in crowning of Shulgi at Uruk in Shulgi P. 

When Shulgi Went to Heaven 
Most marriages during the late 3rd millennium were monogamous.  While there is 
evidence for older or local customs of matrilineal inheritance—shown by the emphasis on 
maternal uncles—patrilineal inheritance was also the practice in parts of Mesopotamia.760  
In what will show up in many eras and in a variety of cultures of the Middle East, polygyny 
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appears, but it is rare, confined mainly to royalty and very wealthy families.  Shulgi is a 
good example of the latter.  He had at least nine wives and sired more than fifty 
children.761  Although women could testify in court and make contracts—and were active 
in a number of important offices, none of the wives were given high administrative offices.  
An exception, though, may be the two lukurs buried with Shulgi. 

For all their importance from the 3rd millennium on, Mesopotamian kings for the most 
part left the earth without a trace.  The Royal Tombs of Ur, in which noteworthy persons 
were buried with a retinue to accompany them after death, remain a conspicuous 
exception, an innovation that did not persist.  The “Death of Gilgamesh” is an early 
literary treatment of the subject, as we have seen.  Now that a manmade structure has 
been discovered in canals of Uruk, it may turn out that the literary account of Gilgamesh’s 
burial was not mere fiction.  Aside from these early examples, the death of kings went 
unnoticed in the literature—unless, as in the case of Ur-Namma and Sargon II, the kings 
died in battle.762 

Shulgi, though, is credited with yet another reform in that his death was not only noticed, 
but he was said to have risen to heaven for a short time before he made his inevitable 
descent into the underworld. 

During the Presargonic and Ur III periods deceased kings were worshiped after their 
deaths.  Offerings were delivered to a place called a ki-a-nag. There liquids were given to 
the kings and allowed them to live well in the underworld.  Kings were not the only ones 
remembered.  At Girsu the dead nin-dingir women and their mothers were worshiped in 
the same way as the kings and the city governors (and their wives).  The line of Ur III 
kings, Ur-Namma, Shulgi, Amar-Sin, and Shu-Sin, received such treatment.  Ur-
Namma’s libation-place also included mention of a nin (queen). 

Piotr Michalowski has interpreted a text from the first year of Shulgi’s heir, Amar-Sin, 
that mentions three libation-places related to Shulgi.  To the kitchen at Shulgi’s ki-a-nag 
in Ur were delivered one grain-fed sheep, one grain-fed lamb, two grain-fed ewes, five 
ewes and one suckling goat (221-22).  In the next line we see a grain-fed sheep and a ewe 
delivered to the ki-a-nag of a certain Geme-Ninlilla.  This is followed by yet another 
delivery, of a ewe, to a ki-a-nag there, this one to a woman known as Shulgi-simti. 

Geme-Ninlila and Shulgi-simti were women who had some relationship with Shulgi.  
Michalowski concludes that the two women mentioned in the text were among the seven 
persons buried in the tomb of Shulgi and in the two adjacent chambers.763  They had all 
been buried at the same time.  Michalowski suggests three possible explanations for the 
multiple deaths.  The sacrifice of “consorts” may have been a practice during the Ur III 
period—or at least practiced when the king died under certain circumstances.  Shulgi and 
the three women may have actually died of natural causes at the same time.  Or, Shulgi 
was assassinated to end his long, 48-year, reign764 224).  William W. Hallo is inclined to 
think that Amar-Sin either affected or at least took advantage of the death of his father to 
take over the kingdom.  Soon afterwards the rightful heir, Shu-Sin, succeeded him.765 
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While it is not certain why the women were buried with Shulgi, Michalowski notes that 
Shulgi’s father, Ur-Namma, was buried long before his wife, Watartum.766  The women 
whose ki-a-nags were mentioned along with Shulgi, though, were not necessarily wives 
of the king.  They were, however, lukurs.767 It is possible that their association with Shulgi 
was connected with another astonishing fact about Shulgi’s death.  We know from an 
unusual source that the divine Shulgi was “taken up in(to) heaven (and served) as 
doorkeeper.”768 Hallo thinks that this unusual role was performed for a short time, most 
likely the seven days after his death.  Could the lukurs have been instrumental in his 
ascent—and subsequent descent into the underworld? 

The ascent to heaven was indeed remarkable.  Only such figures as the legendary sages 
Adapa and Utu-abzu and the equally legendary king Etana were known to have made such 
an ascent.  A closer parallel may have been Dumuzi, with whom Shulgi had been identified 
in Shulgi X.769  From the Adapa myth we know that Dumuzi—and (Nin)-gizzida—served 
as doorkeepers at the heavenly gate.  If the deification of Dumuzi derived from his “sacred 
marriage” to Inanna, it may be that Shulgi’s fate had been likewise decreed by her.  It 
remains to be seen if the lukurs who are mentioned with Shulgi at his death are agents of 
his ascent. 

Shulgi’s attempts to centralize the Mesopotamian economy led to thousands of rather 
humble account texts that, for example, maintained an inventory of livestock brought in 
from the countryside to a place known as Puzrish-Dagan, from there to be dispatched to 
other parts of the country.  As these often tiny invoices are being assembled and 
interpreted by modern scholars, the account texts provide odd glimpses of a very complex 
redistributive economy.  One striking result of this painstaking scholarly work has been 
the identification of an endowment in the name of the very lukur mentioned with—
possibly buried with—Shulgi, Shulgi-simti.770 

In the texts the woman’s name is written with the DINGIR sign at the beginning of 
Shulgi’s name, as if to mean “the god Shulgi is my glory.”771 Whether she was a wife or 
“consort” of Shulgi, the name itself looks like one given her when she became what the 
texts indicate, a lukur. 

Not much is known about the office of lukur before the Ur III period, but then a good deal 
of information comes out of the voluminous Ur III archives.  Still, it is difficult to know 
exactly what they did for the temple.  In the lexical lists of professional titles we have been 
mentioning from the beginning the lukur is mentioned often with other high-ranking 
officiants who interpret fertility and sexuality.772  These officiants symbolize, act out, pray 
for, rejoice in, and are central to the fertility of humans and animals.773  The groups of 
officials include the widest variety of sexual and gender symbolism, with transvestite, 
bisexual, homosexual, celibate, and possibly castrated performers, in addition to the more 
conventional reproductive activities.   Along with those who promote reproduction are 
others who inhibit and even prohibit reproduction.  [Insert Fig. 45: Textbox on plaques 
from Kish] 

The office of lukur was written with two signs, SAL (“woman”) and ME. 
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The seals of a lukur of Shulgi have been found.  Two lukurs of Shulgi’s son, Shu-Sin, are 
known, one named Tiamat-bashti, the other Kubatum, both of whom are described as 
“beloved” of the king.  Kubatum is a singer in and presumably the author of two Emesal 
hymns to Shu-Sin—more evidence of the literacy of (some) women in the period and of 
the “sacred marriage.”   The same cuneiform signs were read in Akkadian at the next 
period, the Old Babylonian period, as nadītu—to be discussed below—but it is difficult to 
know if the offices were the same.  Unlike the nadītu, who were not to have children, some 
of whom were forbidden to marry, the lukur in the Pre-Sargonic period could be married 
and have children.774  There were heavenly and earthly lukurs, those associated with male 
gods and others with kings.  Imaged as rain-cloud goddesses, the earthly ones may have 
been the counterparts of the heavenly lukurs. 

Shulgi-simti appears in texts from the 32nd year of Shulgi’s reign.  She is called lukur-
kaskal-lá-ka-ni, “lukur of his journey.” This could mean that she was a temporary wife, a 
mistress for the road.  But the importance of Shulgi-simti suggests that she was more than 
simply a “consort” or even a “favorite wife,” as she has been described by modern scholars. 
[Insert Fig. 46: Textbox on Ur III seals of lukurs, especially Shulgi-simti –where?] 

Account texts that refer to the Shulgi-simti endowment or foundation775 indicate that an 
impressive array of notables contributed to it: princes, governors of provinces (ensi), 
military governors (shagina), and a series of temple functionaries (agrig, shabra, and 
ugula).776  The reforms of Shulgi make it difficult to tell if the dub-sars, farmers, and 
shepherds should be characterized as “secular” or temple offices.  Many women 
contributed to the foundation, many of them associated with high-ranking officials. 

Most interesting are the similarities and differences between the activities supported by 
the foundation in the two cities, Ur and Uruk.777 

The invoices specify animals distributed through Puzrish-Dagan to temples in Ur and 
Uruk.  At Ur one of the more striking features of the endowment is the preeminence of 
two otherwise little-known goddesses, Bēlat-tirraban and Bēlat-suhnir.  Their names 
indicate they were worshiped in two sites, Tirraban and Suhnir, in the northern periphery 
of Shulgi’s empire, near modern Kirkuk (some 170 miles north of Baghdad).  Calling the 
goddesses bēlatu, the Akkadian feminine form of the term that translates Sumerian en, 
simply indicates that the goddesses were the overlords of those sites.  (Modern English 
“lady” hardly carries the force of such an otherwise transparent title.) Bēlat-tirraban and 
Bēlat-suhnir were introduced into the empire in the 32nd year of Shulgi’s reign.  In a 
temple for the two goddesses, regular offerings were also provided for An.  Sigrist wonders 
if Shulgi-simti may herself have come from the Kirkuk region.778 

Other, better known deities received offerings at Ur through the foundation.  Most of them 
are either avatars of Inanna, like Ulmashitum, Annunitum, Nanaya (whose en is 
mentioned), and Ishhara, or her underworld counterpart, Allatum (that is, Ereshkigal).  
Geshtinanna, brother of Dumuzi, also figures in the lists.  Ninsun, the Urukean goddess 
claimed by Shulgi to be his mother, received offerings in his temple.  Male gods—besides 
An—received offerings, notably Utu, Ishkur and the Boat of An (or the Boat of Heaven).  
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Shulgi himself received offerings in his palace, as did the goddesses Bēlat-tirraban and 
Bēlat-suhnir.  Allatum also received libations there. 

The foundation supported a number of rituals at Ur.  Texts mention ki-zàh, erūbatum, 
elūnum, girrānum, nabrium, and shersherum.779  Offerings, sacrifices, libations are 
involved in the festivals. 

As a whole, the Shulgi-simti foundation at Ur supported gods who are largely chthonic.  
The rituals are largely involved in the cult of the dead and are tied into the cycle of the 
moon. 

At Uruk, Ur’s great Moon God Nanna was also celebrated.  The Shulgi-simti endowment 
mainly, though, supported the en in the gipar (243). As in Ur, well-known gods received 
offerings alongside others who are rarely attested, like Mushirgal and Ninigizibarra.780  
As at Ur, the rites included lamentations (girrānum, ír in Sumerian), especially for 
Inanna.  Other lamentations were performed for the goddesses Bēlat-tirraban and Bēlat-
suhnir in their temple, and for Nanaya, Annunitum and Ulmashitum.  An “entry” rite 
(erūbatum) for Annunitum and Ulmashitum is also recorded.  At Uruk the elūnum and 
nabrium festivals were held.  In these festivals the same northern goddesses, Bēlat-
tirraban and Bēlat-suhnir, are again prominent.  (Geme-Ninlilla, the lukur mentioned 
with Shulgi-simti, was also feted.)  The akītum was celebrated in the month that carried 
its name.  In that festival, the Boat of Nanna was employed, presumably to carry 
celebrants from the city proper to the Akitu house outside the city walls. 

The lunar cycle was celebrated particularly at Uruk. 

Exactly who participated in these rites is hard to say.  The ancient records do not indicate 
what must have been obvious at the time—who performed them and exactly what was 
done.  By the Ur III period the calendar of some cities can be reconstructed.  A standard 
calendar for Mesopotamia was adopted later, in Old Babylonian times.  How much the 
older Sumerian cities resisted the standard calendar and continued to follow their own 
scheduled events is also difficult to determine.  At Ur the new calendar with its Nippur 
festival names seems to have been employed, but without changing the religious 
observances there.781 

We have seen that at Uruk in the Archaic Uruk period (c. 3000 BCE) that festivals 
celebrating Inanna as a morning goddess and as an evening goddess—presumably an 
identification with the planet Venus—were often mentioned.  The Ur III calendar of Uruk 
certainly continues the emphasis on Inanna, but the other goddesses mentioned above 
are also conspicuous.  Like the account texts that tell us about the animals sent down from 
Puzrish-Dagan for the Shulgi-simti foundation, the calendars of Ur and Uruk give us 
another glimpse of the complex religious life of the old cities.  In particular they tell us 
more about the two goddesses Shulgi introduced from his northern periphery, Bēlat-
tirraban and Bēlat-suhnir. 

Mark E. Cohen has discovered quite a bit about the major Uruk festivals from an 
examination of the calendar.  There was, for example, shūkultum or “banquet” of Inanna 
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in which offerings were presented at the entrance to the gipar of the en and also at the 
entrance to the shrine (èsh).782  Laments sung during circumambulating the city and at 
the entrance to the gipar are also known.  A ritual known as the “the waving of the palm-
fronds” is mentioned. 

On the first day of the first month a number of animals from Puzrish-Dagan were offered 
in Uruk: a lamb at the entrance of the shrine, a grain-fed sheep and a lamb at the entrance 
to the gipar, a lamb for Nanaya, a second and a third lamb for the entrance to the gipar 
on the first and second days.783  A festival of Dumuzi at the New Year may refer to the 
sacred marriage in Shulgi’s time.  Dumuzi is prominent in other months, too. 

Much of what has survived of Uruk’s calendar of events involves the underworld, and it is 
not only Inanna’s descent into the underworld that is significant.  The Boat of An (or Boat 
of Heaven) that Inanna takes in her journey from Uruk to Eridu and from Eridu to Uruk 
in the myth, “Inanna and Enki,” is employed at various times during the year.  We will see 
that Inanna’s journey in “Inanna and Enki,” in which she tricks the usually wise Enki into 
giving her more than one hundred of the divine mes, could be read on one level as a 
journey into the underworld, into Enki’s watery house, the Abzu (from which we have the 
“abyss”).  In the seventh month of the Uruk calendar the king supplied no fewer than ten 
grass-fed sheep for the Great Offering in the temple of Inanna;784 and the Boat of An was 
employed in at least one of the important festivals of that month.  At Ur the Boat of An 
was used in lamentations for deceased kings.  In the tenth month at Uruk a very long list 
of foodstuffs was scheduled for the Boat of An, probably to be taken to the temple of 
Inanna or An in the city.785 One of the festivals of that month specifies it is for a ritual 
wailing (girrānum). 

We have discussed the Akitu festival before.  It may have been celebrated at Uruk in the 
eighth month.  The earliest record of the Akitu in Uruk, from these Ur III times, mentions 
an offering of sheep and goats for the entu-priestess as she performed in the Akitu 
festival.786 

Even though the evidence is still fragmentary, it is clear that rituals for the goddesses 
dominate the Urukean calendar.  Very little is known about three of the twelve months.  
Inanna is prominent in seven of the months we know about.  Her lover Dumuzi is 
mentioned at least twice.  Annunitum and Ulmashitum, both of whom are likely 
extensions of Inanna herself, have a major festival in the ninth month.  Nanaya is feted in 
two other months. 

Although Inanna and Ninsun inhabit different mythological domains, they are celebrated 
together in at least two months. 

The high god An, for all his importance in god lists, where he heads the pantheon along 
with Enlil and Enki (and sometimes a goddess), is notably absent in Uruk’s rituals during 
this period.  This, we saw, was the case in Archaic Uruk as well.  On the other hand, the 
Boat of An, which figures in rituals of the seventh and tenth months, implicates the high 
god, if only in his identification with “The Above,” the heavens. 
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Male deities do not appear often in these rituals.  Besides Dumuzi and An, who are present 
because of their relationship with Inanna, only the underworld gods, Meslamtae in the 
tenth month, and Nergal, have roles to play.  Nergal’s is in the twelfth month.787 

What is most surprising about the rituals in the Uruk calendar, then, is the persistent 
presence of the northern goddesses Bēlat-tirraban and Bēlat-suhnir.  They are prominent 
in no fewer than four months.  In the third month five grain-fed sheep and two goats are 
offered for the “Festival of Chains,” which may be a reference to the capture and journey 
to the underworld of the two goddesses or their having been placed in chains when they 
are held there.788 (211). 

In the eighth month there is a ritual wailing for the two goddesses—and for Inanna.  A 
text from the 47th year of Shulgi’s reign even mentions their Place of Disappearance. A 
nabrium festival is held for them in the ninth month.  And while the Great Offering marks 
the celebration in the tenth month, there is a three day banquet for Bēlat-tirraban and 
Bēlat-suhnir in that month.  On the first day of the banquet offerings of an ox, four sheep, 
three lambs, two goats, and beer are offered “for Meslamtae.”  A somewhat similar 
offering is made “for the Place of Disappearance” on the second day.  And the whole 
festival is marked for the two goddesses on the third day.789  The underworld connects 
Inanna, the two goddesses, Meslamtae, and Nergal (specifically in the twelfth month).  
Like Inanna, whose disappearance into the underworld and her death there lead on earth 
to great mourning, the two goddesses disappear and are mourned.  With Inanna, the 
lamentation extends to Dumuzi, the lover who takes her place in the underworld.  Her 
return—and the annual return of Dumuzi—must have been cause for equally great 
celebration.  However many of the gods and goddesses of Uruk are involved in similar 
journeys in and out of the underworld is hard to say.  But what we know of the calendar 
of festivals and rituals in Uruk during the Ur III period is heavily weighted by lamentation 
and banqueting. 

We are tempted to think that the intense concern for the dead, including the dead 
remembered in the gipars of both Ur and Uruk, is intimately connected with the life-
giving erotic powers of the deities celebrated in those cities.  (Recall that in the myths of 
Inanna’s descent into the underworld, the life-principles of food and water are found in 
that otherwise dark place.) 

At Ur a “Great Wailing” was introduced into the Akitu festival to lament the destruction 
of the city, presumably by the Elamites in 2004 BCE.790  A similar Great Wailing was 
performed in Isin when Shu-ilishu, the king, “went up to heaven.”791   Otherwise the old 
calendar at Shulgi’s city, from what has been preserved, contained the rites discussed 
earlier, and those rites are much like those of Uruk. The underworld god Ninazu was 
celebrated there, and rituals for Ninazu were intertwined with offerings on behalf of the 
entu-priestesses of Ur, Enmegalanna and her predecessor Enannatumma.  The Boat of 
Nanna is prominent in a way that the Boat of An is in Uruk.  In other words, the emphasis 
in Ur and Uruk may differ, but many of the rites, especially those involving the cult of the 
dead, appear to reflect or complement each other. 
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The deification of Shulgi, which involved treating his palace as a temple, is not reflected 
in Uruk’s calendar of rituals.  But the high status accorded to the northern goddesses, 
Bēlat-tirraban and Bēlat-suhnir, in both Ur and Uruk must certainly give evidence of the 
king’s authority in the religious life of the city of Shulgi’s ancestors.  That the Shulgi-simti 
foundation supported rites in both cities and involved donations from among the highest-
ranking persons of the empire is striking testimony to Shulgi’s relationship to Shulgi-
simti.  The question still remains, though, if the Shulgi-simti foundation and the cult of 
the two goddesses are related to Shulgi-simti’s role as a lukur.  It may have been, as has 
been suggested, merely a matter that Shulgi-simti was the favored spouse.  It is quite 
conceivable that the foundation had a rather direct political purpose, to link the towns of 
the northern periphery to the ancient towns of the south, particularly the two cities that 
were important to Shulgi’s claim to kingship over all of Mesopotamia. 

We think, though, that the deification of Shulgi at the midpoint of his reign is not 
unrelated to the spouses Shulgi has after that point: lukurs and not dams, the ordinary 
word for “wife.”  It may well be that the lukur, like the nadītu of a later age, had an 
important role in the cult of the dead.792  We think that the lamentations that are so 
prominent in the ritual life of Ur and Uruk during Shulgi’s reign are not so much a means 
of recalling past generations and myths of descent and ascent, as they are ritual means of 
affecting the other world.  Shulgi’s deification, we propose, if rather tentatively, is 
connected with his participation in the “sacred marriage.”  The identification with that 
other famous human, Dumuzi, who, in joining with Inanna, was translated into a deity—
the identification made explicit in Shulgi X—allowed Shulgi to be considered a god.  Like 
other gods—his “brother” Gilgamesh for one—it was not a stretch to think of Shulgi as a 
king in the underworld.  What captured the attention of his contemporaries was that 
Shulgi ascended to heaven.  There, like Dumuzi and Ningishzida, those “dying gods” who 
kept the door to heaven, Shulgi would spend time in the world of the gods before 
descending to the netherworld. 

We think that the two lukurs who accompanied Shulgi on his journey were doing their 
job.  If Bēlat-tirraban and Bēlat-suhnir could descend into kur and return, as Inanna had, 
perhaps Shulgi would travel the way Dumuzi—and other ens of Uruk—into a life that other 
mortals could not share. 

Shulgi and Shulgi-simti died at the same time.  The endowment ended with their deaths. 

Two Later lukurs 
Who represented Inanna in the “sacred marriage” rites?  Since the great goddess herself 
is often called a nu-gig, she may have been played by a woman who held that title.793  
Assyriologists usually translate the Sumerian term with the Greek word, “hierodule,” a 
 high-status, often educated consort of men, a “sacred” prostitute.  It may be, 
though, that the lukur represented the Inanna in the “sacred marriage.”794  In Uruk—in 
the Eanna itself—excavators found two precious necklaces that had been given to lukurs 
in the reign of Shulgi’s heir, Shu-Sin.  Both were inscribed lukur ki-ág of Shu-Sin, that is, 
“lukur, lover of” (or “loved by”) the king.  Fortunately the inscriptions also named the 
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beloved: Tiamat-bashti and Kubatum.795   Little is known about the first of this lukur pair, 
but Kubatum is mentioned by name in one of three love songs dedicated to Shu-Sin as the 
“ideal lover.”796 

Yitschak Sefati calls the three Sumerian poems (called bal-bal-es) “Shusin—The Ideal 
Lover,” “Bridegroom, Sleep in Our House Till Dawn,” and “You are Our Lord.”  The last 
of these is a translation of a phrase in the poem, ù-mu-un-me hé-me-en (l. 18), where ù-
mu-un is the Emesal equivalent of the en.  Because the implied speaker in the poems is 
Inanna—or her representative—she uses Emesal forms rather than the dialect found in 
the majority of Sumerian texts, Emegir.797 As the lover of Inanna, the Shu-Sin himself 
represents Dumuzi. 

Poetry, then as now, admits of multiple interpretations, and the poem, “Shusin-The Ideal 
Lover” is no exception.  The difficulty with this beautiful lyric is in identifying the speaking 
voice.  Sefati suggests that, while Kubatum herself is mentioned in line 6 of the poem, the 
one who sings the poem is another lukur.  The poem begins with a praise of the queen 
who gave birth to Shu-Sin, Abisimti.  The queen is likened to a “cloth-beam” used in 
weaving, while Kubatum is praised equally as the “warp-beam”—certainly appropriate for 
the textile-producing south.  The imagery ties together, the way warp and woof cross each 
other, the two “queens” (nins) and the singer as well. 

She (who) is pure, gave birth, she (who) is pure, gave birth, 
The queen (who) is pure, gave birth, 
Abisimti (who) is pure, gave birth, 
The queen (who) is pure, gave birth. 
My cloth-beam of fair garment, my Abisimti, 
My warp-beam, on which the woven cloth is placed, my queen, Kubatum. 
(lines 1-6) 

Having praised the two nins, the poet turns to Shu-Sin and emphasizes the wonderful 
gifts the king has given her, a golden pin, a lapis lazuli seal, a golden bracelet and a silver 
bracelet.  The poem ends with a stanza that expresses the pleasure Shu-Sin has given her.  
The last two lines identify Shu-Sin as the “beloved” of Enlil, “king” and—most 
appropriately after Shulgi had claimed divinity for himself—“the god of his country” 
(dingir-kalam-ma-na). 

The poem contains some interesting images.  The poet asks that the city “stretch out hand” 
to Shu-Sin “like a cripple;” and the city is likened also to a “lion cub” that will lie down at 
the king’s feet (lines. 17-18).  More striking, though, is the expression of erotic ecstasy in 
the following lines. 

My god, the wine-maid how sweet is her beer! 
Like her beer her nakedness is sweet, / how sweet is her beer! 
Like her mouth her nakedness is sweet, / how sweet is her beer! 
Her (beer) diluted with water, how sweet is her beer!  (lines 19-22) 

The mixing of intoxicants with erotic joy makes modern scholars rather nervous, since it 
may be considered inappropriate to the high seriousness of the poem, but we will see 
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many examples in the literature of Inanna.  The translation, “wine-maid,” deserves a note.  
The lukur likens herself to sà-bi-tum, the keeper of a tavern.798  Since Inanna/Ishtar is 
sometimes identified as a sābītu or kurun, the identification of the poet and the goddess 
is quite apt in this context.799  (Siduri, a major figure in Gilgamesh Tablet 10, is a  sābītu.) 

The Shu-Sin love poems, especially if they were composed by lukurs, as this one is, 
reinforce the importance for Shulgi and his heirs of the women who incarnate Inanna and 
who lead the king to his otherworldly destiny. 

Shulgi’s Impact on Keepers of the Temple 
The gipar of Uruk, which housed the en, was, as we have seen, the location of many 
important rituals according to Ur III texts.  Unfortunately, the exact location of the gipar 
there has not been discovered.800  On the other hand, the gipar of Ur has been studied 
extensively, and the transformation of the sacred house during the Ur III period tells us a 
good bit about the women who lived there.  Whereas the en in Uruk was the spouse of 
Inanna, in Ur the en was the wife of Nanna.  From the time of Enheduanna until the Old 
Babylonian period the names of the ens are known.801  Two of them were installed by 
Shulgi.  One, Ennirzianna, was his daughter, installed in the 17th year of his reign. (Since 
her name had been Me-Enlil, the adoption of a name that begins with en suggests that 
such names were given upon their initiation into that role.)   It was his father, though, 
who began this gipar as a cloister for the en.  Ur-Namma installed his daughter, 
Ennirgalanna, as en.  Texts indicate that Ur-Namma built the gipar for her and later kings 
elaborated the structure.802 

Ur and Uruk were not the only cities to have ens.  By the Ur III period, the cities were 
identified as the homes of the high gods, and the en would be male if, as in Uruk, the city 
was the home of a goddess.  In Ur and Nippur, where Nanna and Enlil were said to live, 
the en was female.  The model of such an arrangement derives from Uruk.  Actually, there 
is little evidence of male ens other than in Uruk—as there were increasingly few cities 
dominated by goddesses, even as the religion of Inanna/Ishtar spread through 
Mesopotamia. 

An en in Nippur bore Ur-Namma a son to ensure the royal line.  Penelope N. Weadock 
thinks that the child may have been conceived in the “sacred marriage” when Ur-Namma 
assumed the role of Nanna in Nippur.  For Weadock this is important evidence that the 
“sacred marriage” was actual, not just symbolic, and that the ens of Nanna were not, like 
some of the cloistered nadītus in the Old Babylonian period, required to remain childless 
(102). 

The gipar of Ur came to have a well-defined structure,803 one that certainly suggests a 
cloister.  The complex was divided into three parts.  A sanctuary, é-nun, was dedicated to 
the moon god’s spouse, the goddess Ningal.  Ningal’s dwelling place was separated from 
two other units by a narrow corridor.  It had elements of a private house, but also 
contained a ritual washing place and other items that indicated it was the house of a deity.  
Storage jars, a weaver’s pit, and economic tablets found there indicate the place was a 
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center for running a large estate.  It also contained a large room with a low platform that 
occupied nearly half its area—possibly as a base for a bed.  Weadock suggests that this 
central room in the sanctuary was an agrun, what Akkadian speakers called a kummu.804  
It was the place where Nanna/Sîn might spend the night.  For Weadock the plan of the 
temple with its agrun indicated that the supreme purpose of the sanctuary was the 
celebration of the “sacred marriage.”805 

A second part of the complex consisted of small rooms with tombs beneath their floors—
the resting place of former ens806—and rooms adjacent to a cemetery, probably enlarged 
by the en, Enanadu.  A dining room with urinnu-symbols was presumably used for 
ceremonial banquets and possibly for daily meals.807  A central room and two one-room 
shrines that may have been for deities named Ningalanda, Ninkiurra, and 
Adamusaharra.808  A kitchen connected the various parts of the complex, providing 
offerings of food for the gods and daily meals for the ens. 

A third section included the living quarters of the ens and a sacred enclosure. Between the 
domestic quarters and the shrine was a purification chamber.  Prayers for the life of the 
deified king (through his statue) may have been performed in this sanctuary—until the 
end of the Ur III period.809   The complex then consisted of a Ningal temple; the gipar 
proper, a dwelling place of the en, and its cemetery; and the sanctuary where the en prayed 
for the life of the king, “in the hope that the gods would bestow prosperity upon the land 
through the king, their human regent.”810 

The gipar was well-designed for the roles the ens of Ur were expected to perform.  
According to Weakock, the most important roles was as the human wife of the god, on the 
analogy of Uruk’s en, the spouse of Inanna.  The purpose of the “sacred marriage” was to 
produce abundance.811   Hence the old meaning of gipar as “storehouse.” 

But the ens of Ur also prayed for the life of the king and provided for the goddess Ningal.  
During the Ur III period the ens managed a vast estate—and this function seems to have 
extended deep into the 1st millennium.  Certainly the functions of the en show how 
inadequate are our modern, Western ideas that separate “religious” and “secular” 
domains.  Even though Shulgi may have taken a crucial step in the direction of an 
independent kingship—as a deified king he could claim the authority to in effect tax the 
temples of Mesopotamia—there is still no ideological split between sacred and profane 
realms.  The situation was as true in Uruk. 

One additional function of the en of Ur was the cult of dead ens.  There is evidence that 
festivals for the ens, the “resting ones,” were held already at the time of Lugalanda and 
Urukagina of Lagash.  By the Isin-Larsa period the cult was well-established at Ur, and 
two of the ens were especially prominent.  Regular offerings of cheese, butter, and dates 
for Enannatumma and Enmegalanna were made at their libation place, ki-a-nag.812 

We do not know if there is an ideological or historical connection between the ens, lukurs, 
and the later nadītus, but one large trend we have been noticing through the 3rd 
millennium is evident in our ability to identify and even characterize persons who are 
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neither kings nor heroes.  Enheduanna, Shulgi-Simti, and Enanedu, to mention the most 
prominent, are keepers of the sacred house, defined by their roles, but they are also 
individuals.  In the case of the ens we know their identity because it may have been 
important to living ens to care for their departed—so that they, too, would be treated well 
when they arrived in the underworld.  We will see that this is certainly the case with the 
cloistered women of the early 2nd millennium, the nadītus. 

Shulgi’s political, economic, and educational reforms were far-reaching.  As in the case of 
his support of the Shulgi-simti foundation, the very power of the king to support religious 
institutions was intimately connected to what would eventually “secularize” parts of the 
economy.  Centralization of the economy hastened, if it did not create, the 
professionalization of the military and the vast bureaucracy, both of which were needed 
to keep the Ur III Empire running.  Local elites were governors of the provinces within 
the “core” of the empire; but their power was checked by military governors in the same 
regions, and the military shaginas were appointed by the king.813  Often they were 
“foreign,” that is, non-local and ethnically different from those in the region they 
governed.  Of course, the military was entirely a male operation.  No doubt the increasing 
importance of a military organization with its rigid hierarchy was the major reason why 
women, for example, eventually became marginalized in the Mesopotamian political 
order. 

Shulgi’s expansion and standardization of the schools eventually had a similar effect.  The 
teachers and the literate bureaucrats, all necessarily dub-sars, became professionalized 
in the sense that their roles were passed down from generation to generation in the male 
line.  The number of women who were literate may have actually increased in the late 3rd 
millennium, but as we shall see, largely disappeared by the end of the Old Babylonian 
period in the 2nd millennium, when scribal “families” like the one headed by the reputed 
“author” of Gilgamesh, a certain Sin-leqi-unninni, increasingly dominated education and 
many parts of the bureaucracy. 

We have seen that the Shulgi-simti foundation supported religious activities deep in 
southern Mesopotamia, in Uruk and Ur in particular.814  The support was especially 
important for the two goddesses from the northern “periphery” of the Ur III state.  Such 
areas were run by the military governors.  All ranks of the military in those areas were 
expected to pay “taxes” in the form of livestock, which was sent to the central holding area, 
Puzrish-Dagan, and then distributed to institutions like the gipar of Uruk.815  We know 
about the Shulgi-simti foundation because of the detailed accounts of livestock 
distribution.  The names of the women at Puzrish-Dagan who were responsible for the 
transactions are known for the period in which the foundation flourished.  If the military 
governors were responsible for their end of the transaction, it is reasonable to assume that 
military appropriated the livestock from the communities it ruled—at what profit to the 
military ranks is not known.  If this follows the taxation policies in other periods of world 
history, one would guess that it operated at considerable profit both to the state and to 
the military, which would have extracted more from the territories than it returned to the 
state. 
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Some indication of the scale of such operations can be glimpsed in the temple of the 
goddess Bau in Lagash.  Livestock constituted only a part of the centralized economy.  For 
the northern and eastern periphery of the Ur III state, though, the massive transfer of 
animals was particularly important: goods flowed from the good pasture lands of the 
periphery into the core of the state. Much of the movement of goods and persons was by 
river and canal.  Fully 10% of the keepers of Bau’s house in Lagash (about 125 persons) 
were boatmen. The temple, then, as expected from its origins as the very center of 
Sumerian city-state economies, continued to employ many persons whose work we would 
today think of as “secular.”  We know from Lagash also that both male and female slaves 
were sometimes in crews.816 

The Ur III kings continued to support temples in many ways, as the Shulgi-simti 
foundation shows.  But when Shulgi was deified the relationship between palace and 
temple became immensely complicated.  Not only was Shulgi’s palace at Ur now a temple 
to Shulgi, and the royal cult introduced into nearby Uruk, but the cult spread rapidly 
through the “core” territory of the Ur III. State.  The economy of a relatively small and 
somewhat inaccessible city, Umma, whose animal husbandry was closely tied to the 
temples of the local gods—and was relatively independent of the hub centralized livestock 
system at Puzrish-Dagan—had three temples, one of which was for the divine Shulgi.817  
Daniel Snell has pointed out that at Nippur the Inanna temple “seems to have owned less 
land than its southern counterparts and to have been dominated by a single family that 
ran it as a private preserve.  Perhaps Shulgi had reorganized the temples and made them 
de facto state property under royal governors.”818 

Slavery was never as important a part of the economy as it would be in, say, Greece and 
Rome in classical antiquity.  Most of the slaves in the early documents appear to have 
been prisoners of war.  In the Ur III period large numbers of slave women were engaged 
in the centralized textile “industry” and in the gathering of grain.  The situation of slaves 
in the Mesopotamian temples was, ironically, worse than those who were held by others, 
the palace or by private citizens.  Those who were branded with Ishtar’s star, for example, 
could not be sold or freed, whereas the non-temple slaves could see their status improved 
upon occasion.  Law codes established principles for handling slaves. 

On the one hand, the increased importance of the military even during peaceful times 
must have made prisoners of war valuable commodities both in the temple and in non-
temple operations.  Most of the slaves had been captured in military campaigns outside 
the Ur III “core.”  On the other hand, persons in desperate poverty could dedicate their 
children to the temple.  Such temple slaves could then survive but could not be alienated.  
Slavery does not seem to have been important in the period, however.  They were too 
expensive, for one thing, and the largest number in any household was 220, itself a very 
high figure.  Apparently most free persons held no slaves at all.819 

The question of slavery in Mesopotamia is complicated by the principle that everyone was, 
in effect, a slave of some “master”—an en, male or female, human or divine.820  To be the 
“slave” of a god was a mark of high regard, in a way that the Arabic word for “slave,” ‘abd, 
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is written into the proper relationship between a believer and Allah.  Still, the law codes 
that begin to appear late in the 3rd millennia make it clear that the actual status of slaves 
was quite different from that of free citizens.  Since much of the law involving slaves was 
concerned with runaways, it is obvious that however exalted the title might be in religious 
thought slavery exploited those who were unlucky enough to be trapped into it. 

Harmut Waetzoldt concluded that the temples in Ur III, though still important 
contributors to the economy, had become second to the central state in almost every 
economic activity.  The state was not only involved deeply in animal husbandry and 
agriculture but in weaving, milling, and the crafts involved in working metals, wood, 
leather and reeds.821  The temples, though, continued to own large estates devoted to 
animal husbandry and agriculture, and they also employed many craftspersons, officials, 
and administrators.  They had to compete, though, not only with the state but with private 
citizens who also owned houses, cattle and agricultural land.  A nin-dingir priestess of the 
goddess Baba, for example, owned a weaving business in addition to agricultural lands. 
And scribes owned houses, cattle, and slaves.822 

Compensation for labor in the Ur III period depended upon profession, status, and sex.823  
Among the crafts that were now masculine occupations, many had been at one time held 
by women.  Smiths, reed weavers, leather workers, bakers, cooks, potters, brewers, basket 
makers, fullers and scribes were masculine occupations, according to Waetzoldt, while 
grinding grain, pressing oil, and weaving were done by women.  Typically women were 
paid less than men.  They received between 30 to 40 liters of barley each month, while 
their male counterparts earned about 60 liters.  (While silver and, less often, gold were in 
use as money during the period, payment for labor continued to be in grain and enough 
wool to provide one garment a year for most workers.824  Recall that in the 4th millennium 
the temple was the chief repository of grain and was thus the central bank of the city-
state.) 

Waetzoldt also points out that the difference in compensation between women and men 
was exaggerated by another feature of the Ur III economy: men could receive raises in 
pay, while this was seldom the case with women.825 Craftsmen could make as much as 
300 liters of barley a month, and herdmen may even have received at much as 900 liters 
a month.  Professionals like the farm supervisor, engar, could make anywhere between 
150 and 1200 liters per month.  Since literacy was key to the expanded centralized 
bureaucracy brought in by Shulgi, it is not surprising that persons with a scribal education 
could rise to the highest pay levels.  For the literate person mobility was possible in a 
system that otherwise did not encourage it.  In an exceptional case, Waetzoldt points out, 
a scribe who started at 60 liters a month could eventually rise to the administrative 
shabra, whose compensation of 5000 liters a month would be more than eighty times his 
starting salary—a disparity that foreshadows the compensation of a modern CEO. 

How, then, would an “average” Ur III family fare?  After making all the calculations based 
on economic documents from the period, Waetzoldt extrapolates the data to compare it 
with a modern Syrian village.  Taking a “normal” family of father, mother, two children 
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who were working at an early age, and two children below the age of five, the family would 
earn some 140 liters of barley a month.  They would use that to buy fats, cheese, milk, salt, 
other foods, and cooking fuel.  Onions, garlic and lentils were relatively cheap.  A sheep 
would cost the family more than a month’s income.  (And housing may have been an 
expense.)  The bottom line, according to Waetzoldt, was that a family could survive as 
long as no one fell sick.  If one of the adults were unable to work for a month or two, the 
family would be in deep trouble.  And it could expect no help from the state. 

As before in Mesopotamia, most households were nuclear families.  One would guess that, 
as in the 4th millennium, villages would consist mainly of related members of extended 
families, and the relatives would be expected to help a family in distress.  Most families 
were monogamous.826  In another pattern that persists through the centuries, kings could 
take more than one wife—Shulgi had nine, as we have seen827—but few others would have 
had even a second wife.  We have been highlighting certain exceptional cases of women 
like Pu-abi, Enheduanna, Shulgi-simti, and Kubatum in the 3rd millennium, women who 
achieved prominence at least in part through their association with the powerful kings, 
but who nonetheless produced (in the case of at least two of them) significant literary 
works.  Women such as these received grants of goods and animals.  As Dan Snell points 
out, though, the wives of Shulgi held no high administrative office.828   Female scribes are 
known in the period, but their numbers are small. 

The overall picture in the bureaucratic state Shulgi developed is one of relative prosperity 
for those at the top of a social hierarchy and a difficult survival for those on the bottom.  
Women especially could be exploited.  They could testify in court and make contracts; but 
they could not inherit if there were sons.  Lower-class women could be forced into 
working, especially in weaving and processing wool.  Women were also sent to work as 
grain grinders.  Children could be sold into slavery.829 

As Waetzoldt shows, though, men could also be seized and forced to work, even in the 
grain grinding establishments.  He presents evidence that gardeners, singers, galas, 
fullers, porters, potters, reed mat weavers and even merchants were at times seized for 
work—probably for debt.  And it is clear that the forced labor was unpleasant.  A large 
number of persons tried to run away from such work.830 

The much-vaunted reforms initiated by Shulgi may not have changed the conditions of 
those lowest on the social hierarchy, but certainly changed the administrators of the 
central state.  Those who became literate were probably among the most mobile persons 
of the empire, since literacy was needed to administer the bureaucracy.  Even here, social 
mobility must have favored men over literate women.  The military clearly offered another 
opportunity for upward mobility.  The king’s increasing influence in religious matters on 
the one hand must have opened some doors for those who would keep the king’s house—
now a temple.  But his policy of awarding land to his administrators, especially the 
military shaginas, must have come at the expense of the temple.  Shulgi and his 
successors gave much to the temples—but taxed them, too.  The Sumerian literary 
renaissance that was prompted in large measure by the royal hymns and prayers that are 
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so conspicuous in Shulgi’s reign, but the literature must have supported both the literate 
and the “authors” who were, in the tradition of Enheduanna, temple-based women of 
particularly high regard. 

Literary Representations of Mesopotamian Marriage 
With a stone sculpture of a mature, obviously contented couple holding each other in an 
affectionate embrace Rivkah Harris illustrated her contention that the ideal of marital 
relations in ancient Mesopotamia involved mutuality and shared sexual passion. The 
sculpture was found in the temple of the goddess Inanna in Nippur.831  For the most part 
Harris demonstrates the mutuality and love between husband and wife through literary 
texts from very early in Mesopotamian history through the 1st millennium BCE.  She even 
finds it in the myth of Nergal and Ereshkigal, where the masculine attributes of mastery 
and dominance are described in a very vivid fashion.832  It may be significant, though, 
that the stone sculpture of the contented couple comes from the temple of the most 
passionate lover in Mesopotamian literature, the great goddess Inanna, who tended to 
dominate her lovers.  While the relationships between Inanna and her lovers are usually 
called “sacred” marriages, they are rarely considered models of actual human marriage.  
The discovery of an alternate form of marriage in Sumer, “Entrance Marriage,”833 
provides a different view of marriage—rather, marriages—than what is usually 
interpreted in visual and literary illustrations of marital relationships. 

Among the oddest of the odd couples in Sumerian literature—and they are many—is a pair 
of deities that do not consummate their relationship.  There is a suggestion, of course, 
that when the great Inanna journeys from her city, Uruk, to the city where the crafty god, 
Enki, dwells, she seduces him in order to wrest from him powers that control the universe.  
In “Inanna and Enki,” Enki does certainly become intoxicated with the beer he serves at 
the welcoming party; he does give Inanna over one hundred of those powers, the divine 
me, and he does regret his generosity when he sobers up.  Seven times he tries to stop her 
upon her return to Uruk.  When the attempts fail, he is reconciled to the wily and seductive 
goddess—but they do not become lovers or marital partners.  They do not form a “sacred 
marriage.” 

Marriage(s) and “Sacred” Marriage(s) in Mesopotamia 
In one way Enki and Inanna became entwined in a little-known development in 
Mesopotamian social history.  One form of marriage comes to dominate Mesopotamian 
society and another form disappears.  So thoroughly is the second form driven from view 
that standard works on Mesopotamian family law either ignore it or reduce it to an 
“anomalous” category.  The form that disappears was called Entrance Marriage, or nam-
nerba-sh.  This section will address certain vestiges of Entrance Marriage and ideological 
formations in myth and literature that involve such marriages. 

For purposes of this essay I will refer to the dominant form as the mutūtu-form.  In this 
form especially marriage was understood as a contract between families wherein the man, 
mutu, “took” a woman.  In what was more than a symbolic gesture the man “took” the 
woman from her home, the family compound, and installed her in his household.  One 



Excursus: “Sacred” and Other Marriages  405 
  

important purpose—possibly the most important purpose—of such a marriage was to 
produce an heir. To the extent that lineage, traced through the male line, was important, 
a mutūtu marriage allowed for the regulated passing of property from generation to 
generation.  As private property increased in importance, marriage customs were 
increasingly codified in legal documents. 

For a variety of reasons, the other form, Entrance Marriage, largely disappeared by the 
end of the Old Babylonian period, that is, rather early in the 2nd millennium BCE.  Vestiges 
of Entrance Marriage can be found in myths and literature that deal with what has become 
known as the “sacred” marriage.  I will argue that Mesopotamian literature not only 
contains vestiges of the other form of marriage but that helps to articulate an ideological 
shift from Entrance Marriage to the increasingly dominant form. 

The literature I will cite is mainly mythic and hymnic.  That is, it involves the gods and 
goddesses of the Sumero-Akkadian pantheon.  For the most part it deals with the highest 
ranking deities in the pantheon.  Hence it has a “sacred” character.  But just as other 
significant customs and institutions of Mesopotamian society were thought to have 
“descended” from the gods to humans, Mesopotamian literature offers a divine paradigm 
for human activity.  Kingship, for example, was not simply an invention of human 
ingenuity; rather, at a significant moment in history the institution “descended” from the 
heavens.  Similarly, in Uruk, whose defining feature was the Eanna, Inanna seized Eanna 
from its original home in heaven and brought it to earth. 

While stories of deities may have had some entertainment value, the institutions that are 
portrayed in the stories have significance for those of us on the ground, as you will, 
earthlings.  In particular, Mesopotamian literature provided ideological support for 
certain religious specialists that over the centuries were either novelties or otherwise 
anomalous.  A case in point is the notorious gala, who performed important roles in the 
religious rites of Inanna.  Several accounts of the formation of the gala exist have 
survived.  As far as Entrance Marriage is concerned, one of its defining features was that 
a man, far from taking his bride away from her home, entered into the household of the 
bride, where he displaced the bride’s father.  The paradigm for such a marriage is 
installation of the en.  When the en is espoused by the goddess Inanna, he remains 
cloistered in her house, Eanna.  This was, as we have seen, a very ancient pattern in Uruk 
and may have spread to other Sumerian cities.  What is better known is the emergence in 
the 3rd millennium of cloistered women who were considered to be married to gods.  The 
most important of these cloistered women were, as we have seen, ens, lukurs, and 
nadītus.  These high-ranking women were not expected to bear children.  In some cases 
they were forbidden to have children (though they might adopt them).  It may be that the 
ideological justification for such marriages of humans with deities derived from the 
“sacred marriage” par excellence, that is, the marriage of Inanna and the male she 
selected.834  (That a female could take the initiative in proposing marriage to a male is 
another feature that would be anomalous in mutūtu marriage.)  In any event, at the very 
moment when Entrance Marriage disappears, so also do the cloistered men and women—
except, perhaps, in Inanna’s Uruk. 
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We have, then, evidence for more than one form of marriage in Mesopotamia and for the 
marriages of humans to deities.  I will argue that the discussion of the “sacred” marriage 
may be clarified if we see more than one form of marriage among the gods and goddesses 
of Mesopotamia.  Since a great deal of attention has been paid to the “sacred” marriage 
literature and rites, it will provide the framework for a consideration of Entrance 
Marriage. 

A Model “Sacred” Entrance Marriage 
The “sacred marriage” is, as already suggested, one of the most discussed and most 
controversial questions in Assyriology.  The “marriage” of the great goddess Inanna and 
her lover, the en of her city and later the lugal or king of major cities like Ur, Isin, and 
Larsa, is well attested in documents from the 3rd and early 2nd millennia BCE.  The 
prototype was her relationship with the most famous of her lovers, the en 
Dumuzi/Tammuz.  The love song, “Dumuzi Meets Inanna in Her House,” mentioned 
earlier, vividly describes the meeting of Inanna and Dumuzi at the entrance of her 
sanctuary, the gipar, in Uruk.  The gipar is the holy of holies where Inanna’s bed and 
throne are located. 

“Dumuzi Meets Inanna in Her House” is one of twenty-seven love songs in Sumerian, 
most of which are related to Inanna and Dumuzi.  The forty-seven-line kungar-song is 
divided into two parts, a 24-line sagidda-song and a 21-line sagarra.  While it contains 
the usual share of problems facing the translator, the main lines of the song are clear.  In 
the first part a “man” (lú), certainly Dumuzi, gathers dates for Inanna, brings her water 
and seeds of emmer-wheat, and most importantly, heaps of lapis lazuli stones.  Over the 
surface of a mound Inanna finds some thirteen types of precious stones and places them 
upon her body: on her buttocks, head, neck, hair, ears, eyes, nose, mouth, navel, hips, 
thighs and her “nakedness.”  Shoes cover her feet.  The poem is certainly a blazon to 
Inanna’s beauty.  Eanna is often described poetically as covered with lapis lazuli, and the 
covering of Inanna’s body with precious stones metaphorically relates the body and the 
temple, which is specified in the second part of the poem.835 

For our purposes the second part is the more important part.  It is as clear a description 
of Entrance Marriage as has yet been found.  The en meets her at the door of the most 
sacred part of Inanna’s temple in Uruk, the gipar of Eanna.  The gipar is best envisioned 
as a storehouse or granary, then a treasury—the very heart of the city-state’s wealth and 
power.  Note that here, as elsewhere, Dumuzi the shepherd is also seen as gardener and 
farmer. The poem ends with an enthusiastic song Inanna sings while she is also dancing.  
The song is more than a wish.  The very utterance of the song brings the ritual into being.  
It is seen as a message to Inanna’s father, An. 

It is quite clear that Inanna is the one who brings about the marriage that takes place in 
the most sacred chamber of her “house.”  The erotic element is not as graphic as it is in 
other “sacred marriage” songs, but it is clear that Inanna takes the initiative.  Union with 
her confers the very authority—en-ship—that characterizes Dumuzi and other ens 
selected by Inanna. 
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The selection of an en in Uruk was of such importance that year names for all of Sumer 
are often given in respect for what was the single most significant event of the year.836 

The earliest direct evidence for a “sacred marriage rite” is the royal hymn discussed above, 
“Shulgi X,” which describes in quite graphic detail the sexual congress of the famous Ur 
III king and Inanna in her residence at Uruk.837 (Mesopotamian literature is considerably 
more reticent than our own XXX literature in describing sexual matters.) 

In spite of the literary evidence for the “sacred marriage,” certain problems in 
conceptualizing the marriage remain.  I am not concerned here with what seems to be the 
main sticking point for those who are skeptical that a “sacred marriage rite” actually 
existed; that is, that the en, who could be male or female depending upon the sex 
attributed to the goddess or god of a particular Sumerian city-state, would actually engage 
in sexual relations with the deity, presumably incarnate in a pūhu, a human substitute.  I 
have no problem with such an arrangement, but that is not the subject of this essay. 

Rather, I want to suggest a very different and unusual slant on the “sacred marriage.”  
Whatever else the sacred marriage may have been, as a marriage it was certainly 
anomalous.  I suggest that it was the form known as an Entrance Marriage. 

The first problem is one of terminology, or the lack of it.  While the laws and customs of 
marriage are well-known, Sumerian and Akkadian do not seem to have a word for 
marriage itself.  For the most part, a man “takes a spouse” (dam-tuku).  The closest to a 
state or status of marriage may be the Akkadian “wife-hood” (aššūtu) or “husband-hood” 
(mutūtu).838  Note that while Akkadian clearly distinguishes between wife and husband, 
the Sumerian term for “spouse” is gender-free.  Husband and wife are both dam, and the 
status of the spouse is nam-dam.  Typically, marriages were contracts signed by male 
representatives of the groom’s and bride’s families.  Like modern Middle Eastern 
marriages today, Mesopotamian marriages were patrilocal, patrilineal, and 
patriarchal.839  Islam in particular supports a certain form of marriage and forbids others.  
In what I have called mutūtu-marriage (in Arabic a ba’al-marriage) offspring are central 
to the arrangement.  Children of the union belonged to the father’s group.  Physical 
paternity is important because the genitor must be the social father.  We tend to focus 
these days on the limited sexual freedom of women in such marriages.  Since a woman’s 
chastity is key to the establishment of a child’s legitimacy, a great deal of emphasis is given 
to the bride’s virginity at the time of marriage.  Less often emphasized, though no less 
important, is the status of women in such an institution, where the wife depends on her 
husband for protection and food.  The location of such marriages is typically the 
husband’s household.840 

Two Forms of Marriage in Conflict: “Enki and Ninmah” 
Until recently there was no reason to suspect that Mesopotamia knew anything other than 
mutūtu-marriage.  Textual and visual evidence of “sacred” marriages were simply 
anomalous.  Then, in a brilliant analysis of a very difficult Sumerian mythological poem, 
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“Nammu and Enki,” Herbert Sauren found evidence for Entrance Marriage.  According 
to Sauren, 

In this form of marriage the man enters into the family of his wife.  His children take the 
name of the woman’s family and perpetuate only this one family name.  The house of the 
wife is the property and life base of this family.  The man abandons his own family.  This 
form of marriage is known in Sumerian times.841 

“Nammu and Enki”842 is actually the beginning of a longer poem known as “Enki and 
Ninmah: The Creation of Humankind.”  I must confess that when Samuel Noah Kramer 
and I translated “Enki and Ninmah,” we did not see the implications Sauren discovered.  
I shall suggest a rather different analysis of the work as a whole than Sauren provides, but 
one that depends upon his reading of the opening forty-six lines.  I have already suggested 
that the Entrance Marriage of Inanna and her en is portrayed on one of the most 
important visual works of Mesopotamia, The Uruk Vase. 

The 141-line “Enki and Ninmah” is best known for its debate between Enki and a Mother 
Goddess, Ninmah.  It is worth noting that she is not the Mother Goddess.  If anything, 
Nammu, the mother in the prologue, deserves that title.  As is well known, the great gods 
exalt Enki and set up a feast during which Enki and Ninmah drink plenty of beer until 
“their hearts race.”843  Most commentary—including our own—concentrates on the 
debate that follows.  Ninmah opens the debate with a challenge to Enki.  She will, by 
herself, decree a fate “on the form of a man.”  Enki then claims he will counter her action.  
Ninmah makes a creature from clay, a man “who when reaching could not bend his rigid 
(?) hands.”844  Enki counters by decreeing a fate for him: he will become a servant of the 
king.  Ninmah then makes a man who “could see, though blind.”  Enki, undeterred, 
decrees a fate for him: giving him the art of song, the man is named chief musician for the 
king.  (One might consider the traditions in many societies where the singer, like 
Demodokos in Odyssey, is blind.  In ancient China the great musicians were blind.)  
Ninmah tries four more times, with creatures who are so defective that they would seem 
to have no useful function in society, and each time Enki finds a fate appropriate for them.  
One has paralyzed feet; another is a man who kept dripping semen; yet another is a 
woman who could not give birth; and the last is a person without penis or vulva.845  Enki 
exults in his triumph.  Then he challenges Ninmah to a reversal of roles.  He will form 
creatures, and she will have to decree fates for them.  The first seems quite odd, but 
Ninmah seems up to the task.  But the second, a creature called an umul—the nature of 
which is still debated—is so defective that he cannot even eat the bread that is given him.  
When she gives up, the poem turns bitter as Ninmah reproaches Enki.  At the end Enki is 
able to find a fate even for poor umul.  The poem ends with a clear victory for Enki.  
“Nimah could not rival the great lord Enki.  O Father Enki, sweet is your praise!” 

Just before the end Enki is heard praising his own phallus: it will be acclaimed as a 
“wisdom-giver.”  We recall that before the contest began, Enki was praised by the great 
gods as a noble deity who, “like a fathering father,” is the one who takes care of the mes, 
powers, as we have seen earlier, like the operating system of the universe. 
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Sauren sees the contest as a kind of satire.  Even though both Enki and Ninmah fashion 
new forms of existence, Sauren thinks he, “cannot see any context of a creation myth while 
all misshapen creatures serve in the palace.  By this means the organization of the palace 
is exposed to mockery and not religion.  We have no reason to make the Sumerian religion 
appear ridiculous, for Sumerian man believed in his gods.”846  I rather think that the 
contest, while it accounts for the existence of certain persons with disabilities—a “reality” 
in any ancient or modern society for that matter—Enki’s superiority is shown by his ability 
to find a place in society for even the most disabled person.  That they may function in an 
exalted place, the palace, only serves to highlight the paradox underlying the contest.  
Even those who appear unable to perform normal life tasks have a legitimate place in a 
complex social order.  Had Enki been unable to decree a fate for them the poem could be 
seen as a satire and a mockery of religion. 

It is worth noting that three of the six creatures formed by Ninmah comment directly on 
fertility.  One is impotent, a woman is barren, and the third is a eunuch.  The barren 
woman is given a place in a harem; that is, she is cloistered.  (Eunuchs did serve, at least 
in later Neo-Assyrian times, as high officials in the kingdom and are represented along 
with the more conventionally powerful fighting men in battle.847) 

I would argue that this part of the story comments on the relative importance of male and 
female in reproduction.  The goddess is one who forms creatures from clay—giving them 
an earthly body and the water needed to sustain life.  Enki, however, provides creatures 
with the direction their lives will take, as if he were providing the DNA while the goddess 
shapes matter.  At least twice the “fathering Father” is called a “form-fashioner,” the 
“skilled one who fashions the form of things.”848 

Any society that understands the complementary roles of male and female in animal 
reproduction—as Sumer certainly did from long before any written records exist—must 
deal with two related problems regarding sexuality.  For a society that depends heavily on 
animal husbandry, one major difference between the cattle, sheep and goats they tended 
and humans had to be observed very early: that while sexual activity in the animals is 
directly related to reproduction, humans are—with the exception of, say, bonobos—
uniquely capable of a great variety of sexual activities that are unrelated to the 
reproductive cycle.849  On the other hand, in such a case, when paternity becomes an 
issue, the relationship between the father and the offspring is obviously of paramount 
importance.  The folk belief that infants resemble the father was at least known in Sumer, 
though how widespread is not known.850  There is no evidence that the reverse was 
believed, that infants resemble the mother.  One could speculate that infants who did in 
some ways resemble the fathers had an evolutionary advantage over those who did not.  
Since human young, unlike many of the animals known to the Sumerians, require such a 
long period of protection and nurturing, those who had fathers to protect them and their 
mothers would have survived when others would have struggled.  That one could not be 
sure of a child’s father the way one could be assured of the child’s mother may well have 
prompted the overvaluation of paternity, the relatively devaluation of the mother and 
other familiar features of patriarchal systems.851 
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It has been taken for granted that this interest in paternity was dominant in Sumer from 
the beginnings of the culture.  I think it is becoming clear, though, that however early it 
may have been an issue, the emphasis on paternity seems to emerge in Mesopotamia in 
the 3rd millennium and to gain impetus through later millennia.  The organization of 
society around the king and his palace advanced at the same time and may have been 
responsible for the increased interest.852    A document like The Sumerian King List, 
begun during the reigns of the Ur III kings (or in the Sargonic period) and completed in 
Isin times in the early 2nd millennium, is eloquent witness to a concern with fathers and 
sons.  The many dynasties that are listed in The Sumerian King List continue until force 
of arms brings about a change.  The genealogies are sometimes as suspect as the incredibly 
long reigns of early kings, but there is no question that a genealogical principle prevails.853 

It is not surprising, then, to give one example from the list, that when Uruk was “smitten 
with weapons,” its kingship was “carried” to Ur, where Ur-Namma is said to have reigned 
18 years; his “divine” son Shulgi reigned 46 (or 48) years; his divine son Amar-Sin only 9 
years, followed by Shu-Sin, then Ibbi-Sin, when Ur was “smitten with weapons” and the 
dynasty of Isin began.854  Modern historians largely confirm the list at this point, while 
the claims for earlier, legendary figures are not.  The famous Etana, a “shepherd,” “who 
to heaven ascended,” is said to have reigned 1560 years, though his son Balih reigned a 
mere 400 years.855  Enki’s city, Eridu, actually begins the list, for kingship was said to 
have been “lowered from heaven” and the first three kings of Eridu reigned 28,800 years, 
36,000 years, and 64,800 years respectively.856 

Not all the early kings are said to have inherited their titles as the Ur III and Isin kings 
did.  Inanna’s city, Uruk, is interesting in that regard.  The first of the kings of Uruk, a 
certain Mes-kiag-gasher, was, according to The Sumerian King List, both en and king.  
(Kingship was actually “carried” to the temple Eanna before the city itself was built, under 
the next en, Enmerkar.)  The four leaders of Uruk after Mes-kiag-gasher, of whom little is 
known historically, were famous heroes: Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, Dumuzi, and, of course, 
Gilgamesh.857  While those heroes reigned anywhere from 1200 to 100 years, Gilgamesh’s 
son, Ur-Nungal, completely forgotten by tradition, reigned only 30 years—arguably the 
first accurate count of an actual reign in the list. 

By the time of The Sumerian King List, then, the patrilineal principle was clearly 
important.  We know that in the Ur III period certain other titles were passed from father 
to son.  The House of Ur-me-me, for example, can be followed through five generations, 
where sons on one side of the family became governors of Nippur while the sons of the 
other side became “prefects” of the Inanna temple in that city.858 

In the developing ideology of fatherhood one of the oldest known Sumerian literary forms 
emerges in a surprising number of contexts, all reinforcing the father-son relationship.  
The “Marduk-Ea” incantations (or “Divine Dialogues”) are readily identified from a fixed 
formula in which the Father, Ea, our Enki, passes along his solution to a terrible problem 
to the Son, Marduk (city god of Babylon, who appropriated the traditions of Enki’s son, 
Asalluhi).859  After Marduk observes a distressful situation, he approaches Father Enki, 
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who then ritually transfers the solution when he says to him, “Son, what you don’t know—
what could I add to it?  Whatever I know, you know as well.  And you—what I know, you 
know as well.”860   The literary form appears in a variety of magical contexts, as in some 
incantations of the collection Shurpu and in the Mis pî rituals for bringing to life statues 
of the gods.  The most elaborate use of the “Marduk-Ea” incantation form is as a frame in 
the important late work in Akkadian, Enuma Elish, of “The Babylonian Creation Epic.” 

In what is no doubt the most explicit depiction of the Father’s importance, the myth, “Enki 
and Inanna: The Organization of the Earth,” portrays Enki lifting his penis and 
ejaculating, filling the Tigris and Euphrates rivers with water and bringing forth 
abundance from the earth.861 

This bring us back to the prologue to “Enki and Ninmah,” which Herbert Sauren calls 
“Nammu and Enki.”  He takes the prologue to have been an earlier, independent myth 
that was transformed in the Old Babylonian period.  As it is, the prologue gives way to the 
longer debate between Enki and Ninmah, which establishes, I would argue, the newly 
preferred relationship between male and female in reproduction, one which favors the 
male as the active principle and shaper of destinies.  “Nammu and Enki” had overvalued 
the female principle, evident in the ultimate Mother, Nammu.  It is in the context of Enki’s 
relationship to Nammu that Sauren sees the model of an Entrance Marriage.  The 
relationship is virtually reversed in the second, longer part of the poem. 

Sauren translates the difficult first lines in this way. 

As Nammu, Enki, came to life, 
As the goddess was taken in entrance-marriage, 
As the goddess was devised in heaven and earth, 
As this goddess became pregnant and gave birth, 
As heaven and food supply were formally arranged, 
All the myriads of gods stood by, 
Even the minor gods held the tankard.862 
 

The tankard (filled with beer) indicates a celebration.  But matters change when the gods 
discover that they are required to do the work of maintaining life, mainly by digging 
canals.  They grumble and complain to Nammu.  She brings the complaint to her sleeping 
son and husband. 

On this day, the wise one, 
The creator of all myriads in existence, 
Enki, (lay) inside the deep well, 
At the place where no god is, 
Where no worship takes place, 
He lay in his bed, and 
He did not arise from his sleep. 
To the sleeping one, to the lying one, 
To the one who did not arise from his bed, 
Nammu, the primeval mother, 
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(brought) the tears of the gods, 
she brought (them) to her boy.863 

Obedient to her words, Enki rouses himself and begins a ritual that will end with the 
creation of humankind.  (Humans will then take over the work of the gods, a persistent 
motif in Mesopotamian mythology.)  From his own thinking, he directs Nammu to act.  A 
series of birth-goddesses will assist in the process.  Nammu will “multiply what is in the 
waters of your belly,/ and you will give form to the limbs,” but his mother will also 
determine the destiny of humankind (namlulu). 

Nammu gives birth to humankind.  The first out is male.  A second time she “held her 
flesh to the sperm” and this time a female emerges.  Nammu “stamped her for the carrying 
basket of birth, for the sperm.”  Where the fate of the male Nammu proclaims as, “he has 
our limbs, will be his omen,” she proclaims a very different fate for the female.  “She is a 
woman, birth shall be her counsel.”  Enki is pleased.  He prepares a feast for Nammu and 
eats at the “side of the womb together with the new born princes.”864 

The most surprising features of this creation myth is Sauren’s explanation of the paradox 
of the primeval mother Nammu.  Nammu is both heaven (AN) and earth (KI), who divide 
in her.  “Heaven and earth are not children of Enki, who dwells inside the house of the 
earth.” Then, “at this point of the narrative myth we have a triad of gods: Nammu = An, 
Nammu = Ki, and Enki, the husband of Ki as his name indicates.  It is only with Nammu 
= Ki that Enki begets children, their offspring being the myriads of gods.”865 

Sauren’s analysis deals subtly with the details of the poem, which he sees as being 
overwritten by a different, later tradition.  Where “Nammu and Enki” represents an older, 
Eridu theology, the story of creation of men from clay, which underlies the actions of 
Ninmah in the later section of the narrative, is the product of a Nippur theology.866  For 
our purposes the conclusion Sauren draws about the relationship between Nammu and 
Enki in the prologue reveals the importance of the Entrance Marriage.  “Nammu is of 
higher rank than Enki, both in the Entrance Marriage and in their mother/son 
relationship.  It is evident that Nammu’s petition is, in reality, an order to Enki, and he 
executes the words of Nammu immediately.” 

Sacred Marriages in the 3rd and Early 2nd Millennia BCE 
The Sacred Marriage has, as we have already seen, been much discussed by scholars of 
ancient Mesopotamia, and much of the subject remains controversial.867  Was there an 
actual rite of Sacred Marriage in which a priest or priestess (representing the god or 
goddess of the city) slept with the leader of the city, male or female (depending upon the 
gender of the deity)?  Are such rites, if they were practiced, related to the widespread 
notion of “dying gods of fertility?”  The controversial questions aside for the moment, 
there is no doubt that Mesopotamia knew stories and songs that celebrated the love and 
lamented the death of Dumuzi,868 lover of Inanna.  As we have seen in “Dumuzi Meets 
Inanna in Her House,” the Sumerians composed many poems on the courtship and 
marriage of Uruk’s most famous couple.  “The Descent of Inanna to the Underworld” is 
the most famous example of the tragic aftermath of Inanna’s selection of Dumuzi.  In that 
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poetic narrative Inanna demands that Dumuzi become her substitute when she has been 
trapped and slain in the underworld. 

All discussions of the “Sacred Marriage” begin with Inanna of Uruk and her en.  While 
Inanna’s marriage with Dumuzi is certainly the model for a certain type of marriage—
Entrance Marriage—it is not at all clear that there was only one form of “Sacred Marriage.”  
In view of the differences between Inanna’s marriage with her en and Mesopotamian gods 
who have marital relations with their spouses, I would claim that there are at least two 
forms of “Sacred Marriage.”  Portrayals of Enlil and Ninlil of Nippur, Marduk and 
Sarpānītu (Zarpanitum) of Babylon, and Nabû and Tashmetum of Borsippa, to name the 
most famous marriages of the deities, correspond to marriages of the mutūtu type. 

The factor that complicates the “Sacred Marriage” question is the increasing power of the 
king in the 3rd millennium.  Kings, known in Sumerian as lugal, sometimes claimed to be 
ens, and were depicted as performing the role—or becoming identified with—Dumuzi, 
even to the extent of sharing her bed in the gipar.  The kings for whom these claims are 
made are also the kings who were deified in their lifetime.  Both claims come to disappear 
in the early part of the 2nd millennium.  The reign of the powerful Babylonian king 
Hammurabi seems to bring both the deified king and the king’s “Sacred Marriage” with 
Inanna to an end.  This is also the period in which Entrance Marriage disappears.  Vestiges 
remain in Inanna’s Uruk, as would be expected, but the “Sacred Marriage,” in both 
literature and rite, conforms elsewhere to the mutūtu form of marriage. 

The king’s insertion into the Sacred Marriage complicates matters because in at least one 
case the female participation in the rite gives birth to a son.  While it must have been the 
case that the community benefited from every form of Sacred Marriage, and that 
“prosperity” was seen in productive yields of grains and produce and successful births of 
animals—upon which all settlements in Mesopotamian depended for their survival—such 
“fertility” in the Inanna-based Sacred Marriage never involves her giving birth to the 
king’s offspring. 

In a poem Yischak Sefati calls “The Blessing of Dumuzi on His Wedding Day” a king, as 
Dumuzi, may receive the following.  There is no mention of a son to maintain a dynasty. 

“May he exercise the shepherdship over their [Sumer and Akkad’s] black-headed 
inhabitants, 
He, like a farmer, may establish cultivated fields, 
May he like a faithful shepherd multiply the sheepfolds, 
May there be flax under him, may there be barley under him, 
May there be carp-floods under him in the river, 
May there be multicolored barley under him in the fields, 
May fish and birds make sound under him in the reed marshes, 
May mature reeds and verdant reeds grow under him in the canebrake, 
May mashgurum-plants grow under him in the high plain, 
May wild sheep and wild goats multiply under him in the forests, 
May orchards and gardens bear juice and wine under him, 
May lettuce and cress grow under him in the high plain, 
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May there be long life under him in the palace.”  (lines 47-59)869 

As far as Sacred Marriages that celebrate the relationship between Inanna and known 
kings is concerned, her marriage to Shulgi of Ur is, as we have seen, the earliest textual 
evidence of the rite.  It is possible that the most striking innovation of this grand reformer 
of the empire, his elevation to godhead in the middle of his long reign, is related to his 
union with Inanna.  Kingship (nam-lugal) may well have emerged at Ur, where Shulgi, 
like his father Ur-Namma, recognized a family connection to nearby Uruk, but the king’s 
union with Inanna is a claim to en-ship.  (Shulgi nowhere even acknowledges his human 
father, and his claim to be the son of a goddess is part of another tradition in Uruk.) 

The metaphor of sexual union with the goddess is very ancient indeed.  Its discussion 
among Mesopotamian specialists owes little to classical parallels or even to the Eliade-
type phenomenology of religion.  Rather, to the extent that it is associated with matters 
outside Mesopotamia proper, the Sacred Marriage is linked with “The Song of Songs.”  
Samuel Noah Kramer, who touched off the discussion in his groundbreaking The Sacred 
Marriage Rite, for example, devoted a complete chapter to “The Sacred Marriage and 
Solomon’s Song of Songs.”870  But the earliest textual evidence is from “Shulgi X.” 

The Disappearance of the Sacred Entrance Marriage 
Iddin-Dagan was the third of fourteen kings of Isin, according to The Sumerian King List.  
The dynasty of Isin held power between 2017 and 1794 BCE.   When the “black headed 
folk, the people”—“black headed” is the way Sumerians describe themselves—set up a 
throne for Inanna and the king sits with her in the palace, the king is explicitly identified 
as a god (lugal dingir-àm, line 170).871 

“The Iddin-Dagan Hymn,” discussed above, stands between “Shulgi X” and the 
disappearance of the Sacred Entrance Marriage with the Babylonian kings that followed 
soon after Iddin-Dagan.  (Babylon gained power during a period that stretched from 
1984-1595 BCE.) 

What is conspicuous in its absence is any reference to offspring that might result from the 
Sacred Marriage.  The kings, as king, were of course not cloistered.  They dwelt in their 
own Great Houses.  To the extent that they derived their power from their special 
relationship with Inanna, though, they entered the gipar and an Entrance Marriage, as 
en. 

A child did result in at least one case of a Sacred Marriage, and that was enough to make 
it remarkable. 

For all the interest in tracing a male line through the kings of Ur III and Isin in The 
Sumerian King List, the royal hymns do not claim that kingship and en-ship conferred by 
Inanna pass from father to son.  In a very striking example, Shulgi claims to be the son of 
the Sacred Marriage of hero Lugalbanda and the goddess Ninsun (thus making him a 
brother of Gilgamesh, who lived, of course, many centuries before Shulgi).  With such a 
mythic claim of parentage, the royal hymns of Shulgi completely ignore his actual human 
father, Ur-Namma. 
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Union with the great goddess Inanna,872 though, confers power and perhaps immortality, 
but not heirs.873  It is an Entrance Marriage, though one modified by kingship 

In a chapter of Tikva Frymer-Kensky’s In the Wake of the Goddesses: Women, Culture 
and the Biblical Transformation of Pagan Myth tellingly entitled, “The Marginalization 
of the Goddesses,” Frymer-Kensky described a “new sensibility” that affected a whole host 
of aspects of the Sacred Marriage.  Divine kingship was one.  The Sacred Marriage was 
another.  Goddesses—with the conspicuous exception of Inanna/Ishtar—were 
increasingly marginalized.874  We would add to the list the virtual disappearance of 
cloistered women and men.  By the end of the Old Babylonian period, the en, both male 
and female, had largely vanished.  The women who had special religious status, the 
nadītus and the lukurs, also disappeared, except for an occasion reference in literature 
that as often as not denigrated the titles.875 

Sacred Marriages did not entirely disappear, but they were changed by the new sensibility.  
According to Frymer-Kensky, they were no longer state-centered or even public worship.  
The king no longer took part in the rituals.  Indeed the human element drops out.  Frymer-
Kensky notices that, “by the fact that it lacks the human component, it cannot serve to 
bring people or kings into any particular relationship with the divine.”876   One might add 
that the key element of the Sacred Entrance Marriage was the transformation of the king, 
by the end of the Old Babylonian period no longer a possibility. 

What did survive was a ceremony in which statues of the deities were taken into a garden 
and left there overnight.  This may have been a custom in the 4th and 3rd millennia, but 
the textual evidence is not clear on this point.877  The way Frymer-Kensky phrases the 
change in ceremony suggests another important shift in emphasis.  “A ritual of union 
between the gods Marduk and Nabû and their spouses was practiced in the temples after 
the Old Babylonian period, but it was dramatically altered.”878  The phrase, “and their 
spouses,” captures the supporting role played by the largely faceless “consorts” of the high 
gods of, in these instances, Babylon and Borsippa.  Nabû was understood to be the son of 
Marduk (himself, as we have seen, the son of Enki/Ea).  Marduk was exalted to the 
“kingship” of the gods as the city of Babylon rose from obscurity to become the center of 
an empire.  The cult of Nabû may actually have been more influential than the cult 
Marduk, but was in any case widespread.  The featureless “consorts,” Marduk’s 
Zarpanitum and Nabû’s Tashmetum, had cellas of their own but were largely 
overshadowed by the male deities.  In Babylon, for example, Inanna/Ishtar became 
known as the Lady of Babylon even though one might have guessed that Zarpanitum 
would carry that title.  The famous Ishtar Gate and the Ishtar temple attest to the high 
status the Urukean goddess held in that northern city long after Uruk had lost its political 
independence.  (The disappearance of the en follows Uruk’s dependence on a succession 
of imperial centers.) 

A similar combination of a powerful high god and a featureless “consort” was conspicuous 
in the rise of Nippur in the 3rd millennium.  Throughout Sumer the god Enlil came to be 
considered the strongest of the gods, king of the gods, one of the three (or four) highest 
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deities in the pantheon. Many myths and hymns praise his importance. His consort, 
Ninlil, absorbed a number of local goddesses, and she had her own place in Nippur, but 
the economic texts that itemize offerings, for example, typically mention Ninlil with Enlil.  
She was, basically, the female counterpart of a male deity.  Piotr Michalowski provides 
strong evidence that Ninlil absorbed goddesses in the neighborhood of Nippur, especially 
Sud at Shuruppak and Nidaba (Nisaba) at Eresh.  He concludes, “It is noteworthy that it 
was the cult of a female deity that led to the abandonment of other goddesses; the males 
may have had much to answer for, but they cannot be blamed for all evil in the ancient 
divine world.”879  The movement Michalowski describes could, however, be interpreted 
to see the cult of Enlil operating in the background, or at least a combination Enlil/Ninlil 
providing the ideological support for absorbing a number of deities into centralized 
worship based in Nippur. 

Interestingly, the major myths of Enlil provide one of the clearest portrayals of the mutūtu 
form of marriage.  “Enlil and Sud” is mainly an account of Enlil’s courtship of the goddess 
Sud.880  He travels about the countryside looking for a wife.  When he finds Sud, whose 
name is changed to Ninlil when they marry, Enlil follows the custom of having the families 
arrange the match.  Much of the text details the great marriage gifts he bestows upon Sud.  
The mother-in-law makes the decision, and Sud leaves her home to join Enlil in his 
temple-home.  Great emphasis is placed upon the respect with which she will be treated 
in Enlil’s home—and on the progeny they will produce. 

“Enlil and Ninlil” is a bit more problematic in that it tells a rather different version of 
Enlil’s courtship of Ninlil.881  A “wise old woman,” Ninlil’s mother, advises the beautiful 
maiden not to bathe in the holy river or walk along its bank.  Enlil will see her and want 
to have intercourse with her.  Immediately Ninlil does what her wise mother advises 
against.  For a moment Ninlil resists Enlil, but the great god takes her into a boat and 
consummates the relationship.  For having committed a “ritually impure” act, Enlil is 
arrested by “the fifty great gods and the seven gods who decide destinies,” and forced to 
leave the city.  As Enlil leaves the city and journeys into the underworld, his already-
pregnant Ninlil follows him.  On three occasions along the way Enlil has sex with her; on 
each occasion she becomes pregnant. 

The upshot of this myth seems to be not so much a punishment for Enlil as a curious twist 
in which the first born son of Enlil and Ninlil, the god Nanna (the moon), is provided 
substitutes so that he will not have to remain in the underworld.  Three other, lesser gods 
will take his place.  With the fathering of four male deities the story of “Enlil and Ninlil” 
ends.  As is frequently the case with such texts, the poem ends with an elaborate praise of 
“Father Enlil.”  He is lord and king.  He is the one who makes flax and barley grow.  He is 
the lord in heaven whose pronouncements cannot be altered.  The last line does praise 
“Ninlil the mother” but even then it moves quickly to praise the Great Mountain Enlil. 

The myth may be a story that accounts for the origins of the moon, who disappears 
periodically and was thought to spend time in the underworld, and for three other deities 
who were associated with the underworld.  Another layer of meaning would tie Enlil’s 
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fathering of the four sons to Nippur’s dominance over four cities who maintained worship 
of those deities.  The most important of these would be the moon, Nanna, primary god of 
the city of Ur.  Even the great Ur III kings formally recognized the importance of Enlil’s 
Nippur.  For our purposes, though, the story avoids the tragic complexities of, say, 
“Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld.”  The son of Enlil does not protest, as Inanna’s 
Dumuzi would, the terrible fate in store for him.  More obvious is that Ninlil is a great 
mother and Enlil is a great father.  There is no question that in the ideal relationship 
between husband and wife in the mutūtu marriage, which the two Enlil myths portray, 
male and female are in some ways equal but the Enlil/Ninlil combination is a miniature 
hierarchy and the first element prevails over the second. 

In such a relationship as the Sumerian Enlil/Ninlil, Babylonian Marduk/Sarpānītum, 
and Nabû/Tashmetum with Nabû considered the “son” of Marduk, there is a clear 
distinction between the great god and his consort, but the disparity which we are claiming 
is at the center of the Sacred Marriage, whose prototype is the union of Inanna/Ishtar and 
her en—is missing.  Even in those texts when Dumuzi, the archetypal en of Mesopotamian 
literature, claims to be divine, his status is significantly lower than Inanna’s.  It is through 
her power and authority that the en derives his authority.  He is transformed in the Sacred 
Marriage. 

The model of the Inanna-type Sacred Marriage is, we think, the Sumerian Entrance 
Marriage.  That form of marriage, for humans, disappears in Old Babylonian times.  The 
Sacred Marriage may continue in different forms.  The relationship between Marduk and 
Zarpanitum resembles another form of marriage, the one that will crowd out the Entrance 
Marriage until the old form is forgotten, except in traces found in the worship of Inanna.  
I think, then, that discussions of the Sacred Marriage should really be a consideration of 
Sacred Marriages. 

The New Sensibility: “The Babylonian Epic of Creation” 
Nabû is an Akkadian god who was known very early in northern Mesopotamia, but the 
immense popularity of the god, the primary city god of Borsippa, is a product of the 1st 
millennium.  His cult spread and seems actually to have overshadowed the great god of 
Babylon himself, Marduk.  The divine lineage that was so important to the Babylonians—
Marduk the son of Ea (Sumerian Enki), and Nabû the son of Marduk—emphasized the 
characteristic the three of them shared: wisdom, usually associated with magical power.  
The relationship between Nabû and his consort Tashmetum is usually considered in 
discussions of the Sacred Marriage.  A series of love lyrics celebrating the relationship of 
Nabû and Tashmetum have survived.882  Pirjo Lapinkivi considers the marriage of Nabû 
and Tashmetum as one of a series of allegories that involve a deity gaining gifts through 
the relationship with another deity.  The gift is in one form or another “wisdom.”  In this 
case the goddess asks Nabû for earrings and a bracelet in exchange for meeting him in the 
garden.  She enters her bedroom, locks the door, washes herself, climbs into bed and 
starts to cry.  When Nabû enters, and inquires about her tears, Tashmetum says she is 
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prepared to enter the garden with him, but a throne is not among the gifts she will receive.  
Nabû then promises to elevate Tashmetum by providing her with a throne.883 

Whether earrings, bracelets and a throne are symbols of wisdom or not, it is clear from 
this late, Assyrian love literature that the initiative for the relationship is largely the same 
as for Enlil and Ninlil earlier.  The male takes the initiative, and the male offers gifts that 
elevate the female to something like equality with the male.  Once the relationship is 
consummated (in the garden), the goddess, who has already left her home, is accepted 
into the household of the husband. 

It may be mere accident that, with the conspicuous exception of Inanna/Ishtar and her 
circle of goddesses, the goddesses in the Sacred Marriage literature are notably 
featureless; but much less is known about the worship of these “consorts” than about the 
husbands.  The literary representations of the relationships that follow the mutūtu largely 
reflect the characteristics of the worship of the divine partners.  Both aspects tend to 
support Frymer-Kensky’s notion of a “new sensibility” that appears by the end of the Old 
Babylonian period. 

No better literary evidence of the new sensibility can be found than the 2nd millennium 
poem in Akkadian known as Enuma Elish, or “The Epic of Creation.”884  The poem has 
been of great interest not only as a major creation myth—though only part of the poem 
deals with creation--but also because the reading of the poem was an important part in 
the annual New Year’s Festival in Babylon.  The story line combines the origins of the 
universe, including the gods, with a heroic narrative in which first Enki and then his son 
Marduk subdue the primordial pair, Apsu and Tiamat.  Of the two heroic narratives, the 
first is brief and preliminary to the second, which shows how Marduk demanded to be 
named king of the gods in return for challenging the formidable mother, Tiamat.  When 
he is able to defeat Tiamat, Marduk shapes the physical universe into an ordered cosmos.  
The social order, a monarchy, and the natural world, then, are finally brought into a 
coherent unity.  The poem ends with a list of the 50 sacred names of Marduk.  Many take 
the ending to underscore the point that the epic was more a praise of Marduk than a 
creation story. 

For our purposes a small apparent glitch in the early part of the poem marks the new 
sensibility—and, I would argue, narrates the overturning of Entrance Marriage and the 
celebration of another, the acceptable form, the mutūtu or ba’al form.  The great Mother 
Goddess, Tiamat, like Nammu in “Nammu and Enki,”has a primitive and improper 
relationship with the First Begetter, Apsu. The proper relationship, on the other hand, is 
imaged by Enki, who is called by an epithet, Nudimmud and by his Akkadian name, Ea.  
Enki/Ea’s spouse is a goddess, Damkina, whose name is an Akkadianized form of the 
Sumerian Damgalnunna.  Ea and Damkina are parents of the hero of the poem, Marduk.  
It is the same sensibility that added the “Nammu and Enki” prologue to “Enki and 
Ninmah” in Old Babylonian times. 

The poem opens with a version of creation that, as in “Nammu and Enki,” names the first 
begetters of everything in the emerging universe. 
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When skies above were not named 
Nor earth below pronounced by name, 
Apsu, the first one, their begetter 
And maker Tiamat, who bore them all, 
Had mixed their waters together, 
But had not formed pastures, nor discovered reed-beds; 
When yet no gods were manifest, 
Nor names pronounced, nor destinies decreed, 
Then gods were born within them. 
Lahmu (and) Lahamu emerged, their names pronounced. 
As soon as they matured, were full formed, 
Anshar (and) Kishar were born, surpassing them. 
They passed the days at length, they added to the years. 
Anu their first-born son rivaled his forefathers: 
Anshar made his son Anu like himself, 
And Anu begot Nudimmud inhis likeness. 
He, Nudimmud, was superior to his forefathers: 
Profound of understanding, he was wise, was very strong at arms. 
Mightier far than Anshar his father’s begetter, 
He had no rival among the gods his peers.885 

 

The string of generations is marked, first, by a gradual improvement, and, second, an 
increasing emphasis on the father passing along his “likeness,” like our DNA, which 
enables the improvement to occur.  At the end of this string is Nudimmud, whom we know 
as Enki, or Ea.  Schematically, the first generations are: 

 

Apsu and Tiamat 

Lahmu and Lahamu 

Anshar and Kishar 

Anu 

Nudimmud. 

 

Apsu is killed by Nudimmud when it becomes clear to the crafty Enki that the old man is 
planning to kill the young ones for making too much noise.  (Noise that disturbs the gods 
is a symbol that appears in other mythological poems.)  The killing of Apsu rouses Tiamat 
to a rage, and she raises one of her sons, Qingu, to a position of power when he becomes 
her lover.  When Marduk prepares to fight Tiamat, he accuses the Mother of using 
seductive speech (to weaken Marduk’s resolve) and of doing two reprehensible things: 
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“You named Qingu as your lover, 
You appointed him to rites of Anu-power, wrongfully his.”886 

 

The accusation points to the anomaly at the beginning of the poem: the first three sets of 
parents are pairs, while Nudimmud (Enki/Ea) is only fathered.  No “consort” of Anu is 
mentioned. 

The generations do not end there.  Ea fails to defeat Tiamat—and we now know that Anu 
was also given the chance by Anshar but could not accomplish the feat.  It would only be 
the “good son,” Marduk, who will be able to defeat Tiamat.  By this time in the 
evolutionary scheme, Marduk (who is called by the honorific Bel in the passage below) is 
generated by a conventional—a model—marital relationship.  Ea and his spouse live in 
the house built and named by Ea himself, his own residence. 

 

And Ea and Damkina his lover dwelt in splendour. 
In the chamber of destinies, the hall of designs, 
Bel, cleverest of the clever, sage of the gods, was begotten. 
And inside Apsu, Marduk was created; 
Inside pure Apsu, Marduk was born. 
Ea his father created him, 
Damkina his mother bore him. 
He suckled the teats of goddesses; 
The nurse who reared him filled him with awesomeness. 
Proud was his form, piercing his stare, 
Mature his emergence, he was powerful from the start. 
Anu his father’s begetter beheld him, 
And rejoiced, beamed; his heart was filled with joy. 
He made him so perfect that his godhead was doubled. 
Elevated far above them, he was superior in every way.887 

 

The birth of Marduk introduces not only the greatest of the gods but the model for 
humans, and the mutūtu form of marriage is the model of male/female relationships.  The 
mother, Damkina, is in no way denigrated, but very literally knows her place. 

And it is the male line that counts.  The children of Tiamat, including monsters that are 
produced in her with no help from a male, are clearly hers.  But the lineage of Anshar-
Anu-Ea-Marduk is what is celebrated in the poem. 

It may be significant that among the missing in Enuma Elish is Ishtar, who may be 
represented by the Bowstar in the sky,888 and Marduk’s consort, Zarpanitum.  Neither 
goddess is important enough to be part of the narrative. 

Just as in “Enki and Ninmah,” the older Entrance Marriage of Nammu to her consort and 
son gives way in the Old Babylonian overwriting of the prologue to a more acceptable 
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model.  Enki’s consort in the Sumerian poem is Ninmah.  In Enuma Elish she is Damkina.  
Both are legitimate, active, and productive, but the relationship of Enki and his consort, 
whatever her name, reverses the relationship of the primordial pair, Tiamat and Apsu.889 

The best evidence that Tikva Frymer-Kensky gives for the marginalization of the 
goddesses is the “continuing rise of Enki”890 at the expense of goddesses, like Nisaba, who 
had been such an important goddess of the kinds of wisdom increasingly attributed to 
Enki.  Frymer-Kensky sees the change in the Old Babylonian Atrahasis, another Akkadian 
creation myth, and she, too, sees the change exaggerated in Enuma Elish.891 

Inanna/Ishtar, as usual, resisted the otherwise general change in status.  In the late 
fragmentary and puzzling group of love lyrics that involve poetry and ritual, Marduk is 
the focus of what appears to be rivalry between his good wife, Zarpanitum (Sarpānītu) , 
who is called an emuqtu—a “housekeeper”—and Ishtar, who is Marduk’s tappāttu.  The 
tappāttu was a friend, partner, and companion.892 

Sadiqa Marriage: The Pattern Repeats Itself 
In “Sex and Marriage Before Islam,” Sociologist Fatima Mernissi discovered a form of 
marriage that was suppressed in Islam and is now almost forgotten but which has striking 
similarities to Sumerian Entrance Marriage.893 

It is pretty clear to everyone who writes about Islam that the family is the central 
institution and that physical paternity is of supreme importance in maintaining that 
institution.894  The idda, or waiting period, is probably the most obvious example.  
According to Mernissi, “Islam ensured physical paternity by instituting the idda period, 
which obliges a widowed or divorced woman to wait several menstrual cycles before 
getting married again.”895  A pregnant woman is forbidden to marry again until she has 
given birth to the child.  The law protects the bond between father and child, and the child 
belongs to the father. 

Such was not the case in pre-Islamic Arabia.  The ba’al marriage was only one of several 
forms.  The Prophet’s great-grandfather, Hashim, for example, contracted an uxorilocal 
marriage, and the Prophet’s grandfather, the result of the union, was raised by his 
mother.896  The Prophet’s own father, Abdallah, contracted a matrilineal marriage with 
Amina Bint Wahb.  Women were able to propose marriage, and some proposed to the 
Prophet himself.  Such practices came to be forbidden in early Islam. 

At least four types of marriage were observed by the Muslim historian Bukhari.  For our 
purposes it is the sadiqa form that is important.  Where in the now-acceptable ba’al 
marriage, the child belongs to the father’s household, in the sadiqa (“companionate”) 
marriage, the child belonged to the mother’s group.  Where physical paternity is 
important in the ba’al arrangement, since the genitor must be the social father, in a sadiqa 
marriage the genitor does not have rights over his offspring. 

Physical paternity is the main reason for limiting the sexual freedom of women in the 
conventional Islamic marriage.  Since chastity has no social function in sadiqa marriages-



Excursus: “Sacred” and Other Marriages  422 
  

-shocking, in view of the importance chastity has for the preservation of family honor in 
much of the Middle East today--women have a degree of sexual freedom that is zealously 
suppressed in the more acceptable arrangement.  Rather than depending upon a husband 
for protection and food, the woman in a sadiqa marriage is a member of a larger extended 
family that offers her protection.  And, in an aspect that may tell us much about certain 
unusual practices in ancient Mesopotamia, the sadiqa marriage is usually uxorilocal, 
while in ba’al marriages the bride comes to live in the husband’s family compound.  Even 
today, when married couples choose to live by themselves, since marriage contracts are 
made between male representatives of the two families—women are forbidden to make 
such a contract and requires a wali or male protector to make the arrangements—brides 
live in what is regarded as the husband’s house or apartment. 

Two things are quite striking about the sadiqa marriage.  It is not so much that offspring 
are unimportant, but that from the man’s point of view offspring is not the primary 
purpose of the marriage.  In what may be a modern trace of a much older practice, 
Wahhabi Muslims (concentrated in Saudi Arabia and the Yemen) are free to contract a 
zawaj misyar, in which the husband has neither rights over nor obligations to offspring 
that may result from the union.  As Wahhabi-Salafism comes under increasing scrutiny 
these days, such an arrangement is coming under attack as a mere “marriage of 
convenience.”897 

The sadiqa form of marriage came under attack in early Islam.  A famous case involved a 
group of women who in protesting the changes Islam was pressing upon the tribes, were 
labeled the “Harlots of Hadramaut.”  Mernissi points out that the episode, which involved 
women celebrating the death of the Prophet in a joyful way, is known from their 
opponents.  Ibn Habib al-Baghdadi, in his Kitab al-Muhabbar, described the situation 
this way. 

There were in Hadramaut six women, of Kinda and Hadramaut, who desired the 
death of the Prophet of God; they therefore [on hearing the news] dyed their 
hands with henna and played on the tambourine.  To them came out the harlots 
of Hadramaut and did likewise so that some twenty-odd women joined the six.898 

The caliph, Abu Bakr, responded immediately, and the protest was violently suppressed.  
Mernissi noticed that the women who are dismissed as “harlots” were hardly prostitutes.  
“Two were grandmothers, one a mother, and seven were young girls.  Three of the twelve 
belonged to the ashraf (‘the noble class’) and four to the tribe of Kinda, a royal tribe which 
provided Yemen with its kings.”899   Mernissi suggests that the protest was really a clash 
between the old religion and the new. 

The ens of early Mesopotamia are invariably identified with their entrance into the 
dwelling place of the goddess.  As one reads the various accounts of the four most 
celebrated (and perhaps historical) ens of Uruk, Dumuzi, Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, and 
Gilgamesh, it is clear that the cloistering of the ens was becoming increasingly 
problematic.  When kingship comes to dominate Sumer, a Shulgi may be an en in Uruk, 
but he did not live in the gipar.  The female ens, from the famous Enheduanna to the ones 
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who were buried in the court of the gipar over hundreds of years, were certainly 
cloistered, though it is not necessarily the case that they could not travel outside the 
sacred compound. 

The cloistering of others, like the lukurs (perhaps) and nadītus, often specified if the 
women could be married or not and if they could have children (by adoption).  It is not 
necessarily the case that any of the women needed to be celibate.  In spite of the 
resemblance to medieval Christian nuns, chastity was hardly an issue for them.  But those 
who were cloistered in the Old Babylonian period, before the institutions disappeared, 
were certainly concerned with inheritance.  As private property came to the fore, as it did 
increasingly in the Old Babylonian period, the protection of property through inheritance 
became the major issue involving women who, after all, could inherit property and pass 
it along to their offspring.  At least some titles could be passed along as well, mostly from 
father to son.  Paternity was increasingly an issue for the kings of Mesopotamia. 

A number of factors, then, combined to highlight the need to establish paternity.  Perhaps 
as much as the obvious factors that were tending to push Mesopotamian societies toward 
androcentric and patriarchal customs—the plow and the bow come to mind immediately, 
the need for hard labor in maintaining the irrigation and planting of fields on the one 
hand and the increasing use of war on a large scale for political purposes—it may have 
been the need to protect property that squeezed out of existence such institutions as the 
Entrance Marriage.900 

The bond between father and offspring may have deep roots in the utility of protecting 
mother and child in the long period when the human child is utterly dependent upon 
others.  But the patrilineal institutions that favored preoccupation with physical paternity 
is much more closely connected with the passing on of property, including titles, than of 
physical resemblance. 

A tendency to label those religious women and men, followers of Inanna/Ishtar and often 
cloistered, as prostitutes, came in the wake of those larger social changes.901 
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evident.  The clarity by which each figure is presented, separated from the others (except for the two sheep 
who are almost superimposed on each other), is itself a characteristic of early glyptic art.  It will give way 
later to a smaller repertory of themes but also to less clarity. 
 It is important to note that the temple is not represented on The Uruk Vase or in similar scenes 
from Uruk, as an architectural figure, although representation of a temple is common in Uruk glyptic art.  
Pittman suggests that the rather elaborate form toward which persons, animals, and boats move is never 
the Inanna temple but may be the temple of Enki (198).  This is so even though the “themes of action” from 
Uruk usually depict rituals.  (The other major action theme in Uruk is a depiction of political or military 
events.) 
 The images from Uruk are so well connected with Uruk “colonies” in places such as Habuba Kabira 
and even Nineveh, but especially Susa—e.g., in the portrayal of the net-skirted en--that is also surprising 
that the themes differ from Uruk and Susa.  The action images in Susa commonly depict the manufacturing 
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of goods, especially weaving.  Threshing and storing of grain, birthing of young animals, and the 
transportation of goods are also common there.  Pittman summarizes the major themes in Susa as: ritual 
with water; master with animals; combat; prisoners; hunting; herding; figures with goods and standards; 
transportation of goods; symbols; weaving; figures and vessels; lists; human birthing; animal birthing; 
working in the fields; animal files; heraldic composition of animals; composite animals; snake interlace; 
and animal associated with objects (197).  Many of these are associated with the en and some may be implied 
in the depiction of plants, animals, ritual objects and cultic officials on The Uruk Vase.  Pittman argues that 
there was a “strong structural, contextual and thematic linkage” between the two modes of symbolic 
expression, glyptic imagery and writing, in the early period (192)—and that both stood in opposition to 
spoken communication and to ritual (physical communication).  Both symbolizing systems externalized 
and concretized information and were instruments of social control.  When the proto-literate socio-
economic organization reflected in these symbol systems collapsed, the great variety exhibited in both 
systems was constricted.  In the Early Dynastic city-states that followed in the decline of the Uruk “world” 
system, both writing and seal impressions show a different range of themes and signs. 
 With the exception of the En-sign (and the possible exception of the standard of Inanna), The Uruk 
Vase is not inscribed.  For an indication of the spread of writing on pictorial representations—often on the 
figures themselves—see Donald P. Hansen, “Früsumerische und Früdynastische Flachbildkunst,” Der Alte 
Orient, ed. Winfried Orthmann (Berlin: Propyläen Verlag, 1975), 179-93 and Plates 68-79.  The Blau 
Monument, contemporary with The Uruk Vase, clearly separates writing and figures; by the oldest Early 
Dynastic pieces (ca. 2800 B.C.E.), figures are themselves inscribed.  Hansen considers the iconography of 
The Uruk Vase, 179-80, fig. 33 and Plates 69a and 69b. 
 
571  Susan Pollock, “Images of Sumerian Women,” Engendering Archaeology: Women and 
Prehistory, eds. Joan M. Gero and Margaret W. Conkey (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 366-87, pointed out that 
women as well as men possessed cylinder seals, but may not have used them as frequently as men did to 
authorize economic activities.  Early (4th millennium) seals portray women in a wide range of productive 
activities, while later one tend to focus on ritual activities, 380-81. 
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Orientforschung 13 (1939-41), 32-45. 
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577  Beatrice Goff,  Symbols of Prehistoric Mesopotamia (New Haven: Yale UP, 1963), 265-67. 
 
578  Anton Moortgat, The Art of Ancient Mesopotamia: The Classical Art of the Near East, tr. Judith 
Filson (New York: Phaidon Publishers, 1969), 12. 
 
579  Walther Wolf, The Origins of Western Art (New York: Universe Books, 1971), 130. 
 
580  H. A. Groenewegen-Frankfort, Arrest and Movement: An Essay on Space and Time in the 
Representational Art of the Ancient Near East (New York: Hacker Arts Books, 1972), 150-52. 
 
581  R. F. G. Sweet, “A New Look at the ‘Sacred Marriage’ in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Corolla 
Torontonensis, ed. Emmet Robbins and Stella Sandahl (Toronto: TSAR, 1994), 85-104. 
 
582  Dominique Collon, Ancient Near Eastern Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 51. 
 
583  F. A. M. Wiggermann, “Theologies, Priests, and Worship in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Sasson, 
Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 1868. 
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584  Richard A. Henshaw, Female and Male,  7. 
 
585  CAD, 2.46-52. 
 
586  Gardner and  Maier, Gilgamesh, Translated from the Sîn-leqi-unninni Version (11:194). 
 
587  William W. Hallo, “Royal Ancestor Worship in the Biblical World,” Sha’arei Talmon: Studies in 
the Bible, Qumran, and the Ancient Near East presented to Shemaryahu Talmon, ed. Michael Fishbane 
and Emanuel Tov (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1992), 381-402.  Hallo points out that royal deification was 
a practice for a very brief period, ca. 2200-1800 BCE, when kings were sometimes deified at their accession 
or afterwards, sometimes at birth, and sometimes after death, 388-89.  Later the very idea was considered 
sacrilegious. 
 
588  CAD, 2.52-63. 
 
589  CAD, 2.167-68. 
 
590  For the goddesses as dispensers of wisdom, see Rivkah Harris, “The Female ‘Sage’ in 
Mesopotamian Literature,” The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East, ed. John G. Gammie and Leo G. 
Perdue (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 3-17, and “Images of Women in the Gilgamesh Epic,” Lingering 
Over Words, ed.  219-30, reprinted in Maier,  Gilgamesh: A Reader, 79-95.   
 
591  The life-giving sexuality of men and women, goddesses and gods, should be related to the concept 
of the gendered body, as discussed by Julia M. Asher-Greve, “The Essential Body: Mesopotamian 
Conceptions of the Gendered Body,” Gender & History 9 (1997), 432-61.  Asher-Greve discusses the gender 
categories evident on The Uruk Vase, and notes the ambiguous gender of the two small figures on pedestals, 
441-43.  She makes the most interesting observation that the nude men on the vase may be guruš, young, 
unmarried men, and that they may be portrayed as virginal, 441. 
 
592  To see the maternal in Inanna requires an argument that she is the double of the goddess of the 
underworld, Ereshkigal, who is, to our modern thinking, clearly depicted as a birth-mother in “The Descent 
of Inanna to the Nether World,” an argument that is difficult to take up in this brief report.  Sylvia Brinton 
Perera’s Jungian interpretation of the poem allows for such a nontraditional interpretation.  See her 
Descent to the Goddess: A Way of Initiation for Women (Toronto: Inner City Books, 1981). Ishtar, on the 
other hand, is explicitly described as Assurbanipal’s mother in “To Ishtar of Nineveh and Arbela,” but the 
Assyrian poem is very much later than the Sumerian tradition discussed here.  For a translation of the poem, 
see Benjamin Foster, ed. and trans., Before the Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature (Bethesda, 
MD: CDL Press, 1993), 718-19.  An esoteric Assyrian commentary on Enuma Elish even identifies Ishtar as 
the ultimate mother, Tiamat, according to Alasdair Livingstone, Mystical and Mythological Explanatory 
Works of Assyrian and Babylonian Scholars (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 81-89.  Rivkah Harris, 
“Images of Women in the Gilgamesh Epic,” notes that Ishtar is identified as a mother-goddess in the flood 
story as it is told in the Standard version of Gilgamesh, 85. 
 
593  Jerrold S. Cooper, “Enki’s Member: Eros and Irrigation in Sumerian Literature,” DUMU-E2-DUB-
BA-A, ed. Hermann Behrens, Darlene Loding, and Martha T. Roth (Philadelphia: Samuel Noah Kramer 
Fund, 1989), 87-89.  Cooper has followed this essay with a longer analysis, “Gendered Sexuality in Sumerian 
Love Poetry,” Sumerian Gods and Their Representations, ed. I. L. Finkel and M. J. Geller (Groningen: Styx, 
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596  Bendt Alster, “Enki and Ninhursag,” Ugarit Forschung 10 (1978): 15-27; Neal Stephenson, Snow 
Crash  (New York: Bantam Books, 1993), 252-58.  The myth is translated in Kramer and Maier, ch. 1. 
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597  Herman L. J. Vanstiphout, “Why did Enki Organize the World?” Sumerian Gods and Their 
Representations, 117-34, sees a more sinister isolation of goddesses in the Inanna episode of “Enki and the 
World Order,” where in the well-ordered pastoral world does not allow for the disturbing element 
introduced especially by the bellicose Inanna, 125-28. 
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599  Riane Eisler, Sacred Pleasure: Sex, Myth, and the Politics of the Body, 34-52. 
 
600  Fisher, Anatomy, 187. 
 
601  Kramer and Maier, 25-27. 
 
602  Eisler, Sacred Pleasure, 48. 
 
603  Tikva Frymer-Kensky emphasizes the Inanna who is “free to be the ultimate femme fatale,” a 
goddess who is basically unattached and nondomesticated and therefore not a model for Mesopotamian 
women, In the Wake of the Goddesses: Women, Culture and the Biblical Transformation of Pagan Myth 
(New York: Fawcett Columbine, 1992), 25-29.  Certainly Frymer-Kensky is correct in her survey of changes 
in the valuation of women, goddesses, and even Inanna/Ishtar (who persists more than any other Sumerian 
goddess through the thousands of years she was worshipped not only at Uruk but in many other places in 
Mesopotamia).  The point here is that her sexual freedom may once have signified the difference between 
human and animal, and may have supported a degree of power and independence of the female that was 
later challenged by an increasingly patriarchal regime.  For a recent study of Inanna as a religious figure, 
see Helgard Balz-Cochois, Inanna: Wesensbild und Kult einer unmütterlichen Göttin (Gütersloh: 
Gütersloher Verlagshaus Gerd Mohn, 1992. 
 
604  Krystyna Szarzyńska, “Offerings for the Goddess Inana in Archaic Uruk,” Revue d’Assyriologie 87 
(1993), 7-28. 
 
605  The snake goddess, queen of the netherworld, Ereshkigal, had no city on the surface of the earth, 
according to F. A. M. Wiggermann, “Transtigridian snake gods,” Sumerian Gods and Their 
Representations, 34.  If the identification of Ereshkigal as the dark twin of Inanna, evident in the Sumerian 
myth, “The Descent of Inanna to the Netherworld,” should prove to be an archaic conception, the two 
figures may have been identified in the kur-aspect of Inanna. 
 
606  Szarzyńska, “Some Remarks on the so-called ‘Steingebäude’ in Archaic Uruk-Warka,” Acta 
Sumerologica (Hiroshima) 18 (1996), 235-42; rpt. Sumerica (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Akademickie, 1997), 
34-37.  The plan is illustrated on 37. 
 
607  Susan Pollock and Reinhard Bernbeck, “And They Said, Let Us Make Gods in Our Image: Gendered 
Ideologies in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Reading the Body: Representations and Remains in the 
Archaeological Record, ed. Alison E. Rautman (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 159. 
 
608  Susan Pollock, Ancient Mesopotamia: The Eden That Never Was (Cambridge: University Press, 
1999), 193, cites Nissen on conflict between palace and temple, and Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger 
on the ideology of the “temple city” as an “invented tradition.” 
 
609  Robert McC. Adams and Hans J. Nissen, The Uruk Countryside: The Natural Setting of Urban 
Societies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972), 45. 
 
610  For an overview, see the articles on The Environment in Sasson, Civilizations of the Ancient Near 
East, especially Christopher J. Eyre, “The Agricultural Cycle, Farming, and Water Management in the 
Ancient Near East,” 175-90, and Brian Hesse, “Animal Husbandry and Human Diet in the Ancient Near 
East,” 203-24. 
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611  Much has been written on the development of Uruk’s economy and its complex stratified society.  
Guillermo Algaze characterizes it as a “world system,” a term coined by sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein, 
and details the expansion and collapse of that system in The Uruk World System: The Dynamics of 
Expansion of Early Mesopotamian Civilization (Chicago: University Press, 1993), 7.  
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613  Algaze, 104. 
 
614  Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being (New York: Harper and Row, 1960. 
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616  Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being, 56-57. 
 
617  Alexander Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis (Chicago: University Press, 1951), 51-59; E. A. Speiser’s 
translation in Ancient Near Eastern Texts (Princeton: UP, 1969) was supplemented by A. K. Grayson, 60-
72, 501-503. Stephanie Dalley includes it as “The Epic of Creation” in Myths from Mesopotamia, 228-77. 
 
618  Hans J. Nissen, “The Archaic Texts from Uruk,” World Archaeology 17 (1986), 317-34. 
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621  H. L. J. Vanstiphout, “Memory and Literacy in Ancient Western Asia,” Sasson, Civilizations of the 
Ancient Near East,  2181—96. 
 
622   Vanstiphout, “Memory and Literacy,”  2191. 
 
623  Vanstiphout, “Memory and Literacy,” 2191. 
 
624  Ann Perkins, “Narration in Babylonian Art,” American Journal of Archaeology 61 (1957): 54-62. 
 
625  The animals are so carefully depicted that one can see that the males have curled horns while the 
females are polled.  See Bulletin on Sumerian Agriculture 7 (1993). 
 
626  E. Douglas Van Buren, “Religious Rites and Ritual in the Time of Uruk IV-III,” Archiv für 
Orientforschung 13 (1939-41): 32-45. 
 
627  Henri Frankfort, The Art and Architecture of the Ancient Orient (Baltimore: Penguin, 1956), 10. 
 
628  For a recent discussion, see Wiggermann, “Theologies, Priests, and Worship in Ancient 
Mesopotamia,” 1868. 
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630  Goff, 89. 
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634  E. Douglas Van Buren, “The Sacred Marriage in Early Times in Mesopotamia,” Orientalia 13 
(1944), 1-72, esp. 11-13. 
 
635  For the en and lugal, see William W. Hallo, Early Mesopotamian Royal Titles: A Philologic and 
Historical Analysis (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1957), 3-13.  Hallo suggests that the title lugal 
may have originated in Ur, while en was originally connected with Uruk, 12.  On the en in the Archaic period, 
see D. Schmandt-Besserat, “Images of Enship,” Between the Rivers and Over the Mountains, ed. M. 
Frangipane, et al. (Rome: University of Rome Press, 1993), 201-220. 
 
636  F. A. M. Wiggermann, “Theologies, Priests, and Worship in Ancient Mesopotamia,” 1868. 
 
637  This follows the theory advanced by Thorkild Jacobsen, that the history of Mesopotamian religion 
was marked by changing metaphors of the sacred: from the sacred as indwelling wills and spiritual powers 
associated with natural phenomena to gods as rulers (and then to gods as parents), The Treasures of 
Darkness, A History of Mesopotamian Religion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), 20. 
 
638  For an overview of the temple-city organization, see John F. Robertson, “The Social and Economic 
Organization of Ancient Mesopotamian Temples,” Sasson, Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 443-54, 
esp. 449-50. 
 
639  Wiggerman, “Theologies, Priests, and Worship in Ancient Mesopotamia,” 1868. 
 
640  Samuel Greengus, “Legal and Social Institutions of Ancient Mesopotamia,” Sasson, Civilizations 
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641  Thorkild Jacobsen, The Harps that Once: Sumerian Poetry in Translation (New Haven: Yale 
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643  Schmandt-Besserat,  [  ], 213. 
 
644  The Chaldean Account of Genesis, 204.  Of course, Sayce followed Smith in thinking Enkidu was a 
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or day!”   See Robert D. Biggs, ŠÀ.ZI.GA: Ancient Mesopotamian Potency Incantations (Locust Valley, New 
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Marriage in Early Times in Mesopotamia,” 17-33.  The gipar was a group of buildings that included a 
residence for the en and a temple; the gigunû was the nuptial chamber itself.  According to Van Buren, only 
the priest “charged to guard against intrusion and to testify to the due accomplishment of the ritual 
acts”…and “Išhara, the goddess who presided over the consummation of marriage,” were permitted to be 
present with the couple in the nuptial chamber (17). 
 
684  See Charles Burney, The Ancient Near East (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), 53; E. Douglas 
Van Buren, “Fish-Offerings in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Iraq 10-11 (1948), 103. 
 
685  R. North, “Status of the Warka Excavation,” Orientalia  26 (1957), 185-255, esp. 203-28. 
 
686  Krystyna Szarzyńska, “Some of the Oldest Cult Symbols in Archaic Uruk,” Jaarbericht Ex Oriente 
Lux 30 (1987-88), 3-21.  The pictograph represents high poles made of reed stalks bound together, used as 
vault supports or decorate door-posts of reed huts still constructed in southern Iraq.  Szarzyńska cautions 
that they are not abstract signs but representations of real objects, which probably marked the pens that 
contained animals owned by a specific deity or its temple.  The pictograph entered the cuneiform writing 
system as a sign for Inanna herself, MUŠ3. 
 
687  Wiggermann, Fig. 7.  See Van Buren, “Religious Rites and Ritual in the Time of Uruk IV-III,” 36. 
 
688  Groenewegen-Frankfort, 151-52. 
 
689  Pierre Amiet, La Glyptique Mésopotamienne Archaïque, 2nd ed. (Paris: Éditions du Centre 
National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1980), 338-399 (#643).  Beatrice Goff thinks that on the seal the en 
is carrying a lion, a predator, rather than a domesticated animal, offering a different dimension to the 
Mesopotamian notion of sacrifice, 65-66. 
 
690  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, tr. Willard R. Trask (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1959), 11. 
 
691  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 12. 
 
692  Perkins, 54. 
 
693  Schmandt-Besserat, “Images of Enship,” 210.  The earlier lexical lists (ED, Ab 5, etc.) have different 
principles of organization from the later ones (OB and others). 
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694  Schmandt-Besserat, “Images of Enship,”  214. 
 
695  Van Buren, “Religious Rites and Ritual in the Time of Uruk IV-III, 37. 
 
696  Schmandt-Besserat, “Images of Enship,” figures 4, 5a, 7, 15a, and 15b. 
 
697  Henshaw, 9-10. 
 
698  For the importance of this point, see Julia M. Asher-Greve,  “The Essential Body,” 32-37. 
 
699  Henshaw, 44-45, 45-51. 
 
700  Henshaw, 202-13. 
 
701  Joan Goodnick Westenholz, “Nanaya, Lady of mystery,” Sumerian Gods and Their 
Representations, 76, points out that though Nanaya shared the Irigal temenos with Ishtar, should not be 
considered an aspect of Inanna/Ishtar.  The “aspect” question is complicated, at least in the 1st millennium, 
if, as Simo Parpola argues, for the Assyrians at least, Ishtar herself was considered, along with the multitude 
of gods and goddesses, as aspects of the transcendent Aššur, Assyrian Prophecies (Helsinki: University 
Press, 1997), xviii-xxvi.  
 
702  A goddess in her own right, with connections with Ishtar, but relatively little association with Uruk.  
See Doris Prechel, Die Göttin Išhara: Ein Beitrag zur altorientalischen Religionsgeschichte (Münster: 
Ugarit-Verlag, 1996). 
703  Roger J. Matthews, Cities, Seals and Writing: Archaic Seal Impressions from Jemdet Nasr and 
Ur (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1993), 18. 
 
704  Pierre Amiet, La glyptique mésopotamienne archaïque, 2nd ed. (Paris: Éditions du Centre National 
de la Récherche Scientifique, 1980).  For studies of the visual representations, see Denise Schmandt-
Besserat, “Images of Enship,” Between the Rivers and Over the Mountains, ed. M. Frangipane, et al. (Rome: 
University of Rome “La Sapienza,” 1993), 201-19; and Holly Pittman, “Towards an Understanding of the 
Role of Glyptic Imagery in the Administrative Systems of Proto-literate Greater Mesopotamia,” Archives 
before Writing, ed. Piera Ferioli, et al. (Turin: Scriptorium, 1994), 177-204. 
 
705  Denise Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art: From Symbol to Story (Austin: U of Texas P, 
2007), 42-43. 
 
706   Piotr Steinkeller, “On Rulers, Priests and Sacred Marriage: Tracing the Evolution of Early 
Sumerian Kingship,” Priests and Officials in the Ancient Near East, ed. Kazuko Watanabe (Heidelberg: 
Universitätsverlag C. Winter, 1999), 103-38; “Land-Tenure Conditions in Third-Millennium Babylonia: The 
Problem of Regional Variation,” Urbanization and Land Ownership in the Ancient Near East (Cambridge, 
MA: Peabody Museum of Archaeology, 1999), 289-329; “Early Political Development in Mesopotamia and 
the Origins of the Sargonic Empire,” Akkad, The First World Empire (Padova: Sargon, 1993), 107-29;  
Gebhard J. Selz, “Über Mesopotamische Herrschaftskonzepte.  Zu den Ursprügen mesopotamischer 
Herrscherideologie im 3. Jahrtausend,” dubsar anta-men: Studien zur Altorientalistik, ed. Manfried 
Dietrich and Oswald Loretz (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1998), 281-344. 
 
707  Piotr Steinkeller, “Inanna’s Archaic Symbol,” Written on Clay and Stone: Ancient Near Eastern 
Studies Presented to Krystyna Szarzyńska, ed. Jan Braun, et al. (Warsaw: Agade, 1998), 93. 
 
708  Steinkeller, “Inanna’s Archaic Symbol,” 93. 
 
709  Piotr Steinkeller, “Inanna’s Archaic Symbol,” 93-95.  For examples of Archaic Uruk cylinder seal 
impressions, see Amiet, Pl. 13 bis A; Pl. 43, 636 A and B, 637 B; Pl. 44, 639, 640, 642, 643; Pl. 45, 644, 649, 
651; Pl. 46, 652, 655, 656, 659; and Predynastic impressions #611, 613; Pl 48 bis #B, C, and D.  Contrast 
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Banquet scenes, where figures wear robes but do not have girdles or sashes, e.g. Pl. 88 and 89.  Nude heroes 
are sometimes depicted as wearing sashes (which suggest they are wrestlers?), e.g. #1470, 1471.  On seals 
from Khafaje, sashes are often clearly marked, e.g., #1222, 1223, 1224, 1225.  The point is that when sashes 
or girdles are important, probably marking the status, title, or role of the figure, the artists were careful to 
include such details, especially on the earliest cylinder seals.  For the lexical lists, see Henshaw, Female and 
Male, #4.8.2. 
 
710  This is because Sumerian, unlike the Semitic languages like Akkadian, does not distinguish nouns 
by grammatical gender.  Translating en as “lord” opens up the objection that English “lord” is traditionally 
distinguished from “lady,” although neither term carries a gender marker; the common equivalents in 
Akkadian, bēlu and bēltu, carry with them masculine and feminine grammatical gender.  As with en, so also 
with Sumerian nin, which is also usually translated into English as “lady,” but which is neither 
grammatically masculine or feminine.  It is true that many Sumerian goddesses have names beginning with 
nin, but a number of gods also have names beginning with nin.  The companion and advisor of Inanna is 
depicted as both male and female.  Over time, as the title nin carried less and less real power, it is 
increasingly used for women who are considered “queens” in situations where “kings” hold the power. 
 
711  See L. Legrain, Archaic Seal-Impressions, #314, 315, 316, 317, 318, 319); a bowman (#288); a hero 
spearing a lion (e.g., #256, #499); for the en in his approach to a female (#297).  
 
712  Legrain, #387. 
 
713  Petr Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, rev. ed. (London: Routledge, 2002 [1993]), 139. 
 
714  CAD 5.84. 
 
715   Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 139. The analysis is based on Charvát’s earlier On People, 
Signs and States: Spotlights on Sumerian Society, c. 3500-2500 BC (Prague: The Oriental Institute, 
Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, 1997). 
 
716  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 139-41. 
 
717  René Labat, Manuel D'Épigraphie Akkadienne  (Paris: Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1976), 
#99. 
 
718   Labat, Manuel D'Épigraphie Akkadienne, #556. 
 
719   Labat, Manuel D'Épigraphie Akkadienne, #151. 
 
720  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 155. 
 
721  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 143. 
 
722  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 150. 
 
723  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 204. 
 
724  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 205-206. 
 
725  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 206-207. 
 
726  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 239. 
 
727  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 235. 
 
728  Charvát, Mesopotamia Before History, 209. 
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729  See Meador, Princess, Priestess, Poet, 84-88; and Åke W. Sjöberg and E. Bergmann, The Collection 
of the Sumerian Temple Hymns (Locust Valley, NY: J. J. Augustin, 1969), 24 (#9). 
 
730  Meador, Princess, Priestess, Poet, 85. 
 
731   For an overview of Shulgi’s reign, see Jacob Klein, “Shulgi of Ur: King of a Neo-Sumerian Empire,” 
Sasson, Civilizations of the Ancient Near East,  842-57. 
 
732  Klein, “Shulgi of Ur,” 853. 
 
733   Klein, “Shulgi of Ur,” 846. 
 
734  Klein, “Shulgi of Ur,” 849,  and Shulgi D, 292. 
 
735  Klein, “Shulgi of Ur,” 853. 
 
736  Klein, “Shulgi of Ur,” 853-54. 
 
737  For Shulgi’s political and economic reforms, see Piotr Steinkeller, “The Administrative and 
Economic Organization of the Ur III State: The Core and the Periphery,” 19-42, and Miguel Civil, “Ur III 
Bureaucracy: Quantitative Aspects,” 43-54, The Organization of Power: Aspects of Bureaucracy in the 
Ancient Near East, ed. McGuire Gibson and Robert D. Biggs (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1987).  
Steinkeller’s “The Foresters of Umma: Toward a Definition of Ur III Labor,” Labor in the Ancient Near 
East, ed. Marvin A. Powell (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1987), 73-116, and Hartmut Waetzoldt, 
“Compensation of Craft Workers and Officials in the Ur III Period,” tr. Marvin A. Powell, in the same 
volume, 117-42, are major contributions to the operation of the economy in the period. 
 
738  Piotr Michalowski, “Charisma and Control: On Continuity and Change in Early Mesopotamian 
Bureaucratic Systems,” The Organization of Power, 55-68. 
 
739  Irene J. Winter, “Legitimation of Authority Through Image and Legend: Seals Belonging to 
Officials in the Administrative Bureaucracy of the Ur III State,” The Organization of Power, ed. Robert D. 
Biggs, 69-116. 
 
740  Winter, “Legitimation of Authority through Image and Legend,”  69-116. 
 
741  Irene J. Winter, “The King and the Cup: Iconography of the Royal Presentation Scene on Ur III 
Seals,”  Insight Through Images, ed. Marilyn Kelly-Buccellati, et al. (Malibu: Undena, 1986),  253-67. 
 
742  Winter, “Legitimation of Authority,” 70. 
 
743  Winter, “Legitimation of Authority,”  88. 
 
744  Richard L. Zettler, “Administration of the Temple of Inanna at Nippur under the Third Dynasty of 
Ur: Archaeological and Documentary Evidence,” The Organization of Power, 117-32.  
 
745  William W. Hallo, “The House of Ur-Meme,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 31 (1972), 87-95; 
Richard L. Zettler, “The Genealogy of the House of Ur-Me-me: A Second Look,” Archiv für Orientforschung 
31 (1984), 1-9. 
 
746  E. Douglas Van Buren, “The God with Streams [complete] 
 
747  Jacob Klein, “Šulgi and Išmedagan: Runners in the Service of the Gods (SRT 13),” Beer-Sheva 2 
(1988), 7-38.  Gudea was also a model for Shulgi, according to Jacob Klein, “From Gudea to Šulgi: 
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Continuity and Change in Sumerian Literary Tradition,” DUMU-E2-DUB-BA-A, ed. Hermann Behrens, et 
al. (Philadelphia: Samuel Noah Kramer Fund, 1989), 289-301. 
 
748  Samuel Noah Kramer, “Solomon and Šulgi: A Comparative Portrait,” Ah, Assyria…Studies in 
Assyrian History (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1991), 189-95. 
 
749  Jacob Klein, “The Coronation and Consecration of Šulgi in the Ekur (Šulgi G),” Ah, Assyria, 297. 
 
750  J. J. A. van Dijk, “Sumerian Religion,” tr. Daniel Foxvog, Handbuch der Religionsgeschichte I, ed. 
J. Asmussen (Göttingen, 1971) [unpublished translation, 14-16]. 
 
751  Jacob Klein, Three Šhulgi Hymns: Sumerian Royal Hymns Glorifying King Šulgi of Ur (Ramat-
Gan: Bar-Ilan UP, 1981), 72-73. 
 
752  Klein discusses the terms, 90-91, but does not draw the inference that en-ship is defined here as 
“divinity.”  The two terms exist in a list of me along with kingship in “Inanna and Enki.” 
 
753  Jacob Klein, “Content and Literary Structure,” The Royal Hymns of Shulgi King of Ur: Man’s 
Quest for Immortal Fame (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1981), 21-25. 
 
754  Yitschak Sefati, Love Songs in Sumerian Literature (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan UP, 1998), 39.  Sefati 
surveys “sacred marriage” texts, 38-44. 
 
755  Klein, Three Šulgi Hymns, 124-66. 
 
756  Before Inanna speaks (using Emesal forms), Shulgi is called the “righteous lord,” with the poet 
using Emeku en-zi(d) (l. 6). 
 
757  For hi-li (Akkadian kuzbu), sexual allure, as a divine attribute of Inanna (and other gods and 
goddesses), see Elena Cassin, Le splendeur divine (The Hague: Mouton, 1968), 121 ff.  For the ma6-garment 
in its connection with the en, see Klein’s note to ll. 8-10 of Shulgi D. 
 
758  For the love songs of Inanna and Dumuzi, see Samuel Noah Kramer, “The Dumuzi-Inanna Sacred 
Marriage Rite: Origin, Development, Character,” CRRA 17 (1970), 135-41, and  Sefati, Love Songs in 
Sumerian, which details the Dumuzi-Inanna songs. 
 
759  Two aspects of the end of the poem deserve note.  It is not entirely clear, according to Klein in his 
commentary on lines 141-59, if the goddess who is cited at the end, Ninegal, in her “Lofty Palace” (Egalmah), 
is firmly established in Ur; or if she is identified with Inanna—or even Ninsun, since as king he is 
empowered by not only Enlil but An and Ninsun’s mother, Urrash.  Another intriguing point is that, though 
Shulgi has visited Utu, probably at Larsa, Utu is not described in his judicial role; at the end of the poem 
Shulgi is likened rather to Ishtaran of Der—he is the “Ishtaran of Sumer”—a king who renders firm 
judgments, obtains firms decisions, and does not allow the strong to oppress the weak (ll. 142-45).  These 
are precisely the roles celebrated in the early Mesopotamian law codes, as we will see in the next chapter.  
Since the earliest of the law codes, usually considered the work of Shulgi’s father, Ur-Namma, was probably 
Shulgi’s, the attribution of such qualities to Ishtaran rather than Utu may be significant. 
 
760  Daniel C. Snell, Life in the Ancient Near East, 3100-332 B.C.E. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1997), 34.  
 
761  Snell, 34. 
 
762  Piotr Michalowski, “The Death of Šulgi,” Orientalia 46 (1977), 220-25.  Assassinations of rulers 
are also occasionally reported, 220. 
 
763  Michalowski, “The Death of Šulgi,”223. 
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764  Michalowski, “The Death of Šulgi,” 224. 
 
765   William W. Hallo, “The Death of Kings,” Ah, Assyria, 158. 
 
766  Shulgi may have been buried elsewhere, in his palace, as his father had been, according to Hallo, 
158. 
 
767  Michalowski, 222. 
 
768   Hallo, “The Death of Kings,” 158. 
 
769  A hymn to Inanna from either Ur III or early Isin periods reflects the Inanna of Shulgi X and has 
her lover, Ushumgalana, calling upon her to become her husband; see Åke Sjöberg, “A Hymn to Inanna and 
Her Self-Praise,” Journal of Cuneiform Studies 40 (1988), 169. 
 
770  R.Marcel Sigrist, “La ‘foundation’ Šulgi-simti,” Drehem (Bethesda: CDL, 1992), 222-46. 
 
771  Sigrist, 222. 
 
772  Henshaw, 192-95. 
 
773  Henshaw, 191. 
 
774  Henshaw, 193. 
 
775  The texts have been edited in Markus Hilgert, Drehem Adminstrative Documents from the Reign 
of Šulgi  (Chicago: University Press, 1998), 71-122. 
 
776  Sigrist, 230-31. 
 
777  Sigrist, 240-45. 
 
778  Sigrist, 237. 
 
779  Sigrist, 237. 
 
780  Sigrist, 242. 
 
781  Mark E. Cohen, The Cultic Calendars of the Ancient Near East (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 1993), 229. 
 
782  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 210. 
 
783  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 210. 
 
784  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 212. 
 
785  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 215. 
 
786  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 215. 
 
787  Cohen mentions two other male deities in the twelfth month, and he offers the possibility that the 
Assyrian high god Assur may be referred to in the name of the eleventh month, The Cultic Calendars, 220-
21. 
 
788  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 211. 
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789  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 217-18. 
 . 
790  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 230. 
 
791  Cohen, The Cultic Calendars, 230. 
 
792  Richard has collected many examples from Ur III administrative texts. [Personal Communication] 
 
793  Sefati, Love Songs in Sumerian Literature, 45.  For an extended discussion of the nu-gig, see 
Henshaw, 206-13. 
 
794  Sefati, Love Songs in Sumerian Literature, 45. 
 
795  Henshaw, 192. 
 
796   See now the edition by Sefati, Love Songs in Sumerian Literature, 344-52. 
 
797   For a discussion of the two Sumerian dialects, see below, ch. 3. 
 
798  See Henshaw, “What Happened In The èš-dam/aštammu-House,” 312-23. 
 
799  The bal-bal-e is dedicated to Baba; Sefati explains the identification of Baba and Inanna, 149-50. 
 
800   Penelope N. Weadock, “The Giparu at Ur,” Iraq 37 (1975), 125.  
 
801  Less is known of the earliest en in Ur, Nin-me-tabarri, the daughter of AN.BU, king of Mari, and of 
the much later figures like En-nig-al-di-Nanna, the daughter of Nabonidus.  Nabonidus, the 1st millennium 
king of Babylon, had a special attachment to Nanna and rebuilt the gipar of Ur (Weadock, 128).  He 
established his daughter as en and built a house for her beside the gipar. 
 
802  Weadock, 107. 
 
803  Weadock shows that the Ur III building was restored after its destruction, probably with the defeat 
of Ibbi-Sin by the Elamites, during the Isin –Larsa period.  The restoration was based securely on the Ur III 
structure, 107-108. 
 
804  Weadock, 117. 
 
805  Weadock, 118. 
 
806  Weadock, 119. 
 
807  Weadock interprets an Enanadu text that reads, “at that time, as for the ‘Dining room in which the 
urinnu-symbols are set up,’ the place of the fateful day of the ancient entu-priestesses, the wall did not reach 
around its site,” as differentiating a dining room and a “place of the fateful day” (119). 
 
808  Weadock,120. 
 
809  Weadock, 123. 
 
810  Weadock, 124. 
 
811  Weadock, 102. 
 
812  Weadock, 103-104. 
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813  For the operation of a system of checks and balances, see Irene J. Winter, “Legitimation of 
Authority Through Image and Legend,” 88-89. 
 
814  For other foundations, see Markus Hilgert, Drehem Administrative Documents from the Reign of 
Šulgi (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1998).  
 
815  For the gún ma-da tax, paid in livestock by the military according to rank, see Steinkeller, “The 
Administrative and Economic Organization of the Ur III State: The Core and the Periphery,” 30-37. 
 
816  George F. Bass, “Sea and River Craft in the Ancient Near East,” Sasson, Civilizations of the Ancient 
Near East, 1421.  Another indication of the importance of rivers and canals: in one instance during Ur III 
some 600 vessels filled with grain moved from Isin to Ur, 1421. 
 
817  Marek Stepień, Animal Husbandry in the Ancient Near East: A Prosopographic Study of Third-
Millennium Umma (Bethesda: CDL, 1996), 28, 74.  The increasing importance of the king may be glimpsed 
in the very large number of personal names that began with lugal (versus those beginning with en, for 
example) in the livestock business of Umma alone in the Ur III period, 121-50. 
 
818  Daniel Snell, Life in the Ancient Near East, 3100-332 B.C.E.(New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1997), 43. 
 
819  Snell, 36. 
 
820  The point has been emphasized by I. M. Diakonoff, “Slave-Labour vs. Non-Slave Labour: The 
Problem of Definition,” Labor in the Ancient Near East, 1-3. 
 
821  Waetzoldt, 117. 
 
822  Waetzoldt, 117. 
 
823  Waetzoldt, 121. 
 
824  Waetzoldt shows that wool or cloth were not the only other ways labor was compensated.  Oil, 
dates, fish, meat, and bread—and in some cases land—were allotted, 125-29.  While it is difficult to 
determine exactly the ranking of professions, a hierarchy is implied in, e.g., the land allotments given to 
those in higher and lower pay scales, 128-29.  Child labor was also a factor in the economy, then as now in 
the Middle East.  See 132-35. 
   
825  Waetzoldt, 122. 
 
826  Snell, 34. 
 
827  Snell, 34-35. 
 
828  Snell, 35. 
 
829  Snell, 35. 
 
830  Waetzoldt, 139. 
 
831   Rivkah Harris, Gender and Aging in Mesopotamia: The “Gilgamesh Epic” and Other Ancient 
Literature (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2000). 144. 
 
832   “Gender and Sexuality in the Myth of Nergal and Ereshkigal,” 129-46. 
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833  See Maier, “Sacred Marriage(s) in Mesopotamian Literature,” Proceedings of the Eastern Great 
Lakes & Midwest Biblical Literature Societies 24 (2004), 17-34.  Some of this material was presented at a 
meeting of the society and published in the proceedings. 
 
834   A striking modern parallel can be found in anthropologist Vincent Crapanzano’s study of a 50-
year-old unmarried Moroccan tile maker, in Tuhami: Potrait of a Moroccan (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1980), 66-72.  Tuhami was convinced that he had been seduced by the powerful demoness, 
Aisha Qandisha, whose exploits are known throughout Morocco.  Once seduced by Aisha Qandisha, Tuhami 
became one of her “husbands,” and she entirely dominated his sexual life.  While Islam allows no possibility 
of the existence of a goddess, it is noteworthy that Aisha Qandisha is honored in the same place as the two 
most powerful Sufi saints of Morocco.  Her grotto is a pilgrimage site for both men and women, particularly 
those involved in ecstatic and occult activities.  See also Fatima Mernissi’s interview with “Habiba the 
Psychic” in Doing Daily Battle, tr. Mary Jo Lakeland  (London: The Women’s Press, 1988), 126-44. 
 
835  Julia Assante has shown that gateways to the body and to analogous structures (gates, doorways, 
windows, cross-roads, shrines and the like), “liminal zones in general,” were thought to have magical 
potency, and such metaphorical equivalences are extensive in erotic art and literature, at least by the Old 
Babylonian Period, “Sex, Magic and the Liminal Body in the Erotic Art and Texts of the Old Babylonian 
Period,” Sex and Gender in the Ancient Near East, ed. Simo Parpola and R. M. Whiting, 28.  For the šuba-
stones in Sumerian love literature, see Sefati, Love Songs in Sumerian Literature, 197-200.  
 
836  TCL 16 pl. 136:30, is cited in Henshaw, 234. The translation follows the transliteration of A text 
(AO 6967), lines 26-47, in Yitschak Sefati, Love Songs in Sumerian Literature, 248-49. 
 
837  Sefati, Love Songs in Sumerian Literature, 38-40.  Sefati conveniently summarizes the evidence 
and the debate over the “sacred marriage rite,” 30-49. 
 
838  CAD, 1.ii.471-72. 
 
839   See Samuel Greengus, “Legal and Social Institutions of Ancient Mesopotamia,” esp. 478-81, and 
Marten Stol, “Private Life in Ancient Mesopotamia,” in Sasson, Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 488-
91. 
 
840   For an overview of the Palestinian family, which is extended, patrilineal, patrilateral, polygynous, 
endogamous, and patrilocal, see Ibrahim Muhawi and Sharif Kanaana, Speak, Bird, Speak Again (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1989), 13-18. 
 
841   Herbert Sauren, “Nammu and Enki,” The Tablet and the Scroll: Near Eastern Studies in Honor 
of William W. Hallo, ed. Mark E. Cohen, et al. (Bethesda: CDL Press, 1993), 204. 
 
842  The key lines open “Nammu and Enki:” 
 
 u dnammu denki  ba-tud-aba 
 diltum nam-nerba-š ba-tuk-aba 
 diltum an-ki-a  ba-halhal-aba 
 diltum-ma ba-peš  u-tud-aba  (Sauren, 199) 
 
 As Nammu, Enki, came to life, 
 as the goddess was taken in entrance-marriage, 
 as the goddess was devised in heaven and earth, 
 as this goddess became pregnant and gave birth…. (Sauren 199) 
 
 Sauren interprets “entrance-marriage” in the second line as an Akkadian word ner-bá with a 
Sumerian abstract element nam preceding and ending with a Sumerian postposition (204).  The Electronic 
Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature does not decide on a reading of NIR.PA ( www-
etcsl.orient.ox.ac.uk/section1/c112.htm ). 
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843   Kramer and Maier, 33. 
 
844  Kramer and Maier, 34. 
 
845   Sauren, “Kramer and Enki,” notes that the creatures are given the following functions: the man 
with the unbending arm becomes a court officer; the blind man becomes a king’s singer; the dwarf becomes 
a goldsmith; an impotent one becomes an embalmer; a barren woman becomes a harem lady; and the 
eunuch “stands before the king” (198). 
 
846  Sauren, “Nammu and Enki,” 198. 
 
847  For two very different views on eunuchs in the Assyrian bureaucracy, see Stephanie Dalley, 
“Evolution of Gender in Mesopotamian Mythology and Iconography with a Possible Explanation of ša 
rēšēn, “the man with two heads,” 117-22, and Hayim Tadmor, “The Role of the Chief Eunuch and the Place 
of Eunuchs in the Assyrian Empire,” 603-12, Sex and Gender in the Ancient Near East, ed. Simo Parpola 
and R. M. Whiting.  
 
848  Kramer and Maier, 32. 
 
849   Bonobos, or pygmy chimpanzees (Pan paniscus), engage in heterosexual and homosexual activity 
almost daily to ease tension and to stimulate sharing during meals, according to Helen Fisher, Anatomy of 
Love, 128-30; unlike most higher mammals, their sexual activity is not related to estrus.  See also Riane 
Eisler, Sacred Pleasure: Sex, Myth, and the Politics of the Body, 40-52.  Eisler would call what I have 
claimed is the mutūtu-form or marriage a “dominator” form, and Entrance Marriage a “partnership” model, 
for which even the bonobos offers a non-human parallel. 
 
850   R. D. Biggs, “Conception, Contraception, and Abortion in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Wisdom, Gods 
and Literature, ed. A. R. George and I. L. Finkel (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000), 2. 
 
851  For an extreme form, epigenesis, which held sway in the West from the time Aristotle proposed the 
theory until the 16th century CE, see Adele Reinhartz, “’And the Word was Begotten’: Divine Epigenesis in 
the Gospel of John,” Semeia 85 (1999): 83-103.  According to this theory male sperm is the vehicle for logos 
and pneuma of the father; the female semen provides the matter of generation. 
 
852   Marc Van De Mieroop, “In Search of Prestige: Foreign Contacts and the Rise of an Elite in Early 
Dynastic Babylonia,” Leaving No Stones Unturned, ed. Erica Ehrenberg (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
2002), emphasizes socio-economic changes from about 2600 BCE that caused increased demand for luxury 
items.  In contrast to the late 4th millennium the Early Dynastic Period was marked by kings as warlords, 
extensive commercial and military contacts of Babylonia with the periphery, and increasing concern for the 
individual, 125-37. 
 
853  Thorkild Jacobsen, The Sumerian King List (Chicago: University Press, 1939); for charismatic as 
well as genealogical principles, see Claus Wilcke, “Genealogical and Geographical Thought in the Sumerian 
King List,” Dumu-E2-Dub-Ba-A, ed. Hermann Behrens, Darlene Loding, and Martha T. Roth (Philadelphia: 
Samuel Noah Kramer Fund, 1989), 557-71. 
 
854  Jacobsen, The Sumerian King List, 122-27. 
 
855  Jacobsen, The Sumerian King List, 80-81. 
 
856  Jacobsen, The Sumerian King List, 70-71. 
 
857  Jacobsen, The Sumerian King List, 86-91. 
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858  Richard L. Zettler, “Administration of the Temple of Inanna at Nippur under the Third Dynasty of 
Ur: Archaeological and Documentary Evidence,” The Organization of Power, ed. McGuire Gibson and 
Robert D. Biggs (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1987), 117-32.  By the Old Babylonian Period, when shares of 
temple offices could be bought and sold, a certain Atta in Nippur, could pass shares of a number of offices 
to his son, according to Elizabeth C. Stone, Nippur Neighborhoods (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1987), 91-
98.  
 
859  For a sampling of such incantations, see Kramer and Maier, 100-114. 
 
860  Kramer and Maier, 106. 
 
861   Kramer and Maier, 47-48.  Jerrold S. Cooper has pointed out the asymmetry between literary 
representations of the goddess Inanna, which emphasize the genitals, and of Enki, which emphasize his 
potency, “Enki’s Member: Eros and Irrigation in Sumerian Literature,” DUMU-E2 -DUB-BA-A, 87-89. 
 
862  Sauren, “Nammu and Enki,” 199. 
 
863  Sauren, “Nammu and Enki,” 200. 
 
864  Sauren, “Nammu and Enki,” 203. 
 
865  Sauren, “Nammu and Enki,” 204. 
 
866   William W. Hallo traces the conflicts among three discrete Sumerian ideologies (of Nippur, 
Lagash, and Eridu) in “Enki and the Theology of Eridu,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 116 
(1996), 231-34. 
 
867   For the controversy over the “rite,” see Henshaw, 236-43. 
 
868   For an overview of the Dumuzi cult from Early Dynastic times through the 1st millennium, see 
Raphael Kutscher, “The Cult of Dumuzi/Tammuz,” Bar-Ilan Studies in Assyriology, ed. Jacob Klein and 
Aaron Skaist (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan UP, 1990), 29-44. 
 
869   Sefati, Love Songs in Sumerian Literature, 305. 
 
870   Samuel Noah Kramer, The Sacred Marriage Rite: Aspects of Faith, Myth, and Ritual in Ancient 
Sumer (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1969), 85-106.  Thorkild Jacobsen theorized that 
Mesopotamian religion developed in four stages, the earliest involving the forces of nature, where the dying 
gods of fertility are basic to a 4th millennium understanding of the world.  His chapter in The Treasures of 
Darkness: A History of Mesopotamian Religion, 23-74, is devoted to the Dumuzi cult as representative of 
the entire stage, with myths of Dumuzi’s courtship, wedding, and death serving as the central events 
remembered in the cult.  For the controversies surrounding the Sacred Marriage, see the earlier work of E. 
Douglas Van Buren, “Religious Rites and Ritual in the Time of Uruk IV-III,” 32-45, and “The Sacred 
Marriage in Early Times in Mesopotamia,” (1944): 1-72; Douglas R. Frayne’s review of Kramer’s Le Mariage 
Sacré (Paris: Berg, 1983), the adaptation and translation of Kramer’s book by Jean Bottéro, in “Notes on 
the Sacred Marriage Rite,” Bibliotheca Orientalis 42 (1985): 5-22; Jerrold S. Cooper, “Sacred Marriage and 
Popular Cult in Early Mesopotamia,” Official Cult and Popular Religion in the Ancient Near East, ed. Eiko 
Matsushima (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1993), 81-96; and R. F. G. Sweet, “A New Look at the ‘Sacred Marriage’ 
in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Corolla Torontonensis, ed. Emmet Robbins and Stella Sandahl (Toronto: TSAR, 
1994), 85-105; F. A. M. Wiggermann, “Theologies, Priests, and Worship in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Sasson, 
Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 1857-70.  See also Henshaw, 4.23.6, for a discussion of a shorter 
Sacred Marriage text.  For Song of Songs and its considerable influence, see Marvin H. Pope, Song of Songs: 
A New Translation (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1977. 
 
871  For the significance of this claim, see William W. Hallo, “Royal Ancestor Worship in the Biblical 
World,” 392-93.  Hallo calls this “royal deification at its height.” 
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872  Like the scholarship on the Sacred Marriage, the scholarship on Inanna is vast and increasing at a 
rapid pace.  The first volume of the journal NiN, Journal of Gender Studies in Antiquity (Groningen: Styx, 
2000), is devoted to discussions of Inanna/Ishtar.  The seven articles provide a useful bibliography for study 
of the goddess.  More recently, Joan G. Westenholz, whose article in NiN is “King by Love of Inanna,” 75-
89, has explored the evidence that Inanna/Ishtar provided the very notion of “goddess” to Mesopotamia, 
“Great Goddesses in Mesopotamia,” Bulletin of The Canadian Society for Mesopotamian Studies 37 
(2002), 13-27. 
 
873   In his survey of the many anomalous figures in Mesopotamia who are at one time or the other 
associated with prostitution, most of whom were in the service of Inanna/Ishtar, Wilfried G. Lambert, 
concludes that both males and females “stood outside the normal life-cycle of birth-marriage with 
procreation-death;” for the women, “lack of child-bearing is the ideological characteristic,” and for the 
males “inability to be a father seems to have been the norm,” “Prostitution,” Außenseiter und Randgruppen, 
ed. Volkert Haas (Konstanz: Universitätsverlag, 1992), 153. 
 
874  Tikva Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses, Ch. 7 (70-80); reprinted in Maier, 
Gilgamesh, A Reader, 95-108. 
 
875   Not all scholars agree that, even if granted, the new sensibility reflects a change in the status of 
women.  Susan Pollock and Reinhard Bernbeck see that gender ideology that is present in later ages already 
existed in Archaic Uruk of the 4th millennium.  “The same ideology that depicted a powerful deity as female 
also made clear that the epitome of humanpower was male,” “Gendered Ideologies in Ancient 
Mesopotamia,” Reading the Body: Representations and Remains in the Archaeological Record, ed. Alison 
E. Rautman (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 163.  Rivkah Harris, whose study of 
the best-known of the cloistered women, the nadītu, in Ancient Sippar: A Demographic Study of an Old 
Babylonian City (1894-1595 B.C.) (Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch Archaeologish Instituut te Istanbul, 
1975), and in “The Nadītu Woman,” Studies Presented to A. Leo Oppenheim (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 
1964), 106-35, opened the discussion of the issue, is skeptical.  An extensive debate followed each of the 
papers in the Proceedings of the Conference on Women in the Ancient Near East (Brown University, 1987), 
published as Women’s Earliest Records: From Ancient Egypt and Western Asia, ed. Barbara S. Lesko 
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989).  Families in the Old Babylonian period manipulated the religious institution 
to protect property as private property became more common; once a simpler system of inheritance was 
established, the institution dwindled.   See Harris, “Independent Women in Ancient Mesopotamia?” 145-
57, and discussion, 157-65.  Elizabeth C. Stone notes the importance of the nadītu in Old Babylonian Nippur, 
and notes that she may have been prominent there as early as Ur III, but as in Sippar and Babylon the 
nadītu declined when she was no longer useful for keeping private property within the extended family, 
Nippur Neighborhoods, 26. 
 
876  Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses, 76. 
 
877   Henshaw [personal communication]. 
 
878  Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses, 76. 
 
879   Piotr Michalowski, “’Round About Nidaba: On the Early Goddesses of Sumer,” Sex and Gender in 
the Ancient Near East, 420. 
 
880   “Enlil and Sud” in The Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature. 
 
881  “Enlil and Ninlil” in The Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature. 
 
882  See W. G. Lambert, “The Problem of the Love Lyrics,” Unity and Diversity, eds. Hans Goedicke 
and J. J. M. Roberts (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975), 99; Martti Nissinen, “Love Lyrics 
of Nabû and Tašmetu: An Assyrian Song of Songs?” “Und Mose schrieb dieses Lied auf:” Studien zum Alten 
Testament und zum Alten Orient, ed. Manfried Dietrich and Ingo Kottsieper (Münster, 1998), 585-634. 
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883   Pirjo Lapinkivi, “The Adorning of the Bride: Providing Her with Wisdom,” Sex and Gender in the 
Ancient Near East, 333. 
 
884  Introduced and translated by Stephanie Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, 228-77. 
 
885  Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, 233. 
 
886  Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, 252-53. 
 
887  Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, 235. 
 
888  Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, points to another text in which Bowstar is killed by Ea, Gerra 
and Elamatum, 276; see C. B. F. Walker, “The Myth of Girra and Elamatum,” Anatolian Studies 33 (1983), 
145-52. 
 
889  This may in part account for the Assyrian spins on the Epic of Creation, where Ishtar is an 
important helper to the hero, Assur (rather than Babylon’s Marduk), and for the Assyrian identification of 
Assur with Anshar and Ishtar with Tiamat.  In the Assyrian scheme it would seem that prior is better, while 
the Babylonians favored the notion that the younger gods, Marduk and Nabû, surpassed their elders even 
while they carried their image and likeness.  Note that in the pair, Lahmu and Lahamu, the female is called 
hirtu (=mí-nita-dam), a more exalted term than the ordinary word for “wife,” aššatu (CAD 6.200), which 
is seldom used for goddesses. 
 
890  Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses, 74. 
 
891   But for other reasons.  She points out that the creation of humankind in Enuma Elish, according 
to a plan of Ea and Marduk, did not require the clay used by the mother goddesses in forming creatures—
or the mother goddess herself—for the process, 74-75.   
 
892   For the terms, see A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian, eds. Jeremy Black, Andrew George and 
Nicholas Postgate (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 1999), 398.  The “companion” in later times is 
sometimes used as a “secondary wife.” Ishtar is also called Marduk’s k/qinītu, which may mean 
“concubine.”  See A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian, 158. 
 
893    Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in Modern Muslim Society, Rev. Ed. 
(Bloomington: IN University Press, 1987), 65-85. 
 
894  For an overview of classical Muslim family law, see John Esposito, Women in Muslim Family Law 
(Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 1982), 13-48.  Certain arrangements are classified as batil, 
void or completely bad in its foundation; fasid, irregular, but with some lawful elements; or sahih, 
completely valid and lawful, 18-20; for idda, see 21-22. 
 
895  Mernissi, Beyond the Veil, 63. 
 
896  Mernissi, Beyond the Veil, 68. 
 
897   Vincenzo Olivetti, Terror’s Source: The Ideology of Wahhabi-Salafism and Its Consequences 
(Birmingham, UK: Amadeus Books, 2002), 165. 
 
898  Mernissi, Beyond the Veil, 71. 
 
899  Mernissi, Beyond the Veil, 72-73. 
 
900   That almost all aspects of marital arrangements vary according to different cultures, consider the 
well-studied case of marriage among Trobriand Islanders of Papua New Guinea.  See, e.g., Annette B. 
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Weiner’s follow-up of the earlier work by Bronislaw Malinowski, Women of Value, Men of Renown: New 
Perspectives in Trobriand Exchange (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1976), esp. ch. 7, “Marriage: From 
Beauty to Objects,” 169-94.  My thanks to Elizabeth Warnock Fernea for pointing out this important study. 
 
901   The bad reputation of such women is seen mainly in late, 1st millennium texts.  By the Neo-
Babylonian period women were so peripheral to the matters that texts from the period deal with, mainly 
economic and legal matters, that Jonas  C. Greenfield thinks women in that period were treated much as 
they are today in the Middle East, “Some Neo-Babylonian Women,” La Femme dans le Proche-Orient 
Antique, ed. Jean-Marie Durand (Paris: Editions Recherche sur les Civilisations, 1987), 78-80.  Greenfield 
finds no evidence that women were literate during the period.  (He thinks that the women who served as 
exorcists may have had no need of writing.  It is, however, possible that they were not only literate, but that 
they wrote their own texts.  Henshaw notes that there, admittedly few, female writers, tupšarratu, and 
performers such as nārtu and zammārtu, in later periods, 37, 96-102, and 150.)  Among the examples 
Greenfield gives are a wet nurse, a female slave of Ishtar, and a harimtu who, for reasons that are not 
entirely clear, gives over the care of her infant son to her brother, 77.  Mesopotamian texts may generally 
be concerned with issues that are important to men rather than women, but it is becoming increasingly 
evident that feminine problems, such as abnormally heavy menstrual periods, infertility, problems of 
pregnancy, contraception and abortion, were known and remedies available to women.  See, e.g., J. A. 
Scurlock, “Baby-Snatching Demons, Restless Souls and the Dangers of Childbirth: Medico-Magical Means 
of Dealing with Some of the Perils of Motherhood in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Incognita 2 (1991), 137-85, 
and Biggs, “Conception, Contraception, and Abortion in Ancient Mesopotamia.”  1st Millennium medical 
texts include treatments for women’s problems like haemorrhage, difficult pregnancies, barrenness and 
abortion.  See Irving L. Finkel, “On Late Babylonian Medical Training,” Wisdom, Gods and Literature, ed. 
A. R. George and I. L. Finkel (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000), 168-73.   
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Chapter Three 

What’s In a Name: Gilgamesh the King 
 

Tablet 3 picks up the story begun at the end of Tablet 2, a story that will occupy Gilgamesh 
through Tablet 5: the quest for a name.  Gilgamesh wants to take on a truly heroic task, 
the confrontation with Humbaba in the Forest of Cedars. 

At the end of Tablet 2 Gilgamesh speaks to the young men of the city and then to the 
elders.  Tablet 3 begins with the advice the elders give to Gilgamesh. They place King 
Gilgamesh in the care of Enkidu.  The tablet ends, apparently, with Gilgamesh acting in 
his most kingly way.  (Much of the tablet is still lost and is reconstructed by using the 
“Yale” Old Babylonian forerunner.) 

It appears, then, that Gilgamesh makes ritual preparations for the dangerous journey.  At 
the beginning he is asking advice of the elders.  (They warn him against the adventure.)  
By the end of the tablet Gilgamesh is giving orders to the officers who will rule Uruk in 
his absence.  The key principle: to judge the lawsuit of the weak (3.209).  Gilgamesh also 
orders the men not to “assemble young men in the street” (3.208).  The king is shown, 
then, recognizing one of the very oppressive practices that had brought the gods into the 
case against a tyrannical Gilgamesh. 

Perhaps he is already gaining wisdom.  In another very fragmentary piece, Gilgamesh 
appears to recognize that his desire to slay Humbaba is prompted by the “evil” the Sun 
God detests (3.305). 

When the officers receive the king’s advice, they in turn offer advice to the two men, as 
the elders had done previously. 

Almost half of the tablet is taken up with Gilgamesh’s mother, Ninsun.  This important 
segment of the narrative will be taken up in the next chapter.  It is worth noting, though, 
that, as in “Shulgi P,” Ninsun, though a goddess, resides in a palace, not a temple, and is 
traditionally associated with Gilgamesh as king rather than as an en. 

Whatever else motivates Gilgamesh, his great desire is to make a name for himself. 
 
Does his activity in Tablet 3 make him a “strong” or a “weak” king?  Thorkild Jacobsen 
thought he detected in Sumer a “primitive democracy.”902  The earliest texts in Uruk, from 
the 4th millennium BCE, do refer to city councils, including an Assembly of Women.  (Note 
their presence on the “Daily Bread and Beer” tablet.)  In a much later Akkadian text 
analyzed carefully by Jacobsen, Enuma Elish, the cosmos itself develops into a monarchy 
ruled by the Babylonian high god Marduk.903  As Jacobsen reads the text, there is no 
cosmos at all at the beginning of the Creation Epic; rather there is chaos.  At one point, 
when the gods are terrified by the very embodiment of cosmic chaos, Tiamat, Marduk 
consults a council of the gods and offers to fight Tiamat face-to-face, making him the 
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ultimate hero.  But he has already taken the advice of his cunning father, Enki/Ea, making 
his offer contingent on Marduk’s becoming King of the Gods before he will fight Tiamat.  
The Council of the Gods represents, in Jacobsen’s view, a form of “primitive democracy,” 
a stage in the evolution of the cosmos as a state.  It reaches its final form with a monarchy.  
The Babylonian king was considered the “shadow” of the King of the Gods Marduk.  (The 
people then became a “shadow” of the King of Babylon.)  For “safety” and “benefits” the 
people become obedient to the authority of the sovereign in the same way the gods had 
given up their authority to Marduk. 

What drives Gilgamesh in large measure is the tension between the older role of the 
Urukean en, who was more like the CEO of a large corporation and who derived his 
authority from his intimate relationship with Inanna (who selected him), and the growing 
power of the lugal, the Sumerian king.  In the earliest Gilgamesh texts Gilgamesh always 
conspicuously carries both titles. 

Do Titles Matter? 
The problem, though, is that Gilgamesh was an “en” long before he was “king”—and that 
brings sex into the equation, with all its complexity. 

Assyriologists still scratch their heads about the meaning of the title, “en.” 

“En” is the keyword in unpacking the Gilgamesh tradition—especially the two thousand 
or more years that led up to the “Epic” of Gilgamesh. 

The Sumerian word en is almost universally translated as “lord.”  Gilgamesh is the “lord” 
of Uruk (or of Kullab, a district that became part of the growing Uruk) in most Sumerian 
stories about the hero. The problem is that while “king” is usually simple enough to grasp 
in stories of manly heroism, “lord” is often so empty of meaning that it becomes, 
paradoxically, opaque.  My computer provides the usual synonyms: noble, aristocrat, 
lady, peer of the realm, and member of the aristocracy—meaningful enough for 
Europeans today, but a bit of a stretch for a democratic American in the 21st century.  
Movie titles give a hint as to current extensions of what once was fairly specific. Lord of 
the Rings, of course, fits perfectly into the medieval concept of an aristocrat with real 
power, and Lord of the Flies is a translation of the biblical Beelzebub (e.g., in Matthew 
10:25), where the Greek transliterates Hebrew ba’al, cognate with our Akkadian bēlu.  
Lord Jim is one thing; The Lords of Discipline and The Lords of Flatbush another. 

The etymology of English “lord” already presents problems.  Eric Partridge’s Origins 
sends us immediately, if unexpectedly, to Paragraph 5 of “loaf.”904  Not that our English 
ancestors were loafers.  In Old English the word was hlāfweard, the ward or guard of the 
loaf, of the bread.  (We will see that such a meaning is not so far from the earliest meaning 
of en, when “daily bread” was not only a symbol of food in general but meant survival in 
a city-state based on the production of barley.  Rations of barley constituted the first 
money, long before silver and then gold became the measure of value in the ancient Near 
East.)  The “loaf” was already a sacrificial cake when our Old English speakers used the 
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term.  The hlāfweard was soon contracted to hlāford, and later the middle consonant was 
dropped in favor of our current pronunciation. 

Urging us to translate Sumerian en and its common equivalent in the Akkadian language, 
bēlu, as “lord” is its compatibility with “Lord,” with its resonances of the sacred.  In fact, 
in both Sumerian and Akkadian—the Semitic language that is used in the “Epic” of 
Gilgamesh—en and bēlu are frequently used for deities as well as for humans who exercise 
some form of rule, mastery, or ownership.  Two of the three highest gods among the 
thousand deities of Mesopotamia, Enlil and Enki, have the title in their names.  The Bible 
knows that the high god of the Babylonians is Bel, since in most contexts any good 
Babylonian would know that his Marduk was Lord. 

“Lord” is regularly used to translate titles of deities in many religions.  Lord Shiva seems 
to make sense to English-speaking Hindus, for example.  It is so frequently used in 
English, though, because “Lord” covers key terms in the three religions whose traditions 
are so entwined: Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  Muslims know that the Lord (Rabb) is 
far more often associated with Allah than is King (Malik), though God has mastery in the 
Kingdom of the Heavens and of the Earth. 

The “Lordship” of God in the Bible is so important that some Christians follow The Gospel 
of John in seeing Thomas’s insight, that Jesus is “My Lord and My God,” as the perfect 
summary of the Christian faith.  (Note that the phrase does not include the Kingship of 
God.) 

That Johannine phrasing, using the Greek kyrios and theos, would seem to reflect one of 
the most striking uses of “Lord” in the Hebrew Bible.  As is well-known, the most sacred 
name of the deity was so important that when it was written in its four consonants, 
YHWH, it was not to be pronounced.  (When people articulate the name today, it is usually 
Yahweh.)  The tetragrammaton, as the four consonants came to be known, when 
encountered in the text, was read aloud as Adonai.  We are now in a situation where the 
most colorless of terms, “Lord,” is used to translate a name so terrifying that a substitute 
was used in its place.  “Lord” and “God” appear separately in the Hebrew Bible, but they 
are often found in the compound name Yahweh Elohim. 
The Greeks and Romans, by the way, knew of the “Lord,” Adonis, beloved of Aphrodite 
(Venus).  The Greco-Roman tradition may have been influenced by the Phoenician 
adon905 whose tragic death was lamented in annual rituals—like his Sumerian 
counterpart Dumuzi, of whom much will be said later.  Adonis is likely to be the West’s 
closest parallel to the archetypal human en of the Mesopotamian tradition.  The 
Sumerians knew him as Dumuzi, and Akkadian speakers called him Tammuz (as the Book 
of the Prophet Ezekiel makes clear).  An important source, The Sumerian King List, 
considered Dumuzi as one of a small group of rulers in the First Dynasty of Uruk. 

By the time The Sumerian King List was written, the en was already losing ground to the 
lugal, the Big Man or “King” of Mesopotamian city-states.  Vestiges of the old ways 
continued, however, especially in Uruk.  Even when Uruk lost its political autonomy to 
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increasingly remote centers—Babylon, Assyria, Persia, and Greece—the enship of Dumuzi 
and Gilgamesh remained in the Urukean tradition. 

Sumerian kings absorbed many of the duties (and prestige) of the en, and, as we shall see, 
claimed a number of “priestly” titles for themselves.  The narrative poetry that became 
standard features of the educational curriculum was heavily weighted toward Uruk’s 
“lords,” but divine and human.  Inanna and Gilgamesh are the most prominent figures in 
that curriculum.  The history of Sumerian kingship, on the other hand, is largely derived 
from the royal inscriptions that present a somewhat different face of divine and human 
rule over the land. 

The title of the Big Man or King is thought to have originated, not in Uruk, but  in nearby 
Ur.906  The implications of this point will appear later. 

The Dignity of the Upright Posture 
The poem praising Shulgi was the first literary work in the Decad.  Among many other 
intriguing features of “Shulgi A” is the way it reinforces the value of physical activity, 
especially running.  Shulgi is praised as no other Mesopotamian king for his astonishing 
feats as a runner.  He boasts of being a “powerful man who enjoys using his thighs,” a “fast 
runner” who ran from Nippur to Ur “as if it were only the distance of a danna” (a danna 
is about six miles).  His running is likened to both wild and domesticated quadrupeds and 
to the god Shakkan, the god imaged as a gazelle.  (Shulgi shares this image with Enkidu.)  
He ran so far and so fast that he celebrated an esh-esh festival on the same day in both 
Nippur and Ur.907 

A memorable account of the importance and dignity of the upright posture, now seen in 
ardipithecus ramidus of more than four million years ago, was given by Erwin W. Straus 
in “The Upright Posture.”908  In his phenomenological analysis of the upright posture, 
Straus points out that it distinguishes humans from all other living creatures. 

A breakdown of physical well-being is alarming; it turns our attention to functions that, 
on good days, we take for granted.  A healthy person does not ponder about breathing, 
seeing, or walking.  Infirmities of breath, sight, or gait startle us.  Among the patients 
consulting a psychiatrist, there are some who can no longer master the seemingly banal 
arts of standing and walking.  They are not paralyzed, but, under certain conditions, they 
cannot, or feel as if they cannot, keep themselves upright.  They tremble and quiver.  
Incomprehensible terror takes away their strength.  Sometimes, a minute change in the 
physiognomy of the frightful situation may restore their strength.  Obviously, upright 
posture is not confined to the technical problems of locomotion.  It contains a 
psychological element.  It is pregnant with a meaning not exhausted by the physiological 
tasks of meeting the forces of gravity and maintaining equilibrium.909 

In discussing human kinematics, Straus describes at length the process of acquiring the 
upright posture; standing, which removes us from the ground and establishes distance 
from the ground, from things, and from other humans in ways that are not possible even 
in our closest relatives, the great apes; and walking.  Straus points out the relationship 
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between the upright posture and the development of the human hand and arm: the hand 
as a sensory organ and as a tool; and the expansion of the body scheme by the arms.  The 
relationship between the upright posture and the formation of the human head is 
explored at length.  Language as well as sight is important for intelligence and human 
relationships.  Straus shows that language has long recognized the dignity of the upright 
posture.  “To be upright” means not only to rise, get up, and stand on one’s own feet, but 
also to follow a moral code: “not to stoop to anything, to be honest and just, to be true to 
friends in danger, to stand by one’s convictions, and to act accordingly, even at the risk of 
one’s life.  We praise an upright man; we admire someone who stands up for his ideas of 
rectitude.”910  Our upright posture conditions the “orientational” metaphors we have 
mentioned above: UP and DOWN in any number of psychological postures as well as 
physical acts.  The harimtu who strips before Enkidu prompts him to stand and gaze 
before she invites him to lie with her on the ground (separated, as we have seen, by her 
clothing as a mat). 

As a phenomenological psychologists, Straus summarizes his detailed analyses by 
challenging the modern “Cartesian” tendency to split mind and body. 

The wound cut by the Cartesian dichotomy of mind and body is covered over, but not yet 
healed, by mere reference to the mind-body unity.  This term is useful only if it is filled 
with definite meaning and classified in its presuppositions as well as in its consequences.  
The idea of a mind-body unit demands, first of all, a revision of those traditional concepts 
of psychology which are shaped in accordance with a theory of a mind-body dichotomy.  
Experience can no longer be interpreted as a train—an accumulation or integration of 
sensations, percepts, thoughts, idea, and volitions occurring in the soul, the mind, the 
consciousness or the unconscious for that matter.  In experiencing, man finds himself 
always within the world, directed toward it, acting and suffering.911 

More recently, William H. Calvin has devoted a chapter in his A Brief History of the Mind 
to the “Upright Posture but Ape-sized Brain,” the period when hominids lived in 
woodlands between the forest and the savanna.912  He discusses the significance of what 
archaeologists have found in Ardi: the reduction of canine teeth and the upright posture, 
the latter involving pelvic changes.  He wonders why the bipedal apes stood upright (to 
carry the baby? To avoid taking a “heat hit” on the broad back at midday?).  The 
archaeologists and anthropologists who have studied Ardi suggests an evolutionary 
advantage of the upright posture.  Ardi could climb trees as well as walk.  She could then 
protect the helpless infants in the tree while males could find food and carry it back to 
mother and children.  The kind of “joint attention” and cooperation between between 
males, females, and infant children allowed by exchanging food for sex may have allowed 
a “partnership” society to develop, more like the bonobos than the alpha-male 
aggressiveness of the other apes.913 

Not being phenomenological psychologists, the Sumerians kings would nonetheless 
agree.  The poems praising them make walking, running, traveling, providing 
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“abundance” to gods and humans, establishing justice in the realm, and—downplayed by 
Shulgi but emphasized by Lipit-Ishtar—fighting and subduing enemies. 

Both kings praised in the Decad curriculum, Shulgi and Lipit-Ishtar, placed high value on 
intense physical activity, anticipating the later Greek ideal of a healthy body and a sound 
mind.  The poetic celebration of running, though, reminds us of the artistic discovery of 
the groundline in early cylinder seal impressions.  There naturalistic human figures stand 
and walk, especially on the cylinder seals that depict the en in his various activities.  The 
Uruk Vase follows that artistic tradition.  The key figures, the tallest of all a male and a 
female, stand face-to-face in their encounter.  (In later, Early Dynastic, times the artists 
will prefer seated figures, in Banquet Scenes.  Even there the figures sit upright.)  The key 
figures on The Uruk Vase are portrayed as taller than the nude males who proceed in a 
line below them; and the nude men are taller than the quadrupeds who walk in a line 
below the men.  Even the barley and date plants in the lowest register are standing tall. 

Before King Shulgi the heroes of Uruk, especially Lugalbanda and Gilgamesh, are on the 
move.  Even though the Sumerians knew the wheel, the cart, the sled, and a variety of 
boats—not to mention the quadrupeds they could ride on—the well-traveled Sumerian 
used his powerful legs to move about the countryside.Notes on the DecadOne of the 
amazing products of the long habit of making lists and a bureaucratic organization of the 
schools that taught reading and writing cuneiform is a catalogue known as the “Decad.”  
As the name suggests, it is a list of 60 readings in the Sumerian language arranged in a 
fixed sequence, the list itself separated in groups of ten works.  All but seven of the literary 
works are actually known today.  The survival of such a larger number of readings points 
to their function in the curriculum of the scribal schools.  Scholars today think the 
readings, all between 100 and 200 lines long, constituted a curricular sequence.  While 
the Decad is best known from the city that gained authority throughout Mesopotamia in 
the 3rd millennium BCE, Nippur (or Nibru), Uruk, Isin and Larsa also housed scribal 
schools.914Samuel Noah Kramer was much taken by the schools, especially the 
curriculum.  The schools were established to develop professionals, scribes who could 
support the administrative and economic demands of the state (including both temple 
and palace).915  Given that aim, one might expect that the curriculum would be highly 
practical.  Actually, it was more like a modern liberal arts curriculum.  One part of it was, 
as Kramer put it, “semiscientific and scholarly.”  The students memorized and copied lists 
into “textbooks,” which eventually became standardized.  The lists included names of 
animals, trees and birds, botanical, mineralogical, and zoological terms.  The Standard 
Professions List is one that can be traced back to the earliest writing in the 4th millennium 
BCE.  Students also prepared mathematical tables and problems.  The world’s first 
“dictionaries” were produced.916 

More surprising, perhaps, is the second part of the curriculum, the part presented in the 
Decad.  The readings are literary works in the Sumerian language, and because these texts 
were used in the schools, they come closer than anything else to a canon of Sumerian 
literature.   Because of their importance, more copies of these texts have been found and 
good parts of them have been recovered. 
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The Decad was not organized thematically.  Different genres appear in different groups.  
For our purpose the distribution of literary works is most enlightening. 

There are debate poems or contests and other pieces that might be called wisdom 
literature: “The Farmer’s Instructions” and “A Supervisor’s Advice to a Young Scribe,” for 
example, and diatribes like “Good Seed of a Dog.”  Debates between Bird and Fish, Tree 
and Reed, Winter and Summer, and the one we have noticed before, “The Hoe and the 
Plow,” are in the curriculum.  The debates are scattered through the decades; the 
instructional pieces are largely found near the end of the list.  The clever poem, “The Song 
of the Hoe,” mentioned earlier, however, is the third reading listed in the whole catalog. 

The beginning of the list may tell us something of its origins and at least something of the 
purpose of the list as a whole.  The first two items are praise poems of two Sumerian kings.  
The first is our God-King Shulgi (who reigned 2094-2047 BCE), and King Lipit-Ishtar of 
Isin (1934-1924 BCE), who boasted of being divine.   Another Shulgi hymn appears about 
midway in the list.  Since a major reorganization of the state administration occurred in 
Shulgi’s reign, and the standardizing of documents, and cylinder seal styles, and the 
schools themselves were part of the administrative and economic changes, it seems 
reasonable to believe that he would be particularly prominent in the curriculum.  Jeremy 
Black and others think the praise poems that open the list were meant to inculcate the 
ideals of kingship in the minds of the students.  The two poems do provide a good sense 
of the ideology of Sumerian kingship as it evolved through the 3rd and into the early 2nd 
millennium BCE.  (The Babylonian, Assyrian, Persian and Greek ideals were not exactly 
the same, but the later Mesopotamian kingships show many similarities.) 

Before examining the praise poems of Shulgi and Lipit-Ishtar, something should be said 
about the literary works that form the heart of the Decad.  Beginning with the third work 
overall, Inanna is central to a work known as “The Exaltation of Inanna,” a work 
attributed to the first named author in history, Enheduanna.917  (The Temple Hymns, 
which have provided us with portraits of the deities thought to dwell in the temples, were 
also attributed to Enheduanna, as we have seen.) 

Although one might expect that Enlil and Ninlil of Nippur would be prominent in the 
catalog, only three works related to Enlil appear, and none related to Ninlil.  On the other 
hand, Inanna is the dominant deity, with five works.  In addition to “The Exaltation of 
Inanna,” we find “Inanna and Ebih,” possibly the earliest of the heroic myths of the 
“dragon-slaying” type; “Inanna’s Descent into the Underworld;” “Inanna and 
Shukaletuda” (mentioned earlier); and “Inanna Hymn D.”  She is also a figure in other 
works, especially those related to Uruk. 

Other gods on the list are Enki, Nanshe, and Nungal. 

Human heroes who are celebrated in narrative poetry are almost exclusively Urukean.  
Like Shulgi and Lipit-Ishtar, most were at one point or another deified.  Gilgamesh is the 
most prominent figure, with five Gilgamesh works (and possibly a sixth, a version of The 
Bull of Heaven story).  And they appear very early in the list.  Two versions of the 
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Humbaba story are there.  The Bull of Heaven is on the list.  “Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the 
Underworld,” which influenced our Gilgamesh and provided the basis for Tablet 12, is 
there. 

Only one work devoted to Dumuzi is on the list.  “Dumuzi’s Dream” should perhaps be 
tied to “Inanna’s Descent,” although the two are not listed together. 

The Sumerian King List includes Dumuzi among the rulers of Uruk in the First Dynasty 
of Uruk.  The first name on that list is a certain Mes-ki-ag-gasher, about whom little is 
known.  The others, along with Dumuzi and Gilgamesh, are also very prominent.  Two 
major works about Enmerkar and two about Lugalbanda were part of the curriculum. 

When we consider that no other human figures are celebrated in narratives of the Decad, 
the dominance of Sumerian literary works devoted to the First Dynasty of Uruk is very 
striking.  If the presence of Shulgi and, perhaps to a lesser degree, Lipit-Ishtar, is added 
in, the ideological connection with Uruk is even stronger.  The hymns praising those kings 
include the intimate love they shared with Inanna.  But there are other deities in the praise 
poems associated with these “model” kings.  The question is, how much had kingship 
evolved before the Sumerian south would come to be dominated by northern, largely 
Semitic kings? 

Shulgi of Ur, Lipit-Ishtar of Isin 
One other Gilgamesh narrative is included in the Decad, “Gilgamesh and Akka” (variously 
Aga and Aka).  Royal inscriptions are the earliest of “literary” forms, and they give us the 
best chance of reconstructing a history of kingship in Sumer during the Early Dynastic or 
Presargonic period.  “Gilgamesh and Akka” is a Sumerian literary work that narrates the 
one event that promises to place Gilgamesh (alone among those in the First Dynasty of 
Uruk before him) into that history.  In defeating Akka, ruler of Kish, a city-state that is 
credited with domination of Sumer, Gilgamesh may actually have changed power 
relations in southern Mesopotamia.  In the story Gilgamesh had only to display his 
magnificence on the famous wall of Uruk to defeat the invading Akka. 

Of all the Gilgamesh poems in the Decad, only “Gilgamesh and Akka” was ignored in 
putting together the collection of Akkadian stories we know as Gilgamesh.  If military 
might is the clearest gauge of royal greatness, and certainly was for Babylonian and 
Assyrian kings, Gilgamesh may have reverted to a somewhat “weaker” ideology of 
kingship.  (George Smith and A. H. Sayce were convinced that the Gilgamesh story had at 
its center a great military conflict between Sumer and the Elamites.) 

The Decad only singles out two Sumerian kings for praise (and Shulgi rates two hymns).  
The two praise poems are alike in many respects.  Both poems put the praises of the kings 
in the mouth of the kings themselves. “Shulgi A” provides, as suggested above, a balance 
between physical and intellectual achievements.  The “powerful man who enjoys using his 
thighs” and runs between Nippur and Ur (Urim) is also the “knowledgeable scribe of 
Nisaba.”918  This shows an appreciation of literacy, of course, but it also shows that the 
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wise goddess Nisaba (mentioned in Gilgamesh in regard to Enkidu’s flowing hair) had 
not been downgraded by the late 3rd millennium BCE). 

Lipit-Ishtar, a century and a half after Shulgi, has other things to brag about.  He does not 
claim to run or to be literate. 

Shugi does show a great concern for establishing his “name” for “distant days.”  In “Shulgi 
A” he only relates the name to his running ability.  He does not ignore the “holy scepter” 
that goes with his throne.  He claims to have consolidated his kingship (which he did) and 
to have “subdued the foreign lands” and “fortified the Land of Sumer”919 (which he also 
did). He repeats the claim in the final section of the poem.  (And praises the goddess 
Nisaba at the end.) 

But he links his destruction of foreign lands to his role as “purification priest of heaven 
and earth,” the ishib an-ki-a.920 

Shulgi devotes a good deal more not only to his running and his scholarship, but also to 
his relationship with the gods.  He claims, like Gilgamesh, to be the son of Ninsun (or 
Ninsumun); one text offers a variant, having Shulgi claim that, again like Gilgamesh, his 
father is the saintly Lugalbanda.921  Of course these claims tie him to Uruk, and he also 
refers a number of times to An.  But he is just as interested in claiming Enlil and Ninlil as 
protectors.  And he has gained wisdom from Enki.  And he is the “growling lion” of the 
Sun God Utu.  Since he has ties both to Uruk and to Ur, he refers to Ur frequently, and 
claims to have brought abundance to the god of Ur, Nanna (here Suen). 

Inanna (or Inana) loves him, attracted by his beauty (hili- pad3-da).922  A Banquet Scene 
(lines 79-83) solidifies this important relationship.  The “maiden” Inanna, the nin of hili 
an-ki-a, is his spouse (nitalam-gu10).  At the banquet “in the palace of An” with his 
brother and companion, Utu, he drank beer.  His singers (nar) praised him in song and 
accompanied themselves with seven tigi-drums.  There he sat with his spouse Inanna. 

The praise poem of Lipit-Ishtar (or Eshtar) reads a bit differently.  As a youth he grew 
muscular and engaged in athletic pursuits (though he does not specify what pursuits).  
The poem is more interested in his great beauty.  He has lips “appropriate for all words,” 
and beautiful fingers.923  (This combination of strength and beauty is, I think, 
characteristic of both Gilgamesh and Enkidu.) 

Lipit-Ishtar is a “human god.”  He too is a “beloved husband” of Inanna.  He claims to be 
a “proficient scribe of Nisaba.” The poem appears to drop the relationship with Inanna—
until the end, when he credits Inanna for establishing his throne in his palace.  “She will 
embrace me forever and eternally.  I will spend all day for the Mistress in the good 
bedchamber that fills the heart with joy!” 

Like Shulgi, Lipit-Ishtar makes crops grow abundantly.  He is both shepherd and farmer, 
a provider for gods and his people. He stands in prayer (in all humility).  (Note the upright 
posture.)  He is a purification priest who provides abundance for Nippur, Ur and Eridu.  
Uruk is largely ignored in the poem. 
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Lipit-Ishtar boasts at least as much of his manliness and his handling of weapons.  Far 
more than in “Shulgi A,” Lipit-Ishtar is a great fighter and leader of men, protector of the 
soldiers.  He is also a king who established justice in Sumer and Akkad.  Justice is what 
gives him a “name” in all the foreign lands. 

Clearly, boasting is an important attribute of a great king.  (Enkidu’s boasting commits 
him to the difficult task of taking on Gilgamesh.)  The final line does Shulgi even one 
better.  Where Shulgi praises the wise goddess Nisaba (the traditional ending of a hymn), 
Lipit-Ishtar brags that it is “sweet” to praise him. 

Early Heroes of Uruk: Enmerkar and Lugalbanda 
Gilgamesh is the only Urukean hero to have captured the imagination of modern readers.  
That is not altogether surprising.  Even in ancient Mesopotamia Gilgamesh stories, in 
their variety and in the extent to which they traveled throughout the region and even 
beyond Mesopotamia itself, were unique. Probably the only parallel in the ancient world 
was Alexander the Great, whose legendary feats may have been influenced by the much 
older Gilgamesh stories.   Dumuzi (or Tammuz, his Akkadian name) is the only possible 
rival in Sumer, but his fame rested not on his accomplishments—certainly not the typical 
heroic accomplishments of fighting enemies, leading his people into battle, and 
introducing changes into his community—but on his relationship with Inanna.  Dumuzi 
remains, in spite of his fame, a shadowy, largely one-dimensional mythic figure.  The same 
cannot be said for the two other figures of Third Millennium Uruk who are only now 
becoming better known, Enmerkar and Lugalbanda.924  Information about them is still 
very sketchy, but it is clear that Uruk considered them important in the period before 
Uruk’s rivals, especially Ur, came to dominate Uruk and appropriated Urukean culture 
for their own. 

The Sumerian King List, which, as we have seen, was probably begun during the reign of 
a king of Ur and completed in the time when the city of Isin claimed to be the legitimate 
heir to Eridu and Uruk, situate Enmerkar, Lugalbanda—and Dumuzi—in the First 
Dynasty of Uruk.  As The Sumerian King List constructed the early history of Uruk, 
kingship passed by force of arms from the city of Kish to, not Uruk proper, but to the 
temple, Eanna.925  The first ruler was Mes-kiag-gasher, who was identified as both en and 
lugal.  Although the king list does not deify Mes-kiag-gasher, he is identified as the son of 
the sun god, Utu, and he is credited with entering the sea and coming out of it to the 
mountains—as if he too followed the sun’s path.  He is said to have reigned 324 years.  
Enmerkar (earlier Enmekar926), his son, became king and ruled for 420 years. The 
Sumerian King List credits him with one accomplishment, but it is from the perspective 
of our interest in the temple an important one.  Enmerkar is said to have “built Uruk.”927 

Exactly what that may have meant is not entirely clear, but it may suggest that from its 
center, the Eanna temple, Enmerkar may have expanded the city and in the process 
secularized the rule of the territory in the narrow sense we have been considering it during 
the Early Dynastic Period: a shift in emphasis from the en of the temple to the lugal who 
deals more with intercity affairs, often warfare. The German archaeologists who 
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meticulously excavated the ancient site make it clear that Uruk is much older than the 
Early Dynastic Period.928  We would prefer to translate the sense as “rebuilt Uruk.” The 
Sumerian King List does not explicitly call Enmerkar an en, as his father had been 
identified; rather, in spite of his name, which looks like a title that begins with en, he is 
called “king.” (The many personal names that begin with en implicitly praise the 
important title.929)  The stories that have survived treat Enmerkar was precisely the kind 
of transitional figure the terminology suggests, something between pure concepts of en-
ship and lugal-ship. 

Enmerkar’s son, Lugalbanda, then carried the lugal-ship in his name, which like 
Enmerkar, is more like a title than a personal name.930  (As with en, names beginning 
with lugal certain honor the title.)931 The Sumerian King List succinctly marks three 
elements of the son.  First his name is written with the god-sign (dingir) as a silent 
determinative at the beginning; that may mean that he was deified.  Second, he is 
identified as a sipa, shepherd.  Third, his reign is said to have been 1200 years, far in 
excess of his father or grandfather, and nearly ten times as long as his more famous son, 
Gilgamesh.  Gilgamesh is said to have reigned a mere 126 years.Gilgamesh’s successors 
fare even worse, though.  His son, the obscure Ur-Nungal, reigned but 30 years; his son 
only 15; and the next two, who are not even identified as sons and fathers, only nine and 
eight years respectively.  Among the last three kings of the First Dynasty of Uruk two 
stayed in power thirty-six years and one only six years.  Of them nothing is said except the 
mention that one was a smith (simug).  (The detail may indicate an important industry in 
Uruk at that time.)932  Not surprisingly, after 12 kings and 2310 years in the reckoning of 
The Sumerian King List, Uruk, too “was smitten with weapons,” and kingship passed to 
Ur.  The abrupt change from exaggerated lengths of the earliest of kingly reigns to those 
we moderns consider reasonable terms may point to actual historical figures rather than 
the idealized figures of legend.  That does not appear to be the purpose of the king list, 
which is more concerned with a theory of Sumerian history than with the kind of precise 
chronology modern historians prefer.  And it reminds us that much of contemporary 
Sumerian history is nowhere in evidence.  The city-state of Lagash, for example, was as 
important at times as the cities that make the king list.  Clearly there is a special bond 
between Eridu, Kish, Uruk, Ur, and Isin as controlling divine me of kingship moves from 
site to site.  Claus Wilcke has shown that a complex geographical pattern appears in the 
movement of kingship from place to place in the list in addition to the more obvious 
genealogical principle that is emphasized even when kings like Gilgamesh’s son have little 
else to commend them than a distinguished father.933  William W. Hallo has discerned 
three distinct ideologies in Sumer, those of Eridu, Nippur, and Lagash. The theology of 
Eridu eventually eclipsed the others.934 
The longevity of the early kings may bring to mind the genealogies in the biblical Genesis.  
The numbers no doubt served the same purpose: we readers are mere shrimps in 
comparison with our early ancestors, and the relative importance of the ancestors is at 
least in part reflected in the longer or shorter reigns the gods have given them.  The three 
kings in the First Dynasty of Uruk whose names are written with the god-sign—
Lugalbanda, Dumuzi, and Gilgamesh, in that order—in The Sumerian King List are 
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clearly thought to be more important than their successors.  It is interesting to see Dumuzi 
in this list, since it breaks up the dynastic principle that seems to prevail in this part of 
the list.  Gilgamesh follows Dumuzi, who is called a SHU-PESH (a term that has yet to be 
understood) from the city of Ku’ara, reigned one hundred years. The Sumerian King List 
does not consider him to be the father of Gilgamesh, his successor.  Gilgamesh, apparently 
in agreement with “The Birth of Gilgamesh” mentioned above, is said to have been 
fathered by a líl-lá.935  The line is Seeed parenthetically between the name Gilgamesh and 
his designation as “en of Kullaba.”  That epithet, as we have seen, became a standard 
reference in Gilgamesh texts. 

Three tales of Lugalbanda have survived.  “The Birth of Gilgamesh,” as mentioned earlier, 
is one of the earliest narratives in Sumerian.  The problematic encounter between 
Lugalbanda and his father, Enmerkar, who expected the son to have returned from his 
travels with far more than a bride and an infant grandson, is part of a story that involves 
Lugalbanda and his bride from the eastern mountains, the goddess Ninsun.  “Lugalbanda 
in the Mountain Cave,” on the other hand, is a story of Lugalbanda in the mountains, 
where he cleverly figures out how to survive without the food that was familiar to him in 
Uruk, that is, cultivated grains. 

According to William W. Hallo, “Lugalbanda in the Mountain Cave”936 credits the hero 
(ur-sag) with inventing, if not hunting itself, techniques of hunting even very large wild 
animals, including the now-extinct wild bull, the aurochs.937  Left by his companions in a 
cave when Lugalbanda fell sick, he found himself without food in a region devoid of plants 
that he could eat.  For Hallo, just as Genesis suggests that humans were first vegetarians 
and only later (with Noah after the flood) were permitted to eat meat, the Sumerian story 
gives an account of the transition but in a somewhat different way.  Lugalbanda learned 
how to trap animals, and he appears to have invented fire-making by striking flintstones 
together. 

Before he is able to cook the animals, Lugalbanda is faced with a dilemma: how to use his 
ax and dagger to kill them.  His problem is resolved when a dream-god provides him with 
instructions.  The ritual killing involves killing the animals at night in front of a pit.  The 
blood drains into the pit, surely associated with the underworld, and the fat runs into the 
plain.  The reason, Hallo surmises, is that the animal will die just at daybreak. 
More important than these discoveries and inventions, which already mark Lugalbanda 
as a cultural hero, is the invention of animal sacrifice.  Without being prompted by the 
dream-god, Lugalbanda offers four of the high gods of Sumer, An, Enlil, Enki and the 
mother goddess Ninhursag (but not Inanna) a banquet at the pit, a ritual gizbun 
(Akkadian takultu).938 The last intelligible lines of the poem point to Hallo’s 
interpretation: “So of the food prepared by Lugalbanda/ An, Enlil, Enki and Ninhursag 
consumed the best part.”939 
 
Anthropologists have suggested that the practice of animal sacrifice is bound up with the 
guilt humans feel at the shedding of blood, and Hallo follows that suggestion.  That is at 
least as probable as the more or less official position taken in Mesopotamian myths, that 
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humans were created in order to relieve the gods of work they had done before.  The gods 
depended upon humans to feed them.  In a lively debate over the origins of sacrifice, 
Walter Burkert, René Girard, and Jonathan Z. Smith could not agree that the origin of 
sacrifice had been discovered.  A particular sticking point involved the differences 
between hunting societies and societies like Sumer’s, dependent upon animal husbandry 
and agriculture.  Smith suggested that animal sacrifice is certainly prevalent in the latter 
situation, but not in hunting societies.  In any event, animal sacrifice almost everywhere 
involves domesticated animals, not wild animals.940  As usual, Sumer provides much good 
but contradictory evidence.  For one thing, it is difficult to categorize fish, for example, as 
wild or domesticated, and the evidence for fish sacrifice is particularly strong at Eridu and 
Uruk.  On the other hand, “Lugalbanda in the Mountain Cave” does seem to offer the 
possibility that Sumerians considered sacrifice to have originated in hunting.  If nothing 
else, the story offers a gloss on a peculiarity of Archaic Uruk cylinder seals, where the 
“priest-king” (i.e., the en) is portrayed carrying animals whose head and feet have been 
removed to the temple.  The animals are typically wild, not domesticated.  And vessels in 
the shape of wild animals are carried to the temple as well, or discovered in the sacred 
precinct, as is the case with the Uruk Vase.941 

In the story of Lugalbanda’s departure from the cave in which he was left by his brothers, 
Lugalbanda is called not only “hero” but also the “son of Ningal” (line 256), the goddess 
usually considered the wife of the moon god Nanna and mother of the sun god, Utu.942  
(As we have seen Lugalbanda’s father Enmerkar was considered the son of Utu.)  He is 
credited with being the “righteous one” (zi-du) who takes counsel with the god Enlil.  In 
an earlier part of the poem, Lugalbanda prays to the sun, moon, and the morning star—
the astral deities important in Uruk already in Archaic times.  Although she is not invited 
to the feast at the end of the poem, Inanna is present in that early passage as the morning 
star.  The four gods for whom Lugalbanda sacrificed the animals—An, Enlil, Enki, and 
Ninhursag—form the early pantheon in Sumer; later, Inanna takes the place of the lone 
female in the group, the mother goddess Ninhursag.943  Hallo suggests that the dream 
that is given to Lugalbanda is “exceptionally enigmatic” even for Mesopotamian dreams 
lore, where interpreting dreams is a mark of particular wisdom.  (Gilgamesh’s mother, 
Lugalbanda’s wife, Ninsun, was a goddess gifted with that wisdom.)  The dream 
sequence944 opens thus: 

The king no sooner lay down to sleep when he lay down to dream. 
In the dream: a door that does not close, a door-post that does not turn (?). 
“With the liar it lies, (with) the truthful one it acts truthfully.” 
In order for someone to celebrate joyfully, in order to sing (dirges), 
It is the hippu?-basket of the gods 
It is the beautiful chamber of Ninlil, 
It is the counselor/consort of Inanna. (lines 332-37, after Hallo) 

Hallo suggests that door may be identified with Inanna, who is mentioned in the last line.  
The goddess is identified with the door in the Akkadian Gilgamesh.  The chamber (unu) 
of Ninlil in turn suggests the place where the sacred marriage was consummated in the 
temple.  And the ambiguous ad-gi-gi (“counselor/consort”) may refer to Lugalbanda’s 
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role.945 For Hallo, then, the dream “may anticipate the royal role for which Inanna has 
helped to save him,” a role that, as was traditional with the en, involved his selection as 
spouse of Inanna.  One might add that the paradoxes involving the door and the lie/truth 
come quite frequently in the Inanna literature.  The joyful celebrations and the opposite, 
the singing (presumably) of lamentations (if the parallelism is exact in the latter phrase), 
were events in which the keepers of Inanna’s temple were especially prominent.  For a 
poem in which Lugalbanda by necessity acts alone in the wilderness, the dream would 
seem to tie the hero to his duties in the temple as king and consort of the great goddess. 

Lugalbanda, who is, of course, by himself at the moment, has to interpret his dream by 
himself, and presumably he does so, since—though terrified by the dream—he 
immediately acts upon it to kill the animals in the proper way and offer them to the high 
gods.  Even more isolated than Gilgamesh, who has his companion Enkidu to discuss the 
dreams the heroes receive from the gods, Lugalbanda  is celebrated for his ability to 
manage in the wild, alone, but he is still connected with the center, his city. 

The Lugalbanda tales consistently portray the wandering hero, a hunter in the mountains. 
Thorkild Jacobsen has pointed out that “Lugalbanda and the Thunderbird”946 provides 
the setting for “Lugalbanda in the Mountain Cave,” and presents a more explicitly military 
man than the other tales do.947  Lugalbanda was abandoned when he and his brothers, 
officers in Enmerkar’s army, led the army against the rebellious city of Aratta.  (The gods 
had granted Enmerkar rule over the famous—perhaps legendary—city.) “Lugalbanda and 
the Thunderbird” focuses on the story when Lugalbanda regains his health after having 
been left in the cave.  Much of the story involves Lugalbanda’s friendship with an 
enormous bird of the mountains, the Thunderbird.  For Lugalbanda’s help in feeding the 
bird’s young and decorating the nest, Lugalbanda is offered something of the bird’s 
powerful magic.  He asks only to be given speed and endurance afoot. 

Lugalbanda’s powers will help him with a truly heroic task.  Unable to take Aratta, 
Enmerkar becomes upset with Inanna and asks for a volunteer to send a message to her 
in “brickbuilt Kullaba.”  Among the sons of Enmerkar (who is identified, as his father had 
been in The Sumerian King List, as the “son of Utu” the sun god) only Lugalbanda comes 
forward.  The brothers are terribly upset, and they are convinced that no one man could 
make such a dangerous journey. 

By himself, though, Lugalbanda is able to make his way to Uruk.  The goddess looks upon 
him as she had Amaushumgalanna before, and listens carefully to the message he brings.  
With her help he provides Enmerkar with a plan that will defeat Aratta.  In the spirit of 
these tales, the solution is not a simple military exercise.  Rather, Inanna tells him that a 
certain fish constitutes the ruler of Aratta’s life.  When Enmerkar is able to catch the fish, 
eat it and feed it to his troops, the rebellious city will fall.948 
 
Thorkild Jacobsen observed that the story is “rather an odd one for a tale about a warrior 
and future king of Uruk.”949 The main oddity for Jacobsen is Lugalbanda’s refusal of the 
gifts of military prowess in favor of speed and endurance as a runner, the “virtues of a 
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simple messenger.”  But the story is odd—for us—in providing not an heroic, military 
solution to the conflict between Uruk and Aratta but rather one that involves magic and 
wisdom.  Jacobsen classifies the story as a “romantic epic verging on the fairy tale” (231).  
Precisely the qualities that keep it from becoming an epic in the Homeric tradition tie it 
to the religious life of Sumer, in particular the temples of the two cities, both dedicated to 
Inanna.  At the beginning of “Lugalbanda and the Thunderbird” Lugalbanda, alone in the 
mountains with no father, mother, or friend to advise him, thinks up a plan to help him 
find the whereabouts of his troops.  By having the Thunderbird enjoy a good meal and 
good bit of beer, Lugalbanda reasons, the bird will feel expansive and give him the 
information he needs.  As it turns out the bird gives him much more—the runner’s speed 
he will need to return to Uruk and also advice to keep his secret before his envious 
brothers. 

Similarly, the advice he is given by Inanna that enables Uruk to defeat the en of Aratta 
suggests the folklore motif of the bush-soul, the vital element of the en that is found in an 
urinu carp.  The advice Inanna gives is strangely similar to the building of “brickbuilt” 
Uruk by Enmerkar. 

When Enmerkar, son of the sun god, 
has felled that tamarisk, 
has fashioned it into a trough, 
has pulled out the old reeds 
of the pristine place at its stump, 
and taken them in hand, 
has made the urinu fish, 
tutelary god of carp, 
come out from their midst, 
has caught that fish, has cooked it, 
has dipped into it 
and fed it to A’akara, 
Inanna’s battle arm…(lines 401-406) 

When Enmerkar has done that, the “life’s breath” of Aratta’s en, which dwells in the 
marsh, will end—through pure magic. 

Enmerkar sent his son to his spouse Inanna with a message that chides the goddess for 
ignoring his great achievement, building Uruk itself.  He reminds her that at Inanna’s 
request, she had had him enter “brickbuilt Kullab.” 

At Uruk where, be it swamp, 
waters verily flowed, 
be it dry land, 
poplars verily grew, 
be it canebrake, 
old reeds and new reeds 
verily grew. 
Enki, the owner of Eridu 
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pulled up, forsooth, 
its old reed for me, 
and released its waters for me. 
In fifty years I verily completed it.  (lines 297-303) 

At the end of the story, Uruk has, it appears, been successful in subduing Aratta.  In the 
process it gained the stones of its rival, and its jewelers, silversmiths, and stokers were 
prepared to complete Inanna’s temple in Uruk. 

Lugalbanda is a key figure, then, in “Lugalbanda and the Thunderbird,”950 for he finds a 
way on his own to survive in the dangerous mountains and, later, with the help of Inanna 
to assist in the overtaking of Uruk’s rival, Aratta.  In the extant stories about him, 
Lugalbanda is the great traveler, the one who represents Uruk’s expansion into territories 
far from the center.  But even when the context suggests warfare, Lugalbanda, unlike his 
more famous son Gilgamesh, is not portrayed as a warrior.  He is the instrument for 
bringing important goods—raw materials—to Uruk and, in “The Birth of Gilgamesh” 
introducing the mountain-goddess Ninsun to the south. 

Even in “Lugalbanda and the Thunderbird,” however, Lugalbanda is overshadowed by his 
father, Enmerkar.  It is Enmerkar’s message to Inanna that Lugalbanda carries, and it is 
Enmerkar’s task to catch the mysterious fish that will enable Uruk to overcome its rival. 

Enmerkar appears in his own right and to his best advantage in a narrative that has 
achieved a great deal of attention by Assyriologists.  “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta”951 
is a Sumerian poem of over six hundred lines, two parts of which, separately, have 
attracted attention.  (One might have wished that it had been called “Enmerkar and the 
en of Aratta,” to indicate that the two contestants are ens of their respective cities. 

The first is a magic incantation, a nam-shub of Enki, in the form of a very brief but 
intriguing myth.  For reasons that are not entirely clear from the myth itself, Enki decides 
to transform the nature of humanity by introducing diverse tongues when before there 
had been a single language.  Context suggests that it was one of a number of contests 
between Enki and the high god Enlil.  The opening of the myth suggests that there was 
once a time when humans lived in harmony with nature—and that the change in language 
radically transformed the human situation, making it far more dangerous than it had 
been.  Sumer (the south), Uri (the north, Akkad), Shubur-Hamazi (the north-east, 
equivalent to the later Subaru, north of Assyria) and Martu, the wild area to the west, 
beyond the borders of the city states where nomadic peoples roamed, seem to represent 
the poet’s world view.952 The myth has been compared to Golden Age myths and to the 
biblical Tower of Babel.953 

Once, then, there was no snake, 
There was no scorpion, 
 
There was no hyena, 
There was no lion, 
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There was no wild dog, 
No wolf, 
 
There was no fear, 
No terror: 
 
Human had no rival. 
 
Once, then, the lands Shubur-Hamazi, 
 
polyglot Sumer, 
that land great with the me of overlordship, 
 
Uri, 
the land with everything just so, 
 
the land Martu, 
resting securely, 
 
the whole world— 
the people as one— 
 
to Enlil in one tongue gave voice. 
 
Then did the contender—the en 
the contender—the master 
the contender—the king 
 
Enki,   the contender—the en 
the contender—the master 
the contender—the king 
 
the contender—the en 
the contender—the master 
the contender—the king 
 
Enki, en of hegal, 
the one with the unfailing words, 
 
en of cunning, 
the shrewd one of the land, 
 
sage of the gods, 
 
gifted in thinking, 
the en of Eridu, 
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change the speech of their mouths, 
he having set up contention in it, 
 
in the human speech that had been one.954 

Note that the god is considered an en as well as “master” (nun) and “king” (lugal), like the 
humans who follow the divine prototype.  He is the en of abundance in nature (hegal) as 
well as of his special place, the city of Eridu, south of Uruk, and preeminently among the 
high gods, en of speech, though, cunning and wisdom.  Usually a benefactor of humanity, 
known to us best for saving humans in the great flood, his gifts often come with a price.  
In the flood story told in the Akkadian Gilgamesh, for example, Enki challenges Enlil, 
who has demanded the flood, on what seems ethical grounds and then predicts the plight 
of humanity after the flood. 

Instead of your bringing on the Flood, let lions rise up and 
diminish the people! 
Instead of your bringing on the Flood, let the wolf rise up and 
cut the people low! 
Instead of your bringing on the Flood, let famine be set up to 
throw down the land! 
Instead of your bringing on the Flood, let plague rise up and 
strike down the people!955 

Thorkild Jacobsen speculates that the incantation-myth Seeed into “Enmerkar and the 
Lord of Aratta” also participates in an attempt by Enlil to destroy humankind; that the 
confusion of languages, though destructive in some ways, allows humanity to survive.956  
And it certainly gives polyglot Uruk an advantage over its rivals in international trade. 

The second part of “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta” to receive attention is an 
extraordinary episode in which Enmerkar invents writing!  Having burdened his envoy 
with increasingly difficult messages to carry over the mountains to Aratta, Enmerkar 
calmly invents what modern scholars feel decisively changed the way societies are 
organized—and perhaps altered of consciousness in a way that makes preliterate 
humanity difficult for us to understand: true writing.  When the messenger presents the 
en of Aratta with a lump of clay with marks on it that resemble nails, the en is perplexed 
in the extreme.  He cannot read it!  The nail-like scratches on the surface suggest that 
Enmerkar had not developed a pictographic script, one that could be “read” in any 
language.  Rather, he had invented cuneiform writing itself.957 

H. L. J. Vanstiphout has made a good case that the invention of writing episode, so 
striking in itself (and interesting to us as an early model, perhaps the earliest, of the 
transition from orality to literacy), is even more interesting in its narrative context, as the 
last in a series of contests that pits the en of Uruk against the en of Aratta.  Both have been 
favored by Inanna; both are vying for her continuing favor.  From the few, brief references 
in the text, the two cities appear to be organized in the same way, with the en who dwells 
in the gipar taking the leading role, and a council of citizens (line 368), “word-wise elders” 
(line 374) to advise him.  Uruk is prepared to craft Inanna a beautiful gipar of lapis lazuli, 
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amber, gold and silver (lines 39-48), but is lacking in just those raw materials that Aratta 
possesses.  At the end of the poem a wise old woman (unnamed) offers a solution that 
reconciles the rivals.958  Aratta will trade its unworked materials for Uruk’s abundant 
foodstuffs (lines 613-30).  The rivalry between the cities had taken them to the brink of 
war; a challenger from both sides had been identified to win the conflict in single combat; 
but a trade agreement avoids the bloodshed. 
 
Historians and archaeologists are still puzzling over Uruk’s extraordinary success in the 
late 4th millennium.  It is clear, as we have seen, that Uruk traded with different peoples 
over an astonishing area.  Uruk’s goods have not survived in those remote locales, largely 
because they consisted of foodstuffs and textiles.  Since there is little evidence that Uruk’s 
success came from military operations—in sharp contrast to the Assyrians of a later age, 
as we shall see—it may well be that “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta” reflects an already 
long tradition of international cooperation.  The poem sees the process strictly from the 
point of view of Uruk.  The agreement that is fashioned is still a victory of Uruk over its 
rival.  But the reconciliation at the end of the story recalls a myth that dealt with a contest 
between Inanna and Enki.  The incantation-myth that appears in “Enmerkar and the Lord 
of Aratta” reflects the Sumerian tradition that saw the clever Enki as the contender 
(adamin)959 par excellence.  In “Inanna and Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization 
from Eridu to Uruk”960 Inanna visits Enki, plies him with drink, and leaves with the 
gifts—a myriad of divine me, roughly the operating software of the city-state—Enki gives 
her in his vulnerable state.  When he sobers up, Enki demands their return and, to secure 
them, sends a series of monsters to attack Inanna in her boat as she makes her way along 
the Iturungal canal from Eridu to Uruk.  Through magical means she resists the attacks 
and lands safely in Uruk, where there is great joy upon her arrival.  The en at the gate of 
the gipar greets her.  In the myth en and lugal are fused; the en celebrates with songs and 
prayers; the lugal slaughters oxen and sheep and pours beer out of the cup.  The clear 
victory of Uruk over Eridu reflects the overshadowing of the Sumerian city from which 
many of the traditions that move, the way kingship moves,961 through Sumer and later 
into the north country—by Uruk.  (Eridu was reduced by the end of the 3rd millennium to 
a small pilgrimage site.)  The end of the piece is broken, but it is clear that “Inanna and 
Enki” ends with a sixteen-line speech by Enki in which the god and goddess, and their two 
cities, are reconciled. “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta” reflects the close association 
between Eridu and Uruk not only in the appearance of Enki as an ally of Enmerkar but 
also in the achievements of Enmerkar, who is commended for beautifying not only the 
temple in Uruk but also the Apsu temple in Eridu (lines 38-57). 
 
The details of the contest between the en of Uruk and the en of Aratta in “Enmerkar and 
the Lord of Aratta” are, as Vanstiphout interprets them, of at least as great an interest as 
the larger design, in which Uruk wins by being reconciled with Aratta.  One of the curious 
features of the story is Aratta’s plight during the protracted contest with Uruk.  It is 
suffering from drought and famine (lines 245-52), seen as the result of Inanna’s action: 
she has “shackled knee and beak” of the great thunderbird eagle, mythologically the figure 
that embodies the thunderstorm.  The en of Aratta challenges Uruk to a battle of 
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champions—the part of the story that is deflected at the end by the old woman’s wisdom.  
But he also, and more importantly, challenges Uruk to a contest of intelligence.  The first 
test involves sending grain to Aratta.  The task seems impossible, since Aratta demands 
that it be carried in nets.  With the inspiration of the grain goddess—also a major figure 
of wisdom in Sumerian thought—Nidaba, Enmerkar is able to accomplish the impossible 
feat (lines 320-32).  He soaks the old grain stored in Uruk’s granary, and as it sprouts the 
grain locks together, making it possible to carry the grain in the netting.  (He also reduces 
the size of the mesh.) 

When Uruk’s grain arrives, Aratta is saved (lines 353-64).  Afterwards, the rains come, as 
the god Ishkur, the storm god, acts.  The en of Aratta attributes the downpour, as he 
should, to Inanna, who had not (completely) abandoned him (lines 556-67).  When the 
“alert champion” (ur-igi-gál-la) and the “singer” (LI.DU-ni) from Uruk arrive in Aratta—
to fight or to claim victory—the story swerves to a conclusion in which the two 
representatives of Uruk play no part.  The wise old woman (umma) brings the story to an 
end with her suggestion that Aratta engage in trade, not war, with Uruk. 

The conciliatory ending does not, however, detract from Uruk’s victory in the game of 
wits.  As Vanstiphout masterfully interprets the poem, Enmerkar is given three apparently 
impossible tasks, each of which he completes in a clever way that places Uruk in a positive 
light.  The solutions to the three tasks require innovative problem-solving, and each 
involves new technology.    Enmerkar is helped in his first two tasks by the wise goddess 
Nidaba and Enki.  The third task, a “champion of no known color,” infuriates Enmerkar, 
who until this point in the story had been remarkably restrained; he will send his 
champion (without quite explaining what the solution is) to fight Aratta’s champion in 
single combat.  As we have seen, the story does not turn out the way it appears to be 
headed.  Enmerkar’s champion does, it would appear, fulfill the challenge laid down by 
Aratta.  But instead of battle, Enmerkar turns the tables, Enki-like (the way Enki did in 
the contest between “Enki and Ninmah”), and challenges the lord of Aratta to a task he 
cannot manage. 

Vanstiphout argues that in inventing writing, Enmerkar is shown to be inventing 
cuneiform 962 writing—at a stage beyond pictographs (that Aratta might well have been 
able to understand).  Aratta’s response is important to an interpretation that sees the 
poem as a celebration of the intellectual and technological superiority of Uruk—and the 
Sumerian language.  Since his messages to Aratta have become increasingly complex, 
Enmerkar simply “smoothed clay with the hand and set down the words on it in the 
manner of a tablet” (line 504).  The poet interposes a comment: “While up to then there 
had been no one setting down words on clay,/ now, on that day, under that sun, thus it 
verily came to be” (lines 505-506).  The authorial comment of course emphasizes the 
extraordinary innovation Enmerkar has brought into being. 

For his part, the en of Aratta responds to the challenge in character.  Unlike Enmerkar, 
his rival is consistently portrayed as a boisterous, arrogant leader.  His inability to 
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understand the tablet leads to total frustration on his part.  Vanstiphout reads the key 
line, “The spoken word was (but) a nail; his face grew angry” (line 519). 

Words have been a problem for Aratta from the start.  At each point in the story 
Enmerkar’s messages leave Aratta angrily interrupting the messenger. Before he 
challenges Enmerkar to a game of wits, 

Then did the heart 
burn in the lord, 
the throat choked up, 
no retort had he, 
kept seeking 
and seeking 
for a retort. 
At his own feet 
he was staring 
with sleepless eyes— 
began finding a retort, 
found a retort, 
let out with a shout— 
loudly like a bull 
he bellowed 
the retort to the message 
at the envoy.  (lines 237-42) 

When the messenger returns to Uruk, he imitates the bombast of Aratta’s response. 

Even when Uruk relieves drought-plagued Aratta, the en spends time trying to come up 
with a response to Enmerkar. 

After thus he had been telling him 
he went into the back 
of his bedroom 
and lay there 
eschewing food. 
Day dawned, 
he was wallowing and wallowing 
in words, 
spoke words one does not 
take in one’s mouth, 
was wading around in words 
as in donkey feed….(lines 390-94) 

The satirical portrayal of a tongue-tied en of Aratta only makes Enmerkar look better by 
contrast.  Words are what save Uruk: Enmerkar’s, spoken and written, Nidaba’s, Enki’s, 
and the old woman sage.  Even Inanna is the master of words—truthful as well as 
deceptive, as the list of mes in “Inanna and Enki” makes clear. 
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It may be significant the achievement Inanna is credited with in “Inanna and Enki,” 
cleverly wresting the divine words from Enki in Eridu and bringing them to Uruk, is 
mentioned in “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta” as the accomplishment of Enmerkar 
himself (line 89). 

Sumerian narratives are saturated in words.  Of course the poems themselves are 
constructed of words.  But Sumerian narratives largely move stories along through 
dialogues, as in “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta,” where the two ens engage in their 
contest through the intermediary of a messenger (and, finally, through the tablet Aratta 
is unable to read).  Disputations were a favorite literary form in Sumer.  But “Enmerkar 
and the Lord of Aratta” is marked by word-wise deities and the production of words.  
Enmerkar is surely the very model of en-ship of a period before the military king came to 
dominate Sumerian life.  His ability to manipulate words is connected not only to 
“wisdom” but also the technological innovation and problem-solving that, for the 
Urukean, distinguished that city from its rivals. 

If this is so, the incantation-myth, “The Spell (nam-shub) of Nudimmud,” Seeed into 
“Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta,” which has been considered an irrelevant addition,963 
would seem to foreshadow the triumph of Sumerian Uruk in the poem.  Of the regions 
identified at the cardinal points, Sumer in the south is the only one characterized by 
language.  The line, eme-ha-mun ki-en-gi kur-gal-me-nam-nun-na-ka (line 142), has 
been variously translated as “bilingual” or “polyglot” Sumer, but it highlights two features 
we have seen throughout the poem: Sumer—Uruk in particular—is linguistically 
sophisticated and a possessor of the “grand” mes.  The otherwise terrible consequence of 
Enki’s act, to split an original language (praising his rival, Enlil) into diverse languages, 
in fact favors the overlordship of Sumer in the world.  One might further speculate that 
the Sumerians recognized, as modern scholars suggest, that the bilingual (or polyglot) 
situation of the region, reflected in the world’s oldest schools, may have been the key 
precondition for developing Sumer’s greatest innovation, true writing. 

The third Enmerkar poem, “Enmerkar and Ensuhkeshdanna,”964 is less than half the 
length of “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta,” and it has not attracted as much attention 
of scholars as has the longer poem.  To the extent that ancient and non-Western narratives 
approach familiar Western heroic narratives in the tradition of Homer and Virgil we seem 
to have relatively little difficulty appreciating them.  Even if “Gilgamesh and Akka,” for 
example, does not actually detail the climactic battle the way Odysseus and his son fight 
the suitors or Achilles and Hector battle in the Iliad, the shape of the narrative is familiar 
to us in a way that solutions that depend on magic do not.  Mesopotamian tradition 
maintained a continuous respect for the god of magic, wisdom, and the word, Enki; but 
modern scholars have been less willing to recognize his power—evident in a host of 
narratives and incantations—than the power of great fighting gods like Enlil or Babylon’s 
Marduk.  Stories that turn on magic are more likely relegated to popular folklore than the 
more “serious” stories that resemble the Western epic tradition. 
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We have already seen two versions of Enmerkar’s besting of his rival in Aratta. “Enmerkar 
and Ensuhkeshdanna” offers a third.  In “Enmerkar and Ensuhkeshdanna” the rivalry is 
carried out by extensions of the two ens.  As in “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta,” a wise 
old woman, this time identified as Sagburru, defeats a sorcerer who has been hired by the 
en of Aratta.  In a battle of magicians, Sagburru has the more powerful magic and kills the 
sorcerer.  The poem ends with a clear victory of Enmerkar over the en of Aratta—this time 
identified as Ensuhkeshdanna—in the contest (adaman). 

Ensuhkeshdanna, having heard this matter, 
To Enmerkar sent a man (saying); 
 
“You are the beloved lord (en ki-ág) of Inanna; you alone are exalted; 
Inanna has truly chosen you for her holy lap; you are her beloved. 
 
From the west to the east, you are their great lord; I am subordinate to you; 
From (the moment of) conception I was not your equal; you are the ‘big brother.’ 
 
I cannot match you ever.” 
 
In the contest between Enmerkar and Ensuhkeshdanna, 
Enmerkar was superior to Ensuhkeshdanna. 
 
Nisaba, be praised! (lines 273-82)965 

As Adele Berlin points out, “Enmerkar and Ensuhkeshdanna” “displays the same main 
characters, historical background, style, tone, and purpose of the other narrative poems 
included in the Enmerkar-Lugalbanda cycle.”966 They are all pro-Uruk works.  And they 
portray Aratta as virtually the mirror image of Uruk.  Where Inanna favors both cities, 
and may have favored Aratta before she turned to Uruk, the poems clearly relate the 
triumph of Uruk to the increasing favor shown to Enmerkar.  So the greater city perforce 
gains the favor of the greatest deity. 

“Enmerkar and Ensuhkeshdanna” contains a very striking insight into the “sacred 
marriage” of Inanna and the en of the city.  A sequence early in the poem makes a subtle 
distinction between two levels of intimacy with Inanna, roughly similar to the degrees of 
mystical ascent that would be developed in the Judeo-Christian West (and found as well 
in Islamic Sufism).  They may define a Sumerian—or at least Urukean—idea of the most 
intimate relationships possible between the divine and human.  The sequence occurs in a 
boasting challenge to Uruk.  Since Uruk’s en eventually wins the contest, the lines may be 
said to define the winnings.  Ensuhkeshdanna’s boast becomes Enmerkar’s reality by 
virtue of the favor of Inanna. 

“[He—Enmerkar] may dwell with Inanna in the Egar; 
(But) [I—Ensuhkeshdanna] will dwell with Inanna in the Ezagin of Aratta. 
 
He may lie with her on the ‘splendid bed’; 
(But) I will lie in sweet slumber with her on the ‘adorned bed’. 
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967 
He may see Inanna at night in a dream; 
(But) I will commune with Inanna face- to-face. 
 
He may eat the fat goose; 
(But) I will not eat the fat goose. 
 
I…the goose…its eggs in a basket; its goslings…; 
Its young for my pot; its old for my kettle. 
 
The goose will not leave the river-bank, 
When the ensi’s of the land [have submitted], they will eat [with me]” 
(lines 27-38) 

As is so often the case with this ancient poetry, a few breaks in the text reduce the certainty 
of our interpretation.  The references to the geese have been plausibly explained by Adele 
Berlin.  Rather than killing the goose, as Enmerkar would do, Ensuhkeshdanna would use 
its eggs and offspring for a “never-ending supply of geese” that would serve as food “for 
the victor and his vassals” (the ensis, who in this poem appear to be subordinate to the 
ens).968 

For his part, Enmerkar boasts that his relationship with Inanna is more intimate than her 
relationship with the en of Aratta.  His rival may dwell with Inanna in the Ezagin of Aratta 
(line 78).  She will dwell with Enmerkar when something—the line is broken—brings 
Inanna from heaven to earth.  The battle of the beds is joined as well. 

“He may lie with her in sweet slumber on the ‘adorned bed’; 
(But) I on the ‘splendid bed’ of Inanna that is strewn with pure plants. 
 
At its back is an ug-lion; at its head is a pirig-lion: 
The ug-lion chases the pirig-lion; 
The pirig-lion chases the ug—lion; 
The ug-lion is [chasing] the pirig-lion; 
The pirig-lion is [chasing] the ug-lion.  (lines 80-86) 

Clearly the decoration on the “splendid bed” (gish-ná-gi-rin) marks its superiority to 
Aratta’s bed.  But that is not all.  The love-making between Inanna and the en of Uruk 
continues far beyond the length of time Aratta presumably spends with her: 15 “double-
hours” (line 88) when once Inanna enters the holy gipar.  Even the sun will not gaze into 
the holy precinct (músh).  Whatever “really” happened in the gipars of Sumerian temples 
when a “sacred marriage” was performed, the poets imagine an intensely erotic scene.  
And it seems clear enough that communing with the god “face-to-face” (line 32) is 
superior to receiving the goddess in a dream (line 31).  Berlin notes that the Hebrew Bible 
also knows the difference, as Moses, alone among the prophets is said to have seen God 
face to face (Numbers 12:6-8).  Miguel Civil translates the line, “I converse with Inanna 
when she is awake” (gìr-babbar-ra).  In either case, as Berlin points out, the contrast is 
between a dream vision and a direct manifestation of the goddess.969 
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The poet also imagines Aratta as having the same religious life as Uruk.  When Enmerkar, 
as he had done in “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta,” responds to the challenge by writing 
out a message on clay, his rival asks the advice of the attendants who dwell with him in 
the gipar of Inanna’s temple there.  The list of keepers is the same as we have seen earlier: 
the ishib, lú-mah, gudu4, and girsiga (line 118).  The “convened assembly” (unken-gar-
ra) that advises him (line 128) is presumably that same group of temple insiders.  They 
urge Ensuhkeshdanna to resist the arrogant threats, and the en agrees. 

The actual contest is waged, not by the ens themselves, but by their agents.  Aratta hires 
a sorcerer (mash-mash) from another place, Hamazu; the sorcerer is said to have 
practiced sorcery in the gipar-house (line 137).  He travels as close to Uruk as the city of 
Eresh, whose location is still in doubt. (Possibly Eresh is Abu Salabikh.)970 The city is 
identified in the poem as the “city of Nisaba” (or Nidaba, the grain goddess whose wise 
advice helped Enmerkar in “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta”).  At Eresh the sorcerer 
uses his power to destroy the cattle-pens and sheepfolds, the cheeses and milk produced 
there.  “On that day he turned the cattle-pen and the sheepfold into a house of silence; he 
caused devastation” (line 198). 

Suddenly his rival appears in the form of an “old woman” (umma) named Sagburru.  They 
engage in a battle of magic.  In each instance Sagburru defeats the sorcerer from Aratta.  
He admits defeat, asks for mercy and claims he will sing Sagburru’s praises in Aratta.  The 
“old woman,” however, is deaf to his pleas.  He had committed “the forbidden thing” (line 
264) and needs to be punished, which she carries out efficiently, tossing the corpse onto 
the bank of the Euphrates when once she dispatches him. 

The poem ends, as we have seen before, with a very clear declaration that Enmerkar has 
won the contest.  Enmerkar, his rival admits, is the “beloved lord of Inanna” (za-e-me-en 
en-ki-ág, line 275). 

The poem is dedicated to the goddess Nisaba, whose help in the contest is only suggested 
by the connection she is presumed to have with the “old woman” Sagburru.  Although 
Sagburru is taken as a personal name here, sag-bur (and its alternative, bur-sag) from 
very early days was the title of one of the temple keepers.  On the Standard Professions 
lists the title appears in association with a variety of others, including wearers of linen 
and leather, and performers such as the sag-ur-sag and the gala.  In some contexts it 
appears that she is a singer, but the actual function of the sag-bur is not entirely clear.971 

As in “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta,” the goddess who is associated with grain and 
with writing is an ally of Uruk in “Enmerkar and Ensuhkeshdanna.”  The close association 
she has with Uruk suggests that, in some tradition, Nisaba was considered almost an 
extension of Inanna herself.  (The variation in translating the goddess’s name derives 
from the difference between the Sumerian name, Nidaba, and the Semitic equivalent, 
Nisaba.)  Her city, Eresh, has not been discovered, but she is closely identified with both 
Uruk and Nippur.972  In her survey of the female “sage” in Mesopotamian literature, Rivka 
Harris points out that Nisaba was the patron deity of scribes and writing.973  Tikva 
Frymer-Kensky goes a great deal further, considering Nisaba the “paradigmatic wise 



Chapter Three: What’s in a Name: Gilgamesh the King 471 
  

woman,” credited early not only with grain and writing, but also a number of other 
technologically sophisticated tasks that came eventually to be associated with men: 
architecture, ploughing, digging, building wells and the like.974 

(Possibly the metaphoric link between Nisaba and Enkidu is not entirely a connection 
between her grain and his flowing hair.) 

This brief and very selective survey of inscriptions—all of them included in the Decad 
curriculum--from or about Uruk at the dawn of an “heroic” age supports a growing 
scholarly consensus that a shift occurred in the 3rd millennium from what may be called 
an en-centered society to a lugal-centered one: a shift from temple to palace.  Whether 
increased warfare between Mesopotamian city-states was the cause or effect of the shift, 
it is clear that the great walled city of Uruk provided the paradigm that, no doubt, was 
drawn from nearby Eridu and perhaps from “the mountains” from which Inanna and 
Ninsun were said to have come.  The inscriptions we have seen so far undoubtedly reflect 
an elite loyal to the great kings, whose influences over the city-states grow through the 
centuries.  The enship-model is never lost in this long period.  The kings of Ur and Isin do 
not claim to be kings of Uruk even when they triumph over the old center.  Rather, they 
appropriate the enship for themselves.  They perform rituals the ens must have 
performed, and they claim the intimate relationship with Inanna that the “sacred 
marriage” texts relate to Dumuzi and the early ens. 

From Enmerkar to Lugalbanda to Gilgamesh the image of the leader shifts from the 
religio-magical possessor of the divine me (through Inanna) to the military king who acts 
with the help of Inanna but is already resisting the influence she attempts to exert over 
the one she selects as her spouse.  Sumer and Akkad see Uruk as the place where this 
momentous transformation takes place.  Uruk, for its part, resists its rivals, and 
periodically succumbs—without losing its religious authority.  The very intensification of 
the notion that a city is primarily the dwelling place of a god or goddess may well be a 
backformation.  Was not Uruk always the house of Inanna?  Ur the house of Nanna? 
Nippur the house of Enlil? 

From the inscriptions we have considered so far, it should be clear that as the military 
hero comes to dominate the discourse that makes its way into writing in the 3rd 
millennium, the role of one very important part of the population fades.  The old women 
sages, the goddess Nisaba—and Inanna herself—are very prominent in the stories of the 
earliest heroes, but less so as time went on.  The extent to which the goddesses of Sumer 
reflect the social status of women is one of the most controversial questions discussed 
these days.  With the conspicuous exception of Inanna and the goddesses who live with 
her and in some ways seem to have been extensions of her, the goddesses do appear to be 
eclipsed by males in the Sumerian pantheon. 

But women were not silent in the literature that emerges in the 3rd millennium.  Indeed, 
it is ironic that among the many cuneiform inscriptions of that period, the vast majority 
of which are anonymous, the only named “authors” are women. 
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One in particular will occupy us here. 

Enheduanna, The First Author 
Uruk attributed to its en, Enmerkar, the invention of true writing.  Since we now think 
that Archaic Uruk script is true writing, that is, conventional and arbitrary signs that, 
however much the signs show traces of pictographs—designs that look like the objects and 
concepts they represent—they were to be read in a particular language, Sumerian.975  It 
may be this feature that angered and befuddled Enmerkar’s rival in Aratta.  When the en 
of Aratta was presented with a cuneiform tablet, he could not read it.  It looked to him, as 
it does to us today, as a surface impressed with nails.  One hundred years of intense 
scholarly effort has given modern Sumerologists confidence that they can decipher much 
of the difficult language and, increasingly, texts that show the cuneiform writing system 
changing throughout the three thousand years it was employed. 

Possessing true writing does not imply authorship of texts.  Clearly, someone wrote them, 
and we know that some texts were frequently copied.  As Hans J. Nissen has pointed out, 
the earliest writing from Uruk in the late 4th millennium BCE was “well developed from 
the outset.”976 The writers are not named on the tablets.  It may be significant that another 
highly developed art of that early period, cylinder seals, were not inscribed with the names 
either of the artists who made them or the owners who used them.  The recognition of 
individuals (rather than religious and social roles, known through the titles that are 
preserved in Archaic Uruk texts) in both arts comes only later. 

The history of Sumerian literature is bedeviled by the problem that much of it was 
preserved at a date when the language itself was dying, early in the 2nd Millennium BCE, 
during a era known as the Old Babylonian Period.  Many new and strikingly original 
literary works were produced during that period in the language that came to dominate 
Mesopotamia, the chief rival to Sumerian, the language spoken by the Babylonians and 
Assyrians and taught with Sumerian in the scribal schools, Akkadian.  (It is “Akkadian” 
after the capitol of the first empire, Sargon the Great’s city of Agade, or Akkad.)  Although 
Sumerian and Akkadian borrowed many words from one another, they are completely 
unrelated languages.  Sumerian is classified as an agglutinative language, structured like 
Hungarian and Turkish, it has no known relatives.  Akkadian, on the other hand, belongs 
to the Semitic family of languages, and is clearly related to Aramaic, Hebrew, and Arabic, 
languages spoken today.  (Akkadian, like Sumerian, started dying out when Aramaic 
spread through the ancient Near East, as early as the 6th century BCE, while it continued 
to be used in Uruk until the first century BCE.) 

Authorship is a tricky concept.977  Modern, literate society tends to see ancient, primarily 
oral cultures in its own image, giving considerable prestige to individuals who go off by 
themselves, write and rewrite texts until they have achieved a fixed shape and can be mass 
produced in print, to be read by persons who in all likelihood will never see, let alone hear 
the author.978  By something of a fluke in British history, a Germanic heroic tale 
celebrating the achievements of a certain Beowulf came to be written down in medieval 
England and was preserved until a time when scholars in the 19th century could translate 
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it into modern English.  There is hardly any question that it reflects oral composition and 
oral transmission—and with it group authorship and multiple authorship, as traditional 
materials are passed along through generations--until it entered the different stream of 
writing.  Still, modern students of literature are often uncomfortable with literary works 
that cannot be assigned to individual, named authors.  (An exception is the Romantics’ 
celebration of “folk” literature, like ballads, thought to have been expressions of a purer 
collective spirit than alienated “modern” individuals possessed.) 

Authorship in the ancient world, through most of the period we are dealing with, was 
different.  The author of a work was more usually the authority that authorized the 
statement.  So we have a biblical prophet, Isaiah, from the 8th century BCE, who may have 
written much of the first thirty-nine chapters of what is today called First Isaiah but is 
unlikely to have authored the more influential Second Isaiah, chapters 40-55, thought to 
have been written two centuries later, which, incongruous with its companion, is 
anonymous.  W. G. Lambert discovered a cuneiform text that listed many literary and 
“scientific” works, including Gilgamesh.979  The text assigns authorship of Gilgamesh to 
a certain Sin-leqi-unninnī, as we have seen, a mash-mash who was thought to have been 
the great ancestor of an Uruk family of scribes, but about whom very little is known.980 
Many writers claiming descent from Sin-leqi-unninnī were still active in the Seleucid 
period late in the 1st Millennium BCE. 

The list is even more interesting, though, in the way it categorizes the texts.  First come 
those “from the mouth of” gods, especially Enki.  These are followed by works “from the 
mouth of” the famous antediluvian sages (ab-gal) like Uan (better known as Oannes).  
Only then are there works that are attributed to persons like Sin-leqi-unninnī who may 
have been actual historical individuals. They are designated ummianu, “experts” or 
“scholars”—important, but not of the prestige or significance that attached to gods and 
sages.  (Mesopotamian thought tended to see the great flood as a dividing point in human 
history.  Before the flood, the sages taught human beings how to survive—in a sense, how 
to be “civilized.”  With the flood, the great sages disappeared and mere humans carried 
on the tradition, but in a reduced way.  The Sumerian King List follows this division of 
history.) 

So it is with some surprise that a named author in the modern sense shows up at a very 
early period in Mesopotamian history.  There is a lingering irony in the persistent 
tradition that the first female author was the Greek poet, Sappho, since we now know the 
names of at least two 3rd millennium BCE authors, both of them women, fifteen hundred 
years before Sappho.  The more important of these authors is Enheduanna, daughter of 
Sargon the Great. 

Six different literary compositions are attributed to Enheduanna.981  Joan Goodnick 
Westenholz has demonstrated that she was a strong personality and an important 
political figure in a very turbulent time.  The daughter of Sargon, she became en and zirru 
(a title Westenholz explains as the female bird to the god Nanna, chief god of Ur, imaged 
as a male bird; Enheduanna would have been considered the consort—in Westenholz’s 
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translation, “hen”—of Nanna), and also dam, “spouse” of the god.982  Westenholz suggests 
that “the title may reflect the connubial metaphor for the closeness of the religious 
experience between an immanent deity and a human being.”983  Like the en in Uruk, who 
was considered the spouse of Inanna, Enheduanna was at least symbolically associated 
with the fertility aspect of the great god, whose “sacred marriage” “connoted a desire for 
intimate intercourse between the human and divine spheres for the benefit of cultural 
stability.”984 Like her counterpart in Uruk, she lived in the gipar of the temple985 and slept 
in the “fruitful” bed of Nanna,986 the prototype of which was the ritual bed of Inanna and 
Dumuzi.  On the other hand, the en-priestess, like the naditu-priestess, was cloistered at 
an early age and was expected to be celibate.  (Rivkah Harris has noted that such 
priestesses—holding office on average from 35-40 years—may have owed their longevity 
to the cloister, where they were relatively immune from the epidemics of the city and they 
escaped the perils of giving birth.987)  And it is difficult for us to know how literally to 
understand the sexual language of such poetry; much is clearly metaphorical. 

As en, Enheduanna was selected by the gods, a process that involved divination.  She 
would have undergone a series of purification rituals, and she would have had the duty of 
carrying the masabbu basket and grinding the groats (546-47), that is, preparing the meal 
offering for the god.988  She sang a song, the asila, the nature of which is still in doubt, 
but one that is associated with the gudu priests.  Westenholz points out that Enheduanna 
was not only the “first woman poet on record but the first poet on record.”989 Like Inanna, 
her role model as a poet, Enheduanna describes herself as a poet,990 inspired at 
midnight—in a metaphor that is seen elsewhere in world literature, “giving birth” (tud) to 
the poem (shir) then, to be repeated at noon by the gala.991  Of royal families in the 3rd 
Millennium only one king, Shulgi, claims to have received a scribal education.  Since two 
women are known from this period, Westenholz infers that “woman poets were the rule 
rather than the exception” in 3rd Millennium Sumer. 

We are fortunate to have visual evidence of the female en as well as the male en—the one 
usually identified as the “priest-king”—from the 4th Millennium.992 

[Fig. 37: See “Illustrations”: Fig. 6 in Collon, “Depictions of Priests,” p. 29] 

 

And a depiction of Enheduanna herself, engaged in a ritual activity, exists.  Irene J. Winter 
examines the Disk of Enheduanna closely along with earlier depictions of women in the 
office Enheduanna held.993  She argues on the basis of visual evidence that the office was 
not initiated by Sargon for Enheduanna but existed as early as the Early Dynastic III 
period, and that women held important public roles in Sumerian cities.  On the other 
hand, women are seldom depicted in ancient Mesopotamian art or in epic literature; and 
the roles they play are quite limited.  Those women who are depicted are usually elites in 
socially-sanctioned public roles.  In the very thorny question that is much-debated today, 
the status of women in Mesopotamia and the possible changes in women’s status over 
time, Winter suggests that the cultural mores that obtain today in much of the Middle 
East, where gender largely determines public and private roles, may have been the case 
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in Mesopotamia as well.994 (201).  Enheduanna and other women who served as en are 
conspicuous exceptions to the rule. 

[Fig. 38: See “Illustrations” Fig. 1 in Winter, “Women in Public,” p. 29.] 

Enheduanna also had the duty of preserving sacred buildings, and she accepted it.  She 
was also the author of a great cycle of hymns to the temples of Sumer and Akkad.  The 
magnificent collection of temple hymns is as close to a theology or philosophy of religion 
as one will find in early antiquity.  It is in the collection that she makes what may be her 
boldest claim for authorship. 

The last of the forty-two temples in Enheduanna’s survey is, significantly, the “shining 
house” of the goddess Nisaba in the town near Uruk, Eresh.995  Nisaba was the “true 
woman who possesses exceeding wisdom” (line 536).  Among the roles attributed to this 
important Sumerian goddess, the architect of heaven and earth, is her literacy: she 
consults a lapis lazuli tablet (line 538).  The final lines of the poem swerve in an unusual 
way.  Every temple hymn in the collection ends with a line that identifies the temple, its  
patron god or goddess, and its location.  Here it is “The house of Nisaba in Eresh” (line 
545).  Interposed between the formal praise of Nisaba (line 542) is the signature of the 
human composer of the poem: “The one who compiled this tablet is Enheduanna” (line 
543), who addresses her king (lugal) with the claim that she has created something “no 
one else has created” (line 544). 

The Temple Hymns, too, were part of the Decad curriculum. 

That Enheduanna was en of the god Nanna does not tie her to Uruk.  Nanna was, by the 
Akkadian period, the god of nearby Ur.  But she was the en of Inanna.  In a most powerful 
poem—the one she claims was inspired at night—she went so far as to transfer the divine 
mes from Nanna, who had abandoned her in her time of need, to Inanna.  “The Exaltation 
of Inanna” claims for Inanna overlordship of all the gods in the pantheon.   “The 
Exaltation of Inanna” was also listed among the texts in the Decad curriculum. 

There is a curious subtext to her title as en of Inanna.  During the Ur III and Isin periods 
the offices of en of Uruk and en of Inanna were separated.996  When kingship passed from 
Uruk to Ur, Ur-Namma, whose reign inaugurated the Ur III dynasty, assumed the title of 
en of Uruk, but he appointed one of his son to the office of en of Inanna.  In a poem Ur-
Namma, who claimed to be “brother” of Gilgamesh and also Geshtinanna, held the 
“golden sceptre of en-ship” and played the instruments on which the en performed (tigi, 
adab, and zamzam).997  In “Urnamma C” Ur-Namma’s ritual acts involve putting on linen 
garments, lying on a flowered bed in the gipar, providing the people with delicious food 
(in his role as the farmer Enkimdu), and tending the cattle pens and sheepfold (in his role 
as the shepherd Dumuzi). (lines 73-84).  The resulting abundance takes care of the well-
being of Sumer.  A remarkable detail in the poem is Ur-Namma’s semen ejaculated into 
the “pure womb,” of Nanna, who is almost everywhere else imaged as male (lines 42, 44).  
As king of Ur (but not of Uruk), Ur-Namma is credited with expelling the enemy, the 
Gutians (lines 85-92).  In “Urnamma D,” the king is praised for digging two canals.  The 
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king’s military victories are thus not absent in the poems, but they are de-emphasized in 
favor of his activities as en of Uruk. 

When, according to The Sumerian King List, kingship passed to the city of Isin, its king, 
Ishme-Dagan, also expressed his overlordship of Uruk not as its king but as Uruk’s en.998  
“The Uruk Lament” narrates a moment when the high gods abandon Uruk and permit a 
great monster like a “wild bull” to destroy the city.  Enlil demands war, with devastation 
like the great flood itself.  The Gutians attack.  Even the primeval city (Kulaba) that had 
been incorporated in the larger city was “turned into a place of murder” (line 4.31).  When 
the turn comes, Ishme-Dagan is singing in restored Uruk and performing on the tigi and 
the zamzam, performing, in other words, as nar and gala as well as en (lines 12.14-23).  
He is a “humble man” in the gipar of Uruk.  He makes offerings of beer, fat, oil, honey 
and wine.  But he does not claim kingship of Uruk.  Rather, he is the city’s “steward” (ú-
a, line 12.9). 

It would appear, then, that the kings of Ur and Isin, even in defeating Uruk, appropriated 
the religious traditions of the ancient city without adopting the title of Uruk’s king. 

While there is still considerable debate about what actually happened in the “sacred 
marriage” of the en and Inanna during the reigns of the Ur III and Isin kings, the en-ship 
of Enheduanna seems to represent an important change.  Documents state clearly enough 
that Enheduanna was installed as the en of Ur’s high god, Nanna, the moon.999  Piotr 
Steinkeller points out that Enheduanna’s is the earliest documented case of woman 
serving as the consort (or wife) of a Sumerian god.1000  (It is difficult to know what the 
pairs of male and female deities signified; some, like Anu and Antum, appear more like 
male and female aspects of a divine being.)  As Steinkeller reconstructs the development, 
Enheduanna was installed as en in Ur by her father, Sargon, an act driven, he thinks, by 
political reasons, to “create an independent power base in the south.” 1001  In doing so, 
Sargon followed a tradition in the north—where the first true empire in the region had its 
capital, Agade—wherein a woman was designated DAM.DINGIR or “wife” of a god.1002  
The innovation in the southern city must have been resisted.  Enheduanna herself tells of 
the difficulties she encountered when the city turned against her—theologically, when 
Nanna failed to support her in her extreme distress, when she was banished from the city. 

Once the pattern was established in the south, though, the principle of a female en was 
extended to other Sumerian cities.  Steinkeller sees the expansion of en-ship by the kings 
of Ur and Isin as a powerful political tool based on the Sargonic model.1003 

Supporting Enheduanna as en, though, was the Sumerian tradition of the en of Inanna.  
And it was to Inanna that Enheduanna turned when Nanna failed her.  In one of the most 
striking poems written in Sumerian, Enheduanna herself transfers the divine me to 
Inanna, exalting the goddess to virtual identification with the highest gods of the 
Sumerian pantheon.1004  Known from its incipit, nin-me-shár-ra, or “Lady of all the me,” 
the 150-plus line poem has been translated by its modern editors, William W. Hallo and 
J. J. A. Van Dijk, and more recently by Betty De Shong Meador, as “The Exaltation of 
Inanna.”1005 
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“The Exaltation of Inanna” begins and ends with praise of Inanna as the “hierodule” of 
heaven, nu-gig-an-na, who gathered up and guards the great me.  Near the end of the 
poem, Enheduanna pronounces a formula, hé-zu-àm, “be it known!” for each of eleven 
major epithets, all of them confirming Inanna’s terrifying power, and ending with the 
statement—or rather demand—that Inanna alone is exalted, asha mah-me-en (line 134).  
The exaltation is followed by an extraordinary passage in which Enheduanna tells of 
preparing the censer and performing rites to purify the “nuptial chamber” (é-ésh-dam-
kù, line 137) for Inanna’s nocturnal appearance to her.  The poem she gave birth to, in 
pain, she recited to Inanna, and she expects the gala to repeat it to the goddess at noon 
(lines 138-39).  It is the earliest of what comes to be a widespread metaphor of poetic 
inspiration.  Jungian analyst Betty De Shong Meador captures the vigor of the passage: 

I have heaped up coals in the brazier 
I have washed in the sacred basin 
I have readied your room 
in the tavern 
(may your heart be cooled for me) 
suffering bitter pangs 
I gave birth to this exaltation 
for you my Queen 
 
what I told you in the dark of night 
may the singer recount at noon 
 
child of yours I am a captive 
bride of yours I am a captive 
it is for my sake your anger fumes 
your heart finds no relief.1006 

 

(While Inanna’s anger may have been prompted by an action of Enheduanna herself, the 
motif of the god’s anger—as often as not without explanation—is so pervasive in 
Mesopotamian literature that it may have marked the natural stance of the gods, who 
need to be pacified.) 

The middle of the poem describes Enheduanna’s desperate plight: banishment from Ur, 
her appeal to the god of the city, Nanna, and a bitter indictment of her political foe, a 
certain Lugalanne.1007  The passage regarding Lugalanne is difficult to follow (56-57), for 
Lugalanne is not only her foe in Ur, but is a usurper in Inanna’s Uruk.  Inanna has 
removed herself from Uruk. 

Its woman no longer speaks of love with her husband. 
At night they no longer have intercourse. 
She no longer reveals to himher inmost treasures.  (lines 55-57) 

Lugalanne has “stripped An of Eanna” (line 86), and brought the sanctuary to 
destruction.1008  “Having entered before you as a partner, he has even approached his 
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sister-in-law” (line 90).  Just as the city suffers from sexual dysfunction when Inanna 
withdraws from the temple, the offense of Lugalanne is couched in metaphors of 
sexuality, even, apparently, incest.1009  As Hallo and Van Dijk demythologize the 
complaint, they see Enheduanna claiming that Lugalanne is not her legitimate sovereign.  
He may have the great An in his power, but Inanna has power equal to the highest god.  
Ur, then, should “aid the Sargonic party in the suppression of the revolt of Uruk, or at the 
very least not the support the rebellion.”1010  Enheduanna appeals to Nanna, but is 
rebuffed.  She loses her priestly offices in Ur and Uruk.  Where she once “carried the ritual 
basket” and “intoned the acclaim” as en, Enheduanna was reduced to the “lepers’ ward” 
and could no longer live with her deity (lines 68-69). 

Uruk, seen as a “malevolent rebel” against Nanna of Ur, is cursed (lines 92-99).  The 
Mesopotamian belief in the power of the word—based on the identity of word and thing, 
word and event—is clear in Enheduanna’s lament.  Curse and sacred song are enlisted to 
effect the much-desired result even as the situation is described.  The god who should 
have supported her is then included in the indictment.  Where Nanna has failed her, 
Inanna, the “queen beloved of An” (line 121), will take pity on the self-described “brilliant 
high priestess of Nanna,” en-zalzale-ga nanna-a-me-en (line 120).  The goddess who is 
“lofty as Heaven (An),” “broad as the earth,” who “devastates the rebel lands” and 
“devours cadavers like a dog,” with her “terrifying glance” will bring Enheduanna the 
relief she demands (lines 123-30).  And the poem ends with Inanna’s restoration.  The 
goddess appears in the garb of womanly beauty, like the light (ironically) of the “rising 
moon” (line 147).  In her appearance as the moon—as the god Nanna or as Nanna’s “wife” 
Ningal1011-- Inanna thus completes the exaltation to the highest rank—an exaltation 
effected by the human poet and en. 

In view of her rank and importance Enheduanna is careful to sign her name (line 67) to 
the poem.  Her signature appears in another, very different poem, known in antiquity 
from its incipit, é-u6-nir, repeated in the colophon, which also carefully notes the number 
of lines in the poem: 480.1012  The work is a series of temple hymns, as mentioned earlier 
forty-two in all, each of which is variation of a highly patterned genre with very little 
connection with modern literary genres.  The temple hymns describe, by pointing out 
certain features, the appearance of the sacred sites and, indirectly, the powers of the gods 
whose “houses” they are.  Each hymn ends with a notice of the (1) number of lines in the 
hymn, (2) the “house” of the god who dwells there, and (3) the city where the temple is 
located.  It is not a comprehensive description of temple complexes, which archaeologists 
have shown can be exceedingly difficult to describe in any given period.  Mesopotamian 
temples tended to be rebuilt right over the earlier temples and thus show a complicated 
process of development.  And there are within a given temple a multiplicity of rooms, over 
whose functions archaeologists still puzzle.  The Eanna temple in Uruk, for example, was 
expanded and extended on its wide base over the three thousand years it was in use.  
Documents refer to many shrines within it, devoted to a vast multiplicity of gods, some of 
whom may have been attributes of Inanna as much as independent entities—much the 
way Christian churches may have a central focus but may also contain separate niches 
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and altars.  References in various texts to activities in courtyards, ziggurats and places 
such as the gipar remind us of how little we know of the function of these increasingly 
large structures. 

The forty-two temple hymns Enheduanna wrote may have already been a traditional 
genre, and her composition may have been, on one level, a matter of collecting traditional 
texts.1013  But they are already a gross simplification of the temple scene in Sumer.  Many 
temples are not described at all.  The features are idealized rather than actual sketches of 
the sort, say, that Napoleon’s draftsmen produced when he took his army into Egypt in 
1798.  One conspicuous feature of Enheduanna’s collection is the association of a single 
god with a city,1014 a tradition that we now think developed in the 3rd Millennium, not 
earlier as was previously thought. 

At the very end of the series Enheduanna signs herself within the poem rather than 
outside it, in the colophon.  Since the last temple is the “house” of Nisaba in the city of 
Eresh, which has not been discovered but which must have been in the close vicinity of 
Uruk,1015 Enheduanna’s signature as the “compiler of the tablet” and her claim that what 
was created in the collection had never been created before (lines 543-44) are both 
remarkable.  Since many texts are careful to indicate that they are copies of much earlier 
texts, Enheduanna is clearly making a statement about authorship and originality—
nothing new in modern literature but rare in deep antiquity. 

Enheduanna’s description of Inanna’s temple in Uruk may serve as an example of the 
genre.  Inanna herself is credited in the collection with three temples in different cities.  
She is not the only deity to have multiple locations—Nanna and Ninazu have two 
temples1016—but she is the only god with three, another indication of her importance—at 
least in Enheduanna’s eyes.  Eanna in Uruk is the first one described.  Another, 
Ekizaballam, is located in Zabalam, and a third, Eulmash, is located in Ulmash (i.e., in 
Agade1017).  It is possible that in these satellite locations the city and temple are virtually 
identified.  It is also evident that the high god An, who was conspicuous in “The Exaltation 
of Inanna” (largely for having been overcome by Lugalanne), is entirely absent from the 
hymn to Eanna. 

We have already seen the great hymn to Eanna (#16).  The eleven line poem celebrates 
Eanna as a place of Seven Points, Seven Fires, and at night Seven Desires. 

Contrast Enheduanna’s image of Inanna’s house in Uruk with the goddess’s house in 
Ulmash, that is, her native Agade, capital of the empire her father gained through 
conquering, among other cities, Uruk. 

Ulmash, Upper Land, …of the land, 
ferocious lion, raging against the Wild Bull, 
a net spreading over the enemies, 
 
it makes silence fall upon the hostile land; 
as long as it is not submissive poisonous foam is poured out upon it; 
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House of Inanna, of silver and lapis lazuli, 
storehouse; 
 
your nun is the urabu-water-bird, 
nugig of the storehouse; 
 
arrayed in battle, beautiful…, 
who handles the utug-weapon, 
who washes the tools in the Blood of Battle, 
she opens the Door of Battle,…, 
the wise one of the heavens, Inanna, 
has, Ulmash, set the House upon your high terrace, 
has taken her place on your high seat. 
 
10 lines: the House of Inanna in Ulmash 
 
(Temple Hymn #40: Inanna in Ulmash [=lines 507-19]) 

Although several details are obscure, the sense of the whole poem is clear enough.  In 
Agade,1018 Inanna was seen as the warrior-goddess, as Enheduanna saw her in “The 
Exaltation of Inanna.”  There are some similarities to Uruk, of course.  The silver, lapis, 
and gold of the temple we have seen before in descriptions of Eanna.  She is both nun, a 
Sumerian term that is usually translated “prince” or “princely” but even in Archaic Uruk 
texts is attributed to Inanna1019 and perhaps best considered “majestic”--as she was in 
Temple Hymn #16—and in Archaic Uruk texts—and nin; and she holds the title, nugig, 
traditional with her.   As in the earlier poem in the collection, she is associated with the 
nigingar, apparently a sanctuary within the temple complex.1020  She is also “wise” (gal-
zu).  For the most part, though, Inanna is the goddess of battle.  In “The Exaltation of 
Inanna,” as we have seen, that aspect was also emphasized.  There she is credited with 
winning the first recorded heroic battle with a monster, Ebih.1021  A separate, extended 
account of Inanna’s victory over Epih, imaged as a mountain-wilderness, is attributed to 
Enheduanna.1022 

The third hymn that describes a temple of Inanna (#26) is found near the middle of the 
collection, that is, between the poem on the Agade temple and the one on the Uruk temple.  
Its city, Zabalam, is, appropriately enough, between the northern and southern extremes 
of Sumerian influence. 

House full of light, clad in jewels, 
Radiant, pure storehouse of Inanna, 
Adorned with true me, decorated….; 
 
Zabalam, temple of the shuba-mountain, 
Temple of the Morning Star; 
 
It has let the Word that Fills the Heavens resound; 
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Your “good” sanctuary has the nugig Word that Fills the Heavens found for you; 
 
Your nin is Inanna,…, the unique Woman, 
The great Dragon who speaks inimical words to the evil one, 
Who makes everything clean as the whitest of things, 
Who goes against the enemies’ land, 
 
Through her heaven’s vault is beautified in the evening, 
The great daughter of Nanna, holy Inanna, 
Has, House of Zabalam, set the House upon your high terrace, 
has taken her place on your high seat. 
 
12 lines: the House of Inanna in Zabalam 
 
(Temple Hymn #26: Inanna in Zabalam [=lines 315-27]) 

Although the famous city of Agade has not been precisely located yet, it is possible that 
Zabalam, modern Ibzeh is east of both Agade and Uruk.1023  For whatever reason, Inanna 
of Zabalam is imaged in her astral aspects as “daughter” of Suen, that is, Nanna, the moon, 
chief god, as we have seen, of Ur.  The obscure reference to dawn and the later reference 
to Inanna’s making the firmament beautiful in the evening suggest her aspects as Morning 
and Evening Stars.  Radiance and purity are the features most emphasized in this portrait 
of the temple at Zabalam. 

The three portraits agree in many ways with the earliest aspects of Inanna known from 
the Archaic Uruk texts.  References to the puzzling šuba in the first line suggests a 
connection between Inanna’s brightness, “purity” and her erotic beauty.1024  Certainly the 
Inanna of Uruk continues the Archaic aspects, especially those of power, fertility and 
erotic attractiveness.  Sexual or gender differences are highlighted there.  In Agade, on 
the other hand, the beauty and wisdom of Inanna are subordinated to her warlike 
qualities.  Her temple in Zabalam is filled with light, appropriate to her astral qualities as 
Morning Star, Evening Star, and daughter of the moon.  Enheduanna is careful to 
distinguish the three temples; together, the temple hymns present a remarkably complex 
and multifaceted Inanna. 

On the other hand, Enheduanna’s temple hymns tell us little about two parts of the temple 
as an institution in Sumerian society.  The temple hymns seldom mention the vast 
number of temple keepers; only those important roles that could be attributed to the 
goddess and her human functionaries, like nugig, find their way into the hymns.  Thus 
the many activities of the temple, from maintaining herds and storing grains to beer-
making and support of crafts, are ignored in the hymns.  We might contrast Enheduanna’s 
description of a temple with a sequence in a hymn sung by the gala in the voice of the 
goddess Ninisina, who speaks of her “house,”1025 which has been devastated in her 
absence. 

Oh house, my tasty good which is not being eaten! 
Oh house, my sweet water which is not being drunk! 
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My house of the good seat where no one is sitting! 
My house of the good bedchamber where no one is lying down! 
My house of the holy plate where no one is eating! 
My house of the holy bronze (vessel) where no one is drinking! 
My house of the holy offering table which no one carries! 
My (house) of the holy vessel where no one libates water! 
My (house) of the holy kettledrum where it is not set up! 
My (house) of the holy balag-instrument which no one plays! 
My (house) of the holy halhallatu-drum which does not resound! 
My (house) of the holy manzu-drum which does not sound sweet! 
My reed-pipe which does not thunder forth! 
My instruments which are not being distributed! 
My gala-priest who no longer soothes my heart! 
My gudu-priest no longer speaks happily! 
My house!  My happy spouse who no longer is present there! 
My house!  My sweet child who no longer is present there! 
My house!  I, its lady, do not majestically pass through it. 
I do not majestically pass through it.  I am no longer majestically present there. 
(#159, lines 9-28) 

In this hymn we see the temple as it were from the inside, where a complex ritual life has 
been interrupted by the (unexplained) withdrawal of its “lady” (gashan).  Food and drink 
are not consumed, and the vessels are not being used.  The “good seat” and the 
bedchamber are empty.  The catalogue of musical instruments, mainly drums (ub, shem, 
and me-zé, translated into their Akkadian equivalents in lines 17, 19-20) and a balag, 
possibly a lyre, are those used by the gala to “soothe the heart” of the deity.  The passage 
then largely focuses on the keeper, the gala, who not only performed the hymn (along 
with the gudu4), but was responsible for making copies of the hymns and no doubt 
composing them. 

We have seen earlier that Enheduanna refers indirectly to the temple personnel in “The 
Exaltation of Inanna.”  In her other magnificent hymn to Inanna, “Lady of Largest Heart” 
(in-nin-šà-gur4-ra), she refers at some length to two other temple keepers, pili-pili, 
kurgarra, al-è-dè, and sag-ur-sag.  In an astonishing passage Enheduanna describes 
Inanna’s power to change a woman into a man 

in sacred rite 
she takes the broach 
which pins a woman’s robe 
breaks the needle, silver thin 
consecrates the maiden’s heart as male 
gives to her a mace… 
 
And a man into a woman 
 
a man 
one who spurned her 
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she calls by name 
makes him join 
woman 
breaks his mace 
gives  to him the broach 
which pins a woman’s robe1026 

The ones Inanna has changed are now renamed “reed-marsh woman” and “reed-marsh 
man.”  The myth would seem to account for two prominent figures in the temple who 
interpret sexuality.  In this poem the pili-pili and kurgarra are associated with ecstasy 
and trance, and 

they weep they wail 
they weary and wear out 
singing songs to quell a god’s rage 

The last detail recalls the Sumerian myth, “The Fashioning of the gala,” in which the 
singer and drummer are created by Enki precisely to soothe the anger of the gods, 
especially Inanna.1027 

Enheduanna also wrote the poem that praises Inanna for her heroic victory over the 
“mountain” Epih.  Once victorious, Inanna celebrates by building a temple, “stone upon 
stone,” finished in splendor, “standing hard on bedrock,” with a grand throne.  Two 
keepers of the temple are summoned immediately upon the construction of her temple.  
The kurgarra, as in “Lady of Largest Heart,” is called with his emblematic mace and 
dagger.  With him is the gala, with kettle drum and hand drum.  They perform the “head-
overturning” rite as in the other poem, turning male into female, female into male.1028 

It is clear, then, that Enheduanna was interested in and knowledgeable about certain of 
the rituals performed in Sumerian temples and the performers who carried them out.  It 
is no criticism of the poet that she largely ignored the vast operations of the economically 
powerful temples in favor of a concentration on those prominent figures who are 
particularly related to Inanna and have, if not their origin, their prototypes in Uruk. 

The complexity of the physical structures of the temple is also ignored in Enheduanna’s 
poetry.  Even the temple built to celebrate her victory over Epih is described in a few broad 
strokes.  The collection of Temple Hymns, in the same vein, identifies the ideal temple, 
not the actual buildings. 

Poems addressing religious architecture are not unknown in other traditions,1029 where 
their ideological import can usually be gauged.  As anthropologists employ their insights 
to an understanding of ancient societies, they are inclined to see ideologies, especially 
those reinforcing the claims of elite groups, behind even as practical a construction as a 
temple.  The Sumerian temple was, as we have seen earlier, a fixture of the culture from 
as early as Ubaid times,1030 certainly ancient when Enheduanna composed the temple 
hymns collection.  Her collection begins with the temple of Enki in Eridu, according to 
Mesopotamian tradition, one of, if not the earliest of cities; and the small temple 
excavators have found in Eridu as they peeled away layers of increasingly large structures 
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built over it is the earliest brick structure discovered in the region.  These were indeed 
“practical” structures, since they provided a center for the economy, operated like a 
central bank, and held the capital—grain especially—needed for large-scale and long-term 
social projects.  The temple and the projects required social stratification, specialized 
labor, and some form of leadership—all of whom were evident by the 4th millennium. 

The temples of the south were practical in another, rather pedestrian way.  By Late Ubaid, 
the temples came to be set upon massive platforms.1031  Not long after Enheduanna’s time, 
Mesopotamian temples began to include large ziggurats, still rather mysterious to us, 
which may have been extensions of the older platforms.  But in a flood plain such as 
southern Mesopotamia, the platform raised the temple complex itself above the periodic 
floodings that made Mesopotamian mythology so anxious. 

Even without the platform, the Sumerian temple stood high above the plain, and had to 
be the most conspicuous structure in the land.  The platform made its dominance of the 
landscape that much greater.  As Susan Pollock has shown, the highly visible temple 
provided an ideological statement about social and political relations.1032   In 
Enheduanna’s day, moreover, a new, rival structure came to challenge the dominance of 
the temple: the palace.  The palace, at first a relatively temporary structure on the margins 
of the Sumerian city, gradually came to dominate even the temple.  The palace does not 
appear before mid-3rd millennium.1033   At the same time, a conflict between religion and 
kingship becomes evident.1034  The identification of a city with a single deity, such as one 
sees in the temple hymns, may have been invented within that growing conflict. 

What role, then, must Enheduanna’s collection of forty-two temple hymns have played in 
the conflict?  Palaces are entirely absent from the collection, and kings are mentioned only 
rarely; and the temple hymns themselves are, obviously, a celebration of the importance 
of the temple in Sumerian society—and Akkadian society, too, since Inanna’s temple in 
Agade (Ulmash) and Aba’s (or Ilaba’s) temple1035 in the city, which come just before the 
end of the collection (Temple Hymns #40 and #41) are the only ones of, we might guess, 
many in that city, to be highlighted.  Of the hundreds of temples in Mesopotamia, why 
were only forty-two included?  It may be that the collection of temple hymns constitutes 
a great simplification of the scene of a bewildering number of deities and sacred places.  
The collection presents, certainly, a sophisticated theology.    One might suspect that 
Enheduanna is securing the traditional centrality of religion in a time of crisis. 

By linking temples and their deities in the south to one in Agade, however, the import 
may be quite the opposite.  Not long after Sargon had established the first empire, and 
even closer to the time of Sargon’s daughter, the king of Agade, Naram-Sin—in a move 
that would prove to be highly controversial—claimed to be a god himself.  (A later 
tradition would claim that the gods punished him for his blasphemy.)  Susan Pollock 
considers it possible that, “As a member of the first dynasty to establish and maintain for 
several generations a large-scale territorial polity, he promoted a political form that 
clashed with the local, temple-based leaders whose power was threatened.  Declaring 
himself a god was an attempt to place his credentials beyond dispute” (193).  (One might 
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note that the Ur III period, when kings were also considered divine, added a temple hymn 
to Enheduanna’s collection, in which the deity is king Shulgi.  Shulgi is, however, called, 
not king but nun, in Temple Hymn #9.  The major god of Ur, Nanna, is, though, addressed 
as “king” of the city in Temple Hymn #8.)  We must then entertain the possibility that the 
very sophistication of Enheduanna’s collection, organizing as it does the complexity of 
competing city-states, establishes a kind of imperial control over the religious scene.  
Without losing local traditions, the collection may yet reinforce the new order founded by 
Enheduanna’s powerful father. 

One of the curious features of the temple hymns is that each of them—with a single 
exception of the last hymn in the collection—ends with a formula, in typical Sumerian 
style, with parallelism, where the god has “placed the house upon your mùsh, and has 
taken his/her place on your dais.”  What the mùsh is has been a puzzle.1036 The Akkadian 
equivalents of the Sumerian terms are mātu, which means land, often the land upon 
which structures are based, and zimu, which means mainly “appearance,” “looks,” and 
“luster” (CAD 21.119).  The zimu is often a brilliant, awe-inspiring appearance—of gods, 
persons and objects, especially buildings (21.121).  Most often the buildings are temples.  
Our translation of the formula is based on a possible conflation of the two Akkadian terms.  
What made the temple’s appearance so striking was the platform that raised it high above 
anything else on the plain.  Just as the statue of the goddess is raised on its dais, the temple 
itself is elevated and, like the statue, conspicuous in its appearance. 

The Temple Hymns, as we have noted above, do not describe the physical appearance of 
the temples.  Aage Westenholz characterizes Enheduanna’s collection as “the closest one 
gets to a document of any official theology,”1037 but not as eye-witness accounts of the 
buildings.  Enheduanna need not have seen any of the temples she celebrates.  A glance 
at the meticulous work of the German excavators in Uruk shows just how complex a 
Sumerian temple could be—and how little is actually described in the hymns. 

Eanna functioned as a complex of temples from at least Level V (4th millennium), when 
the earliest temple in the Eanna precinct can be reconstructed1038 until the Parthian 
period, that is, until the end of the Common Era.  Level V was the period in which the 
great terraces upon which the many temples—and later, a large ziggurat—were built.  The 
terrace was enlarged in different periods, especially in Level III, when the nearly 8’ high 
brick structure measured some 71’ x 60’.1039  The precinct was built on a tripartite plan, 
with a large courtyard.  An unusual feature is that the temples that constituted Eanna 
contained no altars, hearths, or statue bases as other Sumerian temples do.  Offerings of 
fish and other animals were performed in troughs outside the buildings.  It was a “vast 
cultic area”1040 long before the massive ziggurat was built, a product of the first king of 
the Ur III dynasty, Ur-Namma, something Enheduanna could not have seen.  By the Neo-
Babylonian period the whole area of Eanna was 112,200 square meters 

[Fig. 39: See “Illustrations”: Fig. 2 in North, “Status,” 209] 
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The End of an Era 
The appearance late in the 3rd millennium of a named individual author, Enheduanna, is 
important in a society that had already long valued the transmission of largely anonymous 
documents along a “stream” of tradition.  In the thousands of years of cuneiform writing, 
very few works are associated with individual authors.  This was the case even though the 
names of a great many scribes are known, and texts are often signed by the scribe.  
Frequently the scribe is a copyist; often the scribe provides evidence of a binding contract.  
But few of the major religious and literary works are associated with an author, in the 
modern sense of the term. (Scribes could be authors in that sense, but their names are not 
often written on the tablets.)  Enheduanna is unique in that she is not only credited with 
the authorship of an important work, but was said to have composed a whole series of 
important works.  It is not so curious that her compositions show all the marks of 
traditional style.  The genres she worked in largely demanded that she use, in many cases, 
stock phrases and more or less standard literary devices, including a great deal of 
repetition and parallelism. 

What is significant is that a writer joins the short list of important named individuals that 
marks the emergence of an “heroic age.”  Whether an Enmerkar, a Lugalbanda, or a 
Gilgamesh actually existed—that is, if the memories of these early figures match certain 
facts of the period in which they were supposed to have lived—is less important than the 
increasing importance given to individual humans.  In Archaic Uruk texts a number of 
gods are named, the ones important enough to have been given regular offerings, but the 
texts are rather silent about human individuals.  As the complex, hierarchical society 
emerged with the elaborate temple complexes, the roles persons played in the temple 
economy are clearly marked.  We may never know how many of the heroic activities of 
the Sumerians in Early Dynastic and later times were centuries-old conventions of the en.  
For many years scholars debated if the hero—or pairs of heroes—contesting with and 
defeating ferocious animals, as seen in the glyptic art of the Archaic Uruk period were 
“Gilgamesh.”  Conversely, now that we have an Early Dynastic poem that names 
“Amaushumgalanna” but is clearly about Gilgamesh, it is still not clear how many of the 
acts of Gilgamesh were traditional features of the en or of Inanna’s consorts like Dumuzi, 
who was often called Amaushumgalanna. 

The idea that gave rise to an “heroic age” may turn out to be key after all.  In spite of their 
intimate relationship with Inanna, Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, and Gilgamesh are humans, 
even if one or the other parent is divine.  Certain of the Gilgamesh stories have been read 
as challenges to the traditional order of things, that is, challenges to the gods themselves.  
This assertiveness of a mortal, is evident in the ideology of kingship and the development 
of palaces.   But it can also be interpreted as arrogance, leading in another direction.  After 
the fall of Agade the human king, Naram-Sin, who had himself represented as a god, 
became the prime example of a mortal punished by the gods for what the Greeks would 
call hubris. Organized warfare would appear to be the driving force in this increasing 
focus on the king.  The king’s legitimacy depended, as The Sumerian King List suggests, 
on the gods’ favor, evident in descent from important, if not divine, ancestors, or in 
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charismatic leadership that transferred kingship from one city to another by force of arms.  
Sargon of Agade may have been the fashioner of the first true empire, but the 3rd 
millennium BCE knew of other great figures, like Gudea of Lagash and Shulgi of Ur.  
Within this warrior aristocracy it is good to see that an author like Enheduanna could also 
be celebrated. 

The textual emergence of named individuals has a curious parallel in the glyptic art of the 
3rd millennium as well.  Irene Winter and Holly Pittman have documented the way glyptic 
imagery played an important role in the development of complex administrative systems, 
especially at Uruk.1041  Comparing the formal structure of proto-literate glyptic images 
with Proto-cuneiform texts lead Holly Pittman to a very striking conclusion.  Cylinder seal 
impressions from Uruk and Susa from the Archaic Uruk period show an astonishing 
variety and clarity of expression—as do the early Proto-cuneiform signs—in the depiction 
of rituals and activities of production, linking religious and economic life of the emerging 
state.  Different types of officials, including the ubiquitous en, acolytes, supervisors and 
personal workers are found on these seals (and in the economic texts and Professions 
List).  Clearly there is an ideological display of a complex administrative structure 
centered on the temple.  In contrast to earlier art, Pittman explains, “What images begin 
to do for the first time was to narrate social relations and social behavior; through 
illustration, imagery communicated social norms and it extended ritual.  It stood outside 
of the event; it conveyed message through time and space that was clear to all who were 
literate in the visual sense.”1042 

What is remarkable about these early images—and texts like the Professions List—is that 
they present general types, not individuals.  Indeed, what is absent in the seal imagery is 
precisely names of individuals.  “It seems in fact that the one topic that the seal imagery 
does not address is name.”1043 

The number of Proto-cuneiform signs dropped rapidly between Archaic Uruk texts and 
Early Dynastic texts.1044  Similarly, the large number of themes in the carefully crafted 
scenes on seals “are replaced by the undifferentiated and illegible theme of animal 
combat” in the later period.1045  But what is added in Early Dynastic times is precisely the 
signature of officials who owned the seals.  It may be the case that images on cylinder 
seals were thought through magic to protect the owner—we know they were used as 
amulets--but it is clear that the later seals designated the owner or the person in authority, 
by name.  Since goods, doors, and locks were sealed, claims to authority are important.  
But the original functions of the seal appears to have diminished. 

We may never recover the names of ens in Archaic Uruk.  In the 3rd millennium the en is 
sometimes named.  Whether Enheduanna is a personal name or a title, she was an en and 
the same person is credited with a number of literary texts that have survived.  But kings 
are always named.  The individuals who hold that title in the 3rd millennium created the 
most noteworthy genre of the times, the royal inscription.  The early heroes of Uruk are 
named also, and kingship emerges within the three most important names, Enmerkar, 
Lugalbanda, and Gilgamesh.  A few of the Urukean kings after Gilgamesh gained fame or 
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notoriety.  By the end of the 3rd millennium the prototypical Sumerian city state had so 
diminished in political influence that it becomes difficult to find the names of their kings.  
And finding the names would only obscure the sad fact that a series of rivals, from outside 
Sumer (the Gutians), from nearby (Ur, Nippur, Sippar, Isin and Larsa), and increasingly 
from the north, especially Agade, gained power at Uruk’s expense.  By the time of 
Hammurabi in the early 2nd millennium—with the rise, that is, of an obscure site that 
would claim to be the center of Mesopotamia (and the world), Babylon—Uruk’s autonomy 
would be no more. 

The litany of great powers from the 2nd millennium on will be familiar to most readers 
because we in the West, thanks largely to the Bible and Greco-Roman history, have a 
better grasp of Babylon, Assyria, the Persians, and the Greeks who dominated 
Mesopotamia until the time of Christ than we do of the now-obscure sites like Nippur, 
Sippar, Eridu—and even Uruk.  That is not to say that the economic influence of Uruk 
diminished through Mesopotamia.  Uruk may never have regained the enormous lead it 
had over its economic rivals in the late 4th millennium.  It certainly lost population from 
the time when it was the largest city in antiquity before Rome at the height of that city’s 
power.1046 

We think that the very respect that Uruk’s rivals in Ur, Agade, and Babylon accorded the 
old city—they did not claim to be “king” in Uruk even when they governed the city—
suggests that Uruk held its ground economically.  More importantly, it was a model of 
Sumerian religious life, and Inanna’s temple must have continued its activities in much 
the same way as it had since record-keeping began there.  We would go further in claiming 
that the very conservatism that kept Eanna and its city strong while political authority 
became more and more remote was a mechanism of self-defense.  The city that had prided 
itself as the most innovative in Sumer came to hold onto its traditions as tightly as did any 
of its rivals, each of which, in the end, fell as Uruk had. 

We have seen that as religion conflicted with the emerging institution of kingship, the 
concept that a city was the personal dwelling of a major deity seems to have developed as 
a back-formation.  For Uruk this meant that, for most of its history, Uruk came to be 
thought of and was considered Inanna’s city.  The literary tradition would continue to see 
it as the city of hero Gilgamesh, and would highlight, in some works, a conflict between 
Gilgamesh and the Great Goddess.  Very late in the 1st millennium Inanna would be 
overshadowed by the god An.1047  But however remote the great kings were from Uruk, 
Inanna persisted. 

By late Hellenistic times Uruk would have moved from the center to the margins of 
empire.  Since Rome did not control it, Uruk largely slipped from the viewfinders of the 
Western world.  But through the 3rd millennium BCE it was a force far beyond its famed 
city walls. 

The persistence of Inanna may not have had much of a bearing on what has become a 
major question for ancient Near East scholars: Did the status of women in Sumer change 
from Archaic Uruk through Hellenistic times?  We have mentioned already the two sides 
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in the debate.  On the one hand, Sumerian society may have seen women as equals—or 
partners, as Riane Eisler would have it1048--of men, and the power of independent action, 
the roles they may have played in the society, may have diminished greatly, especially 
with the increased focus on the one activity from which they were entirely divorced, 
organized warfare, the game of kings.1049  The marginalization of a goddess like Nisaba 
would be symptomatic of that change.  On the other hand, the status of Sumerian women 
may not have been equal to men, and the status may not have changed much through the 
millennia.1050  The persistent glorification of Inanna, not to mention periodic attempts to 
“exalt” her to the head of the pantheon, does not, from this perspective, tell us much of 
anything about women in society. 

We suggest that this difficult question can be reformulated around access to the sacred 
house.  The temple was not the only institution in Sumero-Akkadian society, but it 
remained a powerful force in the community.  Certainly women in Mesopotamia were 
never separated from the temple in the way they were in ancient Israel, where only men 
were priests and only priests had access to the holiest of sites.  The very complexity of the 
Sumerian temple as the center of economic activity militated against considering “the 
holy” as a sphere apart from ordinary life.  Matters at the heart of Sumerian city life—
production and sale of goods, reproduction of humans and animals, famine, plague and 
flood, maintenance of households, property, crime—could not have been separated from 
“religious” activities. 

The keepers of the sacred house performed many roles, sometimes what we might 
consider symbolic, but often very practical functions in the life of the community.  If the 
roles that had been assigned to women or were open to women changed over the 
centuries, then Sumero-Akkadian society may have taken the direction many think it did, 
that is, marginalizing women.  We think the emergence of kingship went a long way in 
this regard, and that was much in evidence by the end of the 3rd millennium.  But the 
presence of women as keepers of the temple continued once the pattern of warfare was 
established.1051  We will need to watch later texts carefully for the light they shed on this 
vexing problem. 

One final Sumerian text that clearly reflects 3rd millennium society is the myth called 
“Inanna and Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization from Eridu to Uruk.” 

Inanna and Enki 

Inanna as Wisdom is best illustrated in a Sumerian myth. 

“Inanna and Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization from Eridu to Uruk” is a poem 
of just over four hundred lines.1052  Like most Sumerian myths it has a strong narrative 
line and many levels of meaning to tantalize the modern interpreter.  It is, most obviously, 
a story of Uruk’s triumph over its neighbor to the south, Eridu.  At least one Sumerian 
tradition considered Eridu the first city.  Its god, Enki, was already one of the high gods 
in the Archaic Uruk texts.  Recall that the earliest brick building yet discovered was a small 
temple over which more than a dozen increasingly larger temples were constructed in 
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later ages.  Eridu was clearly an important city for many years.  By the end of the 3rd 
millennium BCE its political and economic power had declined precipitously, and Eridu 
was left as a virtual pilgrimage site.  Enki, or his Akkadian equivalent, Ea, persisted, 
however, maintaining a presence in Mesopotamian religion and literature as long as 
Inanna did.1053  Eridu’s loss, according to the myth, was Uruk’s gain.  That meant a victory 
of Inanna over Eridu’s god, Enki. 

Sumerian myths of Enki almost always involve a contest with goddesses,1054 and in most 
of them Enki is victorious.  But to speak of contests and victories is not to consider them 
heroic conflicts.  There is an aspect of “Inanna and Enki” that suggests, indirectly, 
something like heroic struggle: Enki, having given Inanna the great me, attempted to 
regain them by sending a series of monsters after Inanna, but she escapes and successfully 
returns to Uruk.  Consistent with his nature, Enki, quite unlike Inanna, is almost never 
seen as a warrior.  More typically, Enki either outwits his opponents or figures a way to 
solve a problem by inventing creatures to do his bidding.  The god is more like Enmerkar 
than, say, Gilgamesh or Sargon of Akkad.  In “Inanna and Enki” Inanna turns the tables 
on him.  And at the end of the story the great god is reconciled with the younger Inanna. 

The myth ends, then, without bloodshed, but with celebration in Uruk and reconciliation 
between the clever gods.  After five attempts to have the boat brought back to Eridu, Enki 
yields to Inanna’s victory.  Inanna and her sukkal, Ninshubur, in the Boat of An, enter the 
Nigulla Gate of Uruk, and with them high waters sweep over the city’s streets and paths.  
The story turns festive.  Elderly men and women join with the young men and little 
children in the festivities.  When the boat docks, it is greeted with song by the en, who 
delivers “great prayers.”1055  The king also participates by slaughtering oxen and sheep 
and by pouring beer out of the cup.  Three musical instruments are sounded, no doubt by 
the gala. 

The Boat of An proceeds through Uruk to the sacred gipar and then to its last stop, the 
White Quay.  There, though the text is quite broken, it is clear that Inanna and Enki are 
reconciled.  In the final three lines, spoken by Enki, it appears that the god points to the 
en and the “sons” or citizens of Uruk living there in joy.  Enki assures Inanna that the old 
alliance between Uruk and Eridu will once again be restored. 

It is important not to reduce the story to mere political allegory celebrating the increasing 
domination of Uruk over its ancient neighbor.  The story would seem to justify the 
organization of the city through its appropriation of the earlier—perhaps the original, 
prototypical—city of Enki.  Since the two cities were connected by canal, Inanna’s journey 
to and from Eridu by the Boat of An makes sense.  (Processions of the gods by boat are 
frequently depicted on cylinder seals.)  Where Uruk is always located on the earth, though, 
Eridu is mythologically conflated with the underwater “house” of the “god with streams,” 
Enki.  Thus the journey may have been charged with a different meaning, Inanna’s 
descent to the Abzu, as was suggested by Bendt Alster.1056  Alster noted that the story 
opens with Inanna appearing to her husband, that is, Dumuzi, “exposing her enormous 
sex appeal to him.”1057 It is not sex, though, that allows Enki to be tricked into giving up 
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the me to the goddess who visits him.1058  Rather, in his role as host, Enki becomes drunk 
with beer.  Only when he sobers up does he attempt to seize the Boat of An on its return 
to Uruk.  Alster notes the irony that beer drinking is a conspicuous part of the festival in 
Uruk when the goddess returns.1059  With the story beginning, presumably, where the 
shepherd dwells, that is, outside the city, and ending in the city as a fully organized socius, 
the myth may narrate more than a simple transfer of me.  The journey into and out of the 
Abzu, where Enki had held the me, provides the paradigm for the city-state itself.  
Margaret Whitney Green detected a significant pattern underlying Sumerian myths, the 
“rite of passage,” a concept derived from anthropologist Arnold van  Gennep.  In “Inanna 
and Enki,” Green sees the recurring theme of fertility and sexuality shaped into a puberty 
initiation rite.1060  Whatever deeper patterns are involved in the story, the structure of city 
life that emerges is characteristically Urukean.  If the same pattern obtained in other 
Sumerian cities, it may well be that they appropriated Uruk’s cultural norms the way Uruk 
considered it had appropriated Eridu’s. 

For our purposes, the narrative frame is overshadowed by what makes “Inanna and Enki” 
unique.  It contains a list of me, over a hundred of them.  The me are such an important 
feature of Sumerian thought that they are mentioned in religious texts many times.  
Enheduanna’s poems about Inanna and the Sumerian temples are conspicuous examples.  
The me are always multiple, imagined as being carried or worn by the gods and goddesses 
who possess them.  But “Inanna and Enki” is unique in actually listing a great number of 
them.  Many of the temple keepers are included.  In that way the poem resembles the 
great lists of Professions that go back to Archaic Uruk.  Some are divine attributes. 

A great many of the me are powers traditionally associated with Inanna and only 
secondarily related, if at all, to Enki.  In the “name” of Enki’s power and in the “name” of 
his Abzu, the god who has become drunk with beer in the celebration he has when Inanna 
visits him gives Inanna “truth,” but also the power to speak in a variety of ways (“speech” 
that can be forthright, but also slanderous, or ornamental).1061 Such crafty speech and two 
other me, “perceptive ear” and “the power of attention,” remind us that Sumerian thought 
considers “wisdom” originally a matter of oral discourse.  Some of the me could well be 
attributes of any deity, e.g., the cluster that includes “the kindling of strife,” and 
“triumph,” but also “counseling, heart-soothing, judgment-giving” and “decision-
making.” 

For many of the clusters it is difficult to see the internal logic.  “Deceit” and “the rebellious 
land” are clustered, for example, with “travel” and “the secure dwelling place.”  Right in 
the middle of the cluster is “the art of being kind.”  Such complex and often paradoxical 
attributes become traditional with Inanna to a degree that is not true of other Sumerian 
gods and goddesses. 

Some are particularly related to the goddess of sexuality and fertility.  “Procreation” is 
one.  The “working of the penis” (sexual intercourse) and “the kissing of the penis” are 
other obvious examples.  The “art of prostitution” is also part of the same package, no 
doubt related to the next cluster, which includes “the cult prostitute” and “the holy 
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tavern.”  Less obvious are those related to the “feeding-pen” and “sheepfold,” which follow 
in the list “the holy purification rites.”  These very Urukean attributes of Inanna also co-
exist, as they do in hymns, lamentations, and, as we have seen, in the Temple Hymn that 
celebrates the northern Inanna of Agade, attributes of heroism including the art of “being 
mighty” and of “plundering cities.” 

Enheduanna’s long hymn to Inanna discussed earlier, in-nin shà-gur4-ra, contains an 
equally extensive list of attributes.  They are cast (mainly) in the form of verbal phrases, 
followed by a formulaic expression, “Inanna za-a-kam,” that is, “Inanna, activity x is 
yours.”1062  Some are simply nominals, as in “Inanna and Enki:” “desirability” (la-la), 
libido (shà-zi-ga), gain and loss, profit, business, information, instruction, swiftness, 
slander, untruthful words, triumph, pursuit, and rebellion, for example.  It is difficult to 
see the overall design of the list.  Gaps in the text do not allow for a complete 
reconstruction. The list is framed by references to the “great mes of heaven and earth” 
(line102) and closely related terms, royal and divine garza (line 108), possessed by 
Inanna.  The first line in the list specifies “to run, to escape, to quiet, and to pacify are 
yours, Inanna” (line 115).  Ironies and paradoxes abound.  “To fall down” is followed by 
“to stand up.”  Several are quite aggressive, but the list also includes giving assistance to 
the weak.  “To destroy” and “to build up” are paired (line 119).  Inanna’s ability “to turn a 
man into a woman and a woman into a man” is one line (line 120).  The protective spirits 
alad and lama are Inanna’s, in the same line as “virility” and “vigor”—but also “cult-
place”) (line 125).  A series of diseases are under the control of Inanna.  She has the power 
to “interchange (shár-shár) the brute and strong and the weak and powerless” (l. 140). 

While other Sumerian deities are associated with creating objects, including the universe 
itself, no deity changes things into their opposites to the extent that Inanna does.  She 
gathers the me of an and ki (“above” and “below,” that is, the entire universe); she has the 
groundplan (gish-hur) of the universe, and the great garza (ll. 3, 8, 68, 108, 156, 164, 
214).   She has transforming power (balas well.  Besides the striking ability to change man 
into woman and vice versa, as mentioned above, she changes light into darkness (ll. 49, 
253), one role into another (l. 88), and the strong into the weak (l. 140).  For a culture that 
attaches so much importance to “fate,” for a person largely fixed at birth, the goddess who 
can change the nam-tar is powerful indeed. 

Enheduanna’s great hymn envisions Inanna’s stance as anger (lines 17, 29, 33, 112, 134, 
198, 250, and 259).  She is a warrior carrying her gíri-ùr-ra, a hip-dagger (line 64) and a 
destroyer who uses both flood and fire to defeat her enemies.  But she shows mercy (lines 
132, 252), care (lines 252), and compassion (line 252).  She gathers the dispersed people 
and allows the to return home (line 170).  She kisses the small child (line 138), assists the 
weak (line 140), and shows pity (line 132).  Among opposites she produces are: destroying 
and building up; falling down and standing up; financial gain and loss; grief and 
happiness; and she both tears down and settles things in.  She brings down the great and 
makes the low great. 
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In short, the list includes several attributes traditionally associated with goddesses, or 
specifically with Inanna, but as many of the traits that would seem to define Sumerian 
civilization could be equally masculine or feminine traits.  In a hymn that exalts the 
goddess to the head of the pantheon—as in Enheduanna’s “Exaltation of Inanna”--such 
variety is to be expected.1063  Enki of Eridu is conspicuously absent in the poem, perhaps 
implying that Inanna had already absorbed the attributes of that god.  (Wisdom in a 
variety of forms is included in the list.)  The high gods An and Enlil, on the other hand, 
are quite prominent.  (An is Inanna’s “beloved”—ki-ág in line 258.)  An and Enlil are the 
powers responsible for Inanna’s great destiny (l. 265).  In general, though, the paradoxical 
nature1064 of Inanna is compatible with the heroine of “Inanna and Enki.”  While Inanna 
is considered equal to An and Enlil in “The Exaltation of Inanna,” the great hymn sees her 
superior even to those high gods. 

We are particularly interested in the mes of “Inanna and Enki” that name the keepers of 
the sacred house.  Since the me includes the power or craft that allows people to act, they 
are written with the abstract-forming particle nam.  Thus en and lugal appear in the list 
as nam-en, “en-ship,” and nam-lugal, “kingship,” not as the things or persons who 
possess those qualities or powers.  With that in mind, it is not surprising that the highest-
ranking powers are mentioned first, and the list combines both roles and the symbols of 
office.  The very first is en.  Last, though not because it is less significant, is the “king.”  
The cluster is broken up into two groups.  The first and last places may be tied together in 
a chiastic pattern: 

en-ship 
lagal-ship 
godship, 
the noble, enduring crown, 
the throne of kingship. 
 
the noble scepter, 
the staff and nose-rope, 
the noble dais, 
shepherdship, 
kingship.1065 

 

The second cluster of me lists the now-familiar figures who are associated with Inanna 
but also with Gilgamesh in the underworld and with certain of the non-Urukean kings 
who acted as ens. 

egizi-ship 
nindingir-ship, 
ishib-ship, 
lumah-ship, 
gudu-ship. 
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The next group of me is fragmentary, but three of the items are clear, and we think the 
first two are related to the third.  “Descent into the Nether World” and “Ascent from the 
Nether World” suggest shamanic flights, but it is not entirely clear if the kurgarra was 
traditionally given such roles to perform.  And the next group continues dealing with the 
performers: sagursag, along with symbols (the dagger and sword) and perhaps ritual 
accoutrements and acts: the black garment and the colorful garment; the “loosening of 
the nape-(hair),” and “the binding of the nape-(hair).”  One wonders if the gala, who is 
often listed with these other performers, would have appeared at the head of the group, 
where the cuneiform signs have been lost.  In any event, the list of cultic offices ends with 
the “holy nigingar-shrine,” the “lover of An,” the “resounding musical instrument,” the 
“art of song,” and “eldership,” at least some of which are certainly connected with the 
gala.  Certainly the instruments, tigi, lilis, ub, meze, and ala (#100-104), are the drums 
traditionally played by the gala. 

Another group of functionaries is particularly important if we recall the complex 
economic activities that were at least originally centered in the temple.  The grouping 
shows that our modern separation of religion from economic and political realms distorts 
the far more comprehensive view of Sumerian ideology.  Since the writer, the scribe, is 
bundled in among the craftspersons, hand workers who would be completely separated 
from “mind-workers” by Hellenistic times (e.g., in the biblical Book of Proverbs), it is 
important to see that they were all considered important in the life of the temple in this 
poem. 

the craft of the carpenter, 
the craft of the copper-worker, 
the craft of the scribe, 
the craft of the smith, 
the craft of the leather-worker, 
the craft of the fuller, 
the art of the architect, 
the art of the reed-mat braider. 

A casual stroll through the medina of any Middle Eastern city today would show all of 
these crafts still quite visible, but unconnected with church or mosque—and in something 
that could not have been said of their Sumerian counterparts, practiced exclusively by 
males.  Lists of such crafts appear early in the Mesopotamian Professions Lists.  The 
sequence differs from list to list, and what seems to us an unusual figure—the dub-sar, or 
writer—among the crafts, does not occur in the lists.  On the other hand, a literary text 
includes the dub-sar, the “singer” (nar), the gala, with three of the crafts listed among 
the me in our poem: carpenter, smith, and fuller.1066 

The highest officials are, of course, the en and the lugal.  A Presargonic inscription 
discovered on a stone vase in Nippur sheds light on the connection between en and king 
in “Inanna and Enki”—and in the 3rd millennium, which saw the emergence of such 
powerful kings.  A king of Kish, a certain Lugalkiginedudu, claimed to be en of Uruk when 
he was specially summoned by Inanna, “his mistress.”1067  It is significant enough that 
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Lugalkiginedudu was, according to the inscription, king of Ur—but not king of Uruk.  The 
inscription shows that a person could be both en and lugal, but the first title in Uruk was, 
still, en.  More significant is the Seeion that it was Inanna who “combined lordship with 
kingship” for Lugalkiginedudu.1068  There were, however, “kings” of Uruk among 
Lugalkiginedudu’s descendents (who were not described in the texts as kings of Kish).   
We have seen before, though, that even in the early 2nd millennium a king of Isin, Ishme-
Dagan (1953-1935),1069 who claimed to have restored peace and prosperity to Uruk after 
Sumer had collapsed, like Ur-Namma of Ur, called himself en of Uruk, not king.1070 

The Sumerian en would, however, not survive the overlordship of a regime that would 
transform Mesopotamian history in the 2nd millennium, the Akkadian-speaking rule 
initiated by the famous king of a city in the north that was quite obscure until Hammurabi 
rose to power.  The cuneiform sign used to designate the en survived, translated into 
Akkadian as bēlum.  That term, regularly translated in modern English as “lord,” became 
an important—probably the most powerful--epithet of gods and kings.  (The Bible 
employs the term Bel as an equivalent to the city god of Babylon, Marduk.)  Like nun in 
the Archaic Uruk texts, EN/bēlum, became the lofty sign of majesty.  Unlike lugal, 
translated into Akkadian as sharru, which specifies certain clear functions of “kingship,” 
EN has no actual role to play either in the court of the heavens or in the palace of the gods’ 
earthly representative. 

As for Inanna’s long-attested power to select the lugal of, especially her city of Uruk, it 
fades quickly as the center of political power moves farther and farther away from the 
ancient heartland of Sumer.  After a series of famous ens and kings in the 3rd millennium, 
kings of Uruk, when they exist at all, largely disappear from view.  Babylonians, Assyrians, 
Persians, Greeks, and Parthians may not have been able to reduce the city’s fame or its 
economic health, but they were able to push Uruk increasingly to the periphery of empire. 

Kingship in the Heroic Age 
Sumerologist Samuel Noah Kramer considered a number of narratives about human 
beings—rather than myths of deities--evidence of humanity’s first “heroic age.”1071  
Kramer identified nine Sumerian poems that he thought paralleled the epic literature in 
Indo-European languages but were at least fifteen hundred years earlier than the oldest 
of Western epic literature, the Homeric epics of ancient Greece.  Of the nine that have 
survived from that age, all of them deal with men of Uruk: two with Enmerkar, two with 
his son Lugalbanda, and five with the hero who gained the greatest fame of all 
Mesopotamian heroes, Lugalbanda’s son Gilgamesh.  Not surprisingly, the heroes are 
closely tied to the great goddess of Uruk, Inanna. 

A common feature of the Sumerian heroic poems is the rivalry between city-states, 
between Uruk and its (possibly mythical) opponent in the mountains east of 
Mesopotamia, Aratta, and between Uruk and cities like Kish.  The art of the period 
emphasizes conflict as well.  Cylinder seal impressions are show less variety and are 
simplified in contrast to the earlier Uruk Period.1072  Archaeological evidence suggests 
that a profound decentering was taking place within Sumerian cities.  During the period 
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known to scholars as Early Dynastic in recognition of the increasing power of rulers like 
Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, and Gilgamesh and an emerging concept of dynastic succession 
the city-states not only struggled for regional hegemony but within the cities themselves 
the “secular” rulers were beginning a competition with the temples.  Palaces came to rival 
the temple complexes, but were at first transitory structures built away from the 
temple.1073  From a much earlier period, as we have seen, temples were built on sites that 
must have been considered sacred, and the tendency of later ages was to expand the holy 
sites by building increasingly large structures over the earlier ones.  But palaces would 
become increasingly important throughout Mesopotamia.  The early inhabitants of the 
“great houses” (é-gal, or ekallu) are portrayed the way the en had been portrayed, carrying 
gifts and offerings to the temple.  Two thousand years later the temples would be routinely 
taxed by the palace.1074  The modern, Western notion of separate realms of  “secular” and 
“religious,” such as we find in the U.S. Constitution, is not a very adequate way of 
representing Mesopotamian thinking.  Even with the powerful kings of Assyria in the First 
Millennium BCE, when kings were also shangus (sometimes translated as “high priests”) 
and had access to the holy places, Mesopotamian kings were always aware that they 
operated as agents of the gods. 

The “heroic age” is evident in the development of extensive city walls, clearly needed for 
security, and large-scale organized warfare, which precipitated the need for protection 
from outsiders.  Scholars still conceive of Mesopotamian history from the Early Dynastic 
period on as a series of eras marked by great overlords, battles, empires, and dynasties, 
that is, by the increasing domination of the palace.  The economic history of the area does 
not actually follow the contours of that “great man” view of historical periods.1075  And an 
anthropological approach to Mesopotamia, which looks, for example, at burial practices 
in different times and places as well as at the building of large scale monuments that 
provided support for ideological changes, shows that societies change and maintain 
continuity in ways that are not reflected in dynastic changes.1076  These newer approaches 
to Mesopotamian culture look critically at the literature that comes from the centers of 
power and emphasize the royal ideology that reinforces much of the official literature 
from all periods.  And far from celebrating the great victories and the emergence of 
imperial powers, such approaches emphasize the exploited workforce that is largely 
ignored in the texts of the powerful elites.  Whether women diminished in status over the 
millennia is a hotly debated question among scholars of Mesopotamia, but it is clear that 
organized warfare, more even than the development of tools like the plow, kept women 
from participating fully in the powerful urban centers. 

Uruk, which provided Sumer with so many of the ideological markers that emphasized 
the temple and its keepers, was very prominent throughout the 3rd millennium BCE, 
sometimes on top, sometimes giving ground to other cities in the south—eventually to the 
first great empire that was centered in the north, at Agade (or Akkad), founded by Sargon 
the Great.  Even in its dominance over its rivals, however, Uruk would never again enjoy 
the enormous reach and power it had in the late 4th millennium.  And as power shifted 
from Uruk to other centers, Uruk took up a posture of resistance.  Its later history, as we 
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shall see, is marked by resistance toward, especially, the new city in the equation, Babylon, 
which emerges early in the 2nd millennium.  The idea that is so strongly emphasized in 
literature by and about Uruk—and spreads throughout the south—that a city is the 
dwelling-place of a major god or goddesses, in Uruk usually Inanna/Ishtar but in a later 
period, An/Anu—may itself be part of the resistance, an attempt to maintain a local 
identity in the face of regional hegemony.1077  The idea of a “temple city” may well have 
been an “invented tradition,” constructed “in an attempt to protect the privileges of the 
religious leaders and the autonomy of individual city-states at a time (around the middle 
of the third millennium) when other power factions were attempting to create an 
overarching political unity that would subsume the individual city-states—the model that 
Sargon succeeded in establishing, as Susan Pollock expresses it.1078 

For our purposes it is worth considering that the center of power in Uruk (and in the 
smaller cities) of the 4th millennium was never more than a half-day’s walk for people in 
the region.  The monumental architecture of a temple complex raised like Uruk’s “White 
Temple” on a high platform provided visual proof of that power, and even though the 
innermost parts of the temple, like the gipar, may have been accessible only to special 
persons in the complex hierarchy that ruled the city, the goddess was in some way visible 
to all.  When the city came under the domination of its rival, especially when even Inanna 
herself could be taken away to become an honored presence as, e.g., the Lady of Babylon, 
some degree of alienation and displacement must have been evident to everyone.  From 
its glorious centrality, Uruk saw power draining from it, moving ever north to Agade, 
Babylon, the Assyrian nation, and finally to peoples who had less contact with Sumerian 
culture, Persians and Greeks of the Seleucid Period. 

As Uruk moves from center to the periphery of empires, it deepens its image of itself as 
the special place of the greatest of goddesses, Inanna/Ishtar, and the temple-city with 
special place in the cosmos.  We think that the tendency among scholars to label 
everything in the south as “Babylonian” obscures the resistance of that very southern city.  
As often as not, Uruk found itself in a very uncomfortable relationship with its northern 
neighbor. 

It is possible that even the celebration of Uruk’s heroes, Enmerkar, Lugalbanda and 
Gilgamesh was part of the resistance.  But the earliest narrative literature that has yet 
been deciphered (as opposed to the Archaic Uruk texts that were discussed earlier, mainly 
lists and accounting texts) comes from Early Dynastic III—and deals with those three 
heroes. 

To appreciate the Urukean heroes of legend, it is useful to consider the historical context 
as the ancients saw it.  Uruk appears to be the origin of a complicated work of 
historiography known as The Sumerian King List.1079  As the title suggests, the work is 
both a favorite Sumerian device for organizing complex related material, a list, and 
specifically a list of kings.  It may have been written as early as the reign of Utu-hegal,1080 
a king of Uruk who is credited with defeated the dreaded, uncivilized foreigners, the 
Gutians ca. 2100 BCE.  (The king list, which begins with a king who reigned 28,800 years, 
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assigns Utu-hegal’s reign to exactly 7 years, 6 months, and 15 days [121].  His opponent 
among the Gutians, one Tirigan, fared a lot worse.  The king list says that he managed 
only 40 days.)1081 

Kingship, according to the list, was lowered from heaven, that is, not an invention of 
human intellect.  It is “carried” (túm) from city to city as one city after another is “smitten 
with weapons.”  Two rather different traditions appear to have been fused in the list.  The 
first part deals with kingship before the flood, the event that in other Mesopotamian texts 
is said to have divided human history.  Before the flood, so one tradition has it, humans 
were assisted by sages; kingship only appeared after the flood.  In The Sumerian King 
List, kingship is first lowered to the city of Eridu and is carried to a number of cities until 
it reaches Shuruppak, where the last of the sages, equivalent to the biblical Noah, helps 
Enki to save humankind in the flood.  After the flood kingship is lowered again from 
heaven, but this time to Kish, a city that will feature prominently in the “epic” tale of 
Gilgamesh and the king of Kish, Akka.  In the long list, three cities are prominent: Kish, 
Ur, and, of course, Uruk.  Five different times kingship passed to Uruk (more than in any 
other city).  Utu-hegal’s was the fifth dynasty—and it consisted of only one man.  The list 
continues with the king who established what is called the Ur III dynasty, Ur-namma.  
The list ends with yet another shift, as Ur yields to nearby Isin.  Undoubtedly The 
Sumerian King List in its present form was put together during the reign of the last of the 
“divine” kings of Isin mentioned in the text, one Shu-magir. 

The Sumerian King List is, of course, an ideological construct that is based on the 
legitimacy of kingship itself and what is taken to be a divinely ordained history that binds 
major Sumerian city centers together when there was no political “Land of Sumer.” 
Simplified, it traces a flow of power from Eridu and Kish through Uruk, Ur and Isin.  
(Larsa will claim the title after Isin, and it will fade before Babylon.) 

It is the first of these constructs that interests us here.  William W. Hallo has argued that 
among certain competing theologies in Sumer, one tradition, developed originally in 
Eridu, came to prevail.  Hallo calls this the “Theology of Eridu.”1082  As we shall see, Uruk 
acknowledged the priority of Eridu, as, later, Babylon would acknowledge it.  The term 
for “king” in “The Sumerian King List,” however, may have developed at neither Eridu 
nor Uruk.  Rather, it appears to have arisen at Ur.1083  By the time of Utu-hegal, however, 
it was clearly taken root in Uruk. 

Our interest in the terminology of rule is that it gives us an index to the relationship 
between palace and temple in Uruk during the Early Dynastic period.  The ways lugal 
varies from the term we had seen so prominent in Uruk before, en, tell us a great deal, 
though indirectly, about the king’s relationship to the temple. 

In The Sumerian King List, lugal and nam-lugal are ubiquitous.  Exceptions are quite 
rare and, therefore, significant.  Utu-hegal in the 5th Dynasty of Uruk, is “king.”  Nearly 
all the others in the four dynasties that precede him are kings.  The great legendary figure 
of Uruk, Dumuzi, shows up twice.  A “divine” Dumuzi appears as a “shepherd” (and king) 
of Bad-tibira in the antediluvian section of the work.1084 He reigned 36,000 years.  After 
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the flood, when kingship was lowered to Kish, there were, according to the list, twenty-
three kings, the last of whom was Akka.  Then Kish was smitten with weapons and 
kingship moved to, note, Eanna (not Uruk).  A certain Mes-kiag-gasher is the first ruler 
mentioned, and it is worth noting that he was both en and lugal.  The list rarely says 
anything about the rulers, but Mes-kiag-gasher is said to have gone “into the sea” and 
come “out of it to the mountains.”1085 Since he is also identified as a son of the Sun God 
Utu, Mes-kiag-gasher appears to have followed the journey of the sun. 

His son is the first of the “heroes” around whom the stories we have seen developed.  
Enmerkar is identified as the “king of Uruk” (not of Eanna) and as the “one who built 
Uruk.”1086 (We might consider it “rebuilt.”) Some names in the king list are written with 
the sign of divinity, dingir, which sometimes indicates that the person’s name includes a 
god’s name, but sometimes indicates that the person himself was divine, or perhaps 
deified.  At any rate, in this first dynasty of Uruk, Mes-kiag-gasher and his son Enmerkar 
do not have the dingir determinative, while the three kings that follow do.  Lugalbanda, 
called “a shepherd,” and Gilgamesh—and one who is injected between them, Dumuzi 
(again)—all carry the god-sign. 

The Sumerian King List claims that Gilgamesh, an en of Kullab, whose father was a lillú-
demon,1087 had a son.  While Gilgamesh’s reign is a (relatively modest) 126 years, his son 
Ur-Nungal, reigned only reigned 30 years.  His son reigned only 15 years; another 
generation 9 years; the next 8 years; a smith reigned 36 uears; two others reigned 6 and 
36 years.  (It may be significant that Gilgamesh’s son is the first person to have a normal 
range of years.  Possibly his reign is “more historical” than previous kings on the list.)  
After Ur-Nungal, none of the kings of Uruk in this dynasty are said to have been sons of 
the previous figures.  And no stories about the men have yet emerged. 

Thus The Sumerian King List preserves, with some odd quirks, the tradition of the 
“divine” heroes at the foundation of Uruk.  Only two of them, the mysterious Mes-kiag-
gasher and Gilgamesh, are specifically called en, and the first of Eanna, Gilgamesh of 
Kullab.  This reflects, not confusion, but the complexity in a system of titles that seems to 
be clarified in “Gilgamesh and Akka.”1088 

The other dynasties of Uruk do not provide much significant information.  The second 
dynasty has only one member, before kingship passes to Ur.  The third dynasty also 
contains only one king, Lugal-zage-si, whom Sargon of Akkad claimed to have defeated.  
Five rather undistinguished members of a fourth dynasty follow the decline of Agade.  The 
fifth is, as we have seen above, the king who defeated the savage Gutians, Utu-hegal.  He, 
too, is the only member of the dynasty, as Ur once again asserts itself—or, to follow 
Sumerian practice, is accepted as kingship yet again is carried to Uruk’s rival. 

The defeat of Uruk’s Lugal-zage-si by the famous Sargon of Akkad (Agade) has been 
considered earlier.  A victory of the First City over barbarians is worth noting. 
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Utu-hegal vs. the Gutians 
The fate of a somewhat later Uruk king is rather more positive.  The 5th Dynasty of Uruk 
was, like Lugal-zage-si’s, very brief: only one man reigned.  His name was Utu-hegal.  The 
Sumerian King List claims that he ruled for seven years, six months, and fifteen days.1089  
Then, as is usual for the list, “Uruk was smitten with weapons,” and kingship was removed 
from Uruk and established once again at Ur.  Uruk’s loss inaugurated one of the most 
celebrated eras in the 3rd Millennium, the Third Dynasty of Ur, or the Ur III period.  It is 
possible that the Ur III period showed a development of the concept of kingship, one that 
emphasized an often controversial claim that the kings were deified, perhaps at their 
death.  But Ur was still well within the Sumerians’ idea of their own culture.  What made 
Utu-hegal’s short reign a notable one for Sumerian society was his defeat of an enemy that 
possessed a very different culture. 

The Sumerian King List in its laconic way notes that Utu-hegal’s enemy, the Gutians, were 
different.  Many years before Utu-hegal, the last of the 4th Dynasty of Uruk, one Ur-Utu, 
was defeated by a group repeatedly characterized as a “horde” (kisulubgar).1090  The list 
even includes an unusual editorial comment about the victorious horde of Gutium.  It was 
lead by “a king without name!”1091 Nevertheless the list goes on to record twenty-one kings 
of the Gutians.  The last one, the king who lost to Utu-hegal, by the name of Tiriga, lasted 
only forty days. 

William W. Hallo has claimed that “the essential ingredients of civilization are three: 
cities, capital and writing.” 1092  From the viewpoint of the Sumerian city states, the 
nomadic or semi-nomadic ways of life that existed side by side with the cities “seemed a 
rude throwback to more primitive ways.”  The early collection of Sumerian proverbs 
known at “The Instructions of Suruppak,” considered in connection with the development 
of Enkidu, ends, as we have seen, with a series of proverbs about the nomads and 
mountaineers who do not eat grain or build houses “like civilized men.”1093  Certainly by 
the time of Ishme-Dagan of Isin, who claimed to be both en and “steward” (ú-a) of Uruk 
(but not king of Uruk), the Gutians were a people who blew into Uruk like a hurricane 
and destroyed the city.1094 

An account of Utu-hegal’s campaign against the Gutians has survived.  It seems to have 
been a popular text and has been classified as a literary-historical composition rather than 
a royal inscription by some scholars because of its popularity.1095  For our purposes the 
text is important not only for its vivid account of the enemy and the capture of Tirigan 
(certainly the same as the Tiriga of The Sumerian King List) but because it indicates 
something of the way the king of Uruk related to the gods and the temple. 

Three Sumerian gods are prominent in the nearly 130 line composition.1096  Enlil 
commissions Utu-hegal to destroy the “name” of the Gutians, who are described as “the 
fanged serpent of the mountain, who acted with violence against the gods, who carried 
off the kingship of the land of Sumer to the mountain land, who fi[ll]ed the land of Sumer 
with wickedness, who took away the wife from one who had a wife, who took away the 
child from the one who had a child, who put wickedness and evil in the land.”1097 As he 
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prepared for the campaign, however, he went to Inanna and prayed to her, presumably in 
Uruk.  In the very direct account of his going to Inanna and praying to her, nothing is said 
of intermediaries or even the temple where the praying took place.  The king, who took 
upon himself the title of “king of the four quarters”—that is, king of the world, a title used 
by the last king of the Ur III period, simply operates on his own to address the great 
goddess.  He informs Inanna, the “lioness of battle,” that Enlil has commissioned him to 
bring kingship back to Sumer—and asks for her help. 

With that Utu-hegal leaves and pacifies both banks of the Tigris River, where the Gutians 
had blocked water from the fields, closed off roads and caused tall grass the grow up along 
the highways.  With the help of Enlil and Inanna, then, Utu-hegal comes to be called “the 
mighty man” (nita-kalaga). In the temple of Ishkur (presumably in Uruk itself), he calls 
out to the citizens (dumu-uru) and tells them that Enlil and Inanna has aided him—and 
he also adds two other Urukean allies: Dumuzi (who is called both Dumuzi and 
Amaushumgalana) and Gilgamesh, called the son of Ninsun.  Interestingly, Utu-hegal 
claims that Gilgamesh has assigned Dumuzi to himself as a “bailiff” (mashkim), a term 
we shall see again. 

The address to the citizens is successful.  He makes them “happy,” and “they followed him 
as if they were (just) one person.”1098  With his “select elite troops,” Utu-hegal then leaves 
Uruk and sets up something, the nature of which is still debated, at various points along 
the way.  The text mentions first Nagsu on the Iturungal Canal, where he captures two of 
Tirigan’s generals and puts them in handcuffs.  Then he proceeds to Ishkur’s city, Karkar, 
and prays to the god there.  At Adab he prays to Utu.  He lays a trap for Tirigan, who flees 
alone on foot.  At first Tirigan finds a safe haven at Dabrum, but then the citizens of 
Dabrum realize Utu-hegal is “the king to whom the god Enlil had granted power,” and 
they hold him for the envoys of Utu-hegal, who capture the Gutian king. 

Handcuffed and blindfolded, the Gutian is made to lie at the feet of the Urukean king.  
Utu-hegal places his foot on his neck.  The text then ends quickly, ending with Utu-hegal’s 
great contribution to Sumer.  From the uncivilized Gutians “he brought back the kingship 
of the land of Sumer.”1099 

For a composition that praises the military victory over a dreaded foreign enemy, the 
poem is remarkably free of the details of fighting.  Rather, it concentrates on the right 
relationship Utu-hegal has with the gods of the cities on the campaign.  Significantly, Utu-
hegal prays to the gods with no particular assistance of the temple officiants.  What is at 
stake is the return of kingship to Sumer.  Although Utu-hegal receives the help of Inanna 
and her famous lovers, Dumuzi and Gilgamesh, the inscription does not call him the en 
of Uruk or the spouse of the great goddess. 

The historical events portrayed in the poem may not have been as dramatic as the text 
makes them seem.  The 4th and 5th Dynasties of Uruk may actually have succeeded one 
another without incident.  And the Gutians were not eliminated from the scene.1100  Utu-
hegal was not even the only one to claim victory over these mountaineers.  The texts do 
show, however, that the gods allowed the Gutians to dominate Mesopotamia because of 
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sacrilege against the gods; and the Sumerians were released from domination because of 
a sacrilege committed by the Gutians themselves. 

Coda: The Heroes in Later Ages 
Gilgamesh is, of course, the most famous of the three heroes.  His fame continued into 
the 1st millennium BCE and not just in literature and art.  At some point he became a god 
in the underworld.1101  Paul-Alain Beaulieu found scant evidence for a Gilgamesh cult in 
the early periods, though he is mentioned in an Ur III document and in king Anam’s early 
2nd millennium inscription commemorating the restoration of the city wall.  Beaulieu, 
who treats Gilgamesh among the minor gods worshipped in Uruk, found three Neo-
Babylonian texts from Eanna that mention a “garden” or gardens of Gilgamesh.  Some of 
these references are to gardens outside Uruk itself.  A garden of Gilgamesh in the city of 
Dēr is mentioned in a Hellenistic text from Uruk,1102 but there is little evidence of ritual 
activity from that period. 

Enmerkar is the one credited with building Uruk itself, and his reputation becomes caught 
up in that Urukean myth of Inanna’s exaltation at the expense of her “father” An.1103  Just 
as Enmerkar is largely responsible for winning over Inanna and having her move from 
Aratta to Uruk, in some accounts he helps the “sage” Nungalpiriggal steal Eanna from An 
and establish Eanna in Uruk.  Stealing Eanna at first angers An, but he then reconciles 
himself to the fact that Inanna has become greater than An himself.  For Uruk, this is the 
decisive change that occurs after the Flood (rather than the descent of kingship from 
heaven)—and probably the reason The Sumerian King List considered Eanna to have 
existed before Uruk itself, which was established by Enmerkar. 

Probably because of this early reputation of Enmerkar as a culture hero, the Babylonians, 
as we will see, tried to tear him down along with the notorious Akkadian king Naram-Sîn.  
At any rate, Enmerkar does not appear to survive as even a minor god through the 1st 
millennium BCE. 

The one who does survive as a god, though a minor one like Gilgamesh, is Lugalbanda.  
According to Beaulieu, Lugalbanda was already worshiped in Uruk during the Old 
Babylonian period.  Sîn-kāshid, who had a special regard for Uruk, took credit for 
rebuilding a sanctuary for Lugalbanda and Ninsun there, a sanctuary known as 
Ekankal.1104  Like Gilgamesh, he was apparently a god of the underworld.  He received 
offerings at a small sanctuary either in Uruk or in the town known as the Town of the 
Temple of Lugalbanda.  In Hellenistic times there was an annual ritual for Lugalbanda 
even in Babylon.1105 

“Saint” Lugalbanda, then, is still a figure of some importance in Babylon and Uruk, as is 
suggested by the honors bestowed upon him by Gilgamesh in Tablet 6 of Gilgamesh.  For 
all her importance in Gilgamesh, though, Ninsun does not appear to have been important 
in Neo-Babylonian times in Uruk and appears only in this festival in the Hellenistic 
period. 
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Dumuzi is the other figure from the classical period of Uruk who persists in literature and 
in rituals.1106  Even though The Sumerian King List considered Dumuzi among the rulers 
in the First Dynasty of Uruk, his importance lies elsewhere than in heroic literature.  Since 
his fate was, literally, bound up with Inanna, he will be discussed along with the Great 
Goddess herself. 
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Excursus: Kingship after the Sumerians 
The Evolution of Kingship: Continuity and Change 

Medieval knights, in the Western imagination at least, possessed an overplus of libido.  In 
the 14th century CE, when Geoffrey Chaucer wrote “The Knight’s Tale,” the the king was 
already a well-worn literary type: the athletic youth who passes tests of courage and 
endurance, the one member of his peer group who rises to leadership, the warlord who, 
gaining fame, needs to learn to measure justice with mercy and to protect the vulnerable, 
especially widows and orphans.  Medieval poetry turned that other side of  the knight’s 
libido, lasciviousness, to love.  What Chaucer planted in his more sensitive knight, the 
loveris maladye / Of heroes (“the lover’s malady of heroes,” with its pun on hero and 
eros), a form of melancholia,1107 was already a convention of many centuries. 

Thanks to the extraordinarily patient and detailed work of archaeologists, anthropologists 
and philologists, the evolution of kingship in Mesopotamia is becoming clear.  The king, 
literally the Big Man (lú-gal), was initially, at least in Uruk, not such a grand figure.  
Possibly he was the spokesperson in the Assembly for the gurush, the group of mainly 
young able-bodied workers who later in history would be organized into “militia men,” 
troops for battle.1108  The palace, the é-gal (fittingly, a Big House), was, early on, a rather 
inauspicious, fairly temporary dwelling on the outskirts of the city.  It would later grow 
into the large, highly decorated complex of buildings that can be seen around the world.  
The palace originally had nothing to rival the temple.  In the long event of Mesopotamian 
history, the temple would come to be required to give back some of its wealth to the palace, 
a striking reversal, since for centuries Mesopotamian kings were praised for their building 
of temples and their provision of the temples with precious objects.  Kings early on are 
represented in the visual arts carrying baskets of clay and bricks for building temples, 
much as political officials today are photographed with hardhats and shovels, usually for 
secular buildings. 

The earliest royal inscriptions, now conveniently collected and analyzed by Douglas R. 
Frayne, come from what archaeologists call the Early Dynastic Period, ca. 2700-2350 
BCE, and textual scholars call the Presargonic Period, that is, the era before the Sumerian 
city-states were defeated by the Akkadian Sargon the Great, the world’s first empire-
builder.  “Early Dynastic” is an appropriate title, for royal inscriptions, almost as soon as 
they appear in history, identify dynastic lineages as a key part of Mesopotamian kingship.   

The royal inscriptions confirm what William W. Hallo suggested,1109 that kingship in its 
new, largely secular form, seems to have emerged in the city of Ur.  Oddly enough, 
arguably the most famous of the early kings—the First Dynasty of Uruk—do not appear in 
these royal inscriptions, although they do appear in early literature.  Inscriptions from the 
time of Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, and especially Gilgamesh, are not to be found in Frayne’s 
collection.  He suggests that the destruction caused by Sargon the Great to the great 
temple complex of Eanna in Uruk is responsible for the loss to us (or the removal) of such 
documents from Uruk. 
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A Note on the Language of Kingship 
Since kings appear so often in stories, including and perhaps especially in children’s 
stories, the idea of kingship seems simple enough.  Typically the king is the ruler of a large 
or small society, and he is able to act in an arbitrary and capricious way.  He is not so 
much above the law and he is the embodiment of law.  At any rate although he may listen 
to an advisor—the wicked wazir of so many Arabic folktales—his decision is final.  There 
is no social mechanism to overrule the king—short of deposing him.  (To a lesser degree, 
perhaps, a queen can operate in the same way, so long as a king is not in the picture.) 

Since we live in an age that is largely post-monarchical, such an image of the king is 
probably harmless.  But it obscures an interesting distinction that is relevant to the 
development of kingship in the ancient Near East. 

The ordinary word that translates Sumerian lugal is, as we have seen, Akkadian sharru.  
The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary devotes more than thirty pages to that single word (and 
more, if derivatives like sharrūtu, or kingship, are added to the count).  Another Akkadian 
term for king, malku, on the other hand, deserves less than three pages.  Derived from the 
root, mlk, which largely has to do with giving advice, malku is used only for foreign 
kings.1110 

A glance at some of the most influential ancient and medieval writings will illustrate why 
this is the case.  The English word “king” is very old and is related to words in not only 
Germanic languages but most Indo-European languages as well.  It relates, in ways that 
Hamlet suggests in a famous Shakespearean pun used by Hamlet to describe the despised 
king, his uncle as, “A little more than kin, and less than kind!” (I.ii.65), to cynn, both “kin” 
and “kind” (as in “humankind”).  Our “kindness” develops for a supposed empathy for 
those who are closely related to us.  This Indo-European root is less visible but still evident 
in Latin and Greek terms for “generation.”1111 

The point is that our common term, “king,” is not related to Semitic roots for king.  The 
three root letters, /mlk/, is common in Semitic languages.  In West Semitic languages the 
root generates “king,” while in Akkadian, an East Semitic language, it is used for a 
“counselor” or a foreign king, as we have seen.  Exactly opposite is the case with the most 
influential of ancient Semitic texts, the Hebrew Bible.  There /mlk/ is used almost 
everywhere as melek and elsewhere as malka, melukah, mamlakah and the like.1112 

On the other hand, the root, /s-r-r/, is used only three times in the entire Hebrew Bible, 
in the form meaning “to be a prince.”  (In Akkadian, /mlk/ often designates a prince in 
contrast to a king.) 

Likewise, the Qur’an prefers malik.  This frequently occurring term is even used on five 
occasions as a Divine Attribute, God as King.  In the Qur’an the terms malaka “kingdom” 
and “rule,” is found in many places, usually in a very positive way.1113  There are many 
terms for “chief,” especially kabīr, which is also a Divine Attribute, but none derived from 
the Semitic root /srr/. 
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It is worth noting that the New Testament also uses something other than the usual Indo-
European terms for “king” and “kingdom.”  Although the New Testament is written 
entirely in an Indo-European language, it employs the Greek basileus for “king” and 
basileia for “kingdom.”  Since the Kingdom of God is an important term in the gospels 
(except for the Gospel of John), the choice of basileia points to a rather different notion 
than, say, an “empire” along the lines of the occupier Romans.  Significantly, “Caesar” 
(kaisar) appears about twenty times in the New Testament—always in reference to the 
Roman emperor himself, never to a positive notion of “empire” or “kingdom.” 

King and Lord? 
While the modern English word “king” seems simple enough—a word that has flattened 
almost all of the nuances of its long past—the term “lord” seems unnecessarily complex.  
“Lord” has, like “king,” lost much of its ability to terrify.  It reserves something of that 
potential in the religious use of the term.  When used for God, Lord expresses power and 
ultimate authority; but even there, Christians often use the term for the softer side of the 
divine: Jesus as “Lord” as often as not suggests an intimacy and concern that stands in 
contrast to the wrathful God of Scripture. 

There are good indications that even in the ancient Near East the terms usually translated 
“lord” had lost some of their awful grandeur and had become honorific.  The “master” and 
“owner” of property or of people always have claims upon others, but the full power of the 
earliest Sumerian en seems to have been lost over the centuries. 

Personal Names and Kingship 
It is increasingly clear that the emerging ideology of kingship in Mesopotamia was a 
major, if not defining factor in Mesopotamian ideas of life after death.  In her discussion 
of funerary inscriptions found at Ur, Denise Schmandt-Besserat claims that the first 
entirely phonetic texts in cuneiform occur on “artistic masterpieces” rather than on 
“mundane tablets.”1114  The Royal Cemetery of Ur, dated to the 2nd quarter of the 3rd 
millennium BCE, included texts on gold and lapis lazuli that were inscribed mostly with 
a single personal name.  (The longest inscription contains the name of a king of Ur, 
Akalamdug, and his wife Ashusikildingir.)  These inscriptions, Schmandt-Besserat 
claims, added a new function for writing, namely, to preserve the sounds of speech and 
thereby secure eternal life for the individual who is named.  If the Ur inscriptions can be 
dated as early as Early Dynastic II (ca. 2700-2500 BCE), they would be the earliest royal 
texts not only of Ur but also of Sumer.1115  And they, like the earliest Gilgamesh text, “The 
Amaushumgalanna Hymn” found at Abu Salabikh, would fall into the period of the 
historical Gilgamesh. 

One of the earliest personal names recovered so far is of an elite woman buried in the 
Royal Cemetery of Ur, a certain Puabi. 

Puabi of Ur 
Holly Pittman noticed the similarity between what she sees as the date cluster on the 
upper register of “The Jeweler’s Seal” from Susa, mentioned earlier, and the famous 
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diadem of Puabi found in the Royal Cemetery of Ur.1116  Since the earliest evidence of date 
palms in ancient Iraq was found at Ur, some forty miles from Uruk, the representation of 
both male and female branches of the date palm as ornaments in a gold diadem from the 
period approximately of Uruk’s Gilgamesh reinforces the importance of the plant to 
Sumerian society. 

Puabi, a nin, which may mean “queen” in the context of Ur politics of the period (ca. 2550-
2400 BCE), or “lady” (i.e., the female counterpart to the en, as in Uruk), has been a famous 
figure since Sir Leonard Woolley discovered the Royal Cemetery at Ur in the 1920s.  A 
cylinder seal showing a Banquet Scene includes an inscription of her name and a reference 
to her status as a nin.1117 An archaeobotanist at the University of Pennsylvania’s University 
Museum, Noami F. Miller, discovered that the small ornaments on the diadem have been 
displayed upside down.  When she reversed the ornaments, it appeared clearly that the 
ornaments represent flowering branches of the male date palm (removed from the 
spathes that covered the immature blossoms) and the fruiting branch of the female, heavy 
with dates some seven months after pollination.1118 

Miller also pointed to the probable symbolic significance of the date palm.  Pollinating the 
female fruiting trees by hand from male trees allowed an association between the fertility 
of the date palm and human sexuality.  Miller then made the connection between the 
“sacred marriage” and Inanna, who was considered “the one who makes the dates be full 
of abundance.”1119 

The famous greenstone cylinder seal of a certain Adda, also discussed earlier, shows 
clearly the connection between Inanna/Ishtar and the date palm.1120  The seal impression 
shows Ishtar and her attendant, Ninshubur atop a mountain.  A tree stands between 
Ishtar and Ninshubur.  Enki and his attendant, Isimud, appear on the other side.1121  
Between the two peaks the Sun God Utu/Shamash rises.  The meaning of the ensemble 
has been called into question, even the identification of the god rising between the peaks.  
But the identification of Inanna/Ishtar has not been questioned.  As the god rises Ishtar 
holds above him a large fruiting branch of the date palm. 

Presargonic Uruk: Royal Inscriptions 
Douglas R. Frayne collected royal inscriptions regarding Uruk before the time of Sargon 
the Great, that is, the period roughly 2700-2350 BCE.1122  According to Frayne, no royal 
inscriptions have yet been found for the first twelve rulers of Uruk mentioned in The 
Sumerian King List.  That would include Gilgamesh and his successors and the earlier 
rulers who, like Gilgamesh, figured in literary texts, figures like Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, 
and Dumuzi. 

It is clear that both Uruk and Kullab are mentioned in the early texts.  One refers to them 
a “twins.”1123 

Inanna is, as expected, very important.  An is also mentioned, especially in a zà-mì hymn 
of praise. (At one point his spouse is named Namma.1124)  Enlil is quite important as well, 
reflecting the increasing importance of Nippur.    
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Kingship is clearly important.  One text points out that Inanna combined en-ship with 
kingship for Lugal-kigine-dudu.  As his name suggests, he was lugal in Ur, but he was en 
in Uruk.1125   Later, Lugal-KISAL-si has the title of king both of Uruk and of Ur.1126   An 
even later figure, En-shakush-Ana, carries the double title of en of Ki-en-gi, that is the 
Land of Sumer, and also King of the Nation (lugal-kalam-ma).1127 

Heroes of Akkad and Uruk Debunked 
A. Leo Oppenheim concluded that the defeat Sargon of Akkad inflicted upon the Urukean 
king, Lugal-zagesi, had, as we have seen earlier, already initiated a shift in power away 
from not just Uruk but the south generally.  “Political power moved away from Uruk, the 
focus of classical Sumerian civilization, and from a new center a political structure began 
to evolve, different in kind from that customary among city-states.”1128  The first great 
empire under the kings of Akkad itself fell, eventually to be replaced by the upstarts in 
Babylon.  Oppenheim noted that with the famous Babylonian king Hammurabi, the 
names of his dynasty change to foreign, Amorite names—i.e., non-Akkadian names.1129  
(Although the king is commonly known as Hammurabi, an Amorite pronunciation would 
have been Hammurapi.) Everywhere but in the deepest south, with its inaccessible 
marshes, the old city-states became provincial cities ruled from Babylon.  “The south 
became a backwater.”1130  Even paleography and the physical aspects of texts changed in 
the Old Babylonian period.  Oppenheim was convinced that “an essential change in the 
schooling of scribes and the tradition of their craft” accompanied the shift from what we 
call the Old Akkadian to the Old Babylonian periods. 

One very striking, and rather odd, shift that accompanied the others was the debunking 
of the old heroes.  The royal inscriptions of the 3rd and 2nd millennia that we have been 
discussing are rarely just statements of historical fact, and some have argued that the 
ideological overlay so distorts the facts that they are useless for modern scholars to extract 
accurate historical data from them.  That seems something of a stretch.1131  But it is 
important to consider that even the simplest inscription may have served multiple 
purposes, often the least of which is to state facts in an objective way.  The case of Sargon’s 
grandson, Naram-Sin, is the most remarkable, perhaps, in Mesopotamian history.  A stele 
depicts an almost gigantic Naram-Sin ascending a mountain in triumph over his enemies.  
The stele has gained much attention over the years for, among other things, its depiction 
of the king wearing a helmet of horns—the visual recognition of the king’s status as a god. 
[Insert Fig. 50: Stele of Naram-Sin] 

The claim of kings to godship was made more subtly, we have seen, in The Sumerian King 
List and in certain of the royal inscriptions.  We think that it derives from the Urukean 
tradition of the en, the main reason that kingship in Mesopotamia always possesses a 
certain religious aspect to it.  William W. Hallo, who considers the king’s participation in 
cultic activities to derive mainly from his participation in the sacred marriage, has traced 
the development of a deified kingship through the 3rd millennium and into the 2nd 
millennium.1132  For our purposes, the development traced by Hallo is particularly 
important because the deification of Naram-Sin in his lifetime involved a significant 
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change.  Before Naram-Sin, royal ancestors were worshipped (in the guise of their cult-
statues) only after their death.  With Sargon’s grandson, the cult statue of the living king 
came to be worshipped as well.1133  

The Amorites from the west who established Babylon as the center of an expanding 
empire did not share this most radical development of Sumero-Akkadian kingship.  For 
one thing, the West Semitic term for king, melekh, has a different range of meaning from 
Sumerian lugal and Akkadian sharru.1134  It should come as no surprise that Babylon’s 
Hammurapi restored, as Hallo terms it, “the secular status of royalty” in the 18th 
century.1135  Naram-Sin became the great object lesson, a king destroyed by the gods 
because of his hubris. 

What is odd about this development is the intertwining of the Urukean hero, Enmerkar, 
in the fate of Naram-Sin. 

The only proof that literary works were composed about contemporary historical events 
is found in a poorly executed fifteen-line student exercise in Old Akkadian.1136  The text 
celebrates Naram-Sin’s victory over the king of Ur—the same Lugal-Anne who is so 
prominent in Enheduanna’s “Exaltation of Inanna,” that man who stripped her of her 
rank and her dignity—and Lugal-Anne’s henchman, a king of Uruk.  (Lugal-Anne may be 
throne name; the actual name may be Amar-Girid.1137)  The brief inscription deals with 
the coronation of a king of Kiš(i) and his revolt against Naram-Sin, with the help of the 
two other rebels from the south.  Notably, the king of Uruk is not named, but is considered 
merely la malkum, “that non(-entity of a) king” (8), the Urukean (urkium).1138 

In a version of “The Great Revolt against Naram-Sin” from Mari , Naram-Sin is said to be 
thinking of his grandfather Sargon, who conquered Uruk and liberated the people of 
Kish(i), shaving off their slavemarks and removing the shackles their “despoiler,” Lugal-
zagesi of Uruk, had forced upon them.1139  In that text it is claimed that Ishtar and 
Annunitum, Ishtar’s fellow-goddess in Uruk, directed Sargon’s defeat of Uruk.  In another 
version of the story, Lugal-Anna, identified as the king of Uruk, is named as one of the 
rebels against Naram-Sin, while Sargon is again praised for his victory over Uruk and the 
liberation of Kish(i).  In that version Naram-Sin is “the great king, the king of Akkade/ 
king of the four quarters of the world,/ who proclaims Ishtar and Annunitum,” and the 
military commander of Enlil.  Among his other titles, Naram-Sin is pashish Anim (5), “the 
anointed priest of Anum.”1140 In other words, in different versions of “The Great Revolt 
against Naram-Sin,” Uruk is regularly present, its kings as unsuccessful challengers to 
both Sargon and Naram-Sin.  At best the kings of Uruk are non-entities, at worst 
oppressors of another city, whose people they enslave.  Having conquered and then 
reconquered Uruk, the Akkadian king claims a special relationship to Ishtar/Inanna, in 
the historic syncretism that united the goddess of Akkad and the goddesses of Uruk—and 
also a priestly relationship with An/Anu. 

That Naram-Sin claims to be the pashīsh Anim is significant.  We have seen this cultic 
officiant before.  In Sumerian he is the gudu, and he is one of the highest ranking officials.  
In very early lexical lists the gudu/pashīshum either heads the list of high officials, with 
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en at the end of the short list, or it follows at the end of a list headed by the en.1141  The 
title means literally “to anoint.” 

Against this literary and historical background it is interesting to see the earliest of Uruk’s 
heroes, Enmerkar, figuring prominently in another Naram-Sin poem, “Naram-Sin and 
the Enemy Hordes.”  (The poem is also known as “The Cuthean Legend.”1142)  Of course 
the two figures were widely separated in history.   Naram-Sin’s reign is rather surely dated 
to 2254-2218 BCE, while an historical Enmerkar would have to date from ca. 2600 BCE 
or earlier.  Yet they come to be linked in a mainly negative way when Babylon and later 
Assyria gain hegemony over the older Akkadian empire and the south.  

“Naram-Sin and the Enemy Hordes” is known from fragments of Old Babylonian 
versions1143 that may have run to six hundred lines,1144 a Middle Babylonian version, and 
a Standard Babylonian version known from more than six copies in the Assyrian capital, 
Nineveh.  The later text is significantly shorter, running to only 180 lines.  The poem was 
known in antiquity from its incipit, “Open the Tablet Box.”  (The opening of the poem is 
strikingly like a passage in the Prologue to the Akkadian Gilgamesh.)  In short, “Naram-
Sin and the Enemy Hordes” was popular for over a thousand years.  

The Akkadian hero is assailed by savage enemies created by one set of gods.1145  Naram-
Sin has to determine if they are even human, since they appear with the bodies of 
partridges and raven faces.  And he does the right thing when consults omens.  But he 
makes a fatal mistake when he decides to act against the omens.  In three waves he loses, 
in one count, 120,000, 90,000, and 60,700 men—more than a quarter of a million men 
if one were to believe the figures.  For his hubris the Akkadian king is punished by the 
gods.  For the once-deified figure, the defeat is indeed depressing.   

Joan Goodnick Westenholz is surely correct in emphasizing the complexity of Naram-Sin 
as he is represented in the poem.  Where before he had been largely one-dimensional man 
of action, in this context he is a “true hero, with the fatal flaw known from heroic epics of 
other nations.”1146 Mainly the added complexity derives from his introspection.  In the 
first part of the Old Babylonian edition that has been preserved (I.iii.1-15) Naram-Sin 
laments the loss of—in this account—over a half million troops.  In the third wave some 
360,000—clearly a symbolic figure of “totality” based on the sexigesimal system 
employed in Mesopotamia—had been lost. 

After he had slain my 360,000 troops, 
He inflicted a comprehensive slaughter. 
I became confused, bewildered. 
I was worried, depressed, sunk in gloom, reduced in spirit. 
Thus I thought: “What has god brought upon my reign? 
I am a king who has not protected his land 
And a shepherd who has not safeguarded his people 
What has my reign brought upon me? /What have I brought upon myself and the 
cycle of reigns? 
How shall I ever continue to act so that 
I can get myself out (of trouble)?” / “I can put myself out (in order to save the 
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country)?”1147 

Uncertain as to the translation of the crucial lines (I.iii.14-15) at the end of Naram-Sin’s 
lament, ki-i lu-ush-ta-ak-kan-ma / pa-ag-ri ù ra-ma-ni lu-she-tsi, Westenholz provides 
the different possibilities, which offer different views of the king’s self-image. 

Here and in later versions of the story Naram-Sin questions his own judgment.  At least 
as early as a Middle Babylonian edition, he blames the ancient Urukean hero Enmerkar 
for his difficulties.  “Enmerkar “did not inscribe a stela(?) for me. / [He] was not my 
brother and he did not guide me.”1148 Because he had not been advised by Enmerkar he 
did not know to pray before Shamash.  As a result, Ea created a whole series of demonic 
forces to be sent against the king.  While both Shamash and Ea had their ancient Sumerian 
equivalents, Utu and Enki, these two gods had a special importance for Babylon and its 
new cities like Sippar.  When Ea creates this fearsome crew of barbarians with their 
demonic weapons, he specifically limits their area of action: they are not to annihilate 
humankind; and they are not to attack the “city of Shamash, the hero.”1149  

The most complete form of the story is a 1st millennium composite of tablets found in Neo-
Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian sites (296),1150 the majority of which were found in 
Nineveh.  Most of the 180 lines have been recovered.  It opens with a claim that Naram-
Sin had left a stela in a tablet-box for later readers to recover—a motif that recalls 
Gilgamesh I.i.22-25.  Like Gilgamesh but unlike that hero’s grandfather, Enmerkar, 
Naram-Sin is, then, a tradition that emphasizes wisdom that is gained through suffering.  
Immediately Naram-Sin turns to Enmerkar, who “sought refuge in the mountain” (301) 
at the time when Shamash was “commander of the land.”  (The lines may refer to The 
Sumerian King List, where, we recall, Enmerkar’s father is said to have been the son of 
Utu/Shamash.)   

For reasons that are not entirely clear, Shamash changed his orders for the land.  
Enmerkar took what seems to be the right step toward understanding the god’s designs.  
He summons diviners who complete the right rituals directed at a series of gods.  Ishtar 
is first in the list, along with Annunitum.  Ilaba, the male counterpart to the great Ishtar 
of Akkad, is mentioned.  And Shamash is at the end of the list.  For whatever reason, as 
soon as the gods finish speaking, Enmerkar is punished severely.  Shamash passes 
judgment on Enmerkar—and on the ghosts of Enmerkar’s family, including his offspring 
and his offspring’s offspring.  They are condemned to a life in the underworld with only 
polluted, not pure water to drink.  Exactly what his crime was is not entirely clear.  The 
speech of the god is too fragmentary to be reconstructed.  But Naram-Sin accuses him 
after the fact with particular vehemence. 

He whose wisdom (and) whose weapons paralyzed,  
caught, and annihilated that army 
on a stela he did not write (and) did not leave (it) to me, myself, 
he did not make a name for himself so that I could not pray for him.1151 

The lines are highly ambiguous, possibly deliberately so, possibly because of scribal 
corruption.  It is clear that Enmerkar is accused, as in the earlier edition, of failing to 
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preserve what he had learned in writing.  Thus Naram-Sin would eventually stumble in 
much the same way Enmerkar had. 

The details of this riveting story are beyond the scope of this study.  But a few specifics 
are worth noting.  When Naram-Sin is faced with the enemy hordes, he, too, summons 
the diviners, and they perform  the rituals for Naram-Sin in the proper way.  The same 
gods that Enmerkar had queried answer Naram-Sin.  The great gods tell him not to act in 
the way he wishes.  Immediately, Naram-Sin decided to ignore the gods. 

Thus I said to my heart (i.e., to myself), these were my words: 
“What lion (ever) performed extispicy? 
What wolf (ever) consulted a dream-interpreter? 
I will go like a brigand according to my own inclination. 
And I will cast aside that (oracle) of the god(s); I will be in control of myself.”1152                                                                                        

That might work for a god, but for the very human Naram-Sin, the decision brings 
disaster.  His troops are sent out, and all are slaughtered.  In a passage much like the 
fragmentary Old Babylonian text, Naram-Sin speak of his bewilderment, gloom, and 
confusion.  This time, though, Ea speaks to the gods about the Flood, and Naram-Sin 
correctly offers sacrifices to the gods and seeks omens.  This time he follows the gods’ 
advice.  When he wants to attack the enemy horde again, Ishtar herself persuades him 
that he should not do so.  Ishtar as Dilbat, the Venus star, approaches Naram-Sin and 
counsels him.  He should not attempt to destroy “the brood of destruction.”  Enlil will one 
day “summon them for evil” and the enemy will be slaughtered.  The lengthy description 
of the destruction of enemy’s city recalls the Sumerian City Laments, and it has an 
apocalyptic quality to it. 

“Naram-Sin and the Enemy Hordes” ends, not with a heroic battle in which Naram-Sin 
acts in the manner Akkadian literature and art represent.  Instead, the narrative ends with 
the assurance that the gods will take care of the enemy.  Naram-Sin’s last words are an 
admonition to a future ruler who would read the stele he has written.  The person—
governor, prince, or “anyone else” who is called by the gods “to perform kingship”—should 
open the tablet-box and read the stele.  The wisdom offered by Naram-Sin appears to be 
what he gained from the terrible mistakes he made.  He offers courage and clarity—but 
not heroic struggle.  Indeed, the advice is notably quietistic.  One should, it is true, 
strengthen the city walls, fills moats with water, and bring all valuables—chests, grain, 
money, and goods—into the stronghold.1153  But the good king should tie up his weapons 
and put them in the corner!  The enemy should be allowed to roam freely outside the 
walls. 

“Guard your courage!  Take heed of your own person! 
Let him roam through your land!  Go not out to him! 
Let him scatter the cattle!  Do not go near him! 
Let him consume the flesh of your offpsring! 
Let him murder, (and) let him return (unharmed)! 
(But) you be self-controlled, disciplined. 
Answer them, ‘Here I am, sir’! 



Excursus: Kingship after the Sumerians  523 
  

Requite their wickedness with kindness.”1154  

How many of the Mesopotamian kings followed Naram-Sin’s advice is hard to measure.  
One can hardly find an example from among the Babylonians or the Assyrians who might 
have known this advice.  One thing seems certain, though: it is not the advice of the 3rd 
millennium heroes who gloried in victory over their enemies. 

We have suggested earlier that the Urukean connection with the Akkadian empire 
established by Sargon of Akkad involved the northern conquers’ adoption of southern 
ways.  Naram-Sin, in whose reign the living king came to be worshipped along with the 
cult statues of the ancestors, took kingship into its extreme reaches.  We think this means 
adopting Urukean enship in its fullest form, with the transformation of a human being, 
through his relationship with the gods, primarily through the sacred marriage with 
Inanna/Ishtar, into the kind of divinity Lugalbanda and Gilgamesh—and Dumuzi—had 
become.  There is, it hardly means to be said, in “Naram-Sin and the Enemy Hordes” not 
the slightest hint of the deified king, lover of Ishtar.  Where Naram-Sin fails—and his 
model Enmerkar before him—is precisely in arrogating to himself the prerogatives of the 
gods.  Naram-Sin, and Enmerkar, come to represent the ultimate challenge to the gods, 
the assertion of the self.  What is left, though, and this goes back to the reputation of 
Enmerkar in the 3rd millennium, is a hard-won wisdom. In this poem the heroes are 
anything but divine. 

“Naram-Sin and the Enemy Hordes” only indirectly criticizes the once-deified king from 
a Babylonian perspective, but there is other evidence from the 2nd millennium that shows 
the Babylonian (originally Amorite?) ideology that informs the anti-Akkadian and anti-
Urukean slant of the poem. 

A document known as “The Weidner Chronicle” (from the tablet discovered at Assur by 
E. F. Weidner in 1926)1155 connects Naram-Sin and Enmerkar in a way that strips them 
even of the wisdom “Naram-Sin and the Enemy Hordes” grants them.  Cast in the form of 
a letter in which the king of Babylon, probably Apil-Sin, gives advice to his counterpart in 
Isin, Damiq-ilishu, “The Weidner Chronicle” reshapes the vision of history in The 
Sumerian King List to admit the work of the King of the Gods, the city god of Babylon, 
Marduk.  Indeed, rather than the unseen hand of the gods that brought the dynasties 
listed in The Sumerian King List to an end and redirected kingship to different cities, only 
a few of the high gods participate in “The Weidner Chronicle,” especially Marduk and Ea.  
Where Akkad had seen its ancient Sumerian connection in Uruk, the Babylonians, if this 
text is any indication of a larger ideological turn, traced a different axis: the upstart 
Babylon and ancient Eridu. 

This particular Sumero-Babylonian axis will have its greatest and most influential 
expression in the magnificent “creation epic,” Enuma Elish, which has been discussed 
above, in a different context.1156  In one small way, though, “The Weidner Chronicle” goes 
Enuma Elish one better.  Where the great mythological narrative identifies a specific 
lineage for Marduk—Anshar, Anu, and Ea—in which each succeeding generation is more 
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powerful than the previous one and identifies Babylon as a second Eridu, “The Weidner 
Chronicle” even connects Ea and Marduk through a third generation, Nabu. 

“The Weidner Chronicle” follows the contours of The Sumerian King List and even 
extends beyond it by opening with the king of Babylon, wiser than his contemporary in 
Isin (where The Sumerian King List left off).  For the most part the chronicle assigns 
praise or blame to the kings who bring or fail to bring offerings to Marduk in Babylon.  
The first deity mentioned, to whom the Babylonian king himself offers sacrifice, is 
Ninkarrak or Gula, a healing goddess who appear before the king at night and gives him 
advice.  At stake appears to be the very establishment of, the justification of, the 
Babylonian empire that would unify Sumer, the people of the “Lower lands” and Akkad, 
the people of the “Upper lands.”1157  Where this will unify peoples on the earth, Marduk, 
“king of the gods,” will unify heaven and earth.  Babylon thus becomes the center of the 
universe, seen in vertical and horizontal dimensions. 

This is accomplished in a manner that recalls a ritual that has been attested at least as 
early as Early Dynastic times.  Usually called “Ea-Marduk” rituals, a modern designation 
that highlights the very problem we raised above, the Babylon-centered orientation of 
Assyriologists, they should probably be called “Enki-Asalluhi” rituals—identifying the 
literary form by the older, Sumerian examples rather than the later Akkadian texts.  These 
texts inevitably open with a problem or situation that is mythological in scale, how a 
person or a city is being oppressed by various demonic forces.  The Son, Asalluhi, sees the 
problem and runs to the Father, Enki, who transfers his vast knowledge and problem-
solving skills to the Son.  The texts then go on to specify the ritual acts and the magical 
incantation needed to solve the particular problem.  Enuma Elish repeats this well-known 
pattern on a grand scale.  Here it is reduced to a few lines that summarize what is a 
momentous transformation of the universe.   

Marduk goes “quickly to his father, Ea, the craftsman, the counsellor of heaven and earth.  
“[May Bab]ylon, the city chosen in my heart, be exalted among all people!  May Esagila, 
the majestic shrine, be [ ] to the limits of heaven and earth!”1158  Ea, known by his epithet 
Nudimmud, accomplishes all that his son asks. 

Then the great gods Anu and Enlil decree the Marduk will be leader of the Upper and 
Lower lands.  Kingship is defined as offering daily, monthly and yearly purification.  
Whoever “sins against the gods” of a city will have his kingship ended, his scepter taken 
away, and his treasury reduced to rubble.  Kingship on earth derives from the institution 
in heaven, as Marduk was exalted by the great gods. 

With this mythological opening, the chronicle of earthly kings begins.  While Uruk and 
Akkad are not the only cities mentioned in the list, they are the most prominent.  And the 
first mention of Uruk comes with Enmerkar (written Enmekar), “who destroyed the 
people” (line 32).  The text that specifies the people is broken, but is followed immediately 
by a striking and unusual twist.  The wise Adapa, who is regularly associated with Enki’s 
Eridu (and in later tradition acts with Enmerkar), here curses Enmerkar.  The suggestion 
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is that Enmerkar destroyed Eridu, and rule of the land then passed to Adapa because of 
the atrocity Enmerkar committed against the sacred city. 

Enmerkar’s action is paralleled later in the list by Naram-Sin, who is the only other king 
accused of “destroying the people” (lines 53-54).  In that case we see why Babylon was 
particularly hostile to Naram-Sin: he destroyed the people of Babylon itself.  The gods 
then twice sent the barbarians of Gutium against Naram-Sin and gave over kingship to 
the enemy hordes, who were “unhappy people unaware how to reverse the gods, ignorant 
of the right cultic practices.  If, then, Enmerkar attacked Eridu and Naram-Sin Babylon, 
the historic parallel would help to explain the connection between kings of Uruk and 
Akkad. 

It need hardly be said that the short “The Weidner Chronicle” is highly selective in its 
survey of kingship.  It includes the remarkable story of a woman who was given kingship, 
one Kubaba, “the tavern-keeper.”  We are accustomed to thinking of kings as “shepherds,” 
not only from Sumer and Akkad but from Greece and the Bible.  “The Weidner Chronicle” 
introduces a less-frequently used metaphor, the king as fisherman.  While this may seem 
more or less odd in Babylon (on the Euphrates), it is perfectly appropriate to the model 
of Babylon, Eridu, built over the Apsu, the abode of Enki/Ea.  Marduk favors the tavern-
keeper because she gave bread to the fishermen who were “catching fish for the meal of 
the great lord Marduk.”  She also gave water and made the fishermen offer the fish to 
Marduk.  The epithet used in this context is Marduk, “prince of the Apsu.”  For her 
righteous deed, Marduk grants her “sovereignty over the whole world.” 

The story of Kubaba in “The Weidner Chronicle” is all the more remarkable when it is 
compared with its source, The Sumerian King List.  “The Weidner Chronicle” is much 
shorter than the king list.  It begins only with Akka of Kish, who in The Sumerian King 
List is said to have reigned until, through force of arms, kingship was transferred to 
Eanna.1159 Uruk makes its appearance with Enmerkar.  Then Adapa, the first of the Seven 
Sages, is introduced.  A figure known from an important myth for his connection with Ea 
and Eridu, Adapa is praised for cursing Enmerkar and gains a great reward, given “ruler 
over all lands and his rites.” Something of Adapa’s is beautified—the text is rather broken 
here—and Marduk appears to give him a reign of 3,020 years.  (Again, the text is broken.)  
The elaboration of Adapa’s rule and the corresponding reduction of Enmerkar are both 
remarkable, especially when we consider that Adapa was not even mentioned in The 
Sumerian King List.  In the “Adapa” myth Adapa is certainly a sage and a pashishu-priest, 
“who always tends the rites,”1160 but he is not a king.  On the short list of kings in “The 
Weidner Chronicle,” where only thirteen kings—fourteen, if the “unhappy” Gutians are 
added to the list—are mentioned, Adapa and Kubaba are the only ones who are praised 
without exception.  And they are the ones who maintain the proper rites of Babylon’s 
Esagila.  For her part, Kubaba, given sovereignty over the whole world, is given only three 
lines in The Sumerian King List.  There she is identified as tavernkeeper—or “barmaid,” 
as Jacobsen preferred to call her.1161   There she is also credited with consolidating the 
foundation of Kish and reigning for 100 years.  Nothing is said in The Sumerian King List 
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about her following the rites of Esagila properly—the reason highlighted in “The Weidner 
Chronicle.” 

The pattern in “The Weidner Chronicle” is clear.  Kingship is given by Marduk, king of the 
gods, to certain humans who either show the proper respect to Esagila, at the center of 
the universe, or are stripped of kingly rule.  Only five cities figure in the list: Kish, Uruk, 
Eridu, Akshak, and Ur. Some kings initially do the right thing.  Sargon of Akkad, for 
instance, refuses the order of his king, Ur-Zababa, when Ur-Zababa wanted to change the 
wine libations of Esagila.  Marduk then makes Sargon ruler over the “four corners of the 
world.”  All is well while Sargon brought tribute to Babylon.  But then he slips up and 
ignores the command of Marduk.  By digging soil from Babylon and building a city he 
names Babylon in front of Akkad—apparently symbolizing Akkad’s rule over Babylon1162-
-Sargon attracts the enmity of the gods.  Enlil brings in enemies from east and west to 
oppose Sargon, who is deprived of sleep.  Naram-Sin even goes further than Sargon.  He 
destroys the people of Babylon, and twice Marduk sends the Gutians against him and 
finally gives kingship to those barbarous people, as we have seen. 

The Ur III kings—Shulgi, Amar-Sin, Shu-Sin, and Ibbi-Sin—are treated summarily in 
“The Weidner Chronicle.”  Each in turn violates certain rites, usually involving Esagila.  If 
we add the narrative frame to the list, the Babylonian kings Sumu-la-El and Apil-Sin, the 
purported writer of “The Weidner Chronicle,” the revised king list in effect ends with the 
true inheritors of kingship.  Where The Sumerian King List had ended with Sin-Magir of 
Isin, “The Weidner Chronicle” in effect picks up the survey at that point.  Apil-Sin, who 
gives advice to Isin’s king Damiq-ilishu because the Isin king had not paid attention to 
the Babylonian’s advice, clearly speaks with authority.  Not only is Apil-Sin doing the right 
thing in Babylon: he makes much of his offering sacrifice to the healing goddess Gula, the 
great goddess of Isin itself.  While these names are obscure to most of us today, the reader 
of “The Weidner Chronicle” would not have missed to the obvious.  Damiq-ilishu proved 
to be the last king of Isin.  When Isin gave way to Babylon, the Babylonians would not 
have missed the irony in a letter supposedly addressed to the enemy.  In The Sumerian 
King List, as we pointed out earlier, the name of the kings of Isin are all written with the 
divine determinative.  The kings of Babylon clearly know their place in Marduk’s world, 
where the deified kings of Isin did not.1163 

The ideological character of this truncated king list should be pretty clear from the point 
of view of the center of the universe.  Just as kingship of the gods properly involved a 
move from the Father’s house in Eridu to the Son’s in Babylon, human kingship, granted 
by Marduk, moved through a succession of city-states until it, too, reached the center.  
The kings of Babylon do not claim to be gods.  Rather, they know that maintaining the 
rites of the gods, especially Marduk’s, is the very definition of the true king.  From Kish to 
Uruk, from Uruk to Eridu, Akshak, Kish, Akkad, the Gutians, Uruk again, Ur, and Isin, 
kingship moves under the hand of Marduk.  Some of the kings are initially favored by 
Marduk and then commit a crime that causes the king’s removal. Two—Adapa and 
Kubaba—had it right and were given long reigns.  Those who acted against the people of 
Eridu and Babylon were doomed to destruction. 
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We find even such a relatively short list of kings and cities confusing, but if we keep the 
important notion in mind, that Babylon was not just another, temporary place but the 
center of the universe, the theology of history informing “The Weidner Chronicle” 
includes an axis of righteousness that stretches from Eridu to Babylon, and another that 
traces a false understanding of kingship, from Enmerkar of Uruk through Naram-Sin, 
from Urukean enship through the first fully deified king in Akkad.  If Akkad had looked 
to the early en of Uruk as a model of wise kingship, Babylon with equal force denied the 
claim and rather saw its fate bound tightly with Uruk’s equally ancient—even more 
primordial—rival, Eridu. 

The debunking of Enmerkar and Naram-Sin, then, in two important 2nd millennium 
Babylonian texts, then, is a measure of how persistent the Urukean tradition had 
functioned as a model for other powerful cities, including the Sargonic empire itself. 

Enter the Babylonians 
For the prophet Ezekiel, living with his fellows in exile from Jerusalem in Babylonia, 
“Chaldea” in southern Mesopotamia was a land of merchants.  Ezekiel’s characterization 
of the land dates from the 6th century BCE.  He reminds us that cities like Uruk prospered 
early because of trade and that continued prosperity depended upon it as well.1164  In the 
4th millennium such economic activity was clearly centered in the temple.  Political 
upheavals frequently changed the leadership of the community, but it is not always clear 
if the economic basis of city life was changed as well.  Uruk’s economy—and the temple—
survived many political changes, and the city prospered, and the temples of the city even 
grew long after the Babylonian Exile.  But in one important respect the city had changed 
early in the 2nd millennium. 

While Uruk struggled with--and deeply influenced--its rivals through the 3rd millennium, 
it had largely maintained its independence.  The striking symbiosis with nearby Ur during 
the Ur III period was, as we have seen, a conspicuous exception.  The kings of Ur during 
that period were descended from Urukeans and with Ur-Namma and Shulgi especially 
saw themselves as sons of Ninsun, the goddess who was considered the mother of 
Gilgamesh, and therefore the kings of Ur were brothers of Gilgamesh.  The deification of 
Ur kings derived from the Uruk’s en.  With its defeat at the hands of a new rival from the 
north, Babylon, Uruk is, however, never again politically independent, and the centers of 
power—Babylon, then the Assyrians cities, and eventually the Greeks—are increasingly 
remote.  Uruk protects itself by conserving its religious base. 

So great is the pull of Babylon on the imagination of modern scholars that virtually all 
aspects of Mesopotamian culture for the two thousand years of Mesopotamia’s power and 
influence are routinely called “Babylonian.”1165  The Bible is greatly responsible for the 
image of Babylon in the West.  The period of Exile in Mesopotamia so vividly described 
by the prophets ended as it had begun in the 6th century BCE, but a glance at the much 
later New Testament Book of Revelation shows us that Babylon had become the symbol 
of everything corrupt and oppressive.  And well before the Greeks had entered the scene 
as conquerors (and Alexander the Great died in Babylon, already having had absorbed 
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much of Babylonian culture) the “East” had fascinated them, Babylon in particular.  When 
modern Western adventurers, archaeologists and linguists began exploring the ancient 
ruins, they wanted especially to find Babylon, with its famous ruined Tower and the 
equally famous Hanging Gardens.  The first texts they found dated to periods when either 
the Assyrians in the north or the Babylonians dominated the region.  So it seemed 
inevitable that the entire area from Babylon south and the culture of the Babylonian 
Empire would be called “Babylonian.” 

Even today the varied cities of the south are simply “Babylonian,” and all aspects of the 
culture are drawn to the political center (as the Babylonian rulers themselves had 
demanded).1166 Clay tablets and stones inscribed with the Semitic language we know as 
“Akkadian,” after Sargon’s city of Akkad (or Agade) and his dynasty’s powerful but short-
lived reign, are still routinely called Babylonian no matter where in Mesopotamia they are 
found—with a few exceptions of texts written in an Assyrian dialect.  (A vast number of 
Assyrian-held texts were written in the so-called “Standard Babylonian”1167 Akkadian.) 
Folded rather neatly into the concept of an imperial Babylonia, cities like Uruk largely 
retreat into the deep background of scholarly thought. 

But as we shall see, Uruk more than held its own.  The question is how the Urukeans 
managed to do it once they had lost kingship forever.  

The dominance of Babylon in the Western imagination can be seen in the way written 
texts from the 2nd millennium are categorized by modern scholars.  Ironically, most 
Sumerian literary texts, such as the ones we have been discussing, are known from “Old 
Babylonian” copies.  “Old Babylonian” is the designation of the period, roughly 1900-1595 
BCE,1168 when Babylon did dominate a large empire, one that would much later be 
challenged by the Assyrians.  (Even that is something of a stretch.  During  that period a 
good part of Mesopotamia was dominated by other cities, Isin, Larsa, and even Uruk for 
a time.) The Classical Period of Mesopotamian literature, which corresponds to the 
political Old Babylonian Period included not only copies of Sumerian texts but a variety 
of new texts in Sumerian, just as, like Latin many centuries later, the language was dying 
out.   

The Classical Period also saw the development of an extensive literature in Akkadian, the 
Semitic language that would come to dominate Mesopotamia for nearly fifteen hundred 
years, when another Semitic language, Aramaic, would replace it as an international 
language.  (Our guide to Uruk in the Hellenistic Period, whom we had seen in the 
Introduction, would most likely have spoken Aramaic and would have to had studied 
Akkadian just as he would have had to have learned the long-dead Sumerian still used in 
religious worship.) 

The literature in Akkadian tends to be called “Babylonian,” and its standard variety is 
routinely referred to as “Standard Babylonian,” even though much of it was written 
outside the city of Babylon and had little immediate relevance to that central city.  A rough 
analogy would be the way U.S. citizens often call themselves Americans, sometimes 
including—but often excluding—Canadians and Mexicans in that designation.  The most 
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conspicuous example in the modern world of the spread of a standard dialect of a 
language far beyond its original boundaries, Standard English, at least has the advantage 
of being designated by a language rather than as, say, Standard London, which would 
seem odd, if not offensive to English speakers in Hong Kong or Nairobi.1169  

Uruk held its own economically and continued to prosper, though not on the scale of its 
size and achievements in the Archaic Uruk and Early Dynastic periods.  It is often difficult 
to tell if something “Babylonian” originated in Uruk, but it is clear that Uruk’s arguably 
greatest export, Inanna/Ishtar and a goddess who is so closely linked to her, Nanaya, if 
anything expanded their influence during the periods of Babylonian hegemony.   

Even with the great prestige of Inanna/Ishtar, though, one of the most hotly debated 
issues in ancient Near Eastern scholarship today is if the goddesses were, generally, 
becoming marginalized, and if so, was their eclipse reflected in a marginalization of 
women in Mesopotamia.1170  The persistence of a literary genre that celebrated the 
relationship of Inanna and her lover Dumuzi, called the ershemma and written by the 
temple official known as the gala, in whose company (in Old Babylonian times) numbered 
women, militates against the hypothesis.1171  On the other hand, the overwriting of 
goddess literature in, e.g., a myth called “Enki and Ninmah,” which turned from a 
celebration of the creative power of the goddess into a contest between a god and a 
goddess—a contest clearly won by the male—seems to point in the opposite direction.1172 
Certain texts of the Old Babylonian period do show that the upstart Babylon sought to 
justify its emergence as a great power by linking its city god, Marduk, to the ancient god 
Enki, bridging the city of Babylon to the very old city of Eridu.  Uruk and its heroes, 
especially Enmerkar, were downgraded, as in texts like “The Weidner Chronicle,”1173 
which slams both Uruk and Ur, and “Naram-Sin and the Enemy Hordes.”1174 

Royal Inscriptions: Kings of Isin and Larsa 
The Sumerian King List ends with the defeat of Ur and the transfer of kingship to the city 
of Isin, where in 2073 BCE Ishbi-Erra became king.1175  Once independent of Ur, Isin 
governed the south for over two hundred years, when the city of Larsa, which had become 
powerful during this period, more and more came to dominate the scene.  Uruk was under 
the control of Isin until the reign of Lipit-Eshtar, when it may then have fallen under the 
control of Larsa.1176  During this, Uruk did regain a measure of independence very early 
in the 2nd millennium, when two persons, Alila-hadum and Sumu-kanasa, about whom 
little is known, but who were apparently of Amorite stock—that is, from the west, where 
the Babylonian kings came from—may have been kings of Uruk.  Uruk was independent 
during the rule of Sin-Kashid and ÌR-ne-ne, whom we will see below.  The period of 
independence came to an end when Rim-Sin I of Larsa defeated Uruk.  Later Babylon 
seized control.  Briefly, Uruk claimed independence in a revolt against the Babylonian 
king Samsu-iluna, but the rebellion was short-lived.  Uruk’s history through the 
remainder of the Old Babylonian period is quite obscure, but its independence is doubtful. 

What is known of Uruk during the Old Babylonian period has been pieced together largely 
through the royal inscriptions from many cities, including Uruk.  The inscriptions are 
usually brief, often fragmentary and puzzling, but they do give us hints of continuities and 



Excursus: Kingship after the Sumerians  530 
  

changes in Mesopotamia, especially in Uruk.  Often the inscriptions from non-Urukean 
sources provide surprising glimpses of life in the city that was losing its political grip on 
the old Sumerian heartland. 

The names of all kings of Isin, for example, are written with the DINGIR-sign, the silent 
determinative written before the names of gods and goddesses.  The Sumerian King List, 
whose last revision corresponds with the last king on the list, Sin-magir of Isin, follows 
the practice that emerged with the Ur III king, Shulgi and continued in his successor, 
Amar-Sin (whose name used to be read Bur-Sin), identifying the kings as divine.1177 
Beginning with Ishbi-Erra and continuing through the fifteen kings of Isin, all of the 
names are written with the DINGIR-sign.  Although Uruk does not appear in the royal 
inscriptions of Isin until the fourth king, Ishme-Dagan, the deification of Isin kings, like 
their Ur III predecessors, may have derived from the special relationship they had with 
Inanna.  Ishme-Dagan, like Shulgi before him, claimed to be, not king of Uruk but en of 
Uruk and spouse of Inanna.   

Ishme-Dagan, 
provider of Nippur, 
constant (attendant) of Ur, 
who is daily at the service of Eridu, 
en of Uruk, 
king of Isin, 
king of the land of Sumer and Akkad, 
beloved spouse of the goddess Inanna.1178 

He was the first ruler after the Ur III kings to adopt the title, “spouse of Inanna.”1179   

The intimate relationship between Ishme-Dagan and Inanna is celebrated in a love song 
of 26 lines.  Inanna is taken by the “sweet-voiced cows” and the “gentle-voiced calves” as 
she approaches the cattle-pen.  Her “spouse” will sound the churn.  Cattle-pen and 
sheepfold will rejoice over Inanna’s entrance.  The sheep will “spread out their wool” for 
her.  An abundance of butter and cream will be given to her.  If this sounds like the good 
shepherd Dumuzi, it is not an accident.  The Ishme-Dagan song is a shorter version of a 
song in which Dumuzi is the lover, not Ishme-Dagan.1180 

A different sort of song that involves Ishme-Dagan and praises Inanna reveals a 
theological shift that reflects the increasing political power of Nippur.  Ostensibly a poem 
that exalts Inanna to the high authority Urukeans had traditionally believed she possessed 
(and would later raise her to the highest authority), the poem adds a subtle element that 
shows Inanna’s dependency on the high god of Nippur, Enlil, and his wife Ninlil.1181   

Inanna, as in other poems, has “the capacity to make the heavens shake,” to achieve 
anything.  She has “seized the divine me” in heaven and taken them to earth (perhaps a 
version of her stealing Eanna and bringing it to Uruk).  Her power to bring joy to the 
hearts of those who “revere her in their established residence” (but to treat those not in 
the “well-built houses” poorly) become blended into Inanna’s power to change a man into 
a woman, to have men dress like women and women dress like men (and one who wears 
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both at the same time), to put spindles in the hands of men and weapons in the hands of 
women.  (Curiously, the poem also has women using the language of children and children 
using the language of women.) 

The warlike Inanna is not ignored either.  Like a wild bull she engages in battle and makes 
“the earth drink the blood of enemies like water.” 

What makes this poem different is that it claims Inanna has received her great powers 
from Enlil and Ninlil.  The connection with Ishme-Dagan also makes the same claim.  
“Enlil and Ninlil gave Ishme-Dagan” the authority to act as her “constant attendant” and 
her “spouse.”  He has the duty to build temple and feed the gods.  “All this was bestowed 
on Inanna and Ishme-Dagan by Enlil and Ninlil.”   

The Ishme-Dagan inscriptions—three others have survived that identify him in the same 
way—agree with the role he played in a remarkable composition from the time of his reign, 
“The Uruk Lament.”  In many ways “The Uruk Lament,” which tells of the terrible fall of 
that city and its restoration by Ishme-Dagan, is the most remarkable of the five Sumerian 
City Laments that have come down to us.  The City Laments are works of the Isin-Larsa 
period.1182  Divine disfavor is ultimately the cause of the terrible destruction of the cities.  
In this case the high god Enlil, often seen as angry and destructive, is joined by Uruk’s 
own god An (1.9) to fashion an irresistible monstrous or natural force that will take the 
city.  Nomadic hordes of Guti and Subarians  are also mentioned as implements of 
destruction (4.11-22).  The advance on the city is marked.  The enemy destroys 
settlements (mash-gán) and villages (á-dam) around the city (4.25), enters the 
primordial section of the city, Kullab, seizes the wharf and borders, and creates havoc in 
the city.  With battering rams and axes the enemy enters the city, sets fires and lets “the 
blood flow like that of a (sacrificial cow)” (5.22).  They “tore out everything that had been 
built” (5.22). 

The city is restored to grace by a “humble” (lú-sun5 –na) and “pious” man (12.22) who 
offers a lamentation (ér-sizkur 12-22-24) to Inanna (and An).1183  That can only be the 
king of Isin himself.  The last part of the poem is set in Inanna’s gipar in Uruk, where the 
“humble man,” Ishme-Dagan, is presented in various guises, as lover (dam ki-ág), 
entertainer (playing the drums of the gala and singing as nar), steward (ú-a, who 
prepares the great bull sacrifices, makes offerings and brings beer, fat, oil, honey and wine 
to Inanna), en, and supplicant (lines 12.9-27).  It has all the appearances, as M. W. Green 
notes, of a sacred marriage—of the sort known from the reigns of the Ur III kings.1184 

One very striking difference between “The Uruk Lament” and the other city laments is 
that the fate of all humankind is at stake.  In other cases, the city itself and the territory it 
holds are threatened.  The monster created by the gods in “The Uruk Lament” is supposed 
to destroy all humans, not just Urukeans.  The reason may be, as it is in the Flood Story, 
Atrahasis, overpopulation: the “noise” of so many humans has disturbed the “sleep” of 
the gods.1185 
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That makes the resolution even more striking.  In line with “The Fashioning of the Gala,” 
Ishme-Dagan is to offer not just offerings of food to Inanna; he is to sing for her.  To 
soothe the angry heart of Inanna and the Anunna-gods, he is to bring them a lament.  If 
he and his best singers perform the song well, the Anunna-gods will “emerge tearfully” 
and restore the world to its original order.  As in “The Fashioning of the Gala,” the 
performance will work because it induces empathy for suffering humanity. 

Following Ishme-Dagan, all Isin kings claim to be ens of Uruk.  With the kings of Larsa, 
on the other hand, the case is very different—until the very end of the dynasty.  The first 
fourteen kings of Larsa, if the surviving inscriptions are representative of their reigns, do 
not mention Uruk.  Inanna is occasionally mentioned, along with the goddesses Nanaya 
and Ninisina.1186  Where Inanna is related specifically to a location, is it Zabala, not Uruk. 

Rim-Sin of Larsa 
All that changes with king Rim-Sin I, king of Larsa (1822-1763 BCE).  In the 14th year of 
his reign  (1810) he attacked Uruk, while a certain ÌR-ne-ne (or Irdanene) was on the 
throne.  The city held out that time, but in year 21 (1804 BCE) Rim-Sin I conquered the 
city.1187   

The long reign of Rim-Sin coincides with the rule of other important rulers in the region, 
from Shamshi-Adad (1830-1776) of Assyria through three Babylonian kings, Apil-Sin, 
Sin-muballit and the one who finally defeated Larsa, the famous Hammurabi (1792-1750).  
Babylon annexed Larsa in the last year of Rin-Sin’s reign.  For our purposes he was 
contemporary with Sin-kashid of Uruk, who arranged to have a daughter married to 
Babylon’s Sin-muballit, installed another as high priestess of Lugalbanda in Uruk, and he 
may have appointed still another as nin-dingir priestess of Meslamta-ea in the 
neighboring city of Durum.1188  Uruk’ coalition with Babylon was, however, unable to hold 
out against Rim-Sin.  

The defeat of Uruk changed the way Rim-Sin was considered theologically and politically.  
Before this event, the king’s name was written without the DINGIR-sign.  After the taking 
of Uruk, celebrated in several inscriptions, the name Rim-Sin is always written with the 
DINGIR-sign.  As we shall see, the kings of Babylon, who come onto the scene soon after 
this, are conspicuous in not identifying themselves as divine.   

1-6) For the god Ninshubur, great lord [en-gal], who measures out all the mes, 
who knows the essence of prayer, supreme messenger (and) adviser of great An, 
whose word goes at the fore, for his lord, 
 
7-13) (I), Rim-Sin, shepherd who [b]ears tribute for Nippur, who perfectly 
executes the mes and rites of Eridu, provider of Ur, who reverences Ebabbar, king 
of Larsa, king of the land of Sumer and Akkad, 
 
14-18) when the gods An, Enlil, (and) Enki, the great gods, entrusted Uruk, the 
ancient city [unu-KI uru-ul], into my hands, 
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19-24) for the god Ninshubur, my lord, as I said an ardent prayer, I built for him, 
for my own life, the Eaagasumu (‘House which gives the commands’), his beloved 
residence.1189 

 

Rim-Sin I of Larsa provides many other glimpses of Inanna and the deities associated 
with her (Nanaya, Ninshubur, Ninsianna, and Ningishzida, the high god An, and Inanna’s 
lover Dumuzi), though not always in relation to Uruk.  Note that the inscription claims 
that Uruk’s An was one with Enlil and Enki as “entrusting” the city to the Larsa king.  
Another, a prayer to An, appears to mark the enthronement of Rim-Sin at Uruk, or more 
likely, Larsa.1190  In it An pronounces his destiny as king, shepherd and lord (nun).  Most 
of the inscriptions (#1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 9, 13, 18, 20, 2001, 2002) note the king’s pious building 
or restoration of temples in sites other than Uruk, especially in Ur.  While Rim-Sin claims 
to be king of Uruk as well as Isin and Larsa, he does not claim the title of en. 

That most exalted title, so deeply rooted in the history of Uruk, soon virtually disappears.  
The en, as we have seen, may be male or female; the Sumerian term does not differentiate 
gender.  Its Akkadian equivalent, however, regularly distinguishes between the male enu 
and the female entu.1191  An Old Babylonian list of cultic officials shows that the en was 
certainly remembered.   The list, “Proto-Lu” (205-209) repeats the now-familiar 
Sumerian roles beginning with en (en, lagar, nu-èsh-a, gudu and gudu4-abzu).1192   And 
there are a few references to the en of Uruk in Kassite and Middle Babylonian times, that 
is, later in the 2nd millennium.  But the sign EN was always read in Akkadian bēlum.1193  
That title, which is best known to readers of the Bible as the “Lord” (Bel) who ruled 
Babylon, the god Marduk, continues as perhaps the most exalted of divine and royal titles, 
but it is largely honorific.  Gradually its reference to what may be called priestly activities 
seems to disappear.  

The female en continues as an important cultic official perhaps into Neo-Assyrian times 
(1st millennium), but the history is increasingly complicated.  Certainly, as with 
Enheduanna earlier, she continues to be highly important in the cultic life of cities, 
increasingly in areas far beyond the southern Mesopotamian base.  What complicates the 
matter is that the entu becomes difficult to distinguish from other specifically female 
roles, especially the lukur, nin-dingir and nu-gig,1194 about whom we have more to say 
later.1195  

A remarkable text from the time of Rim-Sin I provides a unique glimpse of the en in Ur 
hundreds of years after Enheduanna.1196  Inscribed on a clay cone, the long text presents 
the activities of the twin sister of Rim-Sin I, En-ane-du, in as much detail as can be found 
for any temple official.  In this text this Akkadian woman speaks like a Sumerian.  Her 
major claims in the Sumerian inscription is that she restored and improved the residence 
of the en-priestesses, the  “shining” gipar, laying tightly-fitted bricks on its old base, 
plastering its walls (“aligned to a finger”), and giving the house a new form.1197  Also, by 
her “great wisdom” (géshtu-gal) she found that the graveyard of former en-priestesses 
was badly in need of repair.  The walls around it had collapsed.  There was no guard 
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around it, and the place was no longer pure.  En-ane-du (“En agreeable to An”) set about 
establishing a broad sacred area, surrounding the graveyard with a wall and setting a 
strong watch. 

To proclaim my name chosen for the office of en, I restored this work.  I inscribed 
my foundation inscription with the praise of my office of en (and) lai[d] it there for 
as long as it might be.  I named tha[t] wall “Praise be the one who reverences 
me.”1198   

In this text, that runs to forty-eight lines, En-ane-du, like Enheduanna before her, the en 
of Nanna/Sîn at Ur, reveals just how important her position was.  Predestined from the 
“holy womb” for her position, touched by the hand of Nanna’s consort, Ningal, wearing 
the radiant ornaments of office, “truly chosen for the rites and lustration ceremonies [shu-
luh] of divinity,” she is the “reverent princess” that stands at the “lofty laver of the palace.”  
Nanna and Ningal looked upon her with “shining faces,” and gave her “life” (nam-ti-la), 
a “joyful expression” (igi-húl-la-bi) and a supreme name.    

To En-ane-du the gods gave a “supplication of life” in her “pure mouth.”  Through her the 
life-span of Rim-Sin I (who reigned 60 years) was prolonged, and, she claims, all his 
enemies were delivered into her brother’s hand through her power. 

Another remarkable document from the reign of Rim-Sin is a 600+ line ritual text that 
details seven days of offerings to a variety of deities in Rim-Sin’s Larsa.  If, as is likely, the 
text dates from the second year of Rin-Sin’s reign,1199 the special treatment of Inanna, 
other Inanna-related goddesses, and female “keepers” of the sacred house in the complex 
rituals already shows a close connection between Larsa and Uruk, very likely an ancient 
tie. 

The seven day ritual during the month of Shabātu1200--the eleventh month in the 
Nippur calendar that became the standard calendar--involves sacrifices, offerings and 
prayers to seven gods (or pairs of gods): Ningunanna, Enki and Asarluhi (gods of Eridu), 
Utu/Shamash, Inanna/Ishtar, Nanaya, Ninegal, Mah and Panigingirra (deities of 
childbirth), and Nanna/Sîn (Ur’s chief deity).  Since Larsa had been considered the city 
of the sun, Utu/Shamash, for centuries before this text, it is not surprising that the longest 
section of the text is dedicated to him.  On the other hand, the lengthy section devoted to 
Inanna/Ishtar (lines 510-625) is worth noting.  And if the two goddesses associated with 
her in Uruk—almost aspects or extensions of Inanna—are the ones who follow Inanna in 
the ritual text, Nanaya (632-755) and Ninegal (756-901), then the goddesses overshadow 
even Larsa’s sun god.  

The rituals, which begin at dusk and carry through the night and into the following day, 
are far too complicated to discuss here.  Much of the long text lists the ingredients for 
rituals—including something of a recipe for “waffles”--but a few details are worth a 
comment.  The highest-ranking religious office is the en, as it would be in Uruk.1201  
Generally, the lists reflect a hierarchical order.   One part has a sequence of some twenty-
five “keepers,” identified, of course, only by title.  After an item, “1 dried meat for the 
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cupbearer (BI.LUL) before Inanna/Ishtar,” 1 sila (quart) of sesame oil is provided for the 
en and the following keepers of the temple: 

Brewers (lú-bappir) 
Singers (nar) 
Lamentation priests (gala) 
Chief singer (nar-gal) 
Singers (again) 
neshakku-priest (nisag) 
Ecstatic (lú-gub-ba) 
Brewer (again) 
Messenger of Utu’s en (rá-gaba en Utu) 
Builder (dím) 
Ablution priest (shitax -ÙNU) 
Assistant ablution priest (egir shitax -ÙNU) 1202 

The list changes at this point.  Thirty quarts of barley is given as fodder for the saddle 
donkey.  Then a group of keepers is given one bushel of barley each: 

Dancers (húb-bi) 
Female singer/lukur (mí-nar-lukur) 

Thirty quarts of barley are then given for barbers (shu-i) and male court-sweepers (kisal-
luh).  One quart is then given for the female court sweepers (mí-kisal-luh) and female 
singer/lukur (mí-nar-lukur).  Sixty quarts is then assigned for the barbers, thirty for the 
porters (i-du8).  Sixty more are given (again) for the barbers, and finally thirty quarts are 
assigned to the millers (ararru).1203 

Other religious specialists like the gudu appear in the text.  But this sequence reflects 
important facets of life in the Sumerian temple-city even at this rather late date (when the 
Sumerian language itself was beginning to die out).  The en heads a group of what appear 
to be very important functionaries, only a few of whom correspond to the modern Western 
notion of “religious.”  The chief singer in this ritual from Larsa is responsible for sacrifices.  
Brewers are always important, as we know from even very late (Seleucid Period) texts.  
Singers who are also the elusive lukurs are important, as are barbers, court-sweepers, 
porters and millers—occupations we are likely to consider “secular.”   

In one sense, if all the specialization that took place as the city-state formed a thousand 
or more years before this is a mark of the transformation of village life in Sumer, as a 
group they are all “elites.”  Status differences among them do appear, though the 
differences are not always clear to us.  Edwin Kingsbury noted a pattern that is partly 
evident in the list but can be seen elsewhere in the ritual text: female personnel are 
peculiar to the female deities.  The female court-sweepers and the lukur who is also a 
singer are part of the entourage of Inanna and the other two goddesses.  The gods receive 
male slaves; the goddesses receive female slaves.  Since this is the period of the high status 
nadītus in Sippar, Babylon, and Nippur (at least), and en-priestesses maintain their high 
status in the old Sumerian cities—not to mention the persistence of female authors—the 
phenomenon of women in the clergy remains a conspicuous feature of Sumerian life.  
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Since many of these offices are no longer attested after the Old Babylonian period, the 
question arises if religious institutions were beginning to change in significant ways.  
Kingsbury also noted that the clergy of Inanna/Ishtar generally receives double the 
rations that other offices receive. 

While it could be merely the luck of the spade that individuals with often surprising 
personal concerns breathe through even quite formal writings of the period, letters of the 
Old Babylonian period seem to reflect a greater sense of the individual—such as is found 
in the increasing interest in private property during the period.  The defeat of an Urukean-
Isin coalition by Rim-Sin in 1810 prompted a striking letter from a woman to Rim-Sin a 
decade after the defeat.  The woman, a high-priestess (nin-dingir) of the god Meslamtaea 
at Durum, near Uruk, wrote to the king complaining about the poor treatment she was 
receiving in her exile from Durum.  The complaint reminds us of a similar case with the 
daughter of Sargon of Akkad, Enheduanna, in her exile from Ur. 

In this case the priestess identifies herself as a female scribe (mí dub-sar, line 16), nin-
dingir of Meslamtaea, and a daughter of Sin-kashid, King of Uruk.  Her name is Nin-
shata-pada.  Another of his daughters, Nin-inishu, was appointed high priestess of 
Uruk.1204  

The letter of Nin-shata-pada to the victorious Rim-Sin is clearly an appeal for his help.  It 
describes in a vivid way how the priestess in her “old age” have been forced to live like a 
slave.  Her catalog of woes includes her abandonment and exile. 

Like a bird caught in a trap whose fledglings have fled from their nest 
My children are scattered abroad (and) I have no man to do (my) work. 1205 

She no longer takes pleasure in her “brickwork” (her home).  The bread she eats fills her 
with weeping.  She has been slandered.  Her slave-girl refuses to fashion a garment for 
her.  The populace needs to be directed aright.  Rim-Sin’s silence on her behalf created 
the problem; his command will restore her. 

Of course a good part of this fifty-eight line letter-prayer is devoted to praise for Rim-Sin.  
The king is called a “young protector who soothes the heart of Enlil,” Ninurta’s “faithful 
shepherd,” a wise counselor and judge, one who “loves the righteous man like Utu 
(himself).”1206  A second section praises his might in battle, the prince and might one who 
avenges his city of Larsa. 

For our purposes it is the treatment of the defeated Uruk that is worth emphasizing.  Nin-
shata-pada points out, significantly, that Uruk own An, along with Nippur’s Enlil, gave 
Rim-Sin the command to take Uruk (line 21).  The defeat of her father’s city has brought 
about (unexpected) benefits for the city.  The populace was largely spared: Rim-Sin 
defeated the king of Uruk in single combat (line 23).  The horrors of war, especially 
pestilence and plague, did not overtake Uruk.  Rather, the city rejoices.  Even those 
inevitable victims of societies, widows and orphans, are prospering. 
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Of course the positive spin on the defeat is a careful and eloquent appeal to the best 
qualities of a Mesopotamian king.  While he went into battle at the command of the high 
gods An and Enlil, Nin-shata-pada describes (hopes for?) a reign that reflects the high 
god of Larsa itself, the sun, Utu.  Who from time immemorial has seen a king like Rim-
Sin?  He is Utu dwelling in his Shining House, Ebabbar. 

Larsa, the city lofty like a mountain whose might none can attain, 
Having taken the field at the command of An and Enlil, has seized the heaped-up 
earth(?). 
The army of Uruk, bond of all the lands, (is) lowering the horns like an aurochs. 
With your great might you have seized its king from them in single combat. 
Having spared its populace, grant them sweet life! 
Among slaves (and) children fed on milk pestilence not having emerged, a plague 
has not broken out. 
Its populace whose collapse is like fish deprived (?) of water—they have left it to 
the daylight. 
Its warriors are uprooted before you by the mace, it is your hand which overtakes 
them. 
 
They were able to escape pestilence; they sang your praises. 
The lament of Uruk has turned to rejoicing; its complaints have departed. 
Orphan and widow one has placed in lush pastures; they let them repose in 
verdure. 
Daily the people (and) all the lands eat from its surrounding. 
Yours good years are merciful, all the lands dance(?). 
From time immemorial, a king like you in battle who has seen? 
It is thus Utu himself dwells in Ebabbar for a lifetime. (Lines 30-34, after Hallo) 

Then follows Nin-shata-pada’s personal lament.  The poem ends with a fervent wish that 
she will be treated as Uruk has been treated.  Rim-Sin will shine to the furthest reaches of 
distant lands. 

Kings of Babylon 
After Rim-Sin and En-ane-du, the inscriptions about Uruk itself seem mighty pale in 
comparison.  Another person named Rim-Sin revolted after the long reign of his famous 
namesake, and he managed to conquer most of southern Mesopotamia.  But his rule was 
brief.  After less than two years, he was defeated by the king of Babylon, Samsu-iluna.  
Larsa’s power was broken.  A similar fate had already seized Uruk.  Defeated by Rim-Sin 
I, Uruk managed a brief period of independence when Babylon’s Samsu-iluna could not 
hold the south.1207  Babylon itself maintained control of a large area until it was defeated 
in 1595 BCE by the Hittite king Murshili, the official end of the “Old Babylonian Period.” 

The Amorites who took over power in Mesopotamia mainly adopted Sumerian forms of 
kingship, but they kept some reminders of their tribal origins.  In the earliest inscriptions 
of the kings of Uruk, for example, the title, “King of Amnanu” appears along with “King 
of Uruk.”1208 And they kept typical Amorite titles such as rabiānu (“chief”), especially in 
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rabiān amurrim (“chief of the Amorites”).  They also continued to use the term “father” 
(abu) to refer to tribal rulers.1209   

The inscriptions of the Babylonian kings are not without interest for those who wish to 
keep Uruk in mind.  In two ways, however, they differ from the inscriptions of the kings 
of Isin and Larsa.  None of the Babylonian king names are written with the DINGIR 
sign.1210  While it is not certain that the earliest kings of Babylon already practiced what 
is evident in a later age, the 1st Millennium BCE, a text from the later period shows the 
king of Babylon subjected to a ritual humiliation before the King of the Gods, Bel 
(Marduk), even the great king was made to realize that he was not divine.  On the fifth day 
of the annual Akitu festival, the high priest of Marduk stripped the king of his mace, loop, 
scepter and crown.  The priest presented the symbols of kingship to Marduk.  The priest 
then “strikes the king’s cheek.  He places [the king] behind him and brings him before 
Bel.  He drags him by his ears.  He forces him to kneel down on the ground.”1211  The king 
then pronounces his innocence before God. 

I have not sinned, Lord of all Lands!  I have not neglected your divinity! 
I have not caused the destruction of Babylon!  I have not ordered its dissolution! 
[I have not…] the Esagil!  I have not forgotten its rituals! 
I have not struck the cheek of those under my protection! 
…I have not belittled them! 
[I have not…] the walls of Babylon!  I have not destroyed its outer 
fortifications!1212 

Once the ordeal is over, the symbols of his office are returned to the king.  But even then 
his humiliation is not ended.  The priest again strikes the king’s cheeks.  The text adds a 
note of explanation: “If, as he strikes his cheek, tears flow, Bel is friendly.  If tears do not 
flow, Bel is angry.  The enemy will arise and bring about his downfall.”  This practice 
would seem to go far beyond the laments of the “humble man” in Isin times who sought 
reconciliation of a defeated city with the deity of that city. 

As kingship emerged in the 3rd millennium, the power of the palace increased 
dramatically, often at the expense of the temple.  Assyrian kings of the 1st millennium will 
see an expansion of status and power even beyond the kings of Babylon, for they will 
combine kingship and the “high priesthood” again, as was the case in Archaic Uruk.  For 
Uruk, doomed since the Old Babylonian Period to a succession of increasingly remote 
overlords—Isin, Larsa, Babylon, Assyria, Persia, Seleucid Greece—as political 
independence was lost, the city reinvested its resources in its rich past, centered on the 
temple.   

The Babylonian kings of the Old Babylonian Period recognize a host of gods and 
goddesses, many of whom have—or gain—connections with Sumerian deities.  Babylon’s 
claim to a special relationship with ancient Eridu and that city’s Father/Son gods, Enki 
and Asalluhi (or Asarluhi), will occupy us below.  The royal inscriptions indicate the 
special relationship between Babylon and Eridu as early as the reign of Ammmi-ditana 
(1683-1647 BCE).  Ammi-ditana takes great pride in constructing the wall around 
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Babylon, and states the name of the wall, “May Asarluhi turn into clay in the underworld 
the one who makes a breach in the clay (of the wall).”1213 Besides Marduk, god of the city 
of Babylon, who becomes mythically identified with Asalluhi, the Amorite kings regularly 
praise Shamash, the sun (Sumerian Utu), Nabû, Eshtar (Ishtar, Inanna),1214 Zababa, Ea 
(Sumerian Enki), and the consort of Marduk, Zarpanitum.  The Urukean god An appears 
in his Sumerian name and his Akkadian equivalent, Anum. 

More likely, the particular connection between Babylon and Eridu was evident by the 
reign of the most famous of the Babylonian kings, Hammurabi.1215   Hammurabi  (1792-
1750) conquered the south, but the inscriptions do not specify the Sumerian cities that 
had been taken.  Two hymns refer to Hammurabi entering the temple Eunir in Eridu, 
where he was crowned.  Another text addressed to Hammurabi’s successor, Samsu-iluna 
(1749-1712), mentions An, Enlil, and Inanna, but mainly shows the preeminence of Enki 
and Asarluhi/Marduk.  It appears that Samsu-iluna was crowed in Eridu as well.1216   

None of the texts that have survived mention Uruk.  More importantly, no royal 
inscription identifies the king of Babylon as en of Uruk (or even as king of Uruk).  On the 
other hand, the Prologue to the Laws of Hammurabi provides him with the Akkadian 
equivalent of the Sumerian en, that is, bēlum, in the passage that reflects his overlordship 
of Uruk. Hammurabi is 

the lord who revitalizes the city of Uruk, who provides abundant waters for its 
people, who raises high the summit of the Eanna temple, who heaps up bountiful 
produce for the gods Anu and Ishtar.1217 

Whether bēlum carried the same range of meaning as en is a good question, but it is worth 
noting that in the list of royal titles claimed for Hammurabi in the Prologue, belum is 
found only twice, here with Uruk and again with the city of Kesh.1218  Note that in the case 
of Uruk, but in no other city, Hammurabi is credited with providing abundant water for 
the city, a detail that agrees with other accounts of the city such as we have seen above.  
One of the surprising discoveries made by the modern excavators of Uruk only in recent 
days was that Urukeans used water canals to move through the city, not wide streets, as 
had been expected.1219 

Hammurabi certainly conquered the city, and Uruk revolted under Hammurabi’s 
successor, Samsu-iluna, but the revolt was quickly put down, and, as Douglas Frayne has 
noted, “The history of the city during the late Old Babylonian period is obscure.”1220    

Another sad note for Uruk finds Uruk’s clergy in exile in the city of Kish during the latter 
reigns of Babylonian kings through the 17th and early 16th centuries—up to the time of the 
Hittite defeat of Babylon.  Three Urukean goddesses had been installed in Kish: Inanna 
(or the combination An-Inanna), Nanaya, and Kanisurra.1221  The reason for the exile may 
have been raids by the Elamite Kutir-Nahhunte I on Babylon and other cities.  A statue of 
Nanaya was taken from Uruk to Susa (to be recovered nearly a thousand years later by 
Assurbanipal).  Priests were in exile from Eridu as well. 
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In Kish the Uruk clergy lived in the quarter inhabited by the ugbabtum-priestesses of 
Zababa, and the clergy of Uruk was integrated into the clergy of Kish.1222  

One rather surprising result of the exile of clergy to other cities is the contrast in what 
must have been the most important offices in Uruk, Eridu, and Ur.  The five categories of 
Inanna’s clergy at Kish were: 

• sanga of Inanna and sanga of Urkītum (i.e., Inanna of Uruk) 
• gala-mah 
• shu-i 
• nimgir (igisū) 
• ishib1223 

 
Similar offices were there for Nanaya: sanga, gala-mah, and ērib bītim.  For the third 
goddess, Kanisurra, “daughter of Nanaya,” we find the sanga. 

On the other hand, the exiled clergy of Enki were: 

• enkum/ninkum 
• abgal 
• abrig 
• usuh 
• emesh 
• EN… 
• gudu-abzu 
• ishib1224   

(At Ur a third set is recorded: engiz, ensi, kishib-gal, enkum/ninkum, and abrig.1225)  
While there is some overlap, it is clear that the Sumerian cities had retained traditional 
religious offices, whose functions may have been similar to those in other cities, but whose 
titles retain differences among the cities. 

Kings of Uruk 
The names of several kings of Uruk during the Old Babylonian period are known. Figures 
like Alila-hadum and Sumû-kanasa from ca. the 1940s BCE are little known; they may 
have come, as did the Babylonian kings, from Amorite stock.1226  Sîn-kashid is somewhat 
better known.  Indeed, his construction work on the Eanna temple complex is the focus 
of the many inscriptions that bear his name.  He reigned ca. 1900 BCE.  The relationship 
between him and previous rulers of Uruk is unknown.  According to the texts that have 
survived, Sîn-kashid’s greatest achievement was the restoration of Eanna.  He is called 
the “provider (ú-a-é-an-na) of Eanna” and he claims to be, like Gilgamesh, the son of the 
goddess Ninsun and king of the city.1227 He is also the “mighty man” (nita-kala-ga), the 
king not only of Uruk but of Amnanum, and he takes credit for building a royal palace.1228  
He built a temple for Nanaya as well and cellas for An and Inanna.1229  

For the hero Lugalbanda, explicitly identified as Sîn-kashid’s “personal god,” and Ninsun, 
the king’s “mother,” Sîn-kashid built the temple Ekankal.  Other constructions include a 
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“shining gipar” for his beloved daughter, Nishi-inishu, a nin-dingir priestess of 
Lugalbanda, a temple for Enki, and the temple Egal-mah for the goddess Ninisina.1230  
The goddess’ name suggests her origin in Isin, but she is considered a form of Inanna.  
Interestingly, she is called the incantation priestess of the numerous people (shim-mú-
un-shár-ra-ba) and, rather unexpectedly, the chief physician (a-zu-gal) of the “black-
headed” people (i.e., the Sumerians). Sîn-kashid calls himself the “supreme farmer” in 
that text.  He built temples elsewhere, in Durum, for example, and in one text he calls 
himself not only the supreme farmer but also the “shepherd who makes everything 
abundant for Uruk.” Sîn-kashid’s “beloved wife” Shallurtum is mentioned in one 
inscription.1231  She was the daughter of the Babylonian king, Sumû-la-El.  The text is a 
good example of a diplomatic marriage. 

Sîn-kashid may have been the son of the Isin king, Lipit-Enlil (1873-1869), and possibly 
was intended to succeed him.  Since Sîn-kashid claimed, like the Ur III kings Ur-Namma 
and Shulgi, to be the son of Ninsun and Lugalbanda, he may also have been claiming the 
thrones of Ur and Uruk.  Marrying the daughter of Babylon’s Sumû-la-EL helped him 
keep a coalition of forces together.1232  For a good period Uruk maintained close relations 
to Babylon and to Isin.  

Following Sîn-kashid were a series of Uruk kings whose reigns appear to have been quite 
brief.  The few inscriptions that have survived indicate that, like Sîn-kashid, they 
constructed or reconstructed holy places.  Sîn-gamil built Emeurur, “House which gathers 
the me,” for Nanaya.  While Anam, who would become king, was archivist (pisan-dub-
ba), he built a temple to Nergal in the nearby town of Usarpara.  In the same capacity he 
built something, probably a temple, for the goddess Kanisura, “lady of the Iturungal 
canal.”1233 Since Kanisura is an Urukean deity—mentioned along with Inanna and Nanaya 
in a text cited above—the location of the building may have been Uruk.  When he became 
king, Anam restored the gipar of the en for Inanna.1234  He restored the temple of An and 
Inanna, “the ancient work” of the Ur III kings, Ur-Namma and Shulgi.  Among his other 
works Anam boasts of constructing the wall of Uruk “for the divine Gilgamesh” in baked 
bricks so that water could “roar” in its surrounding moat.  In another text the moat is 
called “Roaring water.”  He connects that project with renovating Inanna’s temple in the 
city.1235   

Anam was a contemporary of Hammurabi’s father, Sin-muballit (1812-1793 BCE).  In a 
very long letter attributed to Anam, addressed to Sin-muballit, Uruk seems to have had—
or wished to have—a peaceful relationship with Babylon.  Even before Sin-muballit, the 
Babylonian king Sumu-la-El (1880-1845 BCE) had arranged a marriage between his 
daughter and the leader of Uruk, combining the two cities into “One House.”1236  Later, 
Anam wrote to Sin-muballit about the connection between the Amorites in the north and 
his own family. 

God knows that since we have come to know each other I have trusted in you as 
one would trust in Ishtar, and my head has rested on your very own lap.  For 
these reasons, for us to be in harmony, my opinion and yours should be the same.  
You must certainly know that before there could be peace and goodwill, a sacred 
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oath must be taken, that until there is a “touching of the throat” ritual, there can 
be no mutual trust, and that any sacred oath must be renewed yearly.  (You also 
know) that while for the past three to four years, soldiers from Amnan-
Yakhrurum (tribes) have been constantly in this very House (dynasty), a sacred 
oath was never urged upon you by word of mouth or in writing.  Under these 
circumstances, because this House is speaking frankly with you and respects your 
reputation, you must try to make things turn out well.1237 

Only a few very brief inscriptions have survived from the sad reign of the Uruk king who 
was defeated by Rim-Sin, ÌR-ne-ne (or Irdanene).  They mention only certain servants of 
the king and do not indicate if he attempted the kind of building campaigns of his 
predecessors.  The names—and little else--of two later kings of Uruk are known, but it 
seems clear that by the end of the Old Babylonian period Uruk’s independence had been 
lost.   

The case of Anam, the last king to have left a number of reasonably detailed inscriptions, 
is instructive.  He was, as we have seen, an “archivist” before he ascended the throne.  The 
eight inscriptions that have survived identify him in a number of ways.  He is the “true 
shepherd of Uruk,” an epithet that could conceivably point to Dumuzi, and may mean 
“king,” but he is not actually called “king” in the surviving texts.  And rather than claiming 
to be the lover of Inanna, he is the “beloved son” (dumu-ki-ág) of the goddess.  Even in 
the text where he takes credit for building the outer courtyard of the gipar of the en, he 
does not claim to be an en.1238  The title may already have diminished in status to a priestly 
role that may not have involved a “sacred marriage” with Inanna.  In other inscriptions 
he is the “disciplined steward” (agrig shu-dim4-ma) and a “favorite” (she-ga-an) of An 
and Inanna—and her “son,” as above.1239  As restorer of Gilgamesh’s wall, he is “chief of 
the army of Uruk” (ab-ba-ugnim).1240 Neither en nor lugal, Anam seems not to have 
claimed the intimate relationship with Inanna his Ur III, Isin, and Larsa forebears had 
done.  And, with the other late Uruk kings, he makes no claim to be divine—as the writing 
of his name, regularly an-àm, without the DINGIR-sign, indicates.  (Two DINGIR signs 
in a row would mean “gods,” not divine An.) 

By the Old Babylonian period, then, in Uruk, home of the exalted en, kingship had finally 
found a home, just as Uruk’s independence was disappearing—owing largely to foreign 
influences on the city. 

Assyrian Kings 
Surviving royal inscriptions of the early Assyrian kings have very little to say about Uruk 
and its leaders.  In spite of the 4th millennium evidence that Uruk’s influence had extended 
far beyond the Assyrian north and was extensive in the city of Nineveh, Assyrian kings 
show little interest in what for them would have been the deep south.  The situation was 
very different from the 1st Millennium, when Assyria often aligned itself with Uruk against 
Babylon.   

As in earlier Akkadian times, Sumerian god names appear in Assyrian royal inscriptions.  
The cuneiform sign for Inanna is used for the Semitic Ishtar.  The high gods Anu, Enlil, 
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and Ea are mentioned in the texts.  The inscriptions give little indication of how extensive 
the Sumerian pantheon may have been folded into Assyrian religion even at the level of 
the society’s elites.  Assur and Ishtar, like Ilum and Eshtar before them, dominate the 
inscriptions. (From Old Akkadian times Eshtar was envisaged as a war goddess and 
possibly a sex goddess as well.1241 )  Simo Parpola has argued that the Assyrians considered 
Assur “the only, universal god” and the “totality of the gods,” a god beyond human 
comprehension; and Ishtar was for the Assyrians Assur revealed in his “mother aspect,” 
and at the same time a distinct entity in her own right, “a divine power working in man 
and thus bridging the gulf between man and god.”1242  In early personal names Ishtar is 
called “the first ashared” and “the creator” (bāni), “maker of the king” (sharra-ibni) and 
the like.   However close to monotheism this concept of divinity may have been, it seems 
clearly to have supported a view of Assyrian kingship that in many ways differed from 
Babylonian kingship.   

The implications of an Assyrian/Babylonian difference in the concept of the high god and 
its reflection in the institution of kingship will become evident later in this study.1243  For 
our purpose, a single text will suffice to suggest that the Assyrian king was in some ways 
closer to the Urukean en than was his counterpart in Babylon. 

Shamshi-Adad (1813-1781 BCE),1244  a contemporary, as we have seen, of Larsa’s Rim-
Sin, was considered “king of the universe” (LUGAL KISH), pacifier (mushtemki) of the 
land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, beloved of Assur, and “called by name for 
greatness among the kings who went before.”1245  In one text found at Nineveh in Ishtar’s 
temple, Emashmash, the king records his rebuilding of a shrine, Emenue, within the 
Emashmash complex.  The text also credits Shamshi-Adad with a military victory, as with 
most kings from the 3rd millennium on a key function of his rule.  In the text he tells of 
rebuilding the “old temple” built originally by Man-ishtushu, son of Sargon of Akkad.  The 
temple had become dilapidated in the intervening generations. Shamshi-Adad rebuilt it 
and its ziqqurat, erecting doorframes “the equal of which for perfection no king had ever 
built for the goddess Ishtar in Nineveh” (53).  He swears that he did not remove the 
original monumental inscriptions and clay inscriptions of Man-ishtushu, but restored 
them to their proper places; and he added his inscriptions as well.  For that Ishtar has 
rewarded him with “a term of rule which is constantly renewed.”  (He also adds a healthy 
curse directed to anyone who would discontinue or discard his inscriptions.  Shamash, 
judge of heaven and the underworld, and Ishtar will see to it that the criminal is 
punished.)1246 

For us, though, the six lines that sum up Shamshi-Adad’s position are particularly worthy 
of note.  There Shamshi-Adad is considered “the strong one” (danum), king of the 
universe, appointee (shaknu) of the god Enlil and “vice-regent” (ÉNSI) of Assur.  To that 
is added his relationship to Ishtar.  He is her narāmu, an Akkadian term that is roughly 
equivalent of Sumerian ki-ág.  (The Sumerian sign often covers this Akkadian term;1247 
here it is written out.)  Where the Sumerian designates the en’s spousal relationship in 
the “sacred marriage” texts, it is not clear if the Akkadian term here carries the same force.  
It is used for Ishtar and her lover Dumuzi (whose equivalent in Akkadian is Tammuz); 
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but as often as not narāmu is the loving relationship between parent and child, gods of 
both genders and humans of both sexes, and even the “love” the gods have for cities, 
temples, and ritual objects.  We will see later that Assyrian kings are seen rather as 
children nurtured by Ishtar than as the objects of her erotic gaze.  The kings are supported 
by her war-like qualities.  And the “sacred marriage” itself is reconceived as the bond 
between a god and his consort, whose love guarantees the stability of the city, rather than 
the intimate relationship that transforms a mere mortal into the special (and dangerous) 
status of the deified en. 

The complex development of kingship has been mapped by William W. Hallo.  He points 
out that the leadership roles of the ancient Near Eastern king were political, military, 
judicial, and economic, but Hallo considers kingship “fundamentally a religious 
conception.”1248  The birth, coronation, and death of the king he considers “the 
sacraments of a royal lifetime.”  To view that sacramental view of kingship, Hallo 
interprets sacred marriage texts involving the ens we have discussed, sometimes in the 
role of the “priest-king” himself, sometimes as the female partner in the sacred marriage.  
Stories of Dumuzi and Gilgamesh are prominent, especially in evaluating the death of the 
heroes.  (Hallo considers Gilgamesh’s decision an Hobson’s choice of immortality by 
becoming ruler of the netherworld.)   

According to Hallo, the Old Babylonian period was particularly important in the evolution 
of the royal cult-statue, and with it, a rather different turn in the concept of kingship.  In 
Old Babylonian times a certain ritual, the kispu, developed.  It involved a ritual meal eaten 
by the living in memory of the royal ancestors, by then thought to be divine.  Hallo traces 
the evolution of the cult-statue from the 3rd millennium, when royal ancestors were 
worshipped through the statues, to the kispu of the kings of Babylon, Mari, and Assyria.  
The key turn came when the Akkadian kings Naram-Sin and Shar-kali-sharri were deified 
in their lifetimes.  At that time the “living” god-kings and their statues were worshipped.  
The practice was reinstated halfway through the reign of Ur III’s Shulgi.  As we have seen, 
the kings of Babylon, from Hammurabi on, refused that deification.1249   

Hallo considers Hammurabi to have restored “the secular status of royalty” (208).  Even 
he—or his supporters—succumbed, if only very briefly, to the temptation of being 
considered divine.  Nearly thirty years into his long, forty-three year reign, his name came 
to be spelled with the DINGIR-sign on occasion, and a few of his people took on names 
that, translated, mean “Hammurabi is a creator” and “Hammurabi is my god.”  Since such 
names appear just after Hammurabi defeated Larsa, it may be that the concept of the 
divine king was inspired by the kings of Larsa, the last ones to support that concept.  Such 
Hammurabi names become rare soon after that point.1250  

With or without the concept of a deified king, Hammurabi’s power and prestige 
were evident throughout the southern and northern Mesopotamia.   
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Hammurabi and the Goddess 
The law codes are also useful as a reflection of attitudes toward Inanna and her Akkadian 
equivalent, Ishtar.  We have seen that Enheduanna described Inanna temples not only in 
Uruk and Zabalam, but also in Sargon’s capital, Akkad.  The syncretism of Inanna with 
Old Akkadian Ashtar helped to justify the imperial rule of north and south.  A similar case 
could be made for the later kings, as Ur, Isin, Larsa, and then Babylon established empires 
that sought to hold both Kiengi and Kiuri—or in the Akkadian texts, “Sumer and Akkad.”  
We have seen that Shulgi of Ur considered his father, Ur-Namma, the “son born of the 
goddess Ninsun” of Uruk.  But the prologue to Shulgi’s law code does not extend the Uruk 
connection to include Inanna.  An, Enlil, and Nanna are conspicuous in the prologue, but 
the great goddess is not.  With Lipit-Ishtar of Isin, Utu is added to the list of Sumerian 
high gods—and so is Inanna, whose heart desires the en of her city.  (And as we have noted 
above, the healing goddess of Isin, Ninisina, whose name simply means “goddess of the 
city Isin,” is characterized as the child of An, perhaps identifying her with Inanna.) 

It is in Hammurabi’s law code, though, that Ishtar gains even greater respect.  We have 
seen already that Hammurabi claimed, as a royal title, the Akkadian equivalent of en for 
himself.  But Ishtar is also associated with Kish and Zabala, Akkad, and Nineveh—and 
Babylon itself.  The list is more extensive even than Enheduanna’s in the Temple Hymns, 
which does not associate Inanna with Kish and does not include Nineveh.   In yet another 
passage in the Prologue Ishtar appears to be the goddess of Sumer and Akkad, the “four 
regions”—that is, the world.1251    

In Kish, Ishtar’s “great rites” (partsu, roughly equivalent to the Sumerian me) are 
celebrated in the temple Hursagkalamma.  In Zabala Hammurabi “perfects the oracles of 
the city” and “gladdens the heart” of Ishtar.  He is the shepherd of the people in Akkad.  
There his deeds are pleasing to Ishtar in the Eulmash temple.  The list of cities ends with 
northern sites, Mari, Tuttul, Babylon, Akkad, Assur and Nineveh.  With the last of these, 
Nineveh, where Hammurabi proclaims the rites for Ishtar in her Emesmes temple, the 
reader detects strong hints of opposition: in that city Hammurabi is the one “who quells 
the rebellious.”  Babylon and its god Marduk frame the Prologue, as would be expected, 
since that city had now become the center of the “four regions.”  It is worth noting that 
Ishtar’s presence in so many southern and northern Mesopotamian cities is conspicuous, 
while Marduk’s consort, Zarpanitu, is not even mentioned in the Prologue. 

Zarpanitu, Hammurabi’s “lady” (bēltu, as Marduk is his “lord,” bēl), is mentioned in 
passing in the Epilogue to Hammurabi’s Code (135).  The Epilogue covers much of the 
same ground as the Prologue but in a very different format.  Many of Hammurabi’s royal 
titles are repeated, and many of the deities are cited for their support of his reign, 
particularly as they relate to justice.  Once again Zababa and Ishtar are linked together.  
Anu is called “father of the gods.” Enlil and his consort Ninlil are prominent, as are other 
high gods, Ea, Sîn, Adad, Zababa, Nergal, Nintu and Ninkarrak (the healing goddess we 
have seen before, Gula), and especially Shamash.  The tribute to Ishtar is one of, if not 
the, longest passage.  The context is an extended curse upon any man (lu sharrum lu 
bēlum lu ishshiakum, “whether he is a king, a lord, or a governor”) who tries to change 
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the laws inscribed on the stele.  The context calls, then, for the most terrifying aspects of 
the gods and goddesses as they would punish such a man.1252  Hammurabi gives a good 
account of Ishtar’s power in such a situation. 

 

May the goddess Ishtar, mistress of battle and warfare, who bares my weapon, my 
benevolent protective spirit (lamassu), who loves my reign, curse his kingship with 
her angry heart and great fury; may she turn his auspicious omens into calamities; 
may she smash his weapon on the field of war and battle, plunge him into 
confusion and rebellion, strike down his warriors, drench the earth with their 
blood, make a heap of the corpses of his soldiers upon the plain, and may she show 
his soldiers no mercy; as for him, may she deliver him into the hand of his enemies, 
and may she lead him bound captive to the land of his enemy.1253  

 

One is tempted to see in this portrait the essential Ishtar for the Babylonians.  At a time 
when, as we will see, the “sacred marriage” largely disappears, the kings of Babylon 
recognize the awesome power of Ishtar and her personal concern for Hammurabi.  But 
she is not his wife or lover.1254 

Uruk After Collapse 
Uruk is mentioned only once in the collection of essays on the regeneration of complex 
societies after they collapse.1255  The reference appears in Norman Yoffee’s overview, 
“Notes on Regeneration,” where he notes that Uruk and Nippur were abandoned and then 
reoccupied in late Old Babylonian times.  The famous walls of Uruk (as well as the walls 
of Ur) were destroyed during the campaign of the Babylonian king Samsuiluna late in the 
18th century BCE.1256  The southern city-states rose up against Babylonian rule, 1741-1739 
BCE, and were suppressed, with, as Elizabeth C. Stone writes, “at least a partial 
abandonment of all major cities in southern Babylonia.” Nippur was not reoccupied for 
at least three centuries.1257 

The Sumerian city-states collectively are mentioned from time to time since they provide 
models for complex societies.  Yoffee notes that most of the cities flourished for three 
thousand years; Uruk and Nippur are mentioned only because they are apparently 
unusual cases.  It is worth noting that the volume includes two essays on the ancient Near 
East, both of them focusing on Bronze Age Syria rather than the Sumerian south of 
Mesopotamia.  The majority of essays in the collection deal with South America, 
Southeast and East Asia. 

The essays on ancient Syria do, however, provide a glimpse of factors that probably 
influenced the collapse of Uruk during the Old Babylonian period.  Lisa Cooper, in “The 
Demise and Regeneration of Bronze Age Urban Centers in the Euphrates Valley of Syria,” 
and John J. Nichols and Jill A. Weber in “Amorites, Onagers, and Social Reorganization 
in Middle Bronze Age Syria,”1258  consider responses to the loss of urban networks 
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dominated by elites.  Alan L. Kolata distinguishes between hegemony and sovereignty, on 
the one hand, and orthodoxy and orthopraxy on the other hand, to account for different 
responses to urban collapse.1259  What he calls orthodoxy, appropriate to an urban center 
marked by hegemony and sovereignty, which I take is the form of the Sumerian city-
states, “defines what, where, when, how, and why certain social actions are valued, as well 
as who may have access to the material and social benefits generated by the state”—and 
who can be excluded from those benefits.1260  The abandonment of sites like Nippur and 
Uruk could, from this perspective, reflect the depth to which the population of those cities 
had internalized the state orthodoxy.  Unlike the Syrian sites, where the population could 
turn to local patterns of production and cultural values that had persisted even as 
urbanization had occurred, the stressed population of Nippur and Uruk abandoned the 
cities.  Later, they regrouped under the old orthodoxy. 

Both Lisa Cooper and Nichols and Weber point to the same movement that led to the 
collapse of the Syrian cities and may well have caused the collapse of Uruk and Nippur.  
The Old Babylonian period in Mesopotamia was marked by the increasing presence and 
influence of Amorites moving from west to east.  Cooper mentions Mari and Babylon, but 
also Larsa in the south as prime examples.1261  As we have noted already, the upstart 
Babylon made much use of the ideology that drove the sacred city of Sippar.  Like Sippar, 
whose major god was the Sun God Shamash, Larsa, which was close enough to Uruk that 
its tallest structures could be seen from there, had as its patron deity the Sumerian Sun 
God, Utu.  The assimilation of Sumerian deities into the Akkadian pantheon under Sargon 
the Great and his successors no doubt provided a basis for comparing Shamash and Utu. 
(Recall that the Temple Hymns included both the Utu temple in Larsa, #13, and the Sun 
God's  temple in Sippar, #38.)  But Utu, though prominent in some ways, was never close 
to the highest gods in the Sumerian pantheon.  Shamash and Sippar, on the other hand, 
continued to gain in importance as the Amorites increasingly influenced the south. 

We might also consider that the “patrimonialism,” so marked in Amorite culture, also 
grew in the ideology of the Sun God of Sippar.1262  The Babylonian adoption of Eridu and 
“Father” Enki as the earlier model for Babylon and its “Son” Marduk—and its 
corresponding diminution of both Nippur and Uruk—may well be part of the ideological 
shift.  The most conspicuous reflection of this turn is the exaltation of Marduk in Enuma 
Elish, but, as we have seen, there is other written evidence of changes introduced by the 
Amorites.  The employment of Shamash in the Divine Dialogues that had earlier 
emphasized Enki and his Son and had included Nippur’s Enlil is another reflection of the 
ideological shift. 

The Collapse in Myth 
Elizabeth Carter interprets the Babylonian story of the Flood, Atrahasis, in the context of 
archaeological evidence for a sequence of disasters early in the 2nd millennium BCE: 
plague, two periods of drought, then Flood.1263  This is the sequence found in the Old 
Babylonian account of the Flood.  The myth, of course, presents the disasters as attempts 
by the king of the gods, Enlil (Ellil), to destroy a “noisy” humanity.  The story tells of a 
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rebellion of lesser gods, who had been pressed into service to dig out canals and clear 
channels on the earth so that the higher gods would have food to eat.1264  In an ingenious 
move to deal with the rebellion, the crafty god Enki proposes the formation of a new 
creature, humanity.  Following Ann D. Kilmer’s interpretation that the “noise” of 
humanity reflected the overpopulation of cities,1265 Carter makes the point that the rise 
and fall of population in the cities depended upon managing the flow of water in the face 
of shifting watercourses and the problem of siltation of the soil.  Exactly the sequence 
found in Atrahasis lead the highly populated and prosperous regions of Uruk and the 
Diyala into decline.1266  The myth finds a solution to overpopulation as ingenious as Enki’s 
earlier proposal: certain creatures are formed to seize human infants, and some women 
will remain barren, but humans would continue to life, albeit in a modified mortal state. 

Rulers of “Babylonia” 
Ishtar was still the most powerful deity in Late Babylonian Uruk.  The rise of the Anu cult, 
which in some ways challenged the overlordship of Ishtar, did not take place until late 5th 
century Achaemenid times.1267  During the reign of the Babylonian king Nabonidus, who 
exalted the Moon God Sîn to the head of the pantheon (over Marduk and Nabû), Ishtar 
was brought into the triad of high gods, Sîn-Shamash-Ishtar, symbolized by their 
astronomical emblems, the moon-sun-star.  According to Erica Ehrenberg, deities in 6th 
century Eanna impressions appear only as symbols; they are never 
anthropomorphized.1268  

Ishtar’s Eanna had, by the 7th century BCE, thanks to Assurbanipal, become even more 
powerful in Uruk than it had been before.  As in past ages, Uruk derived it power from the 
wealth of agricultural resources.  Assurbanipal had transferred land from private hands 
to Eanna, making it the largest landowner in the region.1269  

Later, Babylonian kings, especially Neriglissar and Nabonidas reorganized Eanna.  
Neriglissar dismissed temple officials and replaced them with his own bureaucrats; 
Nabonidas reorganized it once more, announcing a return to an older order.  Darius I, the 
Persian king, reorganized the temple once again.1270  

For reasons that are still obscure, two relatively low-level officials gain considerable 
stature in the Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian periods, especially in Uruk, and 
especially in dealings with Eanna.1271  The two are the shatammu and the bēl piqitti.  The 
first may have been more or less “secular,” and the second the highest priestly and 
administrative officer of Eanna, something like a bishop.  For our purposes it is worth 
noting that the bēl in bēl piqitti is an Akkadian reading of the EN sign.   

Assyrian Rule 
Thorkild Jacobsen noted a tendency in the 1st millennium BCE to consolidate divine 
powers in a single deity, much as had been seen in the 3rd millennium when Enheduanna 
wrote “The Exaltation of Inanna.”1272  Ishtar was similarly treated in a bilingual “Elevation 
of Inanna,” in which An, Enlil, and Ea delegate their powers to Inanna.  (In the myth of 
“Inanna and An,” recall, An was at first angry that Inanna had stolen away Eanna and 
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taken it to earth, but relented and recognized that the “daughter” was now superior to 
even the highest of the gods, her “father.”)  But even Assurbanipal, who was so great a 
promoter of Ishtar, is credited with exalting Babylon’s Marduk over the gods Anu, Enlil, 
and Ea.  (The poet employs the traditional language of “lordship” and “kingship,” as 
Marduk is en and lugal of the gods.)  And the high god of Assyria, Assur, was at times 
identified with Marduk, as Marduk, the old “Enlil of the Gods,” delegated his power to the 
“father of the gods” Assur, in an inscription of Sargon II of Assyria.1273 

When faced with rebellion from the south, Sennacherib marched as far as Uruk.  He 
claimed to have taken all the gods dwelling in Uruk, their “countless effects and 
belongings,” away as spoils—especially Ishtar and Nanaya, but also Nergal.1274  
Sennacherib’s son, Esarhaddon, and grandson, Assurbanipal, though, rebuilt Uruk’s 
temples and restored the worship of many of its gods.1275  And when Assurbanipal was 
victorious in Elam, he is said to have returned the statue of the goddess Nanaya to Uruk 
after it had been in the city of Susa for 1635 years.1276 

Babylonian Proper (Neo-Babylonian Rule) 
The great complexity of the temple organization and economy has been detailed for the 
Neo-Babylonian period by Paul-Alain Beaulieu.1277 

The epic of “Erra and Ishum” has a somewhat shorter list of Ishtar’s temple officiants than 
we find in Gilgamesh (1:226-31).  The 1st millennium BCE poem describes an Uruk thrown 
into chaos from the outside—nomadic Sutaeans—and from the inside, where an 
“arrogant, pitiless governor” acted in a hostile manner toward Ishtar.  Ishtar in turn 
angrily allowed the enemy of the city to “sweep away” the country “like grain on the 
surface of the water.”1278  The city is identified as the “dwelling place of Anu and Ishtar,” 
the way it is in the Old Babylonian Gilgamesh texts, but there is little of Anu in the 
treatment of Uruk in this poem.  (In contrast, the story largely pits the terrible underworld 
god Erra, or Nergal, against Babylon’s Marduk.  Marduk plays a major role in the story.  
His abandonment of the city allows Erra to turn it upside down.) 

Uruk is described as a place dominated by Ishtar and her people.  The women mentioned 
in Gilgamesh are prominent there: kezrēti, shamhātu and harimīmāti (I.3.53).  The men 
are mentioned also, kurgarrû and assinnu, whose “manhood” Ishtar turned into females 
“to strike people with religious awe.”1279  There are also bearers of daggers, razors, 
pruning-knives and flint blades who, as Stephanie Dalley translates the line, “frequently 
do abominable acts to please the heart of Ishtar.”1280 (305). 

“Erra and Ishum” is so filled with violence that Thorkild Jacobsen uses it to illustrate the 
growing brutalization and rise of the powers of death in 1st millennium BCE 
Mesopotamia.1281  The Greeks (and the Bible) also lamented the destructive power of Iron 
Age warfare, but it would be difficult to match “Erra and Ishum,” where force from the 
outside is matched by predators from within the cities.  The brutalization of society 
extends to representation of even the highest gods of the pantheon fighting among 
themselves.  Jacobsen contrasts the 1st millennium image of the warrior with the idealized 
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heroic images from the 3rd millennium.  “[W]here the the third millennium had idealized 
the heroic image as protector and ruler, the first millennium does almost the opposite: it 
sees the warrior not as a protector but as a threat, a wild man, a killer, dangerous to friend 
and foe alike, part and parcel of the turmoil, even a prime cause of it.”1282  He considers 
Erra as the “god of riot and indiscriminate slaughter.” 

The poem does end with a placated Erra who ends the slaughter, takes his rightful place 
in the cosmos, and even looks to the rebuilding of Babylonia.  Erra praises the counselor, 
Ishum, would finally calmed him down enough that he left a remnant to restore order to 
the earth. 

An epilogue identifies the author of “Erra and Ishum,” a certain Kabti-ilani-Marduk.  The 
name suggests a Babylonian, and while Marduk and Babylon were particularly brutalized 
in the wrath of Erra, Babylon is the one city that is singled out for restoration.  Indeed, 
the governors of all the Mesopotamian cities, “every one of them,”1283 is expected to 
contribute to the rebuilding of Babylon and Marduk’s Esagila temple. 

The epilogue is striking in the detail it gives about the composition of “Erra and Ishum.”  
Kabti-ilani-Marduk claims that a god revealed the poem to him in the middle of the night 
(much as the en-priestess Enheduanna had claimed in “The Exaltation of Inanna” in the 
3rd millennium BCE), and when he recited the poem in the morning, not a single word 
was missing.  Erra and Ishum themselves approved the poem.  Erra goes on to bless those 
who praise the poem and curse anyone who discards it.  In this he is warning the gods.  
He then offers benefits to the humans who praise his deeds: kings, princes, musicians, 
scribes, and even craftsmen, who will be made “wise.”  Erra commands that the song will 
endure forever. 

A colophon adds another twist to this unusual poem.  It claims that the last great king of 
Assyria, Assurbanipal himself, “wrote, checked, and collated” the text “in the company of 
scholars.”  He notes that the clay tablets and wooden writing boards from all over 
Mesopotamia had gone into the preparation of the edition.  Whether there is any truth to 
this claim, it accords well with the practice of Assurbanipal, who was one of the few 
Mesopotamian kings that tradition claimed—like Gilgamesh (!)—could read and write.  
And while texts of Gilgamesh stories have been found in many places in Mesopotamia and 
outside Mesopotamia, the key texts of Gilgamesh were discovered in the libraries of 
Assurbanipal, as we have seen.  If “Erra and Ishum” is largely a Babylon-centered work, 
and the dating of the composition is such a matter of controversy,1284 it is not impossible 
that an Assyrian king would show interest in it.  The final line of the colophon invokes the 
greatest scribe of them all, the god Nabu, who could be equally at home in Babylon or 
Assyria. 

Persian (Achaemenid) Rule 
Four years after Cyrus the Great (Cyrus II, who reigned 559-530 BCE) ended the 
Babylonian Exile, he repaired Eanna.1285  He had captured Babylon in 538 BCE.  His 
successors, especially Darius I (522-486) and Xerxes I (485-465) struggled to keep 
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Babylon in the empire.  (In 476 Xerxes sacked Babylon and went so far as to burn the 
most sacred sites, Esagila and Etemenanki.)   

It has been claimed that Darius I destroyed Eanna, but that claim has been challenged.1286  
The temple, for whatever reason, was mostly desolate at that time, but Darius I apparently 
did not cause the decline.  There are many economic documents  involving especially 
dates and barley and mentioning the Lady of Uruk after the date (the second year of 
Darius’s reign) when Darius purportedly had destroyed the temple. 

Sometime during the Persian period a great reorganization of the pantheon in Uruk took 
place.1287  However much antagonism this caused among the keepers of the different 
sanctuaries, the worship of the Sky God Anu and his wife Antum was introduced (or 
reintroduced) at this time.  The great temple-building projects, which maintained Eanna 
but involved a new temple for Ishtar, the Irigal, and a temple and ziggurat for Anu, were 
carried out later, in Seleucid times. 

Greek (Seleucid) Rule 
Alexander the Great defeated the Persians in 331 BCE.  Upon entering Babylon, he 
commanded the rebuilding of Esagila.  He died, however, in 323, before the rebuilding 
Marduk’s temple.   The Hellenistic period did see the rebuilding of Esagila under Seleucus 
the Victor (Nikator), whose kingship of Babylon gave its name to the Seleucid Era.  When 
he entered Babylon in 312 there was apparently general rejoicing in the city.  Seleucus 
was, however, responsible for building up a new city across the Tigris, Seleucia, which was 
established as the capital of Babylonia.  Mass emigrations largely depopulated Babylon 
itself. 

The Greek impact on Uruk is best seen in the massive constructions of temples and a 
ziggurat under Seleucus’s successor, Antiochus I (Soter), who reigned from 281 to 261 
BCE.  Like Hellenistic architecture in the West, the sacred places in Uruk dwarfed 
anything seen before in Mesopotamia. 

The Seleucid Dynasty lasted until the Zoroastrian Arsacid Dynasty, known as “Parthians,” 
under Mithridates II captured Babylon in 122 BCE.  Within the next hundred and fifty 
years Babylon itself declined, its temples in ruins.  Seleucia was much larger than Babylon, 
and the last recorded service in Esagila is dated 93 BCE.  The last dated cuneiform text, 
however, is a work on astronomy from 74 or 75 CE—that is, a few years after the 
destruction of the temple in Jerusalem.   

It is not surprising that the last cuneiform text is a compendium of astronomical 
information useful for the calendar and making predictions of planetary positions.  
Babylon and Uruk remained until their demise the two centers of 
astronomical/astrological work.  Scholars who studied the massive Enūma Anu Enlil 
documents were considered the most important scholars of Mesopotamia. 

The building of Bīt Rēsh and Irigal in Uruk under the Seleucids diminished the 
importance but did not close down Eanna.  The two new temples illustrate the tension 
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that must have existed between the age-old service to Inanna/Ishtar and the new order of 
Anu and Antum, which claimed descent from the ancients.  The Great Goddess had a new 
and grand temple, Irigal, and the old Eanna, but Anu was established in the great Bīt Rēsh 
and its ziggurat.1288  The ancient Eanna finally ceased to be a sanctuary sometime in late 
Seleucid times or early Parthian times, when poor houses and workshops are built into 
the ruins. 

The relative importance of Anu (versus Ishtar) in this period can be seen in the ritual 
texts, where the Anu-pantheon dominates the Ishtar-pantheon of the Neo-Babylonian 
period.1289 

The Uruk Prophecy Text 
The most important documents regarding Uruk in the 1st millennium BCE describe 
destruction and desecration. One that has received considerable attention is “The Uruk 
Prophecy Text.”  Interest in the text has been aroused, quite naturally, by the prophets 
and prophecy texts in the Bible.  Little is known about prophets before Assyrian times, 
but a corpus of Assyrian prophecies is now available, and they shed considerable light on 
Assyrian religion.1290  For Gilgamesh there is the added interest in that one of the 
prophets, Dunnasha-amur, a woman from Arbela, incorporates a line from Gilgamesh in 
her words of encouragement to Assurbanipal.1291  Arbela was one of the centers of 
Assyrian worship of Ishtar, and Ishtar is the one who inspires Assyrian prophets (both 
male and female). 

The Uruk Prophecy Text, however, is important for other reasons.  Like many prophecies 
that appear to foretell events in the future, this one was certainly written centuries after 
the events that are “predicted.”  It is more an interpretation of historical events than a 
prediction of the future.   

At the center of it is a desecration of Eanna (and Uruk) when Ishtar was removed from 
the city.  Her return is a matter of great importance, of course, but the restoration of Ishtar 
is accompanied by the reestablishment of Anu in the city.   

The Uruk Prophecy Text refers to the sacrilege caused by the Babylonian king Nabu-
shuma-ishkun (ca. 750-747 BCE) and the restoration by Nebuchadnezzar II in the early 
decades of the 6th century (ca. 604-562).1292  (Nebuchadnezzar is well known to the West 
as the Babylonian king who captured Jerusalem in 587, thus initiating the Babylonian 
Exile.)  The text itself, however, dates from a much later time.  Paul-Alain Beaulieu argues 
that “the Uruk priesthood was soliciting the active support of the Seleucid monarchy for 
its ambitious religious and architectural program of renewal.”1293  In other words, they 
were hoping for a second Nebuchadnezzar II.  (If so, they were rewarded, since Antiochus 
I (Soter) (281-261 CE) did initiate the building of the great temples of Uruk.  This would 
make The Uruk Prophecy Text contemporary with The Babyloniaca of Berossus.1294 

The Uruk Prophecy Text “predicts” that an unjust king will arise who will take the “old 
protective goddess” of Uruk away from Uruk and force her to dwell in Babylon.  Further, 
he will install in Uruk a “protective goddess not belonging to Uruk” along with, of course, 
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the officiants of the new goddess.1295  In addition, this king, from the “Sealand,” will 
impose heavy tribute on the Urukeans—and destroy the place, filling canals with silt and 
abandoning the cultivated fields. 

Several other unjust kings will rule until, eventually, king will arise in Uruk and provide 
justice for the land.  This is where the text becomes most interesting.  This later king, 
surely Nebuchadnezzar II, will bring back “the old protective goddess” to Uruk, rededicate 
her priesthood there and restore her sanctuaries.  Not only will he fill the canals and 
return prosperity to the fields: he will “rebuild the gates of Uruk with lapis-lazuli.”  This 
seems all to the good.  But there is a catch.  Before even mentioning the old goddess—
Ishtar’s name is not mentioned in The Uruk Prophecy Text—the document indicates that 
the new king will “establish the rites” of Anu in Uruk. 

Such a transformation did take place, but not in the time of Nebuchadnezzar II.  
Apparently it happened under the Persian kings.   

The great building of a temple and ziggurat for Anu and his wife Antum came later, in 
Seleucid times.  The point is, The Uruk Prophecy Text harks back to events in the 8th 
century, leaps ahead to the 6th century, and reflects the hopes of the 3rd century.  (The 
Uruk Prophecy Text would be contemporary not only with Berossus but with the biblical 
Book of Daniel.)   

The five hundred years provided more than one account, i.e., interpretation, of these 
events.  Beaulieu makes a good case for The Uruk Prophecy Text reflecting the acts of 
destruction committed against Uruk and other Mesopotamian cities narrated in “Erra and 
Ishum” and other texts.  “Erra and Ishum,” recall, is a story known from ca. 700 BCE, 
about two generations from the events.1296 

Beaulieu also cites an inscription by Nebuchadnezzar II in which the king claims to have 
reinstated the rites of Ishtar.  He also excavated and established a new foundation for the 
perimeter of Eanna.  He does mention Ishtar by name.  (Actually “Ishtar of Uruk” is 
followed by her epithet, bēlet [“Lady”] of Uruk.)  This is followed by a claim that he 
returned to Uruk its “protective genius” and to Eanna her “protective genius.”  The Uruk 
Prophecy Text speaks of an old and a new protective genius, using the term lamassu.  
Here the two protective figures are distinguished by gender.  Uruk gets its shēdu back 
while the temple has its lamassu returned to it.  The Uruk Prophecy Text appears to be 
avoiding the name Ishtar by calling her, as she is elsewhere called, a protective lamassu.  
Nebuchadnezzar separates the goddess from the protectors of, first, the city and second 
Ishtar’s temple.1297   

Some years after Nebuchadnezzar, Nabonidas repeats in a rather different way the 
sacrilege and restoration of Ishtar of Uruk, “who dwells in a golden shrine, to whom are 
harnessed seven lions.”  The Nabonidas inscription blames Eriba-Marduk for the atrocity, 
and sees Ishtar leaving Uruk in anger.  In her sacred place the citizens of Uruk “introduced 
a divine representation not belonging to Eanna.”1298  The inscription does not name the 
king who reestablished the temple and returned Ishtar to Eanna (removing the 
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“inappropriate” goddess), but it is clear that he is referring to Nebuchadnezzar.  (Note 
that Nabonidas refers to Ishtar in one place as d15 (as the name appears in the First 
Prologue of Gilgamesh), and then to the “inappropriate” goddess as the d15 who is la 
simātu.  This is another instance of the name approximating the goddess. 

Beaulieu’s aim in following the case of atrocity and restoration of Ishtar is to demonstrate 
that all four versions of the story have their particular historiographic (mainly political) 
slants.  When he evaluates the different versions, Beaulieu comes to the conclusion that 
the mythical composition, “Erra and Ishum,” possibly offers a“more balanced and 
accurate version of a historical event” than the inscriptions that purport to be factual.   

Ishtar of Uruk 
Thanks to the large number of documents from the Neo-Babylonian period recovered 
from the Eanna archive in Uruk, Paul-Alain Beaulieu has been able to take a new approach 
to the study of Mesopotamian religion.  He estimates that there were more than 8,000 
documents in the Eanna archive, and that allows researchers to “privilege the local history 
of religion” over other approaches, which had to depend on political and literary 
sources.1299  Gilgamesh, for example, mentions Ishtar many times and two other 
goddesses who may actually be extensions of or avatars of Ishtar.  The mother and father 
of Gilgamesh, the goddess Ninsun and the deified Lugalbanda, are also said to dwell 
somewhere in Uruk.  Beaulieu, on the other hand, has found some thirty-one deities and 
their cultic locations named in the texts he has examined.  Ishtar and four other 
goddesses, who may be considered her companions, are clearly the most important of 
these deities.  A good measure of their importance is the sheer number of offerings made 
regularly to their sanctuaries.  (Dates and barley are always significant part of the 
offerings.) 

Beaulieu knows the clothing the statues wore, the jewelry the deities possessed, and the 
persons who attended to the upkeep of the different figures—again, especially Ishtar and 
her four companions.  The 1st millennium archive Beaulieu studies ends before the most 
decisive change took place in Uruk, when the cult of Anu and his wife Antu gained great 
prominence in the city.  That change took place during the Persian period, and the visual 
record—massive building of new temples and an Anu ziggurat—is clear in the Hellenistic 
period.  The change is evident in texts from Hellenistic Uruk and Babylon, especially 
temple ritual texts studied by Marc J. H. Linssen.  The texts were found mainly in the 
Rēsh temple—the major temple of Anu in that period—and in private living quarters.1300  
The texts come largely from four Uruk families that traced their ancestry to famous 
figures, including Sîn-lēqi-unninnī, who is named as the author of Gilgamesh.  Even 
though the Uruk ritual texts are slanted toward Anu, they present much evidence that 
Ishtar remained a powerful force in Uruk.  Eanna may have been in the decline, but 
another very large temple was built for Ishtar and her companions, the Irigal. 

Before the great change happened, Anu has a presence in Uruk, but a minor one at best.  
The Eanna archive Beaulieu has studied provides very important evidence for what may 
still be the most puzzling question in the history of Uruk.  Inanna/Ishtar is known from 
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texts going back into the 4th millennium.  Beaulieu spends a good deal of time surveying 
the records of three thousands years of the Great Goddess in Uruk, and he tries to find 
Anu wherever the god appears.  One problem is that the name An-Inanna appears, for 
example, in Old Babylonian times, but it is not clear if it is a combination of the two deities 
or a complex name of just Inanna/Ishtar herself.1301  The survey offers considerable 
insight into, for example, relations between Uruk and Eridu in the Archaic period, when 
Uruk appears to have been the center of a league of cities and to have eclipsed in power 
the city of Enki/Ea.  The situation may be reflected in the Sumerian myth, “Inanna and 
Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization from Eridu to Erech.”1302  As is usual, there 
are many gaps in the historical record, but Beaulieu makes it clear that, even when Anu is 
mentioned along with Inanna/Ishtar, she continued to dominate the scene—until the 
balance of power was changed in mid-1st millennium.   

The Neo-Babylonian Eanna archive does include the names not only of Anu, but also 
other gods found in Gilgamesh: Ea, Nergal, Enlil and Sîn, even Marduk.  Lugalbanda is 
mentioned, but not Ninsun, though we know that in the later period she was present with 
Lugalbanda in a ritual text.  Assyria’s Assur is at least as important as Babylon’s Marduk.  
Next in importance to Ishtar herself is Nanaya, who dwelt with Ishtar in the Eanna.  The 
other companions of Ishtar in this period are Bēltu-sh-Rēsh, Uṣur-amāssu, and Urkayītu 
(whose name is a form of Uruk).  There is strong syncretism in this period, and it is not 
always easy to separate Ishtar from, e.g., Urkayītu, who may have been another 
manifestation of Ishtar.1303 

In addition to the ample information the Eanna archives provide about foodstuffs, 
clothing, and jewelry possessed by the sanctuaries—information that sheds much light on 
the temple as the economic center through which flowed much of the city’s capital—the 
documents reflect important historical events in the 1st millennium.  Ishtar was abducted 
from Uruk twice in the 1st millennium.  The first case was caused by a Babylonian king, 
either Erība-Marduk or Nabû-shuma-ishkun.  (Beaulieu, who has studied the case for 
some time, prefers the latter.)  Ishtar was removed and returned two centuries later by 
Nebuchadnezzar II, whose reputation as a model king persisted into Hellenistic times.  
The second time was when Sennacherib and his allies among the Elamites abducted the 
goddess, only to have her returned either at the end of Sennacherib’s reign or the 
beginning of his son Esarhaddon’s reign.1304 

In the first case, a “foreign goddess” replaced Ishtar, perhaps Ishtar of Babylon or 
Zarpanītu, the wife of Marduk.  In Middle Babylonian times, Ishtar had been exalted to 
the rank of the highest deity when she was identified with Antu, the wife of Anu, given 
“kingship” of the gods and became “Ishtar the Star.”  Beaulieu has been able to trace the 
different names for Ishtar, syncretisms, and even changes in the spelling of the name 
Ishtar to follow the changing fate of the goddess as Babylonians and Assyrians compete 
for domination of the southern cities.  If Ishtar could be equated with Antu, perhaps the 
Babylonians could see her identified with Marduk’s wife—in an attempt to unify the 
pantheon and the ideology of empire.  Whatever the reasons and whoever the “foreign 
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goddess” may have been, the Urukeans found the abduction of their goddess an outrage 
and an atrocity.1305  

“Babylonian” Royal Inscriptions Regarding Uruk 
Royal inscriptions from a period perhaps of (or just after) the supposed lifetime of Sîn-
leqi-unninnī are very scant.  At best royal inscriptions are highly formulaic and thus not 
necessarily factual.  But that very characteristic gives such inscriptions high value in a 
different way: they provide an insight into the ideology that produced them.   

Nebuchadnezzar I, king at the end of the 12th century (1125-1104 BCE), for example, 
claimed to be the offspring of a king of Sippar, Enmeduranki, and that the Sun God 
Shamash gave him kingship, an eternal throne and a long reign.  The god also ordered 
him to plunder Elam.  The account of his attack and triumph over a king of Elam credits 
Ishtar and Adad, gods who are “lords (EN) of battle.”1306 

King Marduk-shāpik-zēri half a century later refers in passing to both the goddess Ishtar 
and the goddess Innina.  Later Adad-apla-iddina twice refers to the goddess Ninisina, 
though not identifying her with Ishtar.1307  The kings of Babylon, then, respected Ishtar, 
but there is not much evidence in the few royal inscriptions of the period that the kings 
played much of a role in Uruk. 

Rulers of Babylon in the Second Dynasty of the Sealand have left few references as well.  
The founder of the dynasty, a certain Simbar-Shipak (1025-1008 BCE), recognized Enlil 
as his “supreme lord” but also points out that he correctly administered the rites of gods 
Anu and Dagan.  What is interesting about the inscription is that a colophon states that a 
copy of the original was made by a person named Marduk-sharrani, who claimed to be a 
descendent of the famous Sîn-leqi-unninnī.  The original tablet was written by the father 
of Marduk-sharrani, Rīmūt-Nabû.  (The names of the scribes include the names of the 
high gods of Babylon, Marduk and Nabû.)  Both men identify Sîn-leqi-unninnī as the gala 
or lamentation-priest of Ishtar of Uruk and Nanaya.1308 

Just after this, an unidentified king dedicates a field to the goddess Uṣur-amāssu, who 
dwells in Uruk.  A colophon indicates that the text was written on a seal on a necklace of 
that goddess.1309 

From the year 979 BCE for some three and one-half centuries, the rule of Babylon shifted 
from one group to another.  Several Assyrian kings ruled Babylonia.  At least six rulers 
were “Chaldeans” from tribes in the south.  Among the six were the two kings thought to 
be responsible for the atrocities to Ishtar and Uruk that prompted The Uruk Prophecy.  
Erība-Marduk (mid-8th century) is one possibility.1310  While there is no royal inscription 
from him boasting about making radical changes in Uruk, the Assyrian king Esarhaddon 
wrote about him, claiming that he had restored a part of the Eanna complex; and a 
fragment of a document found in Uruk refers to a palace there. 

Erība-Marduk belonged to one tribe; Nabû-shuma-ishkun, who followed him, was from 
another.  While there is nothing from him either, a historical-literary work attacking him 
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has survived.  He is accused of plundering Marduk’s temple, Esagila, and of introducing 
gods of the Sealand and the Chaldeans into that most sacred of Babylon’s temple.  Among 
other crimes are breaking treaties, seizing private property—and even burning alive 
sixteen people.1311   

The document does refer to Ishtar, but the text is very broken at that point, and so it is 
difficult to tell what Nabû-shuma-ishkun might have done with her.  Among desecrations 
to Babylonian temples, though, he brought a statue of the goddess Nanaya into the sacred 
workshop of the temple, and held back the statue of the god Nabû and, apparently related 
to that, changed the rituals of a certain festival.  He even introduced the leek into the 
temple and forced people to eat it.  The leek is said to have been taboo in the temple Ezida.  
Whatever these acts may have amounted to, the document considers them desecrations 
that changed sacred rites.  Nanaya is considered the “beloved” of Nabû.  Both of these 
gods gained wide popularity in Mesopotamia, and the worship of  Nanaya extended as far 
as Palmyra, in what is now Syria.  Nabû, further, was considered the son of Marduk. On 
the analogy we have noticed before, that Marduk was considered the “son” of Enki/Ea, 
who passed his esoteric secrets to his son, Nabû was thought to be as great a magician as 
his father Marduk (perhaps greater than the father).  So it is not immediately apparent 
how Nabû-shuma-ishkun had changed the religion of Babylon. 

Nanaya came to be regularly paired with Ishtar in Uruk.  She was especially seen as a 
goddess of sexuality, like Aphrodite.  That she is seen in this document as the consort of 
Nabû may be significant.1312  It appears that both of them were involved in Nabû-shuma-
ishkun’s changing of sacred rites.   

Nabû-shuma-ishkun is also accused to humiliating the Enki/Ea by forcing the god out of 
his dwelling and making him “sit in the gate.” 

The king who followed Nabû-shuma-ishkun, Nabû-nāṣir, is known to have campaigned 
against Borsippa in the conflict between Babylon and Nabû’s Borsippa.  An Akkadian 
inscription from the time of this king details the restoration of the Akitu temple in Uruk, 
the sanctuary outside the city walls, said to have been in ruins.  Two men restored the 
sanctuary for the goddess Uṣur-amāssu in Uruk.1313 

A later king, Marduk-apla-iddina II, in a long inscription, claims to be rebuilding Uruk’s 
Eanna temple and a shrine in the complex to the god Ningizzida.1314  The king, who 
claimed to be the eldest son of Erība-Marduk, described a situation where Marduk turned 
away from the south and the “evil enemy,” the Assyrians, ruled the area for seven years.  
(He was defeated by the Assyrian king Sennacherib.)  The inscription about Uruk is 
interesting in that Ishtar is called Nineanna (“The nin of Eanna”) and, among other 
things, supreme among the gods and possessor of all the divine me (parsti in Akkadian).  
The inscription also recalls King Shulgi (from the Ur III dynasty in the 3rd millennium) 
and Anam (the last king of Uruk, early in the 2nd millennium).  Shulgi is credited with 
building Eanna; Anam with building the shrine of Ningizzida.  Otherwise the inscription 
follows the formula: the walls of the temple had buckled, its bonding disintegrated, and 
its parapet collapsed.  Thus the king restored it to its original grandeur.  He even boasts 
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of using “pure” bricks, which he made “bright as daylight.”  Numerous bricks in Uruk also 
mention the king’s name. 

The kings of Babylon, then, tended to mention Uruk from time to time, and some like 
Marduk-apla-iddina II apparently took pride in his work in Ishtar’s Eanna. 

The Assyrian kings who ruled Babylonia also claimed to have restored Eanna.  Sargon II 
(721-705 BC), who expelled Marduk-apla-iddina II in 710 and ruled Babylonia for about 
five years, also referred to King Shulgi.  Like Marduk-apla-iddina II Sargon II renovated 
the enclosure wall around Eanna.1315  He refers to the craftsmen who completed the 
construction, and he asks Ishtar not only for a long life (a standard feature of such 
inscriptions) but also to help him in battle.   

While nothing has survived of Sennacherib’s inscriptions, the son of Sargon II who 
controlled Babylonia from 704-703 and 688-681, his famous son and grandson had much 
to say about Uruk. 

Esarhaddon, who ruled over Assyria and Babylonian for twelve years (680-669) and who, 
unlike Sennacherib, called himself King of Babylon, claimed massive rebuilding projects.  
For Marduk he retouched Etemenankia and for Enlil, the Ekur.  Several clay cylinders 
describe the restoration of Eanna.1316  He tends to use a different term for the intimate 
relationship he had with Ishtar.  He was her migru, a person endowed with divine favor 
or grace.1317  This is a loving relationship often paired with terms related to lovers and 
spouses. 

For Esarhaddon, Ishtar is dINANNA and the “Lady of Uruk” (GASHAN).  He is the king 
chosen by Assur to be of help, selected by Enlil, chosen by Marduk and, as we have seen, 
the “favorite” (migru) of Ishtar.   The gods provided him protection “in order to appease 
their divine heart(s) (ana nuhhu libbi DINGIR-utishunu) and “set their mind(s) at rest” 
(ana nuppush kabattishunu).1318  As before, he claims to have rebuilt Eanna, which had 
become old and its walls had buckled. 

Thus far the god Anu has not been the concern of the Babylonian kings.  He is mentioned 
in Esarhaddon’s inscription, though.  Just after mentioning that Marduk had become 
reconciled to Babylon during his reign, Esarhaddon mentions “Great-Anu.”  Where 
Marduk had taken up residence once again in Esagila, Anu was made to enter his city and 
to sit on his eternal dais.  The city is, however, not Uruk, but Dēr, and the temple is named 
Edimgalkalama (line 20). 

Another long Esarhaddon inscription credits the king with rebuilding a cella within 
Eanna, again for Ishtar. 1319 The cella, inside Eanna, was called Enirgalana, and it, too, is 
described as having becoming old and dilapidated.  The bricks used to repair the 
sanctuary were not only baked (rather than merely sun dried), but baked in a “pure” kiln.  
The king offers “splendid sacrifices” as Ishtar took up residence in her special sanctuary. 

Nanaya was also given special treatment by Esarhaddon.  In two inscriptions that have 
survived, Esarhaddon praises Nanaya, “the veiled one,” daughter of Anu, spouse of the 
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god Muzibsâ (i.e., wife of Nabû), not in Borsippa but in her cella within Eanna.  The 
sanctuary was called Ehilianna.  (The name of the sanctuary is appropriate, given the 
sexuality of the goddess: it is the House of hili, that is, kuzbu, “of Heaven.”)  As with other 
royal inscriptions, there is no claim that this is a new sanctuary.  Ehilianna is said to be 
old and dilapidated.1320  A second inscription, however, does credit an earlier king, Nazi-
maruttash, for having built Ehilianna; and Esarhaddon indicates that Erība-Marduk for 
having shored it up before he, Esarhaddon added his restoration to the sanctuary.1321 

Several shorter inscriptions speak of the restoration of Ishtar’s Eanna.  One that boasts of 
Esarhaddon as the king who builds Eanna includes the interesting detail that 60,000 
sheep and goats and 6,000 cows among the herds of Ishtar and Nanaya had been returned 
to the goddesses.1322  The text is too fragmented to account for the scattering of such a 
large number of animals.  (The animals are said to have been a present of King Sargon II.) 

Many royal inscriptions of Esarhaddon’s famous successor, Assurbanipal (669-ca. 627) 
have survived.  Among them are documents that indicate extensive temple restorations, 
for Marduk, Ea, Shamash, and Enlil—and Ishtar and Nanaya.  One lengthy text gives a 
good overview of Assurbanipal’s many projects, but is especially focused on the 
restoration of Eanna and Ishtar’s quarters, the Enirgalanim.1323  Ishtar of Uruk is praised 
as the “sovereign of heaven (AN) and the underworld (KI).  She holds the me, as we have 
seen before.  If there is a special twist, it is the emphasis on Ishtar as the “fierce goddess 
of battle,” who goes at the side of her favorite (migru) and slays Assurbanipal’s foes.   

The document even gives warm regards to Assurbanipal’s brother, Shamash-shuma-ukīn, 
calling him the “favorite” brother and wishing him long life and good fortune.  
Esarhaddon set it up that Assurbanipal would become king of Assyrian while brother 
Shamash-shuma-ukīn would be king of Babylon.  The document then comes from a time 
before the brothers began fighting. 

Shamash-shuma-ukīn was king of Babylon (667-648 BCE).  There is some question if he 
was a vassal of the Assyrian king, but in any event he rebelled against Assurbanipal in 652 
and kept up the fight for some ten years.  A few inscriptions from his reign have survived.  
One bilingual text indicates that he dedicated land to Ishtar and Nanaya.1324  Otherwise 
he seems to have been more concerned with Shamash of Sippar and Nabû of Borsippa. 

The kings of Babylonia in the last days before Assyria fell to the Babylonians in 612 BCE 
have left a few royal inscriptions, but none of them seem concerned with Uruk. 

Babylon and Uruk 
 Paul-Alain Beaulieu discovered an ideological link, weak though it may have been, 
between 1st millennium BCE Babylon and the ancient Sumerian cities.1325  Beaulieu 
noticed that when Babylon had defeated the Assyrians and had expanded its rule far 
beyond earlier kingdoms to become, in effect, a world capital, it retained some features of 
the Sumerian city-states but added clearly un-Sumerian features in Nebuchadnezzar’s 
“grandiose imperial project,” his rebuilding of Babylon.   



Excursus: Kingship after the Sumerians  560 
  

The untraditional features of Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon can be seen in the eccentric 
location of the palaces and the square plan of the city.1326  The features turn out to be 
imitations of Assyrian capital cities.  The new design was influenced by cities like Kalhu 
and Dur-Sharrukin—and Nineveh.  The Assyrian design reflected its ideology of kingship 
and, with it, the importance of grand, fortress-like palaces, designed to exalt the monarch 
and astonish the people.   

The key difference was that the Assyrian king was the center of political and religious life 
of the community.  The palace, not the temple, predominated.  Quite unlike the Sumerian 
city-states, where a large temple complex, such as we see in the Uruk of Gilgamesh, stands 
at the center of the city.  Palaces, in the very early days of the emerging kingship, were 
largely temporary structures on the periphery.  Although a strong kingship developed, it 
was always clear where the power of the city rested: with the great gods who dwelt there.  
In Babylon the ziggurat Etemenanki and the Esagil temple of Marduk showed that the 
king stood in the shadow of the gods.  Beaulieu cites a stone inscription in which 
Nebuchadnezzar explained that he located his palace in such a way as not to encroach on 
Marduk’s temple complex.  As Beaulieu explains, “This rhetoric of self-effacement is 
common in the inscriptions of Neo-Babylonian kings, where the bombast of the Assyrians 
has given way to titles proclaiming the ruler’s meekness, devotion, and obedience to the 
gods.”1327 

Nebuchadnezzar produced a hybrid city, with elements of both the Sumerian city-states 
and Assyrian rule.  In an important way, the reverence for Sumerian tradition eventually 
preserved Babylon while Assyria’s ideology fell with its kings.  Beaulieu suggests that the 
city with its two symbolic centers, the palace and the temple, where Marduk ruled both 
the kingdom and the universe, reflects Enuma Elish.  Even when the Neo-Babylonian 
empire fell to Cyrus the Great less than twenty-five years after Nebuchadnezzar’s death, 
there was “no traumatic disruption.”  The situation in Assyria was very different.  “The 
collapse of Assyria had meant the abandonment of its cities and the end of cuneiform 
documentation” once the monarchy fell.  “But there was no collapse of Babylon, or for 
that matter of any of the old Sumerian city states.  The monarchy disappeared but the 
gods went on.  Cuneiform documentation continued without interruption.”1328 

After Independence was Lost 
The epic of “Erra and Ishum,” which is no earlier than the 8th century BCE, refers in 
passing to the en (ēnu) who would normally make food offerings of the type known as 
taklīmu.1329  The story tells of the vast devastation caused by the warrior god Erra, who is 
also the plague god and underworld figure Nergal.  Four cities turn chaotic when Erra 
strikes them.  Of the four, Babylon, Uruk, and apparently Der are treated at considerable 
length, while Sippar, “the eternal city,” which had been spared in the Flood, warrants only 
a few lines.  Reference to the en and his food offering (disrupted in the chaos) does not 
specify the city or cities involved. 

The idea of the en persisted into the 1st millennium BCE, then, but there is not much non-
literary evidence for the ēnu or the female ēntu after the Isin-Larsa period.  Both largely 
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disappear during the Old Babylonian period early in the 2nd millennium BCE.1330  Except 
in Uruk, where the ēnu persisted.1331  Where the female en had served male deities in Ur, 
Kiabrig, Eridu and Larsa, the high status ēnu maintained something of his position for 
Ishtar in Uruk. 

Uruk Disappears in the West 
From the floodplain that is the Mesopotamian south, the land rises to the East.  So we 
find a scene on a cylinder seal—the famous Seal of Adda—with the Sun God Shamash 
rising, saw in hand, between twin peaks with deities on either side.  We are unlikely to 
find a scene looking West.  As far as the eye can see it is rocky and sandy desert.  Even 
today people take a bus from Baghdad to Amman through an interminable landscape 
where, in places, a bus driver could let the wheels move in autopilot through  

the ruts caused by decades of dulling travel.  It is easy to lose sight of Uruk.   

In one sense the West forgot Uruk because the Romans were unable to defeat the 
Parthians who took over Uruk as its great temples were beginning to fall into ruins.  
Russell E. Gmirkin has, however, suggested another reason.  The Bible we now have does 
not entirely ignore Uruk.  It is there, in Genesis, as Erech.  Sumer (“Shinar”) is the locus 
of the emergence of civilized life.  Most, if not all, episodes in the first eleven chapters of 
Genesis have parallels in Mesopotamian literary and religious texts, and the 
Mesopotamian texts are thought to be earlier than the biblical parallels.  Influence flowed 
in one direction.  The question that has plagued scholars is how Mesopotamia impacted 
Israel—and that depends on when the impact happened.   

Gmirkin has come up with answers that happen to exclude almost everything Urukean.  
Or rather a remarkably simple solution to a host of problems: Berossus.1332 

Gmirkin wrestles with questions about the composition of the Pentateuch that have 
occupied biblical scholars for nearly two hundred years.  There is still nothing like a 
consensus, but Gmirkin opts for a very late date, during the Hellenistic period, for the 
Pentateuch, the Hebrew version virtually simultaneous with the Greek translation, the 
Septuagint.  He accounts for Mesopotamian elements in Genesis not by a knowledge of 
Sumerian or Akkadian texts but by the Greek of Berossus’s Babyloniaca.  If Berossus were 
known at the great library in Alexandria, Jewish scholars working there in Hebrew and 
Greek would have been able to compose Genesis 1-11 as a prologue to the first written 
Torah.  (Gmirkin sees the sequence from Abraham through Joseph, that is, the remainder 
of Genesis, constituting a prologue to Exodus through Deuteronomy. 

If Gmirkin is correct, one could consider the two prologues of the Pentateuch as analogous 
to the two prologues of Gilgamesh.  (The theory that the first creation story in Genesis, 
the Priestly version, was written later than the second, a Yahwist version, is even closer to 
the composition of Gilgamesh.) 

Berossus as the conduit of Mesopotamian materials to the Bible is an attractive theory.  It 
would account, among other things, for the exclusion of Uruk.  Berossus was a priest of 
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Marduk in Babylon, and on all points where Babylon and Uruk disagree, Berossus 
presents the Babylonian version.1333   
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1332  Gmirkin, Berossus and Genesis, 89-91. 
 
1333  Gmirkin draws heavily on the translation and notes by Stanley Mayer Burstein, The Babyloniaca 
of Berossus. 
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Chapter Four 

In the House of the Mother 
The Design of Tablet 3 

Tablet 3 is one of the most astonishing parts of Gilgamesh—and probably the most 
frustrating for modern readers.  There are so many gaps in the tablet that the experts do 
not even agree on the total number of poetic lines make up the tablet.  Simo Parpola 
estimated 250 lines.  Benjamin R. Foster suggests some 200 lines, then a gap.  Andrew 
George has about 240 lines, to which he appends about twenty lines from the Old 
Babylonian Yale tablet (Y 272-87).  Perhaps 130 lines have been preserved.  Fortunately, 
the parts that have been recovered are packed with exceptionally important material. 

The frustration comes from the same source of that great richness.  In his very careful and 
groundbreaking study of The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic, Jeffrey H. Tigay, after 
examining the older Sumerian, Akkadian, Hittite and Hurrian Gilgamesh texts, 
concluded that the Gilgamesh poet “has Seeed more than four columns of material 
between the speech of the elders (at the beginning of Tablet 3) and the speech of 
Enkidu”1334 at the end of the tablet.  Tablet 4 opens with Gilgamesh and Enkidu on the 
journey to confront Humbaba. 

What is most striking about Tablet 3 is that all the new material involves the goddess 
Ninsun.  We have seen her already in Tablet 1, where the “Great Wild Cow” is mentioned 
with Gilgamesh’s father, the Wild Bull Lugalbanda.  The mother of Gilgamesh was already 
presented as an interpreter of dreams.  She saw the dreams Gilgamesh had—of something 
falling from heaven and of an axe thrown down in the streets of Uruk--as positive signs 
that the man in the dreams is Enkidu and that Gilgamesh and Enkidu will become friends.  
In her interpretation of the dreams Ninsun takes credit for making the creature the equal 
of Gilgamesh.  In that capacity the poet calls Ninsun emqu (“wise”) and mūdû 
(“knowledgeable”).  These are her most conspicuous qualities throughout the 
Mesopotamian tradition. 

Ninsun is given the opportunity to show off these qualities in Tablet 3.  In Tablet 2, just 
as Gilgamesh and Enkidu fight and immediately become friends, Enkidu recognizes 
Ninsun as the deity who made Gilgamesh so courageous.  This is followed soon after by 
what seems to become a habit with Ninsun.  Just as she is about to speak to Gilgamesh, 
the tablet is silent: another gap in the tablet that has survived.  She is mentioned in 
passing in Tablet 4.  (There is another glancing reference in the controversial Tablet 12, 
about whose presence in Gilgamesh there is so much disagreement.)  Otherwise the 
mother of Gilgamesh disappears from the story.  Tablet 3 is the most fully developed 
treatment of Ninsun, certainly, in the Gilgamesh tradition.  Now that a very ancient text 
has been identified as “The Birth of Gilgamesh,” the stock of Ninsun is bound to rise.  Alas, 
Tablet 3 is so broken up that the full reason for devoting so much space to her in 
Gilgamesh eludes us. 



Chapter Four: In the House of the Mother 575 
  

(Look for the writing of her name as Nin-sumun in recent editions of Sumerian texts.) 

Fortunately, two large sections have survived.  The Ninsun material separates a speech by 
the elders of the city that places Gilgamesh in the care of Enkidu and a parallel speech by 
the officers and young men who mainly repeat what the elders had said.  The new material 
that has been recovered makes the whole tablet look like a chiastic pattern. 

1. The Elders Advise Gilgamesh and Enkidu (lines 1-12) 
    2. Gilgamesh takes Enkidu into Ninsun’s Palace Sublime (13-34) 
3.Ninsun purifies herself and addresses the Sun God Shamash (35-115) 
                2’. Ninsun adopts Enkidu (116-34) 
1’.The Officers Advise Gilgamesh and Enkidu (208-240?) 

The key passages that have survived are the great address to Shamash and the adoption 
of Enkidu. Briefly the narrative in Tablet 3 involves these moves. 

1-1’. The Elders and Officers Advise Gilgamesh and Enkidu  
The elders of the city, who had warned against the adventure, give brief advice to the two 
men.  Gilgamesh should trust Enkidu to lead him, since Enkidu knows the wilderness and 
has seen battle.  Enkidu, for his part, should bring the king back safely to Uruk. 

The officers and young men offer the same advice. 

Recall that the discussion of the expedition to Humbaba had begun at the end of Tablet 
2.  Tablet 2 ends with Gilgamesh laughing off the elders’ anxieties.  Enkidu is 
apprehensive.  Tablet 3 repeats the advice in much the same language: trust Enkidu for 
protection on the journey.  The last few lines in the tablet that are readable have Enkidu 
again asking Gilgamesh to change his mind.  He wants Gilgamesh to abandon the project.   

An Old Babylonian version of the story provides a parallel.  In that earlier case, though, 
Enkidu has changed his mind: he should trust in Enkidu, who knows the ways of 
Humbaba (Yale 272-86).1335 

2-2’. Enkidu is Taken into Ninsun’s Palace and Adopted by Ninsun 
Gilgamesh takes Enkidu into the palace of his mother, the goddess Ninsun.  He informs 
her of his decision to go on a journey and face a battle, and boasts of his successful return.  
It is at this point that Gilgamesh is so pumped up with enthusiasm—libido, we would say—
that he looks forward to his return to Uruk, where he will then celebrate New Year twice 
over.  He imagines the festivities, with its great joy (3:32-33), when drums will resound 
in the presence of his mother. 

The adoption of Enkidu comes after the long, well-developed plea of Ninsun for the Sun 
God Shamash to protect Gilgamesh.  The adoption itself is a striking feature of Gilgamesh, 
and it raises a number of questions.  The adoption is followed, though, with an even more 
fervent hope that Enkidu will protect Gilgamesh in the journey they are about to 
undertake. 
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The adoption episode may be version of the scene at the end of “The Birth of Gilgamesh.”  
There, Ninsun and her child reach Uruk after the Sun God has protected them on the 
dangerous journey from the mountains to the city.  The child, Gilgamesh, is presented to 
Inanna.  Even in Uruk the situation is tense.  A lil-demon still hovers around the dwelling 
of Inanna and Enmerkar.  Enmerkar himself appears to be upset that Lugalbanda, sent 
out to retrieve precious materials from the mountains, has returned instead  with a wife 
and an infant. The conflicts in the family are resolved when Inanna accepts the child into 
the family and recognizes Ninsun as her daughter-in-law.  (The Sumerian Hymn to Utu 
known today as “Utu F” has Inanna recognizing her ushbar Ninsun.  The Akkadian 
equivalent would be the kallatu, a woman from outside the family, in this case her 
daughter-in-law.)  Just as Ninsun and Gilgamesh had to be brought in from the 
wilderness and ritually adopted by Inanna, Enkidu is brought in from the wild and 
adopted by Ninsun. 

In the Sumerian “Birth of Gilgamesh,” as Douglas Frayne reconstructs the text, the 
mother of Gilgamesh, Ninsun, who has brought the child from the mountains to Uruk, 
presents him to Inanna.  Inanna, in effect, adopts the child.  Such a story about Gilgamesh 
is not told in Gilgamesh.  But Enkidu is adopted by Ninsun.  In Gilgamesh the one who 
brought Enkidu into Uruk is, of course, not literally his mother.  Shamhatu, the harimtu, 
actually mothers him in the process of transforming him into a civilized person.  Recall 
that in Tablet 1, the Mother Goddess Aruru created him, the “offspring of silence” (1:101-
104).  The cosmic parents, male and female deities, created Enkidu as they did the first 
human, the lullû—and in one sense all humans thereafter.  Enkidu had no earthly mother 
in the usual sense.  (After his death, Gilgamesh poetically calls Enkidu’s mother a 
“gazelle,” his father a wild donkey, befitting one raised in the wilderness.)  In adopting 
Enkidu, Ninsun makes him a brother to Gilgamesh, and she places upon him the 
obligation to travel with Gilgamesh to the Cedar Forest and protect him (3:117-35). 

The scene in Tablet 3 is brief and readable, but has raised a number of issues.   

Enkidu she called in to give him the message, 
“Mighty Enkidu, you are no issue of my womb, 
but now your little ones will be with the shirki of Gilgamesh, 
the NIN.DINGIRmesh, the qashdati, and the kulmashati women.” 
She placed the indi around Enkidu’s neck. 
“As the DAM.DINGIR.RA-priestesses take in the foundling,  
and the Daughters of the Gods raise up the adopted child, 
I myself take Enkidu as my adopted son. 
Let Gilgamesh treat Enkidu well…. 
… 
And… 
As [you] travel [with Gilgamesh] to the Forest of Cedars, 
Make the days long, the nights short, 
Arm your bodies, strengthen your arms, 
At dusk make camp for the night, 
…protect….” 
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Here the adoption of Enkidu takes place just after Ninsun presents her case to the Sun 
God Shamash.  Ninsun is the one who summons Enkidu.  In the speech to Enkidu Ninsun 
reminds him that he was not born to her.  She takes him for her son.  In the process, 
though, she also places him in a situation the meaning of which is still much debated.  His 
atmu, a puzzling term, perhaps his “brood” or “little ones” will belong with the shirki of 
Gilgamesh.   

These “votaries” or “devotees” of Gilgamesh are identified in the next line, and once again 
we find it difficult to understand the roles the women of the temple actually play.  The 
group comprises the NIN.DINGIR women, and other women of the temple, the qadishtu, 
and kulmashītu.  Like the shamhātu and harimtu we have already seen, these women are 
in the service of the temple.  They are women who, in some way or another, interpret 
sexuality (in Richard Henshaw’s phrase).1336  Usually they are described by modern 
scholars as prostitutes, “sacred prostitutes,” or hierodules, of varying social status.  It is 
not immediately clear if NIN.DINGIR is to be read as entu or ugbabatu. The professional 
title entu is the feminine form of the Akkadian enu, the priestly en.  The title ugbabtu is 
also possible.  In his survey of the two titles from Early Dynastic III into the 1st century 
BCE, Henshaw shows that both were high-status professions.  They are sometimes 
confused with each other.  At the end of the Old Babylonian story that includes the Flood, 
Atrahasis, both terms are used in the same line, along with a female known as egisītu.  
The three professions are established after the Flood, and the line that follows describes 
them.  “The shall be taboo, and thus control childbirth.”1337  Stephanie Dalley notes that 
these women, attached to the temple, “were not usually allowed to bear children.”1338  
Anne Draffkorn Kilmer interprets the Flood story in light of the problem of 
overpopulation in the cities of the floodplain.1339  The god Enlil, in this version of the story 
as well as in Gilgamesh Tablet 11, attempts to destroy all humans, but he is unsuccessful.  
A kind of compromise is exacted from him.  After the Flood there will be natural 
impediments to overpopulation.  Atrahasis mentions these professions just after 
establishing that there will be women who will give birth, but not successfully, and that a 
pashittu-demon will try to snatch the baby from its mother’s lap.  Whatever else the entu 
and ugbabtu were expected to do, at least one literary source suggests that they are part 
of a divine plan to limit population.  Exactly why the NIN.DINGIR is mentioned along 
with women who are associated with sexual activity is not entirely clear.  But at least they 
reflect Mesopotamian thinking that separated sexual activity from procreation. 

To complete the passage on the adoption of Enkidu, the “spouses” of the deity 
(DAM.DINGIR.RA, ashshat ili) take him in.  Even less is known about the 
DAM.DINGIR.RA than the other women in Ninsun’s palace. 

Before they take him in, though, Ninsun puts something on Enkidu’s neck.  If we knew 
what that something was, we might know exactly what his status has become.  Sadly, the 
indi (a plural) has been interpreted in such a different way by different scholars that it is 
difficult to tell what they symbolize. Anne Draffkorn Kilmer has assessed the various 
interpretations and concludes that the indi symbolizes Enkidu’s “devoted servitude” to 
Gilgamesh.1340  As a shirku Enkidu would become like other slaves in the temple.  
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Sumerian Gilgamesh poems usually call Enkidu a slave.  In those poems and in Gilgamesh 
modern translators usually prefer a softer, less offensive term (to our sensibilities), 
“servant.”  Terms like this one are used in the loftiest sense of a “slave to god” in the Bible 
and the Qur’an.  Temple slaves, in the case of Ishtar’s servants, were branded with a star, 
one of the symbols of Ishtar, and unlike other slaves, were committed for life.  They could 
not be freed.  On the other hand, at least some of them had very high status in society. 

One possibility is that the indi on Enkidu’s neck is just such a branded star.  But they may 
be necklaces, colored cloths, symbols, or, as Kilmer thinks, “a symbolic vestment, best 
compared with a priest’s stole.”  At one point Kilmer suggests the possibility that it is a 
garment like a parsīgu.1341  In Gilgamesh 11, when Gilgamesh finally strips off the skins 
he has been wearing and is purified in the waters, his parsīgu is renewed, symbolically 
renewing the man and his status.  Much earlier, in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to 
Gilgamesh,” he wears a parsīgu in a context that indicates the intimate relationship he 
has with Inanna/Ishtar. 

For all her importance in Gilgamesh Ishtar is not mentioned in Tablet 3.  Possibly the 
ancient division between Ninsun and the Palace, on one hand, and Inanna/Ishtar and the 
Temple on the other, a division seen in the royal hymns of King Shulgi in the 3rd 
millennium, may be reflected here, where Ishtar is not named even though the women 
who take in Enkidu are traditionally bound to Ishtar.  (Irnina, mentioned below, is an 
avatar of Ishtar.) 

The division between Ninsun and Ishtar takes the form of a rivalry in the Sumerian poem 
about The Bull of Heaven, when it is Ninsun who discourages Gilgamesh from accepting 
Inanna/Ishtar’s proposal of love.  Tablet 3, with Ninsun as the central figure, is part of the 
larger story of Gilgamesh, and now Enkidu, set to challenge Humbaba.  With the odd 
exception of Gilgamesh taking notice that an avatar of Ishtar, Irnina, is present in the 
Cedar Forest (5:6), Ishtar has no role to play in the Humbaba episode.  She is, on the other 
hand, central to The Bull of Heaven episode, an episode where Ninsun is absent. 

Here, in Tablet 3, Ninsun inducts Enkidu into a social class, the shirku.  Kilmer notes that 
the temple servants who participate in the ceremony are, as we have seen, all females.  
Kilmer makes the point that Enkidu is not really an orphan, since he had no parents, but 
up to this point he was certainly “classless.”  Andrew George, who considers Enkidu an 
orphan, thinks that the episode in Tablet 3 explains why temples take in orphans.1342  
Others have noted the peculiarities of the ceremony.  A. Westenholz and U. Koch-
Westenholz in particular call attention to Enkidu’s response to the ceremony.  Ninsun 
“adopted Enkidu in some fashion,” they comment, “though not without some disparaging 
comments on his origins and appearance.  Unfortunately, Enkidu overhead her 
[Ninsun’s] remarks and became utterly depressed.”1343 

More than anything else, the indi symbolize, for Kilmer, “devoted servitude” as Enkidu’s 
status in the family.1344 
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Ninsun’s hope—or better, her command to Enkidu—that he protect Gilgamesh along the 
way reflects the center of Tablet 3, her long and most significant address to Shamash. 

For all the difficulties the passage offers, the lines present one of the most interesting 
illustrations of the expertise required to read and translate cuneiform texts.  Andrew 
George, the editor of the Gilgamesh text all Assyriologists will be using for many years, 
has given those of us who try to follow the experts a brilliant example of his work.  When 
John Gardner and I worked on a translation some years ago, only part of the Adoption of 
Enkidu text was known.  Thanks to George, who has been able to examine the actual 
tablets—and not just photographs and hand-copies of the tablets—we have a striking 
example of his work from piecing together fragments of tablets to identifying the poetic 
qualities of the text. 

Lines 124-28 required putting together two cuneiform manuscripts.  (George calls them 
“MSS M and aa.”1345  The “M" manuscript was one of the texts found in the Assyrian 
capitol of Nineveh in the 1870s CE.  It was discovered in the ruins of the Libraries of King 
Assurbanipal, and dates from the 7th century BCE.  Manuscipt “M"  actually was found in 
three pieces, which had to be glued together, and is found today in the British Museum.  
(George provides a photograph of the manuscript.1346)  George thinks the tablet had been 
smashed in antiquity, and the pieces were recovered in the modern world by different 
persons.  It was not until 1986 when George himself joined the three fragments together.  
He notes that in the 1880s Paul Haupt had found three other small fragments of the tablet, 
but they have not yet been found their place in the reconstruction of Tablet 3.   

The “aa” text is yet another story.  The German expedition that excavated Uruk over many 
years uncovered “aa” in the early 1970s.  Part of the text was published by Egbert von 
Weiher.  Then George discovered that the back of the tablet had a few lines that allowed 
him to read the end of lines 124-28.  (George provides a drawing of the reverse of “aa.”1347)  
So the beginning of the lines written almost three thousand years ago and rediscovered 
over a hundred years ago was finally joined to the end of the lines in our own time.  (The 
two tablets were not joined in antiquity.  The one found in Uruk dated from about the 4th 
century BCE, centuries later than the other, from Nineveh.  Interestingly, the Uruk tablet 
was found in a private home, not in a major institutional archive, as the one found in 
Nineveh.) 

Joining these fragments together was only the first step in the process.  George shows the 
steps taken after this.  Transliterating the cuneiform signs into our roman script is far 
more difficult to do than one might think.  By the 1st millennium BCE, scribes used almost 
six hundred basic signs.  Most signs could be read in more than one way.  Often they can 
be read as syllables, and frequently they could be read as “words” themselves.  Even as 
syllables and “words” (logograms), there are often many possibilities for a single 
cuneiform sign.  And they may be combined with other signs to form strikingly different 
meanings.  George gives the reading of the signs on the two tablets for all five lines.  I will 
use only one of them (line 125) as an example. 

The tablet from Nineveh is transliterated this way. 
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NIN.DINGIR.RAmesh il-qa-a […..-t]a 
The capital letters at the beginning of the line shows how the first three signs would 
normally be read in the Sumerian language.  The superscript sign, read mesh, is silent.  It 
is in the text to indicate that the three signs refer to a plural, not singular, entity.  The NIN 
(= Sumerian nin) we have seen is itself problematic, since over the centuries—two 
thousand years before this text—the nin appears to have changed into something like 
“queen.”  So one might expect a compound like “Queen of the DINGIRs, i.e., the gods.”  
The NIN.DINGIR could be read in the Akkadian language as entu or ugbabtu.  The first 
is a “priestess” who at some point in history was the female counterpart of the enu, the en 
we have encountered so frequently.  The ugbabtu is another female, a “priestess” (only 
because she, like the entu performed services for the temple, and probably lived there.  
Exactly what these women did in Uruk or other sanctuaries in Mesopotamia is not easily 
known, and their services may have changed over time.   

The second half of line 125 in the Nineveh manuscript is clear for three signs, il, qa, an a.  
The right hand portion is not clear, but it looks like the line may end in ta.  (The brackets 
give an indication of what is missing, and –t]a suggests that, though only part of the sign 
is visible today, an experienced cuneiformist can be pretty sure that the sign at the end is 
ta.  

This is where manuscript “aa” from Uruk comes in.  The first half of the line has been 
broken away, but the second half is readable. 

[…………………………..i]l-qa-a li –qu-tu 
George’s transliteration is actually more precise than this.  The signs that can be read with 
a high degree of probability are all that clear. 

But it allows George to take another step.  Putting the two texts together gives him: 

NIN.DINGIR.RAmesh il-qa-q li-qu-tu              (again, simplified a bit). 
Next George transforms the line into readable (transliterated) Akkadian: 

ugbakkāti ilqâ liqûtu 
Leaving aside the problem we in English have in pronouncing the qs in this line—a 
distinction between /k/ and /q/ common in Semitic languages like Akkadian but not 
found in English—the line discloses a pattern plural NOUN-VERB-NOUN, 

“The priestesses took in the foundling.” 
George has gone from NIN.DINGIR to the plural of ugbabtu to “priestesses,” and from a 
verb (leqû, which has a wide range of meanings) to “took in,” and from a noun, (liqûtu, an 
adopted child), a “foundling.” 

Finally, George indicates the pauses and stresses that would have been used in 
pronouncing the Akkadian line: 

ugbak kā ti |  il qâ | li qû tu       (Unstressed syllables are italicized here.) 
George shows in this breakdown that Babylonian poetry used a heavy beat on the syllable 
that carries the principal stress.  He also points out that this line puts an emphasis on 
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velar plosives (g, k, and q), a contrast with the previous line, which emphasized other 
phonemes. 

Readers of Old English Beowulf will especially appreciate what George has done here.  
The heavy beats and pauses in the line are what one sees regularly in that poem (and other 
Old English poems), though the Germanic phonemes would have sounded a great deal 
differently from the Akkadian. 

The artistic use of alliteration and stress in the line tips the reading in favor of ugbabtu in 
the line rather than entu, as George suggests. 

3. Ninsun Purifies Herself and Addresses the Sun God Shamash 
The better part of Tablet 3 is a magnificent ritual and address initiated by the wise Ninsun.  
In her sadness at hearing of Gilgamesh’s plan to fight Humbaba, Ninsun purifies herself 
and ascends the stairs of her Sublime Palace.  We might note two small points that would 
have been obvious to a Mesopotamian audience but not to us.  Placing Ninsun in a palace 
reflects a long tradition that separates the temple from the palace.  In Gilgamesh this 
literally separates Ninsun from Ishtar, whose temple is the “heart” of Uruk.  A similar 
separation is evident in Shulgi X and P, where Shulgi receives enship in Inanna’s temple 
and kingship in Ninsun’s palace.  In even earlier times, Uruk itself was physically 
separated from Kullab, a kind of suburb where, it may have been, a palace stood.  The 
earliest palaces were a far cry from the magnificent constructions of the strong kings of 
Mesopotamia.  They were largely temporary structures, perhaps used for defensive 
purposes in case of a raid.  The exaltation of the palace follows, of course, the increasing 
prestige of the king. 

A second small point is that Ninsun moves to the highest point of the palace to address 
the Sun God.  While it may have been possible to think of Ninsun traveling to the nearby 
city of Larsa, the southern city of Utu, the poet consistently has the Sun God either 
“above,” in the heavens, or “below,” during the night, when the Sun God traveled below 
the earth’s surface.  (The northern city of the Sun God, Sippar, is mentioned twice in 
Gilgamesh, while Larsa may not appear anywhere in the poem.)  This is just to point out 
that Shamash is identified with the sun above (and below) us, not with his earthly 
dwellings. The movement of Ninsun provides yet another example of the orientational 
metaphor of UP/DOWN. (For contrast, see Tablet 12, where Gilgamesh travels to the 
sanctuaries of three gods.)   

 Once upon the roof Ninsun offers incense to the Sun God.  The plea is more than a request 
for Shamash to guide and protect the heroes.  Ninsun sees what complicates her son’s 
quest: that it was Shamash who had afflicted Gilgamesh with his restless spirit.  In one of 
the few passages in Gilgamesh that speaks of “evil,” which generally does not have the 
sense of a cosmic battle between forces of good and evil in Mesopotamian thought, it is 
Ninsun who identifies the true purpose of sending Gilgamesh into battle with Humbaba.  
Killing Humbaba will annihilate the “evil” Shamash “hates” (mimma lemnu shá tazerru 
úhallaq).  This raises the stakes, for Gilgamesh is anxious to make a name for himself in 
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a battle the consequences of which he does not understand (or at least does not articulate 
in his haste to go up against Humbaba). 

In the long address to Shamash, Ninsun asks for the protection of the Sun God and also 
of the god’s wife, Aya.  She even identifies what Shamash can do (and will do) to help the 
men defeat Humbaba.  Shamash will summon the winds to lock Humbaba in a position 
where the men can approach and capture him. 

As is the case with many ancient stories—often stories known in oral, not written, form, 
since so few persons were literate—the audience knows from this early part of the story 
much of what will happen at the climax.  The suspense we enjoy in our “novel” storytelling 
is not much of a factor in the traditional stories. 

Gilgamesh does move away from the early Humbaba stories in its handling of Ninsun.  
(Two different versions of the story in Sumerian are prominent in the Decad curriculum.  
“Humbaba” usually appears as “Huwawa” in the early versions of the story.)  

Gilgamesh’s mother does not appear in the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and Huwawa” texts.  In 
those versions it is Enkidu, not the mother, who suggests the protection of the Sun God.  
Enkidu persuades Gilgamesh to seek the protection and guidance of the Sun God.  And 
the Sun God does not implant the idea or the motive of the quest in Gilgamesh.  It does 
not appear that the Sun God in those versions of the story desires to rid the world of an 
evil he hates. 

In addition to giving Shamash her wise counsel—what Shamash should do to help 
Gilgamesh defeat Humbaba—in Gilgamesh Ninsun also predicts, in the form of a request 
she makes of Shamash, that Gilgamesh will ultimately live among the gods as a god 
himself.  Shall he not share the heavens with the sun? grow wise with Ea and rule the 
“black-headed” people (i.e., the Sumerians) with Irnina, another name for Ishtar?  
Significantly, she envisions him living in the underworld with the god Ningishzida.  In 
Mesopotamian tradition Ningishzida was a god in the underworld who acted, as 
Gilgamesh would, as a judge in that dreaded place.  Once again we see the universe 
envisioned as the Above, the Below, and Ishtar’s “house” at the center. 

Ninsun has one more important role to perform in Gilgamesh.  When she smothers the 
censer and comes down from the roof of her palace, she brings Enkidu into her household 
as her son, as we have seen above.   

Tablet 3 remains full of gaps, but thanks to the Germans who excavated Uruk and Egbert 
von Weiher and Andrew George for reconstructing the manuscript “aa,” much more is 
known about the unique developments of the Gilgamesh story found in this tablet.1348  To 
my mind, the most significant development is the hope for or prediction of the fate of 
Gilgamesh.  When John Gardner and I attempted a translation of Tablet 3, the gaps were 
so great that it was difficult to find any coherence in the narrative—apart from the almost 
miraculous recovery of the beginning of Ninsun’s appeal, especially the ritual she 
performs before going to the roof of the palace and burning of incense as she speaks to 
the Sun God. 
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She listened, Ninsun, mother of Gilgamesh, to her son, 
and as well to Enkidu she listened in sorrow. 
Into the bathhouse she entered, seven times, 
washed herself with water perfumed with tamarisk and soapwort. 
She dressed herself in a garment fit for her body, 
…ornament for her breast, 
…wearing her agû-crown, 
…the shamhatu-women…. 
She climbed the stairs, went up to the roof. 
To the roof she climbed and set qutrinnu-incense before Shamash. 
She set up a surqinnu-offering in front of Shamash, and raised her arms. (3.35-
45) 

Ninsun and Penelope 
Classicist Walter Burkert demonstrated that by the 8th century BCE, military advances, 
settlements, the movement of goods and skilled craftsmen, images of deities, and the 
appearance of “Eastern” elements like seers and purification priests—not to mention the 
alphabet—profoundly influenced the “Greek miracle.”  Among the borrowings from 
Mesopotamia Burkert found an unmistakable parallel to this passage in Gilgamesh, 
Tablet 3. 

The influence of Gilgamesh may also be detected in a scene from the Odyssey.  The 
Odyssey once describes a form of prayer which historians of religion have found 
confusing: When Penelope learns about the risky journey undertaken by 
Telemachos and the suitors’ plot to kill him, she first bursts into tears and laments.  
Then, calming down, she washes and dresses in clean clothes, goes to the upper 
story with her maids, taking barley in a basket, and prays to Athena for the safe 
return of Telemachos; she ends with an inarticulate and shrieking cry.  Both the 
basket with barley and the cry (ololyge) have their proper place in blood sacrifice; 
their use in this scene is unparalleled elsewhere.  So scholars either spoke of an 
“abbreviation of sacrifice” or of an otherwise unknown ritual of bloodless offering 
or of an invention of the poet, if not incompetence of the “redactor.”  But look at 
Gilgamesh: When Gilgamesh together with Enkidu is leaving his city to fight 
Humbaba, his mother “Ninsun enters her chamber, she takes a…[special herb], she 
puts on a garment as befits her body, she puts on an ornament as befits her breast… 
she sprinkles water from a bowl on earth and dust.  She went up the stairs, 
mounted the upper story, she climbed the roof, to Shamash [the sun god] she 
offered incense, she brought the offering and raised her hands before Shamash”; 
thus she prays, full of distress and sorrow, for a safe return of her son.  The 
situation, mother praying for an adventurous son, is not a special one.  Yet in its 
details the scene from the Odyssey comes close to being a translation of 
Gilgamesh; in fact it is closer to the Gilgamesh text than to the comparable scene 
of Achilles’ prayer in the Iliad.  Whereas the ritual is odd in the Odyssey, none of 
these oddities is found in the passage of Gilgamesh: Burning incense on the roof is 
a well-known Semitic practice, and it is especially appropriate when turning to the 
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sun god.  Ceremonial prayer in the women’s upper story is otherwise unheard-of 
in Greece.  It seems the poet knew that burning incense was out of place in the 
heroic world, so he took as a substitute the female part in normal sacrifice, that is, 
throwing of barley (oulochytai) and ololyge.  Even the use of religious ritual as an 
effective motif in epic narrative has its antecedent in the oriental tradition.1349   

The ritual preparation for Ninsun’s appeal to Shamash gives the episode a gravity and 
dignity appropriate to its implications for the work as a whole. 

What struck John Gardner and me earlier was Ninsun’s account of the motivation for 
Gilgamesh’s expedition to the Cedar Forest.  Where in earlier versions Gilgamesh sees a 
plan to make a name for himself, which will provide him with a kind of immortality in the 
face of his own mortality, and the community sees the potential of finding a supply of 
precious wood, Ninsun sees the inspiration of Shamash.  The Sun God provides not only 
the idea but we would call the libido to carry out this extraordinary enterprise.  The 
consequences will come later, but the passage transforms the understanding of the heroic 
act. 

“Why have you raised up my son Gilgamesh and laid on him 
 a restless heart that will not sleep? 
Now you push him to go 
on a long journey to the place of Humbaba 
to face a battle he cannot fathom 
and travel a road he cannot know 
until the day he goes and returns, 
until he comes to the Forest of Cedars 
until he kills Humbaba, the ferocious one, 
and removes from the mountain any evil you hate.” (3.46-54) 

It is not only the “restless heart” that will not allow the hero to sleep—but the key line, 
that Humbaba symbolizes “any evil” Shamash “hates”—that makes this a very different 
story from the one that was known previously.  The passage introduces a far more 
complicated relationship between humans and the gods—at least this human and this 
god—than was raised in the earlier versions of the story. 

And it anticipates conflicts among the gods that will emerge later in Gilgamesh. 

The “aa” text from Uruk does not include all the lines found in the “M” text.  And many 
lines are still too fragmented to make a decision about their meaning. 

She begins the appeal itself with the hope that Shamash’s consort, the goddess Aya, will 
help Gilgamesh by reminding Shamash to protect the hero even during the night, when 
Shamash is traveling elsewhere. 

“Every day when you cross the sky 
let Aya the Bride fearlessly remind you, 
‘As for him, place him in the care of The Watchers of the Night.’” (3.55-57) 

It will take courage for Aya to speak to the great Light. 
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What follows this is praise of the Sun God that looks very much like earlier Mesopotamian 
hymns.  Sunlight allows, for example, openings in the mountains to let livestock out—
presumably so humans can domesticate animals found there.  (This is no only a motif in 
the Gilgamesh literature but also in the visual depictions of the en as “Master of Animals” 
in a mountain setting.) 

Fortunately, the text is clear for many lines, some of them reconstructed from other lines 
on the same tablet. 

“As Gilgamesh travels to the Forest of Cedars, 
make the days long, the nights short. 
Have him arm his body, strengthen his arm. 
At dusk have him make camp for the night, 
make a shelter to lie down in. 
Let Aya the Bride fearlessly remind you, 
when Gilgamesh and Enkidu come face to face with Humbaba, 
send, Shamash, the great winds against Humbaba— 
South Wind, North Wind, East Wind, West Wind, Blast, Counterblast, 
Gale, Tempest, Typhoon, Demon Wind, 
Icy Blast, Hurricane, Tornado— 
have these thirteen winds rise up to darken the face of Humbaba,  
so he cannot move forward or backward. 
And make the weapons of Gilgamesh defeat Humbaba. 
After your own [radiance] flares forth, 
at that moment turn your face to the man who reveres you. 
Let your swift mules…you, 
have a restful seat, a bed…be laid out for you. 
May the gods, your brothers, serve you…food. 
May Aya the Bride wipe your face with the fringe of her spotless garment.”  
(3.81-100) 

 

Notice that Aya the Bride is brought up twice in this passage.  Part of this is to protect 
Gilgamesh during the day when he and Enkidu will be making their way through 
mountains to find Humbaba.  The reminder, to have him camp during the night, includes 
advice to make a shelter for Gilgamesh.  Tablet 4 will show why this is important.  The 
shelter is a magical space for Gilgamesh to seek Shamash through dreams. 

Readers may be disappointed to see so much detail about the actual encounter with 
Humbaba.  Shamash is asked to raise up terrible demon-winds that will force Humbaba 
to a standstill.  Gilgamesh will then be able to use his weapons when he actually face to 
face with his opponent.  The details remind us that the Gilgamesh story was already 
ancient when this version was written, and that an audience—especially if the story was 
often told orally—would already have key elements of the narrative in mind before they 
were actually narrated.  The modern, hyperliterate narratives we are familiar with, 
narratives that keep us in suspense until the end of the story, are quite unlike traditional 



Chapter Four: In the House of the Mother 586 
  

stories.  There are still parts of the conflict between the heroes and Enkidu that are left 
for the narration in Tablet 5, but ancient readers/hearers of the story were likely to 
appreciate the fulfillment of expectations—and then to notice any subtle changes the poet 
would bring to the retelling of the old story. 

Ninsun makes a second appeal to the Sun God.  The following lines can be read only 
because of the discovery of the copy in Uruk.1350  I present them as if lines 3.102-106 are 
chiastic.  When we translated Gilgamesh decades ago, none of these lines could be read.  
Only the first sign in lines 102-106 was intelligible: the negative particle ul. 

Wild Cow Ninsun made a second request before Shamash: 
 
“Shamash, will Gilgamesh not…the gods for you? 
 
 Will he not share the heavens with you? 
  
                   Will he not share the scepter with the Moon God? 
          
Will he not become wise with Ea in the Abyss? 
  
                           Will he not rule the Black-Headed people with Irnina? 
 
                           Will he not dwell in the Land of No Return with Ningishzida? 
 
Let me have him, Shamash….”  (100-107) 

Just as new material has been introduced into Tablet 3 in such a way to build a chiastic 
structure, so this passage, close to the center of the tablet, toward the end of column iii in 
a six-column tablet, presents another chiastic poetic form.  The feature is such a useful 
device in ancient storytelling that moderns tend to miss what ancient expected: that the 
key point is found at the center.1351  (If the lines 101 and 107 were restored, they, too, 
would be incorporated in the chiastic structure. 

 Schematically, Ninsun wishes for—or predicts—a lofty fate for her son Gilgamesh: 

  1.  To share the heavens with the Sun God 

   2.  To share kingship with the Moon God Sîn 

    3. To become wise with Ea in the apsû 

   2’. To rule the Sumerians with Irnina 

  1’. To live with Ningishzida in the underworld 

These are all lofty fates that suggest a form of divinity for Gilgamesh.  The five deities 
mentioned here were well known through Mesopotamia.  The Sun God travels through 
the heavens, of course, but has “houses” in Larsa and Sippar.  The Moon God also 
traverses the sky, but has a “house” in Ur, where the term for kingship is thought to have 
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first taken on its importance.  Irnina, an avatar of Ishtar, will appear in Gilgamesh as 
living in the forested mountains where Humbaba dwells.  Ningishzida is a well-known 
chthonic figure who judges humans in the world of the dead.  The last fate is the only one 
traditionally associated with Gilgamesh.  Like Ningishzida (and Dumuzi), he will become 
a judge in the underworld.   

The central figure, though, is Ea.  As we have seen, Ea has his earthly “house” in Eridu, 
south of Uruk.  The territory, as it were, which he dominates, is the cosmic waters below 
the surface of the earth.  The “living waters” he provides humans allows humanity (not to 
mention animals and plant life) to survive. Ninsun is a lesser deity, but she is known not 
only in Gilgamesh, where we have already seen her as a dream interpreter, but in a 
tradition that stretches into the last days of Uruk, as a “wise goddess.”  To become “wise” 
like Ea in the watery abzu (Akkadian apsû) makes sense as the fervent wish for the “wise” 
Ninsun. 

When Andrew George announced in 1999, “What’s New in the Gilgamesh Epic?,” he 
highlighted advances in our understanding of the very first few lines of Gilgamesh and 
Ninsun’s address to the Sun God.  The first lines of the poem summarize “the momentous 
implications of the story to come,” mainly in celebrating Gilgamesh “as privy to the arcane 
secrets of Ea’s cosmic abode, the Deep.”  He learned this from the survivor of the Flood, 
Utnapishtim.  “He went looking for a secret for himself alone, but returned with 
knowledge to benefit all men.”1352  Just before this, George pointed to the lines in Tablet 
3 that anticipate the fate of Gilgamesh.  He showed that “long before her son’s death, 
Ninsun already knew his ultimate fate, which was to join the ranks of the dead gods and 
rule the shades of the departed in the Netherworld.”1353 

The new discoveries further strengthen the argument that the beginning of Gilgamesh, 
the end of the story and many sections in between form a coherent whole.  We will see 
how Ea functions in the second part of Gilgamesh, as the god who, through deception, 
allows humanity to survive the Flood. 

In the chiastic pattern of the passage that moves from the high heaven of the Sun God 
through the sphere where the Moon God appears to the mountain dwelling of Irnina and 
finally to the underworld of Ningishzida, the lines move from high to low—with the 
exception of the Deep, the dwelling place of Ea.  In one way placing the Ea and the Deep 
at the center disturbs that pattern.  In another way, the center fixes the thematic 
development of Gilgamesh’s search for wisdom.  While Shamash is one great part of that 
search, Ea’s wisdom is literally at the center of the work. 

There are several lines after this brilliant exaltation of the hero, but they are broken and 
appear largely to bring the appeal for protection to a close.  Significantly, after Ninsun 
makes her appeal, and the lines once again become clear enough to follow, Ninsun is once 
again called “wise” (enqet) and the one who knows everything (mudāt kalama). She 
smothers the qutrinnu-incense and comes down from the roof.  At this point she adopts 
Enkidu into the family, as we have seen. 
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In what is clear from the end of Tablet 3, it appears that Gilgamesh and Enkidu make 
ritual preparations for their journey.  Gilgamesh gives orders to the officers who will rule 
Uruk in his absence.  They in turn offer advice to the two men, as the elders had done 
previously.  (It is possible that Gilgamesh in this very fragmented section recognizes that 
his task is to remove the “evil” Shamash “hates” by killing Humbaba.) 

[See Fig. 41: George, handcopy of the text, Plate 38] 

Shulgi P and B: The Role of Ninsun 
The God-King Shulgi of Ur became the lover of Inanna in a “Sacred Marriage,” as we have 
seen in Chapter Two.  Like his father, Urnamma, Shulgi boasted of another Uruk 
connection, with Ninsun.1354  In the poem known today as Shulgi B, the king claims to 
have brought her “five things and ten things.”  Ninsun is his mother, ama-ugu-mu, and 
he is the “son” (dumu) of the five and ten things, that is, “everything” (B 112-13).1355 

We saw that in Shulgi P Shulgi was crowned by Ninsun and Lugalbanda.1356    Ninsun tells 
the Assembly that she had selected Shulgi for kingship of Sumer. Likening  Shulgi to a 
mes-tree, Ninsun sees him as the source of “abundance.”   She elevated him to be the 
“righteous shepherd” of his people. 

Inanna is nowhere to be seen in the elevation of Shulgi to kingship.  The high god An/Anu, 
however, is part of the ritual.  An pledges his support for Shulgi and identifies the duties 
of a king before the gods.  Shulgi will bring to perfection the “cultic norms” of kingship 
and execute the “statutes of the gods” (B.7-8). 

Ninsun then adopts Shulgi.  Supported by An support, Ninsun takes Shulgi by the hand 
and leads her to the Splendid Palace, Egalmah, where she seats him on the dais.  She 
declare that he is “a pure calf, born to me…a good seed of Lugalbanda.”  Further, she 
raised him upon her own “pure lap”(B.22-23).  As “queen” (nin) and the “mother of 
kingship”(ama-nam-lugal-la) (B.28), she confers upon him her “ma-garment” (B.31).  
Shulgi is told that his “father,” Lugalbanda, has called his name, “Valiant-Whom-An-
Knows-Well-Among-the-Gods.” 

In the role he is to play as shepherd/king of the Sumerian people, he is like his predecessor 
Gilgamesh.  Shulgi also is the “brother” of the famous king of Uruk. 

Shulgi P, then, provides a model for the later adoption of Enkidu in the Splendid Palace. 

For her part, Ninsun claims the loftiest of parentage.  He mother is Urrash and her father, 
the highest of the gods, the Sky God An. Even here Shulgi is exalted, likened to the Sun 
God Utu, who supports kingship and like Shulgi gives just verdicts. (B. 43-44) 

There are many other incidental references to Ninsun in Sumerian literature.  She urges 
Gilgamesh not to accept Inanna’s proposal in the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and The Bull of 
Heaven.”  Her name appears in an oath in “Gilgamesh and Huwawa.”  “Gilgamesh, Enkidu 
and the Underworld,” the source of Gilgamsh Tablet 12, and  “The Death of Gilgamesh” 
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refer to her as the mother of Gilgamesh.  Indeed, the one thread that passes through 
Sumerian literature is Ninsun as the mother of the famous son. 

The dynasty of Ur III, which saw its legitimacy based in its connection with Uruk, provides 
many references to Ninsun.  The founder of the dynasty, Ur-Namma, is praised in many 
poems that refer to him as the son of Ninsun. At his death she weeps for him “in the broad 
square, which is otherwise a place of entertainment.”  Enlil’s order required his death, 
and she can do nothing about it.  She can no longer protect him. 

A Praise Poem of Ur-Namma (Ur-Namma C) boasts that the Mother Goddess Nintu 
assisted at the birth of Ur-Namma.  Enlil called him “by an auspicious name,” and Ninsun 
determined “a favorable allotted destiny” for him.  The theme that Ninsun fixes destinies 
is mentioned in a number of inscriptions.  In Ur-Namma C, the king is even “the older 
brother” of Gilgamesh.  Ur-Namma is the “princely seed,” for whom kingship “came down 
from heaven.” 

There are even more allusions to Ninsun in the praise poems for Ur-Namma’s son, Shulgi.  
Besides Shulgi B and Shulgi P at least eight other poems refer to Ninsun and make the 
claim, as Ur-Namma had, that Gilgamesh was his brother.  The poem of another member 
of the dynasty, Shu-Suen, makes a similar claim.  For the most part these references are 
simply fixed phrases.  Shulgi B provides a rare fuller expression of his divine parentage, 
and in the process shows how having a divine mother can be reconciled with having a 
human mother at the same time.  “Since it was for my true mother,” Ninsun, “that my 
mother together with her actually bore me to bestow joy and gladness, lovingly she 
cherished by unborn fruit.  She did not endure scandal from anyone’s mouth.  Before she 
released her little one, this lady passed her time in my palace in the greatest joy.” 

But the Uruk-Ur connection is not alone in claiming Gilgamesh and, with him, Ninsun.  
In an inscription on the building of Ningirsu’s temple, Gudea is praised as a man as “tall 
as Gilgamesh,” and whose “divine mother,” Ninsun, is “the bearing mother of good 
offspring, who loves her offspring.”  Gudea is “a child born by the true cow.” 

Ninsun appears in various hymn to gods: Inanna, Nanna, and Utu.  In “The Song of the 
Hoe” she is mentioned in her usual role, as the mother of Gilgamesh.  There Gilgamesh is 
a warrior, “powerful as a hunting net” and “pre-eminent with oars.”1357 

While she was never a major figure among the many Sumerian deities, she was 
remembered in Uruk well into the 1st millennium, beyond the time when Gilgamesh was 
composed. Ninsun is not mentioned among the thirty-one gods known to have been 
worshiped in Uruk in the Neo-Babylonian period, but Lugalbanda’s sanctuary is 
mentioned.1358  Possibly Ninsun shared space with the deified hero. When An/Anu had 
been “restored” to his high position in Uruk, Anu became the main deity in the second 
New Year Festival of the year in Uruk.  In grand procession, Anu is taken in solemn 
procession from his Rēsh-temple to the akītu building outside the walls and later is 
returned to the city.  The festival ends on the eleventh day when a great feast is served in 
the Grand Courtyard of the Rēsh-temple.  The participants wait until Lugalbanda and 
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Ninsun are brought in.  A libation in a golden bowl is performed for Lugalbanda and 
Ninsun.1359 

For the most part Ninsun appears to be a figure of myth and literature rather than a 
goddess with a temple and its retinue, the human keepers who go along with the temple.  
There are allusions to Ninsun as a “wise” goddess and one who fixes destinies.  Mainly 
these flow from the tradition of a special birth of the hero.  The earliest writing about her 
is the Early Dynastic “The Birth of Gilgamesh,” where Ninsun does something “wise,” 
presumably seducing the visitor from Uruk, Lugalbanda.  She, along with Lugalbanda, 
protects the “princely offspring” on the arduous and dangerous journey from the 
mountains to Uruk.  In the city, where the infant Gilgamesh is still in danger from the lil-
demon and, it appears, Enmerkar, Ninsun offers the child to Inanna.  When Inanna 
“adopts” him, Gilgamesh has a secure place.  Something similar seems to be the case in 
Gilgamesh, where Ninsun calls upon the Sun God to protect Gilgamesh and Enkidu, as 
(in “The Birth of Gilgamesh”) the Sun God protects Gilgamesh on the dangerous journey 
to Uruk.  After calling upon the Sun God, Ninsun descends to the place where she adopts 
Enkidu. 

A Short History of the Sun 
When John Gardner and I worked through the available materials on Gilgamesh, we were 
struck by two anomalies in the treatment of the Sun God.  On one hand, the first half of 
Gilgamesh is dominated by Shamash.  The still fragmentary text of Tablet 3 does not 
(yet?) identify the Sun God as the “father” of Ninsun.  No sooner does Gilgamesh form the 
idea to challenge Humbaba, though, that Shamash becomes important to the story.  
Ninsun’s address to the Sun God marks a great transition from the story on the ground, 
where from the opening lines of the two prologues, the narrative of Gilgamesh deeply 
involves “wise” women and goddesses.  The importance of the wise females continues 
through Tablet 11, but their importance is sometimes overlooked by modern readers, who 
find them largely sedentary, like Siduri and the wife of Utnapishtim, especially the latter, 
who remains anonymous and provides advice to her husband, who then is the active 
figure in the story.  Gardner and I were impressed, however, with the importance of the 
females, especially when we considered that speaking made them powerful.  There is a 
tendency to consider the ancient exaltation of the Word as a form of magic (and therefore 
diminished in our rational minds).  I do not think an Urukean of any age would fail to see 
the importance of the women and goddesses in Gilgamesh. 

Nevertheless, once Gilgamesh is set in motion, the great gods come to dominate the 
narratives, especially Enlil, Enki/Ea, and, of course Utu/Shamash. 

Ninsun’s address to the Sun exactly marks the transition to Shamash.  Gardner and I were 
so impressed with the figure of Shamash in the first half of Gilgamesh that we identified 
Tablet 1 through the middle of Tablet 7 as an “Apollonian” phase as opposed to the second 
half, which we saw as a “Dionysian” phase of the story.1360  Our designations reflected our 
mutual interest in Greek and Roman literature and philosophy.  Had we known what is 
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known today about the Gilgamesh text, I have no doubt that we would have more properly 
treated the two halves as I do here, one dominated by Shamash, and the other by Ea. 

The second point that struck us about the Mesopotamian Sun God was that he was never 
raised in Mesopotamian religion to the highest figure in the pantheon.  The sun does 
appear as an emblem of the Assyrian high god, Assur, but he never achieves the exaltation 
of the sun, say, in Egyptian religion or in the Judeo-Christian literary tradition and depth 
psychology, for that matter.  The three highest gods named in the formula, Anu, Enlil, Ea, 
with Ishtar (replacing Mother Goddesses) as a fourth, do not envision the “young” god 
Shamash as an equal.  (Indeed, Shamash is denigrated by Enlil in one version of a 
Gilgamesh story precisely because the Sun God is too common, too much a companion of 
the earthlings.) 

The irony is, then, that what modern readers often assume is the key divine figure, the 
sun, Mesopotamians did not quite see it in that way.  Jeffrey Tigay carefully examined the 
manner in which later versions of Gilgamesh stories gave greater depth and importance 
to Shamash.  It turns out that this development reflected the increasing influence of the 
Sun God in the periods when the Akkadian assimilation of Sumerian deities was being 
worked out.  Like a “strong” kingship, the development of a powerful Sun God was largely 
the increase of Semitic ideology in Mesopotamian thought. 

A curious doubling of the Sun God in the Sumerian Temple Hymns already shows the 
development. 

We have already seen Utu/Shamash among the Temple Hymns discussed in the Preface.  
In that place Utu of Uruk’s neighboring Larsa was the focus.  Here is the second Utu 
Temple Hymn. 
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The Sippar Temple of Utu/Shamash 
Sippar  dais of Utu where he sits by day 
Enunnana  House of the Prince of Heaven 
always shining in the heavenscrown given birth by Ningal 
house of Utu  your prince 
his light rising from the horizon  fills heaven and earth 
 
when the lord lies down the people lie down 
whenever he rises the people arise 
 
Utu the bull gathers the people 
they bow in obedience 
for Utu herds stand in their pasture 
for Utu the black-haired bathe with soap 
 the land humbles itself before him 
 
your city’s shrine measures its essence in abundance 
he who renders judgments where the sun rises 
hangs down his beard in sunbeams 
and at night binds the shining crown around his head 
Utu King of Sippar 
O house of Sippar has built this house on your radiant site 
and established his seat upon your dais 1361 

 

The increasing importance of the Sun God Shamash can be seen in Temple Hymn #38, 
attributed to Enheduanna (and included in the Decad curriculum).  Enheduanna’s mother 
spoke Sumerian (the language of the Temple Hymns) and her father spoke Akkadian.  
(The designation of the language as Akkadian derives from the earliest texts in this 
Semitic language made famous by Sargon of the city, Akkad (or Agade), who defeated the 
Sumerian south.)  The general movement of the 42 Temple Hymns is geographic, from 
Sumer to the north.  The last major group of poems (#35-41) addresses temples in and 
around Akkad, and Sippar’s main temple is in that group.1362 

While Sippar was an old city by the time Sargon came to rule the area, it was becoming an 
important religious center by the end of the 3rd millennium BCE.  The oldest object found 
at the site is dated to the late 4th millennium BCE, the time when Uruk was at the height 
of its prosperity.  (It persisted until about 600 CE, when it was abandoned at the time 
when Islam was beginning to rise.)  As a religious center Sippar came to eclipse Nippur.  
The city, as we shall see, was largely populated by Semitic-speaking peoples from the west, 
the people responsible for the rise of Babylon.  Babylon came to be considered the home 
of the King of the Gods, Marduk—as Nippur had been seen as the city of Enlil, King of the 
Gods for the Sumerians.  But Sippar maintained its prestige as the home of the Sun God.  
The Sippar Temple Hymn continues to call Shamash by his Sumerian equivalent, Utu.1363 
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Sippar was known as a crossroads bordering on the Semitic lands northwest of Sumer, 
and was formed as the Euphrates silted up, gradually separating the Euphrates from the 
Tigris.  The city was not far from the mountain Ebih, the mountain fought and defeated 
by Inanna in the mythic text that was preserved in the Decad.1364  The Sargonic kings 
cared for the temple, which housed a large collection of texts.1365  Almost two thousand 
years later Sippar was remembered as the city where all texts were collected and hidden 
away in anticipation of the Flood.  According to the Babylonian priest Berossus, the 
precious writings were dug out after the Flood and removed to Babylon itself. 

Among the many scribes in Sippar were women.  The Shamash temple was also important 
as the home of cloistered women, the nadītus, who greatly increased a tradition 
established by the Ur III kings (2112-2004).1366 

The Temple Hymns are historically important because they show the attempt to fuse 
southern Sumerian traditions with northern Semitic traditions.  The similarities between 
the hymn to Utu of Larsa, located very near Uruk, and to Utu of Sippar is a good indicator 
of the fusion between traditions. (A hymn to Inanna in Uruk and another to Inanna in 
Akkad also shows the spread of the goddess worship into the north.) In both cases, the 
Sun God is represented by the glowing light of day.  In one temple hymn the temple itself 
is figured as a bull; in the other Utu himself is a great bull. 

There are subtle differences that distinguish the two hymns, and they largely favor the 
Utu who is the Akkadian Shamash.  For one thing, the Sippar hymn is longer (14 lines to 
9 lines) than the Larsa hymn.  More importantly, the great bull image serves to magnify 
Shamash’s powerful rule over both humans and herds.  When Shamash lies down to sleep, 
the people lie down as well.  (The modern dependence upon artificial light throughout the 
night makes it difficult to imagine how dark a world Mesopotamia was, and how 
important to the worship of Inanna as the Morning Star and the Evening Star, were the 
rituals held by torch-light through the night.) 

In parallel poetic lines both people and herds show their obedience to the sun.  The “herds 
stand in their pasture,” while the black-headed people (the traditional designation of 
Sumerians) “bathe with soap.”  While certain wild animals were (and are) nocturnal, the 
lines remind us that the herding animals domesticated by humans follow the waking and 
sleeping pattern of humans.  “The Land” is said to “humble itself” before the sun.  
References to the black-headed people and the Land reinforce the Sumerian idea that 
their people represent all humanity and their Land is the center of civilization.  For his 
part, the Sun God brings “abundance” to the Land. 

Imagining the humans bathing with soap recalls one of the chief powers of sunlight, the 
purification of objects.  Ritual purification was as important in Mesopotamia as in other 
ancient cultures.  In addition to this function is the Sun God’s role as a divine judge, “who 
renders judgments where the sun rises.”  The poem associates this function with Utu as 
“King of Sippar.”  The famous Greenstone Cylinder Seal of Adda illustrates the sun rising 
between twin mountains in the east.  The Sun God holds high a cutting tool by which he 
“cuts” (tar) the nam (or “fate”), showing the sun as the dreaded Namtar, or Fate. 
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Shamash in Gilgamesh 
Of the thousands of deities worshiped in Mesopotamia, a small group was identified very 
early as the highest gods in the Sumerian and Akkadian pantheon.  The earliest Sumerian 
pantheon had four at the top: An, Enlil, Enki and a Mother Goddess.  Inanna replaced the 
Mother Goddess at some point.  Their equivalents in the Semitic tradition are met 
frequently in Gilgamesh: Anu, Illil, Ea and Ishtar.  With the exception of An/Anu, who is 
always associated with Uruk but whose actual importance in the religious life of Uruk 
appears to vary considerably from one period to another and whose action in myths is 
rather limited, the high gods are important in temple practices and in myths.  The earliest 
Semitic tradition may have known a male and female figure, Ilum and Ashtar, as the 
essential divinity, but by late in the 3rd millennium BCE Akkadian speakers had 
assimilated Sumerian deities to their Semitic counterparts. 

As one would expect in a long Mesopotamian narrative, even one that made no claims to 
being a religious document, Gilgamesh has much to do with the relationships among gods 
and humans.  For the most part the sheer number of god names in Gilgamesh reflects 
their relative importance in the Gilgamesh stories.  For example, two groups of relatively 
minor deities, the Igīgu and the Anunnakkū, are mentioned on only a handful of occasions 
(4x and 6x respectively).  The parents of Gilgamesh, Lugalbanda and Ninsun, were 
considered divine, the father, perhaps because he was deified, the mother originally a 
“foreigner” and a “wise” goddess, also appear.  Lugalbanda is mentioned only three times 
and has no role in the action, while Gilgamesh’s mother, Ninsun, plays a prominent role 
in the first half of the poem.  Her name appears fifteen times—almost as many as times as 
does Ishtar herself, who is cited twenty-two times (plus three if we count the identification 
with the “Lady of the Gods,” Bēlet ilī).  Ishtar’s “sister,” the ruler of the Netherworld, 
Ereshkigal, is mentioned only twice, although the world of the dead is a prominent 
concern in the poem. 

The mother goddess, Arūru, is important in the story of the birth of Enkidu.  Male figures 
are encountered far more frequently.  Anu appears almost as often (22x) as Ishtar does.  
Enlil/Illil is very prominent, mentioned thirty-five times, more than any other than 
Shamash.  Enki/Ea, for all his importance in the second half of the poem, is mentioned 
by name only thirteen times (14, if we add his epithet Niššīku).  The Moon God, 
Nanna/Sīn, is mentioned even fewer times (8), although his name appears in the 
“theophoric” name of the author, Sīn-leqi-unninni. 

By far the most important name, in terms of the number of times it appears in Gilgamesh 
at least, is Shamash.  The Sumerian god to whom the Semitic Sun God was assimilated, 
Utu, seems never to have held such a high place in the Sumerian pantheon as Shamash 
did in the Semitic pantheon of Mesopotamia.  Shamash is mentioned by name fifty-one 
times.  (The number excludes the frequent reference to the appearance of the sun at dawn, 
and the like.)  Shamash may never have quite reached parity with the chief gods of 
Babylon, Marduk, or of Assyria, Assur (though he was symbolized by the sun disk), but as 
a god who revealed his will in divination, dreams, and magic, Shamash matched his 
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importance as the one who sheds light and reveals, e.g., evil that is hidden to others, as 
the god of Justice and a judge in the Netherworld, with his reputation as a god with a 
certain kind of “wisdom,” the wisdom of the Eye (as opposed to the wisdom of the Ear, 
the domain of Enki/Ea). 

The deities who are most active in Gilgamesh for the most part, as expected, in certain 
Gilgamesh stories and not others.  Ninsun almost lives in a different world—the world of 
the palace in Uruk—than Ishtar, whose dwelling defined Uruk.  She appears almost 
exclusively in the first four tablets of Gilgamesh.  Ea, for all his importance in the second 
half of Gilgamesh, appears mainly in the story of the Flood and in the controversial Tablet 
12.  Enlil and Ishtar are the gods who are in one way or another active throughout the 
narrative. 

Shamash is the figure who dominates the first half of Gilgamesh.  He is hardly mentioned 
before Tablet 3 but then appears again and again in Tablets 4, 5, 7, and 8.  He is most 
prominent in the adventure that develops in great detail in the first half, the conflict 
between the heroes and Humbaba. 

In his detailed study of The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic Jeffrey H. Tigay observed 
the increased importance of Shamash in the many Gilgamesh stories.  It is one of the 
“Larger Changes” that differentiate the Standard Version even from the Old Babylonian 
version,1367 which date from a time when, under the First Dynasty of Babylon, Shamash 
and his “sacred” city, Sippar, gained a position almost matched by Babylon’s Marduk.1368  
(Marduk, by the way, plays no role in Gilgamesh.) 

The Shamash who protects Gilgamesh and Enkidu on their way to fight Humbaba and 
then provides the winds to restrain Humbaba is occasionally called qurādu, a valiant 
warrior, in Gilgamesh (7.148, 10.81, possibly 4.67).  This is an aspect of the Sun God that 
is represented on Old Akkadian period cylinder seals. 

For our purposes Shamash transforms the Gilgamesh in many ways, not the least of which 
is Seeion of a kind of rationality that informs the story up to the point when Gilgamesh 
plunges into the desperate journey of the second half of the poem.  When Gilgamesh 
begins his wandering in the wilderness, he notes that “sorrow” (nissatu) had entered his 
heart (9.4).  Some twenty lines are missing after this.  An earlier version, from Sippar 
itself, may fill in the gap.  It shows Shamash, growing worried, and bending down, 
speaking to Gilgamesh, telling him that the life he seeks he will never find.  Gilgamesh’s 
sad response is a plea that he see the sun, “be sated with light.”  “When,” he asks, “may 
the dead see the rays of the sun?”1369 

Gilgamesh Tablet 7: The Coup de Gras 
The battle between the heroes and Humbaba, prepared so carefully in Tablets 3 and 4, 
takes place in Tablet 5.  While the episode has been captured on several cylinder seals and 
was clearly a popular element of the Gilgamesh tradition, the physical action is so little 
described that modern readers, steeped on Rambo-esque action movies, are likely to think 
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it anticlimactic.  In both the Standard Version and an Old Babylonian version Humbaba 
is finished off in no more than five lines. 

The cylinder seals frequently show knives in the hands of both Gilgamesh and Enkidu.  As 
they hold the giant down, Gilgamesh is the one who strikes him in the neck.  (He appears 
then to pull out Humbaba’s lungs.)  They cut off the tusks of Humbaba as booty, fell a 
tree, build a raft and carry the head of Humbaba with them down the river. 

While the cylinder seals capture the moment of the kill, the text devotes most of the lines 
to an ethical debate.  Shamash, who has been protecting the men throughout the ordeal, 
actually makes it possible for the two men to have the debate: to kill Humbaba or not kill 
him.  Shamash accomplishes this by performing what Ninsun had asked for in Tablet 3.  
Gilgamesh hesitates before engaging Humbaba in what looks like an even more 
impressive wrestling match, one that flattens mountains (5.134).  Humbaba will claim 
that it was by Shamash’s command that Gilgamesh smashed the mountains (5.147).  But 
it is Shamash’s action that disabled Humbaba.  He sent thirteen winds into the face of the 
giant, trapping him so that he could move neither forward nor backward.  Gilgamesh was 
able to reach the monster. 

Then the debate begins.  The details will be taken up in the next chapter.  The decision in 
the debate will lead to the demise of one of the heroes. 

The beginning of Tablet 7 is regularly filled in with a Hittite parallel.  In that text, recounts 
a dream in which the great gods debate the question of guilt and innocence.  The gods in 
council are Anu, Enlil, Ea—the ones usually listed at the top of the hierarchy—and the Sun 
God of Heaven.  Anu accuses both men of outrages, the killing of The Bull of Heaven 
(which, as we will see, is narrated in Tablet 6, but without any involvement of Shamash 
in the planning or execution of the heroic feat) and the killing of Humbaba.  Anu claims 
that one of the men must die, and Enlil immediately demands that Enkidu, not 
Gilgamesh, be the one. 

In the dream, the Sun God objects.  Was he, the Sun God, not the one who ordered the 
killing of both The Bull of Heaven and Humbaba?  An angry Enlil snaps back that the Sun 
God daily acts like a companion to the two men.  There is no arguing with this point, and 
Enkidu sees that his fate has been sealed.1370 

If it turns out that the Hittite version is a close parallel to the beginning of Gilgamesh 
Tablet 7, we see again the increased importance of Shamash in the tradition of Gilgamesh 
stories and the exaltation of Shamash in Semitic Babylonia and Assyria.  More than the 
Sumerian King of the Gods, Enlil, Shamash was the very embodiment of justice in the 
cosmos, and the model of human kingship, for whom justice was held up to be the primary 
duty of the king. 

Shamash in the Early Pantheon 
Following the suggestions of Piotr Steinkeller,1371 Jennie Myers argues for a division 
between North and South Mesopotamia in political leadership and their respective 



Chapter Four: In the House of the Mother 597 
  

pantheons.1372  The majority of 3rd millennium cylinder seals with mythological scenes 
depicted Shamash.1373 Both note similarities between Shamash’s Sippar and the southern 
religious center, Nippur.  While Shamash was not proclaimed the head of the pantheon, 
apparently, as Enlil was in Nippur, nevertheless Sippar was an ancient city with a large 
Amorite population, and Shamash was its patron deity from at least the Early Dynastic 
Period.  Myers points out that the earliest Semitic literary text found thus far, among the 
documents found both at Tell Abū Salābīkh and Ebla, concerns Utu/Shamash and 
Sippar. 

Myers also presents impressive evidence that the First Dynasty of Babylon developed a 
special relationship between the upstart Babylon and the ancient religious center.  The 
Babylonian kings based their legitimacy on Shamash and Sippar rather than on Enlil and 
Nippur.  In his law code Hammurabi’s claim to be the human counterpart to Shamash 
establishes him as more than the prototypical just king.  Sippar was not just an ancient 
site; it was the northern city that, like Nippur, held royal inscriptions, monuments, 
documents and literary texts.  Its importance continued well into the 1st millennium.  In 
the version of the Flood that Berossus gives in his Babyloniaca the Noah-figure is told to 
bury all writings in Sippar, “The City of the Sun.”  When the Flood receded, the survivors 
returned to Sippar, dug up the writings and distributed them to humankind.1374  Myers 
suggests the possibility that “the north had its own religious center—that is, Sippar—with 
its own distinctly northern character.  Thus the sun-god, who was not particularly 
prominent in the south, appears to have played a supreme role in this northern tradition, 
and his city seems to have enjoyed the status of religious capital for the entire region of 
northern Mesopotamia.”1375 

The Sun King of Justice: The Law Codes 
The long list of royal titles in the Prologue to Hammurabi’s Code of Laws is carefully 
correlated with particular cities, the main god(s) of the city, and the major temple of the 
city.1376  In its own way, Hammurabi’s Prologue is as systematic an overview of his empire 
as Enheduanna’s Temple Hymns was a survey of Sargon’s Akkadian empire before it. 
Each city is differentiated from the others by a brief note.  We have just seen that Uruk is 
characterized there as a grain-producing center, abounding in life-giving waters.  In 
contrast, the capital, Babylon itself, is described as the center of the universe. 

When the august god Anu, king of Annunaku deities, and the god Enlil, lord of 
heaven and earth, who determines the destinies of the land, allotted supreme 
power over all peoples to the god Marduk, the firstborn son of the god Ea, exalted 
him among the Igigu deities, named the city of Babylon with its august name and 
made it supreme within the regions of the world, and established for him within it 
eternal kingship whose foundations are as fixed as heaven and earth….1377 

Cities as far south as Eridu, north as Assur, and west as Mari and Tuttul provide an 
idealized map of the Babylonian empire at its most extensive.  Babylon, as might be 
expected, shows up more than once in the list.  The results are always interesting because 
they simplify what even in the early development of Babylon must have been a complex 
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urban setting.  For example, Hammurabi is “the pious prince” (rubûm na’dum) who in 
Babylon “brightens the countenance” of the god Tishpak and provides feasts for the 
goddess Ninazu.  He also “sustains his people in crisis” and “secures their foundations in 
peace.”1378  And while the city god, Marduk, is clearly supreme, two other deities show up 
in more than one city, including Babylon: Ishtar and Shamash.  In a passage that names 
the ancestors of Hammurabi, Sumu-la-El and Sîn-muballit, Hammurabi claims to be the 
one “favored” (migir) of Ishtar.  (The word migru, as a royal epithet, means a person 
endowed with favor or grace [CAD 10ii.49].  It carries no connotation of intimate 
association as in the “Sacred Marriage.”)  In the same passage Hammurabi is the “solar 
disk of the city of Babylon, who spreads light over the land of Sumer and Akkad,”1379 a 
virtual identification with the Sun God Shamash. 

Today, Hammurabi is best known because of the impressive law code that opens with 
nearly thirty royal epithets.  Although it was not the earliest law code in Mesopotamia, 
Hammurabi’s is the longest and most complete of the early codes.  The best-preserved 
text was inscribed on a black stone stela that has the text just below a relief that shows 
Hammurabi standing before the Sun God Shamash, god of justice.1380  In both Prologue 
and Epilogue, the king acknowledges the importance of the Sun God.  The “pious prince” 
who venerates the gods commits himself in the Prologue to making “justice” (misharum) 
prevail in the land.  His aim is “to abolish the wicked and the evil” (raggam u tsenam) 
and prevent the strong from oppressing the weak.1381  He will “rise like the sun-god 
Shamash” over the “black-headed people” (i.e., humankind).  As he will later, Hammurabi 
employs the great light image not only to indicate an identification with the sun-god, 
known in Sumerian as Utu and in Akkadian as Shamash—the common names of “sun” in 
both languages—but also to shed light (watsêmma matim nuwwarim) over the land.  In 
the Epilogue Hammurabi links his role as king of justice once again to Shamash.1382 In 
the Epilogue, though, he emphasizes kingship and justice by juxtaposing Marduk with 
Shamash.  The commitment to eradicating “the wick and the evil” from the land is 
associated with Marduk in one passage that is juxtaposed with a passage on Shamash.1383 

We might note in passing that Old Babylonian letters regularly link Marduk and Shamash 
in a formulaic greeting.  One letter now in the British Museum makes the connection more 
than once. 

Speak to the gentleman whom Marduk keeps in good health.  Thus says Amat-
…tum.  May Shamash and Marduk keep you in good health.  May you be well (and) 
healthy.  May your protective deity be favorably disposed towards you.  I am 
writing to (inquire about) your well-being.  May your well-being last forever before 
Shamash and Marduk.  About Sippar-liwwir, regarding whom I gave you 
instructions, I spoke to you in the following terms: “Issue a written order that they 
direct this Sippar-liwwir to you.”  Send me a full report and (then) I will pray 
constantly for you before Shamash and Marduk.”1384 
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However much the writer might be worried about the addressee’s life and health, it is 
clear that the point of the letter is a very serious threat to a person who has thwarted a 
direct order—and whose continued good health may very well depend on his complying 
with the order. 

Two points are worth making about Hammurabi’s repeated assurances about bringing 
justice to the land.  The Prologue-Epilogue frame might be dismissed as pious fiction, but 
Martha T. Roth, who edited the law collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor, 
cautions against such a dismissal.  The frame did not originate with Hammurabi,1385 
though his is the best preserved.  More than simply royal propaganda, the frame, 
according to Roth, reflects Mesopotamian tradition.  “Throughout Mesopotamian history, 
the concern of the king with justice and the legal process is emphasized in royal 
inscriptions, royal epithets, iconographic representations, and literary allusions.  
Whether or not the king was always himself an active participant in the administration of 
the legal system, he was always its guardian, for the application of justice was the highest 
trust given by the gods to a legitimate king.”1386 

Law Codes earlier than the Code of Hammurabi do include the king’s commitment to 
justice, although they do not necessarily emphasize Shamash.  For Shulgi, Nanna is the 
most prominent deity, as might be expected since the moon god had long been the major 
figure in Ur.  His prologue ends with the royal boast that he “eliminated enmity, violence, 
and cries for justice (nig-érim nig-á-zi i-dUtu).  I established justice in the land.”1387  The 
formula does not mention Utu/Shamash explicitly.1388 

Lipit-Ishtar of Isin (ca. 1930 BCE) cites the high gods Enlil (especially), An, and Inanna, 
but not Utu.  There are some gaps in the prologue, however.  Inanna is cited because Lipit-
Ishtar claimed to be the “befitting lord” (en me-te) of Uruk, king of Isin, and king of Sumer 
and Akkad, “heart’s desire ([sh]á-ge-tú[m-a])of the goddess Inanna.”1389 The city goddess 
of Isin, Ninisina, is described like Inanna as the “child of An,” perhaps to make explicit 
the identification of Ninisina and Inanna.  The epilogue to Lipit-Ishtar’s code, however, 
twice mentions Utu.  Just as Hammurabi would claim later, the king of Isin writes that 
“In accordance with the true word of the god Utu, I made the lands of Sumer and Akkad 
hold fair judicial procedure.  In accordance with the utterance of the god Enlil, I, Lipit-
Ishtar, son of Enlil, eradicated enmity and violence.  I made weeping, lamentation, shouts 
for justice, and suits taboo.”1390 Also anticipating Hammurabi, Lipit-Ishtar claims to have 
“made right and truth shine forth.”   The king draws upon gods of agriculture and animal 
husbandry, Ashnan and Sumukan, for prosperity and the great warrior god, Ninurta, for 
stability in the land.  Otherwise he mentions the by-now familiar high gods of Sumer—
and once again calls upon Utu for protection of his kingdom.1391 

Clearly, the Sun God was becoming increasingly prominent as kings in Mesopotamia took 
over powers once reserved to the temple officials.  The Sumerian and Akkadian law codes 
are not constitutions.  They do not speak to legal constraints on the king or his high 
officials.  Indeed, very “archaizing, literary language” employed in Hammurabi’s Code 
“magnify the authority of the composition,” as Martha Roth puts it,1392 and we might add, 
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greatly enhances the role of the king as mediator between the gods and humans.  Lipit-
Ishtar’s and Hammurabi’s appropriation of the great light image comes very close to 
deifying the king.  In Hammurabi’s case, that is as close as he will come to claiming deity 
for himself. 

The Sun God in Sumerian Hymns 

Hammurabi’s Shamash was not, however, a god of Babylon itself.  The Sun God had two 
major cult centers, the Sumerian city of Larsa and a city that gained particular 
prominence with the First Dynasty of Babylon, Sippar. 

Both cities and their temples—Ebabbar—were known in the time of Sargon’s Akkadian 
empire.  Portrayals of both appear in Enheduanna’s collection of Temple Hymns.  As 
might be expected, the two portraits share a number of features, notably the light imagery 
that is all but inevitable with the Sun God.  They differ, however, in one highly significant 
way: the Sippar hymn highlights the sun as judge, while the Larsa hymn ignores that 
feature.  We have seen that distinction elsewhere, in our discussion of Shulgi’s Ur III 
empire. 

Recall Temple Hymn 13, which celebrates the temple of Utu in Larsa.  The poem claims 
that one could see Ebabbar from nearby Uruk.  The ancient section of Uruk, Kullab, 
reminds us that Utu was often considered the twin of Inanna; and Ebabbar is described 
in much the same way the temple at Kullab is in the 3rd millennium.  The influence of the 
Sun God on his temple is seen almost entirely in terms of the great light image.  The 
“house” itself, likened to a white breed bull, has its “horns” of silver and lapis lazuli 
shining.  Utu himself is the “true voice” of/from the heavens, one motif that is developed 
effectively in Tablet 7 of Gilgamesh.  There is little to suggest the mighty god of Justice 
with his saw used to “cut the nam,” that is, to rule Fate (Namtar) itself.  (Betty De Shong 
Meador’s translation is above, in the Preface.) 

Sumerian hymns to Utu reinforce this image of the Sun God.  In one rather brief hymn, 
Utu is the “father” of the Sumerian people, a bison-bull with a lapis lazuli beard, a “great 
hero” and a “great physician.”  Mainly, though, Utu is depicted as young—a calf of a wild 
cow, and a gazelle, “playful, radiating light.”1393  He is, though, credited as one who 
“decrees judgments for all countries.”  In another hymn, a shir-namshub (a type of poem 
that usually has magical force),1394 the youthful Utu is celebrated for the growth of flax 
and grain and the early flooding of rivers and fields.  The focus in this interesting work is 
on the two major products of Sumerian agriculture, bread and beer.  The high gods and 
even “the righteous man” enjoy beer poured out in great abundance.  The poem provides 
the rationale for drinking beer from a large straw, a scene frequently represented on 
cylinder seals.  For Utu the brewer (?) clears away from the malt “the droppings of the 
little birds,” and from the grain “the droppings of the rodents” and “the beaks of the 
locusts” are removed!  Two high ranking keepers of the sacred house, the sukkal and the 
gala appear to be enjoying the results. 
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A third Sumerian Utu hymn (another shir-namshub) is an even more exuberant 
celebration of the “youthful” Sun God.  This hymn contains highly compressed 
mythological motifs involving Utu, Inanna and Dumuzi.  Utu is introduced as “he of the 
tavern,” enjoying his beer.  Inanna asks her “brother” to ride with her to the mountains—
mountains of herbs, cedars, cypresses, silver and lapis lazuli—as far as to “the distant 
source of the rolling rivers.”1395  Exactly what Inanna’s purpose is for this journey to the 
mountains and the waters is not entirely clear, since three key lines are incomplete.  
Brother and sister are to eat herbs and cedars there. 

Whatever the journey and the eating of herbs and cedars are expected to accomplish, the 
narrative reveals Inanna’s youth.  She tells Utu that she is “unfamiliar with womanly 
matters,” with sexual intercourse and kissing.  The suggestion of incest is found elsewhere 
in the Inanna literature, but in this case, the result is that Utu is to escort Inanna to her 
house—her temple in Zabalam—where she will see her mother Ningal, her mother-in-law, 
to Ninsun, and to her sister-in-law Geshtinanna—that is, apparently, for the marriage that 
we see in “Meeting in the Gipar,” the marriage with Dumuzi. 

The final section celebrates Utu as the one who protects those who venture alone from “a 
man’s house.”  Utu is mother, father, protector of widows and orphans.  In other words, 
Utu is the one who protects those exiled from the patrimonial family, those who seek the 
protection of the temple. 

Compare that with the Temple Hymn (#38) to Utu of Sippar.  In that poem, Shamash 
rules both heavens and earth; arouses the people and the animals; command the divine 
me.  There he is “the bull” that organizes the Assembly and makes the people obey his 
rules.  He is the “one who judges where the sun rises.” 

The Sun God in Larsa: A Seven-Day Ritual 
In that remarkable document of some six hundred and thirty lines from Larsa in the Old 
Babylonian period, considerable details of a seven-day ritual have been preserved.  The 
text, mentioned earlier, dates from the reign of king Rîm-Sîn.1396 The text is very useful 
for our purposes because of the many cultic officials whose titles are listed.  At this point, 
though, it is useful to mention the gods who are prominent in the week-long ritual.  The 
longest section is devoted to Shamash.  Enki and Asarluhi (the son of Enki who came to 
be identified by Babylon’s Marduk) are important.  Ishtar and Nanaya are important as 
well.  Sîn (Sumerian Nanna) is given a few lines, and lesser-known deities, Ningunanna, 
Ninegal, Mah and Panigingarra are also featured in the ritual.  The king also receives 
sacrifices of sheep (9).  High temple officials are much involved in the rituals: gudu, nar, 
gala, šaqû, and en.  In addition to these, a whole host of keepers receive beer and sesame 
oil, including brewers, ecstatics, the messenger of the en of Shamash, builders, dancers, 
nar-lukurs, barbers, male court-sweepers, female court-sweepers, porters, male millers 
and female millers (10-13).  The ritual texts provides, then, a snapshot of temple 
operations that in many ways is representative of temples across Sumer and Akkad, and 
in some important ways is representative of the specific locale.  It is useful to note that in 
the most extensive list of temple keepers, there is no attempt to list them in hierarchical 
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order or to distinguish between what we might feel are “secular” as opposed to “religious” 
offices. 

The Larsa tablet certainly highlights the major god of the city.  It does not shed light, 
though, on the epithets that might have used for Shamash of Larsa—that would help us 
reconstruct a theology of that god.  Since Larsa was prominent long before Sippar gained 
its prominence, one would think that the Shamash of one city was the same as the 
Shamash of the other—perhaps even that Shamash of Sippar was derived from its older, 
Sumerian counterpart.  The temples of Shamash carried the same name: Ebabbar.  
Enheduanna had included hymns to both temples in her collection centuries earlier.1397 

With the obvious similarities between Shamash of Larsa and Uruk in mind, let us return 
to Hammurabi’s Prologue, where both sites are mentioned.  In fact, both Shamash sites 
are juxtaposed.  Sippar is first.  There, Hammurabi is the “discerning king, obedient to 
the god Shamash, the mighty one, who establishes the foundations of the city of Sippar, 
who drapes the sacred building of the goddess Aja with greenery, who made famous the 
temple of Ebabbar which is akin to the abode of heaven” (77).  Larsa follows, with a much 
shorter citation.  In Larsa, Hammurabi is “the warrior, who shows mercy to the city of 
Larsa, who renews the Ebabbar temple for the god Shamash his ally” (77).  The difference 
may be that Sippar was a city developed by the Babylonian kings, while Larsa was, as is 
suggested here, one of the cities conquered by Hammurabi.  When an Ebabbar temple is 
mentioned again, in the Epilogue, it is associated with the “great gods of heaven and 
earth” and its “protective spirit” (shēd bītim), but is not clear which of the Ebabbar 
temples is meant. 

Who Was the Mesopotamian Sun God? 

Who then was this Sun God, at one time a relatively minor figure, but already celebrated 
in two sites by the 3rd millennium, one deep in the south and the other, a relative 
newcomer, in the north of Mesopotamia?  By the Old Babylonian period the northern god, 
Shamash, was increasingly in evidence. 

A considerable range of epithets in Sumerian (including Emesal) and especially in 
Akkadian indicates the growing appeal of Utu/Shamash.1398  For a god whose first 
characteristic is the daylight sun, it is perhaps no small irony that his popularity stems 
from his reputation as a judge in the underworld and his prominence in magical rites. 

So prominent had the sun become in the Mesopotamian law codes, too, that one might 
think that the sun was an obvious choice for deity, a universal principle such as one sees 
in Egyptian thought.  Such is not the case in Mesopotamia.  The specific historical 
situations in which the sun is employed is always worth noting.  Later in the 2nd 
millennium, for example, the Assyrian high god, Assur, is imaged as the solar disk.  But 
there is no consistent use even of light/dark symbolism as “truth.”  The wisdom of the god 
Enki, for example, is one found in the “deep,” in the cosmic waters where Enki dwells, in 
a place too dark for most of us to penetrate.  Since the high god of Babylon, Marduk, was 
considered the son of Enki, one might have expected that such dark wisdom would enter 
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into even these judicial contexts, but that is not the case.  Utu/Shamash as light-bringer, 
banisher of darkness and the one who combats evil comes as close as Mesopotamian 
thought would come to what is familiar in Western thought since the Greeks, the 
Apollonian principle of rationality, the logos.1399 

Historian of religion Mircea Eliade considered “The Sun and Sun-Worship” immediately 
after the first major structural patterns of comparative religion, “The Sky and Sky Gods.”  
Chapters are devoted to the sky, the sun, the moon, water symbolism, sacred stones, 
fertility, vegetation rites, agriculture and fertility cults, sacred places, and sacred time.1400  
Readers of John Milton’s “Lycidas” aside, in spite of this prominence among religious 
symbols, Eliade is quick to point out that it was once popular to think that sun-worship 
was common to all humankind in early stages of development.  Even the redoubtable 
collector of myths from around the world, Sir James Frazer, had already decided that the 
various solar myths had little cross-cultural coherence.1401  Eliade concludes that, “It is 
really only in Egypt, Asia and in primitive Europe that what we call sun-worship has ever 
attained sufficient popularity to become at any time, as in Egypt for instance, really 
dominant.”1402 

The importance—or perhaps the relative unimportance of the Sun God in the 4th 
millennium can be glimpsed indirectly through the oldest cult symbols found in Uruk.  
Krystyna Szarzyńska identified seven different cult symbols in Archaic Uruk texts, when 
logograms were still close to objects represented in visual forms—on cylinder seals and 
artistic works like the Uruk Vase.  She was able to identify the gods with some confidence 
in a few cases.  Not surprisingly, Inanna is prominent.  Nanna, the moon, is also pretty 
clear.  An may be represented, though the evidence is not all that convincing.1403  They 
seem to be astral deities.  In this, albeit tentative, state the surprising thing is the absence 
of references to the sun.  (Recall that the sun sign, used for “day,” is found in the Archaic 
“Daily Bread and Beer” discussed earlier.)  On the other hand, the temple name, èš-Utu, 
the sign complex that represents Larsa, is evident as early as the Uruk III period.1404 

Primarily, Utu/Shamash is, according to Thorkild Jacobsen, “the power in light, the foe 
of darkness and deeds of darkness.  On a social plane he therefore becomes a power for 
justice and equity.”1405    The sun provided beneficial warmth, needed for the growth of 
plants, of course;1406 on the other hand, the brutal sun of midsummer Iraq is the great 
force that destroys vegetation as well.  His various roles in mythology, we will see below, 
connect him with Inanna and Dumuzi.  Like Inanna, Utu was one of the younger gods.  In 
one case he tries to seduce Inanna, his twin sister, by getting her drunk.1407 

Significantly, Jacobsen discusses Utu among 3rd millennium gods as rulers.  Hymns and 
prayers to Utu acknowledge his power in nature, mythically journeying across the heavens 
in a mule-driven chariot.  But the social role as judge of gods and men prevails in the 
literature.  At night Utu judges the dead in the underworld.1408  How and where he judges 
the dead are matters of some importance since they affect the way Mesopotamia pictured 
the cosmos.  Drawing upon mainly Old Babylonian texts, Wolfgang Heimpel has argued 
that at night the Sun God opens the western door of heaven and enters into heaven’s 
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interior, bringing light to the region below the western horizon.  There he judges the dead, 
probably at a site known as the “level place.”  From there he enters his White House deep 
in the interior of heaven, partakes of an evening meal and sleeps in the agrun (Akkadian 
kummu).  At dawn he emerges from the chamber and opens the eastern door of 
heaven.1409 

Along with his role in magical rites, he was the god par excellence of divination, especially 
in Assyrian times, when hundreds of texts open with questions to Shamash, the “great 
lord.”1410 

In spite of his different roles in Mesopotamian religion, the Sun God seems never to have 
achieved quite the status of the other high gods in the pantheon.  Unlike An, Inanna, and 
the moon, the sun was never exalted as the highest of the gods.  On the other hand, as we 
shall see, his development in the Urukean Gilgamesh literature gave him a rather different 
sort of prominence. 

Shamash in the West: Ebla and Ugarit 
From late in the 3rd millennium the Sun God was known far to the west of Babylon.  
Fortunately, the texts from Ebla, located just south of modern Aleppo in Syria, wrote the 
name of the god in Sumerian as well as Eblaite.  Utu in these texts was used to write Sipish, 
a male divinity.1411  (The equivalent of Inanna, deity of love and war, Ashtar, was male 
also, which shows that the syncretism between the Sumerian and Eblaite pantheons was 
not perfect.)  In the some twenty myths discovered in Ebla the high gods of Sumer, Enlil, 
Enki, Inanna, Nanna—and Utu—appear.1412 

The three root letters that make up the ordinary word for sun in Semitic languages show 
that they are all cognates.  Akkadian /sh-m-sh/, for example, is close to Arabic sh-m-s, 
and the same is true for other members of the language family.  Eblaite knew the sun as 
s-p-sh, Sipish, as we have seen, a male deity. Farther to the west, in Ugarit1413 on the 
Mediterranean the sun was considered female.  In Ugaritic mythology the goddess sh-p-
sh, read Shapsh or Shapshu, has been compared with Mesopotamia’s Shamash.  Apart 
from the gender difference, the sun deities have much in common.  Both provided light, 
knowledge, wisdom and justice.  And both have important underworld connections. 

In Cyrus Gordon’s essay on Canaanite Mythology in Mythologies of the Ancient World 
Shapsh intimidates Mot (“Death”) with punishment.  When Mot and the high god Baal 
fight to draw, Shapsh, mistress of the underworld, addresses Mot in this way. 

 “Hear, O god Mot! 

 How canst thou fight with Aliyan Baal? 

 How will the Bull, god of thy father, not hear thee? 

 Will he not remove the supports of thy seat 

  Nor upset the throne of thy kingship 
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   And break the scepter of thy rule?” 

 The god Mot was afraid 

  The Hero, beloved of El, was scared.1414  

 

Eventually Baal defeats Mot.  “The aim of the cult was always to secure the victory of Baal 
over Mot, to usher in a seven-year cycle of plenty, so that the populace may enjoy the 
blessings of abundance,” according to Gordon.1415  Marvin Pope also mentions Shapshu 
in relation to the search for Baal, but considers both sun and moon relatively insignificant, 
while both are significant in Mesopotamia.1416   

Shamash the Purifier 
In contrast to the relative insignificance of the Sun God in older Sumerian religious 
literature, his status appears to change when Babylon emerges as a political force and 
Sippar develops as a major religious center.  Whatever occasioned the change, Shamash 
becomes increasingly important, especially in the second half of the 2nd millennium and 
the 1st millennium.  While he continues to be a minor figure in Mesopotamian mythology 
and while the religious calendars continue to emphasize lunar rather than solar cycles, an 
aspect of Shamash that may derive from both the power of the sun to purify things and 
Shamash’s control of the underworld becomes increasingly prominent: his role in magic 
and divination. 

In the rationalizing pressures of Enlightenment thinking, Western thinkers developed an 
evolutionary schema that finds few adherents today, but which tends to affect us in a 
unselfconscious way.  Religion, especially monotheistic religion, was thought to be a 
significant advance over earlier “magical” views of the universe.  It is difficult enough for 
us in the West to conceive of polytheism.  When we encounter Mesopotamian thought, 
which seems not to distinguish among mythology, religion, science and magic, we find 
our usual habits of thought stretched to the limit.1417  It may be that the underworld 
connections with the Sun God were as at least in part responsible for the presence of 
Shamash in magical texts and rituals. 

Ghosts of the dead could present problems for the living.  If they had not been buried in 
the proper way or had not received the proper funerary offerings, they could return to 
trouble their living relatives.  Grave goods were to help the spirit (etemmu) in its 
journey to the underworld.  Meat, fish, barley, beer, dates and yogurt were often provided, 
and in some cases sandals—even complete chariots (for kings)—were included for the 
purpose.1418  Mourning rites could last a full week.  Childless persons—like the nadītus of 
Shamash in Sippar—would adopt heirs to care for them, for the best situation was to leave 
behind many children and the worst was to die without anyone to provide mourning 
rituals and continued support in the afterlife.  The eldest son normally had the 
responsibility for the funerary offerings.  (This may explain why he received an extra share 
of the inheritance.1419)  Distinctions between royalty and ordinary people extended even 
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in death.  For example, deceased royalty were given offerings at the new moon and full 
moon.  Others received them at the end of the month, especially in the summer month of 
Abu.  For most of the year the ghosts were kept within the gates of the underworld, but 
there was general return of the spirits once at year—as in the Western world, where 
vestiges of the belief are still found in Halloween.  The return took place in that month, 
the hottest, most oppressive time of year in Mesopotamia—when Shamash was most 
evident in everyday life. 

Troublesome ghosts chased after, seized and even physically abused their victims, and 
they could even enter the body through the victim’s ears.1420 

A ritual known in Sumerian as ki-sì-ga and kispu in Akkadian (after the offerings that 
were made in the care for the dead) sought to appease an angry ghost.  Shamash is 
frequently involved in such rituals.  At times he is paired with the Urukean hero 
Gilgamesh.  (Recall that “The Death of Bilgames” is quite explicit about preparations for 
his death.  As a judge in the underworld Gilgamesh was deified.  We will see how this 
reverberates in Gilgamesh.)  In one incantation that mentions not only a person’s parents 
and grandparents but also his survivors, pure water and other offerings are made before 
Shamash and Gilgamesh.  (A variant has Ishtar and Dumuzi.)1421 

The extent to which the Babylonian Shamash had been assimilated into the earlier 
mythology of Sumer can be seen in the many magical rites that literally interposed the 
Sun God between the great god-magician, Enki/Ea, and his son, Asalluhi, who came to be 
identified with Babylon’s god, Marduk.  The Eridu-Babylon axis provided the main 
ideological support for the exaltation of the heretofore minor city god, as we have seen 
before.  One of the earliest magical texts known in Sumerian is, ironically, known in 
modern scholarly circles as the “Ea-Marduk” form of the Divine Dialogue, as if it were 
originally an Akkadian ritual.  Since it is known from among the earliest Sumerian texts, 
from the Early Dynastic period in the 3rd millennium, it should probably be more 
accurately called the “Enki-Asalluhi” ritual. 

The form of the “Ea-Marduk” incantation texts, as we have seen, is quite fixed.1422  A 
person is suffering terribly and is observed by Marduk.  Marduk himself is unable to 
resolve the problem, so he approaches his father, Ea.  A formulaic exchange transfers the 
father’s knowledge—the solution to the problem—to his son.  A ritual is performed.  
Finally, an incantation completes the magical rite. 

In this kispu variation1423 of the “Ea-Marduk” incantation, an animal stall is purified.  
Namtar (“Fate”) and the dreaded high god Nergal are implicated in the problem, but the 
standard list of demons are what need to be removed from the stall.  The father recites 
the formula, “What I know, you also know.  Go, my son!”  The demons are “evil” (hul) 
udug, a-lá, gidim, and gal5-lá.  Once the problem is identified a very elaborate ritual is 
arranged.  Many plants, fish, meats, butter and other items are presented to Ea, Shamash, 
and Marduk—and other gods and goddesses, including Nergal.  A kispu offering is 
specified.  A tigi-drum is used in the ritual.  The text does not need to point out that the 
ritual is successful. 
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It is not surprising that the exorcist, mash-mash, took part in certain of these magical 
rites.  A kispu for the Annuna-gods, for example, has the exorcist bring a variety of good 
before the king and libate beer, milk and wine for the three gods Ea, Shamash, and 
Marduk.1424 The tigi-drum in the “Ea-Marduk” incantation above reminds us of the 
performer and composer, the gala, known in Akkadian as kalû, who used such a drum on 
many occasions.  A late (Seleucid period) kispu offering for the Annuna-gods is performed 
by the gala.  The object is to guard against an eclipse of the moon.1425  So terrifying were 
the lunar and solar eclipses that a substitute for the king could be set up so that king would 
avoid their baleful influences.  One of the epithets of Shamash was en of the Annuna-
gods,1426  a group of underworld judges who are often paired with heavenly counterparts, 
the Igigi. 

The magical texts are massively represented in late, 1st millennium texts, especially from 
Assyria.  It has been suggested that the Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian periods, in 
what archaeologists have preferred to call the Iron Age, showed a quantitative expansion 
of magic.1427  The sense that the world is filled with destructive spirits that need to be 
controlled was perhaps a response to the increasing brutality of Iron Age warfare.  
Thorkild Jacobsen considered that the 1st millennium was dominated by the “powers of 
death.”  “A world,” he wrote, “barely livable before, had now collapsed and become rank 
jungle.”  We will see later how Uruk was affected.  Mesopotamia is not the only place 
where such a perception was widespread.  Greek literature reflects similar worries. 

The rituals may not be as well attested in the 3rd and 2nd millennia texts as in the 1st 
millennium, but there is evidence that many of the rituals are much older.  The “Ea-
Marduk” incantations, for example, appear in an Early Dynastic text, and the Bît rimki 
rituals are at least as old as the Old Babylonian period.  The collections of ritual texts 
known as Shurpu and Maqlû contain material that may be much older than the series that 
were standardized in the 2nd millennium.  Both have parts that connect Shamash, 
Enki/Ea, and Asalluhi/Marduk.  Shurpu contains three “Ea-Marduk” rituals. 

One “Ea-Marduk” incantation cleanses a man of an “oath” (nam-erím, Akkadian 
māmítu).  The “oath” breaks out on three planes of existence.  In a detailed mythological 
opening to the ritual, the effects are seen as a certain disease from the Abzu, a demon 
from the earth, and the “oath” itself from the heavens.  Suffering is widespread—
extending through cities, towns and countryside to settle in the accursed individual.  The 
ritual consists of loaves of coarse flour strung on a bronze skewer and capped with a 
carnelian bead.  A number of important gods and goddesses are invoked to cleanse the 
man.  The Sun God only appears at the end of the text when he takes the healed man 
before other gods.1428 

A second “Ea-Marduk” incantation  involves breaking the spell of a witch, turning the 
tables on her, and describing the violence done to her in consequence so vividly that at 
least one Assyriologist, J. V. Kinnier Wilson, claims that witches involve a dangerous, 
psychotic element in early “Babylonian psychiatry.”1429  Ea informs his son that, when the 
ritual is completed, 
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“Her knot will be loosened! 
Her venom and slaver will be like small young animals! 
Let the large net overwhelm the body of that sorceress! 
Let her weaken in her heart like the serpent-god! 
Let her own witchcraft bring down that sorceress 
 the way a young scorpion does! 
Let this sorceress dig into her own tendons 
 the way a pointed stake can! 
Let the witchcraft that she inflicted rage against her! 
 
“She will hack her breast with her own hand, 
 eat her own finger as if it were cheese. 
“Let her mouth dry up.”1430 

Of course, the double ritual that removed the spell consisted first of filling a basin with 
pure water and a variety of plants and stones, and then, after the incantation above, 
cleaning and scouring the man—and giving him over to Utu/Shamash. 

While the “Ea-Marduk” texts are cast in the form of a dialogue between the two gods, the 
actual ritual would have been carried out by the magician, in Sumerian mash-mash, 
Akkadian mashmashshu and āshipu.  The profession is known from Early Dynastic 
times.1431  Goddesses are described as āshiptu, but there is no clear evidence that 
magicians were female.  While the modern West would like to see a sharp distinction 
between the magician, who operates within the sphere of religion, and the physician 
(asû), who seems to us to be largely “secular,” Mesopotamia seems not to make such 
distinctions.  Like the magician physicians use incantations and similar healing devices. 

Maqlû offers a much greater role for Shamash.  Like Shurpu it is a collection of magical 
and medical devices to deal with witchcraft.1432  As Tzvi Abusch interprets the collection—
as a unified series of rituals—the last division comes at the rising of the sun.  The earlier 
parts were conducted at night.  The person who has been seized by witchcraft can claim 
finally to be “cleansed by the light of the (rising) sun.”1433  Only in the last part of Maqlû 
do we find images of the witches set before Shamash.  The person asks that Shamash 
pronounce a verdict of death by fire.  (The title of the collection means “Burnings.”) 

There is an important Urukean connection with Maqlû.  In the Neo-Assyrian period, at 
least, the king performed Maqlû at night and again in the morning.  A figurine of 
Gilgamesh is used in the ritual, and it is to be performed in the month of Abu, when the 
cult of Gilgamesh as an underworld judge was traditionally active.  In the ritual series 
Gilgamesh is invoked in the introductory and concluding sections of the first division.  
Abusch points out the significance: “that division of Maqlû is historically the oldest in the 
series and ultimate purpose of which is the transformation of the witch into a ghost and 
the expulsion of the the ghost from the world of the living and its banishment to the world 
of the dead: for these are the very sections of Maqlû in which a netherworld orientation 
is most pronounced.”1434 In the first section he is invoked in the following way: 
“Netherworld, Netherworld, yea Netherworld!/ Gilgamesh is the executor of your (the 
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witches’) ban.”1435  Thus the deified en of Uruk at night and the Sun God at dawn perform 
significant roles in Mesopotamian magic. 

Another ritual well-attested in Neo-Assyrian texts that appears to have been known in the 
Old Babylonian period is known as Shēp lemutti ina bīt amēli, “To Block the Entry of the 
Enemy in Someone’s House.”  It contains many elements that will interest us later, but 
for now the interest is the presence of Shamash in the ritual. 

Shēp lemutti ina bīt amēli is a very complicated ritual in almost every way.  It involves 
nearly eighty statues of gods, monsters, sages, and dogs.1436 The statues which, when 
purified, are placed in a person’s house, particularly in the bedroom, are made some of 
various woods and one group, “creatures of the apsû,” of clay. The purpose is to protect 
the house against a host of “evil” enemies (lemutti).  Two such houses have been 
excavated, one in Assur and another in Ur.  Some sixty different “evils” are identified in 
the opening of the text.1437 

Statues are made and then presented to Shamash in a series of complicated moves.  In 
the first instance, seven wooden images are made, clad in different colored pastes and 
inscribed with their names.  For whatever reason—probably because they represent seven 
cities thought to have existed before the Flood—the statues represent Ur, Nippu, Eridu, 
Kullab, Kesh, Lagash, and Shuruppak.1438  Kullab, that is, the ancient sacred part of Uruk, 
is introduced as “the statue that is clad in black paste,” whose name is “Good Day, who 
appeared in Kullab.” 

The statues are not only presented to Shamash, but Shamash is addressed in the trio we 
have seen above, with Ea and Marduk.  At each stage, where a different group of statues 
is presented to Shamash, an incantation is pronounced before him.  One is an incantation 
known as “Clay pit, Clay Pit.”1439  The incantation that most involves Shamash is given as 
follows: 

Incantation: Shamash, great lord, exalted judge, entrusted with the care 
of all heaven and earth, the one who gives good guidance to the living and the  
dead you are.  The bone of divinity, the consecrated tamarisk, the holy wood for 
the image that will stand in the house of NN son of NN to throw back the evil 
ones, I have cut before you.  May what I do be profitable, may it prosper.1440   

This section is typical of the lengthy ritual as a whole.  The exorcist makes the statues of 
tamarisk wood, and the process is given in great detail.  At sunrise he enters the woods, 
takes a golden axe and silver saw, censer, torch and holy water he consecrates the statues 
in front of Shamash.  The ground is swept, water sprinkled, a folding table set up, a sheep 
is sacrificed, dates and meal scattered, a censer with juniper wood set up and “first class 
beer” poured out.  The exorcist then kneels and purifies the tamarisk with censer, torch 
and holy water.  He then speaks the incantation. 

That is not all, however, in this section.  With the golden axe and silver saw he touches 
the tamarisk and cuts it down, goes into the city and makes seven statues of the Sebettu, 
the Seven gods.  Given a tiara and clad in its own garment, each statue is placed on a 
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pedestal “in a walking pose.”  Their uniform is smeared with red paste.  A hatchet of 
bronze and a dagger of bronze are placed in their hands.  Bronze headbands, bronze 
horns, and bows and quivers hang at their sides.  The statues, like the others, will 
eventually be purified at the river and taken to the house, where they are placed in special 
symbolic locations. 

In all four different parts of the ritual involve placing images before Shamash. 

 

[Fig. 42: See “Illustrations”: Visual of sages and spirits attending a sick person, from 
Collection de Clercq II, 34a; reproduced in  Ivan Starr, Queries, 193] 

 

Shēp lemutti ina bīt amēli guards against more than sixty “evils.”  In yet another example 
of the Mesopotamian penchant for making lists to cover all contingencies, the list of 
dangers runs from the dreaded udug and what the West would come to find flatly 
contradictory, an “evil god” (dingir hul, hul being the Sumerian equivalent of Akkadian 
lemuttu in the title of the ritual).  The Lamashtu disturbed pregnant women and snatched 
infants.  The lilû and its female counterpart, lilîtu (like the Lilith of Jewish tradition), were 
terrifying spirits. (Note the presence of a lilû in “The Birth of Gilgamesh.”) Fate, Death, 
plague, and diseases known as the Hand of a God and the Hand of a Goddess find 
themselves in the same list as damage, theft and loss. If the opening of the ritual makes it 
look like a Homeowner’s Policy, it was. 

But there were many ritual poems that identified a single problem.  It might be a sorcerer, 
or a snake that had entered a person’s house, or a dog that had urinated on someone—the 
expert kept a file of many protective and healing devices.1441  One asks Shamash to absolve 
a person who may have been touched by an accursed man, stepped in a puddle of wash 
water, or walked over the nail pairings or the shavings from an armpit from a dangerous 
source.  The ritual poem asks for release from those actions that may have been 
completely unintended—and those like lying and harmful speech of which the person was 
conscious.1442  Shamash joins Ea and Marduk in a poignant query where a person asks 
what caused his guilt.  In this case it appears that the person’s father and mother, by 
making him human, has created a host of difficulties for him: paralysis, debility, fever.  
He asks the gods to “drive off the guilt of my mother and father” (Foster 554).  Another 
interpretation is that the speaker has wronged his parents and is being punished for it.  
Whichever is correct, the poem includes a striking image of the parents making plans, 
followed by the birth of the child, seen as a snake wriggling through the birth canal.  “From 
the dark within I came forth and saw you, O Shamash!” 

Benjamin R. Foster’s anthology of Akkadian literature, Before the Muses, contains 
nothing of Shamash before the middle of the 2nd millennium, the “Mature Period” of 
Akkadian literature.  Then Foster includes a great deal of material from that period into 
the 1st millennium through Neo-Babylonian times.  Foster provides a good sampling of 
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Shamash literature.  A few examples from the Mature Period make it clear that in magic 
and divination Shamash was the equal of the highest gods. 

A bilingual Sumerian and Akkadian prayer from a ritual series Bît Rimki (“House of the 
Ritual Bath”) provides a good illustration of the interconnections among myth, religion, 
and magic.  Bît Rimki was an “official” ritual to protect the king through purification.  The 
prayer is spoken by an exorcist.  It opens with an account of Shamash’s major qualities. 

O Shamash, when you come forth from the great mountain, 
When you come forth from the great mountain, 
 the mountain of the deep, 
When you come forth from the holy hill 
 where destinies are ordained, 
When you [come forth] from the back of heaven 
 to the junction point of heaven and earth, 
The great gods attend upon you for judgment, 
The Anunna-gods attend upon you to render verdicts. 
Mankind, including (all) peoples, await your command, 
Livestock, wildlife, all four-footed creatures, 
Fix their eyes upon your great light. 
O Shamash, you are the greatest of sages 
 and your own (best) counselor, 
O Shamash, you are greatest of leaders, 
 judge of heaven and earth. 
Whatever is (secret) in the heart is spoken out [before you?], 
All people’s passing thoughts speak (as if aloud) to you.1443   

Benjamin Foster explains the last line, which contains a reference to a disembodied spirit 
known as a ziqīqu, as the spirit’s ability to express a person’s motivation.1444  The prayer 
is cast in poetic lines that emphasize parallelism. 

The introduction to the poem is followed by a lengthy section of more than twenty lines 
that identify the people Shamash aids in his commitment to “truth and justice.”  They are 
the oppressed and the maltreated—as we see in the law codes—and a remarkable variety 
of problems.  One person is gripped by contagion; another is “held hostage by a fiend.”  A 
malignant shade has flung one down.  A “huge spectre” has killed another.  The terrifying 
Lamashtu—a malformed daughter of the high gods Anu and Antum, who is the nemesis 
of pregnant women and infants—seizes one.  A “malignant god” twists the limbs of 
another.  (The very idea of an “evil god” is difficult for Western thought.)  Various demons, 
those who paralyze persons and those who make others feverish, are listed along with 
female ghosts, one of whom weds a man, and another who frustrates the young man.  The 
catalog is largely conventional, and comprehensive in order to cover all possible dangers 
the king may be facing. Bad signs, curses, malicious mouths and the evil eye are named. 

[Fig. 43: See  “A Scene of Healing” Collon (1987), #803] 

For the exorcist, Shamash has the power to “revive” all of those afflicted.  He identifies 
himself to Shamash.  “I (the exorcist) am the messenger of Ea,” that is, Enki. 
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In Enki’s role as the crafty god who knows powerful magic, the god has given the exorcist 
a “commission.”  What follows is the ritual that will protect the king.  First Shamash is to 
render a verdict in the case.  Then the “foul sickness” is removed from his body.  Pure 
water is poured over the king’s body.  Then a substitute, an image, is bathed in the water.  
When the water flows from the “body” of the image, the danger will “flow like water from 
the body of the king.” 

The exorcist completes his prayer by anticipating a positive outcome for the king.  The 
king will sound the praises of Shamash—and the exorcist, “servant” of Shamash, will also 
render him homage. 

A second, somewhat shorter part of the ritual text is spoken by the king.  Interestingly, 
the text has a provision for the insertion of a king’s name.  “I, so-and-so, son of so-and-
so, your servant, turn to you, seek you” (line 91).  No such line is necessary to specify the 
exorcist.  Any exorcist performing his role will do.  But the individual case is obviously 
one that relates to a specific king.  He asks for judgment and implores Shamash to release 
his bond and give him life.  The magical text ends with a series of “requests” or demands 
that will itself affect the outcome.  The danger to the king will depart, cross rivers and go 
beyond mountains—as far as one can imagine.  It will even “mount to the skies” like 
smoke.  Like an uprooted tamarisk tree, “may it not return where it was!”  The text ends 
with the king proclaiming the greatness of Shamash. 

“The Mature Period”1445 includes a prayer from another royal ritual, Mish pî, Washing of 
the Mouth, has the king asking for many favors from Shamash: that the king will enjoy a 
prosperous reign, that he will receive positive signs and dreams from the Sun God, that 
he will rule in truth and justice, acquire a comrade and maintain a good reputation.1446  
The king asks for the intercession of Shamash’s courier, Bunene, and wife, Aya.  In 
preparation for these requests, the king recites the god’s characteristics.  The prayer 
largely summarizes the powers of Shamash, as seen in Babylon.  Note that the only sites 
mentioned in the prayer are Sippar and Babylon.  The Igigi-gods, as we have seen, are 
associated with the heavens, in contrast with the Annuna, or Annunaki, who dwell in the 
underworld. 

O most great, perfect, son of the Brightly Rising God [Nanna/Sîn, the moon], 
Perpetually renewing light, beacon of the people, discloser of light, 
O Shamash, light of heaven and earth, splendor of the world, 
O lord of Sippar, protection of the Ebabbar, 
Twin of Marduk, Babylon’s trust, 
The peoples heed your light, 
The Igigi-gods await your command, 
The numerous black-headed folk [Mesopotamians] praise your valor. 
You provide a comrade for the lonely man, 
You give an heir to the impotent, 
You open wide the fast doorbolts of heaven, 
You provide light for the one who cannot see. 
You can read the cased tablet that has not been opened. 
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You inscribe omens in sheep, you provide a verdict. 
O judge of the gods, lord of the Igigi-gods, 
O Shamash, you are master of the land’s destiny. (lines 1-17)1447 

The great Shamash Hymn from the same period is 200 lines long.  It expands the 
description of the god’s powers seen in the Mish pî prayer.  The all-seeing sun has 
responsibility for the whole world; is important in divination, oaths, and treaties; 
investigates evil actions and judges offenders.  Shamash is “the principal divine 
communicant with the perplexed, the lost, meek, venturesome, and the most wretched 
human beings beyond the pales of civilization,” according to Foster’s reading of the 
poem.1448  The poem lists many such persons in need: feeble ones, the meek, the weak, 
the oppressed; shepherds and herdsmen in trouble; the traveling merchant; fisherman, 
hunter, archer, and fowler (lines 132-43).  He sees the “bandit on the wilderness paths” 
and “the wandering dead” who comes before him (lines 144-45). 

Not surprisingly in an era where attempts were made to regulate business transactions, 
Shamash is the deity able to see through the fast-talking trader and supervise honest 
transactions.  Interestingly, many of his characteristics are derived from “king” Ea, “the 
counselor” (line 24).  And he is compared with Ea and Ea’s guards, the lahmu, in his 
movement across the seas. 

You cross time and again the vast expanse of the seas, 
[Whose] depths not even the Igigi-gods know. 
[O Sham]ash, your radiance has gone down to the deep, 

[The hairy hero-m]an of the ocean can see your light.  (lines 35-38)1449 

The poem alludes to the tradition in which the twentieth of the month was Shamash’s day.  
“On the twentieth of the month you rejoice with mirth and joy,/ You dine, you drink fine 
brew, the tavernkeep’s beer at wharfside./ They pour barkeep’s beer for you, you accept 
it” (lines 156-58). 

A favorite means of discovering the will of the gods involved divination, especially the 
examination of the liver of a lamb.  The gods were thought to have written the fates on the 
liver, clay models of which have been found.  Reading the signs was the specialty of a 
person known as a bārû, or haruspex.  The Neo-Assyrian kings Esarhaddon and 
Assurbanipal were particularly concerned with such divination.  An immense number of 
queries to the Sun God and reports of the diviner’s findings were collected during the 
reigns of those Assyrian kings.  But queries to the god were attested as early as the Old 
Babylonian period.1450 

Uruk is not often mentioned in the Assyrian corpus.  There is an indirect reference in 
three queries that deal with an illness that has seized the famous mother of Esarhaddon, 
Niq’a.  The two that mention Uruk ask if “The Hand of Nanaya of Uruk” is the illness and 
if the prognosis is death.  The first of them is the best preserved, and it speaks of “The 
Hand of Iqbi-damiq.”  The text gives the flavor of the queries to the Sun God, which follow 
a standard format. 
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Shamash, great lord, give me a firm positive answer to what I am asking you! 
Niq’a, mother of Esarhaddon, king of Assyria, who is now ill, and on whom the 
“hand” of god Iqbi-damiq was placed in extispicy—Will it pass by unto sacrificial 
sheep and oxen? 
If she is ill with this disease, is it decreed and confirmed in a favorable case, by 
the command of your great divinity, Shamash, great lord?  Will he who can see, 
see it?  Will he who can hear, hear it? 
Disregard that a clean or an unclean person has touched the sacrificial sheep, or 
blocked the way of the sacrificial sheep. 
Disregard that an unclean man or woman has come near the place of the extispicy 
and made it unclean. 
Disregard that the ram (offered) to your divinity for the performance of the 
extispicy is deficient or faulty. 
Disregard that he who touches the forehead of the sheep is dressed in his 
ordinary soiled garments, (or has eaten, drunk, or anointed himself with anything 
unclean. 
Disregard that I, the haruspex your servant, have eaten, drunk, or anointed 
myself with anything unclean, changed or altered the proceedings, or jumbled the 
oracle query in my mouth. 
Let them be taken out and put aside! 
I ask you, Shamash, great lord: 
Be present in this ram, place (in it) a firm positive answer, favorable designs, 
favorable, propitious omens by the oracular command of your great divinity, and 
may I see (them). 
May (this query) go to your great divinity, O Shamash, great lord, and may an 
oracle be given as an answer.1451 

Alas, we do not have the god’s response to this series (#189-95?) of requests. 

There are, however, a number of prayers address by the diviners to the principal gods of 
divination, notably Shamash and Adad, which illustrate various items used in the rituals.  
Water cleanses.  Incense pleases.  And offerings of flour and animals are among the many 
things given to the gods to affect their judgments.  Flour, of course, is the offering of the 
agricultural community.  Lambs, representing the best of animal husbandry, that other 
mainstay of Mesopotamian society, are often sacrificed for the purpose. One prayer 
begins: 

[O Shamash, lord of judgment, O Ada]d, lord of divination, I bring and ask your 
blessing upon (this yearling [lamb] which no ram has mounted, into which [no] 
beast’s seed has fallen.  It ate grass on the plains, it always drank water from pure 
pools, the male lamb was kept away from it.1452   

We have seen earlier that domesticated animals were not the only animals sacrificed in 
Mesopotamian rituals.  The question of the origin of sacrifice has seen advocates of 
opposing positions.  The classicist Walter Burkert, for example, has argued that ritual 
killing of animals emerges from hunting, while historian of religion Jonathan Z. Smith 
has maintained that it is a phenomenon of agrarian and pastoral communities.1453  We 
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have seen that a very early narrative of the hero Lugalbanda suggests that humans had 
originally been vegetarians and discovered meat-eating only under extreme duress.  
William W. Hallo takes the story to be about the origin of animal sacrifice.1454  And we 
have seen that, earlier still, in the Archaic Uruk period, the en is seen on cylinder seals 
carrying to the temple parts of animals that are clearly not of domesticated animals.  We 
should not, then, be surprised that among the 2nd millennium diviner’s prayers is a 
beautiful portrayal of a gazelle, about to be sacrificed.  It forms a nice contrast with the 
previous work. 

O Shamash, lord of judgment, O Adad, lord of divination, I bring and ask your 
blessing upon a pure fawn, offspring of a gazelle, whose eyes are bright-hued, 
whose features are radiant(?), a pure, tawny sacrificial animal, offspring of a 
gazelle, whose mother bore him in the steppe, and the steppe set its kind protection 
over him.  The steppe raised him like a father, and the pasture like a mother. When 
the warrior Adad saw him, he would rain abundance(?) upon him in the earth’s 
close: grass grew up, he would rejoice in (its) fullness, the…of the livestock would 
sprout luxuriantly.  He would eat grass in the steppe; never would he want for 
water to drink at pure pools.  He would feed on the …-plants and then return (to 
his haunts).  He who never knew a herdsman [  ] in the steppe, from whom the 
lamb was kept away, I ask your bless (upon him as my offering).  O Shamash and 
Adad, stand by me!  In what I saw and pray, [in whatsoever I d]o, in the inquiry I 
ask your blessing on, let there b[e] truth!1455    

So far we have been emphasizing the development of a solar cult through the 2nd 
millennium BCE.  We have already seen that Nanna/Sîn, the moon, was important very 
early on in Sumerian thought, not only in Ur, where he had his “house,” but also in Archaic 
Uruk.  Nanna’s fortunes fluctuated during the millennia, especially as the political power 
of Ur came and went.  The Ur III empire is a case in point.  But when, at the very end of 
Babylon’s power, king Nabonidas exalted Nanna/Sîn above the other gods, his action was 
seen as wildly heterodox.  Still, there is at least one poem, a royal prayer to be pronounced 
at the beginning of an important enterprise that is addressed to both the sun and the 
moon together.  Except for weaving the two powers together, the poem is unremarkable.  
It begins, though, in a rare vision of the great heavenly lights as partners. 

O Sîn and Shamash, gods both, 
Sîn of the night, Shamash of all the day, 
You <pronounce> the verdicts of heaven and earth. 
You look each day upon the dimensions of day, month, and year. 
O Sîn and Shamash, it is you ordain the destiny of the lands, 
You are the remote gods 
Who daily control(?) the speech of the people.1456 

Keeping the House of the Sun 
Exactly what we are to make of the subtle distinctions between representations of the two 
cities of the sun?  Enheduanna devoted different temple hymns to Larsa and Sippar.  The 
Ebabbar of Larsa is the “house which comes forth from heaven, visible in Kulaba.”  
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Virtually every line is filled with light, as one would expect; but there is nothing of Utu’s 
intense concern for justice or his decision-making.1457  Sippar, on the other hand, is the 
“dais, upon which Utu sits daily,” where the people and herds arise with the sun.  Utu of 
Sippar is, however, preeminently the judge: he measures out the mes and “pronounces 
judgment at the place where the sun rises.”1458  Shulgi of Ur highlighted the sun god of 
Larsa—but saw his judicial authority deriving not from Utu of Larsa but rather from 
Ishtaran of Der.1459 And Hammurabi’s Code, as we have seen, follows the earlier Temple 
Hymns.  Whatever the reason for the difference, there is no question that Utu/Shamash 
of Babylonian Sippar is preeminently the god of Justice. 

Ancient Sippar1460 produced one of the most astonishing temple-based institutions in 
Mesopotamian history.  Investigated extensively by Rivkah Harris, the cloister (gagû) of 
the naditus in Sippar provides a unique perspective on the status of women in the ancient 
Near East.1461 

The city itself has an unusual history.  Although it was known in Sargonic times and was 
part of the “core” of the Ur III empire, Sippar seems to have been developed under the 
Babylonians.  The cloister of the naditus was a prominent feature of the Ebabbar temple 
complex since the time of Immerum, a contemporary of Babylon’s Sumu-la-El (1880-
1845 BCE).  Hammurabi, who considered himself the “organizer of Sippar” built (or 
rebuilt) the wall around the cloister and—to indicate the prestige of the place—installed 
his sister in the cloister.1462  Harris points out that women entered the cloister of Sippar 
even when cloisters in other sites were closer, and that the royal houses of Mari as well as 
Babylon installed princesses in the gagû of the Ebabbar.  One of the women, Ayyalatum, 
known from letters that have been excavated at the site, was the daughter of Sumu-la-El 
and sister-in-law of Uruk’s Sin-kashid.1463 

The city grew in an unusual way.  Around a core, Sippar-Yahrurum, which contained the 
Ebabbar temple and, of course, the cloister, a number of suburbs outside the walls, sites 
originally settled by tribal peoples, came to be attached to the core.  Sippar-Amnanum, 
for example, contained a temple of Annunitum, Eulmash (the same name as Ishtar’s 
temple in Agade).1464  Clay tablets have been found in both parts of the city, many of them 
in private houses.  Sippar had been administered by a mayor (rabianu) and a council of 
elders when Hammurabi changed the political organization of the growing city.  For the 
next millennnium the city appears to have flourished, then its fortunes declined.  By 
Seleucid times little was left of it.1465  The cloister itself, in the early days housing wealthy 
women who were in many cases quite literate, declined rapidly.  By the end of the Old 
Babylonian period the unique institution had largely disappeared.  Harris points out that 
later periods found the institution unthinkable, that the life of women in the cloister must 
have been a gloomy prison, and the women themselves were thought to have been 
prostitutes and witches.1466 

While the cloister flourished, though, the naditus and qadishtus who lived there were as 
free and powerful as any in Mesopotamian history.  Elizabeth Stone noted that earlier, in 
Ur III, almost all buildings that have been excavated were public buildings, and the 
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writings discovered in them reflect that; while virtually all buildings of the Old Babylonian 
period are private buildings.1467  It may then be the luck of the excavator, but Old 
Babylonian Sippar has yielded many letters that give a uniquely personal slant on many 
matters important to individuals.  A letter found in one of the private houses, for example, 
deals with the adoption of a certain Gimil-ili.  The child was adopted by a couple, 
Shamash-mushteshar and Kinunitum when the weaning of the child was complete.  The 
adoptive couple give the child to a man, Iballut, and a woman, Erishtum, probably his 
sister, for suckling.  Erishtum is perhaps the name of a priestess, a NU.GIG (signs that 
could be read qadishtu). 

Gimil-ili son of Shamash-mushtesher and Kinunitum: they gave him to Iballut and 
Erishtum for suckling.  Iballut and Erishtum have received the full fee for suckling 
them.  Their hearts are content.  Even if Shamash-mushtesher his father and 
Kinunitum his mother should get sons ten times over, Gimil-ili will (still) be their 
eldest heir.  Should Gimil-ili say to Shamash-mushtesher his father and to 
Kinunitum his mother, “You are not my father, you are not my mother,” they shall 
shave him and sell him for silver.  Should Shamash-Mushtesher his father and 
Kinunitum his mother say to Gimil-ili their son,” You are not my son,” they shall 
make them forfeit house and possessions.  They have sworn by the life of Shamash, 
Marduk, and Sin-muballit.1468 

The procedures outlined in the letter, which was witnessed by ten different people, appear 
to follow Hammurabi’s Code, though the letter was written during the time of 
Hammurabi’s father Sin-muballit (mentioned in the last line).  It is clearly a legal 
document, but it gives some insight into the lives of ordinary individuals of the day. 

The private archive of a certain kalamahum  of the goddess Annunitum  of Sippar-
Amnanum, one Ur-Utu,1469 yields another interesting insight into the individuals who 
were engaged in business in Old Babylonian Sippar.  (The temple official kalamahum is 
the Akkadian equivalent of the gala-mah, or “great gala” in Sumerian.)  The contents of 
the letter are rather obscure because the relationships among the people involved are not 
known, but the letter is clearly a demand for satisfaction in a dispute between the sender, 
Nabium-lamassashu, and a qadishtu named Etertum.  The first half of the letter is a 
pleasant enough formulaic greeting, asking a blessing of Shamash and Marduk for the one 
who received the letter.  The second half displays a very different attitude. 

Speak to the gentleman: 
Thus Nabium-lamassashu. 
May Shamash and Marduk grant that you live forever. 
May you stay well and alive. 
The god, your protector, may he intercede in your favor. 
I wrote to you to ask how you are. 
By Shamash and Marduk may your well-being be everlasting. 
As you know, Etertum, the qadishtum-woman is not a stranger to the house. 
About the office of the “seals of Ishtar, the Queen of Sippar,” which she holds, 
I, intentionally, never wrote to you. 
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May she pay the libation-beer according to the divine (de)sign. 
Speak with generosity: 
“Let them use the silver for profits.”1470 

 

The seals of Ishtar are ornaments for the garments placed on the statue of the goddess 
(111).  The title, “Queen (sharrat, the feminine form of the Akkadian word for king, 
sharru) of Sippar” was given to both Ishtar and Annunitum, the goddess Ur-Utu served.  
(The goddess may well have been identified with Ishtar at this site.)  While the sender 
demands that the qadishtu, Etertum, pay a “libation-beer,” as required by a rule of the 
gods, there is nothing in the letter that suggests that the woman has a role in the temple 
that is in any way perceived negatively, as would happen with the qadishtu in later 
periods.  Indeed, her holding the seals of Ishtar suggests that she has a very important 
role to play in the goddess’s service. 

Temple Personnel in the Law Codes 
The qadishtu as a group is one of several groups of women who perform various roles for 
the temple in the Old Babylonian period.  The “reforms” of Shulgi in the 3rd millennium  
had shifted power decisively away from the temple to the elaborate bureaucracy organized 
by the king.  Under the new order temples, which had once received regular “gifts” from 
kings, now were required to pay taxes to the central government.  Kings continued to 
boast, though, of the many services they provided to temples, especially building and 
rebuilding temples and ziggurats.  Many of Shulgi’s reforms died with the last Ur III king, 
but the temples of Mesopotamian were never again as powerful as they had been late in 
the 4th millennium.  At least they were not independent of the “secular” authorities.  By 
the time of the First Dynasty of Babylon, another factor has entered the scene: extensive 
private property.  It had already become difficult to tell if a profession or occupation, like 
“writer” or “shepherd,” had been secularized.  There were dub-sars attached to palaces 
and temples.  The temples were enormously productive.  Centralizing economic activities 
must have taken textiles away from Uruk’s Eanna, for example, but the extensive holdings 
in land made the granaries of Uruk as important as they had been before.  But by 
Hammurabi’s time it had become difficult to tell if even those persons who were required 
to live in the temple should be considered “religious.”  One such group of women found 
in the cloisters of Sippar, Babylon and Nippur was called nadītu. 

It is difficult to be sure that any given part of Hammurabi’s Code reflects real conditions 
of the day.  So we cannot be certain that the laws related to keepers of the temple are 
representative of society.  If we ignore slaves, which could be owned by the palace, the 
temple, or by private individuals, that appear frequently in the nearly three hundred laws 
in the code, we find the Mesopotamian equivalents of medical doctors (asû), veterinarians 
(asî alpin), barbers (gallabun), and builders (ittinnum) who may or may not have been 
part of the temple.  A “courtier” (girshequ) and a wet nurse (musheniqtu) figure in a few 
laws.  Boatmen—once the master of a boat—appear there, as do agricultural laborers, ox 
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drivers (who could be female in Old Babylonian times), plow owners, herdsmen and 
shepherds would certainly have been part of the temple in earlier times. 

Hammurabi’s Code tries to fix the wages of the mār ummănim, the craftsmen, some of 
whom may yet have been women.  One law (#274) identifies no fewer than nine crafts and 
specifies wages in silver or barleycorns for each: 

Woven-textile workers 
Linen workers 
Stone-cutters 
Bow-makers 
Smiths 
Carpenters 
Leather workers 
Reed workers 
Builders. 

The myth, “Inanna and Enki,” as we have seen, included what appears to be an older list 
of crafts, one that reflected a period when women could have been included and the value 
of their work was probably higher than in Old Babylonian times.  The appearance in the 
middle of the list of the dub-sar suggests the value of all categories in the list.  The crafts 
in “Inanna and Enki” were divine me, which like en-ship, kingship, and even god-ship, 
had been in the possession of Enki but came into the possession of Inanna.  They were as 
much a part of the sacred as were the more obviously “priestly” roles.  There is nothing in 
Hammurabi’s Code to suggest that they were still counted among keepers of the sacred 
house. 

What is surprising is the number of laws that deal with women who, like the nadītu, 
interpret sexuality and fertility.  Such women were still clearly related to the temple, 
though as we shall see, the nature of that relationship is difficult to pin down. The nadītu 
appears in no fewer than twelve laws (#40, 101, 137, 144-46, and 178-182, obviously 
clustering in two groups).  Others are sābitum (#108, 109, 111), ugbabtu (#110, 127, 178 
and 179), shugitu (137, 144, 145, 183 and 184), sekretu (#178-80, 192 and 193), qadishtu 
(181), and kulmashitu (181), all of whom are difficult to define in modern Western terms. 

All of these figures show up in early lexical lists, and though the responsibilities of the 
temple keepers are difficult to know, they all interpret sexuality in ways we are likely to 
find strange. 

The sābitu (Sumerian kurun)1471 is usually a tavern-keeper.  One famous sābitu was the 
woman, Ku-Baba, who gained kingship “over all lands” for her careful attention to the 
service of Marduk in Babylon, according to the Weidner Chronicle.  An even more famous 
example, from Gilgamesh Tablet 10, is the goddess Siduri, a manifestation of Ishtar, who 
kept the tavern where a distraught Gilgamesh searched for eternal life.  She dispenses 
advice to the hero.  In different versions of the story the advice is different, but she plays 
an important role in the heroic quest.  Considering the cultural importance of beer 
production and beer drinking in Mesopotamia—the brewer is always an important figure 
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in the temple—tavern keeping had a certain theological respectability.  But there were 
stories of sexual activities in the taverns also—and the taverns were usually located 
outside city walls, as if to suggest they could be dangerous places.  Hammurabi’s Code 
specifies (#109) that if criminals congregate in the tavern and she does not arrest them, 
the sabitu could be killed.  If a nadītu or an ugbabtu “who does not reside within the 
cloister” (#110) were to enter a tavern to drink beer, the woman could be burned alive!  
On the other hand, the other rules involving the sābitu (#108, 111) are merely regulatory, 
involving payments for grain and loans of beer.  There is nothing in the laws to suggest 
that the tavern or their keepers are morally suspect.1472 

It was important to keep the uncloistered ugbabtu (Sumerian nin-dingir) out of the 
tavern.  Law #127 deals with what must have seemed a possible situation, in which a man 
accuses a man’s wife or an ugbabtu-woman presumably of a sexual indiscretion.  Without 
offering proof, the man himself would be flogged and have half of his hair shaved off.  
Other laws (#178 and 179) lump the ugbabtu with the nadītu and the sekretu. Those laws 
are strictly interested in the dowry given the women by their fathers.  The women are 
given the use of the dowry, within limitations, and even have the right to sell their 
property—if the fathers have given them authority to do so.  As we shall see, the 
inheritance laws are particularly important for naditus.  These laws would suggest that 
preserving property within the family may well have been a motive for enrolling women 
in offices other than the nadītu. 

We have seen the ugbabtu in the seven-day ritual at Larsa.  Evidence for the nin-dingir 
in the Sumerian temple goes back to Early Dynastic times.1473  The same Sumerian signs 
can be read in Akkadian as entu, that is, the specifically female equivalent of the famous 
en.  (Because Sumerian does not distinguish gender in the noun, female ens like 
Enheduanna are known by some of the same signs as males.)  In Neo-Assyrian times the 
two terms, ugbabtu and entu are often mixed up, perhaps by design.  By itself, the 
Sumerian nin-dingir could be refer to the nin (translated rather unhelpfully as “lady”) 
who is divine.  In Sippar and in Kish the ugbabtu appear to be cloistered in the gagû, as 
the nadītus were.  In Sippar they, again like the naditus, serve the sun god.  Elsewhere 
they serve Marduk (in Babylon) and other deities, most prominently—and probably 
closest to their oldest forms—the great goddess Inanna/Ishtar.  We have seen that nin-
dingir-ship was an exalted role in the myth of “Inanna and Enki.”  She makes offerings to 
the deities.  Several texts allude to sexual activities and gender-bending among these 
elusive figures. 

It is worth noting at this point that the office of entu largely disappears from texts after 
Old Babylonian times.  Much later, in the 1st millennium the Babylonian king Nabonidas, 
the unusual theological reformer like Akhnaten in Egypt, reinstated the entu.  Such 
archaizing suggests that an important servant of the gods had been lost.  The entu thus 
joins a number of female figures who seem to disappear from the temple after the Old 
Babylonian period, such as female galas and female writers (dub-sars).  Reasons for the 
diminution or disappearance of women’s roles in the temple are hard to pin down, but 
one may be the increasing professionalization of both secular and religious officials, which 
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coincided with the handing down of positions from fathers to sons.  Tikva Frymer-Kensky, 
among others, argued that the goddesses—with the conspicuous exception of 
Inanna/Ishtar—become marginalized in Mesopotamia after the 3rd millennium.  A likely 
cause is the increasing importance of organized warfare, which excluded women.  This, 
rather than ethnic differences—speakers of Akkadian and other Semitic languages, for 
example, versus Sumerian speakers—would seem to account for a situation the gradually 
excluded women from positions of authority.  The reforms of Shulgi organized territories 
both within the “core” of the Ur III empire and its periphery by granting large estates to 
military authorities, who then checked the power of local elites.  Whether the 
marginalization of the goddesses, like the wise Nisaba in favor of the male Enki/Ea, had 
any effect on the status of women is a question that has been much debated in recent 
years.  One factor could be what we call access to the sacred, which was essential 
throughout Mesopotamian history, no matter how “secular” institutions could be.  If the 
temples came largely to be served by men—a condition that seems to many in the Judeo-
Christian West almost “natural” for the ancient world, since it is what the Bible describes 
as the operation of the Jerusalem temple—then the status of women would likely have 
been affected by that change.  Roles performed by women –especially those involving 
childbirth, child rearing, issues of women’s health—may have been handled as they had 
been for centuries, but outside the temple.  Without access to the innermost areas of the 
temple women in a relatively secularized economy would gradually lose authority. 

Returning to the categories of women who figure in Hammurabi’s Code, the shugītu are 
known in “sacred marriage” literature from the Isin period, where they “walk before” 
Inanna along with male and female performers we have already seen.  In the “Iddin-
Dagan Hymn” shu-gi4-a maidens (the Sumerian form of the title) are particularly 
mentioned for their hair, rather like the kezertu-women in Inanna’s service.  Texts 
mentioning the shugītu usually deal with sexual matters.  (A medical prescription calls 
for “hair from the genital area of the shugītu.”1474  In Hammurabi’s Code the shugītu is 
regularly associated with the nadītu.  The context is clear.  If a man marries a nadītu but 
she is unable to provide him with children (by adoption), he might marry a shugītu for 
the purpose of having children, or his wife might bring in a slave woman to provide the 
husband with children.  The laws (#145-46) deal with the complex relationships that 
might then prevail in the family.  A telling note to #145 specifies that a šugītu, if she is 
brought into the house of a man who has married a nadītu, “should not aspire to equal 
status with the nadītu.” 

The sekretu seems to be a woman of high social rank, possibly cloistered.1475  As with the 
other closely-related situations, a father could dedicate a woman to a deity, and the legal 
question involved the women’s dowries (#178-80).  Other items involve the reclaiming of 
children raised by a variety of people, including the sekretu (#187, 192-93).  The latter are 
shocking to us because of the punishments given to a child who repudiates either the 
father or the mother—in these cases, the sekretu who raised the child.  In one case the 
authorities should cut out the child’s tongue; in another they should pluck out the child’s 
eye.  In several texts the secretu is mentioned as the “beloved” (narāmtu) of the king.  In 



Chapter Four: In the House of the Mother 622 
  

one text she is capable of undoing witchcraft.  It is not clear, though, that she had any 
specific cultic roles to play. 

The kulmashītu (Sumerian nu-bar) were uncloistered and could marry, and they could 
be dedicated by their fathers to a deity.  Later eras provide a distinctly negative impression 
of her, especially when she is listed among the witches.1476  Virtually all references to her 
suggest a sexual role.  In the Old Babylonian period they could come from wealthy 
families, and they could engage in business.  The kulmashītu is mentioned only once in 
Hammurabi’s Code, and that along with the nadītu and the qadishtu, with whom she is 
usually paired.  For the law code she is one more instance of a woman who could be 
dedicated by a father to serve a deity (#181). 

Even more than the others the qadishtu has been taken to represent the essential “sacred 
prostitute,” as if her role were parallel to the Greek famous heterae.  The Sumerogram 
nu-gig can refer either to the qadishtu or to ishtarītu.  (The latter is a term, obviously 
related to Ishtar, that translates as “Ishtar-ship.”  It is as close as Akkadian came to 
defining “divinity” itself.)  Inanna and Ishtar carry the title as epithets.  There is quite a 
bit of documentation for this important figure.  In the older texts, going back as far as the 
Early Dynastic period, the qadishtu is a highly placed cultic person.1477  In several 
instances she is the spouse of a king.  She and the kulmashītu often act together.  In Sippar 
we have seen her living in the gagŭ of Ishtar.  She had an official position in the Old 
Babylonian period.  Like the others mentioned above she could be dedicated by her father 
to a god or goddess (#181).  Later texts refer to what may be her increasingly lowered 
status.  By Middle Assyrian laws she is lumped together with prostitutes and female slaves 
if she is unmarried; but marriage could improve her social status.  In magical literature 
she is associated with witches.  Even later she has an important role in childbirth, as a 
midwife.  Yet certain texts portray her as a street prostitute. 

Laws dealing with slaves appear in the earliest of the law codes that have been found.  As 
female slaves in particular became useful in centralized textile operations and in the 
fields, military engagements that yielded prisoners of war simultaneously increased the 
value of the military and devalued the labor of free women. 

Awāt-Aja, nadītu of Sippar 
In the seventh year of the reigning Babylonian king, Samsuiluna, a young woman named 
Awāt-Aja entered the temple of Shamash in Sippar, there to be cloistered for the rest of 
her life.  Her name, Awāt-Aja, means “The Word of Aja,” Aja being the goddess-consort 
of the sun god.  In the relatively short period when the nadītus of Shamash flourished—
they largely disappeared by the end of the Old Babylonian era-- Awāt-Aja was relatively 
popular.  We know of eighteen other women who had the same name.1478  Many of the 
nadītus were given “theophoric” names like this one.  The most common, “Amat-
Shamash,” or “Servant of Shamash,” included the name of the god of the Ebabbar temple; 
but names like Awāt-Aja’s, which contained the name of Shamash’s consort, were also 
popular.  Since Shamash was the sun god, it is not surprising that his consort was the sun 
as it first appeared, the bright Dawn.1479  Like many other nadītus of Sippar, the most 
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prestigious of the cloisters, Awāt-Aja came from an affluent family.  (The group included 
high-ranking women from princesses through the head of a city assembly, cloister 
officials, military officers, a mayor, scribe, chief doctor, diviner, judge, and artisans like 
goldsmiths, according to Rivkah Harris.1480)  By great good luck a number of references 
to Awāt-Aja and her own voice in letters allow us a unique glimpse into the life of these 
most intriguing residents of the temple in Old Babylonian times. 

Rivkah Harris was able to interpret the spare notations of an account text1481 that revealed 
a great deal about the installation of a nadītu of Shamash.  The text enumerates foodstuffs, 
vessels, and silver that constituted the betrothal gift (biblu) for Awāt-Aja, who is identified 
as the daughter of one Warad-Irra and sister of Mār-ertsetim.  Hammurabi’s Code 
mentions nadītus in twelve laws, which range from her right, like the right of a merchant, 
to sell her land (#40), to rules concerning dowries (#178-182), and laws concerning 
married nadītus who do not provide the men they marry with children (#137-47).    We 
have seen earlier that Hammurabi’s Code even identifies the social gap between nadītus 
and another temple officiant, the shugītu.  “If a man marries a nadītu, and she does not 
provide him with children, and that man then decides to marry a shugītu, that man may 
marry the shugītu and bring her into his house; that shugītu should not aspire to equal 
status with the nadītu (#145). 

Since the nadītus of Marduk in Babylon were able to marry but were not allowed to bear 
children, the laws must have them in mind.  (One law, #182, specifies the nadītu of 
Marduk.)  The cloistered women of Shamash were not allowed to marry or to bear 
children.1482  The biblu given to Awāt-Aja, then, and her brother imagined her entry into 
the cloister as a kind of marriage.  In Old Babylonian times the father-in-law was expected 
to provide the kinds of gifts Awāt-Aja and her family received.  Presumably the foodstuffs 
were used in the three-day ritual that brought the young woman into service with the sun 
god.  Harris notes, then, that Shamash would be the prospective father-in-law (113)!1483 

Among the provisions is one-third shekel of silver “for beer which her young girls drank” 
(ll. 41-42) on the third day of the festival. 

So little is known of the religious activities of the nadītus that Harris concludes they were 
not really part of the cult.  She emphasizes the advantage, in a period of private wealth 
and property, of fathers and brothers arranging for unmarried women in the family to 
spend their lives in cloister.  The women would inherit property, as brothers would, but 
the property would eventually revert to the family.  When men realized they could 
preserve family property in a simpler way, the cloistering of affluent women 
disappeared.1484 

The three-day ritual Harris interpreted and the letters of Awāt-Aja suggest, however, that 
a religious commitment was not incompatible with the practical matters of private 
property.  The second day of the initiation ritual is particularly relevant here.  The festival 
was called the sebût shattim.  Offerings and communal(?) meals appear to be an 
important part of the ritual.  On the second day, however, the living women remembered 
the dead naditus.  Harris points to the significance.  “It must have been a matter of great 
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importance to these women, having no children of their own to observe the duties owed 
to the dead, that their sister nadītu’s did so.”1485  One thinks of the careful preservation of 
the line of en-priestesses in Ur, maintaining the cemetery.  The importance of a person 
leaving behind loved ones—usually, offspring—to maintain the person in the afterlife 
should not be minimized.  For cloistered women who gave up the possibility of offspring, 
remembering former nadītus was not merely an empty piety. 

With Awāt-Aja a document from the fortieth year of Hammurabi indicates that the 
brother, Mār-ertsetim, was the eldest of the brothers; and the father, Warad-Irra had died 
before that date.  The text says that the inheritance of Awāt-Aja and the inheritance of her 
mother, Bēlessunu, which Awāt-Aja held, reverted to the brothers in common.1486 Three 
years later, the same Awāt-Aja was hiring out her slave.  Harris thinks that Awāt-Aja must 
have been initiated into the cloister at a very early age, but did not actually enter the 
cloister until ten years later.  How independent she and other cloistered women may have 
been is a difficult question.  While it would seem that the cloistered women could not 
leave the temple, there is evidence that they did on occasion visit others.  And they could 
receive friends in their quite respectable houses within the temple compound.  Many were 
able to write, apparently, to their family members.  And there were a number of ways, like 
spinning, that could bring in additional income. The life of a woman in the cloister of 
Shamash should not be considered a life of unrelieved renunciation of the world by any 
means. 

Old Babylonian texts even identify certain types of slave owned by nadītus, e.g., a fuller 
and farmers.  Female slaves are also mentioned.  A woman-singer is, perhaps, to be 
expected, but we find also a woman ox-driver.1487 In an article on “The Female ‘Sage’ in 
Mesopotamian Literature,” Rivkah Harris surveys the evidence for women as 
bureaucrats, poets, and scholars—all occupations that required a degree of literacy.1488  
Already in Ur III a female scribe is given rations that suggest she is a slave attached to the 
temple.  The nadītus of Sippar included scribes, and the women served in the cloister 
administration; but the female scribes disappeared as property and power came to be 
increasingly concentrated in the hands of male administrators.1489 While the dub-sar 
(Akkadian tupsharru) could have a very high social status, slave women were trained as 
scribes in the Old Babylonian period, especially in the city of Mari.  They may have been 
trained to serve in the harem, where non-kin males would be unwelcome.  Harris points 
out that female bureaucratic scribes are no longer found in Mesopotamia after this period.  
She notes that more than three thousand scribes are known from 1st millennium Neo-
Babylonian sources—and not a single one is female.1490 

Poets in the 3rd millennium could be female.  Beside Enheduanna, there is the possibility 
that the wives or concubines of Ur III kings Ur-Namma, Shulgi, and Shu-Sin may have 
authored love songs and lullabies.  (The lukur Kubatum is the best known of these 
examples.)  There is little evidence anywhere of women as scholars.  A certain nadītu of 
Sippar named Beli-remenni is the single exception.  She is thought to have written a 
literary text and a vocabulary list known as Proto Aa.1491  In short, the entus and nadītus 
may have had the leisure and opportunity to interest themselves in learning and 
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scholarship.  Examples after the Old Babylonian period are rare.  There are some early 
examples of women as healers and diviners.  We have seen Ninsun in the Gilgamesh 
literature as a dream-interpreter, and Enheduanna was an interpreter of dreams.  But 
generally the women in such roles are clearly distinguished from men, who needed to be 
literate in order to pursue their professions.1492 The falling-off of women in such 
professions makes the female galas, ens, lukurs, and nadītus in the late 3rd and early 2nd 
millennia all the more interesting and important in assessing the power women may have 
held in Mesopotamian history. 

Awāt-Aja’s letters to her brother Gimillija shows her using the phrase, “by my goddess.”  
The references suggest a close attachment to the goddess Aja.  On the second day of the 
initiation ritual, the women may have been allowed to enter the presence of Shamash and 
Aja.  Harris presents a number of examples to show the respect for Aja’s power.   Most 
interesting is Awāt-Aja letter to her brother in which she intimates a special relationship 
she has with the goddess.  “When I last saw you, I rejoiced as much as I did when I (first) 
entered the cloister and saw the face of my Lady.”1493 

Shamash of Sippar was more than the authority behind Mesopotamian law codes.  Since 
his daily journey through the heavens also involved activity in the underworld, Shamash 
was the god who determined the quality of life in the underworld.  One would like to know 
if his consort, Aja, was as deeply involved in the fate of the spirits, and if the nadītus, like 
the en-priestesses and lukurs of the 3rd millennium, served Shamash and Aja by 
maintaining a special relationship to the world of the dead. 

Ishtar in Kish 
The long lists of professions, some very ancient, give the impression that temple 
personnel was rather uniform throughout Mesopotamia.  It is likely that some functions 
were carried out in roughly the same way in different places.  Brewers and other food-
service personnel must have done their work and maintained the same status for 
centuries.  Offerings were made everywhere.  Temples needed to be purified on a regular 
basis.  The upper level administration of the temple must have looked a good deal alike in 
the north and in the south.  Diffusion through the city-states must have had an effect.  
Centralizing the bureaucracy, such as in the reforms of Shulgi, could also have helped 
standardize the system.  The Standard Professions lists were certainly made by the dub-
sar whose training in the Tablet House was increasingly uniform. And as certain roles 
were performed by people outside the temples—in palaces and in private estates—the 
uniqueness of individual temples must have been lost over the years. 

Yet where we have evidence of the titles such persons carried, the standardization is not 
as thoroughgoing as we expected.  In Seleucid Uruk the titles are very different from the 
other great center of learning, Babylon. 

We gain a unique perspective on the diffusion of personnel in Old Babylonian Ur and 
Kish.  Dominique Charpin devoted a large segment of his detailed study of Ur to the 
presence of Eridu priests in the city that had often been the capital of the south.1494  In 
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accounting for the cult of Eridu in Ur during the period, he points out, for example, a 
hymn to the god Asalluhi found at Ur in which the Eridu god is attended by personnel 
that is peculiar to Eridu but is known from other sources, such as the Old Babylonian list 
Proto-Lu.1495  In the hymn to Asalluhi, emphasis is placed on the relationship between 
father and son—in Eridu the high god Enki/Ea and his son Asalluhi.  This is the same 
relationship that is central to the so-called “Ea/Marduk Incantations,” the most 
prominent form of the Divine Dialogues.  Since Asalluhi is identified explicitly with 
Babylon’s Marduk in this hymn, we see in the text further evidence of the Babylon’s claim 
that Marduk’s city derives its authority from the first of cities, Eridu.  (We might also 
notice that Hammurabi himself is seen in two Ur texts as entering the Eunir temple of 
Eridu, perhaps to be crowned there.1496)  During the Old Babylonian period, Ur, like Uruk, 
came under the domination of Babylon.  It is not then altogether surprising that the cult 
of Eridu would spread to Ur with the blessing, if not the support, of Babylon. 

What makes the spread so interesting to us is that the list of Eridu temple keepers at Ur 
is so different from another short list of Urukean keepers—at yet another city, Kish.  Here 
again is the short list. 

 Urukeans in Kish     Eridu Keepers in Ur 

 sanga       enkum and ninkum 

 gala-mah      abgal 

 shu-i       abrig 

 nimgir (igisū)      usuh 

 ishib       ishib  

 erib bītim1497      emesh 1498 

Only the ishib is common to the two lists.  As usual, the exact role of each figure is often 
difficult to determine.  Among the group from Eridu, the enkum and ninkum we have 
seen earlier, as primordial mythological figures, in “Inanna and Enki,” the story in which 
so much of Eridu is transferred, not to Ur but to Uruk.  The abgal (Akkadian apkallu), 
like the muntalku in the first prologue in Gilgamesh, were the pre-Flood wise creatures 
were thought to have instructed humans in the arts of civilization.  After the Flood, when 
kingship descended to earth, the abgal was replaced by the human “expert,” ummānum, 
like the purported author of Gilgamesh. To see such mythological figures as cultic officials 
is to remind us that figures from the other worlds can have their corresponding characters 
on the earth.  Most of the titles on the Eridu list are thought to be purification priests. 

The Urukeans in Kish, on the other hand, provide a very different portrait of temple 
officials.  The sanga (Akkadian shangu), as seen in the earliest, Archaic Uruk, lists, was 
already a very high official.  Over the centuries he is seen performing many tasks, making 
offerings, taking part in rituals such as “Washing the Mouth” of the gods’ images, healing 
a man.  By and large, though, he is thought to have been a temple administrator.1499  The 
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erib bītim--the title is Akkadian, not Sumerian—was also a high official, but his duties are 
not clear to us.1500  It appears that he was authorized to enter all parts of the temple—a 
very high degree of authority, it would seem. 

The other Urukean titles gala-mah, shu-i, and nimgir, are all in one way or another 
involved in the unusual sexuality that characterizes the goddess—rather, the goddesses—
they serve.  The first is the famous singer and musician known for laments and songs that 
would transform the mood of the angry Inanna/Ishtar.  If anything, the gala’s authority 
was expanded, especially in Neo-Assyrian times.  It may seem strange that a “barber,” 
shu-i, would appear; but more than one of Ishtar’s followers was characterized by an 
association with hair, in many cultures an important feature of sexuality.  The nimgir has 
been described as a “paranymph.”1501  As with some of the other titles, this one could be 
carried by a woman as well as by a man.  The figure is best known for participation in 
marriage rituals, roles shared to some extent by figures in the Middle East and North 
Africa even today.  He/she seems to have had marital, sexual, and official duties, though, 
sadly, the details are still elusive. 

The Urukean officials were in Kish to serve three goddesses.  The most prominent was 
Ishtar.  With her were Nanaya and Kanisurra, goddesses originally in Uruk, but whose 
cults spread, especially in the case of Nanaya. (Kanisurra was considered a “daughter” of 
Nanaya.)  Not surprisingly, these officials lived in the quarter of the city inhabited by the 
ugbabtu-women.1502 

Charpin considered the officials in exile from Uruk and explores the reasons why they 
may have relocated.  A plausible explanation is the attack on Uruk by the Elamite king 
Kutir-Nahhunte I.  More than a thousand years later, the Assyrian king Assurbanipal 
would boast of restoring a statue of Nanaya to Uruk.  The statue had been taken to the 
Elamite city of Susa.  It may simply have been their personal safety that was at stake.  At 
any event, the Urukeans were integrated into the clergy of Kish. 

A glance at Enheduanna’s Temple Hymn #35, which is devoted to the god Zababa of Kish, 
shows no trace in that early period of Inanna’s presence there.1503  The House of Zababa 
reflects its divine owner.  It is entirely seen in terms of power that issues from the warrior 
Zababa.  By Old Babylonian times, Ishtar had made her presence felt there.  According to 
the Prologue to Hammurabi’s Code, Hammurabi was a “dragon among kings” and the 
“beloved brother” of Zababa.1504  The king is also, though, the one who “arranges the great 
rites for the goddess Ishtar, who takes charge of the temple of Hursagkalamma.”  By the 
time of Hammurabi, then, Ishtar had her own temple in the city and ranked—for the 
Babylonians—with the warrior god Zababa.  
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Chapter Five 

The Sun’s Path to Humbaba 

Protecting the Heroes 
The role of the Sun God Shamash is, as we have already suggested, greatly expanded in 
Gilgamesh beyond the role he plays in earlier versions of the Gilgamesh stories.  The 
expansion of the role reflects the growing importance of Shamash in Mesopotamian 
religious thought.  The holy city of Sippar largely supplants the earlier religious center, 
Nippur.  To a great extent the rise of an upstart Babylon is largely responsible for the 
transformation.  Semitic elements generally are strengthened and combined with 
Sumerian traditions.  (This trend had already begun with the rise of Agade/Akkad in the 
empire formed when Sargon the Great defeated the Sumerian south.) 

In addition to a large religious literature the exaltation of Shamash brought new roles—
especially for women—at least temporarily in play.  Rituals involving purification, healing, 
and offerings (or statues, for example) gain prominence as kingship increasingly impinges 
upon temple matters.  The transformation of kingship, especially under the famous 
Hammurabi of Babylon, had a profound, if not perhaps always intended, impact on Uruk.  
The Old Babylonian period of the early 2nd millennium BCE was in many ways a Golden 
Age of both the new literature written in Akkadian and the older Sumerian literature—as 
the Sumerian language was dying off. 

Utu/Shamash, Sumerian and Akkadian, was always a factor in the Humbaba episode.  
Enkidu reminds Gilgamesh that if he wants to launch a campaign against the protector of 
the Cedar Forest, he must inform the Sun God of his intentions.  (The Sumerian stories 
tend to emphasize that the real object is to obtain precious lumber for Uruk, and the 
heroes are accompanied by a number of young men who help to cut down the trees.)  
Akkadian versions of the story increase the aid given by the Sun God to the heroes, and 
Gilgamesh expands the assistance even further. 

Since the tendency of the Gilgamesh poet is to foreground new material, we have already 
seen in Tablet 3, through Ninsun, the most radical change in the story: the motivation.  
Where earlier versions open with Gilgamesh’s desire to make a name for himself (as a 
hedge against the inevitable—that humans must die), the Gilgamesh poet plants the 
impetus for the action in Shamash’s desire to destroy the evil Humbaba represents.  
Shamash initiates the action, according to Ninsun, by inspiring and energizing Gilgamesh 
to seek and destroy Humbaba.  The full implications of this twist in the story are only clear 
in later parts of Gilgamesh, but they are becoming evident in by the fourth and fifth 
tablets. 

The Humbaba episode is much longer and more fully developed than The Bull of Heaven 
episode that follows it in Tablet 6.  It is already clear in Tablet 1 that Gilgamesh wants to 
challenge Humbaba.  The influence of the Sun God extends into Tablets 6 and 7, so it is 
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safe to say that in the major revision of the stories Gilgamesh the Sun God has come to 
dominate the first half of Gilgamesh.  We first look at Tablets 4 and 5 and then suggest 
some of the historical and cultural changes that influenced this great revision of the story. 

Fragments of a Story 
Tablets 4 and 5 complete the story of Humbaba begun in Tablet 2.  Tablet 4 narrates the 
difficult journey to the Forest of Cedars; Tablet 5 describes the conflict with Humbaba.  
The two tablets correspond in many ways to the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and Huwawa,” but 
the many gaps in the tablets are usually filled in by Akkadian versions of the story from 
Old Babylonian and Middle Babylonian sources. 

One major difference between the Sumerian versions of the story and Akkadian versions 
is the keen interest in the interpretation of dreams.  In all versions the heroes appeal to 
the Sun God for help in the endeavor, but the dreams that are so prominent in Tablet 4 
are not in the Sumerian accounts.  (In one version Enkidu has a dream, but no details are 
given; in another, Gilgamesh has a terrifying dream, but Enkidu’s interpretation is 
missing.  In either case the motif is not as prominent as it is in Akkadian versions.)  The 
very number of Akkadian texts that preserve the dreams indicates the increasing 
popularity of the motif. 

The actual encounter of the heroes with Humbaba preserves many motifs in the Sumerian 
versions. 

Tablet 5 completes the story of Humbaba with, as expected from Tablet 3, the death of the 
giant.  There are some gaps in the text, but in the slightly more than 300 poetic lines only 
a few lines are given over to the battle between the heroes and the giant.  Some lines at 
the beginning of the tablet to a description of the awesome mountain covered with 
precious cedars.  Among other things, the mountain is a dwelling of the gods, and one 
deity in particular has a throne there: Irnina, another name for Ishtar.  It is a sacred grove 
with Humbaba set as its guardian by the King of the Gods, Enlil, himself.  Much of the 
preparation for battle is usually filled in from other Akkadian versions of the story, and 
those are rather different from the Sumerian version.  In all versions, one objective is 
achieved: cutting down cedars.  In the Sumerian poem, Gilgamesh succeeds by tricking 
Humbaba.  The emphasis in Tablet 5 is on the help Shamash provides the heroes, with 
the thirteen winds that stun the monster.  Since earlier we have read about another object, 
ridding the world of “evil” hated by Shamash, another aspect of the story is given 
particular prominence.  When the heroes have Humbaba in their grasp, he asks for mercy.  
Enkidu now is adamant.  Gilgamesh should not listen to Humbaba’s pleas.  In the 
Sumerian story, Enkidu is the one who kills the giant.  Here, as in other Akkadian texts, 
it is Gilgamesh who stabs Humbaba with his knife.  (Visual images of the scene were 
popular, and show a giant forced to his knees, the heroes on either side of him, and 
Gilgamesh making the fatal blow.) 

Since the gods in council, especially Enlil, will ultimately decide which of the heroes is 
guilty of this outrage, the emphasis on Humbaba’s (deceptive?) plea for mercy and the 
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debate by the heroes, which ends up in Gilgamesh taking the decisive action, transforms 
a simple battle scene into an ethical dilemma for the heroes. 

Once Humbaba is slain, the men cut timber.  Enkidu makes an elaborate door from the 
lumber.  They make a raft, place the cedars on it, and travel downriver to Enlil’s home in 
Nippur.  Gilgamesh carries the head of Humbaba to Enlil. 

Who Killed Humbaba? 
This should be the easiest question to answer.  Tablet 5 is full of gaps, but the text is clear 
in one important respect: Gilgamesh makes the first move, striking Humbaba in the neck.  
Enkidu somehow pulls out the lungs (5:263-65).  An older (Old Babylonian) version has 
Gilgamesh taking up his ax in one hand and his knife in the other (Ischchali 21’-22’), as 
Gilgamesh is being urged on by Enkidu.1505 

The Sumerian versions appear to tell a different story.  Both “Gilgamesh and Huwawa” 
versions (today labeled A and B) appear prominently in the Decad, a literary catalog from 
Nippur that provided a curriculum for the Sumerian scribal schools.1506 

As is typical of the Gilgamesh poet, the episode is set in a much larger context, largely by 
fronting or foregrounding material.  The Sumerian material, for example, opens 
immediately with Gilgamesh’s intention in seeking out Humbaba. (Huwawa is the older 
form of the name.)  Humans cannot escape death.  What he can do is set up a name for 
himself.1507  The older versions generally emphasize the political and economic reason for 
Urukeans entering the mountain lair of Humbaba, that is, to secure timber for the south.  
Good wood was scarce in the floodplain and was so valuable that the wooden rafts built 
to transport lumber were themselves sold at end of the journey.  The rationale is not 
absent in Gilgamesh Tablet 5, but it is muted there.  Enkidu is careful to craft a “door” of 
precious lumber for Enlil in Nippur.  The heroes will get into trouble for killing Humbaba, 
since he has been protected by Enlil.  Tablet 7 will take up the complexities of Enlil’s wrath 
(and Enkidu’s subsequent cursing of the door).  Gilgamesh may even have ignored the 
motif that the people will rejoice when they see the gigantic door, a detail present in Old 
Babylonian version of the story.1508 

W. G. Lambert has studied nine visual representations of the killing of Humbaba.1509  All 
nine show Humbaba as a giant brought to his knees by the heroes.  In several the scene is 
witnessed by another person.  In all cases, Humbaba is at the center, with Gilgamesh on 
one side of him (mainly the left side) and Enkidu on the other. In eight of the nine the 
heroes face Humbaba, but Humbaba faces the viewer, a motif that suggests the terrifying 
head of the ogre.  Lambert noted a particularly important change in the representation of 
the event. From the early 2nd millennium to the 1st millennium, the honor of finishing off 
the monster changes from Enkidu to Gilgamesh. 

The change from Enkidu to Gilgamesh reflects the change from the Sumerian texts to 
Akkadian texts.  “Gilgamesh and Huwawa” (A) preserves the episode in its entirety.  In 
the Sumerian versions, Utu helps the heroes, providing them with “The Warriors” who 
hold Humbaba fast.  But Gilgamesh resorts to a trick to get close to the giant. (The text 
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has Gilgamesh desiring to see the giant “face to face.”) Humbaba is protected by seven 
terrifying radiances.  Gilgamesh gets Humbaba to give up each one in turn as Gilgamesh 
promises to give him many valuable objects.  (The most valuable are Gilgamesh’s “older 
sister,” Enmebaragesi, and his “younger sister,” Peshtur).  When Humbaba gives up his 
protection, he can be taken.  Humbaba complains that Gilgamesh has put a halter on him, 
“like a captured wild bull.” 

At this point Gilgamesh is triumphant.  Humbaba, however, is upset at the trick, and he 
appeals to the Sun God Utu.  He begs for mercy. 

This is where the versions become very different.  In the Sumerian stories, Gilgamesh is 
“noble” and shows it when “his heart took pity on him.”  He will let Humbaba go free. This 
display of empathy, however, infuriates Enkidu.  In a long speech Enkidu tries to change 
Gilgamesh’s mind.  Humbaba charges Enkidu with speaking “evil words.”  When he hears 
this, Enkidu, full of rage and fury, severs Humbaba’s head. 

Humbaba had upset Enkidu by referring to him as a hired man, who should be following 
his leader.  This may account for the twist that the story takes at the moment when the 
two heroes put the head of Humbaba in a leather bag and take it to Enlil and Ninlil.  Now 
Enlil, far from being grateful, is angry.  He blames Gilgamesh for killing Humbaba.  He 
asks Gilgamesh why he has done such a thing.  He should have sat with Humbaba, eaten 
bread and drunk water with Humbaba. 

Enlil then takes the seven terrifying radiances that had been Humbaba and distributes 
them to field, river, lion, woods, palace and even to the goddess of dungeons, Nungal.  The 
last of the seven radiances he takes for himself. 

It is often tricky to put any emphasis on the final lines of such texts, since they turn from 
the narrative to a quick regard for a deity.  In the case of “Gilgamesh and Huwawa” (A), 
the last two lines honor Gilgamesh and gives praise to the wise goddess Nisaba—this, just 
after Enlil has blamed Gilgamesh (not Enkidu) for the unwise act of killing Humbaba. 

Gilgamesh Tablet 5 is, of course, very different. 

A Hittite Version of the Story 
Ruggero Stefanini thinks that, in wrapping the head of Humbaba in a bag, Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu are “joyous and exultant” as they take the head to Enlil in Nippur.1510  It is true 
that the people in the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and Huwawa” (A) may find joy in Enkidu’s 
gift of the door.  An Old Babylonian version (IM 28-29) has Enkidu hoping that the door 
will bring rejoicing to the people of Nippur and delight to Enlil, but even this bit of hope, 
which may indicate Enkidu’s joy in the triumphant over Humbaba, is radically 
compressed or missing altogether in Gilgamesh.1511  In contrast to the treatment of The 
Bull of Heaven in Tablet 6, where the two heroes and the people of Uruk rejoice in the 
victory and celebrate the event, the end of Gilgamesh Tablet 5 has little room for joy.  
Possibly this reduction or omission of the motif is significant in light of the Gilgamesh 
poet’s emphasis elsewhere in the “joy” and “woe” of Gilgamesh and Enkidu. 
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Stefanini attempts to understand why, in the Sumerian version of the story, the two 
heroes are confident that Enlil will accept the killing of Humbaba: perhaps Enlil, not the 
Sun God had been the one to commission the deed in the first place. 

A Hittite version of the Humbaba story is regularly Seeed into Gilgamesh Tablet 7, where 
the Akkadian text is missing.  This is a big loss, since the beginning of Gilgamesh 7 would 
clear up the terrible mystery: why is Enkidu selected for death while Gilgamesh is spared?  
The question is key to the second half of Gilgamesh, where the story turns tragic.  
Gilgamesh makes it clear that the Sun God had motivated Gilgamesh to destroy 
Humbaba. This may be a good point to present something of the Hittite material. 

The Hittite text, from the Hittite capital of Hattusha, dates from the latter half of the 2nd 
millennium,1512 roughly the time Gilgamesh may have been composed.  The Hittite 
version is a very compressed story of Gilgamesh in three short tablets.  Tablet I tells of the 
fashioning of Gilgamesh by three gods, Ea, the Sun God of Heaven, and the Storm God.  
Gilgamesh wanders until his comes to Uruk.  There he overpowers the young men of the 
city. 

The Mother Goddess is upset with Gilgamesh and fashions Enkidu, who eventually 
grapples with and then kisses Gilgamesh.  The woman sent out to seduce Enkidu is called 
Shanhatu, and it is Shanhatu who tells Enkidu that Gilgamesh demands that the women 
given in marriage sleep with Gilgamesh before they sleep with their husbands.  (So both 
part of the Oppression of Uruk are present in the Hittite version.)  The preparation for 
the expedition against Humbaba (Huwawa, as elsewhere) is, sadly, very broken up in the 
text, but it does not include, apparently, the motif that the Sun God has initiated the 
action.  The Sun God does, however, help the heroes, providing them with the eight winds 
that will help them defeat Humbaba. Humbaba asks for mercy, and Enkidu objects.1513  
Unfortunately, the killing itself is not clear from the broken text. 

Seeking Help in Dreams  
The better part of the long (approximately 260 line) Tablet 4 is taken up by dreams 
Gilgamesh receives on the way to the encounter with Humbaba.  Nightmares are more 
like it.  On at least five occasions Gilgamesh dreams and Enkidu interprets the dreams.  
While the dreams themselves are terrifying, Enkidu consistently interprets them as 
favorable to the heroes as they seek out the monster. 

Before considering the specifics of the dreams, it is worthwhile noting that long before 
Sigmund Freud the ancient world was fascinated by dreams and their interpretation.  The 
standard work on the interpretation of dreams in Mesopotamia is by A. Leo 
Oppenheim.1514  Oppenheim documented the importance of dreams.  They were often 
messages from the gods.  They were then “sacred” and dangerous.  They had to be 
removed from the dreamer and interpreted by someone other than the dreamer.  There 
were religious specialists who interpreted dreams1515 just as there were specialists who 
examined the organs of sacrificed animals and the behavior of seeds in oil and such like.  
Collections of dream omens have survived from Mesopotamia.  Unlike Freudian analysis, 
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which saw dreams as the royal road to the unconscious, Mesopotamian analysis saw them 
as divine messages, often about the future and insights into other worlds. 

This was not just a storytelling device.  Kings reported highly significant dreams they had 
received from the gods.  Assurbanipal, for example, tells of a dream received from Ishtar, 
who encouraged him to fight an enemy in a situation that appeared he would surely lose. 

Gilgamesh’s dreams are particularly important since he sought them out.  At each stage 
in the journey from Uruk to the Cedar Forest Gilgamesh prays for a dream and Enkidu 
prepares a “House of the Dream God,” with a door to keep out the weather.  Inside the 
“house” Enkidu draws a circle and has Gilgamesh lie down inside the circle.  Enkidu then 
“falls flat like a net” (George’s translation, 30ff.) and lays down in the doorway.  The poet 
even describes the posture of Gilgamesh as a falls asleep: he rests his chin on his knees, 
i.e., the fetal position that even Freud would not fail to appreciate. 

We should also mention that the Sun God, Shamash, is prominent in the story once again.  
Where Ninsun had prayed that Shamash would protect Gilgamesh on his journey, his 
protection of the heroes persists even during the night.  Shamash is frequently associated 
with dreams.  As Enkidu interprets the dreams, Shamash makes his appearance, 
especially in the fourth and fifth dreams, where Shamash defeats the terrifying 
Thunderbird and, appearing as a Wild Bull, offers his help to Gilgamesh.  (Gilgamesh’s 
father, Lugalbanda, also appears in the fifth dream, giving water to his son.)  It is possible 
that Shamash appears in one form or another in all five dreams.  Much of Tablet 4 is 
missing, and the text is fragmentary.  Assyriologists normally fill in the details from other 
texts.  What is noteworthy is that the figures that appear—the mountain falling, bulls, the 
Thunderbird—all seem like monsters that can hardly be defeated by mere mortals, but, as 
Enkidu interprets them, are either defeated or themselves symbolize Shamash as the 
protector of the heroes.  In this interpretation Enkidu, as we shall see, proves to be correct. 

Dream 1: A mountain falls, suggesting that Humbaba will collapse on the heroes.  Enkidu 
interprets is as the mountain itself falling—a victory for the heroes. 

Dream 2: A handsome man saves the hero.  A mountain throws him down, but the 
mountain is not Humbaba. 

Dream 3: The heavens cry out; earth trembles; darkness, lightening and fire.  A battle is 
fought, in which an old man appears.  Enkidu interprets the dream as Gilgamesh 
successfully fighting Humbaba; the old man is Gilgamesh’s father, the famous 
Lugalbanda. 

Dream 4: A Thunderbird appears in the sky.  A man in a strange form defeats the 
Thunderbird.  Enkidu interprets the man as Shamash. 

Dream 5: A wild bull appears to attack. Someone gives Gilgamesh a drink from a 
waterskin.  Enkidu sees the wild bull as Shamash, who will help the men.  The water is 
given to him by father Lugalbanda. 
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For all the positive interpretations of the prophetic dreams, as the heroes approach 
to mountain with its forest of cedars, Enkidu once again falters.  Gilgamesh encourages 
Enkidu to forget Death and seek Life.  At the entrance to the mountain the heroes fall 
silent and halt their progress. 

Big Day and The Kushu 
“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” contains a reference to crushing (kun) a kúshu, 
actually a kúshu a-nim (A.iii’.12), that is a kúshu of/in “standing water.”1516  Douglas 
Frayne, who edited and translated the poem takes the creature to be an aquatic monster.  
The hero, Amaushumgalanna, crushes the beast.  The lines that follow reinforce the 
setting of the event.  There is a reference to a boat “spread with white gourds” and 
something brought to the shore of the engur.  Following this is a “glimmering flood,” and 
a “cleaver of (hard) stone,” presumably epithets describing the hero. 

This would seem to be the earliest literary reference to a figure better known in its 
Akkadian translation, the kusarikku (usually Sumerian alim or gud-alim).  The venerable 
alim and even the gud-alim seem to be related to mountains.  In the Inanna-Dumuzi 
literature, he carries Dumuzi into the mountains.1517  (Possibly this reflects an older view 
of kur as the place of the dead.)  The kusarikku is a mythological beast, a bison, sometimes 
depicted as a bison with a human face.  He is associated with the Sun God.  While he is 
often a peaceful figure, he is fought by Ninurta, Ningirsu and later Marduk.1518  The place 
where the kusarikku is defeated in, curiously enough, the sea, according to J. S. 
Cooper.1519  As with many monsters and enemies, when defeated they become protective 
spirits.  Bison heads, some which appear like the later heads of Humbaba, are thought to 
have been apotropaic figures. 

Frayne has noted that Old Akkadian cylinder seals represent a bull-man and a six-locked 
curly bearded man slaying lions and bulls.  He identifies the heroes as Enkidu and 
Gilgamesh.1520 

Old Akkadian seals often combine the Bison-Man locked in combat with the Sun God 
juxtaposed with another combat scene.  In that scene the Sun God subdues a giant.1521  
The giant and the Bison-Man are not being slain, it appears, but restrained.  I would like 
to hazard a guess that the juxtaposed scenes represent (daily?) threats that are held back 
by the sun on his journey above the earth and below the earth.  (Note that the underworld 
journey of the Sun God in a boat has a figure that combines the bison and lion, presumably 
protective spirits at that point.)  The giant, I think, represents Big Day, otherwise known 
as Big Weather Beast (u4-gal, Akkadian ugallu).  The older Sumerian figure, according to 
Wiggermann, is specified only by its stature.  While later impressions show Big Day as a 
lion, even there he is sometimes shown with human feet.1522  Mythologically he is the 
personified Day.  I would guess that he is a Big Day because of its destructive potential, 
perhaps as an apocalyptic figure.  He may be related to the Sun God in a version of the 
“appointed time” of the Flood, a time signaled by the Sun God Shamash in Gilgamesh 
(Tablet 11.91, 118).  He is restrained by the sun and transformed into a protective spirit. 
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[Fig. 44: See “ Illustrations”:  Sun with Giant, Delaporte (1923, 1910), A 141] 

A cylinder seal now in the Louvre (A.141)1523 is a clear representation of the Sun God 
(second from right).  The god, with a distinctive horned cap (representative of a divine 
status), brandishes a mace.  The rays emitted by his upper torso identifies the Sun God.  
He holds in check a gigantic figure seated on a mountain.  That figure, also with a horned 
cap, may be Big Day (or Big Weather Beast).  The similarity between the two figures is 
striking, but the one who is restrained is far taller.  The conventional posture allows the 
similarity in status—one does not stand above the other—at the same time indicating the 
huge size of the one who is being restrained.  (Another version of the scene is shown in 
the Preface, Fig.8.) 

As is often the case, the scene includes another.  Here a goddess, with her shoulder 
exposed and wearing a long dress, also holds a mace and appears to be restraining a male 
from whose body rays of light are emitted.  The figure behind her, an attendant, may 
provide a clue to the identity of the goddess.  Visual representations of Inanna’s attendant, 
Ninshubur, often combines both male and female emblems.  Here the figure has a long 
beard but is wearing a goddess skirt and is exposing his/her shoulders.  Inanna frequently 
appears with a mace. 

In both parts of the scene a god restrains (but does not kill) the opponent. 

[Fig. 45: See “Illustrations”: Delaporte (1923, 1910) A. 131 Sun with Giant] 

A third cylinder seal in the Louvre collection (A.131)1524 sets the scene of a mainly nude 
figure retraining a Bison Man in the center of three related scenes.  Left of the Bison Man 
is a giant brought to his knees by a similar (or identical) mainly nude figure.  Once again 
a tiny figure, possibly with a bow (?) participates in the scene.  He is the only one who 
does not wear the horned cap of divinity. 

The scene to the right has been interpreted by Douglas Frayne as an episode in the Birth 
of Gilgamesh.  Note the being crushed under the feet of the goddess. 

The pairing of images on Old Akkadian cylinder seals suggests an approach to interpreting 
Gilgamesh that may prove useful.  Amaushumgalanna killing The Bull of Heaven in “The 
Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” may or may not be paired with the equivalent of 
Humbaba, who is depicted as a giant on 2nd and 1st millennium cylinder seals.  The lengthy 
preparation for the battle with Humbaba and the encounter itself in Gilgamesh is not 
matched by the length of the episode with The Bull of Heaven.  The two heroic adventures 
are, however, paired frequently in references to Gilgamesh and Enkidu later in the poem.  
Sometimes the pairing seems strained.  But the visual representations of Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu present the two adventures as if they are somehow equivalent. 

Old Akkadian seal impressions of the giant and the Bison-man associate both with the 
Sun God.  That itself is an anomaly.  Whatever the symbols may point to—cosmic 
disasters, threats to the birth of a special child or the empire’s struggles with barbarian 
outsiders—traditional motifs that are associated with the warrior god Ninurta (and 
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Ningirsu) are twisted into references to the emerging Sun God in this period, and only in 
this period. 

Certain figures on the Old Akkadian cylinder seals are certainly gods, since they carry on 
their heads the horns of divinity.  Not all conflicts between deities and their opponents 
end in the destruction of the enemy.  Perhaps the way beasts and monsters are mastered 
by the gods rather than destroyed points to the god’s ability to transform them into 
protective spirits—without losing their fearsome powers. 

If the giant and the Bison-man are adopted later as visual representations of Humbaba 
and The Bull of Heaven, the outcome of the events has surely changed.  Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu are certainly responsible for killing the two enemies, and one of the heroes will 
die for their actions.  The Sun God has little to do with The Bull of Heaven episode in 
Gilgamesh.  It is somewhat surprising to see Gilgamesh and Enkidu taking a moment 
after killing the bull to present themselves to the Sun God.  Older versions of the story do 
not include such actions on the part of the heroes. 

The Sun God is essential to the story of Humbaba in Gilgamesh.  Gilgamesh’s mother 
reminds Shamash that he has placed the restless heart in her son and is directing 
Gilgamesh and Enkidu to defeat the “evil” hated by the Sun God.  She asks for, and 
receives, the protection of Shamash on the adventure.  Along the way even during the 
night, when Shamash is, of course, not visible to the heroes, the Sun God sends messages 
in the form of dreams.  And when the battle with Humbaba takes place, Shamash provides 
what is necessary for the men to complete the task. 

Shamash is complicit, then, in the destruction of Humbaba (and may have some part in 
The Bull of Heaven).  From the point of view of Shamash the defeat of Humbaba is not a 
matter of restraining the Big Day; Humbaba has become a symbol of what must be 
removed from the world.  What makes this move so interesting is that it leads, in 
Gilgamesh, to a most interesting ethical question.  Once restrained, Humbaba pleads for 
his life.  He is willing to do what Gilgamesh requires to keep himself alive.  The decision 
to kill Humbaba—and the hero who actually does the deed—are elements in the 
Gilgamesh tradition that provide an ethical dimension lacking in the purely mythological 
versions of such conflicts. 

There is something of a parallel in the episode involving The Bull of Heaven.  Gilgamesh 
responds to Ishtar’s proposal by pointing out her transformations of her many lovers and 
her inability to protect humans more generally.  This infuriates Ishtar, and when she 
brings The Bull of Heaven down upon the city, whatever the Bull symbolizes, the heroes 
have no choice but to kill it.  There is no question of taming it and turning it into a 
protective spirit. 

In both Gilgamesh episodes the human heroes have little or no choice in destroying the 
enemies.  Symbols used earlier for the gods and their opponents are rightly translated 
into the human sphere. 
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Facing the Other 
Turning what we would consider monsters and demons into protective figures is a bit 
difficult for the West to understand.  Mesopotamia had a long tradition of placing images 
not only in temples and palaces but also in gates and rooms of ordinary houses to ward 
off demons.  Figures were fashioned of clay and wood, and rituals were performed that 
involved such apotropaic monsters.1525  Gargoyles protecting medieval cathedrals are as 
close as the West came to these ancient and widespread practices.  Christian theology 
considers satanic forces as irredeemably evil and encourages the depiction of them as 
terrifying creatures.  Such thinking discourages the idea that a hero, in defeating a 
monster, can absorb the enormous energy and craft of the opponent.  Even in Old English 
poetry, when Jesus is depicted as a hero running toward his encounter with the cross, he 
would not have been a “wild bull” any more than Mother Mary, with a long litany of 
attributes, would be a “wild cow.”  Considering evil forces as protectors is an even greater 
stretch. 

Mesopotamian figures like Humbaba and the demon Pazuzu could, however, be turned 
into guardians that could ward off the very things they represent. The Lamashtu Plaque 
(seen earlier, Fig. 54) shows a hostile demon, Lamashtu; but the head overlooking the 
frame of the plaque is Pazuzu, who is providing protection for the scene as the healing of 
the patient is taking place.  (For Pazuzu and other demons, the enemy is disease, usually 
epidemics.)  In both text and visual images Humbaba’s head (eventually cut off and 
offered to the god Enlil) is even more terrifying than his gigantic strength.  No sooner does 
Gilgamesh gain a friend in Enkidu than he turns to the heroic adventure of challenging a 
creature whose “voice is the Flood,” whose speaking is “fire,” his bread “death” itself.  W. 
G. Lambert has traced the visual image of Humbaba not only through Mesopotamia but 
also into ancient Greece, where it serves as the model of the dreaded Medusa.1526  Again 
and again this image of Humbaba is reinforced as Gilgamesh and Enkidu make their way 
to the Cedar Forest.  When he actually speaks to the heroes, Humbaba is ironically quite 
humanlike.  His appeal for mercy, an attempt at finding sympathy if not empathy in the 
heroes, raises an ethical dilemma for Gilgamesh.  This may account for the curious 
absence of joy and celebration in killing the dreaded Humbaba.  (Killing The Bull of 
Heaven, in contrast, sets off wide celebration in the city and joy in both Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu—even though it further angers Ishtar and plunges her women into mourning.) 

Humbaba’s head is worth remembering when thinking about face-to-face encounters 
with what modern cultural theorists like to call The Other.  At the beginning of Gilgamesh 
we are given an intriguing example.  By the time Enkidu arrives in Uruk, he has been 
humanized and civilized.  Our first glimpse of him is doubled: the narrator’s view, which 
observes Enkidu as different and special, but not terrifying in the manner of an Humbaba; 
and immediately a second view, from the point of view of the hunter, who is almost 
paralyzed with fear.1527  What is not quite as obvious is the reaction of the woman who 
waits for him at the watering hole.  The harimtu calmly strips before the strange creature, 
facing him and sexually initiating him face-to-face.  The only comment about her 
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emotional response is the laconic indication that she felt no fear of the powerful savage 
she embraces. 

The only explicit scene of sexual contact, then, depicts enormous energy but at the same 
time an intimate encounter, person to person, that lead immediately to a surprisingly 
respectful relationship on the part of the savage and the harimtu.  When Enkidu enters 
the city, the population greets him in awe, but not terror.  They await the battle that will 
take place when he meets Gilgamesh.  The fighting itself is described in a verse paragraph 
about the same length as Enkidu’s sexual initiation, and like the earlier scene full of 
enormous power.  The fighting begins as soon as Enkidu and Gilgamesh meet.  There is 
no indication of their emotional states.  The fight is a wrestling match, a favorite 
Mesopotamian sport (as it is in the Middle East today).  Gilgamesh was remembered 
annually with wrestling contests.  The battle is, of course, a face-to-face encounter. 

It is easy to overlook the importance of these encounters, both of which are “heroic” in 
their own ways.  We have come to expect, from a long tradition of heroic battles--Achilles 
and Hector, Aeneas and Turnus, are the models for the highest-end literature in the West 
as well as for the Superheroes of popular culture—that the heroic ideal is courage under 
the most intense pressure, when one individual faces another.  In the case of Gilgamesh 
vs. Enkidu, the result of the fight (so even that it is difficult to see a clear winner) is a 
repetition of the sexual scene earlier: the two men instantly become the most intimate of 
friends. 

While one can imagine that an oral storyteller in Mesopotamia could have elaborated the 
narratives of Enkidu and Shamhat and Enkidu and Gilgamesh into very long and detailed 
stories, the author of Gilgamesh tells of them in brief bursts of intense physicality.  The 
same is true of the great episodes that dominate the first half of Gilgamesh.  After the 
lengthy preparation for the battle with Humbaba, from Tablets 1 through 5, the killing is 
described in exactly four lines (5:262-265).  Gilgamesh unsheathes his knife, sticks 
Humbaba in the neck, while Enkidu does something that reaches into the lungs of the 
giant.  (The key line is broken.)  Translators regularly fill out the scene with an older (Old 
Babylonian) version that adds some detail, but even there the fight takes up only a few 
more lines, and mainly adds to the outcome Humbaba’s dying cries and the enormous 
amount of blood that was shed. 

The preparation for the battle with The Bull of Heaven is foreshortened.  (The whole of 
Tablet 6 is slightly more than 180 lines long, more than one hundred lines shorter than 
Tablet 5 itself.)  The fight itself is a bit longer, though.  Once The Bull of Heaven descends 
and begins to devastate the city, the men seize the bull and, in a scene that reminds many 
readers of highly ritualistic bullfights, the action takes up some twenty lines (6:123-44), 
including Gilgamesh’s plan for killing him.  The actual killing takes up merely two lines of 
text.  Like a butcher, Gilgamesh dispatches The Bull of Heaven with his knife thrust 
between the yoke of the horns and the “slaughter-spot” (6:145-46).  A good deal more 
attention is given to the heroes’ offering to Shamash that immediately follows the killing 
and to the great celebration that follows. 
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The brevity of the encounters does not, in my opinion, take away from the intensity of the 
storytelling.  The two battles differ in another way.  Humbaba is a very powerful ogre, but 
he is intelligent, even eloquent in his speech.  The Bull of Heaven, who was identified with 
the constellation Taurus, has no such humanlike (or godlike) intelligence.  The bull is pure 
animal; he neither understands the men who talk to each other while they are fighting 
him nor speaks to them.  But in another way the episodes are similar: both are face-to-
face encounters.  The episodes were very popular in the 1st millennium visual arts.  What 
is depicted is the actual moment when the heroes strike the enemies. 

The artists are careful to depict Gilgamesh and The Bull of Heaven facing Gilgamesh.  This 
presented a problem with Humbaba, and two different solutions appear.  In one case, 
Humbaba, brought down to the size of the heroes, faces Gilgamesh.  In the other case, 
Humbaba’s head, like Medusa’s, faces the viewer.  In all cases, though, it is clear that the 
courage of the hero requires that the opponents confront one another. 

Weapons 
The en, as portrayed in 4th millennium art, sometimes is shown with a weapon.  The Lion 
Hunt Stela shows him with two, a large staff, perhaps a spear, with which he takes down 
an attacking lion, and a bow, in a scene where he is poised to direct an arrow into the head 
of another lion.  In the cylinder seal where he protects a cow that is giving birth, he fends 
off a lion with a long staff.  Gilgamesh and Enkidu, like Ishtar, is portrayed in later 
cylinder seals with bow and arrows.  These weapons do not figure, though, in Gilgamesh. 

Even in the one Sumerian Gilgamesh story that does depict armies in battle it is not clear 
what weapons Gilgamesh and Enkidu employ.  In “Gilgamesh and Akka,” Uruk is called 
“the smithy of the gods,” and the implements of war, not specified in the poem, are 
presumably forged there.1528  The story is an account of Gilgamesh’s defeat of Akka of 
Kish, the son of Enmebaragesi, who attacks Uruk.  Gilgamesh (or Bilgames) is up to the 
challenge.  The elders of the city do not support his plan to wage war with Akka.  But 
Gilgamesh puts his trust in Inanna—and promptly ignores the elders.  He turns instead 
to the assembly of young men, and the young men support him.  He tells his “slave” (or 
“servant”) Enkidu to prepare the weapons they will need.  The siege goes badly for a time, 
but then the young men of Uruk are armed.  Gilgamesh raises his head on the city rampart 
and spots Akka.  Battle is joined, Akka is captured.  Gilgamesh, though, is merciful and 
lets Akka go free, repaying an old favor. 

“Gilgamesh and Akka” is a short poem of just over one hundred lines.  For a war story it 
is remarkably free of details of what must have been an important battle historically.  
(Again, one can imagine an oral poet, like the professionals today in North Africa who can 
turn the heroic Sīrat Banī Hilal, expanding the tale to meet the expectations of a given 
audience.  Poets have been able to tell the story in as little as an hour and to stretch it for 
more than a day’s recitation.1529)  We are not told what weapons were forged or what 
Enkidu used when he went out of the city.  Gilgamesh himself has only to appear on the 
ramparts for the battle to turn in his favor. 
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In Gilgamesh the hero uses the ultimate face-to-face hand-to-hand weapon, the knife.  
The knife (patru) is the weapon mentioned in the opening line of “The Early Dynastic 
Hymn to Gilgamesh,” where it (gír) is used on The Bull of Heaven.  It is the same 
instrument used by the kurgarra in the 1st millennium “Inanna and the Mother of Sin.”  
In Gilgamesh the knife is often paired with the ax (hatstsinnu).  Sometimes the patru 
varies with the namtsaru, a sword or dirk. 

Gilgamesh uses the knife to kill both Humbaba (5:263) and The Bull of Heaven (6:145).  
Cylinder seals depict him using the knife even when other weapons are present.  
Gilgamesh later uses it to attack lions in the mountains.  A beautifully ornamented knife 
is forged as a gift for the “butcher of the underworld,” Bibbu (8:176), among the many 
gifts for those in authority, who may be able to help Enkidu when he travels to the world 
of the dead. 

Gilgamesh also uses the knife against The Stone Ones, as Gilgamesh prepares (?) to cross 
the waters to find Utnapishtim.  Destroying The Stone Ones, however, appears to be a 
great mistake.  He and the boatman will eventually be able to make the crossing, but they 
will never be able to repeat it, once they return.  Clearly his attacking The Stone Ones is a 
desecration. 

Against The Stone Ones Gilgamesh also uses his ax.  The ax is mentioned more frequently 
in Gilgamesh than the knife, mainly because it is paired with the knife but—as in the 
killing of Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven—it is not employed in all cases.  The two are 
used to kill and scatter lions (9:15).  An Old Babylonian version of the story presents the 
forging of the ax in Uruk in preparation for going after Humbaba in somewhat more detail 
than in Gilgamesh itself (though the text is broken in this location). 

More interestingly, the ax is used as a symbol for Enkidu.  In Gilgamesh’s second dream 
he sees an ax (1:278) lying in a street in Uruk.  People crowd around it.  He tells his mother 
Ninsun the dream, adding that he lifted up the ax and set it at her feet.  He loved the ax 
“like a wife” and embraced it.  Ninsun will make the ax Gilgamesh’s equal.  Dreams, which 
in these literary contexts are messages from the gods, are always dangerous to the 
dreamer and need to be told and interpreted by someone else.  In this case the 
interpretation is pretty easy.  Ninsun tells Gilgamesh that the ax is a friend and 
companion, and that Gilgamesh will love him like a wife.1530 

The ax is to be forged in Uruk as soon as Gilgamesh determines on going after Humbaba 
(2:241 = OB Y162-170, where both ax and knife are prepared for the journey).  As they 
approach Humbaba, the take us both ax and knife. 

In the great elegy for Enkidu in Tablet 8, the ax is again Enkidu himself.  Gilgamesh will 
weep for Enkidu like a woman, “a professional mourner” (lallarītu, 8:46).  In another 
passage that has caught the attention of many readers, Gilgamesh calls Enkidu a friend, 
likens himself to a female, and likens Enkidu to the ax at his side, the sword (namtsaru) 
at his belt, and the shield at his face (8:44-47).  Enkidu is also the very garment he wears 
at festivals (lubar isinnatia) and his “belt” of “pleasure” (nēbēh lalēa) (8:48).  The 
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juxtaposition of weapons and garments probably combine familiar symbols of 
masculinity and femininity.  Enkidu fills virtually every intimate male and female intimate 
role for (or with) Gilgamesh. 

On the level of extensions of the hand and coverings of the body the weapons and clothing 
in Gilgamesh reinforce the intimate, face-to-face relationships of heroes both in love and 
war. 

The Ethical Debate 
Humbaba praises Gilgamesh and asks that his life be spared.  In return, Humbaba will 
provide the hero with as much timber as he wishes.  Enkidu sees his friend wavering and 
urges him to kill the monster (who then releases his wrath on Enkidu.)  Still Gilgamesh 
hesitates, and Enkidu then adds another curious idea into the mix.  Gilgamesh should kill 
Humbaba quickly, before Enlil hears what the men will have done (5.187).  Humbaba 
predicts that the gods will angrily take it out on them, but that Gilgamesh will establish a 
name that will endure.  The debate continues, and before Gilgamesh makes his move, 
Humbaba curses them. 

Twice in the debate Enkidu repeats the point that the great gods will retaliate for the 
killing of Humbaba.  The odd point in the argument is that Enkidu specifies both Enlil 
and Shamash as the gods who will object to the taking of Humbaba’s life.  Even with the 
restoration of many lines in Tablet 5 and the discovery of a number of older versions of 
the episode, many details are still missing.  Mentioning Shamash in this context may 
simply be an anomaly.  Assyriologists are still uncertain if the two lines that mention Enlil 
and Shamash place the sun god in his northern city of Sippar or his Sumerian city of Larsa 
(5.189, 213).  Both lines are broken where the city name should appear.  If Sippar, then 
linking Enlil and Shamash may be simply a formula indicating the high gods, Sumerian 
and Semitic, and their sacred dwellings.1531 

In any event, it is not clear why Shamash would object to the killing of Humbaba if the 
Sun God had initiated the heroic act, protected the men in their arduous journey through 
the wilderness, and disabled Humbaba with the thirteen winds—only then to object to the 
execution.  If Humbaba had come to symbolize “anything evil,” but had been protected by 
the powerful Enlil, there is reason enough for Enlil to demand punishment for the offense 
against him—but not reason for Shamash to demand punishment.  The part of Gilgamesh 
that would clear up the problem has not yet been recovered. 

Visual Evidence 
Finding as famous a literary and historical figure as Gilgamesh in the visual arts of 
Mesopotamia would appear to be an easy task.  We have seen that as early as 1876 George 
Smith had considered a cylinder seal showing a nude hero wrestling a lion as a portrayal 
of Gilgamesh.  That led scholars to other images of heroes holding lions and other figures, 
gods or heroes, contesting with lions and bulls. Recall the cylinder seal impression of hero 
a hero wrestling a lion George Smith used in The Chaldean Account of Genesis, assuming 
it was a depiction of Gilgamesh. 
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A very striking image, from Abydos in Egypt, from the 4th  millennium BCE, shows a tall 
man holding two very large lions.  He is dressed exactly like the Sumerian en on 4th 
millennium cylinder seals, with his long robe, sash or belt, and distinctive rolled cap. The 
images (on the handle of a knife) also include pairs of animals that are not restrained by 
the “priest-king”: bulls, goats and others that are free because, presumably, the en is 
protecting them from the predatory lions. 

[Fig. 46: See “ Illustrations”: “Gebel el-Arak knife handle”] 

The Egyptian “Gebel el-Arak” knife handle has been compared with a seal from that other 
important early civilization, Mohenjo Daro in the Indus Valley.  There, too, a central figure 
is holding lions.1532 

[Fig. 47: See “Illustrations”: “Mohenjo Daro seal”] 

Very old images of two heroic figures positioned symmetrically suggested Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu, particularly when one of the figures had a human face but the body of a bull. 

So many different images were suggested that a great deal of skepticism set in.  Certainly 
there are images that show two heroes, one distinguished from the other mainly by dress 
(but also by weapons in some cases), fighting giants and winged bulls, and they must 
surely represent the moment when Gilgamesh and Enkidu kill Humbaba and The Bull of 
Heaven. 

Wilfred G. Lambert set out to clarify the confusion over different images, and he made a 
particularly important discovery.  Certain cylinder seal impressions show Enkidu killing 
Humbaba, while others have Gilgamesh giving the fatal thrust into the giant who had been 
forced to his knees.1533  In the nine images Lambert used to illustrate changes in the 
Humbaba story, all of them show a central giant held down by the feet of one or both of 
the heroes on either side of Humbaba.  In all but one image Humbaba faces the viewer.  
Lambert point out that the terrifying face of Humbaba provided a model for the later 
Greek images of Medusa.  In five images a tree is included in the scene; in another a 
mountain is indicated by a worshiper standing on a mountain.  (Tree and mountain may 
be related, as they are in the dwelling of Humbaba in Gilgamesh.) 

In all nine scenes the two heroes are dressed differently.  For the most part one of the 
heroes is “better dressed,” in Lambert’s description, than the other.  Typically Gilgamesh 
wears a long robe and a distinctive cap.  Enkidu wears a short skirt and a different 
headdress. 

The most significant difference between older and later scenes is that Enkidu is one who 
kills Humbaba in scenes that derive from the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and Huwawa” stories, 
the ones that were part of the Decad curriculum.  The later images show Gilgamesh as the 
killer.  This, we have seen, follows the Gilgamesh portrayal of the scene and, I think, the 
ethical debate that led up to Gilgamesh’s decision not to show mercy to Humbaba. 

Contrast a later Neo-Assyrian seal impression with one from an earlier time. 
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[Fig. 48 See “Illustrations”: Lambert, “Gilgamesh in Literature and Art,” Figure 6.] 

 

As Lambert interprets the older scene, the figure on the left, Gilgamesh, threatens 
Humbaba, while the figure on the right, Enkidu, is doing the killing.  The later, 1st 
millennium image, reverses the action: Gilgamesh is using his dagger, while Enkidu 
threatens Humbaba with an ax. 
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Chapter Six 

The Bull in the Ring 

The Shape of the Story in Gilgamesh  
In Tips for a First Reading of Tablet 6 we identified the main characters and the four 
episodes: 1. Ishtar Proposes to Gilgamesh; 2. Gilgamesh Reject Ishtar; 3. The Bull of 
Heaven Descends; and 4. The Heroes Celebrate Victory.  The stories need to be considered 
in light of the Gilgamesh series as a whole and in comparison with earlier written and 
visual treatments of the hero, his conflict with the powerful animal world, and his 
relationship with the divine nin. 

The story of the Bull of Heaven in Gilgamesh is a small-scale double of the Humbaba 
episode.  Tablet 6 is one of the shortest stories in the collection, running to just 182 lines 
of poetry.  The Humbaba episode, with its elaborate preparation, journey, dreams, and 
the fight itself, takes up at least 900 lines over three tablets.  What the Bull of Heaven 
episode loses in length it gains in intensity. 

The first half of Gilgamesh includes a number of innovations to the traditional stories of 
the hero.  What is especially noticeable is the increased importance of Enkidu, Ninsun, 
and the sun god Shamash.  These elements are well integrated into the story. 

A decisive change takes place immediately after Tablet 6.  Once again, a series of episodes 
is strung together, elaborated and in some cases—especially in the story of the Flood—
new to the Gilgamesh collection.  Tablets 7-11 are particularly well integrated into a 
unified whole.  The controversial Tablet 12, which is shorter even than Tablet 6, will have 
to be taken up later to see if it, too, has been folded into a unified story.1534 

If we look at the collection as a whole, then, Tablet 6 stands out in its uniqueness.  We 
have looked at the elements that make up the Bull of Heaven episode in Tablet 6.  We will 
consider in some detail the earlier versions of the story to show how the historical context 
allows us to see what was preserved and what has been changed in Gilgamesh.  There is 
another dimension that can be considered at this point.  In stringing together Gilgamesh 
stories, the Gilgamesh poet put the Bull of Heaven at the center. 

A word about ancient storytelling practices.  Gilgamesh stories were part of a school 
curriculum well over a thousand years before our Gilgamesh.  Students used the stories 
to learn how to read and write and to master the intricate cuneiform writing system.  At 
any given time, however, the number of literate people in any part of Mesopotamia must 
have been tiny.  And “books,” the clay tablets made up by the students themselves, were 
not mass-produced.  Specialists carefully guarded their copies.  (Religious and magical 
texts often carry warnings that they are not to be exposed to the wrong people.)  It is 
unlikely that tablets circulated through the population. 

All of this is to emphasize the fact that we have found in writing a very small portion what 
must have been a very robust tradition of oral storytelling.  The conditions of oral 



Chapter Six: The Bull in the Ring  657 
  

performance in largely non-literate societies are strikingly similar.  Of many similarities, 
one stands out: the importance of the center. 

Oral storytellers traditionally compose the poems as they go along, but have the larger 
shape of the story in mind.  What occasion demands it—a very successful performance at, 
say, a wedding feast—the storyteller may be urged to elaborate and expand the story.  On 
other occasions, the storyteller may have to bring the story to a conclusion in a hurry.  In 
either case, they operate with a keen sense of the center, which is not only a turning point 
(the “crisis”), but which often carries the weight of the main point of the story as a whole.  
For a variety of reasons, modern literate societies have come to expect “new” stories that 
move relentlessly toward an ending, which is often a surprise.  They develop suspense in 
a way that traditional stories, already well known to the audience, rarely develop. 

Here’s an example that is probably familiar to readers of Western literature.  Exactly at 
the center of the Odyssey a group of people settle in to hear a professional storyteller tell 
a story that became quite controversial in ancient Greece: the affair of the goddess 
Aphrodite (much like our Ishtar) and her lover, the warrior god Ares.  Not to be outdone, 
a guest at the feast, whom we know (but the people do not know) is the hero Odysseus, is 
given a chance to tell a story.  He takes the opportunity to string together what for many 
readers of the Odyssey are the best, most memorable stories in the epic.  The story of the 
one-eyed creature who is tricked into releasing Odysseus and his men is perhaps the 
favorite among these tales. 

Perhaps less obvious to modern readers of the Odyssey is the little trick used by Odysseus 
the storyteller exactly at the midpoint of his collection of stories.  He finds a way to stop 
speaking just as the audience is caught up in the performance.  He is then persuaded to 
keep going when the audience showers him with gifts.  The same trick can be found in any 
marketplace or festival in, e.g., Morocco today, when the storyteller pauses while his 
assistant passes the hat.  When enough coins are collected, he can begin again and 
complete the cycle of tales. 

One way of thinking of Tablet 6 in Gilgamesh is, then, to consider it the central story in 
the collection.  The victory of Gilgamesh over the Bull of Heaven is the high point in the 
development of Gilgamesh as king.  Where the Humbaba story is, for Gilgamesh, a way to 
make a name for himself (and for Shamash a defeat of “evil” in the land), the Bull of 
Heaven is a story of the hero saving the people of his city-state from destruction and 
death.  The Gilgamesh version shows the hero receiving the adulation and thanks of his 
community.  He is not simply the manliest of men; he is acting for their benefit. 

Tablet 6 is a highpoint in other respects.  In very few lines the poet shows us that the 
defeat of the Bull and the admiration of the people provide Gilgamesh with the greatest 
“joy” of his career.  After this moment we will see little of that.  Rather, the story will be 
driven relentless tragic “woe.”  We see the two men, at first rivals then best friends and 
brothers (by adoption of Ninsun), holding hands, celebrating, then resting in the same 
room.  Joy, love, and peace prevail.  This is a moment of perfect unity among individuals 
and within the Urukean city-state. 
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The turn is already glimpsed in the final lines of Tablet 6. 

The Eclipse of the Sun 
The addition to the Bull of Heaven story of the heroes’ pious offering of the Bull’s heart to 
Shamash is another indication of the way the Gilgamesh poet was able to integrate 
disparate material into a new synthesis.  The Sun never entirely disappears from new 
version, and his appearance in the next episode is, as we shall see, both the high point and 
low point of the Sun’s influence on the heroes. 

The Sun—Utu in Sumerian—was never quite as prominent in Sumerian society as it was 
in other ancient cultures.  Possibly the dependence upon a lunar calendar for the monthly 
festivals and nighttime rituals in the temples made the Moon—in Ur, the god Nanna, in 
our text Sin—and even Inanna as the Morning and Evening Star more conspicuous in 
myths and rituals.  The Sun gained influence in its connection with kingship.  A famous 
case is an early law code that was inscribed on a black stone pillar.  At the top of the stele 
is a representation of the Babylonian king Hammurabi receiving the laws from the Sun 
god.  Where Sumerian Utu had been worshiped mainly in the southern city of Larsa, the 
Akkadian influence of Shamash appears to have spread from his northern city of Sippar 
throughout Mesopotamia.1535  The 2nd and 1st millennia BCE show a great many hymns 
and rituals that attest to the importance of Shamash.  Possibly the West Semitic peoples 
who came to dominate much of Mesopotamia, especially in the north, were responsible 
for this shift in emphasis. 

As the one who brings light, the Sun helps the traveler on his path, as he does the heroes 
in search of Humbaba.  In Gilgamesh the Sun enlightens the heroes during the dark night 
through dreams, as we have seen. 

The dreams will themselves turn dark in Gilgamesh. 

Just as prominent in Gilgamesh is the Sun’s concern for justice.  It is Shamash who sees 
Humbaba as something “evil” that must be eradicated from the land.  This aspect of 
Shamash is related to the duties of the king to provide justice to the people, hence his 
promotion of law codes.  (Early kings were expected to provide for the most oppressed 
people, especially widows and orphans.) 

We think this sense of justice has been woven into the fabric of Gilgamesh.  What gets the 
stories of Gilgamesh moving is, of course, his oppression of the citizen of Uruk.  The 
adventures are not only interesting themselves, but they set Gilgamesh on a path where 
experience will bring understanding—much of it painful.  Up until the midpoint of 
Gilgamesh the painful part has not been all that evident.  With Enkidu Gilgamesh has 
been successful in the two great tests.  Soon his role in the story will change. 

It might be useful at this point to anticipate an aspect of Gilgamesh that will seem strange 
to modern readers who have been formed by the Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions 
of monotheism.  However much suffering may occur on earth, orthodox theology in these 
traditions insist that God is not ultimately responsible for anything “evil.”  We are 
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certainly prepared for stories in which humans, even special figures like a Gilgamesh, may 
have to stumble, fall, suffer—and learn difficult truths from their experiences.  The 
opening lines of our Gilgamesh have already pointed us in this direction.  But we may be 
shocked to read that two of the most prominent gods in the Mesopotamian pantheon will 
also be forced to learn from their experiences.  The King of the Gods, Enlil, has already 
appeared in the first half of Gilgamesh, especially as the protector of the monstrous 
Humbaba.  Trouble lies ahead because the heroes have slain the monster. 

The other high god is the ubiquitous Ishtar.  We will see how she, too, will have something 
to learn.  The shockingly disrespectful acts of Gilgamesh and Enkidu in Tablet 6 prepare 
us for trouble to come. 

Entering the Depths 
It’s not just a matter of monotheism and polytheism (or “henotheism,” which appears 
from time to time in Mesopotamia when one god—Inanna or Enlil or Marduk most 
frequently—is “exalted” as the greatest of the gods, like “king” Enlil in Gilgamesh). 

The moral geography of Gilgamesh is not exactly what the Judeo-Christian and Islamic 
traditions would lead us to imagine, either. 

Early episodes of Gilgamesh lead us from the wilderness of Enkidu into the greatest of 
cities, Uruk, then back into the wilderness for the battle with Humbaba, and once again 
into Uruk, where the heroes defeat the Bull of Heaven.  The story of Humbaba shows us 
that going up into the mountains is not the same as Ishtar going back up to her original 
home in the heavens.  And even so, the Great Above—another above the space inhabited 
by humans on the central earth—is not altogether the Christian Heaven, where all is pure 
and good.  Sumerian mythology saw the primal division of the universe into the Great 
Above (an) and the Great Below (ki), with the surface of the earth at the dividing line.  The 
high gods live in the Above, which may have been imagined as hovering as close to earth 
as the old ruined tells the Sumerians saw at the tops of hills around them.  Ishtar, who 
descended to earth and brought her “house,” the Eanna temple with her, can fly up to the 
top of Uruk’s famous walls and higher into the heavens where her “father” is the 
personification of the Great Above, An, or in Akkadian, Anu.  But this is not a perfectly 
pure place, as the Bull of Heaven story makes clear. 

And gods live under the earth in ki as well. 

Gods live in the world of the dead along with all humans who have gone there.  Often 
Mesopotamians buried their dead under the floors of their houses.  Usually they kept a 
hole or tube for the living to provide the dead with drinking water and other liquids.  (The 
modern vestige of much older practices we now see in Halloween has its counterpart in 
Sumerian thought, when, for one day a year the dead returned to the earth and were fed 
by the living.  Ishtar’s threat to bring the dead back to devour the living and then 
outnumber them made sense in this context.)  We will see much more of the underworld 
in the second half of Gilgamesh.  But just as the Great Above is not simply the world of 
Good, the Great Below is not simply the world of Evil. 
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For one thing, the waters that sustain life can be tapped through well, channeled in canals, 
and taken up by the roots of plants.  In the stories of Inanna and Ishtar trapped in the 
world of the dead, they are revived by the waters of life (and in one version, food of life) 
that are found in that world.  The goddess of the Great Below, mythologized as the “sister” 
of Inanna/Ishtar, is Ereshkigal, literally the ruler (eresh) of the great (gal) ki.  (Her name 
was remembered centuries after Mesopotamian texts in Greek magical papyri.) 

Most importantly, for a reading of the second part of Gilgamesh, is the increased influence 
of the god who was identified with the waters below the earth, the god Enki, or in 
Akkadian, Ea.  Very extensive writings—rituals, hymns, and myths—dealing with this god 
have survived.  Among them is the earliest written magical rituals to have survived from 
Mesopotamia.  In the so-called “Ea-Marduk” texts (perhaps more properly the “Enki-
Asalluhi” texts), the Son observes a terrible problem on earth and, unable to solve the 
problem himself, goes to the Father (Enki) for advice.1536  The Father transfers power to 
the Son who, through ritual acts and magical spells, produces the good effects he is 
looking for. 

This god of the depths could be seen as the counterpart to the Sun in the first part of 
Gilgamesh.  Where Shamash brings enlightenment, clarity, reason and justice, though, 
Ea brings a much trickier sort of wisdom, more cunning and ambiguous, and altogether 
darker and ironic view of the world than we had seen earlier. 

We will see that one of the most impressive innovations of the Gilgamesh poet is the 
introduction of the Flood story.  There we will see terrible devastation caused mainly by 
a capricious and arbitrary decision of the high gods, especially Enlil.  The god of the depths 
will solve even that problem—but at what cost? 

Caught in the middle is that most ambiguous of figures in Gilgamesh, Ishtar.  Unlike the 
wise and controlled mother, Ninsun, Ishtar (sometimes seen as her rival in Uruk) is such 
a compound of motives and contradictions that she is clearly the most complex of figures 
in the poem.  The problematics of Ishtar’s actions in Tablet 6 show her at her most 
conspicuous.  Much of the time we see her in her extensions—in Irnina, Siduri, perhaps 
the wife of the sage Utnapishtim, and in the women who serve her.  The woman who is 
sent out from Uruk to seduce Enkidu is one such extension.  Ishtar shows up rather 
unexpectedly in the story of the Flood. 

In Ishtar we see the problems of a simple moral topography in Gilgamesh.  She can be up 
in the mountains where Humbaba dwells, up in the heavens where she cajoles and 
threatens her father, up on the walls of Uruk—but she remains the most earthly of deities.  
Her sexual union with humans she selects was a great mystery for millennia in 
Mesopotamia.  And it combined with stories of her descent into the world of the dead and 
her resurrection to produce the powerful and tragic love story with the “lover of her 
youth,” Dumuzi. 

Everywhere with Ishtar we see complexity, irony, light and darkness, love and violence 
mixed. 
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The second half of Gilgamesh sends Gilgamesh into such a land. 

The Reception of The Bull of Heaven Stories 
One reason for considering Gilgamesh as a “national epic” and Uruk as a model of a 
Mesopotamian city-state is that the stories of Gilgamesh (or Bilgames) quickly became 
standard items in the Sumerian school curriculum, in much the same way that study of 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and the Latin The Aeneid came to define the educated person 
in the Greco-Roman world.  Stories of Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven were already 
prominent by the end of the 3rd millennium BCE. 

More than ten lists of Sumerian literary works have survived from ancient Mesopotamia.  
The Decad, as we have seen, is an elaborate list with some sixty-two entries divided into 
six groups of about ten.1537  The list was found at Nippur, but the first entry, a poem 
praising King Shulgi of Ur, points to the systematic reorganization of scribal schools 
during the reign of that king.  Uruk is prominent in a number of ways.  Interestingly 
enough, Uruk is much better served in the list than Ur or even Nippur. 

King (and en) Shulgi himself claimed descent from Uruk and was inaugurated into en-
ship and kingship in that city.  The goddess Inanna is very prominent throughout the list.  
Gilgamesh’s ancestors in the so-called First Dynasty of Uruk, Dumuzi, Enmerkar and 
Lugalbanda, are also there.  For our purposes, though, the list is important because it 
shows that by the end of the 3rd millennium the Sumerian stories of Gilgamesh were 
already part of the curriculum. 

If the place on the list is any indication of prominence in the curriculum, the stories of 
Gilgamesh deserve notice.  First to appear (at #10) is a version of Gilgamesh and 
Humbaba.  (A second version of the story is listed at #14.)  Just after Gilgamesh and 
Humbaba is the Sumerian story of Gilgamesh and The Bull of Heaven.  A “Gudam” story, 
possibly “The Gudam Epic,” is also listed.1538 

The list, then, confirms what later centuries would demonstrate both in the Akkadian 
literary texts and in Mesopotamian art, that the two heroic narratives pitting Gilgamesh 
against the monsters were recognized as central to the developing traditions of Uruk’s 
hero.1539 

There is a certain irony in this list from Nippur, the city that overtook Uruk as the center 
of Sumerian culture in the 3rd millennium. Nippur itself and its powerful god, Enlil, are 
not central to the curriculum at all.1540  In other words, the curriculum was still rather 
more Uruk-centered than Nippur-centered, reflecting an older tradition.  Uruk’s heroes 
are even more prominent than the other humans, mostly kings, who appear on the list.  
No human heroes associated with Nippur appear in the curriculum. 

Outside of and parallel to the literary tradition, the two contests between the heroes of 
Gilgamesh and awe-inspiring creatures, Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven, continued to 
inspire the visual arts for centuries.  Even if the early “Contest Scene” that, as we have 
seen, depicted a Bull-Man restraining a great bull and a Nude Hero plunging a knife into 
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the shoulders of a bull, turns out to be earlier in art than the historical  Gilgamesh, the 
visual record of the victory of Gilgamesh and Enkidu over The Bull of Heaven is well 
attested. The fight with The Bull of Heaven was placed at the center of the stories that 
comprise the Gilgamesh. 

Early Written Texts Dealing with The Bull of Heaven 
Only a few works are known from the earliest period when literary (as opposed to even 
earlier lexical texts and practical texts like ration lists).  The Early Dynastic Period, from 
roughly the middle through the second third of the 3rd millennium BCE, is marked by the 
rivalry between Sumerian city-states and the rise in prominence of the kings as rulers of 
those city-states.  Gilgamesh is the most prominent and the most legendary of the early 
kings, as we have noticed many times.  As one might expect, the earlier the texts the more 
difficult they are to decipher and translate. 

“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh”  
One of these very old texts actually opens with The Bull of Heaven.  A Sumerian 
composition, it points to many of the activities of Gilgamesh, as we have seen before, but 
without naming him directly.  Rather, the hero of the piece is a figure called Ama-
ushumgal-anna, an epithet also used for Dumuzi.  If the Ama part of the title could be 
read, not “mother,” as is usual, but en, as Bendt Alster has suggested,1541 it may be that we 
are seeing the ideological bridge that connects Gilgamesh, as en, with the ens of Uruk who 
were the “priest-kings”1542 of the city centuries long before Gilgamesh himself appeared. 

The Sumerian poem edited by Douglas Frayne opens with the line that identifies the hero 
of the piece, the one who is “the slayer of the Bull of Heaven” (gu4-an GÍR).1543  The poem 
may be nearly six hundred years earlier than the Sumerian “Gilgamesh and the Bull of 
Heaven,” whose text is from the Ur III period (ca. 2050 BCE). 

At the end of the manuscript we learn that the poem is a “drum song” (tigi NA2 ) and a 
kind of magical incantation known as an é-nu-ru.  It addresses the goddess Inanna and 
appears to praise her; the last line is a praise of Ama-ushumgal-anna.  Gilgamesh is not 
mentioned by name.  (Dumuzi is not mentioned either; while he carries this epithet, he is 
not known as the protagonist of the heroic acts referred to in the poem.) 

The protagonist, slayer of the Bull of Heaven, is himself metaphorically a bull, the “breed-
bull of Ur.”  Significantly, he is identified as the “divine king” (dnu-gal) of Inanna’s city, 
Uruk.  Another line connects him specifically with Inanna, perhaps as his standard bearer.  
Later he is said to have rammed the “great standards” deep in the earth.  This follows lines 
in which the hero is described as one who wears a “bright cap” (bar-su za-gir) and who, 
note, “embraces Inanna”  (gú-dinanna lá).  These details would seem to identify the hero 
with the traditional “priest-king,” the en, depicted in earlier Uruk art. 

Hymns of this sort often list epithets that show the one praised in a most positive light.  
They do not necessarily follow a narrative logic.  It is difficult to tell if the heroic acts 
mentioned in the poem are presented in anything like a chronological order.  But after a 
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series of actions the hero, on an arduous journey, carries off the “herb-pot of life” (úgur-
zi), also identified as the tree of life (gish-ti).  This looks like a version of Gilgamesh’s 
quest for a plant of renewal, which he loses before he is able to return to Uruk. (Two key 
lines are missing here, but there is a suggestion that when the hero sets the herb-pot on 
the banks of a river, he may have lost the plant.) 

Three lines at the end of the poem strongly suggest the main point of the hymn.  The 
divine-king Ama-ushumgal-anna, though he is “anointed with first-quality oil” (ì-nun-ti-
a), which must mark the position he has attained (through Inanna?), he is not given a “life 
of long days” (nu zi-ud).  This looks suggestively like a motif seen much later in Homer, 
where in the underworld Achilles laments his early death.  Certainly the reward of the 
heroic “priest-king” of Uruk is not eternal life. 

Besides the (tragic?) episode of the “herb-pot of life” are many other references suggestive 
of later Gilgamesh stories.  The hero is certainly a warrior, “eager for battle,” and one who 
killed wild bulls on “a distant shore.”  As in our Tablet 6 of Gilgamesh the hero hangs up 
horns of a defeated bull and fills the horns with “fine first-quality oil.”  Where Gilgamesh 
in the later Akkadian version smashes certain stones, an act that delays his journey across 
the waters of death and makes it impossible for anyone else to make the journey after him, 
Ama-ushumgal-anna smashes certain GA-stones.1544  The smashing of the stones may be 
paired with what follows, when the hero rips mes-trees from their roots to make a shade 
from the sun.  (Perhaps this is a rather obscure reference to the later Sumerian 
“Gilgamesh and the Huluppu-Tree.”)  Certainly Gilgamesh in the late version is the 
ultimate traveler.  Not only does he kill wild bulls, but he also opens up new paths in the 
mountains.  Like the god Enki he takes a boat through the dangerous waters of the engur, 
where he encounters terrible torrents, rains that split rocks and split open heaven itself. 

In another place the hero uses punting-poles to cross a barrier of great waters, much like 
Gilgamesh, who must use such poles on his dangerous crossing to see the sage 
Utnapishtim.  He waters the cattle pens and directs water into the fields—acts that 
connect him with the mastery of both animal husbandry and agriculture, also 
achievements of the “priest-king,” the en. 

While in later traditions nothing is said of Gilgamesh as a boy, the Early Dynastic hymn 
devotes at least two lines to the hero’s youth.  He was a “little brawler, suckled with 
wholesome milk” and a “clever youngster, a steward” (shabra) who puts ancient relics in 
order. 

Again, it is important to note that the sequence of these heroic acts is not entirely clear, 
so it is not certain that they follow a path of greater significance.  Perhaps the most 
intriguing hint is the hero’s defeat of a certain aquatic beast, the kúshu-a-nim.  It is not 
clear exactly what the creature is.  It appears to be a terrifying animal living in the 
marshes.1545   The lines occur just before the hero takes his boat on the dangerous journey.  
While such a water-creature can be found in the mythologies of many cultures, there is 
no enough evidence yet to see how the kúshu-a-nim functions in Sumerian myth and 
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literature.  It is also not clear if Ama-ushumgal-anna is himself a creature of the cosmic 
waters, the abzu and the engur. 

“Bilgames and The Bull of Heaven” 
The story of Gilgamesh and Enkidu defeating the Bull of Heaven at the center of the 
Akkadian Gilgamesh was certainly inspired by earlier stories in Sumerian.  Two of the 
Sumerian versions of the story have been discovered.  Bilgames and The Bull of Heaven 
is similar to our later Akkadian story in many ways, but it includes many significant 
differences.  (“Bilgames” is the reading of the name in some Sumerian texts.) 

Both stories have the goddess,1546 in a fury at being rejected by Gilgamesh, demanding 
that her father send down the powerful Bull of Heaven to punish the hero.  In both cases 
Gilgamesh and Enkidu fight and defeat the Bull—and use the defeat to further insult the 
goddess.  The rejection of Inanna and the insult to her have been described as the single 
most shocking slight to a deity by a mortal in Mesopotamian literature. 

In the old Sumerian tale the insult to Inanna is softened, perhaps only slightly, by the final 
lines of the poem and the dedication of the poem to Inanna.  When she sends the Bull 
against him, Gilgamesh promises that, if he slays the Bull he will throw the carcass in an 
alley and divide the spoils, giving the hide to tanner, the meat to the orphans of the city—
and its two horns to Inanna herself, as oil vessels in the sacred Eanna temple. Gilgamesh 
threatens the Bull itself in exactly the same language (a distinctive feature of Sumerian 
poetry, as we have noted elsewhere).  The poem ends with the fulfillment of Gilgamesh’s 
boast, again in the same language as the earlier passages.  The poem is concluded, then, 
with at least some degree of reconciliation with Inanna: the gift of horns and oil, both 
precious items for the temple of the goddess. 

No such reconciliation is evident in the later Gilgamesh version, as we have seen.  There 
the precious horns are shown to the artisans of the city even as Ishtar and her wailing 
women lament over the body of the slain Bull.  The gigantic horns—said to be of lapis 
lazuli—are admired, and they to given, not to the goddess but to Gilgamesh’s deified 
father, Lugalbanda, for the father’s chamber.  Tablet 6 ends with further boasting by 
Gilgamesh and a grand celebration of victory.  The final lines of the tablet point to the 
sudden change in the fate of the two heroes.  At the moment of their greatest triumph, 
one of the men will have to die—and the story will immediately turn tragic.  What 
reconciliation between Gilgamesh and the goddess, if it does occur in the story (and we 
think it does), will happen much later, when an exhausted Gilgamesh returns to his city 
and to his goddess. 

There is another, even more surprising—if not shocking—difference between the two 
accounts.  Gilgamesh 6 contains, we recall, one of the most eloquent putdowns of anyone 
in Mesopotamian literature when Gilgamesh rejects the love Ishtar offers him and goes 
on to enumerate the many lovers the goddess has had—and has destroyed in the process.  
In the Sumerian Bilgames and the Bull of Heaven also offers herself to Gilgamesh, but 
his response is very different from the later version.  Like so many ancient texts, this one 
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is very tricky and difficult to translate, is no small measure because there are gaps in the 
surviving documents.  It is clear that Gilgamesh does not respond to Inanna immediately.  
Rather, he turns to his mother for advice.  He repeats to her what must have been a very 
appealing offer (though the offer is couched in difficult negative expressions, as we shall 
see).  Only a part of mother Ninsun’s response has survived.  As reconstructed by Douglas 
Frayne, the mother’s advice is to turn down the offer and go it alone. 

“Gifts of Inanna must not enter your lordly palace, 
The goddess Ninegal [i.e., Inanna] must not smother your heroic might, 
The goddess Inanna must not block your way!”1547 

The key line might be rendered, “she must not weaken your warrior’s arm,” but the sense 
is clear enough.  This looks quite a bit like a very widespread fear in cultures that value 
the heroic warrior: sexual acts will weaken the fighter’s ability to perform in battle.  (The 
Bible contains explicit rules about when a soldier may or may not have sex even with his 
own wife.)  There is not elaboration of Inanna’s many lovers and her infidelities; and there 
is no concern that Gilgamesh, being a mortal man, cannot provide gifts worthy of the 
goddess.  Rather we see a mother’s advice to her son: entering into Inanna’s house will 
weaken Gilgamesh. 

When the text is taken up again after a gap, Gilgamesh is using his mother’s exact 
language to reject Inanna’s offer.  She flies into a rage and demands that the Bull of 
Heaven be sent to avenge the insult.  Gilgamesh’s rejection does include several lines 
beyond what we know of Ninsun’s advice to him.  No doubt they were part of her advice, 
but the textual evidence is not there to prove it.  They appear to make explicit that way 
Inanna could “block the way” of Gilgamesh.  He now boasts that he will himself bring the 
cattle and sheep of foreign lands to his home in Uruk; and he himself will find silver and 
precious carnelian in abundance.  He will, by implication, do these heroic tasks without 
her help. 

Ishtar’s Offer and Gilgamesh’s Rejection of Her Offer 
The differences between the Sumerian and Akkadian versions are sometimes subtle.  The 
Sumerian story has nothing to do with the Oppression of Uruk.  Since it is not linked to 
other tales, it does not mention Gilgamesh’s previous achievements, especially the conflict 
with Humbaba.  And there is nothing of the early civilizing development of Enkidu 
through the activities of Ishtar’s temple woman. 

Mainly, though, the Sumerian version Gilgamesh does not, apparently, respond to 
Inanna’s proposal with a long (and eloquent) litany of her lovers’ mistreatment, as each 
lover has his fate changed by the goddess.  But at least somewhat balancing the negative 
view provided by the Akkadian version is the concern the goddess shows for her city. 

Gilgamesh Tablet 6 opens with Ishtar’s attraction to Gilgamesh and her offer of a kind of 
marriage. 
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The Goddess Proposes to the Hero in Tablet 6 of Gilgamesh 
 

To the beautiful Gilgamesh great Ishtar lifted her eyes. 
 
“Come here, Gilgamesh, be my lover! 
Let me taste your body. 
Be my husband, and I’ll be your wife! 
 
“I’ll order harnessed for you a chariot of lapis lazuli and gold, 
its wheels of gold and its horns of precious amber. 
You will drive storm-demons—powerful mules! 
 
“Enter our house, into the sweet scent of cedarwood. 
As you enter our house 
the magnificent doorway itself will kiss your feet. 
Kings, nobles and princes will bend down before you. 
 
“Mountains and lowlands both will bring their yield to you. 
Your goats will drop triplets, your ewes twins. 
Even loaded down, your donkey will overtake the mule. 
Your horses will win fame for their running. 
Your ox under its yoke will have no rival.” 
 
Gilgamesh shaped his mouth to speak, 
saying to great Ishtar: 
“What could I give you if I take you as a wife?”1548 (6.6-23) 

 Gilgamesh rejects Ishtar’s offer in an eloquent poetic speech. 

Gilgamesh Responds to Ishtar’s Proposal 

 
“What could I give you if I take you in marriage? 
…headdress and clothing? 
…my bread? and what keeps me alive? 
…food fit for a god? 
…drink fit for a king? 
Will I bind…? 
Will I heap…up? 
…a coat? 
What would I get if I married you?  
 
“You’re a fire that goes out in the cold, 
a door that does not keep out wind or storm, 
a palace that crushes the fighters defending it, 
an elephant that destroys its housing, 
tar that defiles the one carrying it, 
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a waterskin that soaks the one who lifts it, 
the stone that crumbles in the wall, 
the battering ram that shatters the wall for an enemy, 
the shoe that bites the owner’s foot! 
 
“Which of your lovers have lasted forever? 
Which of your heroes has gone up into the heavens? 
Come, let me name your lovers for you. 
 
“The one who carried jugs of cream on his shoulders…, 
Tammuz, the lover of your youth, 
year after year you set up a wailing for him. 
 
You loved the colorful shepherd bird: 
you struck him and broke his wing. 
In the woods he stands crying, ‘Kappi’ My wing!’ 
 
You loved the lion, the perfection of strength: 
you dug for him seven and seven ambush pits. 
 
You loved the stallion, eager for battle: 
you ordained for him the whip, the goad, the lash; 
you made him gallop seven double-leagues; 
you made him muddy the water as he drinks. 
You doomed his mother, Silili, to endless weeping. 
 
You loved a shepherd, a keeper of herds, 
who gave you cakes baked in embers forever, 
and slaughtered kids for you day after day: 
you struck him, turned him into a wolf. 
his own boys drove him away 
and his dogs snapped at his haunches. 
 
“You also loved Ishullanu, your father’s gardener, 
who always brought you baskets of date 
and every day made your table gleam. 
You lifted your eyes to him and went to him: 
‘My Ishullanu, let’s have a taste of your strength. 
Take your qātu and touch my hurri-dādu!’ 
Ishullanu said to you, 
‘Me?  What do you want from me? 
Didn’t my mother bake?  Haven’t I eaten? 
Should I eat the bread of slander and insults now? 
Should I be covered with reeds against the cold?’ 
You heard his answer. 
You turned him into a dallālu, a frog (?), 
and stuck him in the middle of his garden, 
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where he can’t go up, can’t go down. 
 
So you’d love me in my turn and treat me like them? (6.24-79) 

The Great Refusal 
Gilgamesh arrogantly refuses the offer. For one things, he asks, “What could I give 
you if I take you in marriage?” For another, her gifts can be destructive. Gilgamesh 
calls the goddess “a fire that goes out in the cold/ a door that does not keep out 
wind or storm” (6.33-4), a palace that crushes its defenders, “tar that defiles the 
one carrying it,/ a waterskin that soaks the one who lifts it” (6.37-8), even “a shoe 
that bites the owner’s foot” (6.41). 

Finally, Gilgamesh asks, “Which of your lovers have lasted forever?” To emphasize 
the point, Gilgamesh insults the goddess further by listing her former lovers (6.42-
79). In each case she has established the destiny of the being she loved. For 
Tammuz, “lover of your youth,” she set up ritual wailing year after year. The list of 
her lovers includes the “many-colored” allallu-bird, the lion, the stallion, a 
shepherd, and finally a gardener, Ishullanu. 

The catalog of lovers begins with Dumuzi/Tammuz, her most famous lover.  While 
he does have a brief appearance among the legendary figures in the First Dynasty 
of Uruk according to The Sumerian King List, Tammuz was widely known 
throughout Mesopotamia as the substitute for Ishtar when she was killed in the 
underworld.  He did not go to his death willingly, but he enabled her resurrection.  
(His sister, according to the Sumerian version of the story, offered herself as a 
sacrifice so that Tammuz would spend only half of each year in the world of the 
dead.  She spent the other half of the year in the world below for Tammuz.) 

The other lovers in the list form a series from wild to domesticated animals and 
from less civilized to more civilized humans.  The series culminates with a 
shepherd who is turned into a wolf and a gardener, Ishullanu, who, though he 
brings Ishtar baskets of dates daily, is subjected to a kind of living death when he, 
like Gilgamesh, rejects her proposal.  Each story of a lover is successively longer 
and more detailed than the previous one.  That narrative device also emphasizes 
the fates of the Shepherd and the Gardener.  While most scholars liken Ishullanu’s 
transformation into a dallālu to a frog, it may be that the one who tends the date 
palm is stuck halfway up the plant, so he can neither move up (to complete his role 
as the one who implants the male spathe into the female date palm) nor move down 
to earth. 

In her anger at Gilgamesh’s refusal, Ishtar demands that her father send down The 
Bull of Heaven to punish Gilgamesh. (She threatens to break down the gates of the 
Netherworld, letting the dead rise to devour the living.) Once again Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu, though, are up to the task. After a great struggle, the heroes slay the great 
Bull. Enkidu flings a part of the Bull in Ishtar's face, and she is reduced to 
lamenting the insult with her temple women. 
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In an unusual move, the heroes make an offering to the Sun God, Shamash. 

After they had killed the Bull they tore out his heart. 
They set it in the presence of Shamash. 
They stepped back and fell prostrate before Shamash. 
They sat down, brothers, the two of them.  (6.149-52) 

Then, in what has been described as the most shocking insult given to a deity in 
Mesopotamian history, Enkidu flings a part of the Bull in Ishtar's face, and she is 
reduced to lamenting the insult with her temple women. 

The heroes cleanse themselves and propose a rather obvious riddle to the people who are 
looking on. 

They washed their hands in the Euphrates, 
took each other by the hand and went in. (6.170-71) 
 
The riddle is an undisguised boast. 
 
Gilgamesh speaks these words to the people assembled, 
to the women he says: 
“Who is the most beautiful of heroes? 
Who is the most glorious of men?” (6.174-77) 

 

In the palace the men celebrate their victory. 

In his palace Gilgamesh holds a joyful celebration (hidūtu). 
 
On the couch of night the heroes lie down, and sleep.  
 
Enkidu, lying down, sees a dream. 
Enkidu jerked upright to set the dream free, 
Saying to his friend:  (6.183-87) 

_________________________ 

“Friend, why are the Great Gods in council?” (= Tablet 7.1) 

 

By the end of the episode, Gilgamesh and Enkidu are perfectly one. “They sat down, 
brothers, the two of them” (kilallān) (152).  The riddle Gilgamesh poses is 
transparent enough.  The men are enjoying themselves. 

The tablet ends in a masterful way. The heroes have triumphed everywhere. Gilgamesh 
boasts of himself and Enkidu. For the restless one there is a moment--the only moment 
in the long work--of both joy and rest. “In his palace Gilgamesh holds a joyous celebration 
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(hidūtu).”  (The term hidūtu is related to the hadû of the Joy/Woe Man.  Other versions 
of the Gilgamesh story show Gilgamesh establishing festivals day and night.) 

At the moment of highest joy, the story takes a tragic turn.  The dream Enkidu has jerks 
him upright.  The catch-line indicates where this is heading: the Great Gods in Council 
will determine the fates of the men—and one will die. 

Tablet 6, with its very active goddess Ishtar, is often taken as somehow self-evident.  
Ishtar has transformative powers, surely. Many hymns to the goddess emphasize her 
ability to change the fates of humans.  The list of former lovers shows her fickle, unstable, 
perverse. Certainly Gilgamesh was wise to decline the invitation, one often hears. Sheldon 
Kopp, for example, though he admires Gilgamesh greatly, finds it disappointing here. For 
Kopp it is fascinating to see that though the insight into each person’s double nature is 
central to Gilgamesh, there is as yet little understanding of the dual sexual nature of each 
person. The myth of feminine evil is maintained. The female is the “dangerous sex” whose 
task it is to stir men's lust, but who in so doing betrays them and robs them of their power. 
When she is free she may operate independently against men as a weapon, so it is 
necessary to bind her so that she may instead serve as a tool.1549 

The extensive literature on the so-called Sacred Marriage suggests this is only a partial 
estimate of Ishtar, one that dangerously misrepresents the importance of the feminine in 
Mesopotamian culture.1550   The marriage of the king (who becomes Tammuz in the ritual) 
and the goddess (usually in the form of a priestess) was an ancient and very important 
annual ritual, one that contributed not only to the fertility of the community, but one that 
was involved in “establishing the fate” of the community for the year. Ishtar was not the 
only goddess involved in the Sacred Marriage in Mesopotamia, but in one way she gained 
a unique superiority. The very word for the Goddess in Akkadian was a form of her name: 
ishtaru.  It approaches our concept of “divinity” as closely as any term in Akkadian.  
Against the “infidelity” of Ishtar is the arrogance of the hero, a trait that clings to the lover 
of her youth, Tammuz. 

The consequences of the hubris of Gilgamesh and Enkidu shown in this episode come 
swiftly 

Complexities of Ishtar’s Proposal and Gilgamesh’s Refusal 
In a very important and much discussed article, Tzvi Abusch claimed that Ishtar was being 
quite deceptive in the proposal she makes to Gilgamesh.1551  His analysis of Tablet 6, lines 
1-79, is both comprehensive and very subtle.  At the center is his claim that Ishtar 
deceptively offers Gilgamesh death and a life in the netherworld after death.  There is a 
Mesopotamian tradition that Gilgamesh gained a godlike status in the netherworld, where 
he acted as a judge, which was the fate of Ishtar’s first love, Dumuzi (Tammuz).  Abusch 
does not follow the connection between Gilgamesh and Dumuzi.  Rather he focuses on 
the subtle ambiguities of Ishtar’s speech and Gilgamesh’s equally subtle rejection of her. 

I should add at this point that Abusch is one of the Gilgamesh scholars who thinks there 
is an organic link between Tablets 1-11 and Tablet 12.  He sees that Gilgamesh in Tablet 
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12 is given a very detailed description of the fate of various humans in the netherworld—
exactly the kind of knowledge he will need when he does, in fact, become a judge in the 
netherworld.1552 

I would offer a slightly different analysis of the proposal and rejection.  I think that Ishtar’s 
selection of her human lover is firmly in the tradition of the selection of the Sumerian en, 
usually translated “lord,” to serve as her earthly dam, or spouse.  This very ancient 
practice, which is best illustrated in the extensive love literature involving 
Dumuzi/Tammuz, continued, at least at Uruk, into Neo-Assyrian times.  Abusch makes 
much of the marriage formula in Gilgamesh, which is offered to Gilgamesh.  Abusch is 
certainly correct in noting that the proposal is unusual in two respects.  It is initiated by 
the female, not the male, and it is unilateral.1553  This is, if I read the sources correctly, the 
formula for a type of “sacred marriage,” which has been discussed at great length and is, 
nevertheless, largely dismissed by Abusch.  What is unusual about what has been called 
Entrance Marriage is that it reverses the norm: the male mortal not only marries the 
goddess, but lives with her in her “house,” the very center of sacrality in Uruk, the gipar 
of the Eanna temple.1554 

Ishtar’s proposal is relatively short (lines 7-21), but packed with attractive gifts.  She offers 
Gilgamesh a chariot of lapis and gold, to be drawn by “storm demons” like giant mules.  
She invites him to enter their house, with its scent of cedar—quite a precious wood for the 
relatively tree-less Sumerian south.  In that place the very door-sill will show him honor.  
Kings, nobles, and princes will kneel before him and give him lavish gifts.  Perhaps even 
more important, considering the power of Ishtar over the forces of “life,” are her gifts to 
him of goats that will bear triplets, ewes that will give birth to twins, a donkey that even 
with a heavy pack would overtake a mule; horses that run proudly before the wagon; an 
ox that will have no rival.  Between the Agricultural Revolution that set the stage for the 
development of cities in Mesopotamia and the Industrial Revolution of the Modern Age 
it would be hard to find anyone who could not see the value in these gifts.  Sheep and 
goats that were immensely productive, donkeys to transport goods, and an ox to plow the 
fields were of course central to animal husbandry, trade, and the raising of crops.  
Historically, Uruk gained its enormous advantage in productivity by selecting a grain 
(barley) that would tolerate the saline soil of the floodplain and figuring out how to 
irrigate long rows plowed by oxen.  For thousands of years Uruk’s wealth lay in its 
agricultural productivity.  Ishtar’s temple controlled vast lands and flocks.  (In contrast, 
the polities that counted its wealth in precious objects held by temple and palace were 
vulnerable to attack.)   

Abusch pays relatively little attention to the details of this third part of Ishtar’s proposal.  
He notes that the “storm-demons” who will drive the chariot have an infernal character.  
And he makes a good case that the honors Gilgamesh will enjoy are those he would have 
in the netherworld.  He sees the details as referring to funeral rites and activities 
Gilgamesh would perform in the world of the dead. 
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I would not argue with Abusch that for the elites in the netherworld, which in some 
literary accounts (including Enkidu’s dream in Tablet 7 and the descents of Inanna and 
Ishtar into the netherworld) including important priestly classes and gods), the world of 
the dead was organized hierarchically and structured to look more like Milton’s 
Pandemonium than the dreary place Enkidu describes in Tablet 11.  My argument would 
be that Mesopotamia modeled the netherworld the way they did (in less detail, 
admittedly) the place of the gods in the heavens, on what they knew of earthly palaces, 
temples and the like.  Rather than splitting the netherworld from the world of the living, 
the ambiguity in Ishtar’s speech may derive from homologies. 

When Ishtar (and Inanna) are captured in the netherworld and killed there, raising the 
paradox of an immortal who is yet subject to death, the wherewithal to resurrect her are 
found there, the bread and water of life.  Even so, Mesopotamian visions of the 
netherworld, as far as I have been able to discover, do not include the ordinary work of 
shepherds and farmers.  The underworld is mainly viewed as sterile and static.  Ishtar’s 
offer of fertile and tame animals seems to me incompatible with Abusch’s otherwise 
attractive thesis.  Petr Charvát, as we have seen, offers pretty convincing evidence that the 
en of Inanna in Uruk engaged in regular rituals (involving a nin, his female counterpart, 
either Inanna herself or a human as proxy, or both en and nin figured by statues, in a 
ritual involving a bed) that look a good bit like “sacred marriage” rituals for the fertility 
and general prosperity of the land.1555 

Often overlooked in Ishtar’s proposal and in the Ishtar literature generally is that even 
where she offers “fertility,” she does not offer the most conspicuously missing feature in 
Mesopotamian kingship, which followed a dynastic formula: children for Gilgamesh.  The 
name of a son of Gilgamesh is known from two documents only, The Sumerian King List 
and the very brief History of the Tummal.  The first mentions an Ur-Lugal, who had a 
reasonable though unremarkable tenure in Uruk after Gilgamesh; the second mentions 
father and son together as restoring the structure known as the Tummal.  The Sumerian 
“Death of Gilgamesh” makes the point that Gilgamesh was fated to be king but not to have 
eternal life.  When he finally accepts the idea, he takes elaborate steps to prepare a tomb 
and a place for himself as a lesser god and governor of the netherworld.1556  The entire 
royal court is buried in his stone tomb: his beloved wife, beloved child, a second wife and 
a concubine, his minstrel, cupbearer, barber and retainers.  Even in this remarkable 
document, which does mention his friend Enkidu by name, gives no names of these folks.  
The list is simply a conventional catalogue of what we could expect of a royal household.  
It is assumed that the king has at least one child, but no name is actually given.  Ur-lugal, 
who was quite likely an historical personage, is likely to be the most forgotten person in 
history. 

The point of Ishtar’s proposal at this point is, as I see it, the goddess offering to house her 
spouse in the Eanna.  However powerful her spouse may be, the en is a consecrated and 
convented man, just as the female spouses of male deities were considered to be.1557  A 
rather odd point about the Sacred Marriage is that it rarely produces offspring.  
Inanna/Ishtar may have her man, but she does not become a mother by him—and in her 
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proposal she does not offer that Gilgamesh will have any children.  Kingship and enship 
were quite different positions even when they met in kings like the Ur III king Shulgi.  
Such kings reportedly engaged in very explicit sexual encounters with the goddess, but 
they do not do it in expectation of dynastic continuity.  In Gilgamesh Gilgamesh is already 
king before he is offered, as I think, enship.  Significantly, his resistance to the offer does 
not involve his need to have a successor. 

Abusch’s remarks on the four lines that end Ishtar’s proposal (lines 18-21) are remarkably 
brief and unsupported.  “With his settlement in the netherworld, Gilgamesh will become 
the possessor of vigorous herds, and they will become his embodiment.  Perhaps this 
power is activated by the offerings of tribute (line 17). In any case, Gilgamesh will serve 
as a source of fertility, a power not unusual in one who resides in the earth.”1558  It may 
well be that after death Gilgamesh will promote fertility on the earth, as Dumuzi would, 
but Abusch does not pursue the parallel here.  I know of no case where herds are kept in 
the netherworld, but on the face of it, these lines offer what a goddess like Ishtar could 
provide her en. 

I should mention that Abusch sees a parallel between Ishtar and the figures of Calypso 
and Circe in the Odyssey,1559 that they are “lonely and sexually needy” goddesses who live 
in the underworld.  I will leave it to Classicists to comment on the Greek goddesses.  
Abusch is on surer grounds when he sees parallels between Ishtar and Ereshkigal, goddess 
of the netherworld, who is often identified as the sister of Ishtar, that is, I think, Ishtar’s 
underworld counterpart. 

On the Great Refusal 
Gilgamesh’s rejection of Ishtar is much longer than the proposal, and brilliant.  One has 
to credit the power of poetry to strengthen the message.  I think it is not surprising that 
readers of Gilgamesh remember Gilgamesh’s elaborate putdown of the goddess far more 
than they remember details of Ishtar’s proposal.  Abusch devotes more than ten pages to 
Gilgamesh’s speech (161-73), and it is a model of close reading of a literary text.  With a 
specialist’s command of Akkadian grammar, vocabulary, and poetic devices, Abusch 
masterfully shows the patterns that emerge in Gilgamesh’s carefully worded response.  
(Recall that in the older Sumerian “Bull of Heaven” Gilgamesh merely repeats, in a very 
few lines, his mother’s warning that the goddess will weaken Gilgamesh’s “warrior’s 
arm.”) 

Abusch’s analysis is so thorough and subtle that I can only send readers back to his essay 
for the details.  Some highlights, though, should be mentioned.  As mentioned previously, 
Gilgamesh lists Ishtar’s lovers, beginning with the famous Tammuz, the lover of her 
“youth.”  Then there were animals (bird, lion, horse), each closer to humanity than the 
previous one.  The human lovers, a shepherd and a gardener, Ishullanu, are figures 
increasingly close to “civilized” life.  Abusch notices that Gilgamesh is called “king,” the 
embodiment of Mesopotamian “civilized” life, for the first time by a third party, just after 
Gilgamesh rejects Ishtar.1560  That is, the catalog of lovers presents a movement from wild 
and unsettled to tamed and civilized. 
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Abusch shows also that the choice of verbs, adverbs, and distributive nouns supports  
“progression along past-present, nature-culture axes” (164).  In each case Ishtar’s lovers 
have been transformed and have suffered loss.  The analysis shows this clearly, although 
I am still not sure that the catalog “amounts to an offer of death” (164-65).  The power of 
Ishtar to transform nature is traditional; she is even capable of changing male into female 
and female into male.  Abusch again makes a very important observation when he shows 
that the line of lovers becomes finally a circle, when the story of Ishullanu reaches back to 
the first lover, Tammuz.1561  Abusch presents the parallels between Ishullanu and 
Gilgamesh in great detail, and notes as well certain contrasts.1562   

Very important to Abusch’s reading of the text is that it shows Gilgamesh’s refusal as a 
challenge to the old order, where the offer of a hieros gamos and the mourning over the 
slain Bull represent older seasonal rites.1563  Gilgamesh asserts his will and is integrated 
into a more complex human organization.  Even though he eventually accepts death—
according to Abusch, when the netherworld itself is “made over into an organized 
city”1564—through Gilgamesh death “has been civilized.” 

For our purposes these are the essential claims of Abusch.  He also makes important 
claims for the importance of both Tablets 6 and 12 in the poem as a whole.  Among other 
things he points out that Gilgamesh must endure a rite of passage, a change of being and 
the acquisition of knowledge, before he is able to accept the limitations of human life.1565 

I think that, given the many insights into Gilgamesh offered by Tzvi Abusch in his essay 
on Ishtar’s proposal and Gilgamesh’s rejection, it must be regarded as a key analysis of 
the poem as a whole.  My only problem with it is that Abusch need not have restricted 
Ishtar’s proposal to a deceptive offer of death.  I think that the tradition of a “sacred 
marriage” in which even a king like Shulgi of Ur enters the sanctuary of the goddess in 
Uruk, where the goddess proclaims him her lover and initiates him into sexual congress 
and places him on the throne—the only other piece of furniture beside the bed mentioned 
in her “storehouse” bedroom—suggests that Ishtar’s offer may indeed involve a powerful 
life after death, such as was achieved by the tragic Dumuzi/Tammuz, but that it would 
also have provided Gilgamesh with power, wealth and status in Uruk.  His rejection of the 
offer dooms Gilgamesh to an agonizing journey after the death of his friend Enkidu.  That 
journey provides him with the knowledge he will need to return as an enlightened king to 
his city.  It is a rite of passage that Gilgamesh presents in a most powerful way.   

Many readers have noticed that the frame that returns at the end of Tablet 11 to the 
opening of Tablet 1 shows Gilgamesh admiring the famous walls of his city.  The frame 
also highlights what is not as frequently noticed: that the interior of the city is marked by 
the dwelling of Ishtar.  She lives at the very center of Uruk and it, in a profound way, the 
heart of the city.  When Gilgamesh returns, finally at peace after his many trials, he is, in 
my reading of the poem, accepting the role of king and en, that is, accepting her offer.  It 
is not without significance that, as Jeffrey Tigay noted, the Old Babylonian formula that 
described Uruk as the city of Anu and Ishtar, has been reduced in the Standard Akkadian 
Gilgamesh to the dwelling of Ishtar alone.1566 
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Inanna’s Offer and Bilgames’s Rejection of Her Offer   
Compare Gilgamesh’s refusal of Ishtar’s proposal in Tablet 6 to the episode in an earlier 
Sumerian version.  

The Sumerian Bull of Heaven story contains a detail that speaks to the very idea of the 
heroic.  Quite unlike the Akkadian story, Gilgamesh does not reject Inanna’s proposal 
because he fears he will suffer the fate of her other lovers.  Rather, he takes the proposal 
to his mother, who advises him against it because it will sap his strength. That is, as we 
have seen, the conflict between Inanna and Gilgamesh involves the warrior’s taboo: sex 
will weaken him, as in the story of Samson and Delilah.  Another translation of the key 
lines is this: 

“The gifts of Inanna must not enter your chamber, 
the Divine Palace Lady must not weaken (your) warrior’s arm!” 1567  

For a poem that opens with praise of the “hero in battle,” Inanna’s gifts must represent a 
threat to the hero’s very identity. 

The gifts Inanna offers Gilgamesh are quite different from the ones Ishtar offers him in 
Gilgamesh.  Mainly she designates Gilgamesh as her “man.”  That is followed by what 
appear to be a series of negatives, which would be very odd in this context.  The syntax is 
very difficult to follow.  Andrew George translates the lines in this way. 

 
From the palace of Abzu she cast her glance on the…; 
“O wild bull, you shall be my man, I will not let you go, 
O lord Bilgames, you shall be my man, I will not let you go, 
In my temple Eanna I will not let you go to pass judgment, 
In my holy Gipar I will not let you go to render verdicts, 
In the god An’s beloved Eanna I will not let you go to pass judgment!” 1568  

Since she loves her “wild bull,” she will not let him go.  That is expected.  What is not 
expected is that she will not allow him to “pass judgment” and “render verdicts” (which 
means the same thing) in her holy of holies, the gipar of the temple Eanna, where Inanna 
has her bed and where “Sacred Marriage” texts show her transforming the human she has 
selected into a semi-divine being, one who is in those texts allowed precisely to act as a 
judge.  The rendering of justice is a prerogative of the en chosen by the goddess.1569 

The problem with the text may be handled if we interpret the syntax much the way English 
traditionally has done with double negatives.  While English teachers fret about students 
using double negatives, there is no question that in spoken English the device is most 
often used to emphasize the positive.  Sumerian allowed the same modal prefix /na/, 
usually negative and prohibitive, also used as an affirmative.1570  I suggest that the prefix 
/nu/ is used here as an emphatic positive.  If this is possible, Inanna would be promising 
that Gilgamesh would indeed become a judge in Inanna’s temple, the very heart of Uruk. 

Gilgamesh, for his part, will come to see this as a terrible constraint upon his freedom. 
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The last line of Inanna’s offer is broken (“O Bilgames, be you…, and I will be…!”), but it 
strongly suggests the marriage formula Ishtar offers Gilgamesh in the Akkadian text, “Be 
you my husband and I your wife!” (6.9).  The oddity of Inanna speaking from the Abzu is 
reinforced by what she apparently will not let Gilgamesh do.  She may be using double 
syntax.  On one level she emphatically offers something that will ironically on another 
level be carried out in the underworld. 

Tzvi Abusch has argued that Inanna’s offer in the Akkadian Gilgamesh is highly deceptive.  
She appears to offer the perfection of life on earth while she is actually presenting him 
with what Gilgamesh eventually becomes, a judge in the world of the dead.  In other 
words, she offers him, as she had done with a series of lovers, a kind of immortality, but 
only in the underworld.1571  This may account for tricky formulation.  The spouse of 
Inanna is not only her consort in the gipar; he gains the power to make judgments from 
the throne that is, like Inanna’s bed, also to be found in the sacred precinct.  Does her 
offer, in each instance, doom Gilgamesh to the fate of the lover of her youth, Dumuzi?  
The spouse of the goddess will continue his life as a judge in the underworld. 

Gilgamesh’s response to the proposal, once he obtains his mother’s opinion that he should 
reject it, suggests that he does not want to be trapped in the relationship with Inanna.1572 

 

“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 fill…with silver and carnelian!” 1573  

In sharp contrast with his rejection of Ishtar in Gilgamesh, the hero in this version wants 
to continue the other role he had become famous for, traveling in the mountains, opening 
the passes, and capturing animals—as the en is portrayed in 4th millennium cylinder seal 
impressions.  His counteroffer is conciliatory: he will act in this fashion for her, to fill the 
herds and flocks that were so much a part of the temple economy.  But she does not buy 
Gilgamesh’s clever response.  In a fury she sets about punishing him with the Bull of 
Heaven. 

Heroic activity in “Bilgames and the Bull of Heaven” is seen, first, then, in the traditional 
images of the en as master of animals in the mountains.  When, with the help of Enki, 
Gilgamesh arms himself and fights the Bull of Heaven, he more nearly approaches the 
image of the warrior-king.  Challenging Inanna, Gilgamesh establishes his independence; 
protecting the city from the dreaded monster, he performs the way a 3rd millennium king 
was expected to perform.1574 

But at least somewhat balancing the negative view provided by the Akkadian version is 
the concern the goddess shows for her city.  In both Sumerian and Akkadian stories, the 
Bull of Heaven, whatever else it may symbolize, clearly represents the threat of drought.  
The Sumerian has Inanna leading the Bull of Heaven from the sky.  

In Uruk the bull devoured the grass, 
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in the Engilua canal it drank the water, 
one league it reached along the Engilua canal, its heart was not sated. 
It devoured the grass, it laid the earth bare, 
it devoured the date-palms of Uruk, bending them to its mouth.1575   

The Akkadian version is similar but by no means identical. 

[Down came] Ishtar, leading it onward: 
when it reached the land or Uruk, 
it dried up the woods, the reed-beds and marshes, 
down it went to the river, lowered the level by seven full cubits.1576   

Like plague and flood, drought is a disaster for large settled communities like Uruk, 
located on a flood plain.1577  The Akkadian text emphasizes the destruction caused by the 
Bull of Heaven.  Twice it opens a pit, and hundreds of men fall into the pits.  But in this 
text only provision has been made for Uruk’s survival.  The high god Anu yields to the 
goddess’s threat, but asks that the goddess provide seven years of chaff and hay.  The text 
is rather broken at this point, but it appears that Ishtar assures Anu that such provision 
had already been made.  Even if Gilgamesh is defeated, the people will survive. 

Fighting the Bull of Heaven: A Comparison 
The complexities of the Akkadian version1578 have already been discussed.  As with most 
of these stories, each version lends itself to a variety of interpretations.  The late version 
of the Humbaba story, for example, offers a theological explanation: the heroes act against 
Humbaba at the prompting of the sun god because the giant represents “evil.”  On some 
level, however, the cutting down of Humbaba must have been related to the value precious 
wood held for the resource-poor Mesopotamian south.  Even though the defeat of 
Humbaba angers his protector Enlil, the heroic work is finally seen in a positive light. 

With The Bull of Heaven, what is at stake is not so apparent.  Few lines are devoted to the 
details of the heroes’ battle against the Bull of Heaven; the Sumerian text spends more 
time on the boasting of Gilgamesh.  In a broken passage, he does ask that his mother, 
Ninsun, and sister, Peshtur, approach the god Enki as the hero prepares for battle.1579  
Presumably Enki provides him with a way to defeat the monster.  Particularly if Inanna 
has not built up the storehouse to protect the citizens against the drought, defeating the 
Bull of Heaven would seem to liberate Uruk in a mythological pattern familiar to 
Sumerian literature, where Inanna is engaged in a contest with Enki.1580 The Sumerian 
poem ends with Gilgamesh making use of the entire body of the slain Bull of Heaven, 
including a basket-load of meat that is distributed to the most vulnerable citizens of his 
city, its orphans.  Gilgamesh asserts his leadership of the city at the expense of the goddess 
herself. 

The precious horns of the Bull of Heaven, which may have magical powers themselves but 
are specifically designed to carry oil of anointing, are presented to Inanna in Eanna at the 
very end of the poem—in striking contrast to the parallel in Gilgamesh, where the hero 
takes the horns into his father—called “his god”--Lugalbanda’s chamber. 1581  Gilgamesh 
is, of course, regularly the en as well as lugal in the Sumerian poem.  At the end of the 



Chapter Six: The Bull in the Ring  678 
  

poem the king takes a knife, “no butcher being to hand,”1582 and cuts off the haunch of the 
Bull, which he then throws at Inanna.  The butcher (muhaldim-gal)1583 might seem to us 
an unlikely members of the cultic personnel, but the office is well represented throughout 
the periods in which the temple flourished. 

Gilgamesh “Lord” and “King”  
Another rather subtle difference between the Sumerian and Akkadian versions is in the 
titles used to describe Gilgamesh.  Throughout the Sumerian poem Gilgamesh is 
repeatedly described as the “lord,” that is, the en, of the city.  In a few places, though, he 
is called king (lugal).  At the end of the story we see an emphasis on his kingly position. 

 

The king, as if he were the chief cook, wielded a knife, 
He hacked off a shoulder piece, Inanna flew off like a pigeon 
Whose wall he had destroyed.1584     

 

Frustrated at his inability to get to the goddess, he tells Inanna that, “Just as I destroyed 
this, so too I would do with you!” 1585 

Finally Gilgamesh completes the task, cutting up the carcass and providing the 
community with meat and hides.  Ultimately he is reconciled with the goddess when he 
offers her the horns of the Bull, filled with precious oil, in her Eanna temple. 

“The Gudam Epic” 
The Gudam Epic is very brief, even for Sumerian “epics,” which tend to be poems of about 
200 to 300 lines long.  The beginning of the text is missing and what has been found runs 
to about 45 lines.  Douglas Frayne, who has translated the poem, thinks it may be a variant 
of “Gilgamesh and The Bull of Heaven.”1586 

What has survived focuses on The Bull of Heaven itself.  The Bull is in Uruk drinking beer 
and wine and eating flour and fish.  A minstrel, Lugal-gaba-gal-di, sings that the Bull is 
not just eating bread and beer—he is eating the flesh and drinking the blood of the 
Urukeans.  The people have already armed, however, and they attack him. 

The Bull shows fear momentarily, and wishes he could flee back to a temple of Zabala (one 
of Inanna’s cities) where he would be safe.  He does, though, slaughter the “mob” that 
pursued him in the streets of Uruk. 

One man alone saves the day, striking the Bull with a double axe and flattening him.  The 
Bull weeps and asks Inanna to save him.  Inanna responds with what appears to be an 
ambiguous answer: he will lie down in the fields of Zabala, where he had lived before. 

Presumably the hero has struck a mortal blow, but the poem ends without making that 
entirely clear, and the final comment commends the heroism of the goddess Inanna.  The 
one who had defeated the Bull is not named, but he is certainly Gilgamesh.  (The 
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minstrel’s name is a close variant of Gilgamesh’s minstrel in “Gilgamesh and The Bull of 
Heaven.”)  Nothing is said of Enkidu’s part in the story. 

An interesting note is mentioned about the hero, if it is Gilgamesh.  He is called “the 
fisherman” and “the son of the fisherman of the goddess Inanna.”  This may shed light on 
the parentage of Gilgamesh, whether or not it refers to mysterious Lugalbanda, who is 
usually credited with being the father. 

A Hittite Version of Gilgamesh Tablet 6 
Some time during the second half of the 2nd millennium BCE the stories of Gilgamesh 
made its way into Hittite territory in what is now Turkey.  Two Akkadian language 
versions of Gilgamesh have been found at Hattusha, the Hittite capital.  And at least two 
versions in the still relatively unknown Hurrian language have been discovered. 

The Hittite Gilgamesh includes The Bull of Heaven adventure.  The episode takes up the 
second of the three tablets—once again at the center of events.  Unfortunately, the second 
tablet is not well preserved.   

What does seem to be clear is that Ishtar offers her love to Gilgamesh, while he has offered 
to build a fine temple for her.  The passages where he rejects her offer and she brings 
down the Bull of Heaven have not yet been found.  Certain aspects of the story are clarified 
at the beginning of Tablet III, where the best-preserved parts of the Hittite story have 
been found.  It fills in details from Gilgamesh 7 that have been lost. 

Tablet III deals with the death of Enkidu and Gilgamesh’s desperate journey.  The great 
gods debate the heroes’ killing of the Bull of Heaven and Huwawa and condemn Enkidu.  
The passage is worth presenting in its entirety. 

 

 “[ … ] we will sleep.”  It dawned, [and] Enkidu said to Gilgamesh, “Oh my 
brother—the dream which [I saw] last night!  Anu, Enlil, Ea, and the Sun-god of 
Heaven [were seated in council].  And Anu spoke before Enlil, ‘Because they have 
killed the Bull of Heaven, [and because] they have killed Huwawa, who [made] the 
mountains thick with cedars’—so said Anu—‘between them [one must die]!’  And 
Enlil said, “Enkidu shall die, but Gilgamesh shall not die!’ 

 “’Then the Sun-god of Heaven responded to heroic Enlil, ‘Didn’t they kill 
them (!) at my (!) behest—the Bull of Heaven and Huwawa?  And should innocent 
Enkidu now die?’  Enlil became angry with the Sun-god of Heaven, ‘Why do you 
accompany them daily like a comrade?”  [Enkidu] lay down to sleep before 
Gilgamesh, and his tears [flowed] forth like canals. 

 He said, “Oh my brother, you are indeed my dear brother.  I will [not] be 
brought up again to my brother from the netherworld.  I will take my seat with the 
shades.  [I will cross] the threshold of [the dead], and I will never [see] my dear 
brother again with my eyes!”1587  
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The Hittite version thus interprets the roles of humans and gods in the story.  There are a 
number of noteworthy features.  For one, the indictment is brought by the god Anu, who 
is always seen in association with Uruk—usually as the father of Ishtar.  It is his Bull of 
Heaven (the phrase could be read the Bull of An, since the name An/Anu means “the 
Above,” or as we moderns like to translate it, the Heavens).  Anu is the first god to be 
mentioned in the standard indication of the pantheon, which begins, “Anu, Enlil, and Ea” 
(the three who are mentioned in this passage).  These three gods were often thought to be 
of a single generation, as brothers; though Enlil is the most powerful of the three—and 
king of the gods in some traditions—Anu was the eldest and most respected. 

At any rate, Anu indicts the two men for killing The Bull of Heaven and Huwawa.  The 
unusual inversion of the two events may be due to the special relationship of the Bull of 
Heaven to Anu himself.  The decision to condemn only Enkidu is made by the powerful 
Enlil, who had a special relationship, as we have seen, to Huwawa. 

The passage highlights the conflict between Enlil and the younger god, the Sun-god of 
Heaven.  With Ishtar, the Sun-god is often thought to be of a second generation of the 
high gods.  Here he is angry with Enlil because, we find out at this point in the story, the 
Sun-god had urged the men to go after Huwawa.  The reason for the Sun-god’s actions is 
not made clear; perhaps in the still fragmentary Tablet I the reason would have been 
given. 

Enlil concludes the session with a contemptuous put-down of the Sun-god.  In the 
Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh the Sun-god and Ishtar, as they are here, are much more 
involved in the lives of humans than are the older, more remote figures. 

The dream ends badly, of course, for Enkidu.  After the two heroic exploits, the story turns 
tragic.  We do not know if the Hittite version includes a passage where Enkidu is 
ultimately reconciled with his fate—as we have in the Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh.  We 
do see the response of Gilgamesh to the death of his friend. 

Visual Representations 
The early cylinder seal impressions from Uruk and other places, especially Susa, show in 
theme and style the importance of the Big Man.  The Uruk Vase represents the theme on 
a larger scale. 

Among cylinder seal impressions, one (Fig. 14 above) Beatrice Goff notes,  shows a man 
with a stick protecting a cow in the process of giving birth.1588  The human fights off a lion.  
Behind the man is the severed head of a bull.  (Does this suggest that in the domestication 
of animals, humans have not only taken the place of the animals, leading and protecting 
them—but that humans have injected the power of the bull?  Bulls in herds are, of course, 
the ones that are “sacrificed,” to keep order in the herd; otherwise, for their usefulness to 
humans, bulls and rams are castrated—a sacrifice of their ability to be parents. 
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The seal impressions from Archaic Ur (Fig. 11 above) show sex scenes in what I would 
think are ritual acts.1589  While scholars have said from time to time that penetration from 
behind—copulation that approaches the animal type—prevails, the Ur seals show more 
face-to-face encounters.  In the process the sexual partners come closer to “equality” 
(since both males and females are represented as hairless) than to the domination of one 
sex over another.  At least one of the scenes shows male and female humans with heads 
of animals (masks, for rituals?). 

Sometimes it helps to consult an expert in addition books and web sources. Joel Kutz, a 
veterinarian whose practice changed radically from large farm animals to pets over his 
career in Upstate New York assured me that cows when they are ready to give birth and 
retreat from the herd, if they are attacked by a predator, would more likely to be helped 
by other cows than by the bull.  Bulls take no interest in the birth or in the development 
of the calf.  If anything, they might attack the young as a rival. 

The Bull of Heaven in the Visual Record 
As we have seen with the Humbaba episode, Wilfred G. Lambert demonstrated the 
popularity of both heroic contests in Gilgamesh in the visual arts of Mesopotamia.  The 
2nd and 1st millennia provide us with a number of representations of Humbaba and The 
Bull of Heaven, mainly on cylinder seals.1590 

[Fig. 49: See “Illustrations”: NB Cylinder Seal Impression of Bull of Heaven] 

A cylinder seal from the Neo-Babylonian Period (1st millennium BCE) shows two heroes 
fighting a winged bull.  The bull is at the center of the scene.  The bull has a human face, 
much like the guardians of cities and temples, the lamassus.  In addition to the wings, 
which indicate the creature’s “heavenly” aspect, the seal has two mounds that also indicate 
a divine origin or dwelling of the bull—and of the large female figure who stands behind 
Gilgamesh.  She stands on the mound and, like Ishtar in many other visual 
representations, holds her arms high.  In one hand she holds a bow.  Her other hand holds 
up the arm of Enkidu and also contains what may be a sign of living vegetation: “life” 
balancing “death.” 

The two heroes have brought the bull low.  Gilgamesh, with a high headdress that includes 
the horns of divinity, also carries a bow almost identical with Ishtar’s.  He holds the bull 
down with one hand and with the other plunges a knife into the neck of the bull.  Facing 
Gilgamesh, on the other side of the bull, Enkidu holds one arm high (with the help of 
Ishtar, apparently); with the other arm he holds onto the tail of the bull.  One leg holds 
the bull down.  Above the bull large birds attack a creature, possibly also a bull. 

The two heroes are bearded and about the same (almost gigantic) height.  The horned 
headdress shows the superior status of Gilgamesh—while Enkidu wears no head covering.  
He is, besides, naked from the waist up.  Unlike the long garment Gilgamesh wears, 
Enkidu’s dress is simpler, a short skirt. 

The two heroes are equal, then, but not identical. 
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With such a small image (the cylinder seal is slightly over 1 inch high), we would not 
expect a subtle indication of emotions.  And besides, the conventional iconography of 
heroic activity shows humans with essentially passive faces, as if they approached the 
divine passivity of the gods.  (Even the bull here seems not to be responding emotionally 
at the moment of his being killed.)  But Ishtar is a different story, and it might reflect her 
ambiguity in this scene.  The face of the goddess (or her human counterpart) is tense with 
what may be anxiety.  Her large eyes observe the scene.  In one sense she seems to be 
supporting the heroes.  On the other hand, if this is what we think it is, a repetition of the 
scene in Tablet 6 where the two heroes defeat the Bull of Heaven, her expression may be 
one of intense anger.  After all, according to Gilgamesh, Ishtar has called the Bull of 
Heaven down into her city in order to punish Gilgamesh, the man who had the audacity 
to reject her. 

Life and death are in the balance here.  In the text Enkidu gives himself the task of seizing 
the bull by the tuft of its tail.  Gilgamesh is the one who, like a butcher, drives his knife 
between the “yoke of the horns and the killing-spot” into the bull. 

The triumph will lead, though, to tragedy.  One of the heroes will die for killing Humbaba 
and, now, the Bull of Heaven. 

A particularly striking image cut into a somewhat larger cylinder seal (1 ½  inch high) 
shows two large rampant bulls on either side of a sacred tree.  The bulls are about to touch 
the tree with their forelegs.  Holding these large, powerful bulls are two figures who are 
almost as large as the bulls themselves.  Both figures have human faces and long beards.  
Both are naked.  Each is able to restrain his bull.  One of the nude figures holds the bull 
by the tail while he plunges a knife into the bull’s shoulder. 

The other figure is rather more bizarre.  Though he has head, face, and upper torso of a 
man, he sports a pair of horns, and his lower torso is virtually identical with the bull he is 
holding. 

The drawing is beautifully symmetrical.  The tree, flowering, on a mountain top, has the 
two bulls on either side.  The sacred tree is, of course, a very widespread symbol, in 
Mesopotamia and elsewhere, of Life. (In this scene it may represent a stylized Ishtar as a 
source of Life.)  In Mesopotamian art different figures appear to be fertilizing the tree or 
taking from the tree a life-giving substance.  Here the bulls are powerful and no doubt 
breeding stock.  The human figures, though, have the power to hold them in check, 
perhaps a symbol of domestication, and to kill the bulls if necessary. 

While the half-human, half-animal figure shares features with Enkidu of Gilgamesh, and 
the other figure shares with Gilgamesh himself (and perhaps the Persian Mithras) what 
may be a sacrificial killing of the bull, the identification of the two as Enkidu and 
Gilgamesh has been challenged.  It is possible that, as with other features of the Gilgamesh 
series a much older story has been attached to Gilgamesh in the Bull of Heaven episode. 

(The cylinder seal, now in the British Museum, is much older than the impression 
discussed above.  Dated approximately 2200 BCE, it is called a “Contest Scene.”) 
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Humans, Animals and Plants 
The 6th Tablet of Gilgamesh stands by itself as a coherent narrative with a beginning, 
middle and end. Like other parts of the Gilgamesh collection, though, it raises a question 
of its position in relation to earlier and later stories.  It is in some ways a doublet of the 
heroes’ victory over Humbaba, although it is narrated in far fewer lines.  It is a story that 
is sometimes paired with the Humbaba story, sometimes not.  The colophon points out 
that the story continues in Tablet 7 (by giving us the first line of that tablet) and is thus 
connected with the gods’ decision that one of the heroes must die.  The death of Enkidu 
will initiate the second part of Gilgamesh (Tablets 7-12). 

Tablet 6, then, could be considered one of several stories set one after the other like beads 
on a string, but it is certainly connected with the episodes in Tablet 7 and beyond. 

Like other parts of Gilgamesh, though, Tablet 6 contains certain images, motifs, and 
mythemes that appear to have been added to this version of the story, and they raise again 
the question of the internal unity of the piece.  When Ishtar assures her “father,” Anu that 
she has provided enough surplus grain for the citizens of Uruk to survive a long famine, 
the insertion makes Ishtar look good but at the expense of the symbolism of the Bull itself.  
And the insertion of a short scene in which the heroes pay tribute to the Sun, Shamash, 
may or not be related to the image of Shamash as the god of cosmic justice. 

The Bull of Heaven, as we have already suggested in Chapter One,  is a complex symbol.  
One level possibly involves the political implications of the military defeat Sargon of 
Akkad (the great outsider from the north) that punished the Sumerian cities of the 
Mesopotamian south.  But by connecting The Bull of Heaven with Ishtar, the “sacred 
marriage,” the threat of famine, and precious horns to be filled with oil, Tablet 6 associates 
the gods, the city and its ruler, sexuality and fertility in a complex way. 

We might remind ourselves that in a herd of domesticated cattle, most bulls are 
expendable.  In the wild the bulls will fight until the losers are driven out of the herd. 

In domesticated herds, the mature, fertile bull is useful only for breeding.  The ancients 
discovered that others could be made useful by castrating the males, leaving them 
powerful but docile.  And we see them on Mesopotamian cylinder seal impressions as they 
were used to plow fields and perform other services for humans.  Uruk provides many 
examples of the uses of bulls and cows because the temple owned so much of the stock, 
and domestication was validated by religion.  Very young males could be killed for food 
or as offerings to the gods; very likely the two activities were intimately connected in Uruk, 
where feeding of the gods (and the personnel who kept the temple) was always a major 
daily activity. 

The Sumerian story of The Bull of Heaven ends with the hero making good use of every 
part of The Bull of Heaven.  Some parts are given for food to the orphans of the city; 
entrails provide food for animals; the hide is given to the tanner.  These benefits to the 
city have been dropped in Gilgamesh.  Both versions do, however, refer to the precious 
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horns.  In Gilgamesh the hero gives the horns to his deified father, Lugalbanda.  In the 
Sumerian story, on the other hand, he offers them to Inanna in her Eanna temple. 

The Bull can symbolize, then, any threat to the city, but especially the threat of famine. It 
is possible that the Bison-Bull that appears in Old Akkadian cylinder seal impressions 
symbolizes the danger to earth when the waters fail.  In those impressions the Bison-Bull 
is restrained by The Sun God.  The Sumerian story shows how Gilgamesh was able to turn 
the threat literally into a way to feed and protect the citizens. 

The Bull of Heaven would appear to capture the complexities of human interface with the 
natural, social, and religious environments. 

Stories of Gilgamesh and The Bull of Heaven seem simple enough on the surface.  A man 
(or two men, as the story developed) is forced to fight a creature from the Above, therefore 
with greater than earthbound power to begin with.  The victory of Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
has reminded readers of bullfights that are still common today (and made popular among 
the literati when Ernest Hemingway suggested the archaic, mythical dimension of the 
spectacle).  The Bull of Heaven episode has reminded others of Mycenaean bull jumping 
games, where brave youths leaped over the horns of gigantic bulls. 

The Bull of Heaven and Other Creatures 
According to F. A. M. Wiggermann, who treats a great variety of unusual hybrid creatures 
in his Mesopotamian Protective Spirits: The Ritual Texts,1591 the “bull of heaven,” gud-
an-na, is represented as a humped bull.  On late 2nd millennium and 1st millennium 
cylinder seals he is the winged, human-faced bull fought by Gilgamesh and Enkidu.  There 
is still a question if the Bull of Heaven is connected with the dying god, dGu4-gal-an-na, 
or with the mythological figure, a bull slain as depicted on cylinder seals.  Still to be 
determined is the possible association between the Bull of Heaven slain by Gilgamesh in 
Sumerian and Akkadian tales with the “lover of Ishtar’s youth,” Dumuzi (or Tammuz), 
who is listed prominently in Gilgamesh’s litany of lovers ill treated by Ishtar.  Dumuzi is 
sometimes represented as a guardian of the gate of heaven, perhaps the benefit he gains 
for his suffering and death as a substitute for Ishtar in the world of the dead.  According 
to the Sumerian “The Descent of Inanna,” Dumuzi’s sister offers to share his fate in the 
underworld so that for six months of the year Dumuzi would live there and for six months 
he would live in the upper world.  The sister, Geshtinanna, would then also participate in 
the life/death cycle.  If, as is thought, the female called Belet-seri, “scribe of the 
Underworld,” in Enkidu’s dream (Tablet 7) is identified with Geshtinanna,1592 the Bull of 
Heaven in Gilgamesh 6 may tie both Gilgamesh and Enkidu to the ancient story of 
Dumuzi. 

Sexuality and Fertility  
What complicates the story of humans triumphing over a powerful creature like The Bull 
of Heaven is its connection with the great goddess Ishtar (Inanna).  Where Ishtar is almost 
hidden away in the background of Gilgamesh stories—in the mountains as Irnina, at the 
lip of the sea as Siduri, as the mother goddess in the Flood story, and indirectly in the 
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mortal women who serve her—here she is at the center of things.  She initiates the action 
by proposing to Gilgamesh, and she brings about the battle by angrily insisting on drawing 
The Bull of Heaven down into the city.  Her women, the kezertu, shamhatu, and harimtu 
(6.161-62), who are notable for their sexuality, appear here in their other social role, as 
mourners.  Ishtar organizes them for lamentation over the dead Bull of Heaven, much as 
they mourn for the slain Dumuzi in other Mesopotamian literature.  Their double role 
reminds us that Mesopotamians saw life and death—and sexuality—are intimately 
related. 

It is useful to remind ourselves again that sexual attraction (hili, kuzbu) was an attribute 
of gods and goddesses of Mesopotamia.  It is not just beauty or, as it is in some instances 
“luxuriance” and “abundance.”1593 of water, the beauty of buildings and bed chambers.  It 
is mainly an overwhelming, almost irresistible sexual attraction, a divine radiance.  Ishtar 
is the greatest (though not the only) embodiment of kuzbu among the divine beings.  In a 
Sumerian myth, “Inanna and Enki,” it is one of the divine attributes, or me that was held 
by the crafty god Enki but was wrested away from him by Inanna. 

While it is a means to propagation, it is not the same as “fertility,” with which kuzbu is 
often confused. 

Ishtar’s proposal raises the same embarrassing issue that the seduction of Enkidu has for 
many modern readers.   While kuzbu could be dangerous, which is the basis of 
Gilgamesh’s rejection of Ishtar’s proposal, it was not considered essentially sinful or 
destructive of religious values.  The condemnation of the Queen of Heaven in the Hebrew 
Bible and of the Whore of Babylon in The New Testament are no doubt religious as well 
as political challenges to “pagan” outsiders to the Kingdom of God.  But there is no 
evidence that Mesopotamia shared such views. 

The furor caused by Dan Brown’s novel, The Da Vinci Code, brought our ambivalence 
over sexuality to light.  The suggestion that Jesus might have had sexual relations with a 
woman—and even a child by her—made a great many people nervous.  The Augustinian 
view that the story of Adam and Eve in Genesis was at heart a sexual fault and that The 
Da Vinci Code’s Mary Magdalene was, as traditionally thought, a prostitute (and therefore 
deeply flawed, of course) are still well engrained in the Judeo-Christian imagination in 
spite of at least one tradition that has recently been rediscovered in the literature of the 
Gnostics, a tradition that found far more complexity in the stories than the orthodox hold. 

We might notice again that Ishtar offers Gilgamesh the fertility of the earth as especially 
of the animals humans had domesticated.  But her intimate sexual love does not promise 
offspring for Gilgamesh himself.  (The descendants of Gilgamesh are never an issue in 
Gilgamesh or in any other Gilgamesh stories.)  Ishtar here preserves that position that 
seems so paradoxical to us: sexuality that is both productive of the agriculture and animal 
husbandry upon which Mesopotamians depended for their survival, and yet divorced 
from the reproductive needs of humans.  This anomaly may have been rooted in the 
historical development of Uruk, where the mother goddesses, which had been important 
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to the city, were displaced by Inanna, who is only rarely (if at all) seen as a mother.  (The 
great exception we shall see later in Gilgamesh Tablet 11.) 

Animal Husbandry and Human Sexuality 
Ishtar offers Gilgamesh fertile animals, and she offers him sexual union.  She does not 
offer what you might have expected: progeny.  There is only one document from 
Mesopotamia that provides the name of a son of the famous hero, The Sumerian King 
List.  The many “sacred marriage” texts and love songs involving Inanna/Ishtar promise 
intimacy, including sexual intimacy with the goddess, but not children. 

With such a preoccupation over the obvious necessity of maximizing useful animals in 
their herds, one might well wonder why the Mesopotamian temples did not simply extend 
that preoccupation to human reproduction, which, of course, was important in its own 
right.  The cities of Sumer may have been overpopulated at any early period.  I rather 
think, though, that the close observation of animals led Mesopotamia to appreciate the 
importance of sex apart from reproduction. 

This distinction points to the striking development in the Gilgamesh stories: Shamhatu’s 
seduction of Enkidu, humanizing and civilizing him; Inanna’s offering of herself to 
Gilgamesh; Uruk as seen as the city of Inanna.  Recall the discussion of the Sacred 
Marriage in Chapter Two.  EN+NIN, if Charvat is correct, is attested in the very earliest 
writing.  He considers the union of male and female on a mat  (“bed”) that represents the 
interface of the Great Above (AN) and the Great Below (KI) what others have called the 
Sacred Marriage.  The ritual promotes Life (TI), though not necessarily progeny for the 
male participant, the EN.  It would, though, promote the continuation of life in the plant 
and animal world. 

The unusual combination of the Great Goddess with her human lover, whom she selects, 
is symbolic of the many changes that took place in Uruk.  At the same time that the 
worship of Inanna (and her connection with Akkadian Ishtar) spreads throughout 
Mesopotamia), the development of the lugal (perhaps first at Ur) and the increasing 
power of the palace (vs. the temple) makes the Urukean model of the city state give way 
throughout Mesopotamia, even in the south.1594  The Nippur model and later the 
Babylonian model tend to make the great goddess of the city at most a “consort” of the 
great god (and the wife of god and of king models of motherhood). 

This leads to a question for anthropologists.  Would the models of Babylon, perhaps of 
Nippur (and Assyria?) show that their societies were chieftainships rather than city states 
like Uruk and maybe Eridu and Ur?  Is the great king a reversion to an earlier, widespread 
type of human society?  The chief is the great bull in the herd, animal or human.  (What 
differentiates the human is the capacity for intimacy and continued concern for spouse 
and offspring.) 

The conflict between Gilgamesh and Ishtar in Gilgamesh Tablet 6, already a possibility in 
the Sumerian Bull of Heaven story, becomes central to the series of Gilgamesh stories.  I 
still think that the conflict is resolved when Gilgamesh reenters Uruk at the end of Tablet 
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11, but I know others may disagree.  The other possibility is flat despair on Gilgamesh’s 
part because his quest has failed. 

Tablet 6 and Other Myths 
The stories that make up the first half of Gilgamesh are adventures that were popular in 
ancient Mesopotamia and pop up in nearly every culture.  The battles between the heroes 
and the monsters Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven are as close to us as TV cartoon 
superheroes.  (In a less ironic age than ours, even such cartoons carried a certain moral 
weight.  Victory over the monster was a triumph of Good over Evil.  Now that it is virtually 
impossible to tell the difference between the side with which we may even empathize and 
the other side, with its leering, demonic nihilism, the older gravitas is made to appear 
like mere sentimentality.)  The two episodes in Gilgamesh are not simply battles of cosmic 
opposites.  Shamash may consider Humbaba as “evil” to be eradicated.  Humbaba’s plea 
for mercy suggests that he is more than a symbol of evil, and other matters are at stake in 
the conflict.  That the Sumerian Bull of Heaven stories could end with praise of the 
goddess Inanna also makes us pause. 

Still, there is something about these tales that inevitably lead to comparison with other 
heroic tales.  As a category of myth, the stories might seem best to fit with Dragon-slaying 
tales.  We still retain some memory of Greco-Roman myths of gods or humans battling 
monsters.  Stories of Apollo or Perseus or Herakles are still around.  (The increased 
importance of Apollo, originally a rather minor figure, into a cosmic hero who defeats the 
Dragon—and the great goddess the dragon protects—and establishes himself as the light-
bringer of Delphi, is probably the closest parallel in classical myth to the increased role of 
Shamash in Mesopotamian myth over the centuries.)  When Achilles finally enters into 
battle with Hektor, it is as if humanity and the gods stop to watch something of greatest 
importance.  Odysseus back home to liberate his wife and household also seems to point 
beyond its setting in a small, obscure city-state    Ditto with Aeneas in his final great battle.  
There was a reason for the many imitations of such stories in the West and for the epic to 
have provided the backbone of literature for many centuries. 

It is, finally, not so difficult to see that it takes heroic struggles with forces outside and 
inside the city to develop a king in the city-state that Mesopotamia remembered as the 
city.  Everything within the walls of Uruk—that is, everything civilized—requires taming 
of wild forces and strengthening the inner person.  Gilgamesh as an “epic” is peculiar in 
that we are likely to think that the parts are reversed.  The English Renaissance thought 
that both the Odyssey and the Iliad contained “wisdom” that every leader should know.  
The poet Edmund Spenser built his allegorical epic, The Faerie Queene, on the basis that 
the Odyssey strengthened the inner man and the Iliad saw how such virtues were useful 
in the larger world of politics and statecraft.  The increasingly difficult tasks Beowulf faces 
in Grendel, Grendel’s Mother, and the Dragon remind us that he grows from a youthful 
fighter to a wise old king in the process. 

Gilgamesh would seem to reverse this.  The courage and ambition to take on a Humbaba 
make it likely that the heroes will prevail over the Bull of Heaven, when it is forced upon 
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them.  We might have expected that Gilgamesh would make his dangerous solo journey, 
the subject of the second part of Gilgamesh, first—then make his mark by defeating the 
enemies of civilized Uruk.  When Gilgamesh returns to Uruk at the end of Tablet 11, he 
will seem to most readers a very old man, burdened by the terrible wisdom he has had to 
endure. 

The genius of the Gilgamesh poet is, we think, that he made this reversal work. 
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Chapter Seven 

Mourning and Melancholia 
 

they weep they wail 

they weary and wear out 

singing songs to quell a god's rage 

    --”Lady of Largest Heart”1595 

Ishtar kur: The Tragic Turn in Tablet 7 
Leonidas Le Cenci Hamilton, the first American to publish a translation of Gilgamesh a 
decade after George Smith found the key tablets in Nineveh, suddenly places the story of 
Ishtar’s descent into the world of the dead at the moment when Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
kill The Bull of Heaven.1596  No one today would think of combining the two stories—even 
though they share some of the same poetic qualities. 

“The Descent of Ishtar to the Underworld” is an independent literary work, like 
Gilgamesh, written in the Akkadian language.  It would not be until the 1940s that Samuel 
Noah Kramer would put together enough of the Sumerian “The Descent of Inanna to the 
Underworld,” a longer poem, to compare with the Akkadian version.  The Sumerian 
account makes it clear that the Great Goddess Inanna journeys to the land ruled by her 
sister, Ereshkigal, only to be killed by the sister.  The god Enki is able to find a way to 
resurrect her, but she is not allowed to return to her home on earth until a substitute is 
found for her. 

We have seen that the first of Ishtar’s lovers in Tablet 6 was Tammuz.  Leonidas Le Cenci 
Hamilton saw the connection between Tammuz of Tablet 6 and “The Descent of Ishtar to 
the Underworld” and tied the stories together.  He thought that Ishtar, in despair at the 
loss of The Bull of Heaven, entered the underworld but was then released.  For Hamilton, 
as a consequence, Gilgamesh became ill and Enkidu died.  It would not be until the end 
of the story that Gilgamesh was healed—and Enkidu was brought back to life! 

The key passage that Hamilton needed has still not been recovered.  All scholars agree 
that some version of a Hittite Gilgamesh text explains that the gods need to punish 
someone for killing Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven.  The selection of Enkidu rather 
than Gilgamesh may have been arbitrary and capricious.  (In the Hittite version, Enlil 
demands the death of Enkidu, Shamash challenges the ruling, and is silenced for his 
trouble.  Enlil insults Shamash by insinuating that the Sun God has become a companion 
to those lower creatures.  At any rate, it is clear that Enkidu suddenly becomes ill and dies.  
He is never brought back from the dead (in any version of the Gilgamesh stories that have 
been discovered). 
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To scholars today, Hamilton’s leap from the killing of The Bull of Heaven to Ishtar’s 
despondency, which leads to her entering the underworld, is not possible.  Hamilton had, 
however, pored over the scholarship that was available to him in the early 1880s, and he 
was following George Smith in this reconstruction of Gilgamesh.  Smith thought that after 
Enkidu told Gilgamesh about his fate, someone was speaking to Ishtar, urging her not to 
descend into the world of the dead.  Ishtar, Smith thought, “suffering all the pangs of 
Jealousy and hate, revels in the dark details of her description of the lower regions, and 
declares her determination to go there.”1597  When the first Oxford Professor of 
Assyriology, A. H. Sayce, revised Smith’s remarkable and influential The Chaldean 
Account of Genesis, Hamilton used Smith's interpretation to develop the story even 
further. Sayce continued to maintain that Ishtar’s “Descent” was a part of the Gilgamesh 
story.1598 

Smith, Sayce, Hamilton and others in the early days of deciphering the Gilgamesh tablets 
agreed with the idea that the story had turned tragic after The Bull of Heaven episode, 
that Enkidu died and Gilgamesh fell ill.  The agonizing journey of Gilgamesh led to what 
early readers found most important in Gilgamesh, a retelling of the Flood story in a way 
that paralleled the biblical story.  That was the astonishing find that made George Smith 
such a celebrity that the Prime Minister of English, Gladstone himself, attended the 
inaugural discussion of the work. 

The early interpreters saw a love story in Gilgamesh and, more important, a final 
reconciliation of humans and deities.  Gilgamesh was purified and Enkidu resurrected. 

“The Descent of Ishtar to the Underworld” is not entirely clear about the resurrection of 
Tammuz, but the Sumerian version of the story does make that clear.  Dumuzi, who is 
selected to pay as the substitute for Inanna because he failed to recognize the authority of 
the goddess, is captured, tortured, and killed.  He is relieved of his time in the underworld, 
however, when his “sister,” Geshtinanna, offers to become a substitute for him-—or half 
the year.  Dumuzi’s death was recalled in ritual mourning during the hottest months of 
the year, when in Mesopotamia vegetation dies.  From the earliest days when “The 
Descent of Ishtar” was rediscovered, Tammuz was considered one of the “dying gods” of 
antiquity, periodically—like the vegetation he embodied—dying and then revived. 

While no scholars today accept “The Descent of Ishtar” as part of Gilgamesh, they 
continue to notice certain stylistic similarities between the Akkadian poem and 
Gilgamesh.  Moreover, similarities between Sumerian and Akkadian “descent” literature 
and Enkidu's death point to the importance of Enkidu as a substitute for the more 
important Gilgamesh. 

The gap at the beginning of Tablet 7 has not yet been filled.  Before Enkidu has his vision 
of descending to the world of the dead, he has another vision that presumably explains 
his fate. 
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Enkidu Must Die 
No sooner than the two heroes experience their moment of perfect joy at the end of Tablet 
6 than they fall asleep—and Enkidu dreams.  He awakens Gilgamesh and, as Tablet 7 
begins, relates the dream that turns the story to tragedy.  Enkidu is condemned to death.  
Through Tablet 7 Enkidu sickens from a mysterious ailment, dreams again, this time of 
the journey that will take him down into the dreaded underworld.  By the end of the tablet, 
Enkidu is dead. 

The larger narrative movement of Tablet 7 is clear, but the parts that have survived are 
riddled with gaps.  Most of the gaps do not create problems for our understanding of the 
story, but one in particular leaves an immense problem.  The first thirty some lines (of a 
tablet that contains three hundred lines of text) relate the dream that condemns Enkidu.   
Sadly, the opening lines are missing so far.  At least the beginning has been restored by a 
prose paraphrase in another language, Hittite.  All editions and translations patch in the 
Hittite text or at least point to it for support of a key problem: why must Enkidu die? 

Answers to that question will condition a reading of the second half of Gilgamesh (and a 
rereading of the First Prologue). 

Obviously both Enkidu and Gilgamesh have been complicit in the killing of Humbaba and 
The Bull of Heaven.  All versions of The Bull of Heaven story show Gilgamesh as the one 
who actually does the slaying.  Gilgamesh differs from older versions of the Humbaba 
story in having Gilgamesh kill the monster. 

The dream Enkidu relates at the opening of Tablet 7 tells of a Council of the High Gods.  
How do we know that?  The Mesopotamian scribes who wrote or copied texts often wrote 
a line or two, a colophon, at the end of a tablet.  In the case of Gilgamesh Tablet 6, a scribe 
drew a line in the clay below the last lines of the text and added two additional lines of 
text.  One tells us that Tablet 6 of the “series” Gilgamesh, known by its incipit or first line, 
“The one who saw the nagbu.”  The other is a catchline that tells us what the first line of 
Tablet 7 is, “Why were the Great Gods in Council?” 

The Hittite Gilgamesh we have mentioned from time to time earlier contains just such an 
episode, and that text, probably a little earlier than Gilgamesh itself gives us a version of 
Enkidu’s dream.1599 

According to the Hittite text only three of the high gods are involved in the Council: Anu, 
Enlil, and The Sun God of Heaven.  Anu speaks first and (apparently) decides that one of 
the heroes must die.  Enlil follows immediately with the demand that Enkidu must die 
and Gilgamesh must not die.  Anu at least offers a reason for his decision.  The men have 
slain The Bull of Heaven and also Humbaba.  Enlil, however, offers no reason why it 
should be Enkidu and not Gilgamesh who should be put to death for the offenses.  (Enlil’s 
support of Gilgamesh is at least in line with his request in the Sumerian “The Death of 
Gilgamesh” that Gilgamesh be made a god, while Enki is the one who argues against that 
special treatment of Gilgamesh.) 



Chapter Seven: Mourning and Melancholia 696 
  

Enlil is angry throughout the brief Council.  As is frequently the case, Enlil provides no 
rationale for his decisions.  As the most powerful of the gods, he can execute what he 
demands.  The Flood story in Tablet 11 is a particularly good example of the King of the 
Gods acting irrationally—and he is accused of just that in Tablet 11. 

The Sun God demands a reason for Enlil’s precipitous and seemingly arbitrary decision, 
but he receives no satisfactory answer. 

Before taking up Enlil’s response to The Sun God, however, we might wonder about two 
minor points regarding Anu in this episode.  Assyriologists are agreed that Anu (or An, in 
Sumerian) was in some sense the highest of the gods.  Anu was the first named in the 
pantheon of three (or four), and named first in the most prestigious 
astronomical/astrological work produced in Mesopotamia.  He represents or embodied 
the “highest heaven,” the Above itself.  And on earth Anu is always related to Uruk.  
Nevertheless even in Uruk he rarely “appears,” and figures in few myths or rituals.  Anu 
is prominent in Hellenistic rituals, largely because he is the Uruk equivalent of Babylon’s 
Marduk and so functions like Marduk in the New Year Festival.  Even in the early, 4th 
millennium BCE text from Uruk An apparently is so little involved in the religious life of 
the city that he receives no offerings, while Inanna receives offerings under three of her 
four major aspects.1600 

Anu does, however, appear in The Bull of Heaven story in Gilgamesh, as we have seen.  In 
Tablet 6 he reluctantly gives up The Bull of Heaven to an angry Ishtar, who threatens him, 
as she does elsewhere in Mesopotamian myth. 

It may be, then, that the Hittite version of Enkidu’s dream sees the heroes’ actions in 
killing The Bull of Heaven as the primary reason why one of them should die.  The 
sequence in the Hittite text, twice mentioning The Bull of Heaven before Humbaba, as if 
the latter is an addition to the story, may possibly point to the primacy of that episode, as 
it is in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” in spite of the treatment of the Humbaba 
episode in Gilgamesh, which is more than five times as long as The Bull of Heaven in 
Tablet 6. 

At any rate, Anu demands a death, and Enlil demands that it be Enkidu’s, not Gilgamesh’s. 

The third god who speaks in the Council of the Gods is The Sun God of Heaven.  (Note 
that neither Ishtar nor Ea appears in the dream.) 

The Sun God objects to the arbitrary and capricious decision of Enlil that Enkidu must 
die.  Translators disagree on a major point in the heated exchange between The Sun God 
of Heaven and Enlil.  The Sun God claims that Enkidu is innocent because he acted at the 
word of a god.  Andrew George translates the sentence in such a way that Enlil was the 
one who ordered the killing of both The Bull of Heaven and Humbaba.  That would be 
problematic in Gilgamesh in that Enlil is seen as the protector of Humbaba.  Later in 
Tablet 7 a distraught Enkidu will wish that he had given an offering to Shamash rather 
than to Enlil after the death of Humbaba.  That suggests a recognition by Enkidu that 
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Enlil would likely need a kind of compensation for the death of his Humbaba.  It further 
recognizes that Shamash had prompted Gilgamesh to fight Humbaba. 

Gary Beckman reads the Hittite text to put the onus on The Sun God himself rather than 
Enlil.  It was at the “word” of The Sun God that the heroes killed The Bull of Heaven and 
Humbaba.  For Beckman The Sun God admits that it was he who ordered both actions.  
We have seen that this is in line with Shamash’s role in the Gilgamesh version of the 
Humbaba story.  It may also explain why Enkidu and Gilgamesh make an offering to 
Shamash after the victory over The Bull of Heaven.  (There is, as we have noted, no explicit 
intervention of Shamash in The Bull of Heaven episode as there was in the Humbaba 
episode.) 

Beckman was, though, troubled by the statement by The Sun God of Heaven.  He marks 
his translation with a surprise (!) at the reference to both The Bull of Heaven and 
Humbaba and also at the admission that The Sun God was the operative force in the two 
stories. 

I think this is an important and subtle exchange between The Sun God and Enlil, and I 
suggest that Beckman’s reading, without the surprise, is in line with the subversive role 
played by Shamash in the great heroic exploits in Gilgamesh.  Explicitly in the Humbaba 
story and implicitly in The Bull of Heaven story the Gilgamesh poet vastly complicates 
the tragedy when he adds the claim that Humbaba represented an “evil” Shamash “hated.” 

Why, though, does the Hittite story have Enkidu condemned and not Gilgamesh?  When 
The Sun God of Heaven challenges Enlil, The Sun God offers a reason for his challenge.  
Characteristically, Enlil responds, not with a counterargument but an angry insult.  
Beckman translates Enlil’s response, “Why do you accompany them daily like a 
comrade?”1601 

I take this to be the ultimate insult of one god to another.  If this “comrade” is like the 
Akkadian “comrade” (tappû), the relation between one soldier and another, it points to 
The Sun God as one who is complicit with the humans, but the addition of “daily” suggests 
that The Sun God has humiliated himself by acting alongside mere humans (even if 
Gilgamesh is a special case). 

That is enough for Enkidu to see in his dream.  He knows he is condemned, and he weeps. 

Human = Mortal 
The archetypal “human” (lullû) is never so obvious as in his leaving this life.  Enkidu is, 
of course, as the lullû-amēlu, human-as-it-was-in-its-beginning.  In Gilgamesh we see 
him in the wilderness among animals, seduced into humanity, and civilized.  From his 
“birth” to his unfortunate and problematic death, we see Enkidu increasingly as, in the 
modern phrase, “only human.”  He is the first character to fight and embrace a friend; to 
cry; to be despondent even as he is being adopted into the illustrious family of Ninsun; to 
fear Humbaba; to help a friend; to argue for killing Humbaba; to boast of victory; to make 
an offering to the sun for his protection; to rejoice in a glorious victory.  He weeps in 
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anticipation of his death; feels pain; falls ill; becomes angry, cursing his enemies; and 
becomes depressed.  He has bad dreams that turn out to be true. 

For a character in a story that “evolved” from nothing to the most full “rounded” 
character--to use an old idea from literary criticism--in Gilgamesh Enkidu is a remarkable 
fictional construct. 

He most fully embodies “humanity” as a Sumerian who dies.  Like the temmennu or 
foundation, the massive platform built up with bricks that provided stability and 
protection to the public buildings along the Sumerian floodplain, and also a foundation 
document, the basis of Mesopotamian thought was that humans must die.  Two Akkadian 
narratives we have already seen, Atrahasis and Enuma Elish, establish this temmennu of 
Mesopotamian thought.  In Atrahasis after Enlil tries three times to wipe out the noisy 
humans who bother him (and is thwarted each time by Enki/Ea), a solution is found to 
limit the relentless expansion of humanity on the earth.  That had become a problem 
because humanity had been formed to do a job: to work so that the gods would no longer 
have to work.  The first human, according to Atrahasis, was a god, Geshtu-e, “a god who 
had intelligence” (and whose very name meant the “ear” of understanding), whose flesh 
and blood was mixed with clay.1602 

In Enuma Elish the construction of a first human is even a darker affair.  When Marduk 
is able to defeat the Terrible Mother Tiamat and to construct a universe out of her corpse, 
he seizes upon the one who started the war to bear the penalty for the crime.  That was 
Qingu, son and lover of Tiamat, to whom she had given divine powers and authority over 
her army of demons.  Qingu then stands accused of inciting Tiamat.  The gods “cut off his 
blood.”1603  On the new creature formed with the blood of Qingu the gods impose the task 
of taking over the toiling of the gods. 

Quite unlike the creation stories in Genesis, then, the primeval human in Mesopotamia 
may have had intelligence, but humanity was hardly the last great creature in an orderly 
series of creations, a being to have sovereignty over the earth and its living creatures. 

The exceptions stand out: King Shulgi of Ur and a few other deified kings; Gilgamesh and 
the humans who survived the Flood the most prominent.  The youthful lover of the Great 
Goddess, Dumuzi or Tammuz, was celebrated in song and ritual for thousands of years. 

In one sense, then, we are all like Enkidu.  We cannot escape his fate, and we know it.  
“Being human” evokes our empathy even before we know he will die, and it increases as 
we watch him die.  In develops in even greater intensity when we, with Gilgamesh, lament 
his death—and turn to develop empathy within ourselves for Gilgamesh.  The loss of his 
friend makes Gilgamesh vulnerable in a way he had not been through the heroic 
adventures the two men shared. 

Enkidu’s death is not only central to Gilgamesh but is told in a different way in the 
epilogue, Tablet 12. 
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Whatever else is happening in the Council of the Gods that determines Enkidu’s fate, it 
becomes clear that the principle of substitution is operating: Enkidu dies for Gilgamesh 
just as Dumuzi dies for Inanna. 

Enkidu, Shamash and the Harimtu 
The story turns to terror. Tablet 7 is quite broken, but the narrative line is clear. Because 
of the decree of the gods in council, one of the men who killed Humbaba must die. 
Suddenly, Enkidu sickens. The tablet is filled with sickness, terror, and weeping. Enkidu 
reports upon a dream of the Netherworld he has had, filled with horror. It will be worse 
for him because he has not died in battle, a glorious death. 

What is remarkable about this episode is that Enkidu’s sickness and approaching death 
brings out a terrible anger in him.  When the Standard Version picks up the story, Enkidu 
angrily strikes out against the beautiful door he had made out of the cedars that had been 
protected by Humbaba.  Enkidu had made the door and sent it down to Enlil in the holy 
city of Nippur.  Now he would tear it down.  He should have given it to Shamash, who had 
provided him the weapon to kill Humbaba. 

Gilgamesh tries to calm his friend, but he fails in this attempt to reason with Enkidu.  In 
the process Gilgamesh lets slip a principle that will come to haunt him.  Enlil will never 
retract his verdict.  “People often die before their time,” Gilgamesh rather casually 
explains (7.54). 

Enkidu then turns to Shamash, weeping, and strikes out against the hunter who had 
discovered him in the wilderness and lead him, eventually, to the sexual encounter with 
one of Ishtar’s women, the harimtu who transformed him from an animal into a human. 

Then Enkidu can only lash out at the harimtu.  Enkidu utters a  great curse upon her 
(7.66-95), decreeing the fate of all temple women like her.  The curse upon the hunter 
takes up only six lines; the curse on the harimtu takes up fully twenty-eight lines!  (He 
does not, by the way, know the illness that has seized him.   He accuses her of making him 
ill, but the terms he uses point to no specific disease.  He was “pure,” ellu, and she “made 
him sick” (GIG DÙ-in-ni, the author using Sumerograms for both noun, marsu, and 
verb, 7.128-29). 

Immediately, though, Shamash calls to him from the heavens: 

Shamash heard, opened his mouth, 
and from afar, from the heavens, in alarm he called to him: 
 
“Why, Enkidu, do you curse the harimtu, Shamhat, 
who would feed you with the bread fit for the gods, 
and would have you drink beer that is the drink of kings, 
and would clothe you in great garment, 
and would give you beautiful Gilgamesh as a companion? 
 
Listen: Gilgamesh, your beloved friend, your blood brother, 
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Will he not lay you out in a great bed? 
Not have you lie in a bed of honor? 
Place you on the peaceful seat at his left hand? 
The kings of the underworld will kiss your feet. 
 
He will have the people of Uruk weep for you,  
cause them to grieve you. 
He will have the shamhati, the whole city, fill up with sorrow for your sake, 
and afterward he will carry the signs of grief on his own body, 
putting on the skin of the Labbu and roaming the wilderness.” (7.134-47) 
Hearing this, Enkidu's heart grows quiet (agga libbašu inūh) (7.149-50).  

The “rage” (aggu) in his heart and his “anger” (uzzu) are quieted when Enkidu receives a 
revelation from the sun god, Shamash.  One of the four lines describing Enkidu’s response 
is quite clear; a second has been reconstructed; the third and fourth are missing.1604 But 
Enkidu, who has angrily cursed the woman who transformed him into a civilized man, 
responds to Shamash’s words by blessing her.1605  The curse (7.100-129) is a version, in a 
different key, of Gilgamesh’s rejection of Ishtar.  (The shamhatu was, after all, one of the 
women in Ishtar’s service.)  The blessing (7.151-61) does not erase the curse; rather, it 
establishes that both will be the fate of such women. 

Similarly, the calm that breaks Enkidu’s rage does not fill him with joy.  As he approaches 
his death, immediately after blessing the shamhatu, he lay “sick at heart”  (marsatu 
karassu) and “lonely” (edanushshu).  (George translates the first phrase as “his mind was 
troubled” [59]).  He tells his “friend” Gilgamesh about a terrible dream he has had, a 
vision of the underworld where he will soon be heading. 

The mysterious illness worsens through the next twelve days.  Sadly, the last thirty-some 
lines of Tablet 7 are still missing, so we do not know if the bitterness he feels about dying 
in bed rather than on the battlefield (7.266-72) is mollified in any way.  The missing lines 
surely narrate his death.  Tablet 8 opens with Gilgamesh’s magnificent lament for his 
friend.1606 

One detail in Shamash’s depiction of Enkidu’s good life and honored death, however, 
points to a final, lasting calm for Enkidu: Gilgamesh will, in the underworld (where he 
will be a judge and king, according to some Gilgamesh traditions), seat Enkidu in the place 
of honor, next to him in a shubta nēhta.  The term, nēhta, “peaceful,” is of course picked 
up in the phrase, pashāhu and nâhu, that characterizes the calming of Enkidu’s heart after 
Shamash completes his speech.1607  It may also, possibly, point to a peace that descends 
upon Enkidu in his last moments—even though Gilgamesh’s response will increasingly 
move in the opposite direction. 

This should be kept in mind in listening to the treatment of the prostitute at Enkidu's 
death. The West still staggers under the burden of the violent biblical denunciation of the 
“Queen of Heaven” and the “Whore of Babylon.” Not surprisingly, the biblical prophets 
denounce ‘whoredom’ when they mean idolatry and false religion. Especially when 
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Gnostic tendencies to see the body as the enemy and as evil are strong, the prostitute is 
likely to symbolize depravity at the center of man's existence.  

Against this Gnostic tendency in the West is what is often described as temple prostitution 
in Mesopotamia.1608 The temple women (not all of whom actually practiced prostitution, 
it appears) in the service of the great goddess were seen as women who had “knowledge” 
that could indeed be dangerous. A Sumerian proverb warns against marrying one, since 
she knows so many men. As Enkidu's curse of the prostitute shows, she is in the nightmare 
vision of the world beyond. (The “sister” of the goddess of life, Ishtar, is the goddess of 
the netherworld, the terrifying Allatu/Ereshkigal.)  

In mythic terms, Enkidu's curse of the harimtu establishes her destiny. She becomes (i.e., 
is) what he says she is. So too with the “blessing” which follows:  

“May governors and noblemen love you.  
Even at a great distance men will strike their thighs in anticipation. 
Even farther away they will shake out their hair. 
No soldier will hesitate to drop his belt for you.  
He’ll give you obsidian, lapis lazuli and gold.  
He’ll give you earrings and jewelry.  
Ishtar,…of the, gods will let you enter 
The home of a man well established, with full granaries. 
For you even the mother of seven will be forsaken.” (7.152-61)  

Certainly Mesopotamia saw in the feminine the great dualities Erich Neumann has 
brought to our attention: the Good Mother and the Terrible Mother, the Witch and the 
Virgin.1609 That the response to this complex on the part of the two “sick” heroes, Enkidu 
rejects the woman and then accepts her--is a reconciliation that “postmodern” thinking 
strives to do too, against the background of a single-minded anti-feminism.  

Enkidu’s Dream of the Underworld 
In a very lengthy and detailed vision (7.162-253), Enkidu provides a portrait of the world 
of the dead.  It is a terrible place where the inhabitants are entirely deprived of life and 
are reduced to eating clay—even though the underworld is also a kind of place where 
keepers of the temple and deities dwell. 

Immediately after cursing and blessing of the harimtu Enkidu's mind is again troubled.  
He tells Gilgamesh of his dream.  In a vision reminiscent of Gilgamesh's dreams earlier, 
Enkidu describes a man like a “Thunderbird”--Andrew George calls him  the Angel of 
Death—who seizes him and the two fight.  Finally he is crushed as if by a “mighty wild 
bull.”  He is turned into a dove, and his arms, like wings, are bound.  He is led into the 
House of Darkness, also called the House of Dust. 

Enkidu begins to describe the underworld the way he will in Tablet 12 of Gilgamesh and 
the way it is described in the “descent” poems: a place of dust and silence.  But it takes a 
turn that suggests a somewhat different aspect of the place, the way Gilgamesh sees it in 
“The Death of Gilgamesh.”  He sees rulers of the past who had served roast and baked 



Chapter Seven: Mourning and Melancholia 702 
  

bread to the gods Anu and Enlil and had poured them cool water.  The scene reminds us 
that for all its terror, the underworld was not a place of punishment like the Christian 
Hell.  In addition to the “crowned heads” Enkidu sees the respectable keepers of the 
temple: the en, the lagāru, ishippu, lumahhu and the gudapsû (7.199-201). 

Such figures are identified by the roles they played on earth and now, it appears, in the 
underworld. Enkidu also sees the famous Etana, a shepherd who ascended to the heavens 
on an eagle.1610  Two prominent gods are mentioned: Shakkan,1611 whom we have seen in 
the description of Enkidu in the wilderness; and Ereshkigal, Queen of the Underworld.  
Before Ereshkigal is a scribe who holds a tablet and is reading aloud in the presence of the 
goddess.  She is named Bēlet-sēri.  She seems surprised to see Enkidu in the underworld 
and asks who brought him there.  Unfortunately, the next forty-some lines are missing, 
and we do not know if the vision provides more of the positive aspects or the more 
terrifying aspects of the underworld, such as Enkidu describes in Tablet 12.  The 
concluding statement has Enkidu asking Gilgamesh to remember him, since they had 
endured such hardships together.  The line recalls the First Prologue, which emphasizes 
the hardships Gilgamesh had endured; and it also underscores the importance in 
Mesopotamian thought of leaving a loved one behind to care for the dead. 

Gilgamesh has only one line in response to the dream: Enkidu’s vision is one that will 
never be equaled. 

The Death of Enkidu 
Enkidu falls ill to some undetermined ailment.  His condition worsens over many days.  
The thirty some lines at the end of Tablet 7 (7.268-300?) are missing, but they probably 
continue the slow passage of an illness that lasts twelve days and causes Enkidu to lament 
the most bitter part of his fate: he will die, not in battle, where he would win his name, 
and immortality of a sort, but because a god has acted against him. 

The Great Elegy: Tablet 8, Lines 1-58 
At dawn Gilgamesh begins the mourn Enkidu with a long and moving elegy.  He sees 
Enkidu as a child and force of nature, whose mother is a gazelle and whose father is a wild 
donkey.  Trees and wild animals, a river in the East (in Elam) and a river in Sumer (the 
Euphrates) will mourn him.  The young men of Uruk who witnessed the battle against 
The Bull of Heaven, plowmen, shepherds, and Ishtar’s women will mourn the loss.  
Gilgamesh himself will wail like a woman, a professional mourner.  He describes his 
friend as “the ax” at his side, the knife in his belt, his shield—but also in imagery of urban 
festivals, with Enkidu as his “festive garment” and his “belt of pleasure.”  He recalls their 
great victories over The Bull of Heaven and Humbaba.  Then he touches the body and 
feels no heartbeat. 

Gilgamesh's long lament contains many elements of the Western pastoral elegy.  Like the 
epic, the pastoral elegy enjoyed very high status among poets and an educated audience 
that could see conventions that went back into the Greco-Roman literary tradition at least 
to Moschus's lament for Bion.1612  In the Renaissance completing  a pastoral elegy in 
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imitation of the Classics was considered a first step in a poetic career that would, the poet 
hoped, lead to the highest genres, the epic and tragedy.  John Milton pursued such a poetic 
career consciously and was able to produce both of the highest “kinds,” Paradise Lost and 
Samson Agonistes.  Not surprisingly, his pastoral elegy, “Lycidas,” is considered the finest 
example of its kind in English. 

As the genre designation implies the setting of a pastoral elegy is the world of nature, as 
mediated by the shepherd.  It would be hard to find a setting more fitted to the subject 
than Uruk.  Of the many conventional features, the “pathetic fallacy” is the most 
prominent.  As in Gilgamesh's elegy, the poet/shepherd addresses nature as if it could feel 
emotions humans feel. 

 

Let the river Ulay, the holy one (qadishtu), mourn,  
 whose banks we walked proudly. 
Let the pure (ellu) Euphrates mourn, 
 whose water we poured in waterskins.  (8.17-20) 

The first line, which may contain puns on the women in the service of Ishtar—who will be 
the professional mourners for Enkidu, mentions a river in Elam; the second line mentions 
the familiar Euphrates, which provided Uruk with its irrigation system.  Both are 
personified.  Mentioning the Ulay is a clue to the theory mentioned earlier that the 
Humbaba story was originally set in the east of Uruk, not in the northwest. 

The sheer length of the elegy is remarkable in a poem where episodes are constructed with 
such small bricks of text.  Like the lamentations of the gala Gilgamesh's elegy develops 
intense pathos in the audience, the effect that is aimed at by pastoral elegies. 

One difference between the Western pastoral elegy and Gilgamesh's poem is that (in the 
Christian poets at least) the elegy brings relief from the suffering of the mourners, what 
literary critics call a “pattern of consolation.”  Milton's “Lycidas” laments the death of a 
promising young man, but provides the reader (and poet) with consolation in a far 
different afterlife than Enkidu could expect. 

Weep no more, woful Shepherds weep no more, 
For Lycidas your sorrow is not dead, 
Sunk though he be beneath the watry floar, 
So sinks the day-star in the Ocean bed, 
And yet anon repairs his drooping head, 
And tricks his beams, and with new spangled Ore, 
Flames in the forehead of the morning sky: 
So Lycidas sunk low, but mounted high, 
Through the dear might of him that walk'd the waves 
Where other groves, and other streams along, 
With Nectar pure his oozy Lock's he laves, 
And hears the unexpressive nuptial Song, 
In the blest Kingdoms meek of joy and love.1613 
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Where Milton anticipates a resurrection and a “nuptial Song” (so fine that it cannot be 
expressed in human language, hence “unexpressive”) for the soul in its union with God, 
we already know from Enkidu's dream what awaits him.  It is worth noting that Milton 
employs the by-then familiar simile of the Sun like the Son.  Lycidas is not really dead, 
though like Shamash, he travels below the “watry floar” of the physical cosmos; he will 
rise like Shamash, with the “day-star” that is identified with the Jesus who walked the 
waves.  Such a consolation Gilgamesh, for all his worship of Shamash, cannot provide 
Enkidu (or the audience). 

After the Great Elegy Gilgamesh returns to the very terse style that characterizes much of 
the poem.  Gilgamesh reacts to the death of Enkidu is ways that reflect traditional 
mourning rituals, but with a difference. 

A Day of Mourning 
In a brief (eight line) but powerful response, Gilgamesh covers the face of Enkidu “like a 
bride” and then circles the body “like an eagle.”  He acts like a lioness that has lost her 
cubs, pacing this way and that.  He tears out clumps of hair and throws away his clothes, 
as if it were taboo (8.59-64). 

The lines have prompted a great deal of commentary, mainly because of its crossing of 
traditional gender lines.  Enkidu is seen as a “bride” (kallatu), an eagle (arû), and a 
nēshtu, the feminine form of “lion.”  Gilgamesh the lioness acts like a mother who has lost 
her cubs.  The lines help to define the intimate relationship between Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu.  Noteworthy is the likening of the powerful hero to female roles, where in some 
cultures the lesser partner is likened to the female. 

Combine these lines with previous metaphors and similes Gilgamesh employed in the 
elegy (8.44-49).  There he recalls the manly adventures when they fought Humbaba and 
The Bull of Heaven.  Enkidu was the “axe” at Gilgamesh's side, the “knife” at his belt, and 
the “shield” that protected his face.  But Enkidu was also the lubar isinna, the clothing a 
man would wear to the festival, and a sash (nēbuhu) of lalû, a kind of intense pleasure 
that earlier in Gilgamesh was associated with enjoyment of the charms and kuzbu of the 
harimtu Shamhat.  Not surprisingly in that context Gilgamesh likens himself to the 
professional mourners, the women, lallarīti, the other role of women in the service of 
Ishtar. 

A Second Day of Mourning  
At dawn Gilgamesh calls for the craftsmen to fashion a statue of Enkidu in precious jewels 
and gold.  In words that recall Shamash’s prophetic speech to the dying Enkidu, 
Gilgamesh promises to lay Enkidu out on a magnificent bed, then to place him next to 
him in a seat where the rulers of the underworld will kiss his feet.  The people of Uruk will 
mourn while Gilgamesh himself, with matted hair and clothed in the skin of a lion, will 
wander the wilderness. 
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A Third Day of Mourning 
At dawn Gilgamesh opens his treasury and provides an immense number of precious 
goods for Enkidu to present to the inhabitants of the underworld.  The gifts are then 
identified in a long list of items and the gods who will receive them.  The list begins, 
apparently, with Shamash and Ishtar, then identifies the deities (like Ereshkigal, the 
“sister” of Ishtar and the ruler of the underworld) associated in one way or another with 
the world of the dead.  Dumuzi (Tammuz) the shepherd, lover of Ishtar, is one of them; 
later in the list Dumuzi of the Abzu, called literally the “scapegoat” of the underworld, is 
also mentioned.  All of this wealth is displayed before the Sun God. 

A Fourth (?) Day of Mourning 
Gilgamesh completes ritual acts, again at dawn and before the Sun God.  One line, about 
the idea of damming a river, suggests that Enkidu may be buried in a tomb like the one 
describes in “The Death of Gilgamesh,” a Sumerian poem.  The last thirty or so lines of 
Tablet 8 are missing.  Presumably they complete the public mourning for Enkidu. 

Mourning and Melancholia: The Quest for “Life” (balāțu) 
The quiet of Enkidu becomes the renewed restlessness of Gilgamesh. From my point of 
view, the most moving segment of Gilgamesh begins in the illness and death of Enkidu. 
So great is his grief at the loss of his friend that Gilgamesh becomes Enkidu, Enkidu of the 
wilderness. He roams the wilderness. Only a skin protects him. His hair is matted like an 
animal. He wanders the world desperately in search of the meaning of death. 

Not surprisingly, Akkadian uses terms for “healing” and “curing” that are extensions of 
“living,” balāțu, “to live,” the equivalent of Sumerian TI.(LA).  To cure a patient is ana 
bulluțishu.  “Cures” are bulți.  The medical texts indicate that the patient will recover with 
the verb iballuț 1614 

The beautiful lament Gilgamesh sings for Enkidu runs to some 56 lines.  While his lament 
assumes that his friend is dead, the end of the poem includes a remarkable personal 
recognition of that fact. 

 
“Now what is this sleep that has seized upon you?  
You have grown dark, you cannot hear me.”  
And he--he does not lift his head.  
He touched his heart, it does not beat.  
He covered the face of the friend like a bride.  
Like an eagle he circled over him.  
Like a lioness whose cubs are lost 
he paces back and forth.  
He tears out his hair and roughs it up,  
rips off and throws down the fine clothes like something taboo.  
(8.55-62)  

 



Chapter Seven: Mourning and Melancholia 706 
  

Gilgamesh’s response is a mixture of the expected and the unexpected. Tearing his hair 
and ripping his clothes are traditional rituals of mourning.  Covering Enkidu’s face “like 
a bride” and pacing back and forth like a lioness bereft of her cubs adds a complexity to 
the relationship between the hero and his “friend,” motifs emphasized by Susan 
Ackerman in her study of “the ambiguity of eros” in the stories of Gilgamesh and David.1615  
In addition to traditional behavioral expressions of grief Gilgamesh’s acts are intensely 
personal, intimate, and gender-complex.  (First Enkidu is imaged as the female partner, 
then Gilgamesh is feminized, likened to a wild animal responding to the loss of her 
babies.)  Gary A. Anderson makes a good case that Gilgamesh’s response is excessive.  The 
rituals of grief were intense, but public and limited in time; at the proper moment, the 
mourner was expected to reverse the rituals, to bathe, comb the hair, and adopt clean 
clothes for a return to the community.  In these lines we see that Gilgamesh has begun to 
step across the line.  Sara Mandell and Susan Ackerman emphasize the “liminal” character 
of Gilgamesh.  Here we see him “betwixt and between,” losing the balance that is expected 
to tie the individual to his community.  (I would argue that his grief is the other side of 
the “joy” that characterized Gilgamesh when we first see him, the “joy” raised to its 
greatest intensity in the celebration of victory over the Bull of Heaven—and Ishtar.  One 
could argue that Gilgamesh never restores the balance.  As we shall see, this is the crux of 
most interpretations of the story.) 

Everywhere he goes--to the scorpion-people who guard the entrance to the mountain, to 
the garden of the gods, to the dwelling of the bar-owner, Siduri--he hears the same 
answer. His search is futile.1616 The Scorpion-man notices that the one who has come has 
the “flesh of the gods” (shīr ilāni) (9.49; also recognized by Siduri in10.7). The journey is 
troublesome. There is pain in his belly. His face burns in heat and cold. He asks the 
impossible: to go where no human had gone, to see the only man who had escaped the 
fate of humankind, who dwells in “the faraway” enjoying the life “like the gods,” the wise 
Utnapishtim. 

Gilgamesh’s condition is repeatedly called his nissatu, as we have seen. The “grief, worry, 
depression,” the term closest to the West’s melancholia, Gilgamesh’s nissatu is mentioned 
early (1.106), at the center (7.76), and no fewer than 13 times in the hero’s wandering in 
the wilderness (9.4, 125; 10.8, 49, 115, 122, 215, 222, 256, 262, 267, 299; 11.125).  The use 
of exact repetition, which tends to violate the canons of modern English poetry (though 
not of song, note), is characteristic of Sumerian poetry far more than it is even of Akkadian 
poetry.  For me, the intense iteration of Gilgamesh’s condition is the most moving element 
of the poem.  It turns the story of Gilgamesh from one of admiration of a hero to empathy 
for a human being who has a condition familiar to us, but in extreme form.  For me, the 
poetic expression of Gilgamesh’s “joy” is less successful than the expression of his sorrow, 
though I am willing to grant the possibility that the original readers of Gilgamesh or the 
audiences for the retellings of the Gilgamesh stories would have been just as much 
involved in the triumphs of the hero as in his tragic quest. 

Gilgamesh will not listen to the advice he receives along the way. Though he possesses 
flesh of the gods, he is “dressed in skins” (mashka labish).1617  His face is drawn (in that 
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wonderful bit of understatement) “like one who goes on a long journey.” Wildly he pushes 
on, through great deprivation, in great agony. He travels even across the Waters of Death, 
the last to do so as he was the first. 

Gifts to the Gods of the Underworld 
Andrew George commends W. G. Lambert, Egbert von Weiher, and Irvin Finkel for 
recognizing new textual materials that allowed him to put together the magnificent 
edition of Gilgamesh that is standard today.  Among the new finds is a Late Babylonian 
tablet that restores more than sixty lines of Tablet 8.1618 

After Gilgamesh delivers his eloquent elegy for Enkidu, he opens the treasury and takes 
out what appears to be an immense amount of precious stones and metals for craftsmen 
(?) to construct objects “provided for his friend.”  Sadly, this part of the text is still too 
fragmentary to read clearly.  What follows, however, is pretty clear.  Valuable objects are 
brought out and shown publicly—displayed “to the Sun God”—to be given to the gods.  
Many of the gods are obscure figures, some are very well known, and all have some 
connection to the underworld.  The purpose, as in the long list of offerings to the gods in 
“The Death of Gilgamesh,” is presumably to benefit Enkidu as he descends into the world 
of the dead. 

We discover that the Queen of the Underworld, Ereshkigal, maintains a retinue such as 
one finds in Mesopotamian temples.  There is a steward (the goddess Hushbisha), a 
sweeper, a cleaner, and a butcher (Bibbu).  “Butcher” may seem to suggest a violent role, 
but Mesopotamian temples made good use of butchers for quite ordinary and obvious 
reasons, the preparation of meals for the gods and the keepers of the temple.  Butchers 
and brewers were distinguished figures in the temple and are known to have participated 
in solemn public processions. 

Several of the figures receiving offerings are worth mentioning.  The first to be given a 
gift, a throwstick of “gleaming wood,” is the Great Queen Ishtar (8:134-38).  The poem 
maintains a distinction between two Dumuzis.  One is the Tammuz of Gilgamesh Tablet 
6, the shepherd, lover of Ishtar.  The second is Dumuzi of the Abzu, the lesser known 
Dumuzi, who is called the mash-hal-tap-pe-e of the underworld.  The Akkadian 
mashhaltappû (or mashhulduppû) is transparently a borrowing of a Sumerian term, 
mash-huldubba, George translates properly as a “scapegoat.”  The English scapegoat, 
well-known as the goat sent into the wilderness for the demon Azazel in the Bible 
(Leviticus 16:8-26).  The Sumerian would seem to mean the “goat that keeps evil away.”  
The first Dumuzi is given a carnelian flute.  The scapegoat is given something with a “back 
of alabaster.” 

The remainder of the tablet is fragmentary, and the last thirty some lines are still lost.  
They constitute, though, the last clear signs of rational control on the part of Gilgamesh.  
One fragmentary line provides an intriguing possibility of support for my theory that the 
death of Enkidu is a projection and displacement of the much older story of the death of 
Gilgamesh.  There text refers to a “damming of the river” (8:212).  “The Death of 
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Gilgamesh” makes much of Gilgamesh’s decision to hide the magnificent tomb he has 
constructed for himself (and his retinue).  He therefore dams the river at Uruk to be 
undammed when the burial takes place. 

From Sacrifice to Healing 
The West retains memories of ancient sacrifices and the substitutions they entail: a ram 
for a son; bread for flesh; wine for blood.  Extensive sacrificial rituals were performed by 
priests in the Temple.  The argument here is that the death of Enkidu and the illness that 
leads up to it can be clarified by the principle of substitution that was so important to 
Mesopotamian thought: here Enkidu for Gilgamesh much as Dumuzi is a substitute for 
Inanna. 

Biblical scholar Martin J. Selman defines sacrifice, as understood in Mesopotamia, as 
offerings given specifically to gods as opposed to offerings made to the temple, which was 
the case in the Jerusalem temple.  Such sacrifices did not require an altar.1619  Selman 
includes the care and feeding of the gods as well as rituals and incantations in 
Mesopotamian sacrifice.  The rituals have three distinctive modes: sympathetic or 
symbolic magic, such as one sees in the Ea rituals in Shurpu, used to remove evil; 
substitution or transfer, when a person was ill or under a curse of death; and direct 
exorcism, where a spirit is sent to a particular place.1620  Most striking is the contrast with 
familiar biblical sacrifices, where blood rituals were far more important than they were in 
Mesopotamia. 

The death of Enkidu may represent a kind of “sacrifice” for Gilgamesh.  The “healing” of 
Enkidu, Gilgamesh, and perhaps even Enlil and Ishtar, on the other hand, makes the 
distinctions we have become familiar with in the modern West hard to maintain.  Myth, 
literature, rituals, songs, performances that are expected to exchange “joy” for anger and 
depression (in gods, fictional characters, and audiences) suggest something more like 
Aristotle's “tragic pleasure” than sacrifices in the Judeo-Christian traditions.  Genres are 
blurred.  To move from ideas we have become comfortable with to the complexities of 
Mesopotamian traditions takes us through many unexpected twists and turns. 

Thoughts on Sacrifice in the Ancient Near East 
Sacrifice is a part of almost all religious systems the world over, sophisticated or primitive, 
and exhibits a great variety of expression and meaning. The Hebrew Bible describes the 
presentation of animals or grains on the altar as the principal act of offering in the Israelite 
cult. In Mesopotamia we perceive the situation as more complicated, because of the great 
number and variety of texts available.1621 

One starts in a search for a meaning of this most basic of religious areas by the old idea of 
“giving so that you may get,” but the advanced thinking of the ancient Near East goes 
beyond that. There we find the additional idea of a communal meal at which the god is a 
participant; however, the further concept that the deity is a part of the food consumed is 
not found in the Ancient Near East.  The gift is to be something of one’s own, so that it is 
not just an object that is given up, but a part of one’s self. 
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In fact, the gift of one’s own life is the ultimate gift, but the deity is satisfied with a 
substitute. This can be an animal, or one’s own property, and again an ultimate would be 
the gift of one’s own offspring, usually a son.  But the god is satisfied with a substitute, 
such as an animal. This gift must be done in the right spirit, or else it is not a sacrifice. 
When it is given in the appropriate spirit, accompanied by symbolic ritual acts, a mystic 
power comes over the ceremony, and it has efficacy. Otherwise it is a mere mechanical 
act, which could be done by a hired performer. 

The sacrifice as a gift, then, has gone beyond the mere idea of paying the god what is owed, 
or buying benefits from the deity. The giver both gives and receives, so both god and man 
participate. This giving is the power of life itself,  a part of the life of the giver being 
transferred to the recipient, to add to the potency. Human interaction and human-deity 
interaction work in analogous ways. 

The sacrifice is done because it has always been done, it is deep in the heart of humankind, 
but at the same time it is done consciously in order to remove risk, to overpower what 
demonic powers there be, to remove sin impeding the flowing of the stream of life. The 
sacrifice becomes, then, an atonement, itself subject to various explanations or none, but 
an idea which is deep in the human psyche. 

Humans know this in their atavistic being, and they know that by this action they are 
taking part in their own salvation, they are doing something rather than waiting passively 
for the fates to close in on them. They may think that they are doing this on command 
alone, but they are more profoundly following the stream of tradition that has come down 
to them over thousands of years.1622  

In particular, for the areas in which we are interested, in the Hebrew cult the sacrifice was 
made only at the altar.  Indeed, the Hebrew root for the words “altar” and the usual word 
for “sacrifice” is the same. Its purpose was mostly ethical or ritualistic, an offering for sin 
or a praise of Yahweh. In one type of offering the animal was completely burned, so that 
the dimension of scent was added in order to communicate with the god. 

The code for the sacrifice of animals, birds and grains on the altar is given in its most 
advanced form by Leviticus, Chaps 1-7.  It was done by the kohen.  Only general aspects 
of the ritual pre presented. A confusing (inconsistent?) panoply of terms for the offering 
is used.  Both communion sacrifices (Lev 7) and expiatory sacrifices (Lev 4, 5, 6 passim) 
take up most of the text.1623  

The Psalms show a more sensitive path of the worshiper towards the altar. Only the one 
with clean hands and a pure heart will receive a blessing (Pss 24.3ff., 26.6).  The sacrifice 
is a joyful thing to do (Pss 27:6,  42:4,  43:4,  95:2).  Praise is given to the accompaniment 
of a variety of musical instruments (Ps 33:2ff.,  98:5, 150:3-5).  The temple brings 
thoughts of the hesed of the Lord  (Ps 48:9).  The sacrifice must be with genuine 
thanksgiving and not merely mechanical (Ps 50:8-14).  It must be accompanied with the 
right spirit and heart, or else it is unacceptable (Ps 51:16.19).  The recalling of God’s 
terrifying deeds bring the worshiper into the temple so that he may offer sacrifice (Ps 66).  



Chapter Seven: Mourning and Melancholia 710 
  

There are processions of singers and maidens into the temple (Ps 68:24-26).  Though the 
psalmist is an “I,” the worship is done with the congregation in the temple (116:17-19).1624  

In Mesopotamia, the sacrifice was made on many occasions: upon the building of a house, 
to avert an unfavorable omen, to obtain success in battle, after a lion hunt, but especially 
as a (usually) twice daily feeding of the image of the deity.  (Our information in the last 
instance comes from Uruk in a very late period, the Seleucid period.) Strangely, the cult 
image, before whom the food was placed, was in another room, or behind curtains, when 
the food was “eaten.” The sacrificial animal could provide the exta (internal organs) which 
the diviner could then read to determine the future or to answer  a question.  Some 
Assyrian kings were privileged in obtaining the “leftovers” from the deity’s meal in 
recognition of their status. 

Not only are the ritual acts (as reported in the texts) more complex in Mesopotamia than 
we read about in Israel, but the offering material is more varied.  Bread and beer (often 
mentioned together),water, milk, incense, fish, fine oil, sesame. mead, Bergrauschtrank, 
dates, swine and other game. The blood of the animal was not as important as it was in 
Hebrew ritual life.  Singing, as we have seen, was used on many occasions, especially in 
the canonical laments, which were done in a dialect of Sumerian called emesal, though 
why it was used we do not quite understand. The gala were known for singing such 
laments. 

The vast number of divination, magical, and healing texts are often found side-by-side 
with those of the more central ritual actions, making us suspect that they were done in 
conjunction with one another. They often use the same language and are done for the 
same purposes, that of release from sin, as the official sacrifices. 

Finally, deep in the Mesopotamian religious life was the concept of the sexual, which has 
been discussed in a number of ways already. Women functioned as priests in 
Mesopotamia in great numbers and often in the most important priestly roles, whereas in 
Hebrew life the officiants were all male.  In another significant contrast, Mesopotamia 
used images all over, but Hebrew texts oppose the use of icons, at least in theory. (This 
would seem to belie the large number of clay figurines found in excavations from all 
periods.  The question will be discussed below.) 

 As we cautiously attempt  to list the elements common to Mesopotamia and Hebrew life, 
we should also mention the use of the altar in each  cult, with an officiant standing in front 
of it, uttering prayers for well-being.  At least some of the clergy in each society were 
anointed into office.  Their heads were dressed in a special garb.  The priests would be 
paid partly from the offerings of the people.  Each of the two societies had feast-days on 
which were performed special ceremonies.  Each sacrificed animals.  Each used a 
peculiarly simple language to describe the temple, simply the word “house.” There are 
hints in the liturgies that each involved a drama.  Each used the word “service” to refer to 
the worship.  The king had a role as chief priest in both, in Mesopotamia especially from 
Old Babylonian times until the fall of Assyria and Babylonia 
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Two Modern Views of Sacrifice 
“Sacrifice” is the most transparent and yet the most puzzling of religious terms, largely 
because of developments in the modern West.  Ancient literature, Greek and Hebrew 
especially, seems to take the sacrifice of animals and grains as a matter of course. The 
Homeric epics, for example, abound in such ritual acts. Biblical texts provide details of 
rituals to be carried out in the temple, and prophets inveigh against the dependence on 
such rituals. When even a hint of human sacrifice enters ancient literature, though, the 
tone changes. The story of Abraham and his first-born, Isaac (Genesis 22:1-19), is often 
considered both the ultimate test of faith and a protest against human sacrifice in 
general.1625  The extension of sacrifice to “self-sacrifice,” on the other hand, is often 
considered the noblest of religious and ethical principles, a submission to a higher power 
or to a principle higher than the individual’s self-interest. Once understood as 
submission, however, it could carry another, less desirable meaning, a pathological 
condition William James called “morbid-mindedness,” a sort of  “psychic neuralgia” that 
was the very opposite of the “healthy-mindedness” that characterized the best of religious 
experience.1626  For those today who have little reason to value even the sacrifice of the 
saintly, the term is more likely to point to ideological constraint, the “mind-forged 
manacles” that bind and oppress, as William Blake phrased it in “London” (1794). 

Since the priests of the Temple in Jerusalem, kohen and lewi, hereditary offices, had as 
their primary duty the offering of sacrifices,1627 and the vast majority of Israelites (who 
were not priests) had contact with the temple primarily in providing “gifts” of foodstuffs, 
usually the meat of domestic animals and the roasted grain, bread, oil, salt, wine and 
frankincense,1628 two meanings of the word “sacrifice” have long existed together in 
English.1629  The primary meaning, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is the 
slaughter of an animal as an offering to a deity. It is attested in English as early as 1300 
CE. The wider sense of any “surrender to God or a deity, for the purpose of propitiation 
or home, of some object of possession” appears somewhat later, in the Renaissance.  (The 
first citation in the OED for the term in the meaning, “the destruction or surrender of 
something valued or desired for the sake of something having, or regarded as having, a 
higher or a more pressing claim; the loss entailed by devotion to some other interest; also, 
the thing so devoted or surrendered,” is Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.) The offering of 
something valued is perhaps best captured in the compound, “self-sacrifice.” 

The identification of the sacrifice and the sacrificer is a peculiarity in English that derived 
from theological interpretation of the crucifixion of Christ as a voluntary sacrifice.1630 The 
OED notes this use as early as 1375 CE. Its connection to the Eucharistic celebration is 
also pre-Shakespearean, from the early 16th century. The concept itself is much earlier. 
The New Testament “The Letter to the Hebrews” argues that Christ is the “supreme high 
priest” (4.14) and at the same time the perfect sacrifice for sin. “To suit us, the ideal high 
priest would have to be holy, innocent and uncontaminated, beyond the influence of 
sinners, and raised up above the heavens; one who would not need to offer sacrifices every 
day, as the other high priest do for their own sins and then for those of the people, because 
he has done this once and for all by, offering himself. The Law appoints high priests who 
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are men subject to weakness; but the promise on oath, which came alter the Law, 
appointed the Son who is made perf’ect  for ever” (7.26-28). 

From antiquity, then, we can see the roots of our familiar English terms. Thinking of 
priests as, primarily, sacrificers can, however, lead us astray in this study of 
Mesopotamian temple officers. The Mesopotamian temples did include sacrifice, from a 
very early period; but as we will see, the “keepers of the sacred house” had a great many 
functions to perform, only one of which was the offering of grains and meats to the gods.  
On the other hand, we now shy away from the term that comes closest to “self-sacrifice” 
in a society that did not develop, as we have, a distinctly modern and Western notion of 
the self.  That term is “slave.”  Akkadian borrowed a term from West Semitic, abdu (CAD 
1.1.51), that is close to the Hebrew ‘ebed, a male slave. The songs of the ‘ebed of Yahweh 
in Second Isaiah  (Isaiah 42, 49, 50, 53) are doubtless the most exalted use of the term in 
Judeo-Christian tradition. Islam, on the other hand, still honors the “slave” of God in the 
popular names for men that begin with abd, Abdullah,  Abdullatif and the like.1631  Much 
more familiar in Mesopotamia, however, was the Akkadian term ardu, close to the 
Sumerian word arad.  In Akkadian the primary meaning is “slave,” but ardu also 
designates an official, a servant, a subordinate, a retainer, follower, soldier and, important 
for our purposes, the subject of a king and a worshiper of a deity (CAD 1.ii.243-51). 

It is not only that we wince at the ancient institution of slavery in view of our own sad 
history in the modem world; the very notion of such utter submission is problematic. 
Again. Islam underscores the “submission” to the will of God that is at the very heart of 
the religion. But others largely prefer a softened form like “servant,” or “service,” terms 
that do not appear to cancel out the voluntary act of an individual. In this regard it is well 
to return to the religious use of “sacrifice” in the modem sense of “self-sacrifice.” The main 
contours of our problem with “self-sacrifice” have been traced by Debora Kuller Shuger 
in The Renaissance Bible: Scholarship, Sacrifice, and Subjectivity.1632 While she 
concentrates on the period roughly between 1450 and 1650 CE and the radical changes in 
the Bible came to be viewed by European scholars, theologians and laypersons, the 
“scholarship” part of her title, she connects the “sacrifice” part to modem “subjectivity” in 
a most striking way.  Not surprisingly (in view of the OED citation for “sacrifice”) Shuger 
sees a shift in the representation of the self and human existence, from what may be 
considered a “religious” understanding to a “literary” one, in Shakespeare’s plays. In the 
16th century CE, Shuger claims, the art of the period became fascinated with cruelty, and 
cruelty became the very “essence of evil,” in contrast to “humanity.”  What became 
problematic in the representation of cruelty—especially in the presentation of Christ’s 
passion-was that the viewer or reader had to identify with the torturer, and the viewing 
self then became “unstable, divided.”1633 

Gone was the medieval image that Shuger calls the ideal of  “maternal manhood,” the 
“celibate. unarmed, cenobitic male” best seen in the obedient servant, the monk, and in 
the gentle Jesus, the victim. Instead, an ambivalent and contradictory male image 
appears, not simply the other dominant image in medieval thought, the old chivalric ideal 
of the aristocratic warrior or the maternal monk.  The new, highly problematic image 
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internalizes the whole drama of the Crucifixion, making of the self the torturing audience 
of the Crucifixion and the tortured victim at the same time. Shuger describes this as an 
image of  “conflictional, decentered, and chimerical manhood.”1634 

Christ’s Passion becomes conflated with another motif that is suggested in scripture—and 
may go back to Sumerian “City Laments”—the destruction of Jerusalem. Shuger thinks 
that the now familiar stories of “urban apocalypse,” which are popular in 20th century 
movies, can be seen in the Renaissance conflation of Passion and city lament. The city, 
imaged as a seductive woman, combines the beauty and decadence of the city, its very 
economic prosperity connected with effeminacy and brutality. The Elizabethans saw their 
London as the city, of course, as we see New York as the archetypal modem city.  The 
biblical precedents, where Jerusalem is seen as the “wanton wife of God,” in Tikva 
Frymer-Kensky’s telling phrase, have now been traced.1635 

Shuger’s major example is the strange work by Shakespeare’s contemporary, Thomas 
Nashe, Christ’s Tears over Jerusalem (1593). On one level it is a satire that exposes 
anxiety about cities, the shift from agrarian to urban society.  London, at once seductive 
and decadent, will suffer the fate of Jerusalem. The shocking images in Nashe point to the 
failure of redemption and the necessary destruction of the corrupt city, with Christ 
combining cruelty and caritas much in the way Othello does in his murder of Desdemona. 
In Nashe’s Jerusalem, as it falls, a woman cannibalizes her only son, a grim comparison 
with the Crucifixion as the sacrifice of the Son.1636 

A new way of looking at the Bible, and a new sense of self, Shuger contends, are related.  
“Biblical interpretation thus germinates, in the form of myth, the two obsessive themes of 
the postmedieval West: psychological fragmentation and socioeconomic decadence, 
themes heavy with gendered anxieties about violence and weakness.”1637  Favorite figures 
in this new regime are tragic victims like Jephthah’s only child and virgin daughter 
(Judges 11:1-12), a sacrificial victim of her father’s vow to Yahweh, the subject of an 
important play in imitation of Classical tragedy; and Mary Magdalene.  Mary Magdalene 
becomes “an exemplary figure but in a curious way: she is not the goal of the quest but is 
lost in the forest along with everyone else. That is, she supplies a model of suffering, 
solitary, forsaken humanity. She is neither Madonna nor Whore but a figure for all that is 
marginalized, powerless, solitary, unhappy.”1638  Shuger claims that Renaissance biblical 
interpretation came to exclude the role of emotions and sexuality in religion, such as one 
might find in the tragic figures the came to be treated in plays, stories, poems, and the 
visual arts. Literature took on the task of representing the self and human existence. (For 
Shuger, Shakespeare is an exemplary figure in this modem turn.) The exploration of 
suffering humanity and the complex, divided subjectivity that we see especially in the 
novel as it develops in the West is now so well established that we rarely question its 
appropriateness.  Now we look for such a concern for the “subject”  in the Bible and in 
biblical interpretation. 

In the construction of a distinctly “modern” subject or self, the sacrificial victim became 
both fascinating and horrifying. Perhaps the most complete example is Gustav Flaubert’s 
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highly popular novel, Salamnibô  (1862).  The story is set in ancient Carthage.  The main 
characters, the heroic barbarian Mâtho and the virgin priestess Salammbô, are both 
sacrificial victims in a society fairly dripping with the blood of victims, including the 
innocent infants sacrificed to Moloch.1639 The story, a rebellion of mercenaries against 
Carthage, is filled with violent acts of every description, but it is, as we have come to expect 
in modem fiction, usually filled with the close analysis of interior struggles and the 
psychological complexities of the characters from antiquity. Virtually the entire modern 
fascination with and horror at the savagery of sacrifice—animal, human, erotic and 
emotional—can be read in Flaubert’s Orientalist narrative. 

The image of Moloch sacrifices, rituals in which the most valued infants are passed 
through the fire, was already a lurid condemnation of Canaanite religion in biblical texts. 
Works like Salambô and Eugène Delacroix’s The Death of Sardanapalus (1827) before it, 
a massive painting that shows a jaded Assyrian king passively looking on while one of his 
concubines hangs herself and another, his favorite, is stabbed by a slave, developed and 
exploited the image of  “barbaric” sacrifice. 

Sardanapalus, an Assyrian king, developed an image in Greco-Roman antiquity as a 
voluptuary.  Ctesias in the 4th century BCE was apparently the earliest to write of the 7th 
century king’s depravity.  Alexander the Great is said to have found this epitaph on 
Sardanapalus’s tomb: “I have eaten, drunk and amused myself, and I have always 
considered everything worth no more than a fillip.”1640  Aristotle responded to such self-
indulgence with the judgment that it was worthier a pig than a man.  The Christian 
tradition found in him an example of debauchery and effeminacy.  Byron turned 
Sardanapalus into a Romantic—tragic—figure.  Sardanapalus (1821) depicted the king at 
the moment when he had lost his empire, making a suicide pact with his favorite 
concubine, Myrrha.  He has an enormous pyre built under his tomb, and the play ends 
with Myrrha firing the pyre and leaping into her lover’s arms.1641 

The scandal Delacroix introduced into the legend was the world-weariness that informs 
the scene, an orgy that turns into slaughter, with the king looking on passively while his 
lovers, concubines, and slaves destroy themselves.  Jack J. Spector  interprets Delacroix’s 
work psychologically, a reflection not so much of the moral tradition as of Delacroix’s own 
opposed impulses  of passion and asceticism.1642 

More telling is his ambivalent feelings for women.  Spector claims that “his most 
impresive images of women have to do not with tenderness and maternal warmth but 
rather with their being objects of sadistic torment and death or themselves the murderers 
of their own children.”1643 

Delacroix’s sexual fantasies, like Flaubert’s, helped perpetuate a romantic view of the 
Oriental despot that persists even today.  The Oriental despot is the West’s image of the 
debauched and sadistic authority, the terrible father who turns everyone in the kingdom 
into his subjects.1644  The unlimited power of the ultimate tyrant corrupts not only the 
underlings who depend upon him, but all other institutions in society.  The harem, with 
its veiled and enslaved women, is the perfect image of a servitude that weakens all, 
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including the despot himself, who ironically is rendered effeminate in the process.  If the 
Western myth of the autonomous self, with its exaggerated valuation of individual 
freedom, accounts for the “subjectivity” so important to the modern West, it is ironically 
also responsible for the dread of subjection, of dependence upon the other. 

The Orientalism of Delacroix and Flaubert, not to mention a host of lesser artists and 
authors,  still colors the West’s image of the East.  Edward Said has traced its early history 
back to ancient Greece.  The earliest Greek tragedy that has been preserved, Aeschylus’s 
The Persians, already presents the Oriental despot in his full power and corruption.1645  
What is most important for the history of the West is the role the Oriental despot plays in 
the construction of a “Western” identity.  In Aeschylus the Greeks are already imaged as 
the tough, well-disciplined freedom-loving people of the West in contrast to the wealthy 
and powerful but corrupt Asians.  As recently as 1942 the distinguished Classicist Edith 
Hamilton was still claiming that 

The ancient world, in so far as we can reconstruct it, bears everywhere the same stamp.  
In Egypt, in Crete, in Mesopotamia, wherever we can read bits of the story, we find the 
same conditions: a despot enthroned, whose whims and  passions are the 
determining factor in the state; a wretched, subjugated populace; a great priestly 
organization to which is handed over the domain of the intellect. This is what we know as 
the Oriental world to-day.  It has persisted down from the ancient world through 
thousands of years, never changing in any essential.  Only in the last hundred years—less 
than that—it has shown a semblance of change, made a gesture of outward conformity 
with the demands of the modern world.  But the spirit that informs it is the spirit of the 
East that never changes.  It has remained the same through all the ages down from the 
antique world, forever  aloof from all that is modern.  This state and this spirit were 
alien to the Greeks.  None of the great civilizations that preceded them and surrounded 
them served  them as model.  With them something completely new came into the world.  
They were the first Westerners; the spirit of the West, the modern spirit, is a Greek 
discovery and the place of the Greeks is in the modern world.1646 

During the long period in which a Roman imperium provided the model for both church 
and state—from late antiquity to the early modern period—the Greek model was driven 
largely underground; but in the emergence of the modern autonomous self and its 
challenges to all forms of authority, the Greeks came to be considered a “modern” culture 
surrounded by barbarian Asiatics. 

In positive ways, then, the modern Western image of a self or subject, bounded by the 
experience in a body, what Clifford Geertz has called an atomistic view of the person,1647 
made subjectivity respectable—but sacrifice problematic.  Every kind of subjection has 
made oppressed peoples wary of appeals to self-sacrifice.  The once exalted religious idea 
of the “slave” of God was softened into “service,” “submission” into an individual’s 
voluntary act of faith.  As Marxist and feminist social critiques then made even the 
modern individual subject to bourgeois and patriarchal forces, and Freud found the self 
divided against itself, the whole regime of sacrifice has been called into question.  
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Sacrifice, whether of the older religious (largely “external”) type, where one sacrificed a 
valued object—and the priest was the sacrificer—or the psychologized (and largely 
secularized) modern equivalent, the voluntary giving up to or giving into the other, has 
made it difficult for us to understand ancient religion. 

Human Sacrifice in Ancient Mesopotamia 
Sir James Frazer’s The Golden Bough popularized the notion of human sacrifice as a 
religious ritual.  The remarkable passage with which that singularly influential work 
opens lays down the groundwork  of the theory of priest-kings, the King of the Wood, slain 
by their successors.1648 

Who does not know Turner’s picture of the Golden Bough?  The scene, suffused with the 
golden glow of  imagination in which the divine mind of Turner steeped and transfigured 
even the fairest natural landscape,  is a dream-like vision of the little woodland lake of 
Nemi—“Diana’s Mirror,” as it was called by the ancients.   No one who has seen that 
calm water, lapped in a green hollow of the Alban hills, can ever forget it.  The two 
characteristic Italian villages which slumber on its banks, and the equally Italian palace 
whose terrraced gardens descend steeply to the lake, hardly break the stillness and even 
the solitariness of the scene.  Diana  herself might still linger by this lonely shore, 
still haunt these woodlands wild. In antiquity this sylvan landscape was the scene of a 
strange and recurring tragedy.1649   

Frazer, with relatively little evidence before him, thought that the Babylonians annually 
sacrificed a prisoner who was dressed in the king’s robes, “seated on the king’s throne, 
allowed to issue whatever commands he pleased, to eat, drink, and enjoy himself, and to 
lie with the king’s concubines.  But at the end of the five days he was stripped of his royal 
robes, scourged, and hanged or impaled.”1650   The custom, if it did exist at all, was perhaps 
Persian.1651  And it did not, apparently, involve the stripping, scourging, and killing of the 
substitute king. 

Human sacrifice was, in fact, very rare in Mesopotamia.  A Substitute King ritual did exist, 
but it was employed only in the most extreme circumstances, when omens indicated that 
the king was in grave danger.  Usually the substitute used for a king in dire situations was 
an animal.  In one well-known instance, an Assyrian king, Esarhaddon (680-669 BCE), a 
king who suffered from many medical disorders and kept in close contact with the 
exorcists and astrologers of his realm, resorted to the Substitute King ritual at least four 
times during his reign.1652  A. Leo Oppenheim confirmed that in “at least one instance” in 
Assyria “where a fatal prediction was counteracted by the strategem of making another 
person kind (called shar pūhi, “the king's substitute”) for one hundred days and then 
killing and duly burying him so that the omen should be fulfilled but fate cheated and the 
true king kept alive.”1653  Esarhaddon’s son Assurbanipal also resorted to the Substitute 
King ritual at least once in his reign. 

The only other instance of human sacrifice comes from a much earlier period, where at 
Ur and Kish the so-called Royal Tombs, in which a consort was buried along with the king.  
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It is possible that even there the elaborate tomb was not a royal tomb but a tomb for the 
substitute king and the consort which was provided him during his brief “rule.”  (The 
Assyrian king did not actually yield his power to the substitute, who assumed the dress, 
sat on the throne, ate well and was provided with a concubine; the king took on the title 
of “farmer” during the ritual, but actually continued to exercise power as usual.1654 )  “The 
Death of Gilgamesh” suggests that many others in his retinue will be buried with him. 

The practice of the Substitute King ritual, then, seems to have been very restricted through 
the long history of Mesopotamia.  The principle of the substitute, on the other hand, is 
more basic and more widespread, as we have already suggested.  The shar pūhi, was a 
variant of the pūhi amēli (“human substitute”).  Mesopotamian healing rituals often 
involve a substitution.  In  Shurpu, one example deals with a person whose ama Inanna, 
his mother (literally his “Inanna-mother” or goddess) has left him, and a dreaded “evil 
curse like a gal-la demon” has attacked him, leaving him with an “unwholesome 
dumbness” and “daze.”  The incantation that is pronounced over him claims that the evil 
curse can be peeled off the man like an onion, stripped off like a date, and unraveled like 
matting.  In the Ritual Tablet of Shurpu, explicit instructions are given for the priest.  
When the incantation is recited, the priest is to wipe off the sick person and place in his 
hand an onion, dates, and matting.  The patient then peels the onion, strips the dates, and 
unravels the matting.  All are thrown into a fire.1655  Dumuzi/Tammuz is a favorite 
substitute for the seriously ill person, who is considered as approaching the underworld.  
Dumuzi, the substitute for Inanna in the underworld, is made present by an image that is 
then consigned to the flames.  Dumuzi is the pūhi amēli par excellence.1656 

Far more frequent in Mesopotamian religion is the use of animal sacrifice.  In the earliest 
sacred house so far discovered, in the city the Sumerians considered the first city, Eridu, 
very near the Arabian Gulf, fish sacrifices were very evident.1657  (The blood in animals 
sacrifices seems to be much less a concern than in later, especially Semitic traditions.) 
The best products of  fields and gardens, and herds of sheep, goats, and cattle were sent 
to the temple, where they were used as rations or income for the administrators and 
workers, stored or converted into export goods, and—most importantly—used as food for 
the image of the gods in a daily ritual that involved two meals a day.1658  Besides the care 
and feeding of the gods, animal sacrifices were used to provide food for the deceased, the 
“human-substitute” mentioned above, and for building rites.1659    

Geshtinanna’s Gift: Self-Sacrifice 
It is difficult to know what the ancient Near East thought of the self or “subject.”   A. Leo 
Oppenheim developed a “Mesopotamian psychology” based on the language of prayer.  
He found that the sense of well-being, not to mention health, depended upon the presence 
in the person of certain features we would certainly consider “external” to the individual, 
the ilu (god), ishtaru (goddess, a term related to the goddess Ishtar, the closest 
Mesopotamia approached the concept of divinity itself, a concept important in the Flood 
story of Tablet 11), lamassu and shēdu (protective deities, female and male, rather like 
angels).  Upon these four aspects of the soul the “fate” (shīmtu) of the person 
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depended.1660  With such an externalized sense of the self, it is difficult to see something 
like the problematics of modern “self-sacrifice,” problematic in the sense that it could be 
seen as pathological.  On the other hand, humans see themselves positively as “slaves” of 
their masters, the gods; and the internalized subjectivity so prized in modern thought is 
problematic in the opposite way for the ancient Near East.  The gods, as portrayed in art 
and literature, were distinguished from one another, but even they lack the “depth” of 
individual subjectivity we have come to expect in both the visual arts and in fiction. 

There is, however, one figure in Sumerian myth that illustrates the purest—and one might 
argue, the highest--form of self-sacrifice, the voluntary offering of the self to death for the 
sake of the other.  The figure is Geshtinanna.1661 

In Sumerian myths, Geshtinanna is the sister of Dumuzi.  She rarely appears in her own 
right, outside the context of sacrifice, especially human sacrifice.  Dumuzi, important as 
he is in the stories and rituals where  he is paired with the great goddess Inanna, is rarely 
portrayed in Mesopotamian art.  One Sumerologist, Thorkild Jacobsen, has gone so far as 
to claim that Dumuzi is the best example of a pre-anthropomorphic, “intransitive” 
concept of the gods.  More a force of nature—Jacobsen sees Dumuzi as the power of the 
date palm, a plant of great importance to southern Mesopotamia, as we have already 
noted, especially in Uruk—than a personal being, Dumuzi is the most famous of the “dying 
gods of fertility,” the “worship of powers of fertility and yield, of the powers in nature 
ensuring human survival.”1662 

In Sumerian myths and rituals, however, Dumuzi is clearly a mortal man who dies as a 
substitute for Inanna.  The different stories of Dumuzi’s death are inconsistent, if not 
contradictory.1663  He is one of the few exceptional figures in Mesopotamian myth to have 
escaped the ordinary condition of humankind, which requires death.  His mother, his 
sister, and his wife mourn his death.  The last is ironic, if not paradoxical, because his 
wife, Inanna, is usually responsible for Dumuzi’s death in the first place.  In one of the 
lesser-known Dumuzi myths, BM 100046, the purpose of Dumuzi’s death is made 
explicit.  “Queen” Inanna required him as her substitute (gar) so that she could return to 
earth after she had been trapped in the world of the dead. 

 On that [day] the queen did not save his life, 
  she [gave him over] to the Land of No Return [as her substitute], 
 The spouse of Ushumgalanna did not save his life,  
  she [gave him over] as her substitute.1664 
 

In the better known version of Dumuzi’s death, Dumuzi argues that he should not be 
subject to the fate of  ordinary men.1665  “I am the spouse [dam-dingir-ra] of a goddess, I 
am not a mortal [lú nu-me-en].”1666  For many years the end of  “Inanna’s Descent to the 
Nether World” was not known.  Samuel Noah Kramer was finally able to recover the 
ending, and it was then clear that Dumuzi died but would be renewed annually, thanks to 
his sister. 
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Dumuzi is weeping— 
My queen (?) came up to him, took him by the hand (saying): 
“Now, alas, you and your sister— 
You—half the year, your sister—half the year, 
The day you are asked for, that day you will be seized, 
The day your sister is asked for, that day you will be set free.” (Lines125-131)1667 

 

The last line of the poem provides the consolation for Dumuzi: “Holy Inanna places 
Dumuzi among the eternal” (sag-bi-sè-[è-a] bí-in-sì-mu) (Line131).1668 

Dumuzi, then, is the mortal whose life is offered as a substitute for Inanna.  Even if the 
final lines of the poem provide a certain consolation for Dumuzi, though, his bitter 
laments and his desperate attempts to avoid his fate make it clear that he is not a voluntary 
victim.  In making Dumuzi her spouse, Inanna gives him eternal life, although it is not 
exactly the life of the gods, and it is for only half the year. 

For Geshtinanna, on the other hand, the giving of her life is in every way selfless. 

In “Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World,” Geshtinanna protects her brother while he his 
hiding from his pursuers, the demonic galla.  Even when the galla torture her 
unmercifully, she refuses to reveal his whereabouts.1669  In “Dumuzi’s Dream,” she reveals 
her honesty as well as her loyalty.  Dumuzi has a dream prophetic of his death, and his 
sister interprets it item by item.  The dream is unfavorable and presents in a vivid way 
how the “evil ones” will seize and torment him.1670  Dumuzi calls her his “tablet-knowing 
scribe,” a singer “who knows many songs,” a woman who “knows the meaning of words,” 
and a “wise woman who knows the meaning of dreams.”1671  Tikva Frymer-Kensky points 
out that the singing of laments, in the family and in public, was an important activity for 
women (and goddesses) in Mesopotamia.  Geshtinanna is much like the goddess Nisaba, 
the wise goddess who is writer, architect, accountant and surveyor.1672 

Inanna, who in “Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World” fastened the “eye of death” on her 
spouse, in another poem called by Diana Wolkstein and Samuel Noah Kramer “The 
Return, weeps bitterly upon his death.1673   Dumuzi’s mother, Sirtur, also laments his 
death.  But Geshtinanna goes beyond that, wandering about the city, lamenting 

 

“The day that dawns for you will also dawn for me. 
The day that you will see I will also see.’ 
 
I would find my brother!  I would comfort him! 
I would share his fate!”1674 

 

Jacobsen argues that, as Dumuzi is the power of the date palm, whose death is actually 
the power of the grain and in the beer brewed from it, Geshtinanna is the “power of the 
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grape and the wine made from it.”1675  Beer and wine were the two principal intoxicating 
drinks of the Sumerians.  “Both died, mythopoetically speaking, at harvest time, and both 
descended into the earth for underground storage.  But they did not do so at the same 
time of  year.”1676  Grain was harvested in the spring, while the grape was harvested in the 
autumn.  For Jacobsen the natural cycle thus explains the six months in the underworld 
for the two mythic figures who divide the year. 

Such a reading would account for the relative facelessness of Dumuzi and Geshtinanna, 
especially the sister.  So far she appears in Mesopotamian texts only as the sister of 
Dumuzi, not in her own right.  The Ur III period kings identified with Dumuzi to the 
extent that they considered themselves married to Inanna—and thus brothers to 
Gesthtinanna.  She appears in the literature that deals with the courtship of Dumuzi and 
Inanna, and in one text appears to be sexually initiated by her brother after he allows her 
to observe the incestuous habits of the sheep in his care.1677  Primarily, Geshtinanna 
assists her brother in arranging the courtship and marriage of her brother. 

If the anthropomorphic Dumuzi and Geshtinanna in any way reflect family relations in 
the Middle East today, one can see how the triad of mother-sister-spouse in the laments 
over Dumuzi covers all primary relations between male and female.  The most intimate 
(excepting actual incest) is the brother-sister relationship.1678  Diana Wolkstein noticed 
that the brother-sister relationship of the humans is paralleled in the intense relationship 
between the heavenly siblings, Utu and Inanna.1679  Both brothers act as sexual initiators 
and protectors of their sisters; and the sisters both rely upon and support their brothers. 

Still there is little to individualize Geshtinanna.  She appears in the myths in relation to 
the brother, not in her own right. 

The texts in which Dumuzi and Geshtinanna appear can be read as nature myths or 
sociologically as a representations of  family relationships.  Another possibility is to locate 
the texts in a very specific historical situation. 

In the popular imagination, the Middle East is represented by the camel.  A more likely 
icon is, however, the ubiquitous sheep.1680  Inanna’s city, Uruk, was a city of shepherds 
(hence, "Uruk of the Sheepfold").  While neighboring areas prospered through fishing, 
fowling, and farming, the Uruk countryside was well-suited to sheep and goat herding.1681  
The “Good Shepherd” is an image seen in Uruk as early as the 4th millennium BCE.1682  A 
man with a transparent skirt of net-like textile is shown bending vegetation toward two 
rams. 
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[Fig. 50: EN with two rams, after Delaporte (1923, 1910) #636 A-B.] 

 

By the end of the 4th millennium Uruk was more like a corporation, run by the temple, 
than a kingdom, thanks in large measure by the en and a complex bureaucracy.  Lamb 
was the food most valued by the elite (with beef a second choice and pork eaten largely by 
rural folk and non-elite urbanites),1683 and it was sacrificed to the gods.  But the economic 
value of sheep was less its food value than its importance in the well-developed textile 
industry in Uruk.1684  Sheepskin was prepared, wool carded, dyed, and made into 
clothing.1685  (The storage of grain, another important function of the early temple, was 
also useful in the development of textiles using flax.)  The circulation of goods through 
the Uruk temple—raw materials in, finished goods out—provided the model for large scale 
trade, perhaps the world’s earliest—Uruk’s “world system,” as it has been called by 
Guillermo Algaze.1686 

The shepherds who tended the flocks of sheep and goats were not, however, the owners 
of the animals, the urban elites who provided the capital for the maintanance of the flocks 
outside the cultivated lands.  The “good shepherd” then was an apt symbol not only of the 
nurture and care of animals (or, as Western literature would later develop it, the humblest 
of occupations) but also of the state-managed, temple-centered, corporation itself. 

In a story of Inanna’s courtship, she plays off two suitors by weighing the benefits of two 
textiles, wool and flax, and selected Dumuzi the shepherd over the farmer.  In the debate 
over the merits of the two rivals, Inanna’s brother Utu argues that Dumuzi’s cream and 
milk are good; but Inanna responds that the shepherd wears coarse and rough wool 
clothing, while the farmer’s flax is better for her clothes.  Dumuzi speaks in defense of his 
products: 

“Why do you speak about the farmer? 
Why do you speak about him? 
If he gives you black flour, 
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I will give you black wool. 
If he gives you white flour, 
I will give you white wool. 
If he gives you beer, 
I will give you sweet milk. 
If he gives you bread, 
I will give you honey cheese. 
I will give the farmer my leftover cream. 
I will give the farmer my leftover milk. 
Why do you speak about the farmer? 
What does he have more than I do?”1687 

 

The preservation of  “life” is basic to religion.  In a very important way, the transformation 
of perishables to make them last (beer, cheese, and such like), the storage of grain, the 
preparation of fabrics,  and the handling of surpluses became significant functions of the 
Uruk temple.  

The tragic death of Dumuzi is not simply the death of vegetation in the cycle of nature.  In 
the Akkadian version of Inanna’s descent to the nether world, Ishtar’s descent and capture 
in the world of the dead resulted in the loss of “life” in many analogous situations: 

 

After Ishtar [had gone down to the nether world], 
No bull mounted a cow, [no donkey impregnated a jenny], 
No young man impregnated a girl in [the street (?)], 
The young man slept in his private room, 
The girl slept in the company of her friends. 
Then Papsukkal, vizier of the great gods, hung his head, 
his face [became gloomy]; 
He wore mourning clothes, his hair was unkempt.1688 

 

Dumuzi is sacrificed for all the life-giving powers associated with Inanna and lost in her 
death.  (The Sumerian poem assigns the choice of Dumuzi as a substitute to his refusal to 
acknowledge Inanna’s superiority.)  Gesthtinanna sacrifices herself.1689  She is in some 
ways the equal of her brother; but her part in the stories is very restricted.  This literal 
self-effacement presages what Tikva Frymer-Kensky calls the “marginalization” of 
goddesses and women in the later days of the ancient Near East.1690 

Dumuzi’s Dream 
“Dumuzi’s Dream” is another Sumerian poem that came to be included in the Decad 
curriculum.1691  It relates to the larger narrative, “Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld,” 
also included in the Decad.  In the Sumerian version of the myth, Dumuzi is selected as a 
substitute for Inanna, who has been killed in the underworld.  When he is captured, 
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Dumuzi is sent to the underworld and Inanna is resurrected.  Unexpectedly, Dumuzi’s 
sister, Geshtinanna, offers to spend half a year for Dumuzi; in essence, Geshtinanna 
volunteers to substitute for her brother half the time—probably as good an arrangement, 
certainly for him, that could have been arranged.  In any event, she, Dumuzi’s mother, 
and (again, surprisingly) traditionally annually mourn Dumuzi’s death.  Gilgamesh refers 
to the annual ritual mourning in his rejection of Ishtar’s proposal of marriage.   

“Dumuzi’s Dream,” like Enkidu’s dream that opens Tablet 7, foretells his death.  The poem 
focuses on Dumuzi desperate attempts to escape the terrifying figures who are pursuing 
him.  The poem opens with his weeping.  He apostrophizes the Countryside, reminding 
us that Dumuzi is a creature (like Enkidu) of the land outside the city.  He asks the 
Countryside to inform his mother of his impending death.  Dumuzi dreams and asks his 
sister to interpret the dream.  The news is not good.   

Geshtinanna is another wise woman in the Urukean tradition.  Besides being a dream 
interpreter (like Ninsun), she is literate (a scribe), an expert singer, and savvy.  She 
interprets each dream-image in turn.  Note that twin reeds, one of which separates from 
Dumuzi, refers to Geshtinanna herself.  She also sees herself in images of male goats 
dragging their bears in the dust: “her hair will whirl around in the air like a hurricane” for 
Dumuzi when he dies.  She will lacerate her cheeks with her fingernails in mourning. 

For the most part the poem narrates Dumuzi’s escapes.  On three occasions he is helped 
by the Sun God, who transforms the shepherd into a gazelle.1692  He hides where only his 
sister and his friend know where to find him.  Geshtinanna refuses to betray him.  The 
friend does, however, betray Dumuzi’s position.  It is at this point that Dumuzi escapes as 
a gazelle. 

His pursuers keep finding him.  On two occasions they are tipped off by wise women, Old 
Woman Belili and Geshtinanna herself.  They do not inform the pursuers, but the demons 
notice the looks on the women’s faces: the women look frightened and scream in fear.  The 
demons know how to interpret looks and gestures. 

The final images of the poem are the deserted sheepfold of Geshtinanna and Dumuzi.  The 
demons have destroyed all vestiges of the shepherd’s life, including the shepherd’s stick, 
a drinking cup, and a “holy churn.” 

Dumuzi is dead.  The sheepfold is haunted. 

Substitutes for the Goddess 
The fates of the Great Goddess and of her human substitute are of primary interest  in the 
Sumerian and Akkadian poems that tell the story of the goddess's descent into the world 
of the dead.  Somewhat less attention is paid to the formation of new creatures who allow 
the goddess to be resurrected.  In both the Sumerian and the much shorter Akkadian 
“Descent” poems, the crafty god Enki/Ea finds a way to bring her back to life.  In the poem 
known to George Smith and incorporated into his Gilgamesh translation the creature is 
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known as an assinnu.  (A variant has the creature called a kalû, a singer of lamentations, 
a figure well known to Sumerians as a gala.) 

The goddess who rules the underworld is depicted as a deeply depressed woman.  The 
trick to bring Inanna/Ishtar back to life is to change her mood to one of great joy.  When 
the Queen of the Underworld is enjoying life, she can be persuaded to resurrect the 
“sister” she had condemned to death. 

While the Great Goddess and her substitute, the famous Dumuzi/Tammuz, are mythic 
figures, the gala remains on earth, a familiar “priest” in the temple, especially in the 
service of Inanna/Ishtar.  The gala, who by the time when Gilgamesh was composed was 
one of the most learned men in Mesopotamia, was one of several performers who 
entertained the gods (and, presumably, the audience viewing rituals and processions).  
The gala had to learn a larger number of “sacred” songs in Sumerian and Akkadian.  By 
the period in which Gilgamesh was written, Sumerian was no longer a living language.  
The gala had to learn not only the major Sumerian dialect but a second dialect, eme-sal, 
literally a “woman's tongue,” but certainly a dialect used in songs and poems involving 
the Great Goddess.  (We have seen some examples already.) 

Since we take Enkidu as a substitute for Gilgamesh and interpret the persistent theme of 
Enkidu's and especially Gilgamesh's “melancholy” as a “tragic” complication to the story 
of the two heroes, it may be worthwhile to analyze the way the gala turns the anger of the 
gods into something beneficial.  The process always involves a form of tragic sacrifice. 

“The Descent of Ishtar” is an Akkadian poem of roughly the same age as Gilgamesh. 

“The Descent of Ishtar,” Lines 91-104 
 dEa ina emqi libbi-shu ibtani [zik]ru 

  ibnima   m atsû-shu-namir lu assinu 

 alka atsû-shu-namir ina bāb ertsit la tari(a) shukun panika 

 sebum bāb māt la tari(a) lippetū ina panika 

 dEreshkigal limurkama ina panika līhdu 

 ultu libbasha inūhhu kabtassa ipperiddū 

 tummishima shum ilāni rabūti 

 shuqi reshēmesh ka  ana kush halziqiqi uzna shukun 

 e belti suhalziqu litnuni mēmesh ina libbi lūltaṭi 

 

 dEreshkigal annita ina shemisha 

 tamhats sunisha tashshuka ubānsha 
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 tetershanni erishtum la ereshi 

 alka  atsu-shu-namir lūzirka izra raba 

 kusāpimesh gishepinnimesh āli lu akalka   (Lines 91-104)1693 

 

 “The Descent of Ishtar”: A Creature Formed to Save a Goddess 

 Ea in his wily heart formed a figure 
 And created  Atsushunamir, the assinnu: 
 
“Up, Atsushunamir, direct your face to the gate of the Land of No Return. 
The seven gates of the Land of No Return will be opened before you! 
 Ereshkigal will see you and take delight in your presence! 
 When her heart is soothed, her mood bright,  
 have her swear the oath of the great gods. 
 Lift your head, and mark the waterskin: 
 “No, lady!  Have them give me the waterskin. 
 I’ll drink the water from that!”1694 

 

The Akkadian poem is much shorter than the Sumerian “The Descent of Inanna,” and 
more compact.  The crafty Ea creates the assinnu (alternatively, a kalû, that is, a gala).  
Stephanie Dalley observes that the figure, a zikru, includes a pun on both “word” and 
“male.”1695  The pun turns on the traditional understanding that the gala was not really a 
“man,” that is, a eunuch, as we have seen in the Sumerian proverbs.  It is possible that his 
unusual sexuality makes it possible to enter and leave the Land of No Return where the 
more ordinary person could not. 

The name of the assinnu means something like “His Coming Forth is Brilliant.”  Whether 
the name itself has an effect on his ability to perform before Ereshkigal or not, he does 
indeed please the sad goddess, who, in an earlier passage, grew dark when she heard that 
Ishtar was coming to her.  She complains that even she drinks muddy water (instead of 
beer) and eats clay instead of bread.  Her time is spent weeping for young men and women 
torn from their lovers' side.  She weeps as well for the infant who is “expelled before its 
time.”1696  As in other poems, Ereshkigal is the very archetype of the depressed person. 

His performance brightens her mood, and, since she is momentarily calm, she is 
vulnerable to the gala's trick.  She rewards his performance with a waterskin, with which 
he will revive the dead Ishtar.  Since the loss of Ishtar to the underworld has brought 
sorrow to the animals as well as the young men and women on earth—all have their libido 
drained from them—the brighter mood of Ereshkigal and the resurrection of Ishtar will 
restore joy to the earth. 

Ereshkigal, however, sees the trick at once.  She has been trapped into complying with the 
gala's request.  She directs Namtar (“Fate”) to sprinkle the water over Ishtar, and the 
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Great Goddess escape through the seven gates of the underworld.  For the assinnu, 
though, Ereshkigal decrees a fate with a curse that reads much like Enkidu's curse of the  
harimtu.  The assinnu will end of eating from what is left from the plows and drinking 
from the city drains.  His only place will be in the shadow of a city wall.  Drunks and “the 
thirsty” will slap his face.1697  Once again the poem reinforces the unusual sexuality of the 
assinnu and what must have been his reputation in some quarters. 

“The Descent of Ishtar” does contain a brief but important reference to the ransom, or 
substitute, that is required for Ishtar.  It is, of course, Dumuzi, “the lover of Ishtar's 
youth.”  Reference is made to the ritual mourning for Dumuzi.  He is to be washed, 
anointed with oil, clothed in a red robe.  Music will be played, and the women in the 
service of Ishtar will lead the lamentations. 

The poem ends with the lament of Dumuzi's sister.  She is not called Geshtinanna in this 
version.  Rather, she is called Belili, who tears off her jewelry and predicts that Dumuzi 
will return. On the day he returns a lapis lazuli pip and a carnelian ring will rise with him; 
male and female mourners will come up with him; and the dead will come up to “smell 
the smoke offering.” 

The last three lines of the poem are missing.  They may possibly have referred to the 
sister's part in allowing Dumuzi to return periodically to the land of the living. 

The Sumerian version of the story is quite a bit more detailed. 

The Descent of Inanna,” Lines 226-253 (previously 223-247) 
 [a-a] den-ki gala-tur-ra kur-gar-ra gu3 mu-na-[de2-e] 

 gen-na-an-ze2-en giri3 kur-she3 nu2-ba-an-ze2-en 

 gish ig nim-gin7 dal-dal-e-de3-en-ze2-en 

 za-ra lil2-gin7 gur-gur-re-de3-en-ze2-en 

 ama gan-e nam dumu-ne-ne-she3 

 deresh-ki-gal-la-ke4 i-nu2-nu2-ra-am3 

 mur-kug-ga-na gada nu-um-bur2  

 gaba-ni bur shagan-gin7 nu-um-gid2 

 /shu ?\ -si-ni urudlub-bi-gin7 am3-da-gal2 

 siki-ni ga-rashsar-gin7 sag-ga2-na mu-un-ur4-ur4-re 

 u-u8-a shag4-gu10 dug4-ga-ni 

 kush2-u3-me-en nin-me a shag4-zu [dug4]-ga-<zu>-ne-[ne] 

 [u-u8]-a bar-gu10 dug4-ga-ni 
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 kush2-u3-me-en nin-me a bar-zu [dug4]-ga-<zu>-ne-[ne] 

 a-ba-am3  za-e-me-en-ze2-en 

 shag4-gu10-[ta] shag4-zu-she3 bar-gu10-ta bar-<zu>-she3 dug4-ga-na-ab-ze2-en 

 dingir he2-me-en-ze2-en inim ga-mu-ra-an-dug4 

 lu2-ulu3 he2-me-en-ze2-en nam-zu-ne he2-eb-tar-re 

 zi-an-na zi ki-a-pad3-de3-ne-ze2-na-am3 

 ed3 ?-[…]-ab-ze2-en 

 a id2-bi ma-ra-ba-e-ne shu nam-[ba]-gid2-i-en-ze2-en 

 a-shag4 she-ba ma-ra-ba-e-ne shu nam-ba-gid2-i-en-ze2-en 

 uzu nig2 sag3-ga gishgag-ta la2 shum2-me-ab dug4-ga-na-ab-ze2-en 

 uzu nig2 sag3-ga ga-sha-an-<zu>-ne-ne 

 nig2 lugal-me <<en>> he2-a nig2 nin-me he2-a shum2-ma-ze2-en dug4-ga-na-ab- 
 ze2-en 

 uzu nig2 sag3-ga gishgag-ta la2-a im-ma-da-ab-shum2-mu-ze2-en 

 dish-am3 u2 nam-til3-la dish-am3 a nam-til3-la ugu-na shub-bu-de3-en-ze2-en 

 dinanna ha-ba-gub 1698 

 

“The Descent of Inanna,” Lines 226-253 

The Father Enki spoke to the gala-turra and the kurgarra: 
“Go point your feet toward the underworld. 
Around the door take wing like flies; 
Around the pivot of the door flutter like phantoms. 
The birth-giving mother—because of her children— 
Ereshkigal is lying there ill: 
Her holy shoulders are not covered by linen cloth; 
Her breasts are not full like a shagan-bowl; 
Her nails are like a pickaxe on her body; 
Her hair is bunched like leeks on her head. 
When she says, ‘O, my heart!’ 
You are to say, ‘You, the one moaning, ‘O, my heart,’ are our lady.’ 
When she says,  ‘O, my body!’ 
You are to say, ‘You, the one moaning, ‘O, my body,’ are our lady.’ 
She’ll then say, ‘You—who are you? 
From my heart to your heart, from my body to your body!’ 
She’ll then say, ‘If you are gods, I will speak the good word for you; 
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If you are human, I will decree a good fate for you.’ 
Make her swear by heaven and by earth! 
…. 
They will offer you the water of their river.  Don’t take it. 
They will offer you grain of the field.  Don’t take it. 
‘The corpse hanging from the nail—give us that,’ tell her. 
She’ll say, ‘The corpse—it is your lady’s.’ 
Tell her: ‘Even if it is our king, even if it is our queen—give it to us!’ 
She’ll give you the corpse hung from the nail. 
One of you toss over her the food of life, the other, the water of life. 
Inanna will rise.” 

From My Heart to Your Heart, From My Body to Your Body 
Suddenly we find ourselves in a contest.  The role of the two creatures, the gala-turra and 
the kurgarra, will be Enki’s plan to bring the Great Goddess, Inanna, back to life.  At the 
center of the plan is a trick to use Ereshkigal’s words (and her troubled emotional and 
physical state) against her.  Her word, once uttered, cannot be recalled.  Offered food and 
drink of the underworld, the two creatures are to refuse the offers.  Instead, in a gruesome 
irony, they are to demand the corpse hanging on a nail—Inanna herself.  They brush off 
the startled Ereshkigal, who will point out that the corpse is of their dead gashan (“lady”).  
They are to persist: even if it were their lugal (king) or nin (queen?), they are to demand 
the body.  Of course, Enki’s design is not to have the corpse eaten.  The two creatures will 
“throw” (shub), that is, sprinkle the “food of life” and the “water of life” upon the 
unfortunate Inanna.  She will rise from the dead. 

Significantly, the form of Enki’s speech is as important as its contents.  Although the piece 
includes description, narrative, and dialogue, the shape of the speech is given it by the 
form of the incantation. 

In the incantations of the “Marduk/Ea” type (“Divine Dialogues”), as we have seen, Enki 
speaks to his son Asalluhi or Marduk, and begins his instructions with the formulaic 
genna, “Go,…”  Here he sends the creatures, who have been formed by the dirt under his 
fingernails, through the “door” of the underworld.  At the end of the piece, on the other 
hand, the precative, ha-ba-gub, is used to give force to what must happen, once 
Ereshkigal will pronounce the closing formula, “Swear by an (“the Above”) and ki (“the 
Below”).  Inanna will arise. 

The narrative continues with, as expected, the creatures doing exactly as they were 
instructed.  Ereshkigal plays out her role just as Enki had arranged it.  This is powerful 
magic indeed. 

The frame and studding of Enki’s speech is strongly reminiscent of other Divine 
Dialogues.  His speech also “quotes” another literary work, “Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the 
Underworld,” which finds its way into Gilgamesh, as the controversial Tablet 12.  The 
lines describing the ruler of the underworld, Ereshkigal, suffering, groaning, her “holy 
shoulders” not covered with a linen cloth.  Her breasts likened an empty bur-shagan 
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vessel.  That is, she is unable to suckle the children, who are in some unstated way the 
cause of her suffering.  A line that is difficult to read (because the first word is problematic) 
appears to describe a desperate situation: Ereshkigal tearing herself with fingernails “like 
a pickaxe.”  Her hair is bunched on her head “like leeks.”1699  Similarities with other texts 
suggest a traditional lamentation, called in Gilgamesh 12 the “cry” or lament of the 
underworld. 

Clearly, Ereshkigal is troubled.  She utters a woeful, u-u-a shag-gu, “O, my heart” (or 
“insides”), and u-u-a bar-gu, “O, my body” (her “outside”).  The lament resonates in the 
“woe” of the “joy/woe” man, Gilgamesh.  The creatures are to show that they understand 
her suffering.  “You are troubled, my nin,” kush-u-me-en nin-me, in heart and body. 

The two creatures are performers of rituals in Uruk, the gala and the kurgarra.  (My 
guess is that, like “The Fashioning of the gala,” in which that role is invented in order to 
bring relief to an angry Inanna, this is a myth of the origins of these unusual human 
performers.  The gala-turra may indicate that he is the original gala, “small” like an 
apprentice learning his role.)  The gala sings and chants ritual texts like the ershemma, 
accompanying his singing with the shem-drum.  The kurgarra, with his unique ability to 
go in and out of the dreaded underworld, performs in rituals involving dangerous 
weapons—perhaps like the ecstatics in Morocco and Iran today who sometimes slash and 
beat themselves in sympathy with tragic saints of the past. 

The creatures are to relieve the suffering of Ereshkigal, and she will in turn (though forced 
to do so) bring the dead goddess back to life.  Even then Ereshkigal will try to trick them 
into using the water from the river and the grain from the land offered by the ruler of the 
underworld.  Instead, they will sprinkle the water of life and the plant of life over the 
corpse and Inanna will rise again. 

For our purposes, the key line in Enki’s instruction could be said to encapsulate the whole 
therapeutic of Mesopotamian magic and medicine: “from my heart to your heart, from 
my body to your body.”  The transfer of Ereshkigal’s troubles, what we would call 
psychosomatic, relieves her through a substitution, much as a figurine representing 
Dumuzi is passed along the body of the sick person (or his condition is called into 
Dumuzi), then to have the figurine consumed in a fire. 

Ereshkigal will not know if the two creatures are gods or mortals.  Like other liminal 
figures in the service of Inanna, they may have been considered both. 

Instructions from Father Enki in the “Divine Dialogues” are normally gives, by way of the 
Son Asalluhi, to the magician/therapist.  In this literary transformation, the gala and 
kurgarra are instruments through which Ereshkigal in a sense heals herself.  The gala, 
like the mash-mash, is a healer.  Through the two creatures Enki forms from the dirt 
under his fingernails—a symbol both of their relatively low status in relation to the high 
god and also the exalted status a creature made of dirt, i.e., mortal, can still possess.  
Ereshkigal is healed through their performance, and Inanna, who had been reduced to 
the status of the “dead gods,” is resurrected. 
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Anne Draffkorn Kilmer provides another dimension to what she sees is a clever trick 
invented by Enki.  Getting the creatures into the underworld is one thing; having them 
use their talents to please the angry Ereshkigal is another. What is still required is that 
she give over the body of Inanna so that the goddess may be revived.  Kilmer reads the 
phrase that describes what Inanna has been transformed into, uzu-níg-sìg-ga (266), 
literally as a “pounded piece of meat.”  Ereshkigal is so taken by the pleasant performance 
of the two creatures that she falls for their clever line that initiates a response to 
hospitality.  Ereshkigal responds by accepting her role as host—to offer food and drink.  
When she does that, the goddess of the underworld is trapped.  She offers them food and 
drink, and they hold out for the cut of meat.  Once sprinkled with the food of life and the 
water of life, Inanna arises. 

The rest of the poem follows Dumuzi’s fated death and our galatur and kurgarra 
disappear from the scene.  The story involves the death of the great goddess and her 
resurrection.  The key figures in the story are mostly divine or semidivine.  The two 
humans who are sent to their deaths, Dumuzi and Geshtinanna, achieve a divine status, 
though a position that requires ritual pain in the time they must spend in the underworld.   
Since we often think of ancient myth as the domain of the gods, finding humans in the 
great cosmic dramas is itself remarkable.  The gala and his companion, the kurgarra,1700 
like the gala a performer in religious rituals, remain on the earth to play their roles in the 
cultic calendar of Mesopotamia for many centuries. 

They please even the terrible and despondent goddess of the underworld.  Their 
performance indicates something like the paradox St. Augustine, for one, thought 
remarkable in the sublime pleasure the audience feels in watching tragedy played out on 
stage before it.  The same would seem to hold for the singing of lamentations that please 
the angry goddess. 

As in “The Uruk Lament” singers, musicians, and actors brighten the mood of a deity 
through the performance of a tragic lament. 

Songs of the Gala: Pūlu in Trouble 
Sometime in the 7th century BCE a certain lamentation priest named Pūlu in the Assyrian 
city of Calah sent letters to the Assyrian king.  Three of his letters have survived.1701  One 
is too broken to determine what prompted the letter.  The two others report on regular 
offerings of sheep set before the god Nabû in the city’s main temple.  Clearly something 
was wrong in both cases.  There would be no reason to alert the king if the offering were 
normal.  Pūlu reported in the first case that the left kidney of the sheep was small; in the 
second case the right kidney was missing.  The small left kidney was sealed up and 
forwarded to the king so that the king’s scholars could inspect it.  The second sheep was 
kept in storage pending the king’s decision about what to do with it. 

Pūlu’s letters reveal the extent to which the Assyrians worried about ominous messages 
from the gods “written” on the internal organs of sacrificed animals.  An array of scholars 
consulted documents to determine the meaning of any anomaly that might be observed.   
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Quite unlike the laconic documents of earlier times—lists of all sorts and invoices—the 
letters sent to Assyrian kings often provide glimpses into the personal lives of individuals.  
Pūlu, for example, must have held an important position in the Temple of Nabû in Calah 
if he had the authority to witness the sacrifice and report directly to the king.  (The 
importance of Nabû, patron of scribes and sages, a god of magic and secrets, will occupy 
us later; but his prominence—and thus the prominence of high officials who served him—
is worth noting here.) 

Pūlu’s first letter provides hints about his personality—or at least his position vis-à-vis the 
king.  Three times in the short missive he complains that, if he had not sent the kidney to 
the king, the king would demand, “Why did he not send it to the palace?”1702   Pūlu was 
certainly apprehensive, probably for good reason.  He ends the letter worrying that the 
king would have placed the blame on him if Pūlu had not acted in this matter. 

It turns out that Pūlu had something to be worried about.  A much longer letter sent to 
the king by another high official complains about a whole series of suspicious activities 
taken by Pūlu in the temple of Nabû.1703  He is accused of acting arbitrarily, without the 
permission of the king.  Obviously Pūlu acted as if he had the authority to do so. 

His accuser claims that he tore out doorposts of the temple and put up new ones.  He 
removed old work in a golden table and set a goldsmith to replace it.  He made sketches 
of the dragons upon which the god Nabû stood, and though he was observed doing it, no 
action was taken to correct Pūlu for his action.  The accuser grumbles that “No one has 
authority, and no one says (anything) to him.” 

The list of accusations continues.  Pūlu, it seems, appointed officials of his own choosing.  
He also changed certain golden bottles of wine—with the royal images on them—that were 
to be placed before the statues of the high gods.  The wine was to go to the palace, but 
Pūlu stopped that.  Now he himself measures the wine and carries it into the temple.  He 
supervises the beer to be sent to the “house of eunuchs;” controls the treasuries; he even 
enters the ritual bath house of the gods—where twice a year “the loins of Bel [Marduk] 
and Nabû are ungirded.”1704   Moreover—and this seems to be the underlying complaint 
against Pūlu—he has changed a number of important rituals.  “No one can do (anything); 
there is an order to remain silent.  But they have changed the old rites!”  Even a lighting 
ceremony for the goddess Tashmetu, which had been the work of a woman, has been 
taken over the ubiquitous Pūlu.  The accuser hints darkly that something has happened 
to the woman.  “Nobody with him sees (her), neither the deputy priest, nor the temple 
steward, nor the king’s official….” 

Who was this Pūlu, who seemed to have taken charge of so many temple practices?  We 
know one thing about him: he was identified as a “lamentation priest” (LÚ.UŠ.KU in line 
5), a temple office that went back at least to Ur III times.  He was a gala, whom speakers 
of Akkadian called kalû.1705  As a singer, with considerable prestige, the gala may be compared with the famous 

countertenors of the Early Modern Period. 
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Pūlu is not the only gala to appear in these Neo-Assyrian letters to the king.  A certain 
Nabû-erība is implicated in two suspicious affairs.  One of King Esarhaddon’s officials in 
Babylonia, Shuma-iddin, reported on a situation that had placed him in some danger, 
since he had arrested a number of persons, but unlike relatives and insiders to the 
palace—those who had people they could rely on—Shuma-iddin worried that, “I, however, 
have no one in the palace of the king, my lord, except the king, my lord.  I pray to Marduk 
and Sheru’a for the sake of the life of the king, my lord.”1706 

The case is complicated and difficult to follow.  Two eunuchs had apparently been 
shielded by some persons in high places, and the eunuchs escaped.  One eunuch (one of 
the two mentioned earlier?) was captured.  Three persons who were implicated in the 
murky events included a chief votary, a “farmer” of the Bel-Marduk, and our gala, Nabû-
erība (148).  That the three were under suspicion is suggested by the comment that they 
invoked the right of appeal to the king.  The three are also identified as “grooms of the 
royal delegate.” 

In a separate case, our gala stands accused of a serious crime.1707   Here the accusation is 
clear and direct.  Nabû-erība and one of the temple guards named Galul stripped silver 
bands from the walls of a temple.  The king is asked to investigate the crime.  Others may 
be involved in the thefts.  The exasperated letter-writer wonders how many are involved.  
“The have been taught (a lesson), but (still) they don’t keep their hands off the temple.”  
He reminds the king that when his father was king, people who could not keep their hands 
off the temple were killed.  Clearly the same fate should await these malefactors.  But the 
letter ends on a dispirited note.  “I am alone; there is no one to take care of the case.”  We 
do not know what happened to our Nabû-erība. 

Yet another gala shows up in a complaint to the king, this time from the city of Arbela.  
Nabû-epush peeled off gold from a massive offering table in front of the goddess 
Ishtar.1708  A temple guard caught him red-handed.  That would seem to be enough, but 
the author of the letter has more to say.  Before his time, Nabû-epush, a priest of the god 
Ea (Sumerian Enki), had stolen from the temple, but “they” (presumably the temple 
officials) had covered up the crime.  Moreover, there had been a series of thefts that had 
been covered up before the king’s representative had come onto the scene.  Like other 
royal officials in the letters that have survived, this one complains that he speaks but the 
people do not listen to him.  He adds a note at the end of the letter.  The guilty party, our 
gala Nabû-epush, is “not to ascend the dais.”  Since access to the temple was a privilege 
of rank, this may have been a significant punishment for the theft. 

The point of these doleful letters is not that there is anything wrong with galas generally.  
Among the duties of royal officials problems, including certain crimes, were to be 
reported.  It just happens that in some instances the culprits were galas.  None of the 
letters report on what a gala did normally, performing certain kinds of lamentations.  
There would be no reason for the officials to point out the obvious.  What is significant 
about these reports is the importance of these galas.  They are supervising rituals and 
reporting the results to the king.  Even when accused of crimes, it is clear that the gala 
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had ready access to the temple and enough clout with other officials that their crimes were 
sometimes covered up.  The royal officials seem isolated and helpless on their own to 
remedy the situations.  In the 1st millennium BCE the ancient rank of gala, already at least 
two thousand years old, must still have carried power and prestige.  This, far from the 
Sumerian heartland in the south. 

The Day of the Gala 
Coinciding with—and prompted by (?)—the great shift of power from southern sites, 
Uruk, but also Ur and Larsa [and Isin?], to the north—to Babylon is a proliferation of 
laments.  The five City Laments, such as “The Uruk Lament,” give voice to the terror facing 
Sumerian cities.  The enemies are great natural forces, Floods, and monsters.  They are 
identified as tribal and nomadic peoples.  Ultimately the gods are responsible for the 
destruction of the cities that were, after all, their homes.  The rage of Enlil and Inanna, 
especially, explains their withdrawal from their cities.  Strikingly unlike biblical 
lamentations, which emphasize the sins of the people, the City Laments do not identify 
specific failures of the citizens.  They emphasize, rather, the devastation that occurs when 
the gods withdraw their protection from the cities.  Like a vacuum filled with every sort 
of agents of chaos, the cities collapse. 

Suddenly a host of other laments appear.  They are written in an unusual and still not well 
understood dialect of Sumerian called eme-sal, which seems to mean “woman’s tongue,” 
that is, a language or dialect spoken by women.1709  A specific group of people perform the 
laments, known as er-shemmas.  A few women have been identified among the 
performers.  But by the end of the Old Babylonian period, such women, like other 
prestigious religious specialists, disappear from the ranks.  Thereafter the performers, the 
gala, are men.  Most scholars consider them eunuchs.  Like Renaissance counter-tenors 
they sing and chant the laments in falsetto and employ the “woman’s tongue.”  They also 
accompany their songs with a variety of drums. 

How far back the gala tradition goes has not been determined.1710  Possibly it reaches 
back into deep prehistory.  What is clear is that the songs of the gala continue as long as 
classical Urukean religious culture continues; until, that is, through the Hellenistic and 
into Roman times.  Many of the songs have been preserved. 

Several myths actually tell of the creation of the gala. 1711 Such tales, that explain the 
existence of a decidedly human (if odd) creature, is striking enough.  The gala is formed 
by the crafty creator-god, Enki, and the gala has a clear purpose in life.1712  The songs may 
tell of destruction and pain, but the purpose is to soothe the angry heart of a goddess, 
either Inanna or her underworld twin, Ereshkigal.  They are the artists par excellence of 
Mesopotamia. 

Who Were the Gala? 
The gala (USH.KU), in Akkadian kalû, were main actors among the singers, musicians 
and dancers of Mesopotamia.1713  Reference to the chief gala (gala-mah) go back as far 
as 3rd Millennium Lagash, where one is a witness to a real estate transaction.  Even in that 
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early period there is evidence that the gala sings in the eme-sal dialect of Sumerian.  The 
gala plays a variety of musical instruments and is sometimes accompanied by another 
singer, the nar.  In a song where Inanna sings to her own vulva, lines are sung alternately 
by the gala and the nar.  As we have seen, in the early period the gala could be female.  
They are listed among the “wailing women” in an Ur III text. 

Like the Galloi of ancient Greece (the Galli of Rome), the gala were frequently accused of 
irregular sexuality.1714  Among other things, they were associated with harimtus, temple 
women who may have been involved in prostitution.  The question if the male gala was a 
eunuch like the “Asiatic” priests of the Mother Goddess who became so prominent in 
Greece and Rome is difficult to decide.1715 Although there were anecdotes and proverbs 
that suggest irregular sexuality, there is no question that the gala was a prestigious rank.  
In Ur III, for example, men holding quite important offices are seen as entering into the 
office of the gala. 

And they were found in good numbers in a variety of localities in Sumer.  One text from 
Ur III Lagash lists 62 of them in that province alone. 

As we have seen, a regular duty of the gala was to sing and perform laments with the 
purpose of soothing the angry heart of a deity, primarily Inanna.1716  There is a good deal 
of evidence that the gala, often in association with other important religious officials, 
performed many different activities for the temple.  And, as the gala was thought to have 
been formed by the god of wisdom himself, Enki, it is not surprising that a series of Neo-
Assyrian texts that identify the god himself as authoring the series of “secrets” of the 
primordial sages; the series is of gala-ship (kalûtu).  Often the gala is paired with the 
exorcist.  With others the gala performs a ritual killing of a slave-woman who is said to 
have slept with Dumuzi.  The ritual killing is done at the order of Inanna.1717   Among other 
duties, the gala pours beer, wine and milk in a ritual that also involves singing an er-
shemma and purifying the city.  In 1st Millennium texts, when Uruk’s god An/Anu was 
increasingly prominent—evident in the building of gigantic new temples and an immense 
ziggurat, the largest religious structures in Mesopotamian history-- the gala is identified 
as Anu’s scribe.  In Seleucid times the gala is a scribe whose texts describe the gala’s own 
rite—but is also responsible for the most significant intellectual and scientific work of the 
age, the astronomical series Enuma Anu Enlil. 

In short, the gala performed many functions beyond the musicianship and singing that 
were essential to the office.  Reports over the centuries have them officiating over a 
number of rituals, making offerings, fumigating the temple, cleansing the city, even 
opening a canal.1718 

After the Old Babylonian period, it would appear that all galas were male, perhaps 
eunuchs.  Like a number of other important temple offices that had been held by women 
in Sumerian times, the office of the gala became an exclusively male role.  If anything, the 
prestige of the office expands through the 2nd and 1st millennia.  In those eras the gala 
could hold multiple offices, not only as scribe but as the highly important administrative 
posts of šangû and ērib bīti. 
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One of the best documented festivals in Mesopotamian history comes from early 2nd 
Millennium BCE Larsa, where a seven1719 (or eight) day ritual was performed at the 
moment in the month of shabaṭu when it was important to determine if Inanna/Ishtar 
was visible or had disappeared in the night sky.  The gala is mentioned twice in the text 
(that gives us a good sense of the many religious specialists that were involved in the ritual 
but very little on the actual activities of the persons on the list).  The gala is one of four 
male and female singers who participated in the events.1720 

The Gala in Mesopotamian Myths 
A number of literary and scientific compositions were attributed in antiquity to certain 
galas.  In a tradition that does not often mention authors by name, the names of some 
galas have survived.  Among them are two who were identified as descendents of Uruk’s 
most famous author, Sin-leqi-unnini,1721 who composed at least one version of 
Gilgamesh. 

But what makes the gala quite unique is that several compositions tell of the origin of the 
rank.  The Sumerian The Descent of Inanna to the Underworld and its shorter Akkadian 
equivalent, The Descent of Ishtar to the Underworld, place the special creation of the gala 
by Enki/Ea in order to liberate the great goddess who has been killed in the underworld. 

As early as the Old Babylonian period a balag composition, to which Sumerologist Samuel 
Noah Kramer gave the title, “The Fashioning of the gala,” tells a rather different story, 
but one that once again points to the performance of a tragic lament to bring joy to a 
deity.1722 

About half of the approximately 74-line poem has been recovered.  In the very 
fragmentary second half a “sick son” wanders about, and scattered words that have been 
recovered give an impression of overwhelming grief.  Possibly the “sick son” is 
Dumuzi.1723 

The first 37 lines of the poem are quite well established, and, fortunately, they tell us of 
the formation of the gala.  Enki creates the gala very specifically to soothe the angry heart 
of Inanna.  More than any other single feature of the gala, the ability to drive out Inanna’s 
rage defines the gala’s role in the cosmos. 

What caused Inanna’s heart to be so troubled?  As in most Sumerian poems, where 
parallelism is a most conspicuous feature, the question is raised again and again in slight 
different phrases.  Fully sixteen lines repeat the question, providing us with a litany of 
titles for Inanna.  All but one of the epithets begins with the eme-sal word for nin, usually 
translated as “queen” (taken as a feminine equivalent of the title en).  She is the gashan 
heaven, of the Eanna temple, of the gipar.  She is the gashan of two or three Sumerian 
cities (if Kullab is to be separated from Uruk itself).  The third Sumerian city is Zabalam.  
(Interestingly, the poem also calls her gashan of the northern city of Nineveh).  Most of 
the titles are conventional in the Inanna literature.  Kramer was impressed that a number 
of them were unusual.  In those lines (9-13) Inanna is the gashan of “the sleeping-robe,” 
the “multi-colored robe,” the “reed hut,” and the “stretched out net.” 



Chapter Seven: Mourning and Melancholia 736 
  

The first of Inanna’s titles are interesting.  She is called ama, “mother,” and mugib, the 
eme-sal equivalent of the title held by Inanna and very high-ranking women, nu-gig.  
Kramer translates it as “holy one.”  Referring to Inanna as “mother” is unusual in the 
sense that she is rarely seen in that role.  Possibly ama here is an archaic equivalent of 
en.1724 At the end of the list she is the queen of battle and combat—and of the palace, 
where the warlord resides. 

However many times the question—what caused Inanna’s rage—is asked, it is never 
answered.  The anger of the Mesopotamian gods is such a frequent motif that it may 
suggest a fundamental theological principle.  What prompts the anger of the gods is not 
made clear.  Nor do such texts suggest an examination of conscience to discover the cause.  
Rather, the problem is presumably solved by the performances of rites.  Here it is the 
performance of the newly-formed gala. 

Enki, located in the Great Below (ki-gal) discovers the problem, takes counsel within 
himself and fashions the gala, “him of the heart-soothing laments.”1725  Enki arranges for 
the gala’s “mournful laments of supplication,” and he places two of the gala’s drums, ub 
and lilis in the performers hands. 

What follows in this part of the poem is an address to the great goddess assuring her she 
will receive the proper respect she deserves.  The goddess Ninkasi will fill her mouth with 
“sweet aromatics mixed in a pit.”  Inanna’s faithful messenger, Ninshubur, will soothe her 
heart.  And her lover, Ama-Ushumgalanna, awaits her in Uruk.  The lines are just broken 
enough to make it difficult to tell who is speaking and exactly what role the speaker plays 
in the restoration of Inanna’s heart.  The segment ends with assurance that Enki will play 
his part from his residence in Eridu.  Presumably it involves dressing her body in a clear 
robe.  The poem at this point shares a number of motifs with the ending of the myth, 
“Inanna and Enki,” where Inanna returns triumphantly to Uruk and is reconciled with 
Enki, who gave her the precious me and then tried to wrest them from her.  The me are 
not mentioned directly in this poem, but their equivalents, the gish-hur and garza (l. 28), 
are arranged for her. 

The speaker in this section of the poem, whether in his own voice or in the voice of 
another, is the gala.  The restoration of the great goddess to her throne in Uruk is, we 
think, the very lament for which the gala was formed. 

Kramer noted that incipit of the poem, sha-zu ta-am-ir, appears in a catalogue of 
compositions designated as balag compositions (after the musical instrument the gala 
used in the performance of these songs).    Mark E. Cohen identified the minimum 
schedule of religious activities for the gala in the 2nd millennium as (1) the recitation of 
compositions at funerals; (2) the recitation of incantation hymns on the occasion of a 
journey or a dedication of sacred buildings and objects; (3) the recitation of lamentations 
“during the razing of dilapidated buildings in order to assuage the anger of the gods at 
seeing their holy shrines being dismantled” (14); and (4) the recitation of lamentations on 
a cyclical basis on certain days each month.1726  “This served,” Cohen observes, “as a 
constant vigil to prevent the anger of the god over acts unknowingly committed by the city 
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or king” (14).  Along with ershemma, ershahunga, the balag were part of the gala’s 
repertory of songs in Sumerian eme-sal. 

“The Fashioning of the gala,” then, provides a mythological basis for one of the mainstays 
of Sumerian religion, perhaps originally in Uruk for Inanna but spread widely over Sumer 
and the north.  By the 1st millennium, as we have seen, the gala was performing a number 
of important functions for the Assyrians in the north as well as in the old Sumerian south. 

Backformations 
It is possible that the many pieces of narrative and poetic lines that make up the “series” 
Gilgamesh cannot be built up into a unified construction.  “The Early Dynastic Hymn to 
Gilgamesh” offers a possible though by no means certain interpretative key to such a 
unified Gilgamesh.  A number of displacements and substitutions, some of which we have 
already seen, point in that direction.  Fronting the Old Babylonian prologue with the First 
Prologue to Gilgamesh is the earliest example. 

Enkidu's cursing and blessing of the harimtu is another example.  It points forward to the 
Flood story and backward to Gilgamesh's eloquent, if haughty, refusal of marriage to the 
model of the harimtu, Ishtar.  The hymn to Amaushumgalanna points back to Dumuzi 
and other early ens in Urukean tradition—and forward to Gilgamesh.  Killing The Bull of 
Heaven opens that hymn, and, as I suppose leads eventually to the hero's search for the 
Tree of Life, the gish-ti, which he actually receives but then, as we will see in Gilgamesh, 
almost immediately loses. 

Suppose that the episode of The Bull of Heaven, killed by Amaushumgalanna (later by 
Gilgamesh with the help of Enkidu), sealed the hero's fate.  The Council of the High Gods 
in Tablet 7 suggests that the Humbaba story was added to The Bull of Heaven, and then 
greatly expanded as an episode that took place before the killing of The Bull of Heaven.  
The Humbaba story, originally independent, is brought in to, among other things, provide 
a foundation for the most shorter story, one that clarifies motives (especially the 
participation of The Sun God in both stories) behind the action. 

The development of a coherent life story of Enkidu is a backformation of Gilgamesh 
stories and gains in importance as Gilgamesh is alone and suffering.  Consider Enkidu's 
“very human” lashing out at the harimtu.  Shamash will correct his thinking, and Enkidu's 
angry heart is calmed—enough to allow him time to bless the woman who has given him 
so much.  The compensation of a rich life with Gilgamesh is not entirely proportionate to 
the suffering he now experiences (and Gilgamesh will experience in losing Enkidu).  
Displacements and substitutions in Gilgamesh are rarely proportionate to  the things they 
replace. 

Not to give away too much of my interpretation of Gilgamesh, but I see the reconciliation 
with Ishtar as a parallel to the blessing of the harimtu.  Gilgamesh will have to learn what, 
it turns out, Ishtar herself has had to learn.  Gilgamesh will suffer through an agonizing 
search for “life” in order to discover that the Ishtar he has insulted (and Enkidu insulted 
in a very crude manner) has herself learned from experience.  All interpreters of 
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Gilgamesh have had to wrestle with the insertion of a Flood narrative into the story.  For 
now, it is important only to note that Gilgamesh hears an old story, one that took place 
sometime in the past.  His eloquent dismissal of a fickle Ishtar has more in it that 
Gilgamesh knew (and the reader picks up at the time).  Only in retrospect can the image 
of Ishtar be corrected. 

The reader follows the mourning rituals and the terrible journey of Gilgamesh and suffers 
with him.  Even when matters are resolved, though, the principle applies: a rich life does 
not compensate for loss. 

The Tragic Turn 
As Gilgamesh moves from heroic adventures to something that may be called tragedy, we 
are already beginning to see what critic Northrop Frye called the progressive isolation of 
the tragic hero.1727 

Enkidu as a substitute for Gilgamesh has the narratological value of increasing the 
reader’s empathy, for both Enkidu (here) and later for Gilgamesh.1728  Until this point the 
interiority of Enkidu has been described somewhat, as he becomes humanized and then 
civilized.1729  Enkidu’s depression at becoming a shirku and his (reasonable) fears of 
approaching Humbaba are described, if only briefly.  The feelings of both Enkidu and 
Gilgamesh through the middle of the poem are largely “public,” externalized, manifested 
in the dreams of Gilgamesh on the road to Humbaba.  But once Enkidu weakens, his 
curses are largely monologues (and a hint of soliloquy before he speak to Gilgamesh), and 
he too dreams (of the underworld).  The reader is drawn into his suffering—and can 
understand the “peace” that he feels when Shamash reasons with him.1730 

The displacement of Gilgamesh’s anxiety over his own death in the Sumerian “The Death 
of Gilgamesh” to Enkidu has an even more significant impact on the story, since Enkidu’s 
suffering is seen in terms of Gilgamesh’s response to the suffering and death of his beloved 
friend.  At first the long public elegy, the building of a statue, an image of Enkidu, and 
ritual mourning gives way to Gilgamesh’s collapse into something like the madness of 
Herakles, which we see from the inside. 

Just as the very ancient mourning rituals for Dumuzi carry the paradox: Inanna has 
picked her substitute, but then joins Mother and Sister in mourning his death, Enkidu’s 
death as a substitute for Gilgamesh is a sacrifice.  Thus the  connection felt by the earliest 
modern scholars between Gilgamesh and “Ishtar’s Descent” ( and suggested by Thorkild 
Jacobsen’s sense of a double strain in Gilgamesh between hero and eros, whose archetype 
is Dumuzi), though it turned out not to be an actual part of Gilgamesh is there as a 
displacement.  Where the hero is alone in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” the 
evolution of his role in the Gilgamesh stories leads to this, that we are drawn into the pain 
of the Hero’s Dilemma—and can appreciate any healing that may take place. 
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Mountain and Labyrinth 
As Gilgamesh is set to embark on his terrible journey, which takes him, literally up and 
down through an increasingly exotic landscape, it is worth noting a symbolic landscape 
in Uruk itself.  Gilgamesh will travel through mountains, a tunnel, an enchanted grove of 
trees, and across dangerous waters.  The immense brickwork mountain constructed in the 
Eanna complex was, apparently, the first of its kind.  (The Bible recalls such ziggurats in 
the Tower of Babel, that is, Babylon, episode in Genesis.)  Next to it, set up below ground, 
was a puzzling structure.  If Krystyna Szarzyńska is right, the structure was a labyrinth.  
At its heart was a “hole” covered with reeds: apparently an entrance to the underworld 
such as is mentioned in the 12th tablet of Gilgamesh.  We have seen that in the myth, 
“Inanna and Enki,” Inanna cleverly obtains the divine me that had been in the possession 
of Enki.  She takes the me with her to Uruk.  Among them are the powers to “descend” 
kur and “ascend” kur.  The term kur can mean “land,” but it usually means “mountain,” 
and may reflect the notion of a cosmic mountain with its foot in the underworld and peak 
in the heavens.  It thus allowed for the world of the dead to be situated in kur.  The 
performer of bloody rituals, the kurgarra, was associated with the possibility of 
descending and returning from kur, as of course, Inanna and Ishtar were famous for. 

We have already seen many connections between Inanna, Uruk and mountains, though 
the city was situated on the flat floodplain.  It has been speculated that the building of the 
ziggurat was a reminder to the Sumerians that their origin was in mountainous territory.  
For Inanna, the connection is more specific (and different): she robbed heaven itself of 
the house Eanna.  In one version of the story she takes the house to earth with the help of 
a bull.  Perhaps the sanctuary “built for the bull” in the Temple Hymn for Uruk's Eanna 
reflects that tradition.  (The Bull of Heaven in Tablet 6, recall, had to be brought down 
from Anu's, that is, the highest heaven.)  Another version has Enmerkar helping with the 
task of bringing down Eanna, and Enmerkar is credited with building Uruk.  Finally, the 
contest that brings Inanna from her mountain temple in Aratta to Uruk, “Enmerkar and 
the En of Aratta,” is decided by the wily Enmerkar, and the move involves a transfer from 
the high ground to the floodplain. 

The gods were sometimes thought of as living, like the Olympian gods, on a dul-ku, a pure 
place where mountain meets the heavens.  Ascent to the heavens is a curiously scarce 
mythological theme in Mesopotamia.  Etana is taken into the heavens, and returns.  
Adapa is brought to the gate of heaven, but is tricked into losing his chance for eternal 
life.  Shulgi is said to have visited the heavens upon his death.  His stay there was brief.  
Again it is important to emphasize that, quite unlike the Christian tradition reflected in 
Milton's “Lycidas,” eternal life was not an option for humans—except in special cases 
where a special fate awaits the hero's arrival in the underworld.  Dumuzi and Ningishzida 
sometimes guard the gate of heaven; more frequently they are judges, as Gilgamesh can 
hope to be, in the underworld. 

The travels of Gilgamesh will take him to the Great Exception, the wise man and his wife 
who enjoy a unique form of eternal life. 
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Climbing the ziggurat in the Eanna complex may have been a ritual.  The earliest modern 
observer of the ruins of Uruk noticed a structure at the very apex of the ziggurat.  There, 
some have speculated, a “sacred marriage” may have taken place, a ritual that brought 
divine and human together in an intimate embrace. 

Tragic Pleasure and Ethics 
Philosopher Paul Ricoeur locates Gilgamesh within myths of “primordial chaos.”1731  
Gilgamesh does not receive all that much attention from Ricoeur in his very subtle 
analysis of symbols and myths largely because he reads Gilgamesh in association with 
Enuma Elish, that is, among the most primitive of myths.  When “evil” is symbolized as 
coextensive with the universe itself, there can be little concern with the sins or crimes of 
humanity.  The theogonic myth that sees the origins of the universe in the wild and unruly 
waters, Tiamat and Apsû, does not develop a “tragic” vision, let alone the “Adamic myth” 
and its “Eschatalogical” vision of history (the one more authentic than the others in 
Ricoeur’s view).  He is particularly interested in the Flood story inserted into Tablet 11.  
The motives of the Flood are not entirely clear.  The “hearts” of the gods prompted them 
to order the Flood.  Enlil in particular is responsible.  There is a hint that human fault may 
have led to the gods’s wrath, but mainly it is the anger of Enlil that accounts for the 
Flood.1732  The same is true of the Flood story in Atrahasis.  “It is evident that an ethical 
motive has not yet succeeded in breaking through, even though men are held responsible.  
It is not the holiness of God that is offended.”1733  In Atrahasis, as we shall see later, the 
“noise” of humanity causes the Enlil to bring about the Flood. 

For Ricoeur, then, the “quest of Gilgamesh has nothing to do with sin, but only with death, 
completely stripped of any ethical significance, and with the desire for immortality.”1734  
Mortality is simply the fate of humanity.  “Evil is death.” 

Ricoeur does, however, devote some analysis to the reasons why the gods condemn 
Enkidu.  The “jealousy of the gods” is responsible, even though the heroes have killed The 
Bull of Heaven and Humbaba.  For Ricoeur, the “murders do not imply any guilt.”  He 
follows the story of Gilgamesh weeping for Enkidu and embarking on his “passionate and 
vain quest.”1735  Gilgamesh is repeatedly told that his quest is futile.  The loss of the plant 
makes the story even more “distressing and absurd.”  Gilgamesh has only his return to 
Uruk, to “toil and care.” 

 

It seems to me, then, that the absence of a genuine myth of the fall in the Sumero-
Babylonian culture is the counterpart of the vision of the world set forth in their 
myths of creation.  Where evil is primordial and primordially involved in the very 
coming-to-be of the gods, the problem that might be resolved by a myth of the fall 
is already resolved.”1736 
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Ricoeur’s reading of Gilgamesh is shared by many.  He offers only the slightest hint of 
tragedy in Gilgamesh, important because tragedy is a major and clearly prestigious myth 
in the cycle of myths he discusses.  When Gilgamesh finally realizes that he, too, will die 
like Enkidu (in Tablet 9), the story approaches tragedy.  In a note Ricoeur points to the 
potential for tragedy: Shamash’s objection to Enlil’s order that Enkidu die because 
Shamash had commanded the slaying of The Bull of Heaven and Humbaba.  
“Nevertheless,” Ricoeur writes, “the tragic theme is not complete; there lacks the blinding 
of man by the god; here the interplay of innocence and fault is still incidental to the 
theogonic conflict.”1737 

It should be clear that I give greater weight to these elements of Gilgamesh than Ricoeur 
does.  His subtle analyses of ancient myths have much to commend them, especially as 
he sees the centrality of tragedy (even while seeing its inadequacy before a more satisfying 
“Adamic” myth).  His note to the Council of the Gods in Gilgamesh 7, however, provides 
an opening to a larger role for tragedy in the story.  He finds Gilgamesh lacking the 
complexity of “innocence” and “fault,” but alludes to the key element in tragedy: “the 
blinding of man by the god.”  This is certainly a reference to the dramatic tragedy Aristotle 
had found the very model of the tragic myth: the punishment of Oedipus in Oedipus 
Tyrannus. 

Since Aristotle’s admiration for Sophocles’ play extends to his famous identification of the 
“tragic pleasure” as a mixture of “terror” (phobos) and “pity” or “ruth” (eleos)1738 the 
veiled reference to Oedipus can now be filled out by what we know of Shamash and the 
killing of Humbaba (and The Bull of Heaven).1739  The tragic emotions are purged 
(catharsis) in viewing the performance.1740  In the Poetics, Aristotle famously pointed to 
Oedipus, a model tragic hero in that he is “neither outstanding in virtue and 
righteousness, nor is it though wickedness and vice that he falls into misfortune, but 
through some hamartia.”  While hamartia was for many years translated as a tragic “flaw,” 
Walter Kaufmann argues that it is more like a “mistake,”1741 as it was for Oedipus. For 
Gilgamesh it might also be said that his problem was complicated by the urging and 
protection of Shamash against the protection of Humbaba by Enlil (and The Bull of 
Heaven by Anu?)  The punishment falls, though, on Enkidu.  In condemning Enkidu, 
however, the suffering of Gilgamesh is all the greater.  The hero's empathy for his beloved 
friend drives Gilgamesh into a terrible, mad quest.  The audience for this story, hearing it 
or reading it, is not only moved by the fate of Enkidu but to an even greater degree by the 
fate of the one who has apparently escaped punishment.  This doubling and intensifying 
of the “tragic pleasure” is the genius of Gilgamesh. 

 

“Modern” Melancholics 

Hamlet (1600-1601) 
That most famous of modern melancholics, Hamlet, in what is possibly the best-known 
play of the modern West, illustrates the bipolarity of melancholia considered in Aristotle 
and revived in recent medical research on the mental condition.  Aristotle found a 
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correlation between melancholia and certain particularly brilliant thinkers, artists, and 
statesmen.  Today it might be considered an element of a manic phase.  (The common 
term “depression” largely overlooks this dimension.)  The Renaissance knew this as 
“inspired,” “creative” or “religious” melancholy.  Melancholy was thought to liberate the 
imagination from “reason.”  The results could, of course, be self-destructive.  In the   
religious context that encouraged an almost obsessive self-examination and at the same 
time considered despair as the only unforgivable sin, the melancholic was in a particularly 
difficult situation.  Imagining one’s own faults could take as extreme a form as one’s most 
inspired, creative play. 

Exactly at the center of Hamlet (III.iii) Hamlet accidentally comes across his enemy, King 
Claudius.  He has only one chance before the end of the play to take vengeance upon 
Claudius for the murder of Hamlet’s father (which Hamlet knows from a ghost, which 
might be a demon in disguise or an all too vivid imagination).  The scene in which he 
encounters Claudius is so striking in its simplicity and power that it has been discussed 
perhaps more than any scene in modern drama. 

Hamlet enters behind a kneeling Claudius.  The audience knows what Hamlet cannot 
know, that Claudius, in a soliloquy, has revealed that he is guilty of his brother’s murder.  
The audience also knows that Claudius is struggling with that guilt.  This is the one 
moment in the play that we see him in such agony.  Hamlet has one chance to kill him, 
but he draws back his sword and departs.  The audience then discovers that Claudius can 
no longer pray.  He cannot give up the kingship and his marriage to Hamlet’s mother, so 
he cannot repent.  When he rises, having made his decision, he will never again doubt 
himself.  He becomes the villain that Hamlet had only imagined. 

Hamlet, between the two soliloquies of Claudius, comes up with the most diabolical and 
imaginative scheme to exact revenge imaginable: he will destroy the soul of his enemy, 
not just his body.  Samuel Johnson was so disturbed by this plan that he called it inhuman. 

 

Hamlet. Now might I do it pat, now aۥ is a-praying, 
And now I’ll do’t.  And so aۥ goes to heaven, 
And so am I revenged.  That would be scanned. 
A villain kills my father, and for that  
I, his sole son, do this same villain send 
To heaven. 
Why, this is hire and salary, not revenge. 
Aۥ took my father grossly, full of bread, 
With all his crimes broad blown, as flush as May; 
And how his audit stands, who knows save heaven? 
But in our circumstance and course of thought, 
‘Tis heavy with him; and am I then revenged, 
To take him in the purging of his soul, 
When he is fit and seasoned for his passage? 
No. 
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Up, sword, and know thou a more horrid hent. 
When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage, 
Or in th’incestuous pleasure of his bed, 
At game a-swearing, or about some act 
That has no relish of salvation in’t— 
Then trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven, 
And that his soul may be as damned and black 
As hell, whereto it goes.  My mother stays. 
This physic but prolongs thy sickly days.  (III.iii.73-96)1742 

The Fifth Act Leap 
The end of the play provides Hamlet’s second chance to go after Claudius, and in the chaos 
of a crowded scene, Hamlet is able, almost by accident, to accomplish exactly what he 
imagined in Act III: to kill Claudius while the uncle is about a damnable sin and crime. 
Before that happens (in Act V.ii), we see one of those remarkable leaps of imagination 
Shakespeare is capable of making—and it involves a leap by his most famous character. 

Hamlet acts out his problems in a most desperate and visually shocking way.  He leaps 
into the grave of his beloved Ophelia, whose suicide is at least in part caused by Hamlet 
himself  (V.i).  There he fights with Ophelia’s brother, the avenger of a father’s death in a 
way that Hamlet cannot bring himself to be.  London’s Globe theatre contained a 
trapdoor, which was undoubtedly used in the gruesome scene. 

The fight precipitates the final scene of the play, where Hamlet is once again matched 
against Ophelia’s brother, Laertes.  With all the mayhem and amid the dead bodies on 
stage at the end, Hamlet’s final line, “The rest is silence” (V.ii.347),1743 does not sound like 
a man whose problems have been solved.  It is not clear if Hamlet is resigned to his fate, 
though he speaks rather coherently in the chaotic scene that brings about his death (and 
many others). 

The leap into the grave is quite memorable, so much so that I invented a term to capture 
a very peculiar feature of Shakespeare’s many tragedies (and many of his comedies and 
romances): the “fifth act leap.” It refers to an unexpected insight we gain into a character 
who has been developed before us, whose “character” is largely known by the middle of 
the play, where a crisis inevitably turns the play around.  Shakespeare gives us a new 
insight into the character at a particular moment before the final scene. 

It is not so much the leap itself, the most memorable part of the scene, that led me to this 
odd piece of Shakespearean theatre, but the effect of the leap on Hamlet himself.  All the 
craziness of Hamlet comes to a head in the famous Graveyard Scene.  What is not so often 
noticed is that when he returns, literally, from the grave, Hamlet speaks in a rational 
way—in a way that we had not heard before (throughout V.ii).  He heads into the 
confrontation that will lead to his death, but also to the clarification of motives and 
conflicting claims.  Although I have never cared whether Denmark’s political scene 
became more orderly after Hamlet’s death, certainly there is a symbolic cleaning up of the 
rottenness that has characterized the scene until the very end of the play. 
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Hamlet toggles back and forth between madness, which he sometimes thinks he feigns, 
and reason—the very common Renaissance idea that Shakespeare’s contemporary, Ben 
Jonson, captured in his pair of plays, Every Man in His Humour and Every Man out of 
His Humour.  Melancholy was one of the four “humours” that were thought, since 
antiquity, to determine temperament.  If we think of the humours as hormones, we may 
be able to see why the theory had so many adherents.  The one that captured the 
Renaissance was melancholy. 

What continued to interest people, artists especially but also mental health advocates, 
about melancholy was something that seems to be missing in the discussions about 
depression.  Hamlet is deeply disturbed, of course, mourning (probably excessively) the 
death of the father he idolized, and disgusted that his mother is marrying the hated uncle.  
His world is falling apart, and he projects his unhealthy views on the world at large, at 
least the kingdom of Denmark. He is both paralyzed to act and incessantly, obsessively 
thinking.  I think we have forgotten what made this condition so strangely attractive, 
especially in the period that recovered the philosophical—and medical—texts of the 
Greeks.  Hamlet’s condition is a nearly perfect illustration of the intimate association of 
melancholy with genius. 

As is often the case, the discussion began in a dialogue between Plato and Aristotle.  
Plato’s divine furor or inspired madness was taken up in one of famous Problems (III,i) 
that was attributed to Aristotle.  There we find the statement that, “Those, however, in 
whom the black bile’s excessive heat is relaxed toward a mean, are melancholy, but they 
are more rational and less eccentric and in many ways superior to others in culture or in 
the arts or in statesmanship.”1744  This notion led to the Renaissance view of “heroic” 
melancholy.  It was also particularly important for the Reformation, with its emphasis on 
an often obsessive interest in—and worry over—the inner life of the individual.  The 
melancholic found as much within himself to grieve over as he or she found in the mad 
world outside the self. 

The brilliant but much disturbed Hamlet descends, like the heroes of old, into the 
underworld.  In the Abyss he finds a secret, a new perspective, though probably not the 
one he expected to find.  It enables him to go on. 

I think this is what Lois J. Parker is after when, influenced by Akhter Ahsen, she writes 
about “the experience of story at the actional level” in life or in literature.  She writes about 
“the pivotal point of experience,” and cites, like Ahsen, the Sufi experience of a “point 
sublime.”  Revision—the point of “mythopoesis,” which often brings out the “unknown 
qualities of a story” and depends on the Hidden Actors in myth—“becomes re-vision 
through a change of perception.”1745 

I have long been an advocate of what Parker calls “the experience of story at the actional 
level.”  I think Aristotle was on to this when he analyzed not only the narrative features of 
the plays he enjoyed watching—plot, character and the like—but also what could be 
experienced in watching the plays.  The reader of Gilgamesh—or one who heard the story 
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told—experiences, especially in the Hamlet-like (or Herakles-like) furor of Gilgamesh’s 
mad quest, the agony and the release that follows upon a return from the Abyss. 

That is why I think that the clarity marked by Gilgamesh’s description of the walls and the 
interior of Uruk, where Ishtar dwells, at the end of Tablet 11, is the return of sanity that 
we may have been expecting if we had paid attention to the opening lines of Tablet 1, 
where we read, or heard, that Gilgamesh returned from his arduous journey, “cut his 
works into a stone tablet,” and remains anih u šupšuh, “calm, and at peace.” 

Artists of all stripes in the Renaissance represented themselves as melancholics (largely 
because Aristotle had detected a correlation between melancholia and genius), but 
everyone understood that the great danger to the melancholia was despair leading to 
suicide, the “unforgivable sin.”  Hamlet develops the constrast between Hamlet, who 
takes pleasure in his suicidal thoughts, and his beloved Ophelia, whose suicide impels the 
play to its bloody resolution.  Hamlet, as is well known, is the most discussed tragedy of 
the modern era.  Less well known, I think, is that Ophelia influenced not only artists in 
many media, but also the scientific study of melancholia.  Elaine Showalter, in an article 
titled “Representing Ophelia: Women, Madness, and the Responsibilities of Feminist 
Criticism,” traces the history of Ophelia's representation, and demonstrates that there 
was a “two-way transaction between psychiatic theory and cultural representation.  As 
one medical historian has observed, we could provide a manual of female insanity by 
chronicling the illustrations of Ophelia; this is so because the illustrations of Ophelia have 
played a major role in the theoretical construction of female insanity.”1746 

Showalter illustrates her thesis not only with literary works and paintings (especially of 
actresses playing Ophelia), but also Victorian photographs taken in the 1870s by Jean-
Martin Charcot in a Paris hospital.  The hospital coached women to perform for the 
camera by wearing special robes and sticking weeds and flowers in their hair to recall 
Ophelia. 

A similar case might be made for representations over the centuries of the wife and 
mother of Oedipus.  The play that provided Aristotle with the model of Greek tragedy also 
developed, we may recall, a contrast between the tragic hero who punished himself with 
blinding and Jocasta, who could not face the horror of her actions and immediately killed 
herself upon discovering the truth.   It may also be worth remembering that Sophocles 
returned to the Oedipus story late in the playwright's career.  Not only had Oedipus not 
killed himself; in his long and agonizing journey, he had become not only wise but 
something of a healer, and finally disappeared like Utnapishtim and his wife into a godlike 
state.  (Berossus may have been drawing on a Greek tradition when he indicated a similar 
fate for the hero of the Flood.) 

Samson Agonistes (1671) 
The ancient story of the hero Samson, found in Judges 13-16, contains a line that has 
puzzled many commentators.  Weakened when the seven locks of hair are shaved, Samson 
is captured by the Philistines, who gouge out his eyes.  He is forced to labor for his enemies 
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until his hair grows in again.  This part of the tale takes exactly three biblical verses to 
complete.  When he is forced to entertain the Philistines, he asks the Lord God to 
strengthen him in one last act of revenge (Judges 16:28).  The problem for commentators 
comes in the last statement Samson makes before he successfully brings down the three 
thousand Philistines: “Let me die with the Philistines” (16:30). 

The New Oxford Study Bible, to give but one modern comment, gives this simple gloss: 
“Samson’s final words and deeds portray an honorable death.”1747  Others are not so sure.  
John Milton’s reworking of the story as a Greek tragedy wrestles with the implications of 
Samson’s final words. 

Milton’s Samson does not utter those fateful words.  The brief but powerful speech to the 
Chorus makes clear that he intends no dishonor to “Our Law” or his Nazarite vows. 

Samson.  Be of good courage, I begin to feel 
Some rouzing motions in me which dispose 
To something extraordinary my thoughts. 
I with this Messenger will go along, 
Nothing to do, be sure, that may dishonour 
Our Law, or stain my vow of Nazarite. 
If there be aught of presage in the mind, 
This day will be remarkable in my life 
By some great act, or of my days the last.1748 

 

As he thought appropriate to Greek tragedy, Milton does not show the heroic actions 
directly and has characters other than Samson tell the story.  The advantage to the 
narrative is that Samson’s death needs to be interpreted for us, and this is accomplished 
through a dialogue between a Messenger and Samson’s father, who has sought to ransom 
his son.  The father is distraught because he immediately thinks Samson has killed himself 
(lines 1583-92).  The Chorus eventually clarifies the situation.  Samson was among those 
slain, “self-kill’d/ Not willingly, but tangl’d in the fold,/ Of dire necessity” (1664-66).  A 
Semichorus explains the transformation in Samson, who is likened, in a dazzling epic 
simile, to the mythical bird of rebirth, the phoenix. 

Semichorus.  But he though blind of sight, 
Despis’d and thought extinguish’t quite, 
With inward eyes illuminated 
His fierie vertue rouz’d 
From under ashes into sudden flame, 
And as an ev’ning Dragon came, 
Assailant on the perched roosts, 
And nest in order rang’d 
Of tame villatic Fowl; but as an Eagle 
His cloudless thunder bolted on thir heads. 
So vertue giv’n for lost, 
Deprest, and overthrown, as seem’d, 
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Like that self-begotte’n bird 
In the Arabian woods embost, 
That no second knows nor third, 
And lay e’re while a Holocaust, 
From out her ashie womb now teem’d, 
Revives, reflourishes, then vigorous most 
When most unactive deem’d, 
And though her body die, her fame survives, 
A secular bird ages of lives.   (1687-1707) 

What Milton accomplishes here is a description of the inner life of Samson, a quality that 
is almost entirely missing in the biblical narrative.1749 

The play ends with a choral reminder of Aristotle’s notion of catharsis that is effected by 
witnessing tragedy.  Though the Chorus speaks of those around Samson who experienced 
the event, it extends to the audience, or in this case, the reader of the tragedy. 

Chorus. All is best, though we oft doubt, 
What th’unsearchable dispose 
Of highest wisdom brings about, 
And ever best found in the close. 
Of he seems to hide his face, 
But unexpectedly returns 
And to his faithful Champion hath in place  
Bore witness gloriously; whence Gaza mounrs 
And all that band them to resist 
His uncontroulable intent, 
His servants he with new acquist 
Of true experience from this great event 
With peace and consolation hath dismist, 
And calm of mind all passion spent.  (1745-1758) 

 

We, like those around the hero, and the hero himself, experience “peace,” “consolation,” 
and “calm of mind” as “all passion”—the tragic passions of pity and fear—are “spent.” 

Needless to say, the succinct biblical narrative contains no such explicit conclusion.  In 
order to drive the point home, the 1671 edition of Samson Agonistes carries on its title 
page, in Greek and in a Latin translation, the definition of tragedy offered in Chapter 6 of 
Aristotle’s Poetics.1750  Milton then went on to preface the poem with a discussion “Of that 
sort of Dramatic Poem which is call’d Tragedy.”  He opens the preface with Aristotle’s 
observation that tragedy has the power to raise pity and fear, “to purge the mind of those 
and such like passions (799).  Nature itself, Milton argues, provides a naturalistic 
grounding of the phenomenon: “things of melancholic hue and quality are us’d against 
melancholy, sowr against sowr, slat to remove salt humours” (799). 

The Greek theory of humors holds little credence today.  If one wanted to find an analogy 
today for the theory of four fluids that largely affected temperament, one might consider 
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the effect of hormones.  For our purpose, though, it is useful to see Milton in the mode of 
Renaissance writers and artists struggling to describe inner experience.  More specifically, 
it is noteworthy that his first example would be the process where melancholy drives out 
melancholy.  Quite unlike the biblical Samson, who shows none of the obvious symptoms 
of melancholia, Milton’s Samson experiences an ever intensifying depression, only to 
discover at his lowest point the “rousing emotions” (coming from within or without), 
which leads him to a striking turnabout and leads us to the kind of healing ancient 
literature can often produce. 

The Samson story is a good example of one narrative influencing another.  The ancient 
Mesopotamian Gilgamesh stories provide another example.  Lois Parker prefers the term 
story-making for these and other similar narratives that adjust themselves to different 
situations, historical periods, and cultures.1751  Following M. H. Abrams, Stephen Bertman 
and others, Parker identifies the factors of work, narrator, and audience along with the 
“sensibilities and experiences” of authors and audience and the “social issues and events 
of the day” that interact in a process that is as true of literary production as it is of 
psychotherapy (57-58).  The healing practices of ancient Mesopotamia, similarly, provide 
an insight into the increasing concern in the Gilgamesh stories for the depiction of the 
inwardness of Gilgamesh’s thoughts and, consequently, a way for us to think of healing in 
the characters of the story and in the audience, then and now.   

Modern Views of Melancholia 
Freud’s paper, “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917)1752, is still of interest to 
psychoanalysis, where it “occupies a central position for both individual and group 
psychology.”1753  In that work, developed during World War I, Freud introduced the 
notion of “identification” and developed, as the title suggests, comparison and contrast 
with the normal affect of mourning. 

Sophiede Mijolla-Mellor stresses Freud’s broad definition of mourning to include not only 
the loss of a loved one but reaction of “any substituted abstraction (father-land, freedom, 
ideal),” which adds a sociopolitical dimension to mourning.  Of course we do not know if 
Mesopotamian healers actually developed rituals after observing mourning and 
melancholy, both of which states presumably occurred in ancient times as frequently as 
today.  If there were a theoretical model it may have the “withdrawal” of the loved one or 
object similar to the withdrawal of a personal god or a deity like Ishtar from the house or 
city. 

In any event Freud observed the subject’s loss of interest in the outside world in both 
mourning and melancholia.  But the melancholic suffers from an apparently unjustified 
loss of self-esteem.  As Mijolla-Mellor puts it, in “mourning the world has become 
impoverished and empty,” while in melancholia, “it is the ego itself.”  This melancholic 
“self-depreciation” is, as depth psychology would have it, actually directed at the “love 
object itself.”  The initial choice of a loved object is narcissistic and at the same time 
ambivalent.  This would account for one of the most interesting of Freud’s observations, 
the sadistic impulse of the melancholic that can assume masochistic form. 
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In recent attempts to resurrect melancholia rather than continue with the general term 
depression, mania is also an important feature.  Mijolla-Mellor explains the reversion to 
mania as “a sudden release from the psychic charge maintained by melancholia.” 

The melancholic, from this perspective, can be released when, as in mourning, the subject 
finishes with the object, by “degrading or declaring it dead.” 

More recently, psychiatrists, without dealing with depth psychology, largely have reduced 
melancholia to depression.  At least one attempt has been made to reintroduce the old 
term, and that may open up possibilities of detecting what the ancients did to treat 
melancholia. 

One of the difficulties in dealing with Mesopotamian thinking on mental distress is that 
no case study has been discovered.  Diagnosis and cures have to be inferred from the 
narratives and images used by their experts, the ashipu. 

Michael Alan Taylor and Max Fink, who, we have seen, are now attempting to “resurrect” 
melancholia after its disappearance from the DSM-III, include many patient vignettes in 
their Melancholia: The Diagnosis, Pathophysiology, and Treatment of Depressive 
Illness (2006).1754  Two of the examples vividly recall the “crises of conscience” in 
Elizabethan times, when Puritans especially worried that their sense of unworthiness was 
an indication that they were not among the “elect,” and therefore damned.  Here is one of 
the vignettes Taylor and Fink provide. 

Unmarried woman, age 39.  Independent.  Very strict Calvinist religious training. 
History of several minor attacks of depression.  Had become very depressed with 
onset of early menopausal symptoms associated with anxiety and some agitation; 
much obsessed by ideas of dereliction of duty, questions of conscience and 
religious salvation.  On various occasions wrote: “I am not ungrateful for all the 
help you have given me; but there is nothing but blankness and darkness and less 
strength to meet it with.  I wish I could end it all, but the fear of death and 
eternity would be still worse.”…After several attacks of profound depression 
following quickly one on the other without definite recovery this patient returned 
to normality.1755 

A second case is that of a man of the cloth. 

A middle-aged clergyman.  Crisis of depression; melancholia, “suicidal feelings.”  
There was a history of some two years increasing mental depression. The present 
crisis arose because he had suddenly left home and traveled a long  way to 
relatives with the object of “obtaining peace.”  Described himself as “an agonized 
atom through an utterly incomprehensible and torturing universe.” There was 
some improvement under treatment [suggestion] and a few days later patient 
said he felt “like a person who has crawled out of a morass and is lying on 
the brink.”…He appeared much brighter and better.  He came to see me 
unaccompanied…but instead of going home he went to a station and took a train 
to--, where he wandered about and eventually gave himself up to the police.  He 
had sent postcards to his friend and one to me which read: “I am tormented by  
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evil spirits and must flee them.  You will never see me again. Your most 
unfortunate patient.”  However, he was brought back by friends and found to be 
depressed.  Recovery was slow.1756 

Among other important claims, Taylor and Fink find unipolar and bipolar disorders 
within a single category of melancholia.1757  They provide the following example. 

A typical cyclical psychosis in a married woman aged about 55, with alternating 
phases of melancholia and excitement lasting approximately six months over a 
number of years.  The story was always the same; after six months occupation in 
“having a really good time” which included an endless round of social 
engagements and great popularity, patient suddenly “felt ill” and then within a 
few days became “livery” and depressed.  The crisis intensified and the patient 
complains of indigestions and burning pains above the epigastrium, easily 
nauseated.  Very depressed, especially in the mornings.  Much worried about her 
“inside”…slow motion very conspicuous.1758 

Symptoms of melancholia appear frequently in Mesopotamian and Greek observations 
about the “Sacred Disease,” epilepsy.  Taylor and Fink note that “about 40% of epileptic 
patients become depressed.”1759   They provide the following vignette. 

A middle-aged man became profoundly gloomy and pessimistic, and unable to 
work. He whined and tearlessly cried, pleading for help, and needed constant 
reassurance.  He was anxious and paced continuously.  He made several serious 
suicide attempts.  The depressive episodes typically began suddenly in the  late 
afternoon and slowly resolved by evening.  They occurred daily.  On several 
occasions a depressive episode lasted for a week or more.  Because of the unusual 
timing and duration of the moods a seizure disorder was suspected and 
confirmed.  His depressive episodes ended when seizure control was achieved.1760 

The particular connection between epilepsy and melancholia has been studied in 
considerable detail by Assyriologist Marten Stol.1761  Along with anxiety and fear, nissatu, 
the key to Gilgamesh’s condition,1762 is prominent among the symptoms.  It appears to be 
a condition like “heart-break” (hip libbi) that derives from the “heart” (rather than the 
head, lungs, or kidneys).1763  Among the cures Stol found leather bags filled with 
pharmaceuticals, stag’s horn, blood, fumigation, and amulets.  Magical rites are used as 
well. 

One of the rituals is particularly interesting for its use of images.  The patient, a male, is 
married to a pig.  To be more accurate, a puppet is made to substitute for the patient.  
Pieces of the puppet’s garment are cut, presumably symbolizing a “divorce” from the 
patient.  Once separated from the patient, the puppet is married to a pig.  The choice of a 
pig appears to be prompted by the belief that, like the black dog, the pig was considered 
unclean, and it would absorb any evil or contamination that was transferred to it.1764 

Ritual Treatment for Mental Distress 
Sumerians and Akkadians (the major linguistic groups in ancient Mesopotamia) were 
careful investigators of nature, as is evident in their development of astronomy and 
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mathematics. Because it never breaks free of magical symbolism and healing words, 
though, Sumero-Akkadian medicine seemed incapable of advancing as it would in the 
West, especially since the Renaissance. Clay models of the liver, for example, are careful 
and detailed. One that has survived1765 is inscribed over most of its surface with omens 
and magical formulae.  

Consider a case from the collection of ritual texts called Šurpu (“Burning”), composed in 
Sumerian and Akkadian.1766 

Healing Neurosis: Shurpu, Myth and Ritual 
The purported author of Gilgamesh was a mashmashu (or āshipu).1767 He would have had 
to know the bilingual Sumerian-Akkadian incantations that by the time of Gilgamesh had 
been collected in standardized anthologies.  A large number of these were found in the 
same libraries of Assurbanipal where the main texts of the standard Gilgamesh were 
found.  We have a tendency to separate “literary” texts from medical texts and medical 
texts from magical texts, but in at least one major source of Mesopotamian healing rituals, 
these distinctions collapse.  The most conspicuous examples also have the richest history: 
one form can be traced back to the earliest literary texts in the mid-3rd millennium BCE. 

Anthropologists have gleaned a great deal of information about diseases in antiquity, 
where those diseases have left traces especially on the bones found by archaeologists.  The 
human genome project is already uncovering the viruses that affected humans in 
prehistory.  It is, of course, more difficult to find traces of mental diseases.  A major study 
of Diseases in Antiquity fewer than fifty pages to “Mental Abnormality” in antiquity in a 
volume of 755 pages.1768 The Assyriologist who contributed “Mental Diseases of Ancient 
Mesopotamia,” J.V. Kinnier Wilson, packed much material into ten pages in that volume.  
A recent survey of Mesopotamian medicine by Robert D. Biggs, mentioned the topic in a 
single, brief paragraph and cited only Kinnier Wilson in his bibliography.1769  Kinnier 
Wilson proposed, though, that we can distinguish, through the rituals used to bring 
healing, texts dealing with psychoses and those that dealt with neurosis and psychopathic 
states.  The 170+ items dealing with māmîtu, or obsessions, provides us, Kinnier Wilson 
thinks, with humankind’s “first attempt at the classification of ‘compulsive’ behavior.”  
The list is found in Tablet III of Shurpu.1770 

Shurpu Tablet IV.84-85 contains a short list of related symptoms that, I hope to show, 
find their reflection in Gilgamesh.  The two lines tie together headache, restlessness, 
gloom, bad health, woe and lament, sleeplessness, worry, and weariness.1771 Although 
Erica Reiner translates a key term in this list—key, because it is repeated in each line—
others translate nissatu as grief, worry, and depression, even melancholy. 

The seventh tablet of Shurpu contains a similar list, but provides a great deal more context 
than the list in Tablet IV.  In Tablet VII.11-16 young and old are wailing and beating their 
breasts.  Something is binding the young man and young girl with “despair” (yet another 
way of translating nissatu) and “raining down” disease in heaven and on earth “like a 
thundercloud,” causing sīdānu, “epilepsy” (Reiner) or “vertigo” (CAD 16.171).  As 
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elsewhere, the condition it associated with depression or melancholy.  Other symptoms 
follow: paralysis, scabbing, coughing.  A man so troubled roams around day and night 
and wails bitterly. 

The first line of Tablet VII points to the cause (or related causes) of this desperate 
condition: dimītu.  (Actually, dimītu arises from the abyss; māmîtu, in the case above, 
“oath,” or as Kinnier Wilson interprets it, “obsession,”1772 from the heavens; and ahhazu, 
a disease whose major symptom is jaundice and the demon that causes it, breaking 
through the ground like weed.)  The complicated mix of the physical, mental, and demonic 
in this vivid introduction makes it difficult to tell what dimītu may be. Epilepsy is one 
symptom.  When these disease-demons discover a man “from whom his god had 
withdrawn,” they cover him like a cloak. 

They pounce upon him and fill him with venom,  
tie his hands, paralyze his feet,  
cover his body with scabs, and sprinkle gall on him.  
“Invocation” and “oath” inflame him; 
cough and phlegm weakens his chest; 
his mouth is filled with spittle and foam;  
dumbness and daze have come upon this man, he becomes feeble; 
he roams around day and night and wails bitterly. (VII.21-36)  

 An epidemic disease, perhaps malaria, has been suggested. 

The great city god of Babylon, head of the pantheon, notices the man's condition, but even 
a god as powerful as he is incapable of helping. Marduk goes, then, to the house of his 
father, the god Ea. Ea, the healing-god of the Šurpu collection, advises this: 

 Take seven loaves of pure coarse flour,/ string (them) on a bronze skewer,/ cap 
them with a bead of carnelian,/ wipe (with it) this man, son of his god, whom an 
 "oath" had seized,/ have him spit upon (the dirt) wiped off him,/cast the 
spell of Eridu (upon it),/ take it out to the plain, the pure place,/put it down at the 
base of a thorn-bush,/ drive out from his body the (disease) which has overcome 
him,/entrust his “oath” (to) the Lady of the plain and the fields. (ll. 54-68)  

Other gods are to be called upon in the process, and the man will become "pure, clean, 
resplendent," "scoured clean like a jar for butter." 

Or consider the case of sexual dysfunction. A collection called ŠA.ZI.GA is devoted entirely 
to the problem of a man incapable of getting and maintaining an erection sufficient for 
sexual intercourse.1773 The need to produce children made the problem easily as terrifying 
in ancient Mesopotamia as it is for us. The collection offers a series of incantations and 
rituals to accompany the priest-physician's words. One of the rituals, for example, calls 
for the priest-physician to crush magnetic iron ore, mix in pūru-oil, recite an incantation 
three times, and then anoint both the man's penis and the woman's vagina. He will be 
sexually potent.1774 
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In another part of the collection, the priest-physician is to set up an altar for the great 
goddess, Ishtar, sacrifice a sheep, set up a censer of juniper, libate beer, and offer the 
shoulder, fatty tissue and the roast to Ishtar. Then he is to make two figurines each of 
tallow, wax, bitumen, gypsum, dough, and cedar. The figurines are to be burned while the 
priest-physician recites this: 

Bright one of the heavens, wise Ishtar,  
Mistress of the gods, whose “yes” is indeed “yes,”  
Proud one among the gods, whose command is supreme,  
Mistress of heaven and earth, who rules all towns— 
Ishtar, (at) your name all lords are bowed down.  
I, NN, son of NN, have bowed down before you.  
(I) against whom magic has been performed,  
figures of whom have been laid in the ground--  
May my body be purified like lapis lazuli!  
May (my) features be bright like alabaster!  
Like shining silver and reddish gold may I not be dull!1775  

The incantation also mentions seven plants that are to be strung on a linen cord and tied 
around the patient's neck. The priest-physician then ties a ram at the head of the patient's 
bed, and he ties a weaned sheep at the foot of the bed. Finally, wool is to be pulled from 
the forehead of the sheep and the ram, the wool spun and tied around the patient's waist. 
He will have potency. 

Astrology played its part in Mesopotamian medicine. One observation was that the 
constellations of Taurus and Orion (TE.GUD-AN and TE.SIB) in conjunction with the 
planets Mars and Saturn exercise influence over certain types of muscular afflictions. 
Epilepsy in the astronomical texts is called “daughter of the god Anu.”1776 The great 
goddess is sometimes considered the “daughter of Anu,” as we have seen in Gilgamesh, 
when she calls upon her father to send down the "Bull of Heaven" (GUD.AN.NA) to 
destroy the in her city of Uruk. Ishtar has a celestial aspect as the Morning Star and 
Evening Star. It is likely, though, that the “daughter of Anu” in the astronomical text refers 
to the demon called Lamaštu. How much the correspondences reflect mythological and 
ritual traditions is not known. But figures we have seen in the ritual texts (like the Ahhāzu-
demon, māmītu-"oath" and Ishtar) are involved in astronomical medicine; and the Ishtar 
of the ŠÀ.ZI.GA text above was "Ishtar-of- the-Stars," that is, Ishtar as the planet Venus. 

Since the causes of disease are imaged as the actions of gods and demons, cures are as 
often as not related to symbols of the disease, the god or the demon involved. ("Demon" 
in this sense is not far from "contagion" or a popular concept today of a "germ" causing 
disease.)  In Šurpu, an incantation accompanying a ritual with an onion purifies the body 
of "dumbness" and "daze:" 

Like this onion he peels and throws into the fire,  
--the fire consumes it entirely--  
which will not be grown in a plant-bed,  
which will not be close to a ditchbank or canal, 
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whose roots will not take hold in the soil,  
whose shoot will not sprout, and will not see the sun,  
that will not be used for the meal of god or king,  
(so) invocation, oath, retaliation, questioning,    
the pain of my hardship, sin, transgression, crime, error,  
the sickness that is in my body, my flesh, my veins,  
may be peeled off like this onion,  
may the fire consume it entirely today,  
may the oath leave so that I may see the light! (V-VI.60-72)1777  

 

Notice that the problem (elsewhere called evil curse, oath, and headache) combines 
physical, psychological, moral and spiritual categories that we have learned to distinguish 
finely.  

Another incantation, against toothache, contains a mythological history of toothache. The 
"worm" (which was thought to suck the blood of the tooth) complains that it has nothing 
to eat. The worm itself is seen in the process that had created heaven and earth, rivers, 
canals, and marshes:  

After Anu (had created heaven),  
Heaven had created (the earth),  
The earth had created the rivers,  
The rivers had created the canals,  
The canals had created the marsh,  
(And) the marsh had created the worm--  
The worm went, weeping, before Shamash,  
His tears flowing before Ea. (ll. 1-8)1778  

The worm calls upon the gods, and they try to satisfy his claim by giving the worm the 
ripe fig and the apricot. The worm, though, desires to dwell among the teeth and gums. 
The incantation turns it around:  

Fix the pin and seize its foot.  
Because thou hast said this, O worm,  
May Ea smite thee with the might  
Of his hand! (11.20-23)  

The tendency to run together cases of possession, disease, sin, and bad luck makes it very 
difficult for the modern interpreter to isolate psychopathological problems in the 
Mesopotamian texts. One Assyriologist has laid the groundwork for such a study, though, 
J.V. Kinnier Wilson.1779 Kinnier Wilson has detected a great deal of interest in 
psychological problems in the ancient texts. Šurpu, for example, contains the portrait of 
the Babylonian psychopath. In nearly one hundred lines describing the behavior of the 
sick man, we read a sequence: 

He us(ed) an untrue balance, (but) (did not use) (the true balance.)  
He took money that was not due to him, (but) (did not take) money (due to him).  
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He disinherited the legitimated son (and he did not establish) the  
legitimated son.  
He set up an untrue boundary, (but) did not set up the true boundary.  
He removed the mark, frontier and boundary.  
He entered his neighbor's house, had intercourse with his neighbor's wife,  
shed his neighbor's blood,  
took away his neighbor's clothes,  
(and) did not clothe a young man when he was naked.  
He ousted a well-to-do young man from his family,  
scattered a gathered clan…. 
(When) his mouth (says) "yes," his heart (says) "no,"  
altogether he speaks untrue words.  
He...shakes and trembles (in rage),  
destroys, expels, drives to flight,  
accuses and convicts, spreads gossip,  
wrongs, robs and incites to rob,  
sets his hand to evil…. (II.42-62) 

  
Obsessions, phobias, compulsive behavior (māmītu), and aphasia are among the 
afflictions the Babylonian "psychiatrist" knew about and dealt with, according to Kinnier 
Wilson.  

Kinnier Wilson's observations lead him to reconsider a rather well-known literary work, 
Ludlul bēl nēmeqi ("Let us praise the lord of wisdom"). The poem has been conventionally 
seen as a kind of Job-poem; usually it is called "The Poem of the Righteous Sufferer."1780 
Kinnier Wilson, on the other hand, calls the work "the autobiography of a paranoid 
schizophrenic." The poem advances in four stages. The speaker believes he has gone blind, 
deaf, dumb and lame. He is persecuted, suspicious of everyone. Even "my own slave 
cursed me in the assembly." The patient withdraws from society. In his resentment he see 
the loss of his personal gods, and a1so behind that is a "plan" of the god Marduk. Kinnier 
Wilson also finds evidence of delusions of grandeur in the poem. There is even wit, of 
which the speaker is not, of course, conscious:  

My grave was waiting, and my funerary paraphernalia.ready,  
Before I had died lamentation for me was finished. (II.114-15) 

 
Kinnier Wilson is interested in exhibiting the symptoms of the patient in Ludul bēl 
nēmeqi. Thus he does not concern himself with the healing process, which occupies 
Tablets III and IV of the poem. In those tablets the speaker tells of three dreams that came 
to him. In one, a “remarkable young man of outstanding physique,/ Massive in his body, 
clothed in new garments” appears to him and delivers a message (which is, alas, very 
broken). In a second dream, another young man appears, “holding in his hand a tamarisk 
rod of purification,” with a message, with cleansing water, a life-giving incantation, and a 
body-rub. In the third dream, “a young woman of shining countenance” like a goddess 
appears. She assures him he will be delivered. In the same dream an incantation priest, 
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“a bearded young man with his turban on his head,” appears. Marduk has heard the 
lament. Soon the symptoms fall away. The patient has been “rescued from the pit.” “I (who 
went) down to the grave have returned to the ‘Gate of the (Sun Rise).’”  

What may be more important for our purposes is that Tablet VII of Shurpu provides a 
very clear, well-developed and coherent example of a “Marduk/Ea” incantation.  (Since it 
appears first in Sumerian and Tablet VII presents the text in Sumerian with an Akkadian 
gloss, I prefer to call  “Enki/Asalluhi” incantations,1781  the most prominent examples of  
what are now called Divine Dialogues.)1782  These incantations follow a very specific 
formula.  First, a condition is described, usually in the context of a vivid, mythological 
narrative; here, thirty-six lines are devoted to something that attacks a population from 
the threefold Mesopotamian world view: humans on earth at the center, earth separating 
the cosmic dyad of the Above (AN) and Below (KI), the split that occurred at the beginning 
of creation. 

The second part provides the tip-off that this is a “Marduk/Ea” incantation.  The young 
god, whose Akkadian name Marduk, in what appears to a folk etymology, may mean “The 
Good Son,” sees the terrible situation and, unable to deal with it himself, turns to his 
father, the great god Ea (or Enki in Sumerian).  Enki is the god par excellence of esoteric 
wisdom, and he transfers his advice to his son in language that is repeated in ritual after 
ritual.  The Father tells the Son what to do.  In this case, the incantation priest, the āshipu, 
acting for the Son, is told to take seven loaves of pure coarse flour, string them on a bronze 
skewer, cap them with a bead of carnelian, and wipe the man—said to be the “son” of his 
personal god—with the skewer.  The āshipu is then to spit on what was wiped off of the 
man, to cast the “Spell of Eridu” (which is known from other sources) upon it, take it out 
to the plain and place it at the base of a thorn-bush.  That will drive the disease out of the 
man’s body.  (I think it is worth knowing that a demonic cause is likened to our germ 
theory of disease, but the demons are not killed off: they are returned to their “natural” 
place.) 

With this performed, the text turns to what we usually think is the incantation proper, 
what the Son (i.e., his proxy, the āshipu) is supposed to say.  In some twenty lines of text, 
the magus calls upon a series of deities to remove the illness, and revive him.  Ninkilim, 
“lord of the animals,” will transfer the illness to vermin of the earth; Damu, the “great 
conjuror,” will speak words of good omen for the man; Gula,1783 who is the goddess most 
often identified as a healer herself, will revive him as she revives the dead, by stroking him 
with her hands.  The incantation even calls upon Marduk himself, the “merciful lord” who 
loves to revive the dead, to loosen the man’s bond through a life-giving spell.  The man 
may be washed clean, scoured “like a jar for butter,” and entrusted to the sun god, 
Shamash. 

The Good Son, Marduk, was considered by the Babylonians like Enlil of the Sumerians, 
the King of the Gods.  Shamash, the sun god, was considered by the Babylonians the major 
god of the city of Sippar in the north, who was in many ways assimilated to the Sumerian 
god of the sun in the southern city of Larsa.  The Assyrians who held these Shurpu tablets, 
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would have replaced Marduk with the Assyrian high god, Assur, but they would have had 
little problem with Shamash. 

We have seen that Shamash has a most important role to play in Gilgamesh, especially in 
the first half of the story.  It is usually assumed that rituals of the type in Tablet VII would 
be available only to the elites of the society.  The ritual involves quite a bit of preparation, 
cost and effort in completing the complex operation. 

Healing Psychosis:The Ershahunga 
Marduk/Ea incantations are impressive and complicated in the way that they combine 
rituals and spells in a narrative that begins in chaos, finds a solution to the problem, and 
ends in the hope of order—the kind of relief that comes when the person becomes whole 
again.  The attack upon the integrity of the person comes from outside, as an enemy would 
attack the walls of the city or the walls of a person’s house. 

A lesser known ritual is called the ér-shà-hungá, considered not a narrative but a “cult 
lyric.”1784  Most of the surviving lyrics, which are all attempts to soothe the heart of an 
angry deity, were found in the libraries of Assurbanipal (and one in Uruk).  They were 
spoken (not sung) by another cultic official, the gala or kalû.  This is not the place to deal 
with the gender-bending of gala, but they recited the poems in a curious dialect of the 
Sumerian language (many centuries after Sumerian had died out) known as eme-sal 
(possibly “woman’s tongue”).  Exactly what Emesal was is still debated, but I think it is 
important to note that it was almost always employed in situations involving the goddess 
Inanna, the Ishtar of Gilgamesh. 

The gods, male or female, were usually angry, and soothing their anger was of course 
important.  There are Ershahunga addressed to a very wide variety of the high gods of 
Mesopotamia.  I will mention here only one Ershahunga, and I mention it at all because 
J. V. Kinnier Wilson considers the Ershahunga, like the shà-zi-ga incantations, whose 
“heart-rising” was meant to revive the one who had lost libido, as an important part of 
Mesopotamian healing of mental distress.  Since the idea that a “god” is “angry” with me 
is either a projection or a delusion, according to Kinnier Wilson,1785 a ritual is employed 
to deal with the problem. 

The recitation of the Ershahunga was accompanied with a special drum, the lilis.  In one 
of four that were addressed to Inanna/Ishtar, the lyric consists of some 19 segments that 
do little more than ask for release from the many sins that have made the goddess angry.  
Inanna is addressed as he gashan or great goddess of heaven, and then as goddess of the 
southern and northern cities, especially her foremost temple, the Eanna, in Uruk, her city 
of Zabalam, and her city of Tintir, or Babylon.  The poem addresses then goddesses who 
are either extensions of Inanna or figures who have a special relation to her.  Nanaya is 
one, a goddess who embodies the sexuality of Inanna.  Of particular interest is the 
inclusion of the goddess Aruru, whom we will see as the mother goddess who forms 
Enkidu in Gilgamesh.  As we shall see, Inanna/Ishtar is rarely, if ever, seen as a mother 
goddess, though the Assyrians consider her closely related to the motherly function.  
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Seeing Aruru, one of the Sumerian names of the mother goddess, in this Ershahunga, is 
perhaps a reflection of this Assyrian tendency. 

Healing Images:The Substitute  
A good indicator of the hold mythology and imagery had upon Mesopotamian medicine 
is the substitution rituals (pūhu) involving the divine lover of Ishtar, Dumuzi or Tammuz. 
A Sumerian myth, “The Descent of Inanna to the Netherworld,” tells of the great goddess 
(her Sumerian name, Inanna) descending into the world of the dead, where she too 
dies.1786 Inanna's aide secures help from the god Ea (Sumerian: Enki), and Inanna is 
revived. In order for her to leave the Netherworld, though, she must secure a substitute. 
Alone among the gods she visits in looking for a substitute, her lover Dumuzi refuses to 
honor her. Dumuzi thus becomes the archetypal substitute.   The narrative ends after 
Dumuzi, who frantically resists his fate, is captured and killed—only to have his sister, 
Geshtinanna, offer herself as a substitute for Dumuzi.  She volunteers to enter the 
Netherworld for six months of the year while her brother returns to earth. 

For the sick man, too, Dumuzi/Tammuz is the substitute par excellence.1787 Should a man 
fall victim to an utukku-demon or suffer from paralysis of the throat muscles, in addition 
to prayers to Tammuz and Ishtar and offerings, the demon or disease would be drawn off 
by substitution. In one case, for example, a funeral couch is prepared for Tammuz. The 
sick man stands before the couch and covers his head to indicate that he, the patient, has 
died. The priest strikes him seven times with a reed. The sick man's personality 
(ramānšu) is changed--that is, exchanged for Tammuz. The sick man symbolically dies 
and rises with the god, freed of the evil spirit. 

The ritual we have seen earlier, where a puppet substitutes for the patient and the puppet 
removes contagion from the patient and transfers it, by marriage, to a pig, would seem to 
reflect the “Sacred Marriage” of Inanna/Ishtar to her lover. 

Healing Love Sickness 
The Divine Dialogue ritual of the Enki/Asalluhi type even extends to the specific 
psychological problem, apparently universal, of love sickness.  Dante dissected the 
problem in philosophical terms in his Vita nuova, Petrarch’s sonnet sequence was 
multiplied by the hundreds, and Chaucer’s “lover’s malady of heroes” (with a pun on 
hero/eros) extended the condition to something like epic proportions.  For English-
speaking peoples Romeo and Juliet remains the classic in this field, though some viewers 
or readers may forget that Romeo suffered from the disease since he is healed instantly 
when his true love, Juliet, comes on the scene. 

M. J. Geller has provided a plausible explanation of the way magic rituals may have 
worked, at least in the case of love sickness.1788  A Sumerian incantation in the form of a 
Divine Dialogue between Father Enki and his son, Asalluhi, first states the problem in a 
form that will be familiar to many today.  A man sees a “nice girl” standing in the street.  
The man is instantly aroused (shà-ki-ág), and exactly half of the incantation is devoted to 
the fantasy of this beautiful and sexy “nice girl.”  His problem, then, is exactly opposite of 
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impotence, which was treated by the “rising heart” rituals (shà-zi-ga).1789  (An example of 
the latter is given above in the Preface.) 

Geller points to a description of love sickness in Akkadian diagnostic omens. 

If a man is always forgetful and words fail him, or he always mutters to himself and 
laughs without cause, he suffers from love sickness, and it is the same for either a 
man or a woman.  If depression befalls him and he keeps turning himself around, 
he eats food and drinks beer but he gains no weight, he exclaims, “O my heart” and 
he groans, that man suffers from love sickness, and it is the same for either a man 
or woman.1790  

The Sumerian Divine Dialogue suggests the intensity of the man’s arousal in an extended 
praise of the “nice girl’s” attractive features.  She is an “abundant cow”--“the cow being 
the abundant vulva of Inanna”—and also a blossoming apple-orchard, and a shady cedar 
branch.  Standing, sitting, or lying down she causes arousal in him.  (As an apple-orchard, 
when she lies down, “a shadow is created in her joyous canal,” an image that requires little 
explication in terms of Mesopotamian agricultural practices.)  Her hair, her hand, her 
foot, haunches, hips (of lapis lazuli) all affect him.  Arousal oppresses him “from above 
like the wall of a ziggurat.” 

The elaborate portrait of the lady begins and ends with images Geller considers key to his 
interpretation of the problem and its solution.  The “nice girl” (ki-sikil) in the first line is 
immediately associated with one of Inanna’s women (a kar-kid, the Sumerian equivalent 
of the harimtu in Gilgamesh) in the tavern.  The final line of the portrait sums up the 
power of the images upon the young man (a gurush): she strikes his chest as if she were 
striking him with a reed. 

Geller makes the important point that the young man is turning the girl in fantasy into 
the most seductive prostitute.  When Asalluhi explains the problem to Enki, the Son does 
not know what to do to calm the man down (line 22).  Enki provides a remedy—mainly 
butter of a pure cow applied to the girl’s breasts (!)—but it does not appear that Enki 
actually wants to calm the man down.  When the butter is applied to the girl, the effect 
will be that she will not lock the man “out of the open door” or comfort her “crying child.”  
The young man will proclaim, “She will run after me!” 

The solution to the man’s problem, it seems, is to have the nice girl satisfy him.  Rituals 
to gain the love of a man or a woman are still common around the world, and are certainly 
to be found in the modern Middle East.  Here the man is suffering from love sickness, and 
the remedy is in having the woman give herself to him. 

What Geller suggests, though, is that the efficacy of the ritual actually depends on a 
psychological turn in the man himself.  Geller cites Alfred Adler’s notion of the inferiority 
complex and Freud’s notion of the libido to explain the young man’s plight.  Freud’s idea 
that the libido has two “currents,” one of affection, the other sensual.  Because a child 
cannot focus on the parents as objects of libido (because of the incest taboo), he turns 
away from the affectionate side deriving from the parents and toward a debasement of 
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the sexual object.  The key, then, in this Sumerian ritual is not, then, smearing the girl’s 
breasts with butter but fantasy of the prostitute in the tavern. 

Geller concludes with the thought that Freud would agree: the ritual would help, not to 
get the girl, but to bring about a resolution of an unconscious dilemma.  “The very 
realization of the fantasy, the acknowledgement that the “nice” girl in the subject’s 
fantasies is a “whore,” may not make her any less desirable but it may help our young 
chap express the dilemmas of his own unconscious mind.”1791 

In dealing with the psychology of Love Magic, Geller cites Classicist John Winckler to 
explain what looks like projection of the love-sickness upon the other, in this case the 
“nice girl,” the magic is actually addressed to the one who is in torment.  It is the lovesick 
client who is helped by the therapist. The clue to the therapist is put in the mouth of the 
wise Son Asalluhi, who looks for something that will calm the man down (ba-ni-ib-gi4-
gi4). The therapist in such cases is the āshipu, an “exorcist” or learned physician like the 
author of Gilgamesh. 

The Joy/Woe Man 
Mesopotamian healing employed every sort of preventive and curative action, from herbs 
and drugs to dreams, magical words and symbolic behavior. The very inability (or refusal) 
to discriminate between causes of physical, psychological, moral, and spiritual problems-
- which philosopher Paul Ricoeur has described well in his treatment of “defilement”1792 
resulted in a richly symbolic complex that, to say the least, blurs the distinctions between 
medicine and literature. One can, of course, wonder what the rate of success may have 
been.  

We have already seen the poetic miniature that anticipates Gilgamesh's distress. 

When the Stalker, the hābilu-amēlu, saw Enkidu, something, nissatu, entered his belly: 
grief, worry, depression, sadness.  He face “grew dark.”  The Stalker's face, recall,  “was 
like that of one who travels a long road.”  It is a line that will be repeated again and again 
to describe Gilgamesh in his mad roaming of the wilderness.  He recognizes his nissatu, 
the sorrow in his belly, as soon as he begins his search and enters the wilderness (Tablet 
9, lines.4-5).   

The line is repeated again and again as Gilgamesh searches for the meaning of life.   When 
he encounters the tavern owner, Siduri, she recognizes the signs in him, the sorrow in the 
belly and “his face like that of a man who goes on a long journey” (10.8-9).  She uses the 
same couplet when she questions him (10.43-44).  She provides him with advice on 
dealing with his condition. He responds in the same language.  He presses on.  Twice he 
uses the line when he encounters the figure who will take him across the dangerous 
waters, including the Waters of Death, the boatman Urshanabi (10.117-18, 124-25).  At 
the end of the line, Utnapishtim, the Noah-figure, sees Gilgamesh approaching and uses 
the same language to describe him (10.216-17).  (Appropriately, Utnapishtim, whose 
epithet is “the faraway,”sees him while he is still a distance away.)  Gilgamesh yet again 
(10.223-24). 
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It may well be that the quest of Gilgamesh, with all its emphasis on the nissatu of the 
grieving Gilgamesh, affected people in period when the Standard Gilgamesh was 
available.  Recall the Assyrian prophetess named Dunnasha-amur, who identified “herself 
with Gilgamesh roaming the desert in search of eternal life, implying that ascetic denial 
of the body…played an important part in her own life.”1793  Like other Assyrian prophets, 
Dunnasha-amur received her inspired words from Ishtar.   

Many interpretations of Gilgamesh turn on the ending of Tablet 11, as we have noted 
already.  In Tablet 11 his search for “life” ends when Utnapishtim tells him the story of the 
Flood, which has a far more ambiguous ending than its close counterpart in the Bible.  
Gilgamesh is finally able to sleep, but Utnapishtim makes it into a contest, which 
Gilgamesh loses.  At the urging of Utnapishtim’s wife, one of the most important Hidden 
Actors in the story, Gilgamesh is given the very thing he had sought, or at least a version 
of it, the Plant of Rejuvenation.  As you already know, Gilgamesh is happy to have found 
this plant, a “secret” of the gods. He plans to return to Uruk, have an elder taste it and test 
it himself, so that he can return to his youth (ana shá suhriāma, 11.282).  His hope—
and joy—are crushed when a serpent snatches the plant while Gilgamesh bathes.  He 
weeps, and laments that his efforts have gained nothing except for a kind of immortality 
for the serpent.    

The end of Tablet 11 is ambiguous in another way.  In the beginning of the story, we read 
that Gilgamesh, after his arduous journey, returned to the city, “calm, and at peace,” anih 
u shupshūh (1.7).  The word for “calm” could by itself be interpreted as “weary” or 
“exhausted.” Interpretations of Gilgamesh turn on the importance of the “peace” that he 
has achieved.1794  At any rate, the final lines of Tablet 11 repeat only the description of 
Uruk, not the line that would make explicit that he was healed.  Perhaps the ending leaves 
open the possibility that Gilgamesh has been healed in the process.  There is no further 
mention of the woe in his belly. The end of Tablet 11 certainly fits the First Prologue. While 
there is no evidence that he has flipped to the other pole and found the kind of “joy” he 
had experienced in defeating The Bull of Heaven, he is able to act, at least to the extent 
that he can write about his experiences. 

Relief for Gilgamesh and Enkidu? 
Recall from the First Prologue, 

urha rūqta illikamma anih u shupshuh (1.7) 

“From his long journey he returned, calm, and at peace,” and he “cut his 
hardships into a stone tablet” (1.8).1795 

The Mesopotamian gods are often, perhaps mainly, without the peace (their angry hearts 
ul inūh ul ipshah) that Gilgamesh achieves after his agonizing search for the meaning of 
life.  Two Akkadian terms found together here, anih u shupshuh, are frequently combined: 
nâhu and pashāhu. 
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When Gilgamesh is described as the “joy/woe man” (hadi’u-úa amēlu, 1.234), he is so 
filled with energy that he does not sleep day or night (la ṣalilu, 1.239).  In that remarkable 
(and unprecedented) phrase, the “joy/woe man,” we get as close as Akkadian gets to a 
diagnosis of a schizoid, perhaps even bipolar, human.  That is what he is at the beginning 
of the story.  He and his friend Enkidu are shown sleeping only once (6.190ff.), after 
celebrating their great victory over The Bull of Heaven.  And, ironically, Enkidu is 
immediately having terrible dreams, dreams that will seal their fate and drive Gilgamesh 
to despair. 

The sleeplessness becomes a repeated theme in the story. 

The embittered Enkidu, who received the dream while he sleeps, curses the harimtu for 
making him human and civilized.  Before he dies, though, Enkidu’s angry heart is calmed 
([ipshah] agga libbashu inuh/ …uzzashu inuh in 7.150-51), as we have seen. 

The question remains if the calming of the heart of Gilgamesh is consistent with the 
episodes that follow Enkidu's death.  Before going into the details it is worth noting that 
two deities, Ishtar and Enlil, like other deities seem to be perpetually angry, come to be 
seen as having their fury calmed and soothed. 

The two Akkadian terms, nâhu and pashāhu, share a range of meanings that allow them 
to be combined.  They are both found frequently in literary works, but I think it is 
important to note that they are not particularly “literary.”  There is a special vocabulary 
of Akkadian (and possibly Sumerian) terms that are found almost exclusively in “epic” 
and “hymnic” literature, but that is not the case here.  The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary 
(Volume 11 for nâhu and Volume12 for pashāhu) provide rich documentation for both 
terms.)  The verb nâhu has a range from being slow and still; become peaceful, pacified; 
to abate, subside; have an abatement from an illness; to die down; to take a rest; to calm 
furor; pacify a country, quiet a child, extinguish a fire; put someone’s mind at rest; and to 
find relief.  For pashāhu the range is similar: to be at rest; to act benevolently; to calm, 
soothe, heal, lie fallow and the like.  For our purpose it may be useful to note that the 
terms not only in ordinary activities like sleeping but in finding relief from illnesses such 
as fevers, night sweats, and epilepsy (which was associated with melancholy) (nâhu).  
Similarly, pashāhu is used for soothing wounds, relaxing muscles and tendons, as well as 
calming moods.  (It also describes the rest after sexual gratifications, lands that lay fallow, 
the flow of water, and, sadly, the rest of the dead as well as the weary and the ill.) 
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Chapter Eight 

The Search for Life 

Gilgamesh the Poet 
Gilgamesh composes two moving poems in Gilgamesh: his rejection of Ishtar's proposal 
in Tablet 6 and the Great Elegy in Tablet 8.  Soon after he loses his friend his rhetoric 
changes radically.  He will be reduced to repeating over and over again the loss he is 
suffering and his desperate search for consolation.  His two poems indicate a great degree 
of conscious control over language, such as is implied in his ability, finally, to write out 
his experiences.  When his speech changes during the search for “life,” Gilgamesh makes 
clever use of the Sumerian poetic tradition of exact repetition.  The one poet known from 
a Sumerian Gilgamesh text is Lugal-gaba-gal in “Gilgamesh and The Bull of Heaven.”  In 
that text the poet in the poem praises Gilgamesh for the defeat of The Bull of Heaven in 
exactly the same words as the episode was narrated.  Lugal-gaba-gal is represented as an 
oral “singer of tales” much like others in the ancient world (and in parts of the modern 
world as well).   

In Tablets 9 and 10, though, Gilgamesh is driven by anger and nissatu, his speech reduced 
to neurotic “rumination” on his troubles.  Daniel Goleman, in his section of Emotional 
Intelligence on “Passion's Slaves,” finds some few benefits of melancholia.  Mainly, 
according to Goleman, melancholia “enforces a kind of reflective retreat from life's busy 
pursuits, and leaves us in a suspended state to mourn the loss, mull over its meaning, and, 
finally, make the psychological adjustments and new plans that will allow our lives to 
continue.”1796  (Like most therapists Goleman does not find in melancholia the Greek 
notion that the melancholic genius, in his or her withdrawal, awakens in the imagination 
creative and visionary possibilities that may be expressed in the arts and in other 
activities.)  Goleman discusses, not major depression, which may require medicinal 
assistance, but “subclinical depression,” and finds few benefits other than the retreat from 
active life we find frequently in bereavement.  “Rumination,” in particular, is a problem.  
The inability to socialize may lead to more intense depression.  In Goleman's words, 
“Rumination can also make the depression strong by creating conditions that are, well, 
more depressing.”1797 The rage and sorrow that builds up in Gilgamesh drives him, like 
Herakles, up mountains and through a deep hole, without the light of Shamash (until he 
emerges into the light), and even that light is not enough to console him. 

Later ages would tell of fantastic voyages through exotic lands and seas to find Solomon's 
ring or the Fountain of Youth (or both).   

The Sudden Change 
Tablet 8 shows Gilgamesh, with one conspicuous exception, is complete control—of his 
faculties and of his public role as king of Uruk.  He delivers a moving and beautiful elegy 
over Enkidu, orders the craftsmen to construct a statue-substitute for the lost friend, and 
displays treasures for the gods as Enkidu makes his way to the underworld.  These are 
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large, generous and probably excessive gestures.  The excess is hardly recognized (and 
readily excused if noticed) because of the “heroic” dimensions of the two men.   

Even Gilgamesh’s covering of the body, circling it, tearing his hair and ripping his fine 
garment, which may seem excessive in the modern West, were acceptable—and 
expected—mourning rituals.  They do provide a hint of what follows.  In Tablet 9 the 
public Gilgamesh disappears.  The identification with the lost lover, an extreme form of 
empathy, propels Gilgamesh in a different direction. 

To this point in the story Gilgamesh is always seen with others or described as with others.  
Whatever we gain of an interior life is largely gleaned from dialogues, especially with 
Enkidu.  Their fears and anxieties come and go in turn, he one providing strength for the 
other as, for example, they travel to the Cedar Forest of Humbaba.  Like the citizens of 
Uruk, we readers see Gilgamesh and Enkidu as virtually identical, as doubles.  There is 
always a recognition that the two men, however alike, are not equal.  Gilgamesh always 
has the edge on his peer.  Enkidu is, of course, a fictional construct whose “evolution” 
traces the evolution of the Gilgamesh “epic.”  From the earliest Gilgamesh hymn, where 
even a servant is absent, Enkidu grows in stature from a servant and attendant to 
Gilgamesh, to a comrade in arms, and finally a “friend.”   Enkidu is the more “natural,” 
earth-bound and, lacking empathy for the enemies Humbaba and Ishtar once she 
challenges Gilgamesh, less ethical than the more sensitive Gilgamesh.  But since 
Gilgamesh is largely seen, as it were, from the outside in these adventures, a private 
Gilgamesh hardly appears. 

When the private man appears, sorrow-ridden, at the very opening of Tablet 9, he is on 
the move.  The poet seems to have anticipated the ambivalence of Freud’s melancholia.  
Along with the complete identification with the lost Enkidu—the Enkidu of his pre-
civilized, wild and animal spirits—the lion-skin clad Gilgamesh enters the wilderness in 
search of—what?  The extraordinary energy, libido, which marked Gilgamesh from the 
start, is even more excessive, though it is directed inward.   

The journey through the wilderness is an interior debate.  The “real” world has 
disappeared.  In its place is a fantastic, mythical landscape, like later storytellers will 
describe in adventures of Alexander the Great and other seekers for the key of Solomon 
and such like sources of “life.”  It is difficult to tell the direction of his wanderings, and 
Gilgamesh obsessively tells the story of losing his friend and his need to find the answers 
to the great questions of existence.  In his search he largely ignores the others he finds 
along the way, beginning with the Sun God Shamash.  (Where the Humbaba adventures 
was both prompted by Shamash and directed under the protection of the Sun God, 
Gilgamesh no longer has such protection.) 

Gilgamesh has gone far beyond the public rituals of mourning.  In his taking on the skin 
of a lion and killing lions and bulls in the wilderness, Gilgamesh exhibits the signs Freud 
would have interpreted as identification, ambivalence and, especially, rage.  Others will 
see him in this way, especially the wise ones, Siduri and Utnapishtim.  When he finally 
reaches his goal—at least the destination of his travels—he expects to see the famous one, 
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Utnapishtim, as a heroic figure like himself.  That is, he expects a fight.  Along the way, in 
addition to killing animals, Gilgamesh unwittingly destroys the very Stone Things he 
needs to complete his journey.   

He is the model of Herakles in these mad rushes. 

Total disclosure: 
My first encounter with Gilgamesh, many decades ago, was already dominated by the 
dark journey of Gilgamesh, with its incantatory repetitions.  Gilgamesh, totally isolated 
from others, in complete darkness, unprotected, in a way that suggests hallucination, has 
always been the most riveting episode in the poem for me.   

Even in translation the lines are strangely moving.  As a transliteration of the cuneiform 
signs into Akkadian shows, even though there are parts of lines still missing, Gilgamesh 
travels 12  bēru, or “double-hours,” that is, for a full day, in utter darkness.  Although he 
takes the harrānu or path of the Sun God, there is no Shamash to protect or guide him.  
For the first seven “double-hours” the darkness is “dense,” and there is no light.  
Gilgamesh can see nothing ahead of him or behind him. 

At 8 “double-hours” we find him hurrying.  Still there is total darkness.  At 9 “double-
hours” a wind from the north apparently hits him in the face.  At 10 he was getting near—
what?  At eleven, only one “double-hour” remained.  Finally, after 12 “double-hours” 
walking Gilgamesh emerges before (or in advance of) the sun.   

A brilliant light will then reveal a beautiful grove of trees—made of precious stones, but 
somehow alive. 

 1 bēru ittalak …. 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 

 2 bēru ina kashadishu …. 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 

 3 bēru ina kashadishu …. 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 

 4 bēru ina kashadishu …. 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 
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 5 bēru ina kashadishu …. 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 

 6 bēru ina kashadishu …. 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 

 7 bēru ina kashadishu …. 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 

 8 bēru  …ishharrah 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 

 9 bēru ina kashadishu iltānu. 

   … panishu 

 shapat ekletumma ul ibashshinuru 

 ul inamdinshuana palasha arkatusu 

 10 bēru ina kashadishu  

   … qitrub 

   … sha bēru 

   … lam Shamash-shi 

 [ina 12  bēru] namirtu shaknat (10.131-71) 

 

Imagine my shock many years later to discover that the one individual from antiquity who 
quotes a line from Gilgamesh was a tormented prophet of Ishtar, a woman  moved by the 
same passage in Gilgamesh that affected me (and still affects my reading of the poem).  I 
cannot claim to know how it should be interpreted, but it has been a key part  of the poem 
as I have attempted to find artistic unity to the whole.   

It is a bizarre piece. 
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Early and Late Versions 
Tablet 9 has a number of gaps, some larger than in the passage cited above, but about 
fifteen lines on an Old Babylonian tablet from Sippar helps to restore a conversation 
between Gilgamesh and the Sun God Shamash. 

The Old Babylonian Sippar version of the advice Siduri (or Shiduri) gives Gilgamesh at 
the beginning of Tablet 10 differs in detail and “wisdom” from the version in Gilgamesh.  
Because there is much repetition in Gilgamesh’s retelling of the loss of Enkidu, much of 
Tablet 10 has been restored.  The Old Babylonian Sippar text also has a version of a 
dialogue between Gilgamesh and Urshanabi, the boatman who will help Gilgamesh cross 
the dangerous waters to his destination, his encounter with the wise Utnapishtim.  (He is 
called Sursunabi in that version.) 

It would appear, then, that the death of Enkidu was known earlier than Gilgamesh.  The 
sad journey Gilgamesh takes to find “life” was known in some form, with the characters 
Siduri and Urshanabi playing important roles, in the Old Babylonian period.  The very 
difficult early work, “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” appears to have a journey 
at the end that parallels Gilgamesh’s search in Gilgamesh, but there is no companion for 
Gilgamesh in that piece. 

The Hittite text that was used to clarify episodes in the first half of Gilgamesh also 
provides important clues to the second half, especially the Assembly of the Gods that 
condemns Enkidu.  It also contains brief accounts of Gilgamesh’s wanderings, his 
encounters with Siduri and Urshanabi, and may clarify the mysterious “Stone Things” 
Gilgamesh destroys along the way. 

With all the gaps in Tablets 7-10 the narrative nevertheless shows considerable coherence 
as both Enkidu and Gilgamesh are thrown into a tragic turn that completely changes the 
tone of the story.  It is not clear how early the sage Utnapishtim, who Gilgamesh thinks 
has the answer to his great question about “life,” was brought into the story. 

Sorrow Enters the Heart 
For the first eighteen lines of Tablet 9, Gilgamesh, in a soliloquy weeps for Enkidu and 
indicates his fear of death.  He states his purpose: a journey through the wilderness to 
find Utnapishtim (who, with his wife, were the only humans to escape death).  On a 
mountain pass he sees lions and is fearful.  He prays to Sîn, the Moon God, for protection.  
At night he receives a dream, which gives him strength.  He takes his axe and knife and 
kills the lions. 

A gap in the text is usually filled in with the Old Babylonian document thought to have 
come from Sippar, the home of Shamash.  It provides something of a sad farewell to the 
Sun God, whose path through the darkness he will take but whose protection is no longer 
evident.  Gilgamesh speaks to Shamash, telling the Sun God of his plan.  Shamash 
discourages the journey: Gilgamesh will never find the life he seeks. 
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The discouraged Gilgamesh asks if, at his death, he will lie sleeping through the ages.  Will 
there be light for him?  He asks when the dead may see the light of the sun. 

At the Twin Peaks of Mashu(m) 
After the gap in the text of some twenty lines, Gilgamesh has arrived at the twin 
mountains of Mashu, which guard the rising sun every day.  The place is guarded by a 
scorpion-man and his wife, both terrifying creatures.  They recognize that Gilgamesh is 
part human and part divine, in fact “two-thirds god, one-third human.” 

The scorpion-man also discourages the journey.  No one has traveled the path Gilgamesh 
seeks.  The scorpion-man does, though, provide him with information about the journey 
(much of which is lost) and opens the gate of the mountains. 

Gilgamesh takes the path of the Sun God, the passage transliterated above. 

In Gilgamesh 9.32-40 Gilgamesh approaches the gateway to Shamash’s passageway 
through the mountains.  The passageway is guarded by the terrifying Scorpion-man and 
his wife.  The description of the site reads in Akkadian: 

 shá sha-di-i she-mu-shú ma-shu [x x x] 

 ana sha-ad ma-a-shi i-na ka-shá-[di-shu] 

 shá UD-mi-sham-ma i-n-as-sa-ru a-se-[e u e-re-ba] 

 e-lu-shu-nu shu-pu-uk AN-e ta-[ri-ish-ma] 

 shap-lish a-ra-le-e i-rat-su-nu kash-da-át 

 GÍR.TAB.LÚ.U.LU i-na-as-sharru KÁ-shu 

 sha ra-ásh-bat pu-ul-hat-su-nu-ma im-rat-su-nu mu-tú 

 GAL-tu mi-lam-mu-shu-nu sa-hi-ip hur-sa-a-ni 

 ana a-she d  UTU-shi u e-reb d UTU-shi i-na-as-shar ru d UTU-shi-ma1798 

Most of the cuneiform signs are read with their syllabic value in Akkadian.  Some 
Sumerograms appear: UD = day (ūmu), An = sky, heaven (shamû), GÍR.TAB (scorpion) 
and LÚ-U18 –LU (man) = scorpion-man  (girtablilû),  KÁ = gateway, mouth, door (bābu), 
GAL = to be great, grow, raise (rabû),  and d UTU = the god Shamash (= shamshu, the 
sun). 

There is a good deal of wordplay in this sequence of lines, some of it evident, e.g., in the 
alliteration of sh- sounds and other repetitions. Between the parallel lines 38 and 45, the 
center (line 42) identifies the terrifying Scorpion-man.  In such chiastic pattern, the 
central line carries special emphasis (and often makes the key predication). 

Although the first line in the passage is broken at the end, the alliterative punning on 
words that begin with /sh/ is obvious, and such delight as is found in much Semitic may 



Chapter Eight: The Search for Life  780 
  

account for what we are likely to think just odd, calling the twin peaks Twins (because 
they are twins): 

 sha shadi shemushu mashu… 

 ana shad mashi ina kashadishu 

 sha ummishamma…. 

John Gardner and I translated the lines without calling much attention to the punning.  
Rather, we wanted to give the impression of awe at Gilgamesh’s approach to one of the 
most difficult ordeals in his journey.  The clay tablet on which this passage was written 
was divided into six columns, and this passage opened the second column.  Almost all 
scholars who translate Gilgamesh simply ignore the division of tablets into columns, 
arguing, with some justification, that a continuous narrative allows the reader to move 
rapidly through the story.  Lines that are missing can be mentioned in passing.  We were 
of the opinion that just as the division of Gilgamesh into eleven (or twelve) tablets made 
aesthetic sense, the division of tablets into columns suggested events and episodes were 
carefully structured.  We thought that this passage, at the opening of a column, gave it 
special emphasis.1799   

[Gilgamesh] came to the mountains whose name is Mashu; 
approached the twin peaks 
that guard each day the coming and going of Shamash. 
Their tops reach the vault of heaven; 
below, their feet touch the underworld (Arallu). 
Scorpion-people guard its gate, 
whose terror brings awe and whose glance is death. 
Their grim aura overwhelms the mountains. 
In the going of Shamash and in the coming of Shamash, they guard him. 
When Gilgamesh saw them, in fear 
and trembling he covered his face. 
He made a decision and went up to them.1800   

The image of the twin mountains called Twins was captured as early as the Agade period 
late in the 3rd millennium.  Two of the images cut into cylinder seals show this feature 
clearly. 
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[Fig. 63 inserted: Drawing by Tessa Rickards, Black and Green, p. 183.] 

The seal impression reconstructed here1801 shows the god Shamash ascending between 
two somewhat unequal peaks.  The guardians of the gate wear the horns that Shamash 
wears.  The horns mark the figure as divine.  The two figures are similar in many ways, 
but they both have masculine and feminine aspects.  The figure on the left is more 
conspicuously male than the figure on the right.  (Neither is half-human and half-
scorpion, and their emblematic elements, though different, are not scorpions.  Shamash 
is identified clearly by the sun rays that issue from his shoulder and by the shasharu, a 
pruning-saw.1802  

Another from the same period is The Greenstone Seal of Adda discussed earlier (Fig. 
2).1803 In that scene the central Utu/Shamash rises between mountains with the help of 
two great deities.  Inanna is the winged goddess to the left, perhaps in association with 
the tree growing upon one peak; she holds a bunch of dates.  The the god of waters is 
Enki/Ea; fish in the waters that issue from his shoulders and with an eagle.  On the side 
of Inanna is her male/female counselor and messenger, Ninshubur, and Inanna’s 
emblematic lion.  On the side of Enki is his two-faced counselor Isimud. One possibility 
is that The Sun God is rising from the depths (symbolized by Enki and the fish) to the 
height of heaven (Inanna and the tree tops), maintaining life in the process. 

In the Seal of Adda The Sun God again has rays rising from his shoulder and a raised 
pruning-saw. 

The Dark Journey 
 
The Scorpion-Man sees that Gilgamesh possesses the “flesh of the gods.”  He warns 
Gilgamesh that no one has done what he wants to do.  Finally he tells Gilgamesh that the 
Great Gate of the Mountain is open to him.  When Gilgamesh hears this, he takes what 
the Scorpion-Man has said to heart, and sets out of the “path of the Sun God.” 

At one double-hour… 
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The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
At two double-hours… 
The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
At three double-hours… 
The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
At four double-hours… 
The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
At five double-hours… 
The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
At six double-hours… 
The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
At seven double-hours… 
The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
At eight double-hours he was hurrying. 
The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
At nine double-hours…the north wind 
 … his face. 
The darkness is thick, there is no light. 
He cannot see behind him. 
 
On reaching ten double-hours 
 …was very close. 
On reaching eleven double-hours, there was one double-hour left. 
At twelve double-hours Gilgamesh was ahead of the Sun God. 
 ….a bright light. 
As soon as he saw them, he went straight to…the trees of the gods. 
A carnelian tree was in fruit, 
Its bunches of grapes hanging down, lovely to look at. 
A lapis tree bore foliage, 
The fruit it bore gorgeous to see. 
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The cuneiform for the first lines of this passage (transliterated earlier) was transliterated 
by Simo Parpola in a way that indicates to the specialists that the tablet was written with 
logograms, which have to read in the particular language, instead of spelling out each 
syllable. 

 KÁ.GAL KUR mu [x x x x x x x x x x] 

 dGIŠ.GÍN.[MAŠ an-ni-ta ina še-me-e-šú] 

 ana zik-ri GÍR.[TAB.LÚ.U18.LU x x x] 

 KASKAL dUTU i-[x x x x x x x] 

 1 KASKAL.GÍD it-[ta-lak x x x x x] 

 šá-pat ek-le-tùm-[ma ul i-ba-áš-ši nu-ru] 

 ul i-nam-[di-in-šú a-na pa-la-sa EGIR-su]1804  

Even with the exact repetition of phrases through the twelve “double-hours” Gilgamesh 
walks through, ironically, the “path of the Sun God,” the text is still so damaged that many 
lines cannot be fully reconstructed.   

The signs written in capital letters are logograms that indicate how they might be read in 
the Sumerian language.  The author and his readers of the tablet would, however, read 
them in Akkadian. 

 KÁ = bābu (gate) 

 GAL = rabû (great) 

 KUR = mātu (land) or shadû (mountain), also a sign of the underworld 

 dGISH.GÍN.MASH = the name Gilgamesh 

 GÍR.TAB.LÚ.U18.LU = Scorpion-Man 

 KASKAL = bēru 

 dUTU = Shamash, the Sun 

GÍD = arāku (to be long) 

EGIR = arkatu (back, rear part) 
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Jeweled Trees 
Keith Dickson has pointed out an important connection between trees in Gilgamesh and 
the narrative topography of the work.1805  The two journeys of Gilgamesh outside Uruk 
end with trees.  The first takes him to the Land of the Cedars, where he encounters 
Humbaba; the second takes him to the Grove (qishtu) of the Gods, where he sees 
bejeweled trees.  The first is located to the west; the second is far to the east.  Dickson 
observes that the trees represent the destinations and mark “the poles of his world.” 

Dickson finds three “epistemic spaces” in Gilgamesh: the Wilderness, the City, and what 
he calls the Otherworld.  The first two have been discussed thoroughly.  Each space 
involves encounters with beings and with objects.  “Each space, along with the others it 
contains, in fact functions as the embodiment and expression of a distinct matrix of ideas 
and relationships mapped out by Mesopotamian culture in the process of organizing and 
understanding its world.”  The Otherworld is a good way to describe the “radical 
otherness” of the space Gilgamesh enters when the Scorpion-Man opens the door to the 
mountains Mashu. 

Dickson follows Tzvi Abusch in the suggestion that the journey to Siduri, whose beer-hall 
is reached just after Gilgamesh passes through the Grove of the Gods, may have been 
Gilgamesh’s original destination.1806  Gilgamesh extends the journey through dangerous 
waters, including the Waters of Death, to the place where Utnapishtim and his wife live, 
an unusual spot at the source of rivers (11.204).  One might consider that the dark journey 
through the mountain is already part of the Otherworld, but that world certainly consists 
of the Grove of the Gods, Siduri’s dwelling, the treacherous waters, and the dwelling place 
of Utnapishtim.  As the servant of Enki, Utnapishtim is appropriately sent off after the 
Flood to a place neither here nor there: a place where Utnapishtim and his wife live 
forever—for Mesopotamian a godlike state—but is removed from the Grove of the Gods.  
Utnapishtim and his wife are “like” gods, but they are not gods.  And they are no longer 
humans, that is, mortal.   

Scholars have been finding more and more traces of Gilgamesh in stories outside 
Mesopotamia and beyond antiquity through the Middle Ages, especially in stories about 
Alexander the Great.1807  The Bible-influenced traditions, Jewish, Christian and Muslim, 
tend to morph these into quests to find Solomon, and they often involve Moses as well as 
the Green One in the search.  While the journey that takes Gilgamesh and Enkidu to their 
great heroic victory over Humbaba was popular in the ancient world, Gilgamesh—in the 
form of Buluqiya, likely a version of Sumerian “Bilgames”—gained greater fame in these 
journeys through “other” places in search of “life.” 

The description of the Grove of the Gods is unfortunately so broken up that only a few 
features can be discerned.  The living trees are made of precious stones and some are 
laden with fruit, leaves, thorns and briars that are also jewels.  Clearly this is an “other” 
place where even the opposition between living and non-living is overcome. 

The Grove of the Gods may have a connection with another stage in Gilgamesh’s journey.  
Siduri warns Gilgamesh that his quest is futile—and then immediately provides him with 
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what he will need to reach Utnapishtim.  That we see Siduri before Gilgamesh sees her 
and are thus given her take on the man who is approaching her is important.1808 To Siduri 
he appears murderous, and she takes care that he not attack her.  His tale of woe, repeated 
once again, moves her to give Gilgamesh the key information he needs. 

I think Siduri’s reversal, prompted by empathy even in the presence of such a formidable 
person, is matched by a sudden, impulsive act on the part of Gilgamesh himself.  Instead 
of seeking out the Boatman Urshanabi, Gilgamesh attacks the mysterious Stone Things.  
With axe and knife he creeps up on them and falls upon them “like an arrow” (10.96).  He 
struggles with one, apparently pinning him down, and in his fury smashes the Stone 
Things and throws them into the river.  Andrew George thinks the Stone Things were to 
crew the boat.1809  Benjamin Foster, following the Hittite version of the story, thinks they 
are Stone Images.1810  The Stone Things may be anchor stones.  Possibly all three 
interpretations are linked in what the Gilgamesh poet only describes as “things of stone.” 

The possible connection with the Grove of the Gods is found in the first mention of the 
Boatman Urshanabi.  Siduri tells Gilgamesh to present himself to Urshanabi (10.89).  The 
Stone Things are with Urshanabi in the “heart” of the Grove.  He is doing something with 
a tree, pine or cedar, an urnu.  For many years the urnu was thought to be a snake, since 
there is such a term; but is appears now that the urnu is a small or young erēnu—the cedar 
that is so important in the Humbaba episode.  Among the trees in the Grove of the Gods 
is a cedar (9.185).  The connection between the two trees is not often recognized because, 
as is often the case in Gilgamesh, the cedar in the Grove of the Gods is written with 
Sumerian signs GISH.ERIN (to be read as Akkadian erēnu), while the Akkadian urnu is 
written out directly. 

It appears that Urshanbi is in the midst of the grove busy stripping off the young cedar.  
On might guess that he will use it (as a mast? as one the Stone Things for protection?) for 
another of his journeys to Utnapishtim.  After taking Gilgamesh to Utnapishtim 
Urshanabi will learn that it will be his last trip.  Gilgamesh’s rash act of smashing the 
Stone Things will require another way to make the boat trip—and will close any possibility 
that others might make the journey after him. 

The violent attack on the Stone Things is, as I read the story, a most significant event.  At 
the beginning of the journey that takes him from Uruk into the mountains and eventually 
to Utnapishtim, Gilgamesh kills bulls and lions and eats their flesh.  We already know that 
he has stripped and taken on the skin of a lion.  He tells everyone he meets that he has 
killed the animals.  When he emerges from the absolute silence and darkness of his 
solitary journey through the mountain, he is seen by Siduri as a savage killer.  When she 
gives him the advice he needs to continue the journey, he immediately ignores her advice 
to present himself to Urshanabi and instead destroys the very Stone Things he needs.  He 
will make amends for his rash act, but it marks him as one who cannot quite see or hear 
the truth and is absolutely isolated from any community.  Freud would interpret his rage 
as the promptings of melancholia in its ambivalence over the object of his self-destructive 
acts. 
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Even so, Siduri can face him and advise him much as Shamhat had faced the savage 
Enkidu.  Both Gilgamesh and Enkidu at those key points could be seen technically as 
idiotic, that is, without language, without comprehension.  Siduri’s advice will, however, 
help him along.  Urshanabi will also help him, and eventually Utnapishtim and his wife 
will offer him a way back—to Uruk and to himself. 

Heroic Frenzies: Gilgamesh and Siduri 
The woman who observes Gilgamesh is, as we have seen, Siduri, keeper of a tavern at the 
farthest reaches of land, where the land meets the sea.  In the first eighteen lines the poet 
narrates her observations and her inner thoughts.  She sees his wild appearance and 
intuits his deep sorrow.  Thinking him a killer, she bars the door and goes up on the roof. 

Gilgamesh threatens to smash the door, but Siduri asks him to tell his story.  Once again, 
in exactly the same words, Gilgamesh explains the reasons for his sorrow and his 
intention to find Utnapishtim.  As with the others, Siduri discourages him, since there has 
been no passage across the sea since olden times; only Shamash makes the perilous 
journey.  And the Waters of Death are before him. 

She does, though, give him the advice his needs to continue the journey.  He will need the 
help of Urshanabi, the boatman, and the mysterious Stone Things he uses to make the 
crossing. 

Siduri the Brewer1811 
Tablet 10 opens with Gilgamesh at the “lip of the sea” where dwells Siduri, “the Brewer” 
(sābītu).  Andrew George, who refers to her as Shiduri, a “wise old goddess,”  prefers to 
call her a “tavern-keeper.”1812  Like many Mesopotamian terms, sābītu is difficult to 
translate into modern English.  She owns a tavern that includes a brothel, usually, but it 
is difficult for us to see the ritual and sexual connection with dispensing wisdom, which 
she does in the text.1813  The house she keeps is often sacred, usually related to Ishtar and 
the “sacred marriage” between Ishtar and her lover Dumuzi. Prostitution, over which 
Ishtar ruled, was practiced there.  And Siduri’s name is sometimes—though not here—
written with the divine determinative (dingir).1814   

Before Siduri, Gilgamesh had already been discouraged by others, possibly by 
Shamash.1815  After Siduri, Gilgamesh meets with Urshanabi the Boatman and then 
Utnapishtim.1816  Siduri sees him coming and bars the door against him, worrying that he 
looks like a killer (muna’iru).1817  He repeats his lament to her as to the others, and asks 
for directions to Utnapishtim.  At first she discourages him. 

“Gilgamesh, there has never been a crossing, 
and no one from the beginning of days has been able to cross the sea. 
None but Shamash the Hero crosses the sea;  
apart from Shamash the Hero, no one crosses. 
Painful is the crossing, troublesome the way, 
And midstream the surface of the Waters of Death is impassible.” (10.79-84) 
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Then, suddenly, like Circe in The Odyssey (X.503-40), who provides Odysseus with 
advice on crossing the river of death to consult with the prophet,1818 Siduri provides  
Gilgamesh with a secret that will allow him to cross the Waters of Death. 

“Even if you, Gilgamesh, cross the sea, 
when you arrive at the Waters of Death, what would you do? 
There, Gilgamesh, is a certain Urshanabi, Boatman to Utnapishtim. 
The Things of Stone are with him.   
In the heart of the grove he picks clean a young cedar. 
Show yourself to him. 
If it is possible, cross with him.  If it is not possible, come back”  (10.87-91)1819 

While the references are still rather obscure, it is clear that Siduri enables Gilgamesh to 
complete the journey.   

The secret lore she gives him is often disappointing to modern scholars, who know that 
an earlier (Old Babylonian) version of the Gilgamesh stories has her give very different 
advice.1820  Instead of chasing after immortality, Gilgamesh should enjoy ordinary life: a 
full belly; dancing and playing; fresh garments; clean living; and the child he holds on his 
knee—and the spouse who delights in him. That very practical advice is an important 
dimension to ancient “wisdom.”  The late version, Gilgamesh, however, seems rather to 
focus on a different sort of “wisdom,” secrets of the gods and special bits of information 
for solving apparently insoluble problems. 

The preference for the advice Siduri gives Gilgamesh in the Old Babylonian version rather 
than the advice she gives in Gilgamesh Tablet 10 persists even in light of the care the later 
version swerves from the older advice.  Stephen Bertman provides an eloquent argument 
for that persistent view.  In his conclusion to a collection of essays on the healing power 
of ancient literature, “A Timeless Journey,” Bertman includes his own translation of the 
Old Babylonian advice as the keynote to the wisdom of the Gilgamesh epic itself. “Though 
the hero Gilgamesh cannot save his best friend’s life, he can nevertheless follow a goddess’ 
advice to  

“Eat and drink your fill…, and celebrate day and night. 
Make every day a festival; day and night dance and play. 
Let your clothes be sparkling fresh; rinse your hair and bathe. 
Mind the little one that holds your hand, and let your wife enjoy your embrace. 
For this is the proper business of man.”1821 

Bertman’s observation comes, significantly, between his views on the Homeric world-
view found in the Odyssey and its reflection in the biblical Ecclesiastes (9:7-10).  He finds 
in Siduri’s advice “a sentiment that that the author of Ecclesiastes shares.”   

While such advice was set aside by the author of Gilgamesh centuries after it had been 
written, Bertman is certainly not alone in seeing the older advice as central to the 
Gilgamesh legend.  Bertman’s argument turns on a recognition, by way of the Greeks, that 
“life was not custom-made to serve our egoistic needs.”  “However much we might want 
this or that to be true, the universe has its own agenda and isn’t interested in our petty 
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opinions or wishes.  The only thing we can do in confronting that fact is to live, live fully 
with all of our heart and all of our might within the constraints that life imposes.” 

This is surely wise advice, though it does not explain why Gilgamesh moves away from it. 

A Later Version 
An Elamite version of Gilgamesh’s quest has Siduri (or Shiduri), clearly a divine being, as 
the object of the hero’s search.  He asks her to make it possible for him to give birth!  Of 
course he is told that his request is impossible, but he is persuaded that life offers other 
things for him especially.1822  While the kind of wisdom Siduri dispenses differs from 
version to version, it is evident in the Standard Version of Gilgamesh that Siduri is but 
one of several important figures along the path.  The central place she has in other 
versions gives way to Utnapishtim.  

The Elamite story, from the 1st millennium BCE, may well reflect the earliest Gilgamesh 
story, “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” in having Gilgamesh journey to one wise 
figure, a healer.  Tzvi Abusch and others have suggested that Siduri was the original object 
of Gilgamesh’s search, then Utnapishtim was introduced (without the Flood story) and 
finally the Flood story was included.1823  Utnapishtim’s wife may actually preserve the 
earliest motif, since the wise one in “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” offers the 
hero a plant that is apparently gained and then lost, such as is found in Tablet 11. 

We can see in Utnapishtim’s wife and Siduri a process that involves both splitting and 
displacement.  Utnapishtim’s wife is a vestige of that different, earlier divine figure, surely 
a goddess who holds the key to life and is approached for her transformative powers 
(much like Enlil in the flood story).  In all versions of Gilgamesh’s quest, he is given not 
the “life” he seeks, but some compensation.  In “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgameh,” 
the compensation appears to be leadership of the community—he is anointed with “first-
quality oil”--rather than “a life of long days.”  In “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” 
her hero carries off an “herb-pot of life.” In a meadow the pot is set aside on the banks of 
a river—and presumably lost, as the plant in the Standard Version is lost.   In that text it 
is not clear who is offering the “herb-pot of life” (úgur-zi) (and the “tree”—or bush [gish-
ti]—of life); it is one who is a “wise physician” (a-su-géshtu).1824 

Instead of the central life dispensing, “wisdom”-dispensing goddess, the Standard 
Version gives us Utnapishtim.  His wisdom consists of the “secret” of the gods that is the 
scandal during which the most powerful of the gods, Enlil, and the mother goddess 
(significantly identified with Ishtar), learn through experience.  The god Ea with the 
assistance of his mortal follower, Utnapishtim, foils the plan of the other gods.  
Utnapishtim tells the story directly to Gilgamesh in the manner of a good storyteller, 
prompting the listener to pay close attention to the wisdom the story contains.   

Utnapishtim’s story of the flood takes up almost two hundred lines of Tablet 11.  The 
account of the flood shares so many details with the later biblical account that it is not 
surprising that this section of Gilgamesh created a sensation in the 1870s when George 
Smith found the tablets at Nineveh.  Some lines are so close to the Bible that they provide 
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the best parallel to biblical texts among the many cuneiform texts that have been 
discovered since then.  The very prominence of the flood story in Tablet 11 creates a 
problem for a unified reading of Gilgamesh.  It seems clear—and the recently recovered 
Early Dynastic Gilgamesh hymn confirms—that the early versions of Gilgamesh do not 
contain the flood story or the sage Utnapishtim.  The flood story itself is known from a 
fragmentary Sumerian text and several versions of Atrahasis, an Akkadian poem from 
the Old Babylonian period in which the flood is the last of three attempts by the gods to 
destroy humankind.  In each attempt Ea and his man, known by the epithet atra-hasīs, 
i.e., “exceedingly wise,” find a way to thwart the powerful Enlil.  In all versions of the story 
Enlil and Ea are finally reconciled.  One way of looking at the story is to see that the 
powerful Enlil ultimately learns from his mistakes—and rewards the sage with his special 
status.  Gilgamesh confirms what is nearly universal in Mesopotamian thought: that 
humans were created mortal; that some part of them will live on after death; but that such 
life in the underworld is difficult and tenuous at best—never a situation sought by 
humans.   

Thus the story Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh, even though it ends with the translation of 
Utnapishtim and his wife into a unique god-like status, offers Gilgamesh no hope for a 
similar transformation.  “In your case, now,” Utnapishtim asks, “who will assemble the 
gods for you so that the life you seek you may discover?” (11.197-98).  It is a rhetorical 
question, of course.  Utnapishtim follows it with the challenge mentioned above: see if 
you can remain awake for a week.  Gilgamesh immediately falls asleep for a week.  The 
episode will be taken up in detail in the next chapter. 

The Flood story is so well integrated with other pieces of narrative related to Utnapishtim 
and his wife, and the whole is so well integrated with the Standard Version as a whole that 
it is difficult to think of Gilgamesh without it.  Yet in displacing another, earlier version 
in which Gilgamesh travels a difficult course in search of life—even without a reference to 
Enkidu, by the way—the Standard Version retains certain vestiges of the other.  The wife 
of Utnapishtim is one such fragment of the powerful goddess who is eclipsed by 
Utnapishtim in this version.  Siduri, split off and displaced, is another trace of that other 
story. 

Between Siduri and Utnapishtim, who provide the beginning and ending of Tablet 10, is 
a third figure important to Gilgamesh’s quest.  The Boatman Urshanabi makes the trip 
back and forth daily to Utnapishtim, and he is the only one capable of making the journey 
(excepting The Sun God Shamash).  Siduri can only send Gilgamesh to Urshanabi and tell 
him of the Things of Stone; Urshanabi knows how to make the dangerous trip.  Gilgamesh, 
given Siduri’s advice, immediately ignores a key part of it, attacks and smashes the Stone 
Things and creates a great problem for himself.  Urshanabi will be necessary for 
Gilgamesh to continue—and he loses his right to make the trip after taking Gilgamesh to 
Utnapishtim. 

Tablet 10 is apparently organized as a large chiastic structure, with Siduri observing 
Gilgamesh at the beginning and Utnapishtim observing him at the end.  The center is 



Chapter Eight: The Search for Life  790 
  

dominated by a dialogue between Gilgamesh and the Boatman.  The exact center is 
missing, but it appears that the Boatman gives Gilgamesh the “signs” or marks of his 
destination in the part of the text that is missing. 

The end of Tablet 10 sets up Tablet 11.  The end of Tablet 9, as was suggested above, 
performs a similar function in setting up Tablet 10. 

The Esh-Dam or Ashtammu House 
The building where Siduri is found is itself worth a brief consideration.  Richard 
Henshaw’s study, “What Happened in the èš-dam/aštammu-House?,”1825 surveys this 
curious institution from Early Dynastic times through the Neo-Assyrian period.  The 
Sumerian èsh-dam (Akkadian ashtammu) was a sanctuary (èsh) of the dam or “spouse.”  
From the earliest period it is associated mainly with Inanna/Ishtar.  One list mentions 
seventeen èsh-dam of Ishtar.  And it is one of the sacred me given to Inanna by Enki in 
“Inanna and Enki.”   

While there are many references to the èsh-dam, because the institution mixes eroticism 
and holiness it is a difficult concept for us in the modern West to understand.  And it may 
have been degraded over the years.  It was certainly a place associated with sex and beer.  
The two figures who are most frequently found there are the harimtu and the sābītu.1826  
Just as Enkidu first curses the harimtu who civilized him and then blesses, that is, exalts 
her, many texts consider her a prostitute and her place, either in the street or in the èš-
dam dangerous.  Love songs of Inanna and Dumuzi sometimes place them there, and at 
times it is linked to the gipar. 

Finding the sābītu, a female brewer, in the ashtammu is not surprising, because it is as 
much a beer hall as a place of sexual encounters.  In Gilgamesh the wise Siduri looks out 
from what was likely an èsh-dam.  People drink and eat in the place, and certain festivals 
take place there as well.  It can be located outside the walls of the city and thus participate 
in the liminal status of such places as city gates, doors and other signs that mark the 
movement from one state to another.   

The association of beer-drinking and sexual activity is not difficult to understand, but the 
connection with “wisdom” and holiness, suggesting transformation and changes of 
destinies, is less easy for us to grasp.  Possibly the best illustration in literature outside 
Mesopotamia is again Circe in the Odyssey, who can turn men into swine, but who not 
only sleeps with Odysseus on his way home but provides him with the secret knowledge 
that enables him to return home.  

The Gaze of Siduri 
Already at the very end of Tablet 9, as we have seen, as Gilgamesh walks around the Grove 
of the Gods, he is being watched (9.196).  Immediately in Tablet 10 the watcher is 
identified as Siduri.  Sixteen lines are given over to a description of Siduri, the way she 
sees Gilgamesh, and her emotional response as he advances toward her, like a killer. 
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We have seen earlier Keith Dickson’s analysis of the different view of Enkidu in the 
wilderness. Dickson follows Gilgamesh on his travels and also notes a sorrow in the heart 
of Enkidu as he is transformed into a civilized being.  Dickson suggests that “the sorrow 
that results from the sight of otherness is a sorrow closely linked to self-consciousness 
and to awareness of death.”1827  It is with Siduri’s Gaze that the implications of his analysis 
become clear. 

Siduri sees a wild creature, “a man dressed like a lion,” whose animal skins contrast 
strikingly with the veils and hoods that give us a brief glimpse at what she looks like.1828  
She, as other do, notices Gilgamesh’s face, wasted by sorrow and exhausting travel.  
Dickson makes a most significant observation, that the one who used to see others is now 
the one who is observed by others.  A great “switch in focalization” has taken place.1829 
Where in the First Prologue, Gilgamesh is the one with vision, who was able to “see 
everything,” he is now seen from the outside, “the one who is radically and even 
repellently other, both alien and alienating.”  Like Enkidu had once been, Gilgamesh is a 
“savage.”  Gilgamesh “is clearly an interloper” in the world he has now entered, and he 
will soon fail the Sleep Test and lose the Plant of Rejuvenation.   

As in the case of the trapper, Dickson observes, Gilgamesh “has seen something that 
transfigures him into an emblem of grief, an icon or planned likeness, and also a 
cautionary sight for all others to see.”1830   His face is “a transparent medium to what lies 
beneath…and…a kind of mirror of the heart.”1831 Dickson concludes that as others now 
see him with a “penetrating gaze,” and he has become “the strange one stumbling into a 
land that can never really be his home.” 

Face to Face: Gilgamesh and Urshanabi, Gilgamesh and Utnapishtim 
Keith Dickson leaves Gilgamesh on shore with Siduri.  The quest of Gilgamesh has from 
the start has had the object of meeting Utnapishtim.  Siduri gives him an important piece 
of information to continue the journey.  While he proceeds in the wrong way, destroying 
the Things of Stone, Gilgamesh is made right again by the Boatman Urshanabi, and 
together they eventually meet with Utnapishtim himself.   

At each station in Tablet 10 Gilgamesh repeats his sad tale: the friend who died and the 
difficult path he has traveled to find Utnapishtim.  Siduri tells him his search is futile, but 
then gives him the advice he needs to continue the journey.  Although Gilgamesh repeats 
the story in virtually identical language, Urshanabi’s response differs from Siduri’s, and 
Utnapishtim’s differs from both of them.  Since Gilgamesh has on his own destroyed the 
Things of Stone, Utnapishtim hears the story and tells Gilgamesh that his own hands have 
prevented his crossing (10.156).  His advice comes at the center of the long tablet.1832  
Gilgamesh is told to cut three hundred punting poles for the crossing.  Gilgamesh 
complies and the two launch the boat, crewing it themselves.  Gilgamesh uses the punting 
poles to cross the Waters of Death.  When he uses up all the poles, he strips and holds is 
arms aloft to make a mast or yard-arm (10.183-83). 
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It is at this point that Utnapishtim sees the boat and thinks (speaking to himself) about 
the two in the boat.  He notices that the Things of Stone are broken, and the one who is 
approaching is no man of his.   

Several lines are very fragmentary, but when the text resumes Gilgamesh is retelling his 
story.  There is one exception.  Now that he has finally reached Utnapishtim Gilgamesh 
anticipates that the “Door of Sorrow” (recalling the images, perhaps, of the door Enkidu 
had crafted and later cursed) will be barred shut and sealed with tar and pitch (10.262-
63).  Then there will be dancing once again, and he will again be joyful and “carefree.”  
The lines complete the rhetorical pattern we have been tracing that opposes “sorrow” 
(nissatu) to “joy” (hadû).1833 

That, at least, is Gilgamesh’s hope. 

Gilgamesh Reaches Utnapishtim 
Finally he meets the famous Utnapishtim. Gilgamesh once again recounts his travels.     

 “I turned, wandering over all the lands.  

I crossed inaccessible mountains.  
I traveled over all seas.  
Real sleep has avoided me.  
I have worn myself out in sleeplessness; my flesh 
is filled with sorrow. 
What have I gained?  
I had not arrived at the house of the bar-owner  
when my clothing was used up.  
I killed bear, hyena, lion, the panther, the leopard, 
the stag and ibex—wild beasts 
and creeping things of the wild.  
I ate their flesh; covered myself with their skins. 
 
Now have the Door of Sorrow be closed behind me. 
Seal its door with tar and pitch. 
No longer have them stop their play  
For me, happy and carefree…” (10.251-65)  

 

Twice in this sad account Gilgamesh refers to his nissatu (10.256, 262).  First he repeats 
the sorrow in his flesh.  When he asks that the Door of Sorrow be sealed, he envisions a 
return to “play” (mēlulu), as we saw him in Uruk at the beginning of the story, and to the 
“joy” (hadû) that characterized him then.  (He would recover the “joy” of the Joy/Woe 
Man.) 

Utnapishtim is, like Gilgamesh, a liminal figure,1834 human but given a kind of 
immortality, who listened carefully to the crafty god Ea1835 at the time of the Flood.  Where 
Gilgamesh is part human, part divine, part human and part animal, male with female 
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features, Utnapishtim and his wife, who both figure prominently in Gilgamesh, survived 
the Flood and preserved the seed of all living things. Alone of humans they are granted 
life “like the gods.” To Gilgamesh's agonized question, “overwise” Utnapishtim offers this 
answer:  

Do we build a house forever?  
Do we make our nests for all time?  
Do brothers divide their inheritance forever?  
Does hostility last forever between enemies?  
Does the river rise ever higher, bringing on floods?  
The dragonfly, its face looks upon the face of the sun,  
then, suddenly, there is nothing. 
Those possessed and the dead, how like brothers they are!  
Do they not both draw the picture of death?  
No dead one has ever greeted a human in this world. (10.308-18)1836  

The last line is particularly striking.  It is unique in Mesopotamian literature and to some 
it suggests that the dead are not dwelling in a kind of half-life somewhere.  (Alternatively, 
the line could anticipate the very thing that seems to be denied here, when in Tablet 12 
the god Ea opens a “hole” for the spirit of Enkidu to pass from the underworld into the 
presence of Gilgamesh on earth.) 

There is no permanence.  The points seem obvious enough, but the whole episode in 
which Gilgamesh finally reaches Utnapishtim may be laced with irony.  Certainly we do 
build houses to last and plan inheritances to provide continuity between generations.  
There is considerable wordplay used by Utnapishtim, and it seems to develop even 
through the final lines of Tablet 10.   

The last four lines of the tablet have Utnapishtim claiming that the collection of gods, the 
Anunnaki, who are usually associated with the underworld, held an assembly and a figure 
with them, Mammitum, called “the maker of destiny,” established the cosmic pattern of 
Life and Death.  They established both Death and Life, but did not “make known” the “day 
of Death.”  (The verb, idû, is “to know,” but has the range of meaning that includes “to 
proclaim.) 

Packed into this episode is the now-familiar comparison and contrast between two kinds 
of knowing, by eye and by ear.  The line in which two persons, shallu ù mitum, are “like 
brothers” and together draw the likeness of Death, has usually been translated as “the 
sleeper” (as in Benjamin Foster’s rendering1837) and “the dead.”  Stephanie Dalley has a 
question mark after “the sleeping,”1838  Andrew George, though, reads the phrase, and 
thus the two lines very differently. 

 

“The abducted and the dead, how alike is their lot! 
But never was drawn the likeness of Death….” (ll. 316-17)1839 
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While most have read a form of the verb “to sleep” (shalālu) here, Simo Parpola and 
George read rather shalālu, “to carry off or plunder,” hence “abducted.”  One might 
propose, as I do here very tentatively, that it could be salālu, which means “clear out” 
something, including “clearing out” the body in demonic possession.  A sleeper does in 
some ways resemble as dead person, and “sleeping” or not sleeping is a persistent theme 
in Gilgamesh.  Gilgamesh is characterized as the one who cannot sleep, and in the next 
tablet, Utnapishtim will devise a test for Gilgamesh, challenging him to remain awake for 
a week.  (He promptly falls asleep and sleeps for a week.) 

There is a passage about the sleepless gods just before Utnapishtim’s eloquent claim that 
there is no permanence, and this passage (10.281-85) might well clarify the line about the 
dead and a sleeper, an abducted person, or one possessed.  Sadly, the passage is so 
fragmented that it is hard to see how it fits or what it means.  It is a night scene.  The moon 
travels, and the gods stay awake, remain wakeful, “unsleeping,” this from “olden times.” 
Why the gods remain awake during the night is not clear to me.  One might suggest that 
the gods protect persons while demons are active.   

There is another broken passage about temples of gods and goddesses who may lack 
provisions, but it, too, is difficult to follow.  Then comes the contrast between Gilgamesh 
and Enkidu.  While, from Utnapishtim’s perspective, Enkidu was “taken away to his fate,” 
Gilgamesh has exhausted himself in sorrow.   

The elaborate punning by Utnapishtim throughout this long address, even with the gaps 
in the text, takes off from Gilgamesh’s “Door of Sorrow” speech.   For the last time 
Gilgamesh recounts his exhausting journey, but the speech ends with the hope that 
meeting Utnapishtim will transform his woe to joy.  That is, of course, while 
Utnapishtim’s advice at this point is so devastating to Gilgamesh. 

Utnapishtim plays with a great variety of alliteration, mainly involving [l]s: s/sh/s-l-l, 
līlu (night), lalû (abundance), lillu (idiot), lillu (a demon), lilû (storm demon), lullû 
(primeval man), amēlūtu (humankind),  kulīlu (dragonfly), and others.  Between night 
scenes and descriptions of the dead, the speech is filled with darkness and dread.   

This may clarify a great crux in the passage.  Until recently, Utnapishtim was understood 
to refer to the birth of Gilgamesh, with his father a lillu, suggesting he was a storm demon 
(Sumerian líl, which generated the male and female night demon, the better known of 
which is the lilītu, Lilith).  The Sumerian “Birth of Gilgamesh” has such a líl menacing the 
infant Gilgamesh, for reasons that are not made explicit in the text.  Now the tendency is 
to see comparison between a lillu “idiot” in the Greek sense of one who has no language, 
and Gilgamesh.  Where the “idiot” (10.270, 272) has no sense because he lacks the “word” 
of counsel and is totally alone, Gilgamesh has been given much. 

Gilgamesh encounters three figures in Tablet 10.  While his energy is not diminished as 
he finally reaches his goal, we see him changing in three encounters.  The responses of 
Siduri, Urshanabi and Utnapishtim to the sudden appearance of Gilgamesh indicate the 
changes taking place.  With Siduri Gilgamesh is so wild that at first she sees only a killer.  
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But she is moved to help him in his quest.  He savagely attacks the Things of Stone, but 
when he meets Urshanabi, the Boatman shows no fear.  Gilgamesh has calmed down 
enough to follow Urshanabi’s instructions, and the two are able to make the crossing 
successfully.  With Utnapishtim, Gilgamesh is still filled with grief and sorrow, but he is 
able at least to express his hope for some relief.  Utnapishtim shows no fear in the hero’s 
approach and sees nothing of the savagery we had seen earlier. 

The advice given Gilgamesh by Utnapishtim should logically—according to the narrative 
logic of at least one earlier Gilgamesh poem—bring Gilgamesh to an end.  In “The Early 
Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” the protagonist eventually finds a “wise physician” who 
gives Gilgamesh a plant of life (gish ti), which he promptly loses.  The poem ends with 
something like the wisdom offered here by Utnapishtim: a special status, but not a long 
life.  But the Gilgamesh-poet goes beyond this.  Between the initial contact with 
Utnapishtim and receiving a special plant, Gilgamesh adds one thing after another, 
adding complexity upon complexity, until Gilgamesh returns home.  The laying on of 
brick-like narrative structures repeats the fronting of material in the first half of 
Gilgamesh. 

As often happens with these ancient texts, key phrases are missing at the point where the 
lillu is introduced.  Utnapishtim makes a point about the unique situation of Gilgamesh, 
that he combines the flesh of gods with his humanity.  A line follows with a reference to 
Gilgamesh’s father and mother, the line that gave rise to the theory that his father was a 
líl-demon.  (His human father, Lugalbanda, mentioned three times in Gilgamesh, in 
Tablets 1, 4 and 6, appears to have been deified.)  Scholars are divided about the reference 
here.  Stephanie Dalley1840 and Andrew George,1841 for example, see the gods acting to 
fashion Gilgamesh like his mother and father.  Benjamin Foster, on the other hand, 
suggests that the gods themselves have acted like mother and father to Gilgamesh (82).  
All three see this passage leading into a comparison between Gilgamesh and the lillu, who 
they consider a “fool.” 

The contrasts involve Gilgamesh given ghee where the lillu gets only the dregs of beer; 
good quality flour instead of bran and grist; a fine garment vs. the rags the lillu wears; an 
old rope rather than a sash.  The one item that needs no comparison is the throne 
Gilgamesh is given in an Assembly.  It is not clear who has given Gilgamesh the throne 
(the gods?  elders of the city?). But the throne must signify the special status Gilgamesh 
has been given.   

The passage turns to the plight of the lillu.  He has no advisors and lacks counsel (milku).  
Literally he hears no “word” (amatu) of counsel.  Whoever or whatever the lillu is, he is 
impoverished—the way those in the underworld are often described—and more 
importantly, alone.  He can hear nothing and, in the context of the night scene, perhaps 
can see nothing either.   

It is at this point that the text breaks down.  When the signs are clear again, Utnapishtim 
is comparing Gilgamesh’s desperate, solitary and sorrowful journey with someone, 
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undoubtedly Enkidu, taken away to his fate (shimtu).  By his ceaseless toil, Gilgamesh is 
pushing himself to the end of his days. 

Utnapishtim sees humanity as “snapped off like a reed in a canebrake” (in George’s 
translation).   There is an important qualification.  Death (even?) takes away the beautiful 
young man and the beautiful young woman.  The verb is missing in this double line.  
George reads a verb that means Death “abducts” them. 

Enkidu was, of course, young when death seized him, and Gilgamesh is still young, 
apparently.  If Utnapishtim is combining the tragedy of an early death with the special 
status Gilgamesh has been given (and Enkidu was given through his friendship with 
Gilgamesh), then this passage points to the Hero’s Dilemma.   

One needs to see and hear clearly.  The motif of the eye and ear, with an emphasis on the 
ability to hear wise words, is actually introduced in Tablet 10 at the very beginning, and 
is reinforced when Utnapishtim is first seen.  Tablet 10 begins and ends with two 
characters renowned for their “wisdom.”  Siduri, as we have noticed, is first seen by the 
reader, and so is Utnapishtim.  They are placed in the unusual situation of seeing 
Gilgamesh before Gilgamesh sees them.  And they are both marked by an interiority that 
is quite unusual in this poem.   

They see something and think.  Each wise person, Siduri and Utnapishtim, talk to their 
“selves.”  Siduri talks to herself (amata [izzakar]), speaking a word and taking counsel 
with her self (itti ramanishma shī [imtallik]) (10.11-12).  When the narrative later in the 
tablet cuts to Utnapishtim, he, too, watches Gilgamesh from afar, and talks to himself, 
speaking a word, and taking counsel in his mind (10.184-85).  Gilgamesh at first either 
fails to take in their “wise” words or refuses the implications that he should stop looking 
for an answer to his existential dilemma. 

For Utnapishtim, no one sees the face of Death and no one hears the voice of Death 
(10.304-305).  The long tablet of more than 320 lines ends with the same emphasis.  
Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh that the Annunaki gods and the maker of fate, Mammitum, 
establish both Life and Death, but they do not disclose (ul uddū) the day of Death. 

There is no permanence. Then, to bring Gilgamesh to the simple but profound truth, to 
“seek life” (she’i napshâti) (11.25), Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh the story of the Flood. 
The Flood story of Tablet 11 is strikingly similar to the biblical Flood story. Yet its values 
are very different. “Wisdom” is the key, not the piety of a Noah.1842  

Tablets 10, 11 (and possibly 12) are marked by innovations.  The twists and turns of the 
narrative become increasingly unexpected.  The poet adds episodes like bricks that 
gradually expand the structure through successive facings to the edifice (as had happened 
in the first half of Gilgamesh, where episodes were successively added to the front of the 
building).  Tablets 11 and 12 have long posed questions about the architectonics of 
Gilgamesh.  It remains to be demonstrated that the innovations form an aesthetic whole. 
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Mirror Neurons and Empathy 
The Gilgamesh poet describes the inner life of Siduri and Utnapishtim as talking to 
oneself.  It is safe to say that even the most astute of the Mesopotamian āshipus had little 
knowledge of neuron firings.  The scientist who has been called the Marco Polo of 
neuroscience, V. S. Ramachandran, has used mirrors to alleviate phantom-limb pain in 
persons who have had limbs amputated.  He thinks he may have found a connection 
between the unconscious movements of the vocal chords people have when they think to 
themselves and empathy.  Ramachandran has even dubbed the neurological mechanisms, 
mirror neurons, “Ghandi neurons,” because they are “dissolving the barrier between you 
and me.”1843  As a colleague was investigating schizophrenia, where sufferers often report 
that they are hearing voices, Ramachandran suspected that there might be damage to the 
mechanism in that vocal chords that normally sends a message to the brain that the voice 
is merely a thought.  No one is actually speaking it. 

Mirror neurons fire “both when an animal acts and when the animal observes the same 
action performed by another animal” (especially when the other animal is of the same 
species).1844  It has been difficult to study mirror neurons in humans, but they have been 
observed in primates.  Ramachandran was not the first to suspect that the mirror neuron 
system is active in empathy.  When Rhesus macaques, for example, observe an 
experimenter grasp an apple and bring it to his mouth or grasp an object and set it in a 
certain place, mirror neurons “fired vigorously.”1845  Certain brain regions are active when 
humans experience emotions such as happiness, disgust, and pain when they see other 
persons experiencing emotion.  Possibly the mechanism is similar to the macaques 
observing the apple, but the connections remain speculative.   

The proximity of areas homologous to the macaques’ mirror neuron system to Broca’s 
area of the brain, which has been studied extensively for its connection with language, has 
led to the hypothesis that “human language evolved from a gesture 
performance/understanding system implemented in mirror neurons.”1846 

When Erasmus was observed not speaking to himself while he was reading, the observer 
thought the great man was mad.  We have since trained ourselves to read without visibly 
betraying the enhanced vocalization we may use, a practice based on our thinking to 
ourselves.  Anecdotes about people reading in the ancient world suggest Erasmus would 
have appeared odd in those early times as well as in the Early Modern Period.  

Ramachandran let his interviewer, John Colapinto, in on his most ambitious hypothesis: 
that mirror neurons play a role in consciousness itself, the mystery that has perplexed 
philosophers and scientists for centuries.  He told Colapinto that he and his colleagues 
are developing a theory that is nothing less than an “allocentric” view of the world.  The 
theory holds “that the mirror-neuron system is used for modeling someone else’s 
behavior, putting yourself in another person’s shoes, looking at the world from another 
person’s point of view.  This is called an allocentric view of the world, as opposed to he 
egocentric view.  So I made the suggestion that at some point in evolution this system 
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turned back and allowed you to create an allocentric view of yourself.  This is, I claim, the 
dawn of self-awareness.”1847 

Siduri, Utnapishtim and the Gilgamesh poet would likely have agreed. 

In “The Roots of Empathy,” Daniel Goleman points out that psychologist E. B. Titchener 
began the modern use of “empathy” in its technical sense (then called motor mimicry) in 
the 1920s.1848  From its introduction into English, empatheia, a “feeling into,” had been 
used in aesthetics, where it meant the “ability to perceive the subjective experience of 
another person.”1849  (Titchener's einfühlung became the anglicized “empathy.”)  
Aesthetic theory regarding empathy developed late in the 19th century, especially in the 
analysis of aesthetic objects by Theodor Lipps and Wilhelm Worringer in German and 
“Vernon Lee” (Violet Paget) in English.1850  Goleman prefers “attunement,” which as we 
have seen earlier, begins very early in infancy, when one infant becomes upset hearing 
another infant's crying.  And Goleman claims that “Making love is perhaps the closest 
approximation in adult life to the intimate attunement between infant and 
mother....Lovemaking is, at its best, an act of mutual empathy; at its worst it lacks any 
such emotional mutuality.”1851  For our purposes, as the ethical dimension of the 
Gilgamesh stories become increasingly prominent, Goleman's claim that altruism has its 
roots in empathy is important.  He traces the progression of empathy in childhood, and 
sees empathy behind many aspects of moral judgment and action, including what John 
Stuart Mill called “empathic anger,” a “guardian of justice.”1852  He contrasts the well-
attuned life to the morals of a sociopath, that is a life without empathy. 
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Chapter Nine  

A Darker Wisdom 

The Opening of Tablet 11 
At the heart of Tablet 11 is the Flood story, but the tablet does not open with the Flood, 
and the tablet ends—many think Gilgamesh itself should end with Tablet 11—with a series 
of short, unexpected pieces that eventually take Gilgamesh back home to Uruk. 

The opening is very brief, only seven lines, but it contains a number of interesting 
features.  It is as if Gilgamesh were seeing Utnapishtim for the first time, although, as we 
have seen, he has had a long conversation with him at the end of Tablet 10.  I rather prefer 
to think that Gilgamesh can see Utnapishtim in a way he could not see him earlier.  In 
some ways the Door of Sorrow has closed, and Gilgamesh is not the frantic figure who 
smashed the Things of Stone.  He expected a different answer to the great questions of 
“life” than Utnapishtim gave him, but his grief and anger have given way, temporarily, to 
another emotional state. 

Gilgamesh tells Utnapishtim that he looks at him now and his “form” (minītu) is no 
different from Gilgamesh’s.  The word has a range of meanings, from the shape and size 
of a body to an indication of “normal” proportions of time, objects and the like.  Gilgamesh 
is larger than others, and he seems to have expected that Utnapishtim would be even 
larger.  Instead of attacking Utnapishtim, he tells the sage that he had fully intended 
fighting him. Benjamin R. Foster translates the lines, “Yet your heart is drained of battle 
spirit,/ You lie flat on your back, your arm [idle]” (10.4-5).  How could such a man stand 
up in the Assembly of the Gods?  How could such a man have found eternal life? 

Utnapishtim answers with a story, a “secret of the gods.”  The fighting man gives way to 
one who must listen carefully to a story.   

The reader of Gilgamesh is never quite sure about the measure of time and space.  The 
whole story could cover a few weeks, but time is extended to fit heroic if not mythic 
duration, and space, too, is extended.  It is not clear how long the “double hours” are when 
Gilgamesh walks in darkness or how far Utnapishtim’s dwelling is from the lip of the sea.  
The Flood may have been thought to have occurred not long before kings like Gilgamesh 
appeared on the scene, but the story of the Flood takes the reader—and Gilgamesh—back 
to archaic times.  At any rate, Utnapishtim as a storyteller challenges Gilgamesh to listen 
closely to a story that carries a darker wisdom than we have seen earlier in Gilgamesh.  
His is a story of deceptive practices and ambiguous speech. 

Utnapishtim is the guide to his master, the lord of the abyss, Ea. 

The extraordinary proliferation of Flood stories and commentaries on Flood stories from 
the ancient world to the present shows an interest in some motifs more than others, and 
they will be treated below.  Before that, though, it is worth emphasizing that having the 
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story told by a human—rather than told from the usual absolute perspective, rather like 
the Voice of God—is a very striking innovation in Gilgamesh.  Having a kind of 
participant-observer tell the story gives it great force and provides a major clue to the 
puzzle commentators on Gilgamesh have often struggled with: the Flood does not appear 
in earlier versions of the Gilgamesh stories.  How does it fit this version—if at all? 

A brief survey of the reception of the Flood story over time will, I hope, clarify this 
important question.   

Having Utnapishtim tell the story provides a tight focus on his experience.  In Gilgamesh 
it is not an old myth but an insider’s view.  There is no explanation for the Flood, such as 
one finds in the much-expanded version in the Old Babylonian Atrahasis.  Utnapishtim 
knows what he knows of the gods from his contact with Enki/Ea.  He tells Gilgamesh what 
he has learned from the crafty god and from his own experience.  And he emphasizes the 
way the very humanlike deities learn from their experience.   

The literary fiction of having one character tell another character a story suggests that 
Gilgamesh is supposed to learn something from the story.  The Gilgamesh poet could have 
had the Flood story told by Siduri the Brewer, Utnapishtim or another “wise” figure.  
Ironically, Utnapishtim will have to learn something from his wife, the other great 
character developed by the Gilgamesh poet.  By analogy, the Gilgamesh poet is telling the 
story of Gilgamesh to an audience, presumably testing the reader’s ability to unpack 
mysteries. 

The sequence of episodes in Tablet 11 is interesting.  After the Flood itself, The Sleep Test, 
the cleansing of Gilgamesh and the banishing of Urshanabi, the Wife’s suggestion, the 
Plant of Rejuvenation and the Return to Uruk are clear but very terse, reduced to 
essentials.  Even the Flood is a much-reduced version of the earlier, Old Babylonian 
version. 

Where the earlier episodes in Gilgamesh are allowed to developed to the point where 
explanations are given or at least clear from context, the second half of the poem is filled 
with strange figures, exotic locations, and stories whose point has to be puzzled out—
altogether darker, tragic, and mysterious. 

While the early adventures of Gilgamesh and Enkidu—the fights with Humbaba and The 
Bull of Heaven—were popular in ancient Mesopotamia, Gilgamesh’s quest for “life” and 
the story of the Flood would turn out to be far more influential in different times and on 
different societies than the earlier tales.  And Utnapishtim’s wife will turn out to be the 
most surprising development in later retellings of the episodes in Tablet 11. 

Floods and The Flood 
Archaeologists have found evidence of a major flood in the Uruk region in the early 2nd 
millennium BCE.  The time of the flood roughly corresponds to a social and economic 
crisis in the Sumerian south.  Nippur and the entire south with it rose up against the king 
of Babylon, Samsuliluna.  The uprising of 1741-1739 BCE was put down by force, and it 
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led to the abandonment of at least part of all major cities in the area.  After a decline, 
which in Uruk may have owed as much to the flood as to the protest against the northern 
king, the area once again grew and prospered. 

Elizabeth Carter discovered evidence for a sequence that ended with the flood.  In both 
the Uruk region and in the northeast (Diyala) region, plague was followed by two periods 
of drought, and then the flood.1853 Carter interprets the Old Babylonian story of the great 
Flood, Atrahasis, in light of the archaeological evidence, since a similar sequence of 
plague, drought and flood is found in that important work.  She associates the ending of 
Atrahasis to the problem that would probably have been most pronounced in Uruk, 
overpopulation of the cities, a problem identified by Anne Draffkorn Kilmer.1854  Further, 
Elizabeth C. Stone discovered some four hundred and fifty legal contracts from the period 
that reflected the devastation that followed the uprising against Samsuiluna.  Nippur was 
not reoccupied for at least three centuries.  The walls of Uruk and Ur were destroyed.  
Stone noted that the power of temples were on the wane.1855 

The age of powerful kings had reached a point when Uruk lost its independence forever.  
From this point on foreign elements would dominate the city, either from within the city 
or—in the case of Babylonians, Assyrians, Persians, Greeks and Parthians—from remote 
sites. 

While there is no evidence in Mesopotamia of a Flood so catastrophic that it overwhelmed 
the whole world, conditions in the south during the Old Babylonian period prepared the 
ground for that most popular of ancient stories, the Flood.  In spite of the great care the 
cities of the floodplain had taken to protect at least the public buildings from such an 
event, the dreaded Flood—or something like it—must have occurred, and it stirred the 
imagination of storytellers like nothing else in the ancient world. 

The Flood in Gilgamesh 
When George Smith—the Englishman who found the most important Gilgamesh tablets 
in the ancient Assyrian city of Nineveh—came across the lines that described the great 
Flood, a witness reported that Smith was so excited that he started pulling off his clothes.  
In the hallowed British Museum, of all places.  And Smith subsequently published his 
translation of Gilgamesh with a title that tells us what made the ancient story a sensation 
in his time: The Chaldean Account of Genesis (1875).1856  By “Chaldean” Smith meant 
Mesopotamia generally, at least the southern part from Babylon down to the Arabian (or 
Persian) Gulf.  The reference to “Genesis” would have been even clearer to his readers in 
the 1870s than it is today, the first book of the Bible, which, of course, contains the biblical 
story of the Flood (Genesis 6-9).  Smith devoted six chapters of The Chaldean Account of 
Genesis to the story of Gilgamesh.  But he saw, or thought he saw, from the Flood story in 
Gilgamesh that the heroic tale was itself only a part of a large literature in Mesopotamia 
that described Creation, the Tower of Babel, the destruction of Sodom and the times of 
the Patriarchs.   
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Biblical scholars have pointed out the many parallels between stories in Genesis from 
Creation through the Flood.  Most translations of the Bible today designate these stories 
of the earliest days of the universe and of humankind as a Primal History, since as a group 
the stories deal with humanity as a whole, in contrast to what follows, the history of the 
Chosen People that begins with the patriarch, Abraham.  Many of the parallels between 
Mesopotamian literature and biblical history were not yet known in Smith’s time, but he 
knew that he had found in the Gilgamesh Flood the single most riveting episode that 
would astonish the Western world. 

Certain details of the Flood in Gilgamesh (as well as the larger shape of the story) still 
today provide the closest parallel between Mesopotamian literature and the Bible.   

 Here is a sample.   

And the LORD saw that the evil of the human creature was great on the earth and 
that every scheme of his heart’s devising was only perpetually evil.  And the 
LORD regretted having made the human on earth and was grieved to the heart.  
And the LORD said, “I will wipe out the human race I created from the face of the 
earth, from human to cattle to crawling thing to the fowl of the heavens, for I 
regret that I have made them.”  But Noah found favor in the eyes of the LORD.  
This is the lineage of Noah—Noah was a righteous man, he was blameless in his 
time, Noah walked with God—and Noah begot three sons, Shem, Ham and 
Japheth.  And the earth was corrupt before God and the earth was filled with 
outrage.  And God saw the earth and, look, it was corrupt, for all flesh had 
corrupted its ways on the earth.  And God said to Noah, “The end of all flesh is 
come before me, for the earth is filled with outrage by them, and I am now about 
to destroy them, with the earth.  Make yourself an ark of cypress wood, with cells 
you shall make the ark, and caulk it inside and out with pitch.  This is how you 
shall make it: three hundred cubits, the ark’s length; fifty cubits, its width; thirty 
cubits, its height.  Make a skylight in the ark, within a cubit of the top you shall 
finish it, and put an entrance in the ark on one side.  With lower and middle and 
upper decks you shall make it.  As for me, I am about to bring the Flood, water 
upon the earth, to destroy all flesh that has within it the breath of life from under 
the heavens, everything on the earth shall perish.  And I will set up my covenant 
with you, and you shall enter the ark, you and your sons and your wife and the 
wives of your sons, with you.  And from all that lives, from all flesh, two of each 
thing you shall bring to the ark to keep alive with you, male and female they shall 
be.  From the fowl of each kind and from the cattle of each kind and from all that 
crawls on the earth of each kind, two of each thing shall come to you to be kept 
alive.  As for you, take you from every food that is eaten and store it by you, to 
serve for you and for them as food.”  And this Noah did; as all that God 
commanded him, so he did.   (Genesis 6:5-22) 

If this translation, by Robert Alter,1857 differs from the King James Version of the 17th 
century or from the many 20th century translations, it is that Alter attempted to capture 
the rhythms and style of the original Hebrew.  (The frequent use of “and” at the beginning 
of a clause is the most obvious feature.) 
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Ea Reveals a Secret 
Compare the biblical text with Gilgamesh. 

Twice in Tablet 11 Utnapishtim offers Gilgamesh a “secret” (nisirtu) of the gods (11.9 and 
280).  Twice before we have read about Gilgamesh’s “secrets,” the only other times this 
special term appears in Gilgamesh (Tablet 1.7 and 26).1858  We read about them earlier in 
the First Prologue.  Upon his return, Gilgamesh is said to have seen what was secret and 
discovered what had been hidden.  A few lines later we the readers of Gilgamesh are 
advised to open the box containing the story of Gilgamesh’s difficult travails.  The First 
Prologue, of course, anticipates this scene in Tablet 11, for the secrets Gilgamesh learn are 
related to the Flood.   

An important part of the secret disclosed by Utnapishtim in this passage is that it involves 
a secret Ea had revealed to him.  Without letting Utnapishtim in on a matter Ea had sworn 
to secrecy, humankind would never have survived the Flood.  The high gods were coerced 
by their “counselor, warrior Enlil” into accepting what we find out later was Enlil’s plan.  
Gilgamesh does not provide a clear reason why the gods “stirred their hearts” to bring 
about the Flood.  The task for Ea is to craftily avoid breaking the oath while at the same 
time he reveals the secret to Utnapishtim.  We will see that his deception here also 
requires Ea to provide a deceptive cover story that will enable Utnapishtim to persuade 
the very community that will be destroyed to help him build the great boat. 

The clever Ea reveals the secret not by telling Utnapishtim directly but by repeating the 
words of the gods to a fence made of reeds and a wall made of bricks.  Utnapishtim hears 
the words, then, through a medium; and the instructions Ea gives to build a boat are 
themselves rather ambiguous.  Later Ea will exploit the ambiguity in language to have 
Utnapishtim con his people.  In both instances a truth is told, but darkly. 

The Mandaeans, an ethnic group with a religion that has prompted a modern scholar to 
call them “the last Gnostics,” derives much of their lore from traditions of southern 
Mesopotamia, their ancestral home.  The manda of their name may refer to the secret 
knowledge (gnosis) they claim to possess; or it may refer to a structure built within a reed 
fence like Gilgamesh describes.  It is the most sacred place of the Mandaeans, and the 
little building is surrounded by a reed fence.1859  Water from a river or canal—“living 
water” is directed through the compound near the building.  Here and elsewhere Ea is the 
god of waters, and the Mandaeans, whose religion is centered in the purification practices 
involving waters, may be carrying on a very ancient tradition.  The Mandaeans themselves 
believe they follow the most famous of Christian water rituals, baptism, and they honor 
John the Baptizer above all others, including Jesus. 

[Fig. 52: See “Illustrations,” “The Manda and Enclosure,” after Lupieri]  

Utnapishtim says to him, to Gilgamesh, 
“I will uncover for you, Gilgamesh, a hidden thing; 
I’ll let you in on a secret of the gods. 
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In Shurippak—you know the city— 
Set on the banks of the Euphrates— 
A city ancient and close to the gods, 
The great gods stirred their hearts to make the Flood. 
Father Anu swore an oath, 
Their counselor, warrior Enlil, 
Their throne-bearer Ninurta, 
Their sheriff, Ennugi, 
And the great god Ea swore it with them as well. 
 
Their words he repeats to a reed fence: 
‘Reed fence, reed fence! Wall of brick, wall of brick! 
Listen to this, reed fence!  Wall, pay attention! 
You man of Shurippak, son of Ubara-tutu, 
Tear down the house.  Build a boat! 
Abandon riches.  Seek life. 
Scorn possessions.  Hold onto life. 
Load the seed of every living thing into your boat. 
 
‘The boat you will build, 
let her measure be measured: 
Make her breadth and length the same. 
Cover it with a roof the way the Apsû is covered.’”    (11.8-31) 

There are far more parallels between the two texts than these brief excerpts show.  Each 
text provides different details, but the larger shape of the story is remarkably similar.  For 
some reason (clear in the Bible, not so clear in Gilgamesh) the gods decide to destroy all 
“life,” that is, humans and animals that contain the breath of life.  (The Bible emphasizes 
the blood, which was thought to carry life in it.)  A single human is given the secret plan 
and is able to save a remnant of humanity and animal life.  The Bible emphasizes the sons 
of Noah, while Gilgamesh emphasizes the man’s wife.  The Noah-figure builds a boat 
according to specific details. The floodwaters rise, destroying all life outside the boat, and 
then recede.  Birds are sent out to detect dry land.  The boat holds fast on a mountain.  
The Noah-figure makes an offering.  Humans survive.   

While many readers who believe that the Bible is the word of God are nervous about 
parallels between the biblical text, especially when, like Gilgamesh, the non-biblical text 
is considerably older than the Bible, even the opening of the two accounts reveal 
important differences. 

Most obvious is the conception of divine beings.  We think that as the Bible was being 
formed there developed a greater and greater emphasis on monotheism: that is, that God 
is one; references even in the Bible to other “gods” must be reinterpreted to mean angels 
or other supernatural beings.  There is no divine rival to God. 

Note, though, that two different words are used for God in the biblical passage: “Lord,” 
usually printed in capital letters, and “God” (sometimes “G-d” but not “god”).    For years 
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biblical scholars have been debating the meaning of these (and some other) names for the 
deity.  Some even find remnants of a very old polytheism that was largely removed from 
the Bible over time.  Or that different names reveal different attributes or aspects of the 
deity.  More usually, scholars see in the different names the way the biblical texts were 
stitched together over as many as five centuries.  With the different names of the deity 
comes different terminology.  Other scholars think that that the differences are merely 
stylistic variations, a common feature of Semitic writing (including the Akkadian 
Gilgamesh, as we shall see).   

However the differences are explained, all biblical scholars agree that the two most 
common names preserve some significant difference in meaning.  “LORD” is a most 
curious translation.  It actually covers the Hebrew word “Adonai,” a common term for 
“lord” or “master.”  (You may recall that the Greeks and Romans knew of a Semitic god 
Adonis, actually mentioned in the biblical Book of Ezekiel.)  What is surprising is that the 
Hebrew text does not read “Adonai.”  The consonants in the text, YHWH, yield “Yahweh.”  
When the Hebrew text came to be “pointed,” with vowels marked above and below the 
consonants, the vowels were those of Adonai.  (The reading “Jehovah” comes from a 
combination of the consonants YHWH and the vowels of Adonai.)  What this unusual way 
of reading the text points out is that YHWH was considered the most sacred name of God.  
For many even articulating the word approached blasphemy.  Hence a substitute word 
was articulated to avoid using the term “Yahweh.” 

The point for most biblical scholars is that there may be two names for God in the passage, 
but they do not point to two gods.  There is no dialogue going on between two divine 
beings.  In sharp contrast, Gilgamesh, as usual, reflects a polytheistic worldview.  While 
Sumero-Akkadian society knew thousands of gods, only the highest gods usually show up 
in literature.  Here we have the gods Anu, Enlil, Ninurta, Ennugi, and Ea.  Of these, only 
Enlil and Ea are really important to the story.  Quite unlike the biblical Flood story, the 
Flood in Gilgamesh reveals a conflict at the very heart of the cosmos: the conflict between 
Enlil and Ea. 

The conflict in this story is one found in other Mesopotamian literature, especially in other 
versions of the Flood.  In all cases Enlil brings upon the Flood and Ea (or Enki, his 
Sumerian name) is the one who saves humankind.  The premier example is the Akkadian 
story, Atrahasis, where the Flood is the third attempt by Enlil to destroy human life.  The 
first two attempts, using famine and plague, fail when Ea finds a clever way to subvert 
Enlil’s plans.  The reason given for the three attempts to destroy humanity is the “noise” 
the humans make.  Possibly this is a metaphor for chaos or rebellion.  Probably it refers 
to the rapid build up of population in cities, especially in places like Uruk.  Famine, plague, 
and flood were perennial threats to cities in Mesopotamia, not to the people living outside 
the cities.  Watch for the way the Flood stories end.  Atrahasis ends with humanity saved 
from complete destruction but then saddled with restrictions on the ability to produce 
children: barren women, women who choose for religious reasons not to have children, 
and demons who snatch infants from their mothers.  Gilgamesh, as we shall see, ends 
with a somewhat different way to curb population growth: nature itself.  The lion, the 
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wolf, famine and plague are preferable to the destruction of humanity itself.  (We might 
note that the phrase atra-hasīs, which in Akkadian means something like “excessively 
wise” or “overly clever” is used of Utnapishtim in Gilgamesh.  In both Gilgamesh and 
Atrahasis the name or epithet refers to the Noah-figure.  Where in the biblical text Noah 
is renowned for his piety and obedience to God, in Mesopotamian literature the Noah-
figure is known for his service to the god Ea, the god always seen as the wisest and craftiest 
of the gods.) 

From the start, then, the biblical Flood and the Gilgamesh Flood diverge.  In the Bible it 
is the tendency of human to devise evil.  Only Noah is found righteous.  Since he will need 
a wife and sons (and their wives) to repopulate the world, Noah’s family is saved as well.  
The wife, note, virtually disappears from the biblical story.  The emphasis is, as elsewhere 
in the Hebrew Bible, is the patriarchal and patrilineal order of society.  The sons are 
named; the women remain anonymous.  The men act; the women are largely background 
figures.  We will see that Gilgamesh moves in a different direction. 

The reason for the Flood in Gilgamesh is not given.  A tendency in Mesopotamian 
literature is to plunge into action and explain the reasons later, usually at the end of the 
story.  See if in your reading of Gilgamesh the reason for the Flood is ever made clear. 

The opening of the story simply presents as fact that the great gods, including Ea, swear 
an oath to bring about the Flood.  Ea immediately acts to subvert the decision.  We might 
note in passing that gods mentioned in the decision form a sort of hierarchy.  Even though 
“warrior” Enlil was considered the most powerful of the gods (and one who in 
Mesopotamian mythology often rages out of control), the first god in the list if “father” 
Anu, the eldest of the gods (and the god whose earthly home is Uruk).  If Enlil is a god 
rather like Greek Zeus and Roman Jupiter, Anu is a rather passive figure, much like the 
fathers of Zeus and Jupiter.  For most of Uruk’s long history Anu is mentioned with honor 
along with Inanna/Ishtar, thought usually to be his daughter; but until quite late in Uruk’s 
history there was very little practical concern for Anu.  Even in the 4th millennium BCE, 
when Uruk was at its height, we know a great deal about the offerings given to the great 
goddess but nothing of offerings to An/Anu. 

Besides the powerful Enlil, who has bullied the gods into bringing about the Flood, two 
other gods are mentioned, Ninurta and Ennugi.  The epithets they bear in this passage 
indicate that they are powerful figures in the employ of the great Enlil. 

The monotheistic character of the biblical Flood narrative raises an obvious issue, which 
may be theological, but is at least narratological.  If only God is involved, he speaks at first 
only to himself; regrets his decision to create humans; at the height of the Flood 
“remembers” Noah; and, as we shall see, appears to accept the very premise that had led 
to the Flood in the first place.  If “the devisings of the human heart are evil” from the start, 
the Flood has not changed that.  God’s decision not to destroy humanity ever again with 
a Flood is narrated as if God has himself learned something in the process.  For 
theologians who assume a Greco-Roman view of God as all-knowing and all-powerful, 
this narrative may pose a number of philosophical questions.  If we see, though, that 
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earlier parallels in Mesopotamian literature see the Flood as caused by the irrational rage 
of Enlil—and that Enlil learns something important in the process—the theological 
questions may be resolved by the need to tell a story where God has neither rival nor 
anyone else to hear his deliberations. 

We should mention an important addition to the Flood story in Gilgamesh.  The divine 
figure who “remembers” humanity in Mesopotamian literature is, as in this version, the 
Mother Goddess.  When the great gods become terrified with the extent of the damage—
they have, after all, destroyed, literally, their meal ticket, for Mesopotamian thought is 
pretty consistent in seeing humanity as created in the first place to work, mainly to 
maintain the gods so that the gods may live a life of leisure—it is the Mother who repents 
her complicity in the Flood.  We will see that she challenges Enlil at the end of the story.  
What is surprising—even shocking—about the Gilgamesh version is the identification of 
the Mother Goddess with Ishtar.  The move reemphasizes Ishtar’s (and Uruk’s) 
importance to the story.  It is, though, unprecedented: for all of her many attributes, 
Ishtar is nowhere else a Mother Goddess.  

The biblical Flood story is told in a relatively straightforward way, with the one God 
speaking to the pious Noah and telling him the reason for destroying life on earth—even 
pointing out that at the end of the Flood God will make a covenant with the humans who 
have survived.  Because the storyline is straightforward, there is no conflict among the 
gods and no problem with the optimistic ending of the story.  There is only a lingering 
question about that storytelling device of anthropomorphism.  Depicting God as if the 
divine were like humans, thinking, seeing, regretting, grieving, remembering, even 
walking with the righteous Noah could raise the question: if God had known every aspect 
of human history before it occurred, why would God have allowed something to happen 
which brought Him grief?  The Western tradition will later wrestle with this question 
under the larger question, why is there evil in the world?  But even those who raise such 
a question rarely consider what the story could be pointing out: that even God can learn 
from experience. 

The storytelling technique in Gilgamesh does indeed raise that question.  No sooner have 
the high gods sworn an oath to bring about the Flood (for reasons never explained), but 
they begin to quarrel among themselves.  The story turns on the clever god Ea and his 
clever assistant, Utnapishtim.  How can humanity be saved without Ea  simply breaking 
his oath?  Ea’s solution has its subtleties, and as we shall see, Ea wins out in the end and 
the powerful Enlil is finally persuaded that what he had done was wrong.  In learning from 
the experience Enlil blesses Utnapishtim and his wife, translating them into something 
like the life of the gods.  He does not announce a covenant with surviving humanity. 

Ea’s first move is to inform Utnapishtim of the coming Flood.  If he had done this directly, 
he would have violated his oath.  So he speaks to the reed fence, knowing that Utnapishtim 
would hear him and will be clever enough to figure out what to do.  At this point Ea does 
not reveal directly that the Flood is coming.  He uses indirection, including what looks 
like large ethical precepts to allow Utnapishtim to understand him.  His advice includes 
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proverbs that may or may not have been traditional wise sayings in Mesopotamia.  They 
follow a formula approaching paradox: tear down what is most valuable (the house), and 
use the materials to leave (build a boat); prefer “life” to riches and possessions.  (Ea will 
tell Utnapishtim to take the possessions with him anyway.) 

Students of Akkadian have long recognized that one of Ea’s speeches to Utnapishtim is 
particularly crafty in the use of metaphors to conceal the truth without actually lying 
about the Flood.  The passage deals with an issue that is never raised in the Bible.  
Although most children’s versions of the story depict an old man (and usually his sons) 
struggling to build a massive wooden boat, the Bible says nothing about the actual work 
involved.  Noah is instructed in what he is to do; the next verse has the LORD telling Noah 
to enter the boat.  In Gilgamesh Utnapishtim recognizes a problem.  What is he to tell the 
people about the boat?  Ea gives him a solution so clever that the unsuspecting people are 
even co-opted into building the boat for Utnapishtim.  When the work is completed, 
Utnapishtim even throws a party for workmen, a feast like the greatest of annual festivals, 
the New Year’s Festival.    Then the narrative turns to depict the terrible destructiveness 
of the Flood, which, of course, destroys all the workmen. 

How are the people co-opted?  Here is Ea’s solution to Utnapishtim’s dilemma. 

Ea’s Advice to Utnapishtim 

Ea shaped his mouth, saying, 
Saying to me, his slave, 
“You—you may say this to them: 
‘Enlil hates me—me! 
I cannot live in your city 
Or set my feet on Enlil’s ground. 
I will go down to the Apsû, to live with Ea, my bēlu. 
He will rain down on you plenty! 
An abundance of birds, the rarest fish. 
The land will have its fill of harvest riches. 
At dawn, bread 
He will pour down on you—showers of wheat.’” (11.36-47)1860 

Even in translation the audience can enjoy the bitter ironies in this speech.  Utnapishtim 
is to twist the simple message that Enlil, lord of the earth, will make the land invisible.  
The storm will tumble bird and fish together.  (Bird and fish symbolize the water air above 
and the water below the earth.)  The people will indeed find “abundance,” but it will not 
be what they will be expecting.  The last lines of the speech complicate what on the surface 
seems very straightforward.  Ea, as lord of the waters—rather like the Greek god Poseidon 
(and Roman Neptune)—will indeed provide the waters of the Flood.  He dwells in the 
abyss thought to be below the earth’s surface.  (Our English “abyss” is one of the few 
loanwords that can be traced to Akkadian apsû—and even earlier to Sumerian abzu.)  The 
Flood will bring the world to chaos, a pretty good approximation of the abyss that will 
happen when the cosmic waters break through the barriers that normally hold them in 
place. 
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To Utnapishtim’s fellow citizens this would be good news.  He designs the boat, assists 
the others in the building of it—presented in some detail—and stows away oil, silver, gold, 
all living creatures, and all his “kith and kin.”  The people rejoice in their good fortune. 

Gilgamesh on the Boat 
The construction the ark or boat is described in more detailed in Gilgamesh than in other 
extant versions, including the Old Babylonian account in Atrahasis, which may be older 
but is very close in its handling of the construction of the ark. 

We are more interested here in the details that will be picked up in later traditions, but 
here are the essential lines.  Ea tells Utnapishtim to build a boat whose length and breadth 
will be the same, and it should be covered with a roof “the way the Apsû is covered” (11.30-
31).  The Apsû, as we have seen before, is the watery dwelling of Ea himself. 

Ea provides Utnapishtim with the clever speech to gull the people into building the boat, 
as in Atrahasis.  Broken lines point to the carpenter, the reed-worker, the child and even 
the pauper helping out.  They build the boat to Utnapishtim’s instructions and then, as in 
Atrahasis, the community enjoys a great festival like the New Year’s feast itself.  When 
the storm begins, however, there is no equivalent of the poignant message in Atrahasis 
where the sage feels terrible for the destruction he knows will soon occur.   

According to Gilgamesh 11, the hull of the boat was to be an acre in area.  Ten rods were 
the height of the sides and the sides of her roof.  There were six decks, divided into seven.  
The interior was divided into nine compartments.  Bilge plugs, punting-poles, and the 
tackle are prepared.  Pitch, tar, and oil are used, and “two myriad” of oil stowed away on 
board.  One can only guess how such a boat would act in a flood. 

There are apparently two glancing references to the “door” that will feature in so much 
commentary later.  When the weather looks foreboding, Utnapishtim enters the boat and 
has his “hatch” (babu, “gate” or doorway, rather than daltu, “door”) sealed by the 
boatman, a certain Puzur-Enlil, who is given Utnapishtim’s palace and its riches for his 
troubles (11.93-95).  Does this mean that, ironically, he too shall be destroyed along with 
the palace?   

Later, when the storm has calmed down, Utnapishtim opens a “vent” (nappashu, 11.135).  
Sunlight falls upon his cheek and he kneels, weeping.  (An alternative translation has fresh 
air touching the side of his nose.)  The “vent” is not the same as the gate earlier.  It is an 
air vent or small window. 

It is possible that Utnapishtim’s markedly emotional response to what he sees, with all 
the people “turned to clay” and the flood plain “flat like the roof of the house,” he now 
responds as Atrahasis had him responding when the storm had just begun.   

Certainly the Akkadian versions of the flood emphasize the terrible loss of life.  Gilgamesh 
gives even less reason for the flood than Atrahasis, where the “noise” of the rising 
population of humankind led the high god, Enlil, to demand the destruction of humanity.  
In Gilgamesh Enlil’s decision is strikingly capricious and unreasonable.  There is little in 
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the careful description of the boat and the flood that would lend itself to the allegorical 
readings later generations would find in the story. 

Destruction 
The destruction that follows is described vividly.  Andrew George has analyzed the poetic 
devices used in identifying the gods who actually carry out Enlil’s orders (11.101-106).  A 
god whose role it is to take care of the irrigation system upon which the floodplain 
depended, Errakal, is seen “uprooting” moorings.1861  One of the gods is Ninurta, often 
identified as a son of Enlil and whose most prominent characteristic is as a fierce warrior.  
The Anunnaki gods were a group that came to be identified with the lower world, 
including the underworld.1862  Adad is a major Storm God.  Before the storm hits, Errakal, 
Ninurta and the Annunaki gods are forcing water from below to flood the earth and 
torching the ground.  Then as Adad passes by there is stillness—then darkness.  George 
provides the stages taken in transliterating and translating the lines and marks the careful 
use of pauses and stresses in the lines.  He notes the sequence of consonants r-k-l in the 
first line of the passage and the “heavy alliteration of the consonant m in ll. 104 and 106, 
a device which evokes the thunder rumbling on the horizon and also heightens the tension 
like a slow drum-roll.”1863  As in other places in Gilgamesh the poet employs chiasm in l. 
102: verb, noun; noun, verb.1864 

The gods themselves weep at the destruction.  At the height of the devastation, at the 
midpoint of the story, Gilgamesh presents a rather different scene than we find in the 
biblical account.  Where in the Bible, at the midpoint, God “remembers” Noah and all the 
animals in the boat (Genesis 8:1).  In Gilgamesh a goddess cries out “like a woman giving 
birth.”  It is Ishtar.  The next line identifies the goddess as bēlet ili, Lady of the Gods, the 
Great Mother.  (Again, note, only in this text is Ishtar identified with the Mother.) 

The great gods are “curled up like dogs” in their fear when Ishtar speaks up. 

The Great Goddess Repents 

The gods themselves were terrified by the Flood: 
They shrank back, fled upward to the heaven of Anu. 
Curled up like dogs, the gods lay in the open. 
 
Ishtar cried out like a woman giving birth, 
the sweet-voiced bēltu of the gods cried out, 
 
‘The old days are turned to clay 
since I spoke evil in the Assembly of the Gods. 
How could I speak evil in the Assembly of the Gods? 
And declare war for the destruction of my people? 
I myself gave birth to my people! 
Now like the children of fish they fill the sea!’ 
 
Even the Anunnaki wept with her; 
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The gods, wet with sorrow, were weeping, 
Their lips parched and feverish.”    (11.113-26) 

The hurricane continues for “six days and seven nights.”  On the seventh day the Flood 
ends.  Utnapishtim kneels and weeps when the weather grows calm.  The boat runs 
aground on the mountain nisir (now read Nimush).  Utnapishtim sends out a dove, but 
then it returns to the boat.  He sends out a swallow, and that, too, returns.  Finally he 
sends out a raven, and the raven does not return. 

Clearly the larger shape of the story and many of the details are shared by both Gilgamesh 
and the Bible.  But as soon as the parallels are noted, the differences in emphasis are made 
evident.  This comparative method provides even more pronounced differences when the 
conclusions are placed together.   

In both cases, after the boat has survived the Flood and the Noah-figure has sent out birds 
to determine if the floodwaters have receded, the Noah-figures disembark and provide 
sacrifices to the divine beings.   

And Noah went out, his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives with him.  Every 
beast, every crawling thing, and every fowl, everything that stirs on the earth, by 
families, came out of the ark.  And Noah built an altar to the LORD and he took 
from every clean cattle and every clean fowl and offered burnt offerings on the 
altar.  And the LORD smelled the fragrant odor and the LORD said in His heart, 
“I will not again damn the soil on humankind’s score.  For the devisings of the 
human heart are evil from youth.  And I will not again strike down all living 
things as I did.  As long as the days of the earth— 
 

seedtime and harvest 
and cold and heat 

and summer and winter 
and day and night 
shall not cease.” 

And God blessed Noah and his sons and He said to them, “Be fruitful and 
multiply and fill the earth.  And the dread and fear of you shall be upon all the 
beasts of the field and all the fowl of the heavens, in all that crawls on the ground 
and in all the fish of the sea.  In your hand they are given.  All stirring things that 
are alive, yours shall be for food, like the green plants, I have given all to you.  But 
flesh with its lifeblood still in it you shall not eat.  And just so, your lifeblood I will 
requite, from every beast I will requite it, and from humankind, from every man’s 
brother, I will requite human life. 

He who sheds human blood 
by humans his blood shall be shed, 

for in the image of God 
He made humankind. 

as for you, be fruitful and multiply, 
swarm through the earth, and hold sway over it.” 

(Genesis 8:18-9:7)1865 
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God then establishes a covenant with Noah and his descendents—all of humanity—and 
sets up a bow, the rainbow, in the heavens as a sign of the covenant and a reminder to 
him of the covenant and that he will never again destroy the earth with water. 

The conclusion to the biblical account of the Flood is so packed with new principles that 
societies exist even today that follow the ethical norms given to all humanity after the 
Flood.  (Note that biblical text assumes, as the Sumerians did, that humans were 
vegetarians before they became carnivores.)  The revival today of the Noahide Laws (the 
“Seven Laws of Noah” discussed in the Talmud) that are considered binding on all 
humankind, may be related to the very condensed principles Ea articulates in Gilgamesh 
(and in Atrahasis).1866  

It is, of course, this renewal of the earth, the covenant-treaty with humanity, and the 
happy injunction to be fruitful and multiply (again) that makes the story so sunny and 
appropriate, especially, for children.  The violent destruction of humans and animals is 
downplayed, where in the Gilgamesh the slaughter is so terrible that even the gods are 
frightened.  The major change created by the Flood is in the education of the high god 
who demanded the destruction of humanity. 

Here Utnapishtim leaves the boat and offers sacrifice.  Already there is a difference.  In 
Gilgamesh the offering consists not of meat but only of vegetation, mainly aromatic plants 
and seeds.  In the Bible, the sacrifice is of animals, clean animals only of course, as in the 
later Temple sacrifices; but the emphasis on the shedding of blood is tied to important 
commandment that the taking of human and animal life must be requited—and the new 
principle that animals may now be killed for food. 

The Great Goddess Remembers 
 Again Utnapishtim is speaking to Gilgamesh. 

“I sent out an offering to the four winds, 
set up an incense offering at the top of the ziqqurat. 
Seven and seven cult-vessels I set up. 
Beneath them I poured reeds, cedar and myrtle. 
The gods smelled the sweet fragrance— 
the gods smelled the sweet fragrance— 
and the gods gathered like flies over the bēlu of sacrifices. 
 
From afar the bēltu of the gods came down. 
She lifted up the flies of lapis lazuli Anu had made for their courtship: 
‘Gods, let me never forget this, by the power of the lapis on my neck. 
Make me remember these days and never forget. 
Gods, come near the incense— 
but do not let Enlil near the incense, 
for without thinking it through he brought on the Flood, 
and numbered my people for slaughter.’ 
 
As soon as Enlil arrived 
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he spotted the boat.  Enlil was furious. 
He was filled with rage at the gods, the Igigi. 
‘Has the breath of life escaped?  No human was meant to live through the 
devastation!’ 
 
Ninurta shaped his mouth to speak, saying to warrior Enlil: 
‘Who but Ea could do such a thing? 
Only Ea knows how to do everything.’”    (11.156-79) 

At the Heart of the Flood 
George Smith’s discovery of a Flood story in Gilgamesh was an instant sensation not only 
in England but wherever biblical stories counted.  The Prime Minister himself, William 
Gladstone, attended the lecture when Smith announced his find.  Smith’s major study of 
Akkadian literature bears the title, The Chaldean Account of Genesis.  Since one passage 
from Tablet 11 has been called the closest parallel of any Mesopotamian text to the Hebrew 
Bible, the Flood has generated countless studies since the 1870s.   

It is generally agreed that the Flood was not part of the collection of Gilgamesh tales made 
in the Old Babylonian period, i.e., the early part of the 2nd millennium BCE.  The Old 
Babylonian stories certainly had Gilgamesh searching for “life” after the death of Enkidu, 
but if Gilgamesh was trying to reach Siduri or Utnapishtim, it appears that the Flood was 
not a part of the story then.  It is one of the most striking additions to Gilgamesh, and it 
has given rise to much speculation about how it fits into the larger narrative. 

Besides the inevitable comparison with the Flood story in Genesis, the account in 
Gilgamesh looks back to the Old Babylonian Atrahasis, where the Flood takes up the third 
of a three tablet story of conflict between the gods and humans—and more importantly, a 
conflict among the high gods themselves.  There are some similarities between Gilgamesh 
and a Sumerian version that is only partly reconstructed, and between Gilgamesh and the 
Greek summary of the story by Berossus.  Berossus and The Sumerian Flood Story are 
closer to each other than either is to Gilgamesh. 

Comparing Flood Accounts 
 

Language  Supposed Author & Title Noah-Figure Date 

 

Sumerian 

 

 

The Sumerian Flood 
Story  

 

 

Ziusudra 

 

ca. 1600 BCE 

 

Akkadian 

 

Nur-Aya, Atrahasis  

 

Atrahasis 

 

1702-1682 BCE 
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Akkadian 

 

 

Sîn-leqi-unninnī, 
Gilgamesh 

 

Utnapishtim 

 

ca. 1157-1026 BCE 

 

Greek 

 

 

Berossus, Babyloniaca 

 

Xisouthros 

 

278 BCE 

 

--after Russell E. Gmirkin, 
Berossus and Genesis, Manetho and Exodus 1867 

Our interest in Berossus is prompted by significant contrasts between his Babylon-
centered story and Gilgamesh, which, though it does not mention Uruk, is set in the 
Sumerian south.  Berossus sees the northern cities of Sippar and Babylon as the key 
elements in the story.  The collective knowledge of humankind is hidden away in Sippar 
before the Flood, and dug up after the Flood, when it is transferred to Babylon.  Quite 
unlike the Old Babylonian Atrahasis, which is known mainly from a text probably 
composed in Sippar and is identified as having been composed during the reign of a 
Babylonian king, Berossus’s account is very much a product of northern Mesopotamia. 

Comparison of the Noah-figures in Mesopotamian accounts of the Flood reveals a 
contrast between traditions in which the Noah-figure is a king and traditions in which he 
is a priest.  In his survey of Flood stories and king lists, James R. Davila concludes that 
the earliest king lists do not include the Noah-figure as king of Shuruppak.  Even the 
proverb collection, “Instructions of Shuruppak,” does not mention the name.  The name 
appears only in king lists after the Flood narrative had become widely disseminated.1868 

Rather than as king of Shuruppak, the Noah-figure appears in early texts as a “priest.” He 
is identified as a gudu or a gudapsû.  (The latter title includes the underwater home of 
Enki, the abzu or apsû.)  The gudu was “anointed” and a very high ranking official of the 
temple, though his exact duties are not known.1869  He may also have been an ensi or 
shā’ilu, a dream interpreter.1870  The dream interpreter frequently appears in lists with 
the diviner (bārû) and the āshipu.  He is a purifier as well as a dream interpreter.  The 
secret Enki provides is sometimes considered a dream, and sometimes not a dream.  
However the secret is transmitted to Utnapishtim, Gilgamesh presents him as a loyal 
servant of his god, a role appropriate to a temple officiant.  His role in Gilgamesh is much 
like his counterpart in the older Atrahasis, where he is clearly a priest and not a king.  
Davila leaves open the possibility that Utnapishtim, though he is not called a king in 
Gilgamesh and kingship is not mentioned in the narrative, may nonetheless have been 
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perceived as a king,1871 since the city is mentioned and his father, Ubara-Tutu, is named—
suggesting the dynastic principle we have seen in king lists. 

The Flood in Atrahasis has many points in common with Gilgamesh, but it the Flood is 
only part of a work that may be seen as beginning with Creation and ending with the 
Flood, and the creation of humankind is very important to that story.  One of the 
structural elements that ties Atrahasis to Gilgamesh and both to the Bible is an episode 
that constitutes the center of the narrative. 

The long tradition of retelling the Flood story and commenting on the different versions 
is taken up in the Excursus below, “On Interpreting Gilgamesh.” 

Genesis and Gilgamesh 
Gary A. Rendsurg has shown that, if the story of the Flood in Genesis is considered a 
unified, coherent narrative, it parallels the narrative in Gilgamesh point by point and in 
the same order.1872  In challenging the widespread notion that the Genesis narrative was 
stitched together by combining two sources, the Yahwist (J) and the Priestly (P) sources, 
Rendsburg largely follows Gordon Wenham’s analysis of the story.1873 

Rendsburg identifies nine features shared by the Bible and the account in Gilgamesh that 
influenced the biblical story: material, dimensions, decks and population of the ark; the 
Flood itself; the mountaintop landing, sending out of birds, setting free the animals and 
sacrifices.1874  Of these the sequence in which the animals are freed before the sacrifice is 
performed is the most puzzling.  Genesis 8:15-19 has Noah sending all the people and all 
the animals out of the ark—then sacrificing clean animals and clean birds (8:20).  One 
might have though the selection of animals to be sacrificed would be made before the 
animals had been dispersed. 

In Gilgamesh the same sequence appears, but it does not lead to the same questions 
because, after three different birds are sent out of the ark, and one did not return, 
Utnapishtim claims that he “sent them out to the four winds” (11:155-56),1875 without 
specifying who “they” are.  (The four winds may not merely suggest that birds had been 
released; the reference could be to all the inhabitants of the ark dispersing across the 
earth.)  The problem of clean animals and birds does not appear in Gilgamesh because, 
in sharp contrast to Noah’s sacrifice of animals, Utnapishtim sacrifices only plants that 
give off fragrant scents (reeds, cedar, and myrtle).  The gods are attracted to the scent. 

The biblical account, then, reflects Israelite sacrificial rites, even though the story then 
creates a problem.  On the other hand, Rendsburg noticed that the Mesopotamian 
emphasis on the gods savoring the fragrant sacrifice is retained in the biblical account, 
where Yahweh “smelled the appeasing fragrance” and said to himself that he could never 
again curse the earth because of humanity, “because his heart contrives evil from his 
infancy” (8:21).  The polytheism of Mesopotamian thought is transformed in a 
monotheistic retelling of the story.  But Rendsburg points out that the anthropomorphism 
of God’s smelling the fragrance is found only here in the Bible.1876  While following the 
Gilgamesh account of the Flood point by point, in matters where it counts most—the 
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“morality factor” absent in Gilgamesh,1877 the covenant established, and the dry land that 
is mentioned in the biblical account—the Bible diverges from the older source.1878 

Reading the biblical Flood narrative as a coherent, unified whole, then, reveals even more 
clearly than the division of the text into Yahwist and later Priestly versions the strong 
influence of Gilgamesh on the Bible. 

Identifying the Center 
A great scholarly effort has been made to distinguish different narrative sources of the 
Torah and to date the sources to establish the composition history of at least the first five 
books of the Bible.  The Flood story has been a particularly difficult narrative to 
distinguish the older “Yahwist” source from a later “Priestly” source.  An excellent analysis 
has been proposed by Norman C. Habel.1879  With its roots in the late 17th Century CE and 
developed in the 19th and 20th centuries, the Documentary Hypothesis traces, among 
other things, the different names for God in the Pentateuch.1880  The Flood story is, in this 
approach, considered a composite text that is difficult to separate.  Habel finds a 
significantly different vocabulary used in the early “Yahwist Account” (where the 
tetragrammaton YHWH is employed) and the later “Priestly Account” where the plural 
Elohim, “God”) is employed.  Here is an example from Habel’s analysis. 

Two Speeches from Genesis: The Flood 

From The Yahwist Account: Genesis 6:7 

And YHWH (the LORD) said, I will blot out (machcah) from the earth (adamah) 
the men (adam) that I created (bara) 
w y’mr yhwh ‘mchh ‘t—h-‘dm ‘shr—br’ty m-cl pny h-‘dmh 
 
man and beast, the creeping things, and the birds of the sky; 
m-‘dm cd--bhmh cd--rms cd—cwph h-shmym 
 
for I am sorry (naham) that I made them.” 
by nchmty by csyhm 

From The Priestly Account: Genesis 6:13-14 

Then God (Elohim) said to Noah, “I have decided to put and end to all flesh 
(basar),  
w y’mr ‘lhym l-nh qç kl-bsr b’l-pny  
 
for the earth (ereç) is filled with lawlessness (chamas) because of them.   
ky—ml’h h-‘rç chms m-pnyhm 
 
So I am about to destroy (shachath) both them and the earth.  
w-hnny mashchythm ‘th—h-‘rç  
 
Make yourself an ark (teban) of gopher wood (gphr);  
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csh lk tbn cç gphr 
 
make it an ark with compartments, and cover (kaphar) it inside and out with 
pitch (kopher). 
qnym tcsh ‘t h-tabh w kphrt th mbyt w mt wç b-kphr1881 

Rhetorical Criticism: Chiasmus 
A very different approach, Rhetorical Criticism, taken by Gordon Wenham, challenges the 
Documentary Hypothesis and sees instead a unified narrative.   Wenham sees a chiastic 
structure in the biblical Flood story.1882 Schematically, it looks like this. 

The Shape of the Flood Story in Genesis 6-9 
A Noah (6:10a) 

B     Shem, Ham, and Japheth (10b) 

C Ark to be built (14-16) 

D      Flood Announced (17) 

E  Covenant with Noah (18-20) 

F       Food in the Ark (21) 

G   Command to enter ark (7:1-3) 

H        7 days waiting for the flood (4-5) 

I    7 days waiting for the flood (7-10) 

J         Entry to ark (11-15) 

K     Yahweh shuts Noah in (16) 

L          40 days flood (17a) 

M      Waters increase (17b-18) 

N           Mountains covered (19-20) 

O       150 days waters prevail (21-24) 

P           GOD REMEMBERS NOAH (8:1) 

O’       150 days waters abate (3) 

N’           Mountain tops visible (4-5) 

M’      Waters abate (5) 

L’          40 days (end of) (6a) 

K’     Noah opens window of ark (6b) 
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J’         Raven and dove leave ark (7-9) 

I’    7 days waiting for waters to subside (10-11) 

H’        7 days waiting for waters to subside (12-13) 

G’   Command to leave ark (15-17 [22]) 

F’       Food outside ark (9:1-4) 

E’  Covenant with all flesh (8-10) 

D’      No flood in future (11-17) 

C’ Ark (18a) 

B’     Shem, Ham, and Japheth (18b) 

A’ Noah (19) 
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A similar chiastic pattern obtains in Gilgamesh.  Note the centrality of “God Remembers 
Noah” in Genesis and “The Great Goddess Repents” in Gilgamesh. 

The Shape of the Flood Story in Gilgamesh Tablet 11 
A  Location of Utnapishtim and Wife (Shuruppak) (11.11-13) 

B     Gods, especially Enlil, decide to send the Deluge (14-18) 

C        Ea speaks to the reed fence (19-22) 

D        Ea’s turru (23-27) 

E       Build a Boat (28-31) 

F           Utnapishtim responds to Ea (32-35) 

G        Ea’s advice to Utnapishtim (36-47) 

H       Preparing the Boat, Festival, Entering (48-88) 

I            The Flood begins, destruction (89-112) 

J       The gods respond to the destruction (113-15) 

K          THE GREAT GODDESS REPENTS (116-23) 

J'      The gods respond to the destruction (124-28) 

I’           The Flood ends, Utnapishtim’s response (129-45) 

H       Preparing to Leave the Boat (146-55) 

G’         Utnapishtim’s offerings to the gods (156-62) 

F'          The Great Goddess responds to Enlil (163-70) 

E’      Enlil sees the Boat (171-79) 

D’       Ea’s turru (180-94) 

C’       Ea admits disclosing the vision (195-97) 

B’    Enlil blesses Utnapishtim and Wife (“like us gods”) (198-203) 

A’ Location after the Flood (source of rivers) (204-05) 
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Note that, like many oral compositions, the story moves toward the maximum force of the 
Flood, reaches a central point, and then moves in the opposite way, with each element in 
the decline of the Flood matched by its growing intensity.  For our purposes, the center, 
according to Wenham, is the statement that in the midst of the Flood God remembers 
Noah.   

If we focus on Atrahasis, we see a similar movement toward a center.  Tablet III highly 
emphasizes the destructive force of the Flood.  The destruction is so intense that the gods 
themselves are filled with terror and retreat to the highest heaven.  Deprived of their food 
and drink—the very reason humans were created, to work so that the gods do not have to 
work, the primary work being the production of food for the gods—the gods come to suffer 
along with the dying humanity.  The Great Goddess of Atrahasis, the “midwife” of the 
gods and the chief Mother Goddess, Nintu (also called Mami), grieves for her lost 
“children.”  Atrahasis had previously told of her role in creating humankind.  After many 
years the “noise” of humanity had irritated Enlil (or Ellil).  The “noise” has been 
interpreted by Anne Daffkorn Kilmer as overpopulation.1883  While this may seem strange 
at first, consider that in the Sumerian south of Mesopotamia the more the cities grew, the 
more vulnerable they became to the ancient scourges of city life: plague, feminine and 
Flood.  Most of Atrahasis indeed points to a cause of these killers: Enlil, upset by the 
“noise,” bullies the other gods in the Assembly to agreeing that humanity must be 
destroyed entirely.  Only Enki/Ea holds out and finds crafty schemes to keep a remnant 
of humanity alive.  In these efforts he is aided by the human who listens to him.  The only 
human to survive the flood is known by his epithet, atra-hasīs, the overly-wise one. 

When disease and famine do not finish off humans, the last attempt ordered by Enlil is 
the Flood, and it creates a particularly difficult problem for Enki to solve.  He had 
subverted the will of Enlil in the earlier attempts, but Enlil demands that Enki swear an 
oath to support the Assembly.  We will see how this works itself out in Gilgamesh.  The 
same device—trickery, deception—is used in Atrahasis.  The conflict between Enki and 
Enlil is runs through all attempts by Enlil to destroy humankind.  In Atrahasis the conflict 
is ultimately resolved, as it is in Gilgamesh.  (Many of the myths of Enki involve conflicts 
with gods and goddesses, and the conflict is usually resolved by the clever Enki, who then 
offers a reconciliation between the contestants.) 

The center of both Gilgamesh and Atrahasis is, though, something else.  Nintu is so upset 
that she had been complicit in the destruction of her “children” that her speech is really 
the turning point of the narrative.  In a sense she, like Yahweh, “remembers.”  For her, 
though, it is the terrible loss of life that makes her inconsolable.  And she challenges Enlil 
for initiating the process. 

Many have noticed the theological difficulties with the biblical Flood, nearly all of them 
flowing from the monotheism of the Bible versus the polytheistic character of 
Mesopotamian religion.  There is no place in the Bible for a Mother Goddess.  Indeed, 
there is no place for a conflict between Yahweh and any other god, so the story has to 
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incorporate an anthropomorphic deity who forget and remembers, in an interior 
monologue, that allowing humanity to survive the Flood is part of the plan. 

Nintu’s speech moves the other gods.  When Enki enables one man to survive, she again 
moves in a challenge to Enlil.  The situation gives rise to another eloquent speech by the 
goddess.  (She denounces Anu as well as Enlil, a point that will later be dropped in 
Gilgamesh.) 

Ea’s Response to Enlil 
Ea takes responsibility for his deceptive actions.  His challenge to Enlil incorporates the 
final wisdom of the Flood story.  Rather unlike the rather sunny promises that bring the 
biblical Flood story to an end, Ea places demands on the gods, especially Enlil, to deal 
justly with humans, even evildoers.  (Note that in Tablet 11 Utnapishtim is not identified 
as a “king,” and Enlil is never given his usual title as King of the Gods.  It is as if Enlil, in 
his oppression of the people, has violated the first ethical principle of kingship.) 

“Ea shaped his mouth to speak, saying to warrior Enlil: 
‘You, sage of the gods, warrior, 
how is it—how could you—without thinking bring on the Flood? 
Punish the one who commits the crime; punish the evildoer alone. 
Give him play so he is not cut loose; pull him in so he is not lost. 
 
Instead of your bringing on the Flood, let lions rise up and diminish the people! 
Instead of your bringing on the Flood, let the wolf rise up and cut the people low! 
Instead of your bringing on the Flood, let famine be set up to throw down the 
 land! 
Instead of your bringing on the Flood, let plague rise up and strike down the 
 people! 
 
I, I did not unhide the secret of the great gods. 
The over-wise one, a vision was shown to him; he heard the secret of the gods. 
Now you decide what to do with him!’”      (11.180-197) 

The challenge to Enlil and the demand for justice are clear enough here.  Ea accuses Enlil 
of acting irrationally, without talking through the plan in the Assembly of the Gods.  
Where other stories of the Flood identify the cause of the Flood as the evil propensities of 
humans, this version places the blame on the gods themselves. 

Nevertheless, the Flood will have cosmic consequences.  Human life will from now on be 
limited.  The catalog of fates that will keep the number of humans down has a resonance 
in other ancient literature.  Famine, plague and flood are, as we have seen, the dangers 
specific to settled, civilized populations.  The lion and the wolf remind us that Gilgamesh 
distinguishes clear the civilized world and the wilderness outside the walls.  Curiously for 
an Iron Age that saw increasing violence from organized warfare, the catalog does not list 
war.  Since such warfare was so essential to the role of the king, possibly the absence of 
war on the list—its presence would provide a kind of natural or normal justification for 
the practice—is another implicit qualification of kingship. 
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Once again Ea emphasizes the destructive powers of nature and the gods.  Just as 
Mesopotamian thought considered humans as, essentially, workers who relieved the gods 
from the need to labor (especially in providing food and drink), humans are in no way the 
pinnacle of creation, even though creation stories show that we preserve in ourselves a 
piece of the godhead.  Just as humans are not the center of the universe, there is no talk 
of a grand resurrection.  Utnapishtim prepares us for the response of the furious “warrior” 
Enlil. 

Oppression and Justice 
Even the gods must learn from experience.  There may be a question of justice here.  (Ea’s 
stern conclusion to the Flood story suggests that.)  But the turns taken by both The 
Goddess Ishtar and “counselor” Enlil are prompted by empathy.  At the center of the 
Flood story in both Atrahasis and Gilgamesh the Great Goddess of the piece “remembers” 
her children, grieves for their loss, and demands that Enlil take responsibility for the 
decision to bring on the Flood.  In order to do this, she must recognize her complicity in 
the Assembly of the Gods. 

Enlil’s recognition of his error leads to blessing both Utnapishtim and his wife.  Turnings 
what is essentially a curse upon all humankind to a blessing recalls Enkidu’s curse and 
then blessing of the harimtu in Tablet 7, but Enlil’s recognition is, of course, on a cosmic 
scale and changes history.  For much of Mesopotamia, the Flood changed history by 
having kingship “descend” from the gods to humans.  For Uruk, the change brings The 
Goddess to earth as her Eanna descends and eventually ends up in her greatest city. 

The Prologue to the “Laws of Lipit-Ishtar” (ca. 1930 BCE) provides an insight into the 
understanding of kingship centuries after it had become the dominant form of rule in 
Mesopotamia.  Lipit-Ishtar was the fifth in the First Dynasty of Isin, the city that came to 
dominate Mesopotamia after the collapse of the Ur III dynasty.  Lipit-Ishtar claims that 
the gods An and Enlil gave kingship to the goddess Ninisina, i.e., the nin of the city Isin 
and called Lipit-Ishtar to the “princeship of the land.”1884  (Ninisina is often taken as a 
local form of the goddess Ishtar.)  In Isin the ruler calls himself sipa, that is, “shepherd.”  
But as ruler of other major cities Lipit-Ishtar uses other appropriate titles: 

• in Nippur, also sipa 
• in Ur, engar, “husbandman,” i.e., farmer 
• in Eridu, mush-nu-tú-mu, “he who does not forsake the city” 
• in Uruk, en, as we have come to expect 
• and finally Isin again—and the lands of Sumer and Akkad generally, lugal 

The “Laws of Lipit-Ishtar” is not the earliest of the Mesopotamian codes of law.  The “Laws 
of Ur-Namma” (ca. 2100 BCE), king of Ur (and originally from Uruk, it appears), was 
earlier.  Both share with the famous Akkadian code, the “Laws of Hammurabi” (ca. 1750 
BCE), a prologue that establishes the king’s commitment to guarantee the law.  Martha T. 
Roth points out the frames—prologues and in some cases epilogues—establish “the role 
of king as the divinely authorized guardian and administrator of justice.”1885 
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Modern readers of these law codes are often disappointed at how pedestrian they are, 
fixing the prices of things and establishing rules of inheritance and the like.  Roth makes 
the important point that none of the codes are comprehensive or exhaustive.  There is no 
complete “law of the land.”1886  Conspicuously absent for those who are familiar with the 
Torah is anything like the Ten Commandments, with their negative apodictic, like “Thou 
shalt not kill.”  Some were apparently set up on stone tablets that could be consulted.  But 
the codes that have a frame emphasize the king’s commitment to justice.  The protection 
of the most vulnerable persons in the realm, widows and orphans, are sometimes singled 
out as primary responsibilities of the king.   

The high gods are mentioned frequently, especially An and Enlil as establishing kingship.  
Lipit-Ishtar claims to be the “son” of Enlil and the “heart’s desire” of Inanna.  Enki/Ea is 
mentioned in a number of the prologues and epilogues.  (The “Laws of Hammurabi,” 
which has Shamash delivering the Law to the king, mentions both Enki and Ea by name.)  
Ninsun and Nisaba, famed for their wisdom, and Babylon’s Marduk are also cited. 

The Mesopotamian law codes, then, provide an historical and cultural context for the 
Akkadian Flood stories that take both the Great Goddess and Enlil to task for their failures 
to deal justly with humankind—at least in the opinion of Enki/Ea and his messenger, 
Utnapishtim/Atrahasis.  Gilgamesh alone among the Flood stories identifies Ishtar with 
the Mother Goddess.   

The Turru of Ea 
The admonitions of Enki/Ea in Gilgamesh do not, then, reflect the actual codes of law, 
but they do establish a new order after the Flood, and that order involves principles of 
justice that do in a way reflect the famous biblical tradition.  While the Ten 
Commandments are well known in the West, they comprise a tiny portion of the tōrāh 
(“instruction”), whose laws are far more involved with the “sins” that make priests 
impure, many of the sins unintentional.     

One of the advantages of schematic displays of the Flood in Genesis and in Gilgamesh is 
that they explain the repetition of motifs before and after the center.  Genesis 6:18-20 
establishes a Covenant with Noah that is balanced after the Flood with the Covenant with 
all flesh (9:8-10).  In Gilgamesh, what might be called Ea’s turru, a kind of response that 
makes a person retract from, e.g., taking an oath, or retreat from an earlier position,1887 
the equivalent to the biblical covenant with all flesh is Ea’s response to the destructiveness 
of the Flood.  Instead of a Flood, humans will henceforth be subject to natural forces that 
will keep the population low, that is, will reduce the “noise” that so bothered Enlil.  Instead 
of a Flood, humans will die from predatory animals (lion and wolf) and from the famines 
and plagues that create such difficulties for settled populations.  This compromise 
between the positions of Ea and Enlil is prefaced by a straightforward appeal for divine 
justice: punish (only) the one who commits the crime (the bēl hitti) and the one who does 
evil (the bēl gíllati).  Humanity should not be punished collectively for the fault of 
individuals. 
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Ea’s challenge to Enlil is paralleled by the rather cryptic instruction to Utnapishtim.  
Before Ea instructs Utnapishtim in the kind of boat he is to build, Ea tells the “man of 
Shurippak” to tear down a house and build a boat; to abandon riches and “seek life;” to 
scorn possessions and hold onto “life.”  To do this Utnapishtim will have to load the “seed” 
of every living thing onto the boat.  The instructions, though given indirectly through the 
reed fence, has the sound of a universal ethical norm.  That it appears to be qualified by 
Utnapishtim, who loads his treasure onto the boat, the principle is a correction for 
humanity itself.  The chiastic pattern of the storytelling splits Ea’s wisdom as it does God’s 
principles in Genesis.  An oral retelling of the story would make the patterning clear and 
the aesthetic pleasure in recognizing the patterning would reinforce the message. 

Atrahasis Tablet III, which provides another, probably earlier version of the story, also 
displays a chiastic narrative pattern and a parallel to Ea’s split turru.    

Enlil Blesses Utnapishtim and His Wife 

“Enlil came up into the boat. 
He took my hand and picked me up. 
He brought my wife up and had her kneel at my side. 
He touched our foreheads and, standing between us, he blessed us. 
‘Up to now, Utnapishtim has been human.   
Now Utnapishtim and his wife will become like the gods. 
Let Utnapishtim live far away, at the source of the rivers.’ 
So they took me far away, to live at the source of the rivers. 
 
In your case, now, who will assemble the gods for you 
So that you can find the life you are searching for?”       (11.198-206) 

Gilgamesh has been laboring hard to find the one human who has escaped the common 
lot of humanity.  What he discovers is the craft of Utnapishtim and his wife. 

In spite of its similarities the Gilgamesh Flood ends differently from the biblical account.  
A remnant of humanity and all other living creatures has, of course, been saved.  
Utnapishtim--and, note, his wife—are given a special blessing.  As we have seen, the one 
constant feature of Mesopotamian thought is that humans must die.  Utnapishtim and his 
wife are the great exceptions to the rule.  Their situation is rather like the hero Herakles 
in Greek myth.  When Odysseus goes searching for him in the Underworld, where, as in 
Mesopotamian thought, a pale shadow of all humans end up, Odysseus finds only the 
shadow of Herakles—but is told that the real person lives with the immortals.  There is 
some question about Utnapishtim and his wife.  Are they divine or does “like the gods” 
indicate that they are not fully divine?  They do not dwell with the gods.  It is true that 
they live beyond the Waters of Death in a place that is the source of the earth’s rivers.  
Since the cosmic waters are the domain of the god who has saved them, Ea, this is a special 
place where a human can live forever. 

The Lady of the Gods, who earlier had been identified with Ishtar, challenges Enlil, 
charging him with that he brought on the Flood “without thinking.”  The original 
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phrasing, áshshú la imtalkuma (169), has been translated in a number of ways.  The 
possibility adopted here is that Enlil has bullied his irrational decision through the 
Assembly of the Gods.  Like a tyrannical human king, the King of the Gods has acted like 
a despot.  We take Ishtar’s charge, and Enlil’s raging when he notices that life has survived 
in spite of his decision, to mean that Enlil had not thought through the Flood and must 
learn something in the process.  He does.  Ea makes the case against him, and Enlil 
relents. 

Ea makes two very different points.  The significance of the first is easily lost on the reader 
since it is stated in such a terse way, in the manner of proverbs.  In essence it reveals—or 
invents—a very profound ethical principle: only the offender (sinner, criminal) should be 
punished.  (The point is reversed in the biblical story.  There all humans except for Noah 
are declared guilty; only the blameless survives.)  And the ruler ought to have some 
compassion for the one who strays. 

If the first point demands justice (for the guilty alone) and advises mercy (in other cases), 
the second point is almost brutal in proposing a terrifying exchange.  If the gods wish to 
keep the number of humans low, to avoid population it is better to have a natural world 
that is hostile to human life.  To the traditional fears of settled communities, famine and 
plague, Ea adds another that seems perhaps remote to the modern world: predatory 
animals.  While lions and wolves are mainly nuisances today, wild animals still presented 
a threat to many in the ancient world. 

Rather than the comforting ending of the Flood in the Bible, where humanity becomes 
once again bound to God and where the natural world is healthy in its cycle of the seasons, 
where nature is even enhanced for humans in that we are allowed to eat meat, the 
Gilgamesh Flood story ends in a still-grim reality. 

Utnapishtim’s Wife 
Before Gilgamesh has a chance to respond to Utnapishtim’s Flood story, Utnapishtim 
hurls a challenge at him: who will stand up for Gilgamesh in the Assembly of the Gods—
as Ea (and finally Enlil) had in Utnapishtim’s case?  Prove that you, too, could live a life 
like that of the gods: stay awake for one week.  Since Gilgamesh has been defined as the 
sleepless one early in Gilgamesh and has slept (if at all) only at the end of The Bull of 
Heaven episode, this is an amazing challenge. 

The Sleep Test brings in a new character, one often overlooked but a significant addition 
to the story.  Like the Quest for Life, possibly the major legacy of Gilgamesh, 
Utnapishtim’s Wife is to live on for centuries whenever the Flood is retold.  As a figure 
providing wisdom, sometimes as a personification of Wisdom herself, Utnapishtim’s wife 
takes a special place in Gnostic mythology. 

Utnapishtim’s wife, or perhaps better generically “Noah’s wife,” is all the more 
remarkable because different traditions portray her as one who carries gnosis to those 
enlightened ones who are able to understand it—and as one of only two women mentioned 
by name in the Qur’an as an archetypal betrayer of men.1888  Because she remains 
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anonymous, Noah’s wife is often ignored in readings of Gilgamesh.  In sharp contrast to 
her garrulous husband, the wife at first glance seems to epitomize the marginalized, 
silenced females in Middle Eastern societies—evidence, perhaps, that the status of women 
diminished from Sumerian times through the 2nd and 1st millennia BCE.1889 

She does, in fact, have very little to say.  But I think her presence, and her few spoken lines 
are far more important than they first appear. 

Utnapishtim’s wife appears in two of the six columns in Tablet 11.  At the end of the flood 
story, she is raised, as we have seen, with her husband, to the special status that Gilgamesh 
himself may be seeking.  

As in the Sumerian flood story—but quite unlike the biblical flood—the wife is given a 
prominent place and translated into a kind of divine state along with her husband, 
although she is given no specific role to play in rescuing humanity.  She remains silent, 
though.  Since the flood story is presented by Utnapishtim himself, and is clearly a story 
whose wisdom requires Gilgamesh’s complete attention to understand, the storyteller 
may be following a long-held tradition in the Middle East, where men are advised not to 
discuss their wives with other men—even to mention their names. 

No sooner does Gilgamesh hear the story of the Flood but he is given The Sleep Test, 
which he fails miserably.  If he cannot stay awake, how can he expect to live in this exalted 
status?  Utnapishtim comes up with a clever way to convince Gilgamesh that he has been 
asleep for a week, as the wife fulfills a traditional role in baking bread each day.  Easily 
overlooked is the very brief exchange between Utnapishtim and his wife when Gilgamesh 
falls asleep. 

Utnapishtim said to her, to his mate, 
“Look at this hero who is seeking Life! 
Sleep blows over him like a wet haze!” 
 
His mate answers Utnapishtim The Faraway: 
“Touch him, so the man will wake up. 
Let him take the road and return in peace, 
Go out the gate and return to his land.” 
 
Utnapishtim says to her, to his mate: 
“Humans are trouble and will give you trouble. 
Come on, bake his daily bread and line them by his head, 
And score the days score on the wall.”  (11.211-221)1890 

Here the wife offers her advice, a compassionate response to Gilgamesh’s plight.  Note 
that she asks that he return home in peace (ina shulme), as it appears he eventually does. 

“Humans are trouble,” raggat amēlūti iraggigki, Utnapishtim tells her.  Utnapishtim 
sees humans (amēlūtu), not men in particular, as bad (ragāgu),1891 so he rejects her 
advice and instead proposes a scheme that will convince Gilgamesh that he is unfit for 
divinity.  The key words are difficult to translate exactly.  The word raggu (seen in the 
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ancient world as equivalent to Sumerian níg-erím) is generally “wicked” or “evil,” and 
appears frequently with synonyms and antonymns (like “law-abiding” and “criminal”).  
In its various forms—raggish, riggatu, ruggugu, targīgu—the root largely generates 
terms for injustice, tingeing on violence.  Andrew George prefers, “Man is deceitful, he 
will deceive you,” while Benjamin R. Foster has, “Since the human race is duplicitous, 
he’ll endeavor to dupe you.”  Stephanie Dalley translates the line, “Man behaves badly: he 
will behave badly towards you.”  In the Flood story Utnapishtim tells he offers no 
explanation for the gods’ decision to flood the earth.  This line, which ties a man, 
Gilgamesh, to humankind, could be Utnapishtim’s explanation, the way Atrahasis 
attributes Enlil’s wrath to the “noise” (rigmu) raised by a numerous people and the Bible 
suggests that violence is the cause of God’s anger. 

Gilgamesh is like other humans, in Utnapishtim’s view.  If Gilgamesh is prone to violence, 
the line would reflect Siduri’s first view of him and possibly Utnapishtim’s assessment of 
him when the hero comes into his view.  On the other hand, if humans are deceptive, 
Utnapishtim may be thinking of Gilgamesh as crafty, the way a follower of Enki/Ea should 
be. 

Whatever the nuance of Utnapishtim’s observation about humanity and Gilgamesh might 
be, the device he comes up with, The Sleep Test, works.  Gilgamesh awakens, refreshed.  
He tells Utnapishtim that, no sooner had he dozed off but Utnapishtim touched him and 
he awakened.  Utnapishtim points out the bread by his head, from dried up and leathery 
through the stages of moldy gray to the fresh loaf still on its coals.   

Gilgamesh is crushed by the facts.  He laments that a thief has taken hold of his flesh.  
Where he had once held celebration in his bed-chamber, now Death lies there.  Wherever 
he turns, he finds only Death. 

The Purification of Gilgamesh  
At the request of his wife, Utnapishtim will offer Gilgamesh a parting gift, one that has 
about it the terrible irony that marks Gilgamesh’s journey at every stage. Gilgamesh is 
given another “secret” of the gods, a plant called “The Old Man Will Be Made Young.” 
Gilgamesh is elated. He does not eat the plant himself, significantly enough. The plan is 
to return to the city of Uruk and give the plant to the elders before he tastes it himself, so 
that they will be revived before he will be. It is a remarkable awareness of the other—and, 
as I interpret the lines, an acceptance by Gilgamesh of his role as king.  

In a terrible twist, though, the plant is lost. Gilgamesh must return home without the life-
giving plant.  

Often ignored in the narratives of the Flood and the life-giving plant is the moment of 
transformation for Gilgamesh. The movement from despair to a healthy-minded 
recognition of the other is described in terms entirely consistent with the earlier 
symbolism in the story. Immediately after Utnapishtim banishes the boatman, he tells 
Urshanabi:  
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The man you led here: matted hair covers his body.  
Skins have destroyed the beauty of his flesh (dumuq shērēshu).  
Take him, Urshanabi, and lead him to the washing-place.  
Let him wash off the filthy hair in water like one who is pure.  
Let his skins be thrown off; have them carried to the sea; 
let the goodness of his body shine forth.  
Bind his head with a new headband (parsīgu). 
Let him put on a garment, the robe of life (shubat baltishu)  
so that he can return to his city, 
that he can complete his journey.  
Put on him the elder’s robe--and let it be new always. (11.249-60)    

Given the transformation,1892 the return to Uruk takes on greater significance. What does 
the return of Gilgamesh mean?  Urshanabi is no longer to travel to the place where 
Utnapishtim and his wife live, but Gilgamesh is prepared to return home.  At this point, 
though, Utnapishtim’s wife intervenes. 

The Wisdom of Utnapishtim’s Wife 
Utnapishtim’s wife comes to Gilgamesh’s aid again in a rather peculiar turn to the story.  
Gilgamesh is crushed by his failure and once again sees only death before him.  
Utnapishtim closes off the possibility that other humans will make the journey to him by 
cursing the boatman.  The best he can offer Gilgamesh is a purifying cleansing and a new 
robe—and a new role as elder in the city of Uruk.  As column v ends, the two men board 
the boat and begin their return to Uruk. 

The turn comes just at the beginning of the sixth (and final) column on Tablet 11.  The 
wife chides Utnapishtim for neglecting the time-honored role as host. 

Then his mate said to him, to Utnapishtim the Faraway: 
“Gilgamesh has come here—has strained, has toiled— 
What have you given him as he returns to his land?”  (11.271-73)1893 

The Gift 
Immediately Gilgamesh and the boatman turn about, and Utnapishtim this time follows 
her advice.  The great irony at this point is that Gilgamesh returns only to receive what 
appears to be the greatest gift—a plant like a box-thorn, found deep in the waters, with 
which a man can renew his youth. 

Gilgamesh finds—and loses—the magic herb.  It is the last and, as it is the closest he comes 
to achieving the “life” he has sought, most bitter of the many disappointments he has 
suffered.  He and the boatman return to Uruk, and Gilgamesh calls attention to what is 
his most conspicuous compensation, the walls of his city, and his role there as king. 

The author of a children’s illustrated series on Gilgamesh offers an intriguing spin on the 
loss of the plant.  In The Last Quest of Gilgamesh, Ludmila Zeman depicts a serpent 
slithering down a tree and snatching the plant from a sleeping Gilgamesh.1894  The serpent 
and the tree suggest the biblical Garden of Eden.  The explanation of the serpent’s theft 
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of the flower is, however, that it is Ishtar’s revenge for having been rejected by Gilgamesh.  
(Gilgamesh mourns his loss, but is suddenly given back Enkidu—with the help of the 
woman who had seduced and humanized Enkidu at the beginning of the story.) 

Gilgamesh 11 does, of course, feature a snake (seru, nēshu sha qaqqari), but no hint 
that Ishtar is behind the theft.  Indeed, the return of Gilgamesh to Uruk, as I read the text, 
is a return to his role as en—and a special relationship to Ishtar.  But Ludmila Zeman’s 
bold interpretation is useful in seeing the later episodes of Gilgamesh tied to earlier ones, 
particularly where the goddess Ishtar is concerned. 

The Other Secret 
The gift Utnapishtim offers Gilgamesh is another secret of the gods. 

Utnapishtim not only follows his wife’s advice but picks up his wife’s language.  Unless 
the wife, as another proxy of Ishtar, is acting in a particularly crafty way, her advice to 
Utnapishtim to act like a good host should be taken in a straightforward way, although 
the results are not what the receiver of the gift expects. 

Utnapishtim agrees that Gilgamesh has traveled far from his land to find Utnapishtim, 
and he “has strained, has toiled.”  For these hard efforts Utnapishtim reveals to Gilgamesh 
another “secret.”  It is a pirishtu of the gods.  Such secret lore was carefully guarded.  A 
room in the temple could be called the bīt pirishti, and a special keeper of the sacred 
house, the ērib-bīt-pirishtu, had access to that room.1895 

The secret is a certain plant (shammu) with special properties.  To reach it Gilgamesh 
must descend to the apsû (11.282), the watery dwelling of Ea.  The word “plant” here is a 
common term, but it has special characteristics.  Utnapishtim describes it as like a box-
thorn, whose thorns, like a wild rose, will prick the person who attempts to take it.  
(Perhaps it was considered an underwater healing plant like the Plant of Birth eaten by 
pregnant women to protect the fetus and provide a safe delivery, which was seen as a 
journey through waters.)  If Gilgamesh can possess the plant, something marvelous can 
happen.  Exactly what effect Utnapishtim is describing is, alas, not entirely clear: part of 
the key line is missing in the text.  When Gilgamesh is able to bring the plant back, though, 
he calls it a shammu nikitti (or nibitti).1896  While this (obscure) phrase is usually 
translated as a plant of rejuvenation, the nikkitu part is a term meaning fear, worry or 
concern.  Hence Benjamin R. Foster takes it as a “cure for heartache” and Andrew George 
prefers the “Plant of Heartbeat.”  The rejuvenation is derived from the way it is 
characterized.  It is a plant by which can regain his stamina (Foster) or his vigour 
(George).  This is his napishtu, the term used frequently in Gilgamesh, usually with the 
sense of life, vigor, vitality, and good health, but which has a wide range of meanings.  In 
this context it probably approximates our libido as well as any term in Gilgamesh. 

In another key line, Gilgamesh indicates what he will do with the plant.  To Urshanabi he 
reveals that he will take it into the “heart” of Uruk, give it to an elder to test it, and then 
eat of it himself.  The plant will be called “The Elder Has Become a Young Man Again” 
(11.298). 
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Gilgamesh does not eat it at once—and ends up losing it.  The final blow to his desire to 
find “life” comes when he stops for the night, finds a pool of water, and bathes in it.  A 
snake, which Gilgamesh will call the “Lion of the Earth” (11.313), catches the fragrance of 
its scent (!) and snatches it away.  As it turns away, the snake sloughs off its skin.  The 
snake shows that it is indeed a plant of rejuvenation, but Gilgamesh is crushed.  What has 
he gained, ultimately, from his toil?  The secret plant had benefited only the snake.  The 
enigmatic lamentation is beautifully expressed in Foster’s translation: 

 Now, floodwaters rise against me for twenty double leagues, 
 When I opened the shaft, I flung away the tools. 
 How shall I find my bearings? 
I have come much too far to go back, and I abandoned the boat on the shore. 
  (Foster 95) 

Immediately after this, Gilgamesh and Urshanabi continue their journey, break bread, 
and stop for the night.  Then they arrive in Uruk. 

The plant of “life” and its loss to a snake by a water channel is the culminating episode in 
“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” as it is here.  Like the reference to the hero’s 
killing The Bull of Heaven that opens that poem, the plant of life (gish-ti) offered by the 
“wise physician” shows that the en, under the guise of Amaushumgalanna, is one of the 
earliest exploits of the Urukean hero.1897  

In Tablet 11 the poet/briqueteur provides the relatively long Flood story followed by 
increasingly compressed bricks of narrative: the Sleep Test, the Purification of Gilgamesh, 
the voyage back that is interrupted by Utnapishtim’s wife, the Gift of the Plant and its loss.  
Before Gilgamesh and Urshanabi finally reach Uruk, the very brief lament at the loss of 
the Plant is worth considering.  The three lines can easily be overlooked.  The syntax is 
torturous.  It is the last utterance of Gilgamesh before he describes Uruk to Urshanabi, 
the repetition of lines from the First Prologue that completes the frame.   

In one sense the lament puts into the mouth of Gilgamesh a recollection of what had just 
happened before the snake stole off with the Plant.  He had found a pipe or channel—a 
rattu—that allowed him to descend to the depths of the waters.  With the help of heavy 
stones attached to his feet, Gilgamesh reaches the very bottom of the apsû.  This is the 
dwelling place of Ea.  (The signs at the end of the line are not clear, but they may identify 
the apsû as the mushab of Ea.1898  At any rate the identification of the apsû/abzu with 
Ea/Enki is one of the most persistent links in the traditions of Sumerian religion.) 

The descent into the deep waters has reminded many readers of techniques used by pearl 
divers in places like Bahrain in the Arabian Gulf.  It is appropriate that the secret plant 
that offers “life” is to be found in the apsû where the god of living waters has a dwelling 
so dark that no light penetrates it.  It is the last reference to Ea in the eleven tablets of 
Gilgamesh.  (In Tablet 12 Ea provides another opening to the underworld, a takkapu, that 
will allow Gilgamesh to communicate with Enkidu.)  It is fitting that Utnapishtim would 
know a secret guarded by his master, Ea.  
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Gilgamesh ascends by releasing the heavy stones.  This may recall the mysterious Stone 
Things Gilgamesh destroyed and nearly prevented his making the voyage to 
Utnapishtim’s dwelling.  Now he laments that he had released the unūtu, the implements 
he had used, i.e., the stones.  Once again certain unspecified stones have prevented him 
from accomplishing what he desired—in this case returning to the apsû. 

The waters in this episode are called by different names.  Initially they are the apsû and 
the tâmtu (the vast encircling sea or ocean).  Now Gilgamesh is prevented from returning 
because the edû is rising far and wide.  The word denotes the onrush of water, like a 
floodtide, which is bearing down on Gilgamesh.  The choice of this term, which can mean 
a river flood, is striking, since it refers to a rare and catastrophic flood—much like the 
Flood narrated in this tablet—rather than the annual high water expected in the rivers, 
the mīlu.1899  

It would be impossible to find the “signs” to the place where he could dive again, especially 
since he had not left the boat on the shore where he had emerged from the sea. 

In very few lines the descent into the apsû and the ascent with the Plant, followed by the 
lament at losing the possibility of repeating the heroic action resonate with the great 
themes of Tablet 11 and in many ways of the poem as a whole.  Gilgamesh has been told 
over and over again that he will not succeed in his great quest.  He comes closest to 
achieving his goal with the Plant in Ea’s apsû.  The lament is as tricky a piece of poetry as 
is found in Tablet 11.  This is the last chance the reader has to gain an insight into the 
inner life of Gilgamesh.  The loss is clearly upsetting to Gilgamesh, but he is not crushed 
by it.  This may explain the clarity of his description of Uruk upon his return to the city. 

It may also explain the poet’s decision to open Gilgamesh with a Gilgamesh who has seen 
the Depths—the nagbu, yet another name for the cosmic waters that are found in Tablet 
11: abūbu and edû (the floods), apsû and tâmtu (the cosmic seas).  We now know why he 
has seen “everything.”  Involved everywhere there is water there lurks the crafty god and 
his dark wisdom. 

Speech Acts 
Gilgamesh is mainly silent in Tablet 11.  Of the 328 lines, Gilgamesh speaks only 36 
(including the formulaic introductions of speaker and listener).  Utnapishtim is, of course, 
given the vast majority of the lines, since he tells Gilgamesh of the Flood.  He addresses 
the Flood story to Gilgamesh, speaks to him, to Utnapishtim’s wife, and to the boatman.  
In a tablet where secrets are revealed and the god of all words, including deceptive speech, 
is always in the background, the reader is expected to look very closely at what might at 
first seem to be transparent talk. 

Where Gilgamesh does speak, much of what he says has to do with death and loss.  After 
the Flood story, he says nothing and promptly falls asleep.  When he awakens, he protests 
that he had not slept, but faced with the evidence, he laments his lot.  Death is everywhere.  
(Where he had spoken obsessively, compulsively about Enkidu in the previous tablets, he 
does not mention Enkidu’s name in Tablet 11.)  Much of what he says comes in the late 
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episodes.  After the Sleep Test he says nothing until he has descended into the depths and 
ascended with the Plant.  Almost immediately he loses the Plant and laments its loss—but 
not without having the Plant long enough to form an intention to use it.   

The lines where he tells the boatman of his intent to return to Uruk, try out the Plant, eat 
it himself and give it to the elders have been read in different ways.  The lines (11.294-99) 
can be read as a preoccupation with himself or, as I read them, the first sign that 
Gilgamesh is thinking of himself as the proper ruler of Uruk.  The reader has come to 
empathize with the intense suffering of Gilgamesh, especially on his long quest for “life.”  
He stage of the quest brings disappointment, but the process has finally brought him out 
of himself.  And it is not simply that he is thinking of Enkidu.  (Recall that the parallel in 
“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” where he gains and loses the gish-ti, has 
nothing to do with the loss of a friend.  The only “friend” Gilgamesh has in that poem is 
the god Enlil, his kuli, who is as closely associated with kingship in that poem as Inanna 
is of loving relationship she has for the one she has selected as her en.)   

The reader has been put in a situation of following Gilgamesh through his ordeals and 
entering into his interior life even when he is not explicitly articulating his feelings.  The 
gradual expansion of roles for Enkidu from the early Sumerian stories reaches its 
culmination in the late Gilgamesh.  From having no presence at all in “The Early Dynastic 
Hymn to Gilgamesh” and (naturally) in “The Birth of Gilgamesh,” Enkidu appears as the 
faithful servant, comrade in arms, friend and finally a most intimate friend.    But he is 
not exactly needed for Gilgamesh to search for “life.”  The empathy Gilgamesh develops 
for Enkidu as he completes his entire life is transferred to Gilgamesh upon the death of 
Enkidu.  (Until that point the inner life of Gilgamesh is mainly hinted at through his heroic 
activities, not the expression of feelings.)  The reader is drawn into the story of Gilgamesh 
in his agonized search for the meaning of life.   

He may lose the one chance he has to change the fate of humans—the mysterious Plant at 
the bottom of the apsû—but he has learned enough to think of himself in relation to his 
citizens.   

In his suffering we see a moment of clarity such as is found in certain Greek tragedies.  
The excesses of the Joy/Woe Man are gone: like Enkidu before his death, Gilgamesh has 
been healed, if not cured of the situation that marked him at the beginning of the poem.  
The return to Uruk will confirm this.  The oppressor of Uruk’s youth has learned from his 
experience. 

The Return to Uruk 
As they arrive at Uruk, Gilgamesh speaks to Urshanabi the boatman:  

Go up, Urshanabi, and walk the walls of Uruk.  
Inspect the foundation, notice the brickwork: 
see if the interior is not of burnt brick  
and if the Seven Wise Ones did not lay down its foundation.  
One square mile is city; one square mile a grove of date palms;  
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one square mile is a clay-pit; 
half a square mile the House of Ishtar.  
Three square miles and a half make up Uruk. (11.315-20)  

Note two things operating in the return. Gilgamesh has come home as king and en. In the 
Mesopotamian (or at least Akkadian) idea of humanity, recall, the poles are the lullû-man, 
humankind in its primordial state, and sharru, king. Gilgamesh, far from oppressing the 
people as he had before, returns to help them. Secondly, the blockage at the death of 
Enkidu is clearly sexual. And this is overcome in the acceptance of Ishtar in the last two 
lines of Tablet 11. Gilgamesh has come home: to himself, to the city, to the sheepfold 
(11.313, the last of 26 references) and the goddess. He has accepted the Sacred 
Marriage.1900  

If anyone could stand up for Gilgamesh in the Assembly of the Gods, it would have to be 
Ishtar. 
Gilgamesh returns with a sober wisdom and has overcome his melancholia. In the other 
episode in which health is a concern in Gilgamesh, no physical cure is offered. When 
Enkidu sickens, as we have noticed earlier, he is afflicted with what Babylonian physicians 
might have diagnosed as the “daughter of Anu,” and a cure might have been achieved 
astrologically or ritually. The poet is not, however, interested in showing that possibility. 
Rather, the poet introduces Enkidu's horrible dream of the Netherworld. Beyond this life 
is yet more suffering. Enkidu bitterly curses the prostitute, the woman who had initiated 
him into manhood.  

Enkidu is not cured in the episode. On the other hand, “wisdom” comes to him. The 
Akkadian text does not make explicit that he has gained wisdom.  Rather, it says explicitly 
that his heart has grown quiet. He turns the earlier curse of the prostitute into a blessing.  
We would say that he was “healed.” 

If, as I think, that the Enkidu of this version of the Gilgamesh story, which narrates neither 
birth nor death of Gilgamesh, is a proxy for Gilgamesh, the healing of Enkidu, which 
involves the ability to bless the harimtu who transformed him into a human being, 
anticipates the healing of Gilgamesh, when he returns to Ishtar, who, through the Sacred 
Marriage makes him godlike.  (The transition is completed in the underworld, as it is for 
her lover, Tammuz.) 

The acceptance, first Enkidu’s and later Gilgamesh’s, of the feminine militates against the 
interpretations that see Gilgamesh as anti-feminist. The feminine is everywhere in the 
poem: in Ishtar, Ishhara, Ninsun, Irini, in Siduri, in the Scorpion-woman, in 
Utnapishtim's wife, and finally, to complete the loop, in Ishtar’s sanctuary, Eanna.1901  

The difficulty in hearing the poem in this way is characteristic of Western thought, 
especially modern Western thought. What blocks our hearing are two interrelated biases 
that are only now (perhaps) being overcome. Time and again the advice given to 
Gilgamesh (though in the Old Babylonian version, not this one) is dismissed as hedonistic 
and decadent advice to abandon all “higher” concerns for the pleasures of the moment. 
The reduction of “seek life” to “hedonism” is one that reveals our puritan joylessness and 
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guilt-ridden sexuality more than anything else. The great Mesopotamian symbols sum up 
the healthy life: food and drink that give man life and at the same time a relationship with 
the community and the gods. The very affection by which the man and wife, parent and 
child exist: not in a bloodless, bodiless affection, but in the fullness of flesh.  

We recall that “flesh” (shīru) of the gods in him. Mesopotamia did not split, as we have 
been inclined to do, “flesh” and “spirit” (napishtu), “life” (balāţu) and the body (zumru).  
Rather, it is the living unity that matters and functions.  

What was problematic with Gilgamesh is not that he was filled with “joy,” but that he 
obsessively repeated the festivities, like some celebrities today.  The day and night 
festivities in Uruk exhaust the population and leave the king sleepless.  This obsessive 
behavior is paralleled in the incessant repetition of his grief, when he is incapable of 
bringing his nissatu in line with conventional mourning.  Only his encounter with 
Utnapishtim and his wife brings him both sleep and, not a return to obsessive festivity 
but to a normal relationship with his city, his work, and his “wife” Ishtar. 

This should be kept in mind in listening to the treatment of the prostitute at Enkidu's 
death. The West still staggers under the burden of the violent biblical denunciation of the 
“Queen of Heaven” and the “Whore of Babylon.” Not surprisingly, the biblical prophets 
denounce ‘whoredom’ when they mean idolatry and false religion. Especially when 
Hellenistic tendencies to see the body as the enemy and as evil are strong, the prostitute 
is likely to symbolize depravity at the center of man's existence. 

Against this Hellenistic/Gnostic tendency in the West is what is often described as temple 
prostitution in Mesopotamia.1902 The temple women (not all of whom actually practiced 
prostitution, it appears) in the service of the great goddess were seen as women who had 
“knowledge” that could indeed be dangerous. A Sumerian proverb warns against 
marrying one, since she knows so many men. As Enkidu's curse of the prostitute shows, 
she is in the nightmare vision of the world beyond. (The “sister” of the goddess of life, 
Ishtar, is the goddess of the netherworld, the terrifying Allatu/Ereshkigal.)  

In mythic terms, Enkidu's curse of the harimtu establishes her destiny—and the fate of 
all such women. She becomes (i.e., is) what he says she is. So too with the “blessing” which 
follows:  

May governors and noblemen love you.  
Even at a great distance men will strike their thighs in anticipation. 
Even farther away they will shake out their hair. 
No soldier will hesitate to drop his belt for you.  
He’ll give you obsidian, lapis lazuli and gold.  
He’ll give you earrings and jewelry.  
Even the āshipu (mash-mash) of the gods will let you enter. 
For you even the mother of seven will be forsaken. (7.153-61)  

Certainly Mesopotamia saw in the feminine the great dualities Erich Neumann has 
brought to our attention: the Good Mother and the Terrible Mother, the Witch and the 
Virgin.1903  
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That the response to this complex on the part of the two “sick” heroes, Enkidu rejects the 
woman and then accepts her--is a reconciliation that “postmodern” thinking strives to do 
too, against the background of a single-minded anti-feminism.  

One may wonder how a return to Uruk can be squared with Gilgamesh’s rejection of Ishtar 
in Tablet 6. 

Recall that the central episode in Gilgamesh opens with Ishtar’s proposal and Gilgamesh’s 
rejection of the proposal.  Ishtar flies into a rage and then flies into the heavens to retrieve 
the dreaded Bull of Heaven.  The defeat of  The Bull of Heaven leads to Enkidu’s crude 
insult to Ishtar and to the heroes’ joyous celebration—and to Enkidu’s death. 

Paralleling the oppression of Uruk’s youths by Gilgamesh and Enlil’s oppression of 
humanity, Ishtar’s oppression of her lovers is yet another example of tyrannical rule.  As 
Gilgamesh represents the case against Ishtar, each of her lovers has been hurt in the 
experience.  The list includes: 

• Dumuzi (= Tammuz), the lover of Ishtar’s youth 
• The allallu-bird 
• The lion 
• The horse 
• The shepherd 
• The keeper of the date grove 

 

Each of the lovers has his fate changed by the goddess who can even change male into 
female and female into male, the Great Goddess with a retinue of the most diverse and 
unusual deities and humans.  From Gilgamesh’s perspective at the time this is a story of 
total loss.  Dumuzi has a communal lamentation his death.  The allallu-bird cries out for 
his broken wing.  The lion is captured in pits.  The horse is made into a swift battle 
weapon.  His mother weeps perpetually for him. 

As we noticed earlier, each successive figure in the list of lovers is described in more detail.  
The two humans who complete the list are given the most vivid accounts.  The anonymous 
shepherd offered bread and meat to Ishtar day after day, only to be turned into a wolf that 
is attacked by his shepherd boys and their dogs.  The man who tends the date-palm 
orchard has a name, Ishullanu, and his fate is the most detailed of all.  His case is the one 
that closest resembles Gilgamesh’s own.  She offers her love; he (mentioning his mother, 
who, recall advised Gilgamesh not to accept the goddess’s offer in the Sumerian version 
of the story) rejects her and is placed in a dreadful situation where he can move neither 
up nor down.  (The situation suggests a man climbing a date palm.)  Gilgamesh has cause 
to be wary. 

The brilliance of the poetry should not obscure another side to the story.  At a glance the 
list suggests a theme in Gilgamesh that is struck early: the evolution of civilization itself.  
Ignoring Dumuzi for the moment, the list shows a change in the bird that enables the bird 
to survive in the wild: the apparently “broken” wing is a device that calls attention to the 
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bird and protects eggs and baby-birds in the nest.  The captured lion allows protection 
from its prey—and in the context of Mesopotamian kingship, provided kings to pursue 
their royal sport of hunting lions released from their cages.  Fitting out the horse with 
whip, spur and lash and training it for battle shows humans transforming wild animals 
into domesticated stock.  (Recall that archaic cylinder seals show the en both hunting 
lions and domesticating animals.) 

The shepherd who is turned into the wolf that would endanger the flocks is, admittedly, a 
reversion from the early stage of civilization to the wild.  As Enkidu was being transformed 
from a beast-like state into a human being, Shamhat takes him to a shepherd’s camp, 
where he learns to eat and drink food processed by humans.  Dumuzi, who heads the list, 
is most often seen as a shepherd and, as such, a liminal figure, neither completely human 
nor completely wild.  All of Gilgamesh’s stories may well have been familiar to 
Mesopotamian storytellers, but the great variety of Dumuzi stories (and rituals) shows 
that the tempestuous love between the Great Goddess and the human she eventually 
transforms into something like a godlike state was probably the oldest and most popular 
myth known throughout ancient Mesopotamia.   

In the love poetry Dumuzi is seen mainly as a shepherd, but while he contests with the 
farmer, he is also seen as sharing some features with the farmer.  The farmer represents 
an advanced stage of civilization.  The establishment of settled communities was 
prompted by agriculture, of course.  The choice of human settlements in the Sumerian 
floodplain required a well-watered area.  It is still possible to see the original centers of 
Iraqi cities and towns, watered by rivers or irrigation canals.  In most cases they were 
oases where the ubiquitous date palm groves sprang up naturally and then were cultivated 
by humans to make them so productive.  No better symbol of city life existed in ancient 
Mesopotamia than the cultivated date grove.  The Gilgamesh poet needed to make no 
more than a reference to the date palms in the “heart” of Uruk—literally at the doorstep 
of Ishtar’s Eanna—to evoke the “inner” city.  The protective walls, of course, represent the 
divide between the outermost city and the surrounding wilderness. 

The story of Ishullanu is, of course, ironic in that Gilgamesh develops most fully the story 
that comes to represent his own situation more than the stories of the other lovers.  As 
king and en of Uruk, Gilgamesh represents the highest development of civilization in the 
Sumerian city-state.  Ironically, his quest for “life” takes him as far away from Uruk as 
was possible to conceive, and he finds himself trapped in a situation much like Ishullanu, 
neither here nor there.  The resolution can come only when he returns to the walled city 
with Ishtar and her Eanna at the center.   

It is never entirely clear from Gilgamesh’s list of Ishtar’s lovers why Ishtar changed their 
fates.  Possibly all of them in some way resisted her proposal.  As I read Gilgamesh, 
Gilgamesh must go through an agonizing process to learn what his dual role in the city-
state must be: king and lover of Ishtar.   

Since the two powerful ruling deities, Enlil and the Great Goddess, had been oppressors 
and had had to learn from their experiences, I suggest that Gilgamesh in the central 
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episode of Gilgamesh has known only the unrepentant gods.  The audience of Gilgamesh 
is provided a glimpse into the inner lives of these important figures and suffers with them 
as they remake themselves. 

Enkidu is “healed” (though condemned to an agonizing death) in repenting the curse he 
laid on the harimtu who helped him make the transition from “primal human” to civilized 
companion of Gilgamesh.  The insight that guided him is analogous to the insight 
Gilgamesh finally achieves—on an even higher level.  The end of Tablet 11 brings us back 
to the opening lines of Tablet 1.  He has “seen” the Depths and “heard” the dark secrets.  
“Healed,” he returns to Uruk to cut his experiences into a text that we can now read. 

The approach taken in this interpretation of Gilgamesh has been influenced by a 
remarkable essay by Bernd Jager that appeared more than thirty years ago.  In “The 
Gilgamesh Epic: A Phenomenological Exploration” Jager touched upon many features of 
the text emphasized here: the story line (with no interest in Tablet 12); Uruk and its walls; 
the “boundless and formless natural forces” that threaten the city, especially the Flood; 
the relationship between chasing (the Stalker) and seducing (the harimtu); and key 
figures in the poem, like doors and gates, circles; and the return of Gilgamesh to his 
city.1904  Most of these themes and concerns have been discussed by interpreters of 
Gilgamesh over the years.  Jager's “phenomenological exploration” is unusual in 
highlighting the psychological conditions of both Enkidu and Gilgamesh. 

Jager takes the position that reading is intersubjective.  He envisions his “exploration” as 
a dialogue, a “table conversation,” between a “contemporary psychologist” and “an 
ancient Mesopotamian poet.”  Not surprisingly, Jager brings many Western philosophers 
and theorists into the discussion: Plato, but also Kierkegard, Heidegger, Mircea Eliade, 
Gaston Bachelard, Rollo May and Erwin Straus.  He returns often to the walls of Uruk, 
which figure the “human limits,” with their ultimate expression “as the other.” In dealing 
with the bull-image in the poem, especially the bullfighting that takes place in Tablet 6, 
Jager sees the city as a “sacred circle,” at its best a circle holding in a happy, civilized 
population. It is with the unhappiness of Enkidu and Gilgamesh, however, that the 
psychologist-interpreter is at his best.  Jager thinks that Enkidu's unhappiness is a 
reaction to the city, where the “natural” man cannot find a place and “longs for the 
vastness and the innocence of his former life.”  His reaction is a “severe depression,” the 
poetic description of which  “probably constitutes the first of that condition” in history.1905  
Jager notes the motif in Enkdu's emotional expression of his “melancholia.”  To 
Gilgamesh Enkidu complains that he has lost the power of his “arms.”  For Jager, the 
motif of the “arms” returns to the arms of the woman (seeing the harimtu as both lover 
and mother).  The psychologist sees in Enkidu's melancholia a “failed evolution,” a 
“remaining hopelessly stuck in an impossible world while overcome with longings for 
paradise.  Melancholia, and its twin sister paranoia, never move beyond childish purity, 
beyond the desire to surrender to God and mother.”1906  Depression, for Jager, involves 
an experience of “a lack of boundaries, an absence of strong contours.”  The “primary 
aspect of the world of depression” is, according to Jager, is its “uninhabitability.”1907 
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Gilgamesh, on the other hand, is marked by “adventure” and “nostalgia.” The “adventure” 
in this case is Gilgamesh's “heroic” journey, which Jager likens to that of the “prototypical 
adventurer,” Odysseus.  “Nostalgia,” within the “structure of depression,” however, 
“degenerates into a “wanton, measureless suffering because the homecoming of which it 
dreams lies prior to and beyond human reality and offers no resistance to a perverse 
imagination.”1908  Jager reminds us that the algia of nostalgia points to an “aching 
connectedness with the past.” 

Jager's detailed analysis of the adventures of Gilgamesh is still one of the most acute 
interpretations of the poem.  For our purposes, though, it is the brief summary of “The 
Return” that caps his analysis, for it suggests at least a kind of relief for Gilgamesh.  (Jager 
does not treat Enkidu's response to Shamash in that key passage we have emphasized 
here.) 

Jager notes that Gilgamesh bathes himself four times in the poem.  “Bathing is a removing 
and an emerging, it forms a break in a straight path, but is is also a going to the depth and 
returning to the surface.”  Bathing is a renewal that “makes possible a new beginning, a 
return to an origin.”1909  Gilgamesh's last dream of immorality is the the “marvelous plant 
growing near the bottom of the ocean.”  The loss of the plant robs Gilgamesh of all his 
illusions.  Jager sees in the plant, as we do also, the first time Gilgamesh speaks of his 
people, as he “wishes to share his treasure” with them.  Even though he loses the plant, 
and his illusions, Gilgamesh is now “ready to live in contentment amidst his people.”1910  
The road back to Uruk is cleared.  The story “has come full circle” as the the Gilgamesh 
and Urshanabi approach the walls of Uruk.  “The poem, like the city and like life, is 
delimited.  The poet sings of limits which embrace a town, unify a poem and gather the 
substance of a life.  That which delimits a city is also that which makes a city possible; 
equally, a life without the boundary of death would be deprived of all coherence.”1911 

Bernd Jager does not deal with the various means Mesopotamia used to bring relief to the 
suffering of those like Enkidu and Gilgamesh.  As with many interpreters of Gilgamesh 
who focus on the walls of Uruk, which brings both Gilgamesh and the poem as a whole 
“full circle,” the interior of the city, with the silent figure of Ishtar at the center is not an 
issue for Jager as it is with us.  Nor is the action of Gilgamesh within the city upon his 
return: his inscribing his sufferings in a precious stone, as much (or more) permanent as 
the walls he had constructed.  The end of Tablet 11 points to the relief of Gilgamesh as it 
was anticipated in the First Prologue.  There, the language of relief—for Mesopotamia a 
mixture of poetry, magic, ritual, and theology—is captured in the same words as was used 
in Shamash's correction of Enkidu's attitude toward the harimtu.  Gilgamesh always 
operates on a slightly different scale than that of his friend Enkidu.  Entering the city of 
Ishtar provides him with relief and produces the writer as earlier Gilgamesh had been a 
briqueteur of poetry that was constructed orally. 

Notes to Chapter Nine
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Excursus: Interpreting Gilgamesh 

The Tyranny of Dead Metaphors 
John Gardner and I used a good bit of Archetypal Criticism to make sense of Gilgamesh 
in the translation we made some decades ago.1912  Prompted by Carl Gustav Jung’s theory 
of archetypes and the literary theory developed from it, notably Northrop Frye’s 
“Archetypal Criticism: Theory of Myths,” and his theory of genres,1913 we argued for a 
certain understanding of the text that is not much different than what I have developed 
here.  But Archetypal Criticism is largely ignored today, and this book grounds 
interpretation far more on the important Assyriological work that has appeared in the 
years since Gilgamesh appeared than the myth criticism that was based, in large measure, 
on Greco-Roman analogies.   

It may seem odd, then, that so much is made here on an approach to interpreting 
Gilgamesh of biblical and especially Gnostic material.  The Flood story in Tablet 11, of 
course, makes comparison almost inevitable.  Nowhere else in Gilgamesh are parallels 
between Mesopotamian literature and the Bible more evident than in the Flood stories.  
Where the 19th century enthusiasm for such parallels was urged by the thought that the 
stories may point to an actual event in the past and would therefore support the truth of 
Bible, the differences between the biblical versions and other, earlier and later, stories 
today point more in the direction of what I have called countertexts.1914  While certain 
Gnostic texts in The Nag Hammadi Library are Jewish rather than Christian, other texts 
provide unmistakable challenges to the most sacred parts of the Hebrew Bible.  They 
claim explicitly that “Moses” got it wrong.  The Flood story is one example.  The accounts 
of the Fall and Repentance of Sophia are less obvious in this regard, but they, too, counter 
the Torah’s account of the Spirit in Genesis 1:2.   

In some ways the investigation of versions of and commentaries on Gilgamesh stories 
appearing after the Standard Akkadian version and in different languages and cultures in 
addition to those thought to have been written before Gilgamesh (and therefore possible 
influences on the Standard text) follows rabbinical practice, where exegesis is complete 
only what comes before and what comes after a text are considered.  (And a complete 
exegesis is probably impossible, as would be a definitive reading of a text.)1915 

Hans Jonas attached an epilogue to his important study of The Gnostic Religion, 
“Gnosticism, Existentialism, and Nihilism,” where he explained the “circularity” of his 
procedure that led him to see comparisons between Gnosticism and the modern world.1916  
The viewpoints—he called them the “optics”—he had acquired in studying the Existential 
Phenomenology of Martin Heidegger, allowed him to see things in Gnosticism that he had 
not seen before.  The Nihilism that is already announced in the subtitle he gave to his 
book, The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings of Christianity, highlighted the 
Gnostic idea that what most Jews and Christians was a positive—possibly the most 
positive—act by God, Creation itself (marked by explicit comments that God saw the 
products as “good”), was by the Gnostics the act of an evil god, probably the most evil 
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figure in Gnostic thought.  The evil that was brought into the world by humans, according 
to Genesis, was rather built into the very texture of an already fallen world.  Where the 
Gnostics refer to the writings of “Moses” they find only dangerous error. 

The recovery of Gnostic texts in the modern world, then, allowed Jonas to see in the Bible 
what was easily overlooked.  One does not need to accept Jonas’s interpretations  

Dead Metaphors: The Microcosm 
Today an ancient analogy between the Larger World, the Macrocosm, and the Smaller 
World, the Microcosm, is found in sociology, where a microcosm is a small group of 
individuals that reflects a larger social body and a macrocosm is s social body made of 
smaller organs.1917  The Microcosm in that ancient scheme was the human being.  Da 
Vinci’s use of Pythagoras’s discovery of the golden ratio in his “Vitruvian Man” is perhaps 
the best visual representation of the Golden Mean widely available today.  It was well 
known through the 17th century CE. 

Even the latest versions of the Gilgamesh stories predate the idea of the human being as 
a replication of the Macrocosm.  It is thought to have originated with Democritus or 
Pythagoras.  The Great Chain of Being with its elaborate hierarchies was reflected in the 
Little World of humanity.  As long as the UP/DOWN metaphor was thought to be derived 
from the Macrocosm, it might have implications for law, politics, and ethics, as well as 
medicine.  The metaphor is certainly alive in Gilgamesh, but it does not fit the Greek idea 
of a Microcosm. 

Consider a few instances of UP and DOWN in Gilgamesh that may have been prompted 
by the Sumerian division of the universe between AN (the Above) and KI (the Below). 

UP: The council of the gods that leads to the creation of Enkidu, whose is thrown DOWN 
to earth.  Enkidu is DOWN to earth in his sexual union with the harimtu. 

UP: Ninsun climbs to the roof of the palace to plead with the Sun God, then descends. 

UP: Gilgamesh and Enkidu cross mountains to reach Humbaba.  He lies DOWN to receive 
dreams.  Irnina, a proxy of Ishtar, lives on the mountain Humbaba protects. 

UP: Ishtar in a rage flies UP to her father, Anu (UP itself). The Bull of Heaven is brought 
DOWN.  Ishtar on the wall is insulted by Enkidu. 

DOWN: Gilgamesh and Enkidu are in bed when Enkidu has a dream, presumably of a 
council of the gods above.  As he is dying, Enkidu has a vision of descending to the 
Underworld. 

 

UP (?): Gilgamesh’s journey to find Utnapishtim involves mountains, though it is not 
clear if he goes up or down as he walks through the mountain. 

UP/DOWN: The Floodwaters come from Above and Below.  Gods flee to the highest 
heaven, then descend to earth. 
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DOWN: Gilgamesh is purified in waters, then descends to the Abzu to seize the Plant of 
Rejuvenation.  Then he ascends. 

DOWN: Enkidu, in Tablet 12, descends to the Underworld.  His spirit ascends to earth, 
temporarily. 

In Mesopotamia, then, humans are largely in their “natural place,” on earth, but can move 
UP and DOWN.  The gods are UP sometimes, but they are also BELOW, notably Enki, 
Ereshkigal, and the Anunnaki. 

A mes tree has its roots in the deepest part of KI and its canopy in the highest AN. 

The place of kur, which can mean mountain, may as a cosmic entity reach from BELOW 
to ABOVE. 

“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” has a hero who is a warrior with his “head held 
high.”  He wears the same headgear as the goddess, his lover, Inanna.  (Her name may 
include AN.)  Inanna’s temple, EANNA, was once UP and is now on earth, in Uruk. 

As long as UP/DOWN is generated by the healthy human body, upright, the metaphor 
works in the visual arts, once the body is seen in space, as well as in poetry.  The human 
head is not the only locus of thought, but vision and hearing both depend on it.  The 
earliest sign for “human” is a head with a small wrapped body. 

The New Philosophy 
John Milton notoriously failed to deal with the cosmography poet John Donne called the 
“new philosophy.”  The overturning of the old Ptolemaic, earth-centered cosmos by a sun-
centered model as much as anything pushed the West into a “modern” world.1918 Dante 
had had no trouble with a cosmos full of elements that, from top to bottom, had their 
natural places in a hierarchical order. While Milton welcomed the possibilities for shaking 
off old notions of church and theology derived from the ancient hierarchical universe and 
Greek philosophical thought, he found it difficult to visualize a decentered heaven, earth, 
and underworld.  In “The First Anniversary,” Donne had written, 

And new philosophy calls all in doubt. 
The element of fire is quite put out; 
The sun is lost, and th’earth, and no man’s wit 
Can well direct him where to look for it. 
And freely men confess that this world’s spent, 
When in the planets, and the firmament 
They seek so many new; then see that this 
Is crumbled out again to his atomies. 
‘Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone; 
all just supply, and all relation: 
Prince, subject, father, son, are things forgot, 
For every man alone thinks he has got 
To be a phoenix, and that there can be 
None of that kind, of which he is, but he.1919 
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Interpreting Gilgamesh: To a Hero Dying Young 
For those who believe that Gilgamesh ends with the epilogue at the end of Tablet 11, the 
return of Gilgamesh to Uruk has special significance.  The last two lines of Tablet 11 
feature Ishtar and Uruk respectively.  Benjamin Caleb Ray, in particular, emphasizes the 
connection between the epilogue and the First Prologue—the one that mentions 
Gilgamesh's state of mind upon his return. 

Ray introduced Assyriology to contemporary literary theory, much of it derived from 
modern Continental philosophy, in an attempt to find an answer to Gilgamesh’s 
persistent questions about life and death.  In “The Gilgamesh Epic: Myth and Meaning,” 
Ray provides an excellent overview of critical interpretation into the mid-1990s.1920  More 
recently, others, like Zaineb Bahrani and Keith Dickson, have applied modern and 
postmodern literary-critical theories to ancient Mesopotamian literature and culture.  
The widespread interest among theorists in sex and gender issues have had a particularly 
important impact on Assyriology.  As we have seen, the relationship between the deities 
and their lovers (the “sacred marriage”), different aspects of Inanna/Ishtar, the goddess 
Companions of Ishtar, her differently gendered temple officiants, and, in Gilgamesh 
specifically, the developing intimacy between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, have made 
Mesopotamian studies an increasingly significant focus for reading texts, as the theorists 
have it, “otherwise.” 

As I read Ray, Enkidu dies young, and Utnapishtim accounts for it at the end of Tablet 10.   
Ray sees Utnapishtim’s analogy of the brief life of a dragonfly to show that the always 
paradoxical issue—why young, strong, healthy persons die—is written into the nature of 
things. The young hero who dies in battle is, of course, a conspicuous exception.  He at 
least gains fame, honor and respect. The gods or Fate decree the death of some young 
ones, since, according to Utnapishtim, the time of death is unknown to humans.1921 

Enkidu’s death in Tablet 7 raises questions of cosmic justice.  (Why does he, rather than 
Gilgamesh, pay with his death for the killing of Humbaba and The Bull of Heaven?)  The 
death of Enkidu is narrated differently in Tablet 12.  There he makes one mistake after 
another as he descends to the world of the dead and is seized by the underworld.  Perhaps 
the most important point of Tablet 12 is to illustrate that many different kinds of death 
have to be sorted out in the underworld.  Some fates are better than others.  The one who 
leaves loved ones alive on earth can (at least temporarily) live well in the dark underworld. 

The Hero’s Dilemma, on the other hand, is the special case of Gilgamesh.  Gilgamesh’s 
death is, of course, not narrated in Gilgamesh, though a Sumerian story of his death had 
raised the great questions of mortality itself.  The “Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh” 
suggests a trade-off between the special status of the anointed one, Amaushumgalanna, 
and a short life.  The Sumerian “Death of Gilgamesh” provides a theology of death, but 
Gilgamesh’s own death is a very special case. 

Accepting the role of kingship does not itself make the fate of Gilgamesh a special case, as 
I see it.  In a sense Gilgamesh’s acceptance of Shamash’s plan to have  Humbaba killed (to 
remove “evil” from the land) is the fulfillment both of a king’s responsibility to his subjects 
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and the special “heroic” activity that traditionally gains certain persons a “name” that 
others, including other kings, do not achieve.   

On the other hand, by rejecting Ishtar’s proposal of marriage, Gilgamesh, according to 
Ray, brings about the death of Enkidu.  I have been pursuing an interpretation that relates 
Ishtar’s proposal to the Hero’s Dilemma in a different way. Gilgamesh certainly rejects 
her selection of him as her lover.  But as I read the text, it the story offers the possibility 
that in the “healing” of Gilgamesh his return to Uruk marks  the acceptance of her offer.  
With his acceptance come the power and rewards of en-ship she has offered him—and the 
possibility of an early death.  Central to this interpretation is Ishtar herself. 

The Hero’s Dilemma, contrasting Enkidu as Everyman with Gilgamesh, with a special 
status as both king and en for Gilgamesh, is already anticipated in the First Prologue:  the 
walls of Uruk represent royal responsibilities, especially. for protecting citizens, widows 
and orphans, maintaining law and order, guaranteeing law, while the interior of the city 
emphasizes the relationship with Ishtar. 

Ray follows Benjamin R. Foster in seeing Shamash’s advice to Enkidu in Tablet 7 as 
satirical (which I do not see; or rather, that the gods often present messages, dreams and 
otherwise, that require interpretation).1922  Enki/Ea and Inanna/Ishtar are particularly 
known for their deceptive messages, as Tablets 6 and 11 show clearly.  But whether this is 
a generalized skepticism, a countercultural deconstruction of conventional wisdom 
(about death, in particular), may be a stretch.  Ray is right to emphasize Gilgamesh writing 
his story on a tablet that can be read by one who opens the deposit box.  He notes the 
importance of the audience identifying with Gilgamesh (and Enkidu).  In a sense we, 
being human, are more like Enkidu than Gilgamesh, who is 2/3rd god.  He is presented as 
an Everyman, yet he like Gilgamesh has a special role to play.  So we the readers of 
Gilgamesh are like both Gilgamesh and Enkidu, but we are also significantly not like 
them—as is usual in narratives of ordinary people (as in modern novels) as well as of 
special cases in traditional heroic stories. 

Utnapishtim offers a perspective that no other human can give, since he was himself a 
part of the crucial historical event of the Flood but was also crafty enough to follow Enki’s 
deceptive speech.   

Note re the possibility that Gilgamesh died young: The Sumerian King List gives him what 
to us is an impossibly long reign, but judging from those who came before him (especially 
his father Lugalbanda) his is quite modest.  His longevity should not be judged on the 
basis of the puny (though reasonable) reigns of the kings in Uruk who followed him in the 
First Dynasty.1923  They are much closer to ordinary folk like us than to famous figures 
who preceded them. 

 

 



Excursus: Interpretating Gilgamesh  852 
  

1912  Gardner and Maier, “Introduction: The One Who Saw the Abyss,” 3-54. 
 
1913  Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 
esp. Third and Fourth Essays. 
 
1914  See Maier, “The Flood Story: Four Literary Approaches,” 110-13. 
 
1915  Henshaw [personal communication]; see also Henshaw, [complete citation of article for Archie Chi 
Chung Lee], forthcoming. 
 
1916  Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, 2nd ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), 320-40. 
 
1917  “Macrocosm and Microcosm,” at http://en.wikipedia.org . 
 
1918  For the impact of the ancient Near East on the “modern” West, see Maier, “The Ancient Near East 
in Modern Thought,” Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, ed.  Sasson, 107-20. 
 
1919  Roy Lamson and Hallett Smith, ed. Renaissance England: Poetry and Prose from the 
Reformation to the Restoration (New York: W. W. Norton, 1956), 816-17. 
 
1920  Benjamin Caleb Ray, “The Gilgamesh Epic: Myth and Meaning,” Myth and Method, ed. Laurie E. 
Patton and Wendy Doniger (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1996), 300-26.  Ray draws upon 
Walter Benjamin, Stephen Greenblatt, Paul Cantor, Richard Rorty, D. G. Myers, Jeffrey Stout, and Stanley 
Fish in particular, for his theoretical positions.  For a sampling of the many Gilgamesh-related interpretive 
essays Ray cites, see also Maier, Gilgamesh, A Reader (for Tzvi Abusch, Stephanie Dalley, Benjamin Foster, 
W. G. Lambert, William L. Moran, Robert Temple, Jeffrey H. Tigay, and Thomas Van Nortwick), and “A 
Gilgamesh Bibliography to 1994,” 357-491; Ray also cites Bendt Alster, Gary A. Anderson, Jean Bottéro, 
Mircea Eliade, Giuseppe Furlani, Gerald K. Gresseth, David M. Halperin, Alexander Heidel, Geroge F. Held, 
Thorkild Jacobsen, Maureen Gallery Kovacs, Samuel Noah Kramer, Benno Landsberger, Henrietta McCall, 
Nancy K. Sandars, and H. L. J. Vanstiphout. 
 
1921  Ray, 313-15. 
 
1922  Benjamin R. Foster and Karen Polinger Foster, Civilizations of Ancient Iraq (Princeton: University 
Press, 2009), esp. 37, 49, 83-83, 153-60, place Gilgamesh and Uruk in the long event of the history of 
ancient Iraq.  
 
1923  Recall that only one of his progeny is mentioned in the text that identifies him (Ur-lugal) as 
restoring the Tummal, as Bilgames had done before (or with) him.  Restoring the Tummal is the only 
noteworthy act attributed to the descendents of Gilgamesh in the First Dynasty.  See Joachim Oelsner, “Aus 
der sumerischen Texten der Hilprecht-Sammlung Jena: Der Text der Tummal-Chronik,”  Literatur, Politik 
und Recht in Mesopotamien, ed. Sallaberger, 215-16, 221.  The chronicle begins with Enmerbaragesi of Kish 
and son Akka and ends with the Ur III dynasty.  For Enmebaragesi, see Piotr Michalowski, “A Man Called 
Enmerbaragesi,” in the same volume, 195-208; also Piotr Steinkeller, “An Ur III Manuscript of the 
Sumerian King List,” 267-92, for an interpretation of relationships among Kish, Akkad, Uruk, and Ur. 
 

                                                   

http://en.wikipedia.org/


Excursus on Interpretation  853  

Literary Criticism: The Abysmal Science                           

Introduction: The Abyss 
It may come as something as a surprise that the ancient Mesopotamian (specifically, 
Sumero-Akkadian) terms abzu/apsû has reappeared in recent literary theory.  Few of us 
who regularly use the English or French equivalents of the “abyss” knows its history 
beyond guessing that the Greeks had invented it or had picked it up from someone.  (One 
suggestion is that it is a compound for “no bottom.”  It is not a term that can be traced 
easily to Indo-European roots.) It is helpful to know that the Greek abussos was used in 
the Septuagint to translate the Hebrew “deep,” tehom (Genesis 1:2).1924   

From the Hebrew Bible, where it meant a vast body of fresh water under the earth from 
which springs and fountains emerged on the earth, the term developed other associations.  
In later Judaism and in the New Testament, abussos came to mean the abode not only of 
the dead but also the place of demons, related to Hell and Abaddon, e.g., in Luke 8:31. 

The English word abyss carries three related meanings, according to the American 
College Dictionary: 1. a bottomless gulf; any deep, immeasurable space; 2. anything 
profound and         unfathomable; and 3. the bottomless pit; hell.  According to the Oxford 
English Dictionary, the earliest appearance of the word discovered so far in English is 
dated 1398, CE, when John Trevisa offered a good Middle English definition of the term: 
“The primordiall and fyrste matere in the begynnynge of the worlde not dystinguyd by 
certayn fourme is callyd Abyssus...Abyssus is depnesse of water vnseen and therof come 
and sprynge welles and ryuers.”  Even relatively recent etymological dictionaries, like Eric 
Partridge's Origins, A Short Etymological Dictionary of Modern English (1983), traces 
English “abyss” from Greek abussos to Latin abyssus to Old French abisme, thence to 
English.1925 

What modern literary theorists would know is that, thanks to the witty Jacques Derrida, 
the abyss has entered into literary theory in a big way.  (One of my students, a wag, now 
characterizes the whole literary industry as “abysmal,” and he is not far wrong.)  The 
branch of literary theory that makes use of the "abyss" is the notorious Deconstruction 
gang, and those in the group quickly borrow from one another.  Some very important 
names in literary theory now use abysm (in two French spellings), en abyme, and mis en 
abisme fairly regularly.  I will want to say how (if not the meaning) they use the French 
term and how some have come to anglicize it. 

 The “Science” of Criticism 
The “science” in Science of Literary Criticism should be mentioned before we move too 
deeply into the abyss.  We rarely call the study of texts, especially the interpretation of 
texts, “scientific.”  The interpretation of texts is what, for the most part, distinguishes the 
Humanities from other academic disciplines.  In the U.S. “science” is usually reserved to 
mathematical or empirical studies, to the hard sciences and the social sciences.  I use the 
term to call attention to the European tradition of Wissenschaft, which covers the science 
and the humanistic study of texts.  Better than “science” it ought probably to translated 
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as “learning” or “scholarship,” perhaps simply “knowledge.”  The idea of “human 
sciences” was promoted when, beginning in the early 1960s, European thought began to 
influence Anglo-American universities.  But the very fact that the term has not caught on 
tells us that the European influences are still considered quite foreign.   

First I should briefly indicate the larger project of which the abyss is one (but ominously 
growing) part.  I am trying to determine the extent and the meaning of a metaphor--or, I 
should say today, a figure--that is remarkably persistent in many otherwise unrelated 
fields, what I call the metaphor or figure of depth, a distinction between surface and an 
indeterminate depth.   

It is used importantly not only in literary works like Paradise Lost, where it derives at 
least in part from an equally important source, the Bible.  It is not only a mythological 
figure, as you know it to be in Mesopotamia.  “Depth” figures importantly, sometimes 
centrally in a variety of modern scientific disciplines: in linguistics, where deep and 
surface structures are important to generative grammar; in psychoanalytic theory, itself 
called in various guises Depth Psychology.  It         functions in Marxist thought of a 
relationship between “base” and “superstructure;” in the “deep” space of astrophysics; 
and, of course, the depth of field in art and optics.  Hydrology, with or        without the 
derived social theory of Karl Wittvogel--Sumer as a Hydraulic Society (otherwise known 
as an “Oriental Despotism”)--of course makes use of it.1926 

Of course, my interest here is in literary theory, which has made much of metaphor in 
recent years.  Two seminal works, which take positions that I think can be reconciled but 
so far are not, are J. Christopher Crocker's “The Social Functions of Rhetorical Forms,” 
one of many fine essays in the collection called The Social Use of Metaphor, Essays on 
the Anthropology of Rhetoric (1977); and linguist George Lakoff, who with Mark Johnson 
produced Metaphors We Live By (1980),1927 a work discussed above. 

 (Lakoff proposes an experiential theory of metaphor that has been gaining adherents, 
even among biblical scholars.  Lakoff offers a deceptively simple definition of metaphor: 
“The essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms 
of another” (Metaphors We Live By, 5).  An issue of Semeia, devoted to Women, War, 
and Metaphor: Language and Society in the Study of the Hebrew Bible (1993), drew 
heavily on Lakoff.  For example, Claudia V. Camp's introduction to the issue, “Metaphor 
in Feminist Biblical Interpretation: Theoretical        Perspectives,” rests on the notion, 
from Lakoff, that metaphor is a “cognitive structure that grounds language in 
embodiment.”1928.  Lakoff's experiential approach is not readily compatible with the         
claims others make that there is “only language.”  Within that issue, though, the 
deconstructionist Mieke Bal challenged any experiential theory of metaphor.  (Bal titled 
her response to the         articles in that Semeia issue, appropriately, “Metaphors He Lives 
By.”1929 ) 

 (I cannot claim that I have worked out a bridge between deconstruction and “experience,” 
but the person who accomplishes that will have made a major contribution to literary 
theory.)  



Excursus on Interpretation  855  

  

Lacan, Derrida, and the English Appropriation of the “Abyss” 
Jacques Derrida uses two spellings of abyss, abisme and abyme, one an old spelling used 
in heraldry, to indicate a small representation of the heraldic shield itself on the shield,1930 
much the way the apsû was reproduced in miniature in the water basin of the 
Mesopotamian temple (CAD 1.2.197).  From this one can see Derrida's relatively frequent 
use of the phrase, en abyme, “placement in the abyss,” where abyme means “endless 
regress.”1931  

For example, in the article, “...That Dangerous Supplement...,” Derrida claims that 
“Representation in the abyss of presence is not an accident of presence; the desire of 
presence is, on the contrary, born from the abyss of representation, from the 
representation of representation, etc.”1932  

 In such an example, one sees certain persistent themes in Derrida: the desire for, but 
ultimate inability to reach “presence,” to have a sign actually re-present a signified.  The 
abyss always undercuts the defining aim of Western metaphysics since the Greeks, what 
Derrida calls, after Martin Heidegger, “onto-theology.”  The abyss subverts any ground, 
reason, or principle. 

Like Heidegger, from whom he drew much of this thinking, and with whom he is often in 
dialogue and at odds, Derrida plays with language in order to expose and “deconstruct” 
intended        meanings.  (“Play” is an important term in his anti-metaphysical stand.  He 
likened “play” not so much to the play in the theory of games, where play operates by the 
rules of the game, but         rather to the “play” of a car steering wheel, an apparently 
useless element of an otherwise well-designed system.)   In “The Principle of Reason...” 
Derrida discusses the Heideggerian notion         of the Abgrund, a denial of “ground,” a 
hole that represents the “impossibility for a principle of grounding to ground itself.”1933  
Heidegger refused to credit the Greek terms basic to         metaphysics (ousia, telos, logos 
prominent among them) by using their German “equivalents” and then “destroying” 
them--using Abgrund to open the “ground” or “reason” (Grund) itself.  Derrida, for his 
part, uses a phrase, mis en abyme, usually translated into English as the “scene of ruin,” 
to subvert a familiar French phrase, mis en scene, whose usual meaning in the theater is 
the properties on the stage and the position of actors in a given scene. 

In a discussion of Martin Heidegger's analysis of a Van Gogh painting of peasant shoes, 
Derrida claims: 

At the very moment when he calls us back to the Greek ground and to the apprehension 
of the thing as hypokeimenon, Heidgger implies that this originary state still covers over 
something, falling upon or attacking it.... But as the “more” carries itself away, the thing 
no longer has the figure of value of an “underneath.”  Situated (or not) “under” the 
underneath, it would not only open an abyss, but would brusquely and discontinuously 
prescribe a change of direction, or rather a completely different topic...[And] the topos of 
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the abyss and a fortiori that of the mise-en-abyme could also hide, or in any case dampen 
a little the brusque and angular necessity of this other topics [sic].”1934   

In his essay, “To Speculate--on Freud,” he cautions against the very figure he has 
invented, lest it prove too powerfully to suggest the metaphysics of presence.   

I have never wanted to abuse the abyss, nor, above all, the mise “en abyme.”  I do not 
believe in it very much, I am wary of the confidence that it inspires fundamentally; I 
believe it too representative either to go far enough or not to avoid the very thing toward 
which it allegedly rushes.1935   

Derrida suggests in that text that he derives the figure from the repetition-compulsion 
Freud had discussed in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 

Followers of Derrida and Deconstruction will see in this rejection of the “metaphyics of 
presence” the operation of a better known Derridian wordplay, his misspelling of 
différence as         différance to mark the hidden play in the term, “differ,” to make a 
difference and to defer meaning endlessly. 

While he may have been reading Freud, it is more likely that he derived the “abyss” from 
the “French Freud,” Jacques Lacan. 

Perhaps the most amusing and enlightening exchange in contemporary literary theory is 
the debate between psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan and Derrida on readings of the Edgar 
Allan Poe detective story, “The Purloined Letter.”  (Poe's reputation, you may recall, has 
been higher in France than in America since the mid-19th century.)  It is this exchange, I 
believe, that accounts   for Derrida's “abyss” entering into American literary criticism.  The 
debate, opened with a 1956 essay by Jacques Lacan entitled “Seminar on ‘The Purloined 
Letter,’” highlighted two “scenes” in Poe's story that, Lacan argued, allowed a “letter” to 
circulate among several characters and, though the contents of the letter is never 
disclosed to the reader, is shown to affect all the characters in a very profound way.  Lacan 
used the reading to advance his psychoanalytic theory, grounded in Freud, beyond Freud.  
The two “scenes” in Poe's story are a “primal” scene, which will certainly recall Freud's 
important “primal scene,” and a later “repetition” of that same scene, with a different set 
of characters.  As he introduces his analysis of the Poe story, Lacan claims that “the 
narration, in fact, doubles the drama with a commentary without which no mis en scene 
would be possible.”1936  

The details of the debate this Lacanian seminar opened are not important here.  I mention 
the debate only to underscore its importance in contemporary literary theory.  Derrida 
responded to         Lacan in an essay, published in 1966, called “Le Facteur de la verité” 
(translated twice into English, each time with a different title).  In it, Derrida countered 
Lacan’s mis en scene with a deconstructive mis en abyme, in the process claiming that 
Lacan's reading of Poe reproduces the mistake of finding stable meanings in texts, of 
reintroducing the “metaphysics of presence.”1937  In 1977, an issue of Yale French Studies 
on Literature and Psychoanalysis (55/56) included a retort to both Lacan and Derrida by 
Barbara Johnson, “The Frame of Reference: Poe, Lacan, Derrida.”1938  Johnson and 
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Derrida continued to debate each other; other critics of various persuasions were brought 
in; a book--inevitably--was published that collected most of the major statements (The 
Purloined Poe), and the debate has continued after that, with anthologies of literary 
theory reprinting at least segments of what has become a small cottage industry of 
criticism. 

The Lacan-Derrida debate and the Yale French Studies issue have become almost 
cornerstones in the amazing edifice of contemporary literary criticism.  Barbara Johnson 
anglicized the Derridian abyme to “asymmetrical, abysmal structure” (410) and to the 
“scene of writing whose boundaries crumble off into an abyss” (416) and “the crumbling, 
abysmal, nontotalizable edges of the story's frame” (417).   

\Another important bit of abysmal criticism can be found in J. Hillis Miller's influential 
1984 essay, “The Search for Grounds in Literary Study,” where Miller discusses a passage 
in Immanuel Kant and writes, 

 This is an example of a mise en abyme in the technical sense of placing within the 
larger sign system a miniature image of the larger one, a smaller one potentially 
within that, and so on, in a filling in and covering over of the abyss, gulf, of Kluft 
which is at the same time an opening of the abyss.  Such a simultaneous opening 
and covering over is the regular law of the mis en abyme.1939   

(Hillis Miller, much at home with the English literary tradition, connects the abyss with 
John Milton’s use of the image in Paradise Lost.  There, you will recall, the poet/prophet 
Milton prays that he be inspired by the Holy Spirit to create an epic poet in the manner of 
the first creation:  “Thou from the first/Was present, and with mighty wings 
outspread/Dove-like satst brooding on the vast Abyss/And madst it pregnant: What in 
me is dark/Illumine, what is low raise and support” (Paradise Lost, I.19-23).1940  

Criticism, having returned to the ancient world notion of the abyss, is not soon likely to 
abandon it.  

The Possible Use of the Abyss as a Literary-Critical Term 
The coincidence of a word from the ancient Near East appearing in a new guise in modern 
literary criticism is in itself uneventful.  The re-emergence of the abyss as a counter to 
Western metaphysics, though, opens what to us looks like an esoteric tradition, perhaps 
remembered only in Uruk before Hellenistic thought influenced the city during the 
Seleucid period, a tradition that was not yet marked by the excesses of “onto-theology” 
decried by Heidegger and Derrida. 

 This Excursus has so far had three related aims: first, to explain briefly how the “abyss” has come, 
largely through Derrida’s use of the term in “Le Facteur de la verité,” to be of interest to modern 
literary theory; second, to suggest that Derrida's abyme an important term in modern literary 
criticism and theory, and may become useful in the current debate about metaphor; and it remains 
to mention a third, to show that Derrida’s abyme may be useful for an understanding of the 
Sumerian abzu. 
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The irony is that early abzu is present in Sumerian writings from the 3rd millennium BCE, 
is represented in Mesopotamian art, and is repeated endlessly in the Mesopotamian 
temple, where         are something very large pond, sometimes small basin stands before 
the Holy of Holies.  (The Mesopotamian tradition of a representation of the abzu in the 
temple is long-lived. The First         Temple, Solomon's Temple in Jerusalem, is said to 
have contained a huge laver supported by twelve bronze bulls, a basin that contained 
10,000 gallons of water.1941  The Tabernacle that existed before the temple itself had a 
smaller washing place behind the altar of sacrifice and in front of the Holy Place.  The 
mikvae through which the faithful passed to become pure as they entered Herod’s temple 
may be related to it--as, indeed, are the holy water fonts and baptismal basins still to be 
found in Roman Catholic churches.)  

In writings, in art, and in architecture, the abzu is associated with Enki/Ea.  Scholars of 
the ancient Near East have not hesitated to describe a Sumerian cosmography in which 
the abzu was an important part: the cosmic waters, apparently sweet waters) underneath 
the whole earth.1942  But just as the name itself is of uncertain origin (as well as its 
synonym, the engur), the abzu has proven to be more complicated, impenetrable by light 
(according to Sumerian sources), a deep reserve in which the god Enki lives, guarded by 
his monstrous creations, a formless place--or unplace--from which, like a bag of tricks, 
the trickster god pulls out new things and new solutions to otherwise impossible 
problems.  Assyriologist Jean Bottéro finds it murky indeed.          

The ancient literary work that most conspicuously makes use of the apsû is, no doubt, the 
late, Akkadian Enuma Elish, often considered “The Babylonian Creation Epic.” That work 
is particularly important these days because it has been retranslated several times and 
made available to an increasingly large audience of nonspecialists.1943  Historians of 
religion, myth critics, philosophers and soon literary critics will join biblical scholars to 
examine what is now taken as a kind of fundamental creation myth.  My aim is rather 
different.  Enuma Elish is far too late a text to be immediately useful to my project.  When 
the Babylonian hero-god Marduk defeats the Great Mother Tiamat, he slices her in half 
and separates the waters above and the waters below.  (Tiamat is cognate with the biblical 
tehom, translated, as we have seen, in the Septuagint as abussos.)  Even before that, 
though, in Enuma Elish, Ea had defeated the Great Father, Apsû, and having brought the 
Apsû-waters into some kind of frame, Ea established his temple at Eridu atop the apsû.  
The city of Eridu became a model for Marduk’s Babylon, so in a sense Ea’s dwelling is 
repeated in three places, in the waters below the ground, upon the waters, and above 
ground in Babylon. 

More to the point is the Sumerian composition (BM 86535) Samuel Noah Kramer edited 
as “Enki and His Word: A Chant to the Rider of the Waves.”1944  

The first kirugu of “Enki and His Word: A Chant to the Rider of the Waves” (kirugu 50 of 
the larger composition) calls attention to the “Song of Enki,” the “holy Master” (en), the 
“master of the Abzu,” and then addresses Enki as the god who rides the waves and as the 
“twin” of the Euphrates River that allows humankind as well as animals to proliferate. 
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Kramer was much taken with a few lines of narrative in the kirugu, since the lines seem 
to suggest that, once humans had multiplied, they were brought into his “house,” where 
the powerful me could be found.  Enki removed from the “house,” though, the “me of life,” 
and he fastened to his breast other me he had sought out.  Humankind is commanded not 
to covet the me.   

                He made them come out to them in the house, 
                the Master--to his me. 
 
                He made them come out to them, 
 
                Master of the Abzu--to his me, 
 
                he made them come out to them in the house. 
 
 
                He took away the me of life from the house. 
 
                He hunted out, 
                he hunted out the me 
 
                                        he fastened them about his chest. 
 
                Master he is of the plenteous me: 
                        for his me the mulu [humankind] must not long.1945 

                                                 

In subsequent kirugu, humanity (lú) is mentioned, but is attacked by the “word” of Enki.  
The “word” is depicted as the venom of a viper and the venom of a lion (or scorpion), 
capable of         paralyzing a human being (third kirugu).  In the fourth kirugu the word 
of Enki is a “floodwave” that carries off humanity and inspires fear in the human body 
(mulu).  There is some indication that Enki's hostile attitude gives way to prosperity. 

             His word is a floodwave, 
                         a floodwave that breeds fear. 
             The word of Enki is a floodwave 
                                                a floodwave 
             The word of Damgalnunna is a floodwave, 
                                                     a floodwave. 
             The word of the Master of the Abzu is a floodwave, 
                                                     a floodwave.1946 

                                               

I have long suspected that, even without the repeated association in Mesopotamia of 
Enki/Ea and “wisdom,” that Enki and the images/figures connected with the 
representation of that god provide a distinctly non-metaphysical understanding of 
language.  Ancient Near Eastern scholars have long pointed to an understanding of the 
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“word” in ancient Semitic languages very different from our modern Western languages, 
an understanding that combined signification with behavior and with power that we have 
difficulty following.  The connections between Sumerian words for word, concept, hearing 
and the like (inim, me, geshtug) tie the word to Enki and the abzu in a manner that seems 
to make sense in Sumerian narratives, but which I find difficult to explain.  Enki, as a god, 
has a certain persistence or perdurance, a kind of timeless essence that attaches to the 
naming of gods.  The portrayal of Enki/Ea in texts and in cylinder seal impressions reflects 
that persistence: figured as male, contesting with goddesses, solving problems, 
dispensing living waters clearly mark Enki/Ea as part of an orderliness that makes a 
history of Mesopotamian religion (or literature) possible.  Similarly, the abzu has a kind 
of topographical or even cosmic persistence.  Reproduced endlessly in miniature, the abzu 
seems to as much a thing, principle, reason, ousia, nature or essence as one is likely to 
find outside Greek philosophical thought: a god, a place--a kind of primitive narrative 
ontology. 

M. E. Vogelzang emphasizes the Ea as a god who acts when the “existing order” is 
threatened, a basic theme of Mesopotamian epic literature.  “Something” appears that 
“cannot be classified,” and is often amorphous, powerful but vague.1947  Ea acts (through 
speech and through creating odd beings) to “restrain an opponent or nuisance.”1948  Such 
narratives connect Ea with an existing order, and he brings new things into being. But the 
narratives emphasize, as much, the oddity of the creations and often the ambiguity in Ea's 
actions, including the advice he gives to others.)  

The abzu is associated, by way of the god Enki, to the Sumerian word for “word” itself (rather like 
the earliest understanding of dabar or logos); and the word, inim, is intimately connected with the 
untranslatable Sumerian term, the me. 

The word, especially the me, is also something like an essence, but as the scholars, 
especially Gertrud Farber-Flügge, have noticed, the me is marked especially by plurality.  
Though the me can be carried on the arm like a bracelet or worn as a pendant on the chest, 
that kind of figuration suggests “mere” metaphor (in the old sense of the term), a 
decorative embellishment to something else.1949 

I rather think, though, that plurality of the me and the movement and power of the word 
discloses a terrible instability, just as it uncovers a “ground” of existence.  Within the 
stability that is offered by naming the names (as Adam is figured as doing in the Yahwist 
narrative of Genesis) everywhere opens an abyss, as Derrida would have it.  The setting, 
so solid, is both a mis en scene and its ruin, the mis en abyme.  I think it is a mistake to 
insist only on the stability of the Mesopotamian abzu. Where is it located, after, all, if not 
“below,” reflecting a primordial division of an and ki--but where is in?  The impenetrable 
abzu, imaged as an underwater temple guarded by powerful primitive beings, where light 
itself does not enter, is not a place in that way humans regard places. 

For this reason I suggest that we attend, not to Derrida’s mystification of writing and 
speaking--Susan Handelman makes a good case that Derrida’s écriture should better be 
translated as scripture than writing1950--but to the abyss opened up by language: in 



Excursus on Interpretation  861  

Derrida's though, différance.  What the Enki narratives and hymns open up is not simply 
a subversion of, say, Enlil's plans (to destroy humankind, for example), but the infinite 
regress of language itself. 

It is possible that the invention of writing aided in this, but that is a very complex problem 
I am incapable of solving.  In any event, the abzu operates as a figure in ancient 
Mesopotamian        texts largely the way modern literary criticism now wants it to operate, 
as the possibility that any order can be reproduced endlessly and subverted.  In that sense, 
it can be said to have finally produced, as a way of subverting the Western tradition of 
onto-theology and the metaphysics of presence, its own abysmal criticism. 

Radical Orthodoxy 
The abyss of Derrida has been raised as an issue yet again, in largely a negative way.  A 
movement calling itself Radical Orthodoxy claims that Heidegger and Derrida are 
nihilists in a line of modern secularists going back at least to Nietzsche.  Beginning with 
John Milbank’s Theology and Social Policy: Beyond Secular Reason (1990)1951 Radical 
Orthodoxy challenged modernists, with Catherine Pickstock characterizing Derrida’s 
admitted interest in death as “necrophilia.”  This is not the place to enter the debate—
where the “void” of Derrida is opposed to the pleroma or “fullness” important to, e.g., the 
Gospel of John.1952 

According to Hugh Rayment-Pickard Derrida’s concept of “impossibility” is “crucial to 
Derrida’s theology.”  He cites Derrida’s explanation of “impossibility.” 

Every time I say: X is neither this nor that, neither the contrary of this nor that, neither 
the simple neutralization of this nor that with which it has nothing in common, being 
absolutely heterogeneous to or incommensurable with them, I would start to speak of 
God.1953 

Catherine Pickstock, on the other hand, considers Derrida’s indeterminacy and 
impossibility to be “an empty, abyssal middle realm that that confirms deconstruction in 
its abject nihilism.”  Rayment-Pickard challenges that view.  He offers considerable 
evidence that Derrida did not find “impossibility”nihilistic; rather, it “marks the 
ambiguous space between all and nothing, life and death, plenitude and emptiness.”1954  
However this debate over Derrida’s nihilism is resolved, the abyss opens as a key 
interpretive principle. 

Rayment-Pickard points to a problem in Radical Orthodoxy’s reading of texts. We have 
seen that Flood story continually generates different variations.  Even if a “first” or proto-
Flood story were to be discovered, strong interpretations, either in the form of narratives 
or commentaries, find novelties back and forth.  Rayment-Pickard deconstructs the very 
ritual text at the heart of Radical Orthodoxy: the Eucharist, as interpreted by the medieval 
Roman Ritual.  Rayment-Pickard points out in some detail that the four New Testament 
texts that form the basis of the Roman Ritual (the four gospels and Paul’s First 
Corinthians) are inconsistent with one another—and with the much later Roman Ritual. 
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Just as creeds like the Nicene Creed go far to turn a theological narrative of cosmic history 
into a ontological structure of Being, liturgies like the Roman Ritual gloss over 
inconsistencies in the biblical stories thought to institute the sacrament of the Eucharist 
also bend narratives into a harmonious metaphysical unity.  (Pulling pieces of biblical text 
out to construct the “Apostles Creed” is an even more obvious example of the tendency to 
harmonize narratives into unified conceptual structures.) 

The “abyss” today challenges such harmonizing in the same way that the abzu retained a 
power in ancient Mesopotamian thought to overcome any conceptual order and to 
disclose new possibilities. 

The Flood in its Literary and Cultural Contexts 

Noah Today 
The Flood has fascinated the curious since ancient times.  In Hellenistic times Berossus 
reported that people were scraping off pieces of bitumen from what they thought were 
remains of the boat in the mountains of Armenia. As often as not the interests have turned 
controversial.  The most obvious new interest is the search for remains of the boat itself.  
If one takes the biblical location of the boat literally, some parts of it may still be found on 
Mount Ararat, in what is now eastern Turkey.  If “Ararat” means the range of mountains, 
then the search becomes something like finding a boat in the Appalachian Chain, an 
altogether more difficult task.  One pull of this fascination is the fact that relatively few 
biblical stories speak of material objects that could have survived the several thousand 
years from the composition of the texts. 

Evidence of a Flood: Recent Cases 
Searches for evidence of the flood described in the Bible continue apace.  Beyond the 
desire to prove naturalistically what many people accept by faith, the search for remains 
of the flood is often prompted by the paucity of biblical references to physical items that 
could possibly have survived for thousands of years.  Christians looked for the cross on 
which Jesus died.  Fragments of texts written on perishable papyrus (as opposed to the 
durable clay tablets) are eagerly studied.  Since the Bible describes a large boat and 
describes the materials used in its construction (using a term, alas, that appears only once 
in the Bible and is a matter of some controversy), many have sought its remains in the 
Ararat range in what is now Turkey. 

Thor Heyerdahl tried a different tack.  The results were published in 1980.1955  In another 
of his famous adventures, Heyerdahl had a boat constructed, mainly of reeds from 
southern Iraq, and showed that it was indeed seaworthy.  The boat was the Tigris.  What 
was striking about the Tigris was that it followed the lines of a Sumerian boat and it was 
unlike the tradition that imagined a large wooden structure.  The Tigris was made of 
massive reed bundles.  It was constructed near Uruk and Ur (where evidence of an ancient 
great flood was found in the 1920s), launched in 1977, sailed through the Arabian Gulf 
and the Gulf of Oman to Karachi, to show that the Sumerians had indeed traveled by sea 
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to the Indus Valley region.  Heyerdahl then took his crew across the Arabian Sea and the 
Gulf of Aden to Djibouti, altogether a journey of 4200 miles in a little over four months. 

Imagine, then, the shock and surprise David Fasold registered when he found what he 
thought were the remains of a Sumerian reed boat of the dimensions appropriate to the 
biblical flood story.1956  Fasold’s reconstruction of a the boat was based on the outlines of 
a structure on Mount Mahşer Daĝi in Turkey.  Turkish officials have made the site a 
national park.  Fasold, a former merchant marine officer with decades of marine salvage 
experience was able to deal with the complicated technical questions involving such a 
ship.  He was even able to find a reasonable explanation of the mysterious Stone Things 
Gilgamesh smashed before he journeyed to the place where Utnapishtim was living.  He 
discovered drogue stones, or anchor stones, buried in the earth.1957  The stones were used 
as anchors, Fasold thought, and he was impressed that the design indicated a vessel could 
“waggle or veer out like a trawl door on a shrimp rig” (152).  The carver of the stones had 
completed a difficult job beautifully. 

The site was reexamined by Fasold’s friend, David Deal, who was of the opinion that 
structure Fasold had studied was not a reed boat but a boat made of wood. He accepted 
Fasold’s identification of the site.  Deal went on to associate the site, “Mesha,” with the 
twin Mashu mountains mentioned in Gilgamesh.1958 

Robert M. Best, on the other hand, took a very different approach in his Noah’s Ark and 
the Ziusudra Epic: Sumerian Origins of the Flood Myth. A physicist by profession, Best 
examined the different accounts of a great flood, but, not satisfied to see them merely as 
versions of an ancient myth, he set out to establish the possibility that a local flood in 
Sumer could have been so unusual and remarkable that an actual incident could have 
given rise to the different versions of the story in antiquity.  His reconstruction is very 
different from those who have sought to find evidence of the biblical flood. 

Best thought that the Flood story derived from a local river flood on the Sumerian 
floodplain, a flood powerful enough to carry a boat into the Arabian Gulf.  He dated the 
flood to about 2900 BCE.  Rather unlike the tradition that developed around the ark, Best 
thought it was a commercial river barge.  Based on an Ur III text that listed four species 
of animals (cattle, oxen, sheep and goats), Best estimated that the barge could carry no 
more than 280 animals.1959  His reconstruction of the boat is very different from any other 
in the tradition.  The barge, about 200 feet long and 33 feet wide, carried beer and wine 
below deck, had animals and grain in the middle and hay on the upper deck.  An awning 
covered the upper deck.1960  

In addition, Best examined six surviving Flood texts, separating “myth” from “legend” in 
each case.  (Gilgamesh contains about equal parts myth and legend, e.g., references to 
Shuruppak and details about the boat’s construction, in Best’s analysis.1961  In addition to 
Genesis, Gilgamesh, Atrahasis, The Sumerian Flood Story, and Berossus, Best considers 
a short retelling of the story by Moses of Khoren.1962 
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One of the most interesting sections of Best’s book is his series of 60 conclusions, weighed 
with Best’s confidence that there may be some truth to the stories.  He is 100% confidence, 
that, for example, the ancient flood stories are mostly myth; that no one lived to be 900 
years old; and that there was no global flood a few thousand years ago.    He is about 50% 
sure that Noah was a read person who saved animals on a barge.  If Noah was a real 
person, Best is 100% certain that Agri Dagh played no role in the flood.  He is slightly less 
sure (95%) that the river carried the barge into the Persian Gulf; about 80% sure that 
Noah offered a sacrifice at the top of a hill; that Noah was a merchant or trade official 
before becoming king of Shruppak (60%).  Many features of the story, though, are 
unlikely, according to Best.  That some of the “gods” of the story were actually priests rates 
only 30% probability of being true.  The lowest (20%) rated probability was, for Best, that 
a priest of Enki made Noah and his wife “honorary gods.”1963 

Ethical Principles 
Since the biblical Flood is addressed primarily to humanity and only secondarily to the 
division of peoples into descendents of the three sons of Noah, Noahide and Noahite 
societies exist today to follow the ethical principles articulated in the story.  
Corresponding to what I have called “Ea’s turru,” the principles that map the new order, 
are the “Seven Laws of Noah” or Noahide Laws that, according to the Talmud, were given 
by God to Noah as laws binding all humankind.1964  The Laws, for modern Noahides, 
provide a place for Jews and non-Jews in the new order previous to the Laws given Moses 
on Mount Sinai.  The Seven Laws are: the Prohibition of Idolatry; the Prohibition of 
Murder; the Prohibition of Theft; the Prohibition of Sexual Promiscuity; the Prohibition 
of Blasphemy; Dietary Law regarding the eating of flesh taken from an animal while it is 
still alive; and the requirement to have just laws.   

Modern Ecumenism 
Attempts to find a meaning of the Flood for modern readers—Jewish, Christian, or 
Muslim (since Noah, or Nuh, is prominent in the Qur’an)—often lead to very sunny and 
upbeat retellings of the story.  Lucy Cousins’s illustrated “Noah’s Ark”1965 is one such 
retelling.  Like the vast majority of contemporary versions, Cousins’s is clearly meant for 
children.  It was awarded a Parents Magazine Best Book of the Year 1993.  The 
illustrations are uniformly colorful and bright.  For most of the story the heavily bearded 
Noah is smiling.  There is a great emphasis on the happy animals that are saved.  No 
bodies float on the waters or are anywhere to be seen.   

Cousins’s retelling is very brief, appropriate to the level of the audience, very young 
children.  Almost every page focuses on Noah.  One page hints at a theme that has become 
almost mandatory in recent years: expanded coverage of Noah’s wife.  (For the vast 
majority of Christian retellings the wife is highlighted while the sons are largely ignored.)  
The text has become, “Noah and his family worked for years and years and years to build 
the ark.  At last it was finished.”  The boat itself dominates the illustration, with Noah 
happily standing at a precarious position at the bow of the ship.  A white haired and ruddy-
cheeked wife stands beside the boat.  She and her three children hold hands and present 
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a tableau of the happy family.  Curiously, the three sons are very young children, not 
married men with their wives.  Since the Women’s Movement the wife is increasingly 
prominent and more active than in this particular version.  Often she is shown helping 
not only to care for the animals aboard the ark but working with the men in the actual 
construction of the boat.   

A close parallel is Siddiqa Juma’s children’s book, Nuh (Noah) (Peace be upon him) in the 
Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an series.1966  Perhaps out of the traditional Islamic reticence to 
visualize the prophets, Nuh is represented several times but his face is largely a blur.  Even 
though this, too, is addressed to young children, there is a notable emphasis on the 
unbelievers who were “unkind,” and “worshiped idols and did not believe in Allah.”  They 
laugh at Noah.  Only a few (unnamed) people believed in the prophet and got into the 
boat with him.  On the next page we read that they are warned that unbelievers will be 
drowned.  The scene where the sun has come out and a rainbow is visible to those on the 
becalmed boat again makes the point: “Everybody drowned except for those on the ark.”  
The dead are not, however, visible in the picture.  Nuh and “his companions” watch the 
rainbow and are filled with joy “to breath the cool fresh air and see the wonderful 
creations of Allah.”  No women are mentioned or depicted.  As we shall see, the wife is 
one of a few women mentioned in the Qur’an.  Unlike Mary, the mother of Jesus, who is 
praised as a model for women, Noah’s wife is condemned for unbelief and treachery.  But 
in this version she is simply ignored.  

The Islamic retelling is as typical in its representation of a Noah who is a staunch believer 
as the Judeo-Christian is of representing Noah as a righteous man.  Neither tradition 
makes him into the wisdom figure of Mesopotamian tradition. 

Not all retellings of the Flood are all that sunny.  Bill Moyers’s Genesis, A Living 
Conversation has a discussion of the Flood as “Apocalypse” involving Karen Armstrong, 
Byron E. Calame, Alexander a. Di Lella, Carol Gilligan, Blu Greenberg, Samuel D. Proctor, 
and Burton L. Visotzky.1967  The group includes a wide range of secular and religious 
perspectives (though in this particular chapter, no Muslims).  After a stage-setting remark 
by Moyers, parts of the Schoken Bible translation of Genesis 6, 7, 8, and 9 are presented.  
The wide-ranging discussion moves from comments about the text to modern problems 
like slavery and the Holocaust.   

One of the last problems discussed is the role of women.  Bill Moyers himself  opens with 
a question, “Does it concern you that the women in the story of Noah have no names?  We 
never hear their voices.  We don’t know anything about Ms. Noah.  They are simply there 
as passengers on the ship” (145).  One member opines that, “Somebody has to clean up 
the ark.”  The women in the group are, of course, bothered by the patriarchal order, not 
just for women today but for everyone who reads the Bible.  Karen Armstrong reminds 
the group that Mrs. Noah was comic figure in the medieval play of the Flood.  “She is a 
truly ill-minded woman who refuses to get into the Ark.  She’s busy gossiping.  They have 
to drag her on by force.  So one of the first appearances of a woman in history is as a figure 
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of fun.  The serious people are men” (146).  They even try to assign a name to the 
anonymous Mrs. Noah (148-49).   

The illustrations in Moyers’s chapter are as hard-hitting as the discussion itself.  An 
Iranian portrayal from 1577 shows Noah with his three sons and their three wives, two 
boatmen—and no wife of the prophet.  Other visuals range from an11th century Christian 
ivory through a 1990 painting in six panels, from Hans Baldung Grien’s 1516 The Flood 
through Marc Chagall’s 1960s Noah and the Rainbow.  Grien’s painting states in visual 
form the problematics that the Moyers group develop.  At the height of the Flood an 
hermetically sealed and beautifully crafted box floats above a terrified group of humans 
and animals in the throes of agony.  A child in the cradle is about to be overwhelmed.  
Horses are depicted in the terror of impending destruction.  Several figures try 
desperately to hang onto the locked box. 

The Flood in its Literary Milieu 
Stories of great floods—and universal Deluges such as we have been considering—have 
been found in many places, many periods, and many cultures.  Some are like 
Mesopotamian and biblical Flood stories; many are not.  It is clear, though, that the 
biblical Flood story has been retold in surprising ways over millennia—and is being retold 
today, and not just in the stories for children, with their happy faces and a white-haired 
grandmotherly wife for Noah.  Jewish, Christian, and Muslim traditions highlight the 
Flood and in doing so provide different interpretations that cast light on differences 
among the religions themselves. 

A small sampling of those retellings is given here, in roughly the order in which we think 
they were written down.  How much of the different traditions has been carried by the 
streams of oral storytelling can hardly be fathomed, but the written texts show how many 
of the mythemes present in Mesopotamian Flood stories, either present or absent in other 
traditions, compose stories from different perspectives. 

Flood Mythemes 
George Smith and his contemporaries read harimtu shamhat in Tablet 1, line 62, as 
Assyriologists do today.  Both words refer, as we have seen, to roles women play in the 
service of the goddess Ishtar.  (Sometimes they refer to women of different social ranks 
who perform sexual services.)  Today the second term is taken as a personal name, 
Shamhat, and the first her title.  This is a little unusual, since we might expect the title or 
epithet to appear after the name.  Possibly the sequence pointed to a specific hierodule 
named Shamhat: find a harimtu, the one called Shamhat.  Smith and his contemporaries, 
however, thought the line referred to two women.1968  Early on in the reconstruction of 
Gilgamesh, then, scholars tried to find a place in the narrative for two different people, 
Sam-kha and her companion. 

A somewhat similar problem faced the early readers of Enuma Elish.  In one section the 
primordial figure Tiamat, who is eventually slain by the divine hero Marduk, is referred 
to by a very different name, Mother Hubur.  Tiamat represents, on one level, the powerful 
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and chaotic waters of the great Ocean.  Mother Hubur appears to represent another, but 
very different kind of water, the great river Khabur in what is now Syria, which empties 
into the Euphrates at Terqa.  One is salt water, the other fresh water.  The names are 
sometimes not read as variations of the type we have seen in Akkadian poetry, where one 
line is followed by another, parallel line (or a series of parallel lines) with a synonym 
instead of an exact repetition of the term.  In the case of Enuma Elish, Tiamat and Mother 
Hubur are not used in successive lines but as the beginning and end of an elegant chiastic 
structure.1969  

There were many retellings of the Flood story in antiquity, in the Middle Ages, and in the 
Early Modern Period, and most of them point back to the earliest written versions.  This 
is not surprising.  The biblical Flood directly influenced storytellers and commentators in 
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim traditions.  It still influences artists as well as writers and, 
even more frequently, speakers who give sermons on the topic.  It is fairly easy to see the 
stories that reflect the Atrahasis-Gilgamesh-Genesis tradition, since all three version use 
the familiar narrative design where episodes are narrated in chronological order.   

The cases of the harimtu Shamhat and Tiamat/Mother Hubur in some ways complicate 
the chronological scheme.  Poetic variation, especially when the parallels happen at a 
distance, as it does in elaborate chiastic patterns, can retard and sometimes confuse the 
straightforward narrative development.   

Atrahasis Tablet III, Gilgamesh Tablet 11, and Genesis together include the major 
mythemes of the Flood story in chiastic fashion.  The presence or absence of a mytheme 
in any version can provide a basis for interpreting one differently than another. 

Schematically, then, the major mythemes are: 

The Old Order 
Context (no death; long life; overpopulation and the like) 
Cause: who or what is responsible (Enlil, humans, Powers Above, archons) 
Who or what opposes the order (Enki, Ea, Sophia) 

Human Agency (survivors like Atrahasis, Ziusudra, Utnapishtim, Noah, Norea, Shem) 
Other Survivors (wives, sons, sons’ wives, pilots, animals, seeds) 
 

Command to Build a Boat: how is the order given, and by whom? 
Plans for Construction 
Constructing the Boat: who is involved? 
 

The Flood Begins: who/what brings about the Flood? 
Entering the Ark 
Storm above and Waters below 
Waters rise 
Suffering and Destruction 
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Repentance or Recollection (Nintu/Mami, Ishtar, God, Sophia) 

The Flood Recedes 
Sunlight 
Birds 
Opening the Ark and Exit  
Sacrifice: what kind? By whom? 

Location of the Boat’s Landing  

Blessing of the Survivors: By whom? What blessing?  Repentance? 

The New Order: Change in the Universe 
Ethical and Legal Principles 
Life Precious but Limited for Humans 

Versions of the Flood: The Ancient World 
We begin with Mesopotamian versions and move to those stories and commentary 
influenced by the biblical Flood story. 

The Sumerian Flood Story 
A version of the Flood story in Sumerian has survived, but barely.  Five fragments of the 
story from Nippur are reasonably complete in the upper parts of the tablet, but are now 
missing thirty or more lines at the bottom of each column.1970  Enough of the story 
remains, though, to allow a preliminary comparison and contrast with the Akkadian 
versions of the Flood story. 

The Nippur text shows a number of “northern” Mesopotamian features, and it is thought 
to be closer to Berossus’s Babylonian summary of the story than to the Akkadian versions.  
The major deities are involved: An, Enlil, Enki and Ninhursag (the original formula for 
the Sumerian pantheon), and the Mother Goddess Nintu (Nintur), who may be another 
name for Ninhursag in this piece.  The four major gods fashion “the black-headed people” 
(the Sumerians) and also many four-legged animals.  Kingship descends from heaven, 
much as it does in The Sumerian King List.  The first cities are Eridu, given to Nudimmud 
(Enki), Bad-tibira, Larak, Sippar, and Shuruppak.  The Babylonian context of the list is 
clear from the importance given to Enki’s Eridu and Utu’s Sippar, and possibly 
Shuruppak, which is given to the Nippur goddess Sud. 

The Flood part of the story shows Inanna making a lament for the people.  (The motif is 
mentioned in a single line.  It may be related to the fragmentary line before it, which 
mentions Nintu.  Significantly, Enki takes counsel with himself.  But he and the other 
major deities take an oath, so Enki will use deception as he does in Atrahasis and 
Gilgamesh.  A “northern” feature that appears throughout the brief tale is the emphasis 
on kingship.  Not only has kingship descended from heaven, but the human hero of the 
piece, Ziusudra (Zi-ud-sura) is a king.  (He is also a gudu priest.)  While Atrahasis and 
Utnapishtim are probably keepers of Enki’s temple, the Akkadian version avoid referring 
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to him as a king.  Someone speaks to Ziusudra through a “side-wall.”  (The poem says that 
something appeared, though not a dream.)  Another feature is the relative importance of 
the Sun God Utu.  At the end of the flood, of seven days and seven nights (and described 
in very few lines), Utu comes out, illuminating heaven and earth.  Ziusudra drills an 
opening in the “huge boat” and Utu enters the boat “with his rays.”  Ziusudra prostrates 
himself before Utu.  He sacrifices oxen and sheep (unlike Utnapishtim, who sacrifices 
fragrant plants, not animals).   

There is, apparently, a concern that Enki has betrayed the oath he had taken in speaking 
surreptitiously to Ziusudra, but Enlil is reconciled with Ziusudra, as he is in other versions 
of the story.  Another motif in the Sumerian version is that An is implicated with Enlil in 
bringing on the Flood.  An and Enlil treat Ziusudra kindly, granting him and his wife1971 
“life like a god,” bringing down “eternal life” (zi-dari2) to them.  Because he had preserved 
animals and “the seed of humankind,” An and Enlil settle “king” Ziusudra “in an overseas 
country, in the land Dilmun, where the sun rises.”   

Approximately 39 lines are missing at the end of the story.  Very possibly Enki would have 
a chance, then, to establish a new order, as he does in Atrahasis and Gilgamesh, but there 
is simply not enough of the column to make that case. 

Atrahasis  
The Flood story in Gilgamesh 11 contains a passage that is the closest parallel yet 
discovered to the biblical Flood in Genesis.  The Gilgamesh Flood story is almost certainly 
an addition inserted by the author of the standard version.  It has its closest parallel in a 
version of the story that was carefully dated to the early 2nd millennium BCE, a story 
known today as Atrahasis.1972  The title is derived from the Noah-figure in the story.  Ea 
himself calls Utnapishtim atra-hasīs in Gilgamesh (11.196).  We have seen hasīsu before, 
the kind of “wisdom” associated with the ear (Sumerian geshtu), and especially with 
Enki/Ea—and Gilgamesh himself.  The atra part suggests an “extreme” form of wisdom, 
an exceptional insight, something beyond common sense or rational thought. 

The Flood itself is found in the third of three tablets that make up Atrahasis.   Each tablet 
contains eight columns (unlike Gilgamesh, written on tablets of six columns).    It is the 
culminating episode in an extraordinary story that has the god Enlil try three different 
times to wipe out humanity.  Each time he is thwarted by Enki through his extra-crafty 
human assistant Atrahasis.   

Atrahasis is already mentioned by the end of Tablet I. 

Now there was one Atrahasis 
Whose ear was open (to) his god Enki. 
He would speak with his god 
And his god would speak with him.  (I.vii)1973 

Enki calls on Atrahasis to subvert the attempt to destroy humanity by plague.  Enlil has 
ordered that humans be wiped out by the shuruppû-disease.1974  Disease will be followed 
by famine and then the Flood as Enlil is upset by the “noise” (rigmu) of humans as they 
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rapidly procreate.  At each point Enki finds a way to keep humans alive, and at each point 
Atrahasis helps him.  The Flood is, of course, the most devastating of the three 
destructions ordered by Enlil, and it calls upon the limits of Enki’s and Atrahasis’s 
“wisdom” to keep humanity alive. 

Since Utnapishtim does not provide Gilgamesh with a context for Enlil ordering the 
Flood, it may be that the Atrahasis version was so well known to Mesopotamian audience 
that explanations were not needed.  Beginning the story as Utnapishtim does has the 
effect of underscoring Enlil’s arbitrary and capricious command to flood the world.  
Atrahasis, on the other hand, begins, as the first lines indicate, “When the gods instead 
of man/ Did the work, bore the loads.”1975   While Anu was king of the gods and Enlil (or 
Enlil) was (ironically?) a “counselor” and warrior, the gods of “the Above,” the Anunnaki, 
made the gods of “the Below,” the Igigi do the work.  For the Sumerian south especially 
the work of the gods was obvious enough: digging canals and keeping them clear.  The 
Igigi dig out the Tigris and Euphrates beds and work exhaustively for some 3600 years 
before they grumble and set fire to their tools.  As the “rabble” approaches Enlil’s house, 
the high gods are warned and meet in council.   

Enlil wants a show of strength: take one god among the Igigi and destroy him.  Anu tries 
to explain that the work is indeed too hard.  Someone—the Old Babylonian version and 
two later versions do not make it certain who makes the suggestion—comes up with the 
scheme to take one of the gods and use him to create another figure to do the work of the 
gods.  The new creation will be humanity.  Quite unlike the biblical creation story (or 
stories), Atrahasis reflects a long-standing Mesopotamian account of the place of 
humanity in the universe: humans are to do the work of the gods, relieving the gods to a 
restful and effortless existence.  The work is, of course, agriculture and animal husbandry, 
to provide food for the gods. 

The clearest version has Ea as the one who comes up with the plan.  The Mother Goddess, 
called Belet-ili, Nintu, and Mami, is present in all versions.  Ea’s plan is to have the Mother 
Goddess create a mortal being to bear the load of the gods.1976 

In the Old Babylonian versions, Nintu, “the midwife of the gods,” tells the council that it 
is not proper for her to make the new creature; that belongs to Enki.  (One version uses 
Enki, the other Ea.)  If Enki provides the clay, she will do it.   

Enki then specifies the process, which involves purification by washing on the first, 
seventh and fifteenth of the month; then the slaughter of one god.  Nintu will mix clay 
with the flesh and blood of the god.  “Then a god and a man/ Will be mixed together in 
clay.”1977  The assembly gladly accepts the proposal. 

The god chosen for slaughter is, significantly, named Geshtu-e, “a god who had 
intelligence.”  (Again, note the geshtu “ear” and “wisdom.”) 

The scheme works for some 600 years, when the (over)population troubles Enlil.  The 
rigmu of humanity leads Enlil to order the first slaughter of humanity. 
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It should be noted that Atrahasis takes considerable interest in reproduction and in the 
relationship between male and female.  The ritual by which humanity is created and 
develops over months—the pattern for human reproduction—is very complicated.  Enki 
and the Mother Goddess act together, he “trodding the clay” and she continually reciting 
an incantation.  Fourteen pieces of clay are put down, seven and seven womb-goddesses 
produce seven males and seven females.  The Mother Goddess then lays out rules for 
humans.  Several lines are lost, but one indicates that “the mother of the baby shall sever 
herself.” 

The emphasis is clearly on the divine plan that involves male and female in the process.  
What is perhaps surprising is the repetition of a line that says, “A wife and her husband 
choose each other” (17).  Whatever else this may mean, the line suggests parity between 
man and woman, and that marriage is not merely a matter arranged by the family, 
especially by patriarchs.   

Ishtar is not identified with the Mother Goddess as it appears she is in Gilgamesh.  While 
there are gaps in the text, especially in the crucial Tablet III, it does not appear that Ishtar 
has a particularly important role in the story.  She is, however, mentioned in the context 
of setting up rules for human conduct.  Just as the man and the woman are to choose each 
other, Ishtar “shall rejoice in the wife-husband relationship” (18).  A celebration of the 
marriage is to take place in the father-in-law’s house and last for nine days.  Ishtar is to 
be called Ishhara, the name of the goddess of weddings we have seen in Gilgamesh Tablet 
2. 

Enki and Atrahasis foil Enlil’s commands to destroy humanity by plague and famine.  (The 
description of human suffering in a time of famine is particularly grim.)  The great 
problem is the Flood.  By the end of Tablet II Enlil has ordered the Flood and demanded 
that the gods swear themselves to participate in the flood.  Enki wants to know why he 
should swear the oath.  He makes it clear to the assembly that a flood is Enlil’s kind of 
work, not his. 

The final line in Tablet II says, Enlil “performed a bad deed to the people.”  It is not 
entirely clear who is speaking.  Some thirty-five lines are missing or broken before that 
line, but it is most likely Enki accusing Enlil. 

The Flood and its consequences take up the whole of Tablet III.  Much of it will be familiar 
from Gilgamesh.  It is a much longer account than in Gilgamesh, but the narrative 
structure is much the same.  The colophon to Tablet III sums up the lines in Atrahasis 
(1245 lines), 390 of which make up Tablet III.  Tablet 11 of Gilgamesh, on the other hand, 
has a total of some 328 lines; the Flood itself takes up just under 200 lines. 

Still, the overall design is the same.  Enki provides Atrahasis with advice through a wall 
(thus craftily avoiding the oath he has sworn). The advice is much the same as in 
Gilgamesh.  Atrahasis speaks to the elders, though he does not say exactly what Enki has 
told him.  The people are conned into building the boat. 

In Tablet III.i, Enki gives (in a broken context) Atrahasis instructions for the boat: 
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“Wall, listen constantly to me! 
Reed hut, make sure you attend to all my words! 
Dismantle the house, build a boat, 
Reject possession, and save living things.”1978 

After a break of three lines, Enki tells Atrahasis, 

“Roof it like the Apsu 
So that the Sun cannot see inside it! 
Make upper decks and lower decks. 
The tackle must be very strong, 
The bitumen strong, to give strength.” 

The golden lie includes what is given in Gilgamesh as Utnapishtim’s very ambiguous 
words he is to use with the people: “I shall make rain fall on you here,/ A wealth of birds, 
a hamper (?) of fish.”1979  Atrahasis’s speech to the people does not contain those lines, 
but it does include the motif that Atrahasis’s god is out of favor with the god of the people, 
that is, Enlil; and that Atrahasis has been driven out of his house.  He cannot set his foot 
on Enlil’s territory, and it appears that he tells the people he must go down to the Apsu.  
The lines seem to lack some of the ambiguity we find in the parallel passage in Gilgamesh, 
but it has something of its deceptive quality. 

At the beginning of III.ii, it appears that the elders, carpenter, reed worker, a child, and 
even the poor helped to build the ark.  Enki had given him the clever speech to involve the 
community, and the people ate and drank when the job was completed.  Atrahasis 
includes two intriguing details.  As the people feasted, Atrahasis himself was very agitated. 

They were eating, they were drinking. 
But he went in and out, 
Could not stay still or rest on his haunches, 
His heart was breaking and he was vomiting bile. 

All of column ii is devoted to preparations for the Flood. 

The Flood itself is narrated in III.iii.  At the change in the weather, the door of the boat is 
mentioned. 

Adad bellowed from the clouds. 
When (?) he (Atrahasis) heart his noise, 
Bitumen was brought and he sealed his door. 
While he was closing up his door 
Adad kept bellowing from the clouds. 

 

The Flood is so terrifying that the midwife of the gods, “wise Mami” (Nintu) wails and 
repents her decision in the assembly.  The lament continues in III.iv.  (Details of the end 
of the flood are missing.) 
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In Gilgamesh Tablet 11, as we have seen, in the midst of the storm, the gods lament their 
participation in the decision to bring the Flood.  A chiastic pattern has the gods generally, 
then the Great Goddess (identified with Ishtar) specifically, then the Anunnaki gods 
collectively responding to the event.  This comes at the center of the narrative, and the 
repentance of the Great Goddess is the center of the chiastic structure.  (The large chiastic 
structure of the Flood in Genesis has God “remembering” Noah and the animals, after 
which the Flood subsides.) 

In Gilgamesh the Flood rises, then after the gods lament, the Flood recedes.  In Atrahasis 
the Mother Goddess is also the center of the narrative.  The lament is much longer than 
in Gilgamesh.  The gods are “parched and famished” when Nintu/Mami asks herself how 
she could have ordered such destruction in the Assembly of the Gods.  Enlil gave a “wicked 
order.”  Anu, too, comes in for criticism.  It was his order that the gods obeyed.  She 
describes the horrible situation of her offspring.  As in Gilgamesh, the image of 
dragonflies is used.  She imagines the people “clogging the river like dragonflies.”1980  She 
keeps weeping for them. 

She wept, she gave vent to her feelings. 
Nintu wept and fueled her passions. 
The gods wept with her for the country. 
She was sated with grief, she longed for beer (in vain).1981 

The Flood continues for seven days and seven nights. 

There is a large gap at the end of III.iv.  When III.v opens, Atrahasis is making an offering.  
The gods smell the fragrance.  The gods “like flies” consume the offering.  Once again the 
Mother Goddess accuses Enlil and other gods—but Enlil in particular. Nintu specifically 
mentions a “smoke offering.”  She promises never to forget what has happened and raises 
a symbol in the form of a lapis lazuli necklace in the form of flies. 

Enlil and Enki exchange angry words, with Enki taking credit for defying the powerful 
Enlil.  “I made sure life was preserved.” 

Much of Enki’s speech is, alas, missing.  A line that also appears in Gilgamesh is Enki’s 
principle, “Exact your punishment from the sinner.”1982 

Enlil’s response is not perhaps as satisfying as his acceptance of guilt that leads, in 
Gilgamesh, to reconciliation with Ea and the blessing of Utnapishtim and his wife.  (There 
is no evidence in the extant materials that Atrahasis’s wife is even mentioned, let alone 
given the important roles the “mate” plays in Gilgamesh.) 

Enlil’s acceptance of the situation is, however, evident in his request (order?) to Enki to 
have Nintu join with the other gods in an assembly where the problem caused by the Flood 
is apparently to be resolved. 

Enki, then, presumably speaking in the assembly, addresses the Mother Goddess as one 
who decrees the destinies of people.  Many lines of Enki’s long speech are missing.  A third 
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of the population—as humanity again develops—will one fate; another third will have a 
different fate, neither of which is clear. 

The lines are broken or missing until the fate of the last third is decreed.  That one-third 
will include those who will keep the population down. 

In addition let there be one-third of the people, 
Among the people the woman who gives birth yet does 
Not give birth (successfully); 
Let there be the pashittu-demon among the people, 
To snatch the baby from its mother’s lap. 
Establish ugbabtu, entu, egisitu-women: 
They shall be taboo, and thus control childbirth.” 

The last third is mentioned at the beginning of III.vii.  The final 26 lines of that column 
are missing.  Some eight lines are missing at the beginning of III.viii. 

Tablet III.viii ends with, apparently, Enki still speaking.  If this is the case, we have an 
ending much as in other Enki contest myths, where Enki “wins” or “loses” the contest but 
where he is reconciled with his opponent.  He speaks of the Flood and of a man surviving 
the catastrophe.  He is certainly addressing Enlil (ironically?) as the counselor of the gods 
and admitting that he, Enki, created conflict when Enlil ordered the Flood.  But the final 
lines of Atrahasis speak of “this song,” which the Igigi will listen to and all the people will 
learn of the greatness of Enlil.1983 

Altogether, Enki’s turru might have extended to eighty six lines. 

Tablet III.viii includes the colophon that mentions the tablet was written by a certain Nur-
Aya, “junior scribe,” in a year when Ammisaduqa was king.   

Berossus, Babyloniaca 
A Chaldean priest in the service of the chief god of Babylon Marduk, Berossus provided a 
summary of the Flood story in Greek early in the Hellenistic period.  According to 
Berossus, Cronus—using the name of a Greek god for the Mesopotamian Ea1984--appeared 
in a dream to a certain Xisouthros and revealed that on a certain day of a certain month 
humankind would be destroyed by a flood.1985  Since much of Berossus is known to us 
second hand from other sources, it is remarkable how much his Flood account points back 
to the Sumerian Flood story and how much of it reflects a specifically Babylonian 
ideological orientation. 

Xisouthros (a version of Ziusudra) is ordered by Cronus “to bury the beginnings and the 
middles and the end of all writings in Sippar, the City of the Sun.”  Sippar (now often 
called Zimbir) is, recall, the “northern” replacement of the holy city of Nippur for the 
Babylonians.  Berossus ends his account by having the writings dug up in Sippar and then 
transferred to Babylon itself.  One could hardly find a version less amenable to Uruk. 
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The dream tells Xisouthros to build a boat, place “his kin and his closest friends” in it, 
with food and drink—and with animals.  “He was to load into it also the winged and four-
footed creatures and to make everything ready to sail.” 

A very telling remark passes to the West something of the advice Ea gives in earlier 
accounts to deceive the people.  “If asked where he was sailing, he should reply, ‘To the 
gods to pray for good things for men.’”1986 

Berossus pays little attention to details of the boat itself.  It was “five stades in length and 
two stades in breadth.”  Then the Noah-figure took with him his wife, children and closest 
friends.  Stanley Mayer Burstein, who reconstructed and translated the Greek text, calls 
attention to a very Greek and rather un-Mesopotamian motif added to the account: 
“straightaway the things from the god came upon him.” 

The birds Xisouthros employs to check for dry land take a bit more space in Berossus.  
When the birds do not return, Xisouthros “tears apart a portion of the seams” and 
disembarks with “his wife and his daughter and the pilot.” 

Xisouthros then, “after performing obeisance to the earth and setting up an altar and 
sacrificing to the gods, he and those who had disembarked from the ship with him 
disappeared.” When the others on board find them missing, they disembark and search 
for Xisouthros.  They could not see him, but “a voice from the sky ordered them to be 
reverent.  Because of his piety, he had gone to live with the gods; and his wife and the pilot 
were to share the same honor.” 

It is at this point that the voice from the sky tells the survivors to dig up the writings in 
Sippar “and distribute them” to humankind.  When they do that, Berossus says, they 
returned to found anew Babylon, found many other cities, and rebuild shrines. 

Berossus includes in his account a number of interesting details.  The boat came down in 
Armenia, from which the survivors “proceeded to Babylon on foot.”  He notes that the 
ship remains in “the mountains of the Korduaians of Armenia,” and that people still 
scrape off bitumen and use them as talismans. 

The account in Berossus, then, largely follows the chronological narrative of his sources, 
but with a number of interesting asides that relate the Eastern material to his Greek 
readers. 

He tells us little about the boat itself.  A few details are given: that the dimensions are five 
to two length and breadth; that a portion of  “seams” was torn apart in order to allow the 
Noah-figure to see outside the boat.  The tearing of the seam comes after he had already 
released birds three different times.   

Berossus tells that the blessing given the Noah-figure and his wife (and pilot) involved 
translating them into life with the gods.  The motif is highlighted in Berossus, given 
greater length and depth.  The transformation of the humans—their becoming invisible, 
the voice in the sky—is somewhat closer to Greek traditions, e.g., Oedipus in Sophocles’s 
Oedipus at Colonus, than to Mesopotamian accounts of the flood. 
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As, reportedly, a priest of Marduk in Babylon, Berossus displays a thoroughgoing respect 
here for Babylonian, as opposed to Sumerian (especially Urukean), traditions.  Bel 
Marduk is implicitly assimilated to Zeus for the Greek audience.  (Cronus, father of Zeus, 
is assimilated to Enki or Ea.)  There is no hint of a conflict between Marduk and Ea, which 
makes sense in light of the Sumerian tradition that emphasized the relationship between 
Enki and Asalluhi, which Babylon claimed as its ideological source for the overlordship of 
the “Good Son” Marduk.  Since Mesopotamian Flood stories usually emphasize the 
conflict between Enlil, the King of the Gods who ordered the destruction of humans, and 
Enki, the savior, Berossus appears to be taking the line already seen in the “Creation 
Epic,” Enuma Elish, where Marduk of Babylon has replaced Enlil as King of the Gods.  
But Marduk is not blamed here, as Enlil is elsewhere, for the flood.  Indeed, no reason is 
given for the flood. 

The theology of Babylon’s Marduk is also shown in the two sites that are mentioned.  
Instead of Shuruppak, the city of the Noah-figure in other versions of the story, the 
northern city of Sippar is highlighted.  Sippar is the City of the Sun because its main deity 
was the sun god Shamash.  Sippar and Babylon were closely connected politically from 
the Old Babylonian period on.  Since the all writings were to be buried in Sippar, their 
recovery—and transfer to Babylon—allowed the restoration of civilization itself.  Among 
the “many cities” founded and shrines rebuilt the only one mentioned by name is Babylon.  
Importantly, this city, the center of empire and ideologically the center of the universe, as 
Enuma Elish makes clear, is not founded after the flood, but “founded anew,” since it was 
the original city.  Elsewhere Berossus claims that the first king, a certain Aloros, was from 
Babylon.  The Sumerian King List, in contrast, assigns priority to Eridu (or, in a different 
version, Kish).  All of this places Babylon and Marduk at the beginning of history as well 
as central to the event that Mesopotamia often saw was the transformation of history.  But 
Marduk is nowhere accused of complicity in the flood.  The voice from the sky could 
presumably have been Enki’s, but it is more likely Marduk’s.  The tradition indicates that 
Enlil, who brought about the flood, is reconciled to the survival of humankind, and it is 
Enlil who then rewards Noah and his wife.  For Berossus there would be no reason for 
Marduk to repent an action in which he was not complicit. 

A Classical Instance: Ovid’s Deucalion 
Among Flood stories that have survived from Classical times, the lengthy poem by Ovid 
(43 BCE-17 CE) in his Metamorphoses proved to be the most influential.  An earlier 
version, in Greek, attributed to Apollodorus of Alexandria, provides no clear motivation 
for Prometheus’s challenge to Zeus’s decision to destroy humanity, but Prometheus does 
advise the Noah-figure, Deucalion, and his wife, Pyrrha, to construct a chest.  And Zeus 
ultimately accepts the sacrifice of Deucalion and repopulates the earth with Deucalion 
and Pyrrha tossing stones over their heads.1987  A later version, by Gaius Julius Hyginus, 
in his Fabula, also referred to Deucalion and Pyrrha.  In their loneliness after the Flood 
they persuaded Jupiter to relent, and they tossed stones, which turned into humans.  Both 
make explicit the pun in Greek where stone is laas and people are laos.  Ovid develops the 
story in much greater detail and in a poetic style that influenced later Western poets. 
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The Flood story is told, appropriately, in Book I (of fifteen books) of Metamorphoses.  As 
such, it fits in the context of Creation, seen as bringing Order out of Chaos, and the 
creation of humankind.  The creation of humans is attributed by Ovid either to the Creator 
or Prometheus.  Why there should be any doubt about it is not stated.  But as in 
Mesopotamian stories some element of the divine is mixed in with earth and rainwater to 
produce humanity in “the image of the all-governing gods.”1988  The ambiguity may be 
related to the absence in Ovid of a conflict between Jupiter and Prometheus over the 
Flood. Ovid follows the creation stories with the Four Ages—Gold, Silver, Bronze and 
Iron—during which Titans fought against the high gods and humanity became 
progressively violent.  When one is so corrupt and cruel that he serves up humans as food, 
he is turned into a wolf, and the Father, King of the Gods, demands the destruction of all 
humans.  The gods in council, though “all were grieved at the thought of the destruction 
of the human race,”1989 agreed with the King of the Gods.  (Some shouted approval; others 
were “silent supporters.”) 

The gods were as much concerned that they would have no one to bring incense offerings 
to them.  At this point, as in the biblical text, the King of the Gods guarantees “a new stock 
of men,” different from the ones who would be destroyed.  This assurance, like God’s 
covenant with Noah before the Flood, reduces the conflict seen in the earlier Greek 
versions of the Flood.  Prometheus, who was considered the son of the Titan Iapetus, 
largely disappears from Ovid’s account, though Prometheus’s son Deucalion preserves 
something of Prometheus special intelligence.  (The relation between Prometheus and 
Deucalion has some similarities to Ea and Utnapishtim.) 

Jupiter first considers destroying humanity by fire, then opts for flood.  As a god of the 
heavens, he brings storm; Neptune, God of the Sea, contributes water from below.  A few 
humans escape the Flood by climbing to higher ground.  Those who were not swallowed 
up by the waters died from lack of food, “overcome by long-continued famine.” 

Deucalion is not warned of the Flood by Prometheus in this version.  Indeed, he and his 
wife, Pyrrha, are not mentioned until their “little boat” runs aground on the mountain 
Parnassus (a mountain like Mashu with twin peaks).  The place where the boat comes 
down is different in different Classical versions. 

The sudden appearance in the story of Deucalion and Pyrrha in their little boat initiates 
one of the more curious innovations in Ovid’s treatment of the Flood.  No sooner are they 
mentioned, but the two humans are identified as the “most upright” and reverent of 
humanity.  Jupiter will be moved by their purity and proper worship of the gods.  The 
moment is akin to God’s remembering Noah.  Jupiter then brings about the end of the 
Flood.  The waters withdraw. 

What is new and unexpected in this sequence is that Deucalion and Pyrrha pray, not to 
Jupiter, but to one of the famous Titans, Themis.1990   As Mary M. Innes translates the 
passage,  
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When the waters had covered all the rest of the earth, the little boat which carried 
Deucalion and his wife ran aground here [on Parnassus].  Of all the men who ever lived, 
Deucalion was the best and the most upright, no woman ever showed more reverence for 
the gods than Pyrrha, his wife.  Their first action was to offer prayers to the Corycian 
nymphs, to the deities of the mountain, and to Themis, the goddess who foretold the 
future from its oracular shrine.  (37) 

It is Jupiter, however, who “saw the earth all covered with standing waters,” and perceived 
that one man and one woman alone survived, and that they were guiltless.  In Ovid’s 
account, though, it will be Themis and the intelligence of Deucalion that will fulfill 
Jupiter’s prediction that another human race will emerge.  Themis, like other Greek 
deities who are in many ways personifications of abstractions, is associated with divine 
justice.  She had the ability (like Prometheus, or “Foreknowledge”) to see the future.  
Themis was credited with building the Oracle at Delphi, and she provided oracles to 
humans.  It is this facet of the divine, not Jupiter’s actions, that bring about the New 
Order. 

When Deucalion and Pyrrha pray “to the god in heaven” and seek help from the “holy 
oracle,” it is Themis “who pities them and tells them what to do.”  They are to throw the 
bones of their “great mother” behind them.  Pyrrha is appalled at the advice and will not 
obey the goddess, but Deucalion figures it out the oracle.  His intuition tells him that the 
bones of the mother are the stones in the body of earth.  They follow the oracle, and the 
stones turn into humans. In this Ovid is developing the pun on stone/people in the Greek 
versions of the story.   

The result of their actions are figures “like marble images, begun but not yet properly 
chiselled out, or like unfinished statues….So it comes about that we are a hardy race, well 
accustomed to toil, giving evidence of the origin from which we sprang.”1991  

If Pyrrha could not figure out the oracle while her husband could, it was not for lack of 
empathy with the people who had been lost in the Flood. One of the most striking features 
of Ovid’s version of the story is the increased emphasis on the loss of humanity.  Before 
they pray to the gods, they see only emptiness.  Rather than seeing their survival as a 
blessing, they lament that they could not live without the other.  As a famous 18th century 
CE English translation of the Latin describes their response, there is only weeping. 

At length the world was all restor’d to view; 
But desolate, and of a sickly hue: 
Nature beheld her self, and stood aghast, 
A dismal desart, and a silent waste, 
which when Deucalion, with a piteous look 
beheld, he wept, and thus to Pyrrha spoke: 
“Oh wife, oh sister, oh of all thy kind 
the best, and only creature left behind, 
by kindred, love, and now by dangers join’d, 
of multitudes, who breath’d the common air, 
we two remain; a species in a pair: 
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the rest the seas have swallow’d; nor have we 
ev’n of this wretched life a certainty. 
The clouds are still above; and while I speak, 
A second deluge o’er our heads may break. 
Should I be snatch’d from hence, and thou remain, 
Without relief, or partner of thy pain, 
How couldst thou such a wretched life sustain? 
Should I be left, and thou be lost, the sea 
That buried her I lov’d, should bury me. 
Or could our father his old arts inspire, 
And make me heir of his informing fire, 
That so I might abolish’d Man retrieve, 
And perish’d people in new souls might live. 
But Heav’n is pleas’d, nor ought we to complain,  
That we, th’examples of mankind, remain.”   (Book I.348-64)1992 

Note that Deucalion thinks of their father, Prometheus, and his “informing fire,” as a way 
to restore humankind—though it will be Themis who provides the enigmatic key. 

Ovid goes on to treat the animals that are generated spontaneously from the burning hot 
mud.  Earth produces countless forms of life, old forms and new ones.  She gives birth to 
the huge Python, who is killed by the archer Apollo.  To remember the feat the god 
established the Pythian games.  

Nothing more is said of Deucalion and Pyrrha. 

The poetic account of the Flood, then, as elsewhere in Ovid, introduces considerable 
pathos into the story.  We are given the thoughts and words of both Deucalion and Pyrrha.  
Deucalion’s superior intelligence is probably derived from his father, Prometheus.  
(Pyrrha is the daughter of Epimetheus, who represents a different form of intelligence, 
retrospection.)   

Nothing specific is given about the boat or its construction.  And the poem is silent on the 
ultimate fate of the Noah-figure and his wife.   

Robert Graves points out that besides Apollodorus, Ovid, and Hyginus, the story of 
Deucalion was told by, Pausanias, the Scholiast on Euripides’s Orestes, , Servius on 
Virgil’s Eclogues; the Scholiast on Pindar’s Olympian Odes, and Plutarch.1993  

Beyond Genesis: Biblical Flood References 
Debates about dating the written Torah continue to make it difficult to determine when 
exactly the biblical Flood story was revealed and whether parts (Yahwist and Priestly 
versions) were revealed at different times.  There is little question, though, that unlike 
references to Moses and the Patriarchs, especially Abraham, which are very numerous 
throughout the Hebrew Bible and Apocryphal or Deuterocanonical books, very little of 
Noah and the Flood appears beyond Genesis. 



Excursus on Interpretation  880  

Brief references to Noah occur in the prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel and the few others are 
later.  The historical Ezekiel, who was ministering to the people before and well into the 
Babylonian Exile (from 593 to ca. 563 BCE), associates Noah with two other righteous 
men, Daniel and Job (Ezekiel 14:14 and 14:20).  The passage (14:12-23) in which these 
references occur warns that God will bring “four deadly acts of judgment” against the 
faithless.  The four acts are repeated in a slightly different sequence: famine, wild animals, 
the sword, and pestilence.  Where Gilgamesh refers to wild animals, famine and 
pestilence (but not the sword), the Flood is not on the list in either case.  In Gilgamesh, 
as we have seen, Ea sees these three as ways the gods will keep the population low—
instead of the Flood.  In Ezekiel, the Flood is only indirectly but obviously connected with 
Noah.  The righteousness of Noah, Daniel and Job would keep them alive but would not 
allow even their closest family members to survive.  The passage explains the “evil” God 
brought down upon Jerusalem in the destruction of the temple and the exile in Babylon.  

The part of Isaiah usually considered Second Isaiah includes a song of God’s assurance to 
Israel:  

“This is like the days of Noah to me: 
Just as I swore that the waters of Noah 
Would never again go over the earth, 
So I have sworn that I will not be angry with you 
And will not rebuke you.” (Isaiah 54:9)1994 

Second Isaiah is usually dated at just before the fall of Babylon, 539 BCE.  Biblical poetry 
from the period of Exile in Babylon shows more influences of Mesopotamian poetry than 
do earlier periods.  Again the Exile is seen as God’s judgment on a faithless “wife,” Zion, 
but is one with the “steadfast love” and “covenant of peace” God in his compassion 
maintains for his people. 

1 Chronicles, dated perhaps to the 5th and 4th centuries BCE,1995 includes Noah in the long 
list of names that opens the work (1 Chronicles:1).  The list begins with Adam.  Noah is 
mentioned with his sons Shem, Ham, and Japheth. 

Psalm 29:10 uses the term for the Flood (mabbul) rather than other Hebrew terms for 
floods and flooding to show God, in the words of The New Oxford Annotated Bible, as 
God of the Storm.  The whole of the psalm is directed to God manifested in the 
thunderstorm, but “the LORD sits enthroned over the flood; the LORD sits enthroned as 
king forever.”1996  That is, God is above the storm, reigning in peace. 

The apocryphal book of Sirach, or Ecclesiasticus, is even later than the other references, 
written in Hellenistic times (ca. 180 BCE).  Noah is prominent in the “Praise of Famous 
Men” catalogued in Sirach 44:1-50:24.  After Enoch, Noah is praised as “perfect and 
righteous.” 

Noah was found perfect and righteous; 
In the time of wrath he kept the race alive; 
Therefore a remnant was left on the earth when the flood came. 
Everlasting covenants were made with him that all flesh should never again 
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be blotted out by a flood.1997 

Noah is followed by (much longer) tributes to Abraham, Isaac, Moses and Aaron—and 
many others. 

The Flood in Early Jewish Literature 
What is striking about Noah is that the great interest in him we see in modern times is 
not reflected in early biblical writings.  It is true that in the Primeval History (Genesis 1-
11) the story of the flood is as prominent as the account of Adam and Eve.  Modern 
scholars like E. A. Speiser have demonstrated the possible influence of Mesopotamia,1998 
where several versions of the flood story have been found.  In Mesopotamia the Flood 
(Sumerian amaru, Akkadian abubu) is a frequently encountered metaphor for the 
ultimate of wrath, aggressiveness and destructiveness.1999  There the Flood is personified 
and mythologized as the ultimate monster.   

In sharp contrast to its frequency in Mesopotamian writings, outside Genesis the Flood 
as a cosmic event is rarely encountered, and the name Noah is also seldom mentioned.  In 
fact the names now recognized by children and by people who may never have read the 
Bible—Adam, Eve, Cain, Abel and others in the Primeval History—are almost never seen 
outside Genesis.   (Contrast the frequency with which the Patriarchs, Moses, David and 
Solomon are cited in places other than where their stories are told.)  Noah is named 
almost forty times in Genesis 5-10 and merely 13 times elsewhere in the Bible, including 
the 8 allusions in the New Testament.  Apart from Genesis Noah is mentioned in the 
prophets Isaiah (54:9, significantly in Second Isaiah) and Ezekiel (14:14, 14:20), and in 1 
Chronicles 1:4.  All of these would seem to have come from the period of the Babylonian 
Exile or the Second Temple Period.  (Much of the Mesopotamian materials, especially 
those attributed to the Priestly Source in the Primeval History may have come from the 
time of the Exile, when, naturally, the Babylonian materials would have been encountered 
by the exiles.) 

The New Testament accounts for the bulk of extra-Genesis references to Noah.  The 
gospels of Matthew (24:37-38) and Luke (17:26-27) and several letters (Hebrews 11:7, 1 
Peter 3:20, 2 Peter 2:5) mention him.  The same is true for allusions to the Flood.  Apart 
from a passing reference in Psalm 29:10, Tobit 4:12,Wisdom 10:4, The Wisdom of Ben 
Sira (“Ecclesiasticus”) 44:17-19, and Revelation 12:15, the same few biblical writers who 
mention Noah cite, not surprisingly, the Flood. 

It is hard not to conclude that Noah’s Flood was of little interest to biblical authors until 
the Exile.  Its popularity in modern times may come in part from its promise that, for 
many seekers, actual physical remains of the ark could be found.  Or as a cheerful 
children’s story, with every sort of visual representation and an increased emphasis on 
the role of Noah’s wife, it continues to gain wide popularity.  The “Living Conversation” 
on Genesis directed by Bill Moyers is somewhat of an anomaly, then.  His Chapter IV, 
which deals with the problematics of the Holocaust among other terrible events in history, 
is titled “Apocalypse.”2000  In that discussion the Flood is tied to the violence of the End 
Times. 
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In linking the Flood to the Apocalypse Moyers restored the terrible destructiveness at the 
heart of the Flood.  And he also reconnected the Flood to apocalyptic literature of the 
Second Temple period, when Noah came into his own. 

Noah’s Name, Birth and Early Activities 
In her study of Noah’s biography in Early Jewish Literature Devorah Dimant 
distinguishes three periods in Noah’s life: leading up to the flood; the period of the flood 
itself; and the aftermath of the flood.2001 The brief references to Noah in Tobit, The Book 
of Wisdom and Ben Sira’s Wisdom praise him for his righteousness, but add little detail 
to the flood itself.  (The three works, from the Second Temple period, were, of course, not 
included in the canon of the Hebrew Bible.)   

Although the few references are relatively brief, they illustrate the point made often today 
by literary theorists, that all tellings of a story are retellings.  All add some details not 
found in Genesis that suggest a new or at least different ideological slant from the earlier 
source.  Tobit 4:12, for example, notes that Noah, like Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—“our 
ancestors”—took wives from their own kindred.  Whatever this means in the case of Noah, 
it certainly is introduced to make a point that was not emphasized until after the Exile:2002 
that Jews should “not take a foreign wife outside your father’s tribe, because we are the 
sons of the prophets.”  Similarly, the Book of Wisdom not only credits Wisdom with saving 
the earth after it was “drowned.”  In two lines of poetry Wisdom pilots “the virtuous man,” 
Noah, “on a paltry piece of wood”  (10:4).  Why paltry?  Other versions of the story 
emphasize the boat’s sturdy construction.  Ben Sira’s “Praise of Israel’s Ancestors” opens 
with Enoch, with whom Noah becomes increasingly associated in Early Jewish Literature, 
and Noah before turning to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and others.  In four verses Noah is 
praised as a man “perfectly virtuous” through whom an everlasting covenant is made that 
living beings will never perish from such a flood.  Ben Sira adds that because of Noah a 
“remnant” was preserved for the earth (44:18), giving the motif an importance it did not 
have in Genesis.2003 

For the most part Devorah Dimant details the biography of Noah from The Dead Sea 
Scrolls and the literature dealing with Enoch.2004 Various sources specify the 
transgressions that brought about the flood: murder, idolatry, and fornication.  As a 
counter to the widespread evil stands the virtuous Noah.  The literature even considers 
his birth miraculous.  One story, 2 Enoch, even parallels the birth of Noah with that of an 
otherwise unknown brother, Nir, who is later renamed Melchizedek.   

 

The Ark and the Flood 
The Enochic literature, like The Book of Wisdom, considers the ark a “paltry” piece of 
wood.  Dimant suggests that this motif allows for a striking contrast with the enormity of 
the waters from above and below that reduce the world to a pre-creation state of chaos 
and with job of reordering the earth.  “The mightiness of the upheaval highlights the 
fragility of the ark, the miraculous character of the deliverance, and the enormity of the 
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task of rebuilding a new world” (134).  The literature is not as much interested in the 
construction of the boat, however, as it is the exact chronology of the flood.  The stages of 
the flood move according to a 364-day solar calendar so prized by the Qumran 
community.  And the flood is seen as a “first end” that foreshadows the eschatological era.  

The Enoch literature does not seem to deal with the aftermath of the flood, but writings 
from Qumran do.  For our purposes the most significant new emphasis is on Noah as a 
priest.  Jubilees 6:1-3, for example, has the altar and sacrifices following the ceremonies 
of the Torah.  “Acting as a priest, Noah brings sacrifices ‘to atone for the land.’”2005  Noah 
is seen as figure much like Moses; the Noachide covenant foreshadows Moses on Mt. 
Sinai.  These aspects of Noah’s life clearly veer away from the Mesopotamian stories of 
the flood toward viewing Noah as one of Israel’s patriarchs, as we have seen in Ben Sira. 

The New Testament is, of course, later still.  It contains even fewer allusions to Noah and 
the Flood.  Those few references, though, encapsulate some key Christian points of 
theology—and the interpretation of certain passages in the gospels has taken on greater 
significance in our times than it had earlier.   

Like the Hebrew Bible, which has a variety of terms for “flood” and “flooding,” The New 
Testament Greek contains references to floods, e.g., that take down a house built on sand 
(Matthew 7:25,27; Luke 6:48) and Revelation 12:15-16, where an “ancient serpent, who is 
called the Devil and Satan,” pours water from his mouth to drown a woman who had given 
birth to a male child.  (The earth opens up to swallow the river and saves her.)  The flood 
or river in Revelation is potamos.  The flood that destroys the house built on sand is 
plēmmura. 

Translators then prefer “Deluge” for the Flood (kataklu).   

From the Old Testament references to the Flood it would appear that the Flood is 
remembered in times of crisis.  This is certainly the case in the only gospel references.  
Matthew 24:37-38 and Luke 17:26-27 are almost identical, as is often the case with the 
Synoptic Gospels.  In Matthew Jesus leaves the temple and moves to the Mount of Olives 
where he instructs his disciples.  One topic is the End of the Age (24:4-51).  The 
apocalyptic time of the End is likened to the Flood. 

“But about the day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the 
Son, but only the Father.  For as the days of Noah were, so will be the coming of 
the Son of Man.  For as in those days before the flood they were eating and 
drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day Noah entered the ark, 
and they knew nothing until the flood came and swept them all away, so too will 
be the coming of the Son of Man.  Then two will be in the field; one will be taken 
and one will be left.  Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken 
and one will be left.  Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your 
Lord is coming.  But understand this: if the owner of the house had known in 
what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and 
would not have let his house be broken into.  Therefore you also must be ready, 
for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”  
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(Matthew 24:36-44)2006   

The passage itself gives little hint of the devastation the coming of the Son of Man will 
involve, but the frame makes the point in considerable detail.  There will be “weeping and 
gnashing of teeth” (24:51), as in the parable that ends the sequence.  Not surprisingly, the 
reference to one who is taken and the other left has led many to see in the passage a 
reference to the modern idea of The Rapture. 

According to The Jesus Seminar, the saying about Noah in Matthew and Luke derives 
from Q, the reconstructed sayings source thought to have been used in compiling the 
gospels.  Matthew mentions Noah; Luke adds a reference to the destruction of Sodom.  
The saying about the two men in the field and the two women grinding at the mill, 
however, has its source in the Gospel of Thomas (Th 61:1).  In contrast to the parallel in 
the Gospel of Thomas, though, Matthew and Luke give the saying a marked apocalyptic 
context absent in Thomas.2007 The saying in Thomas reads, “Jesus said, ‘Two will recline 
on a couch; one will die, one will live.’”  The Jesus Seminar suggests that two on a couch 
likely refers to a dinner party, where one does not expect death to occur.  It is a saying 
about death, but without any apparent apocalyptic meaning. 

The Letter to the Hebrews has a brief reference to Noah much like the catalogue of famous 
men praised in Sirach.  Chapter 11 opens with the often-cited definition of “faith,” “the 
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (11:1).  The famous men 
are marked by their faith.  Abel and Enoch precede Noah on the list.  Abraham and his 
family follow.  “By faith Noah, warned by God about events as yet unseen, respected the 
warning and built an ark to save his household; by this he condemned the world and 
became an heir to the righteousness that is in accordance with faith” (Hebrews 11:7).  

The two letters attributed to Peter contain references to Noah as well.  1 Peter 3:20 
compares Noah with the death of Christ.  Christ suffered for the sins of all.  “He was put 
to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, in which also he went and made a 
proclamation to the spirits in prison, who in former times did not obey, when God waited 
patiently in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight 
persons, were saved through water.  And baptism, which this prefigured, now saves you—
not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, 
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right 
hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him.”  In 2 Peter as in 
Luke, Noah is the righteous man like Lot, saved in the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah (2 Peter 2:5).  God did not spare the angels who had sinned.  Nor did he spare 
the ancient world, “when he saved Noah, a herald of righteousness, with seven others, 
when he brought a flood on a world of the ungodly.”2008 

Noah and Norea 
Gnostic texts, which often provide alternative readings of both Old Testament and New 
Testament stories, are sometimes more Jewish than Christian or more Christian than 
Jewish—and can be neither.  Biblical accounts are not so much expanded as they are 
challenged.  Moses, as the author of the Torah, is sometimes rebuked for errors in his 
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accounts of events.  The most striking innovations in the flood story come not with the 
exaltation of Noah but with the emergence of the powerful wife.  Or rather the re-
emergence, perhaps unwittingly, of the wife in Sumerian and Akkadian accounts of the 
flood. 

In the Gnostic “The Hypostasis of the Archons” discovered among the works in   The Nag 
Hammadi Library, Norea is the daughter of Eve and the wife of Noah. In that work Noah 
invites all his family except his wife aboard the ark and even refuses her request to come 
aboard.  For that slight she burns down the ark and Noah is forced to build another to 
accommodate her.   Because she is the center of the story and her survival—she is the one 
who comes to know the truth—is key to preserving gnosis through human history, “The 
Hypostasis of the Archons” does not bother to continue the flood narrative beyond this 
expression of her power. 

Patristic writers who considered Gnosticism a dangerous heresy, saw it otherwise. 

Irenaeus, writing in opposition to the heresies of a group of Sethian Gnostics called 
Ophites or Ophians, claimed they believed Norea was the sister of Seth. Norea was born 
through the providence of a certain Prunikos, and Norea and Seth then became the 
parents of the rest of humanity.2009  

Another name for Norea is Horaia.  The name appears in another Patristic source, and 
while we can never be sure that the heresy-hunters got their opponents’ stories right, 
Epiphanius provides a most interesting switch on the Flood.  According to Epiphanius, 
certain Sethian Gnostics saw the “Mother” on high as the one who brought about the 
flood.  It was at the behest of the Mother that Seth was born—as was Horaia, in this 
instance the wife of Seth.  The flood was sent to destroy the wicked race of Cain, and the 
Mother saw to it that the offspring of Seth would survive.  Cain’s offspring managed to 
survive as well by sneaking Ham onto the ark.  That trick explains why the unrighteous 
live on after the flood. 

Early Jewish sources deal extensively with Noah, but do not apparently give Norea 
anything like the privileged position that the Gnostics do, even though Norea seems 
clearly to have derived from Jewish stories about Noah’s wife.  She is often identified with 
Naamah in Genesis 4:22.  There she is simply listed as the sister of Tubal-cain, son of 
Lamech and Zillah. 

Philo on the Flood 
For subtle interpretations of the Genesis Flood story it would be hard to beat Philo 
Judaeus, or Philo of Alexandria (ca. 20 BCE-50 CE).  Philo introduced Greek 
philosophical thought and methods of allegorical interpretation into the study of the 
Bible.  The Flood story raised profound questions for Philo, and he answered them at 
considerable length in his Questions and Answers on Genesis, II.2010 

Fortunately, his questions and answers follow the narrative sequence of Genesis, which 
mainly parallels the sequence in Gilgamesh.  His method is to establish something like 
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the literal meaning of the text and then to reveal “inner” meanings.  To the modern reader 
this method takes Philo in surprising interpretations, but medieval and Renaissance 
writers drew heavily on just such methods of interpreting texts.   

Many of the “inner” meanings draw on Hellenistic Greek thought, especially in the 
hierarchical orders of reality that were articulated by Plato and the schools that drew on 
Platonic thought.  The nature of God, and relationship between men and women (and 
animals), soul and body, and the ethical norms that the Chain of Being require are key 
issues discussed in Philo’s analysis of the biblical text. 

Anthropomorphisms are a major concern for Philo.  Very early on he deals with the 
representation of God as one who thinks about and changes his mind about humans.  
When God sees the wickedness of humanity, “the LORD was sorry that he had made 
humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart” (Genesis 6:6).  Philo claims first 
that the people who think God repented “are very wrong to entertain such an idea, since 
the Deity is unchangeable.”2011  On the other hand the agitation in God’s mind is no 
indication that God is repenting; rather it is God’s “kind and determinate counsel.”  Since 
Philo, like many of his contemporaries, believed “this earth is a place of misery,” and that 
humanity, compounded of “soul and body,” is a “slave of the body” from birth to death, it 
is not surprising that the Deity would “meditate and deliberate on these matters.” 

Already this reflects Philo’s hierarchical thinking: God is beyond change; humans should 
be guided by the soul, not the body that enslaves it; and that the corruptible body, placed 
in “the terrible situation of the earth, which is the lowest of all places”—it is 
understandable that wickedness rules rather than virtue on this “lowest” place.  Philo’s 
thinking leads him to a question that probably few today would ask: why should the 
animals die along with humans in the Flood?  His answer, on the literal level, is that 
animals were made for humans and to act as the servants of humanity.  The “inner” 
meaning, though, is that animals symbolize the “outward sense” of humans that drags the 
intellect, symbolized by “man,” into corruption. 

A similar analysis follows the next biblical verse, where the LORD says he will blot out the 
humans he had created because he is “sorry” that he made them (6:7).  Philo points out 
that Moses, whom he considers the author of Torah, tells the story as if God were 
“speaking of some illustrious action of man, but, properly speaking, God does not feel 
anger.”  God is “exempt from, and superior to, all such perturbations of spirit.”2012  Later 
he adds to this theological principle another, that “God is the cause, not of all things, but 
only of good things and good men.”  Quite unlike the polytheism of Mesopotamian 
religions, where Enlil can be depicted as feeling emotions and acting in a very human way, 
as the biblical parallels also depict God, Philo’s monotheism is strongly influenced by 
Hellenistic philosophical thought about the nature of God. 

 



Excursus on Interpretation  887  

The Names of God 
Philo’s theology leads him to two other insights that would have considerable influence in 
later ages.  The beginning of modern biblical scholarship can be traced to a great extent 
to the observation in the 17th century that the different names of God, the LORD (covering 
for the tetragrammaton, YHWH) and God (Elohim), are employed in a systematic way in 
the Torah.  Philo noticed that in Genesis 7:5, where he read LORD God, “the sacred writer 
has here carefully employed both names, the LORD God, as declaratory of his superior 
powers of destroying and benefiting.”2013  LORD is the name for God as king and punisher 
of injustice; God is the name for his beneficent, merciful side.  These are aspects of God; 
Philo would be horrified to think of them as two gods talking to each other.   

The hierarchical principle applies here as well.  In response to Genesis 8:20, which Philo 
reads as Noah building an altar to God after the Flood, Philo asks why he built the altar 
to God and not to the LORD.  The answer returns to the two names of the Deity, 
contrasting attributes.   

In passages of beneficence and regeneration, as at the creation of the world, the sacred 
writer only refers to the beneficent virtue of the Creator, by which he makes everything in 
its integrity, and he implies this by concealing the royal name of LORD, as one which 
bears with it supreme authority; therefore now also, since what he is describing is the 
beginning of the renewed generation of mankind, he borrows for his description the 
beneficent virtue, which bears the name of God; for he used the kingly attribute, which 
declares his imperial power, by which he is called LORD, when he was describing the 
punishment inflicted by the flood.2014 

Image and Logos 
Another comment on the nature of the Deity was to have considerable impact on early 
Christianity.  He noticed that in Genesis 9:6 that God, not the LORD, made humankind 
in his image (tselem in Hebrew).  This led Philo to the Greek logos, the Word that became 
such an important concept in Christian thought about the Son’s relationship to the Father.  
Philo thinks it was appropriate that God, not the LORD, made humanity after his image. 

Very appropriately and without any falsehood was this oracular sentence uttered by God, 
for no mortal thing could have been formed on the similitude of the supreme Father of 
the universe, but only after the pattern of the second deity, who is the Word of the 
supreme Being; since it is fitting that the rational soul of man should bear it the type of 
the divine Word; since in his first Word God is superior to the most rational possible 
nature.  But he who is superior to the Word holds his rank in a better and most singular 
pre-eminence, and how could the creature possibly exhibit a likeness of him in himself?  
Nevertheless he also wished to intimate this fact, that God does rightly and correctly 
require vengeance, in order to the defense of virtuous and consistent men, because such 
bear in themselves a familiar acquaintance with his Word, of which the human mind is 
the similitude and form.2015 
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The principle of hierarchy reflected in distinctions between God and the LORD and 
between the “supreme Being” and the Logos is, not surprisingly, applied to male and 
female.  Noah’s wife virtually disappears in Philo’s lengthy commentaries on the Flood.  
Her absence in one biblical verse and her presence in another, however, reveal Philo’s 
thought about what might be called a patriarchal universe.  (Note that he refers to the 
LORD as “Father of the universe.”)   

God Remembers Noah 
In what may be the central and key verse (Genesis 8:1), when God “remembers” (zakar) 
Noah, Philo is less interested in the anthropomorphism of the deity’s “remembering” than 
in whom God remembered.  He noted that God remembered Noah and the animals, both 
wild and domesticated, in the ark.  Why, Philo asks, is there no mention of Noah’s wife 
and family?  The short answer is that, for Philo, there is no need to mention them.  That 
is, there is no need to mention more than one, because by naming Noah the Bible is 
mentioning the whole family.  There is, however, need to explain why “one” is sufficient 
to account for “many.”  This familiar Hellenistic motif is explained in terms of the father 
maintaining harmony in the family. 

[B]y naming Noah he, in effect, names all those who were with him of his family, for when 
husband, and wife, and children, and relations are all agitated by discord, then it is no 
longer possible for such to be called one family, but instead of being one they are many; 
but when harmony exists then one family is exhibited by one superior of the house, and 
all are seen to depend upon that one, like the branches of a tree which shoot out from it, 
or the fruit upon a vine branch which does not fall off from it.2016 

The rule of the universe extends through all orders of being and explains ethical norms 
and cultural practices.  The most instructive comment is Philo’s on Genesis 8:13 and 8:18, 
when the family enters and later exits the ark.  Philo asks why, when they entered the ark, 
the sequence was Noah, his three sons, Noah’s wife, and then the sons’  three wives—note 
that the men are named in the text but the women are not named—but in their exit the 
sequence is different.  Then Noah went out with his wife, followed by the sons and their 
wives. 

This is the kind of apparent anomaly that Philo likes to consider.  The verses have a literal 
and an inner meaning.  Philo notes that the “sacred writer” gives an “obscure intimation” 
that sexual activity was inappropriate in the ark.  “Propagation of seed” goes away, but 
the order of egress from the ark implies that the process of generation now continues.  
“[W]hile they are entering, the sons are mentioned together with their father, and the 
daughters-in-law with their mother-in-law, but when they are going forth the wives are 
all mated again, the father being accompanied by his wife, and each of his sons also by his 
wife.”  Where the sacred writer was circumspect in this regard, Philo thinks that the writer 
used “express words” about the commandment that “the men, as they were about to enter 
the ark,…they should keep themselves with connection with women.”  It goes without 
saying the for Philo the purpose of sexual activity is to propagate the species “in 
accordance with nature.”  And indulging in pleasure while all that destruction is going on 
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outside the ark would, moreover, not be “decorous.”  While in the ark, “to ascend up into 
the marriage bed with your wives would be a proof of being devoted to lasciviousness.”2017 

Philo does suggest that it would have been natural for them to be “moved with 
compassion” for the dying human race, but “being warm at an unreasonable time, and 
burning with an inopportune desire” would be unacceptable.  When God relented in his 
anger, the couples would apply themselves to procreation.  So them men exited the ark 
with their wives, not with the other men.   

The inner or allegorical meaning of the verses takes up even more space in Philo’s 
commentary.  He uses the analogy of men in battle.  They must keep order so that they 
are not “mingled in confusion.”  This differentiates the superior male order of intellect 
versus the softness and confusion (in the similitude of a deluge) that characterizes the 
female. 

But with respect to the inner meaning of this fact, we must say this, that when the mind 
is about to wash off and cleanse away its sins, then it is fit for male to live with male, that 
is to say, for the intellect, the chief part of the man, to be as a father, united to each 
separate thought, as a father to his sons, without any admixture of the female race, which 
is in accordance with the outward sense. 

Men cannot allow “the female race,” that is, “the outward senses,” to flood the intellect 
with confusion.  “When the ceaseless invasions of lawless counsels are repressed, then the 
soul produces virtue and excellent works, as the most fertile portion of the earth, when 
dried, produces fruit.”2018 

The LORD God Repents 8:21 
After distinguishing between the two aspects of God in his commentary on Genesis 8:20, 
where both aspects accepted Noah’s sacrifice, Philo confronts one of the most difficult 
verses to explain. 

And the LORD God said, repenting him, “I will not again proceed to curse the 
earth for the works of man, for the thoughts of the mind of man are toward, and 
are diligently and ceaselessly exercise in, wickedness from his youth up; therefore 
I will not now proceed to smite all living flesh as I have done at other times.” 

Obviously the anthropomorphisms concerned Philo.  That God would change his purpose 
is “an affection not usual nor akin to the divine virtue.”2019  What appears to suggest that 
God intended a creature who would wallow in wickedness from his youth on, then brought 
about the Flood—and then said he would not destroy the creature again, although the 
same evils still exist in the mind.  Philo takes expressions of this sort are “by law, 
connected with learning and the utility of instruction rather than with the nature of truth.”  
God, not being human, expresses himself in what others would call an accommodated 
sense. 
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Philo is less worried about expressions like “God observed in his mind,” since that 
indicated a “superior degree of constancy,” while the will in humans is inconsistent and 
vacillating.  Philo claims that humans do not, properly speaking, think with their minds. 

But Philo turns the expression, “I will not any more smite all flesh,” to mean essentially 
what Ea in Gilgamesh demanded in the new order.  God will not destroy all of humankind, 
“but only single individuals.”  Philo adds that the individuals, “in ever such great 
numbers,” will “perpetuate unspeakable wickednesses.”  And, according to his original 
design, God will leave no wickedness unpunished.  “Indulging his care for the human race 
on account of his original design, he of necessity fixes destruction as a punishment for 
sinners.”2020  That extension to an original design of the cosmos goes far beyond the vision 
offered by Ea in Gilgamesh. 

The Ark 6:14-16 
We are not surprised, with this kind of analysis, that the ark itself reveals inner truths as 
well as literal meanings.  In his first question in section II, “What is the preparation of 
Noah?” (Genesis 6:14), Philo offers an allegorical key to the description of the ark: 

If any one should wish to make an examination of the question of that ark of Noah’s on 
more natural principles, he will find it to have been the preparation of the human body, 
as we shall see by the examination of each particular respecting it separately.2021    

Among the specifics he discusses is the door in the side of the ark (Genesis 6:16). 

That door in the side very plainly betokens a human building, which he has becomingly 
indicated by calling it, “in the side,” by which door all the excrements of dung are cast out.  
In truth, as Socrates says, whether because he learnt it from Moses or because he was 
influenced by the facts themselves, the Creator, having due regard to the decency of our 
body, has placed the exit and passage of the different ducts of the body back out of the 
reach of the sense, in order that while getting rid of the fetid portions of bile, we might 
not be disgusted by beholding the full appearance of our excrements.  Therefore, he has 
surrounded that passage by the back and posteriors, which project out like hills, as also 
the buttocks are made soft for other objects.2022    

In a lengthy discussion of the “lower part of the ark” (Genesis 6:16), Philo develops further 
the analogy between the ark and the body. 

Moreover, the ark itself appears to me to be very fitly compared to the human body: for 
as nature is exceedingly prolific of living creatures, for that very reason it has prepared an 
opposite receptacle similar to the earth for the creatures corrupted and destroyed by the 
flood; for whatever was alive and supported on the earth, the ark now bore within itself 
in a more general manner, and on that account God ordained it, being borne upon the 
waters as it was, to be as it were like the earth, a mother and a nurse, and to exhibit the 
fathers of the subsequent race as if pregnant with it, together with the sun and moon and 
the remaining multitude of the stars, and all the host of heaven; because men beholding 
by means of that which was made by art, a comparison and analogy to the human body, 
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might in that manner be more manifestly taught, for this was the cause of the various 
disputes among mankind; since there is nothing which has so much contributed to keep 
man in a servile condition as the essential humors of the body, and the defects which arise 
in consequence of them, and most especially the vicious pleasures and desires.2023   

Regarding the measures of the ark, Philo asks why the ark was raised to a point, rather 
like an obelisk.  His answer relates the ark to the body, seen hierarchically, e.g., 

But again, it was with great wisdom and propriety that God ordained the summit to be 
completed in one cubit; for the upper part of the ark imitates the unity of the body; the 
head being forsooth as the citadel of the king, having for its inhabitant the chief of all, the 
intellect. 

But those parts which are below the head are divided into separate portions, as for 
instance into the hands, and in an especial degree into the lower parts, since the thighs, 
and legs, and feet are all kept distinct from one another, therefore whoever should wish 
to understand these matters, on the principle which I have pointed out, will easily 
comprehend the analogy of the cubits as I have related it.2024    

Philo’s interpretations of the Flood in Genesis, both literal and allegorical, came to have 
a considerable influence on Christianity.  Far more passages and details of the Flood are 
found in his Questions and Answers on Genesis than are cited here.  Because Philo 
combined the Jewish study of the Bible with Hellenistic philosophical and literary 
analysis, he provided a powerful vehicle for moving Mesopotamian thought into 
Alexandria and the West.  Hellenization reached Uruk centuries after Gilgamesh was 
composed.  It made an impact on, e.g., the gigantic size of the temple and ziggurat 
dedicated to Anu and Antum, but it apparently had less of an impact in Uruk than in the 
north, with Babylon and especially Seleucus-on-the-Tigris.  Control by the Seleucids did 
not dislodge Ishtar and her Companions, to whom another large temple was dedicated 
even while Eanna was maintained.   

Even when Philo approaches the thought of more than one god, as when he distinguishes 
between the LORD and God and between the supreme Being and the Logos, he carefully 
avoids giving the compassionate and merciful side of the Deity, i.e., Elohim, the Creator, 
any tinge of the feminine.  The wife of Noah is both anonymous and silent; the few times 
she is mentioned emphasize only her inferiority to Noah and her reproductive 
capabilities.  God’s thinking, remembering, and changing his mind are largely explained 
away.  No Mother Goddess appears in his account of the Flood. 

Many of the Hellenistic sources, literary and philosophical, show up again in Gnostic 
thought.  There, however, a similar philosophical basis finds positive and active elements 
in the very motifs Philo either ignored or explained away. 

Josephus on the Flood 
Josephus (ca. 37-95 CE) provides much less analysis of the Flood than does Philo.  His 
Antiquities of the Jews Book 1, Chapter 3, retells the story in Genesis.  The bad conduct 
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that brings about the Flood is attributed to the offspring of angels and women.  Josephus 
reminds the reader that the sons resembled what the Greeks called giants.2025  Following 
Genesis (in contrast to the Mesopotamian stories), Josephus calls attention to Noah’s call 
for the unjust sons to repent.  Fear of the men causes Noah to leave the land. 

But Noah was very uneasy at what they did; and, being displeased at their conduct, 
persuaded them to change their dispositions and their acts for the better;--but, seeing that 
they did not yield to him, but were slaves to their wicked pleasures, he was afraid they 
would kill him, together with his wife and children, and those they had married; so he 
departed out of that land.2026  

The age of Noah at the time of the Flood and establishing a date for the Flood interest 
Josephus.  The Flood itself is retold in a few paragraphs.  The wicked men were destroyed, 
and “Noah alone was saved,” 

… for God suggested to him the following contrivance and way of escape:--That 
he should make an ark of four stories high, three hundred cubits long, fifty cubits 
broad, and thirty cubits high.  Accordingly he entered into that ark, and his wife 
and sons, and their wives; and put into it not only other provisions, to support 
their wants there, but also send in with the rest of all sort sorts of living creatures, 
the male and his female, for the preservation of their kinds; and others of them 
by sevens.  Now this ark had firm walls, and a roof, and was braced with cross 
beams, so that it could not be any way drowned or overborne by the violence of 
the water; and thus was Noah, with his family, preserved. 

The place where the ark landed receives a good bit of attention.   

When the rain ceased, the water did but just begin to abate, after one hundred 
and fifty days (that is, on the seventeenth day of the seventh month) it then 
ceasing to subside for a little while.  After this the ark rested on the top of a 
certain mountain in Armenia; which, when Noah understood, he opened it; and 
seeing a small piece of land about it, he continued quiet, and conceived some 
cheerful hopes of deliverance. 

According to Josephus, the Armenians call the place Apobaterion, the Place of Descent, 
and credits Berossus with the information that people were carrying off pieces of the 
bitumen and use them for amulets.  Josephus mentions other “barbarian” writers on the 
subject, notably Hieronymus the Egyptiann, Mnaseas, and Nicolaus of Damascus.2027 

Another topic developed by Josephus is the sacrifice Noah makes after the Flood.  Noah 
is afraid that the drowning of the earth would occur ever year.  He also sought permission 
to rebuild cities, which would allow his offspring to enjoy life as before—including the old 
age people had attained before the Flood.  God’s response is a set of laws, especially 
prohibiting the shedding of blood, and the “bow,” that is, the rainbow, as a sign that God 
left off his anger. 

The anthropomorphisms that bothered Philo do not elicit comments from Josephus.  He 
was concerned about the great age of humans before the Flood and the shortness of life 
thereafter.  As in his comments about the Place of Descent, Josephus cited a series of 
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pagan authors who also claimed that the ancients lived a thousand years.  Among the 
authors are Berossus and Manetho, but also Hesiod.  Josephus accounts for the longevity 
of the ancients that they were beloved of God; that their food made them more fit to live 
such a long life; that they were virtuous; and that they made good use of astronomical and 
geometrical discoveries (which would have taken centuries to make).2028 

Jewish and Christian Literature 
Jack P. Lewis’s A Study of the Interpretation of Noah and the Flood in Jewish and 
Christian Literature, still a standard source on this popular topic, appeared too early to 
incorporate the Gnostic texts from The Nag Hammadi Library.2029 Lewis does, though, 
mention the Gnostics, at least what was known from their opponents.  The Valentinians 
connected the thirty cubits of the ark’s height with the thirty aeons in which divinity 
descended to have contact with the world,2030  and the eight persons who were saved in 
the ark (Noah, his wife, his three sons and their wives) represented the first eight aeons, 
the Ogdoad.2031  The Ophites, for their part (again, according to their opponents, but now 
confirmed by the rediscovered texts), attributed the flood to the Mother, the power of all 
powers, to destroy corruption in the world.  Certain angels frustrated the plan and 
sneaked a few persons, especially Ham, onto the ark.2032    

Where Lewis is particularly useful is his careful survey of rabbinical and early Christian 
thinking about the flood.  As this has been considered more recently, only a few items 
need our attention here.  Some rabbis were concerned that Noah begot his first son at a 
much later time of life than had his predecessors.  One thought that he did not wish to 
have children because he saw the wickedness of his generation—and so neglected the 
command to be fruitful and multiply.2033  According to this view Noah did not marry until 
20 years after the first warning that the flood was coming.  Another view had it that God 
had made Noah sterile until very late so that he would not have to build many arks to save 
his many children.   

Noah’s wife receives little interest from the rabbis other than the well-known 
identification of the wife as Naamah, daughter of Enoch (or sister of Tubal-Cain); and 
there is some interest in the meaning of her name.2034  

The rabbis were more interested in the ark itself.2035  The door in its side, its chambers, 
and the levels of the ark were matters of discussion.  Early Christian thinkers also 
speculated about the three levels.  Was the lowest level for garbage?  For unclean animals?  
Were unclean animals on the same floor as humans?  The rabbis also wondered about the 
“gopher wood” thought to have been used in the construction of the ark.  What sort of 
caulking was used?  (Since the Hebrew word for “ark,” tebah, was the same used for 
Noah’s boat and the vessel used to protect the infant Moses in Exodus 2, as opposed to 
the “ark”—aron—of the covenant, the rabbis thought there would be a difference in the 
caulking.  Where Noah’s would use pitch inside and out, Moses’ ark would have had slime 
inside to keep both water and the smell of pitch away from the child.) 
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The raven and the dove sent out from the ark received a great deal of attention from both 
rabbis and Christian writers.  The raven comes in for special denigration.  Some rabbis 
thought that God and Noah both hated the bird, God because it was unclean, and Noah 
because it posed a risk that, in an accident, a species would be lost. Not only was the raven 
good for nothing; it showed a lewd interest in the female raven, and it fed on the dead 
bodies of the flood victims. 

The dove, on the other hand, was a very positive figure.  A symbol of Israel, which could 
find no resting-place in exile, the dove would return to the ark.2036   

Not surprisingly, Christian writers found important, though often different, symbolism in 
the raven and the dove.  Some followed Philo in seeing the raven as symbolizing folly in 
the mind, sin, wickedness, even the devil—whatever was expelled by baptism.2037  The 
raven could be seen as a type of impure men and apostates who were anathematized by 
the Church.  For Augustine and others, the raven represented impure desire.   

The dove, on the other hand, came to represent the Holy Spirit, which had descended in 
the baptism of Jesus.  As a symbol of peace, the dove and its olive branch represents the 
Holy Spirit and the possibility of reconciliation with humankind.  Where rabbis had seen 
the dove as a figure of Israel, Christian writers tended to see it as a figure for the 
church.2038  

Early Christian Commentary on the Flood 
By the 2nd century CE Christian authors had picked up the kind of allegorical 
interpretation of scripture Philo had employed.  Justin Martyr, for example, argued that 
Noah was a “figure” of Christ, who regenerated humanity “by water, and faith, and wood” 
(that is, the mystery of the Cross).2039  He finds this not only in Genesis but in Isaiah, 
where God is said to have saved humans in the Flood.  The number of those saved in the 
ark, including Noah’s wife, is interpreted by Justin as “a symbol of the eighth day, wherein 
Christ appeared when He rose from the dead.” 

For Christ, being the first-born of every creature, became again the chief of 
another race regenerated by Himself through water, and faith, and wood…even as 
Noah was saved by wood when he rode over the waters with his household.2040  

Theophilus, on the other hand, argued against the pagans, including Plato, who had given 
different accounts of the Flood.  Those who claimed that there were more than one Flood 
aare “miserable, and very profane and senseless persons.”2041  Theophilus is particularly 
concerned with those who wrote of Deucalion and Pyrrha and the way they produced 
“people” by flinging stones behind them.  Against the pagan fables Theophilus sets many 
of the details in Genesis, especially the eight persons (only) who survived the Flood. 

Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, found the symbolism in the Bible an argument for accepting 
four gospels, not just one.  Against Marcion, Irenaeus argued that the Gospel of Mark 
referred to Isaiah on the prophetical spirit coming down from on high to humans, a 
“winged aspect” of the gospel that revealed, among other things, the “celestial Spirit” that 
protected the earth with its “wings.”  And the Son of God, in the “form of living creatures,” 
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which are “quadriform,” also descended.  The Gospel, then, is quadriform.  To clinch his 
argument, Irenaeus, point to the “four principal (katholikai) covenants given to the 
human race: one, prior to the deluge, under Adam; the second, that after the deluge, under 
Noah; the third, the giving of the law, under Moses; the fourth, that which renovates man, 
and sums up all things in itself by means of the Gospel, raising and bearing men upon its 
wings into the heavenly kingdom.”2042 

Irenaeus was no friend to the Gnostics, but, as we have seen, he did mention some of their 
“heretical” beliefs.2043  Until The Nag Hammadi Library was recovered in the 20th 
century, his summary of Gnostic beliefs was a major source of information about the 
different groups of Gnostics.  The followers of Valentinus and others, for example, 
recognized the Mother as a member of the Trinity.  The Mother was considered also 
eternal Silence, Grace and Wisdom (Sophia).  The Fall of Sophia is a major theme in 
Gnostic thought.  Her repentance, mainly for her attempt to create figures by herself, 
allowed her to regain her position in the highest heavens.  Irenaeus passed along a Gnostic 
view of the Flood that connected Wisdom with Noah.  The Creator became angry. 

Because they did not worship or honor him as Father and God, he sent forth a flood upon 
them, that he might destroy them all.  But Wisdom opposed him…and Noah and his 
family were saved in the ark by means of the sprinkling of the light that proceeded from 
her, and through it the world was again filled with humankind.2044 

Irenaeus identifies the Creator, in this case, as Ialdabaoth.2045  The name is a corruption 
of the God of Genesis. In Gnostic thought he is creator only of the lower, material world, 
the chief Archon who, among other evil activities, attempts to create forms by himself and 
rape the goddess and the humans like Eve and Norea who keep gnosis from being lost in 
the world. 

Later (Nicene and Post-Nicene) commentators made occasional references to the 
righteous Noah, but the Flood was not a major theme for those writers.  The one who 
arguably influenced Western Christianity more than the other Fathers, Augustine, 
though, returned to the allegorical method of interpretation.  The method, elaborated in 
medieval and Renaissance times, came to involve as many as four levels of meaning, as it 
does, e.g., in Dante.  Augustine saw Noah’s ark, with his family and animals, as “certainly 
a figure of the city of God sojourning in this world; that is to say, of the church, which is 
rescued by the wood on which hung the Mediator of God and men, and man Christ Jesus.”  
Further, the ark itself reveals complex symbolism. 

For even its very dimensions, in length, breadth, and height, represent the human body 
in which He came, as it had been foretold.  For the length of the human body, from the 
crown of the head to sole of the foot, is six times its breadth from side to side, and ten 
times its depth of thickness, measuring from back to front….And therefore the ark was 
made 300 cubits in length, 50 in breadth, and 30 in height.  And its having a door made 
in the side of it certainly signified the wound which was made when the side of the 
Crucified was pierced with the spear; for by this those who come to Him enter; for thence 
flowed the sacraments by which those who believe are initiated.2046 
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Augustine continues to interpret the details of the ark allegorically, in an attempt to read 
the text better than did Faustus the Manichaean, “who denies that there is anything 
prophesied of Christ in the Hebrew books.”2047  Among the details, Augustine considers 
the three stories of the ark.  One possibility is that the two stories represent Jews and 
Gentiles (circumcised and uncircumcised), and three representing the nations 
replenished from the three sons of Noah.  The three stories can also mean the “three 
graces” of faith, hope, and charity.  Even better, the three stories can represent the “three 
harvests” in the gospel, i.e., “chaste marriage dwelling in the ground floor, chaste 
widowhood in the upper, and chaste virginity in the top story.”2048  Note that he does not 
insist on one (only those better than Faustus’s), and “any better interpretation may be 
given, so long as the reference to this city is maintained” and that different explanations 
“must all agree with the one harmonious catholic faith.”2049  

Gnostics on the Flood 
Noah, Norea and the Flood do not appear all that often in the collection of Gnostic texts 
known today as The Nag Hammadi Library, but the collection does include the most 
stunning reversals of the biblical tradition.  Rather than simply comment on the biblical 
texts, the Gnostics retold the accounts in a way that, in many cases, directly challenged 
the Hebrew Bible, Moses (considered as author) included.  In retellings of the Flood 
especially, God is recast as the evil creator of the material world, the Chief Archon who is 
closer to Mesopotamia’s Enlil than to the biblical account of the LORD God.  (Unlike Enlil, 
the Chief Archon does not repent.)  Noah himself is slighted as his wife Norea is shown to 
be a key figure in the survival of gnosis in the world. 

The Apocalypse of Adam 
“The Apocalypse of Adam” is probably the closest of the flood stories in the collection to 
the biblical text.  The flood is retold by Adam to his son, Seth, who figures prominently in 
Second Temple Judaism.  The revelation to Seth is particularly important in Gnostic texts, 
for the special child of the “heavenly” Eve—as opposed to the tainted “earthly” Eve—and 
the human Adam is one of only a few humans who will pass gnosis through human 
history.  The Gnostic idea that Seth was conceived by the heavenly Eve as the likeness of 
the heavenly Adam (Adamas, or Pigeradamas) through the activity of the Mother on high 
has at least some contact with the biblical traditions of Eve’s children in Genesis 4 and 
5.2050  Mixed in with the creation of Seth is, ironically, the weakness of a rather bumbling 
human Adam.  When he feels a “sweet desire” for Eve, “the vigor of our eternal knowledge 
was destroyed in us, and weakness pursued us.  Therefore the days of our life became few.  
For I knew that I had come under the authority of death.”2051  The sharp contrast between 
heavenly and earthly, spirit and flesh, so basic to Gnostic thought, is carried forward in 
history as the distinction between those who know, who possess gnosis, and the other, 
lesser beings.   

Within this apocalyptic narrative the Flood comes directly after the creation of Seth.  God 
the almighty sends “rain-showers” to destroy all flesh from the earth.  Once his wrath has 
ended, god rests, “casts his power upon the waters” and gives power to “his sons and their 
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wives by means of the ark along with [the animals], whichever he pleased, and the birds 
of [heaven], which he called and released upon the earth.”2052   

Only at this point does god speak to Noah.  An allusion to the Greco-Roman myth of 
Deucalion points to the influence of Hellenism on the text. 

And God will say to 
 Noah—whom the generations will call Deucalion--, “Behold, I have protected 
 you. In the ark along with your wife and your sons and their wives and their 
 animals and the birds of [heaven], which you called [and released upon the 
 earth].  Therefore I will give the [earth] to you—you and your sons.  In kingly 
 fashion you will rule over it—you and yours sons.2053   

Once Noah and his people are safe, God demands of him an answer to the continued 
existence of corrupt humans, and Noah is forced to explain that they did not come from 
him.  His people will then be send to a land where a “holy dwelling-place” will be built for 
them.  There they will remain six hundred years “in a knowledge of imperishability,” with 
the angels.  Only then will Noah divide the earth among his three sons.  “The Apocalypse 
of Adam” strains to accommodate the literal history of humans found in the Bible with 
the overlaying of the persistence of gnosis in the world. 

This Gnostic apocalyptic text is interesting in that it appears not to include Christian 
themes.2054 

The Concept of Our Great Power 
In some ways “The Concept of Our Great Power” (VI,4) is also close to the tradition, even 
the Jewish tradition found in Josephus, for example, of dividing history into epochs.  The 
flood brings an end to the first epoch, “aeon of the flesh.”  Noah is a pious man who 
preaches piety for 120 years, but no one listened to him.  The single detail about the ark 
is that it is made of wood.  Noah and his sons are saved.  (There is no mention of Noah’s 
wife or the sons’ wives.) 

The narrative is difficult to follow, especially in determining who is acting.  The one who 
brings about the flood is “the father of the flesh,” but he appears either to be identified 
with the Great Power or one who acts for the Great Power.  Where some Gnostic texts 
consider the Old Testament God as a fallen, wicked Demiurge, “the father of the flesh” 
seems to be positive force not only in purifying the world but moving gods, angels, and 
powers (and Noah?) into a permanent place above the destruction.  The Gnostic view of 
the “flesh” places it (and therefore its “aeon”) in the lowest plane of existence.  The flood 
ends the aeon of the flesh and ushers in a new and higher plane, the “psychic” aeon.  The 
third phase of this salvation history is the eternal aeon of the future. 

What is not immediately clear is the role Noah plays in the event.  He is pious and 
presumably he is the one who preaches for 120 years, but a commentator on the piece, 
Francis E. Williams, reads the ambiguous pronouns in the narrative in such as way that 
the “father of the flesh” not only intervenes in history but actually builds the ark for Noah 
and the others. 
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The world, of course, had become corrupt.  As Frederik Wisse translates the passage, the 
pronoun referents toggle between the father of the flesh and Noah.2055 

For when they had been corrupted 
and had entered into the flesh, the father of the flesh, the water, avenged himself. 
For when he had found Noah, who was pious and worthy—and it is the father of 
the flesh who holds the angels in subjection.  And he (i.e., Noah) preached piety 
for one hundred and twenty years.  And no one listened to him.  And he made 
a wooden ark, and whom he had found entered it.  And the flood took place.  And 
thus Noah was saved with his sons.  For if [indeed]  <the> ark had not been 
meant 
for man to enter, then the water of the flood would not have come.  In this way he 
intended (and) planned to save <the> gods and the angels, and the powers, the 
greatness of all of these, and the <nourishment> and the way of life.  And he 
moves them from the aeon (and) nourishes them in the permanent places.  And 
the judgment of the flesh was unleashed.  Only the work of the Power stood 
up.2056  

 

Reference to a revealer appearing in the second, or psychic aeon, clearly points to Christ, 
though there are no details of the revealer’s life, e.g., that he was crucified.  Unlike “The 
Apocalypse of Adam,” then, “The Concept of Our Great Power” appears to be a Christian, 
not Jewish apocalyptic, as would be suggested in portraying the Old Testament God as 
the “father of the flesh.”2057   

The Apocryphon of John  
“The Apocryphon of John,” like “The Concept of Our Great Power,” is a Christian work, 
and it is shocking in its explicit challenge to key concepts in the Hebrew Bible.  The 
rewriting of the Flood is but one small example in a thoroughgoing repudiation of the 
sacred text.  The one who brings about the flood is the “chief archon” or ruler of the lower, 
material world, a lion-faced serpent conceived by the heavenly Sophia without the consent 
or cooperation of the male, the Father of Everything.  While she repents her action, Sophia 
unwittingly unleashes the power that will wreck havoc upon humankind.  The Chief 
Archon, called Yaldiboath (as we have seen in Irenaeus’s hostile account), begets upon a 
false image of Eve two sons, Eloim and Yave, two sacred names of God in the Hebrew 
Bible. 

The flood comes about when Yaldiboath himself repents of everything that had come into 
being through his actions.  Rather like the Mesopotamian flood stories but unlike the 
biblical account, the chief archon (like Enlil) sets about destroying everyone; but a higher 
power (like Enki), “the greatness of the light of the foreknowledge,” informs Noah of the 
plan.  There is only one detail of the boat and it, significantly, is mentioned only to counter 
the biblical text.  While Genesis does not report what had become a traditional motif by 
the time “The Apocryphon of John” was written, that Noah tries but fails to reform the 
“sons of men,” “The Apocryphon of John” credits Noah with some success.  “Many other 
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people from the immovable race” (i.e., Gnostics) followed Noah.  Moses, taken of course 
as the author of Genesis, got it wrong. 

But those who were 
 strangers to him did not listen to him.  It is not as Moses said, ‘They hid 
 themselves in an ark’ (Genesis 7:7), but they hid themselves in a place, not only 
 Noah but also many other people from the immovable race.  They went into a 
 place and hid themselves in a luminous cloud.  And he (Noah) recognized his 
 authority, and she who belongs to the light was with him, having shone on them 
 because he had brought darkness upon the whole earth.2058 

Those who saw the light, Noah and many others, then, survived the flood.  The “she who 
belongs to the light” would seem to be Noah’s wife (or her sponsor Sophia), though she is 
not identified as such.  “The Apocryphon of John” provides only the single detail about 
the boat—and there only to indicate that Genesis was mistaken.  It was not a boat but a 
place in the darkness hidden by a luminous cloud.  As elsewhere in the dualistic world of 
Gnostic thought the light struggles with the darkness.  Here the darkness is the realm of 
the biblical Creator.  The flesh—matter itself—is corrupt.  “The Apocryphon of John” even 
uses the metaphor familiar from Greek philosophy, where the body is the “prison” of the 
soul.2059  The savior descends into Hades and the chaos of materiality to rescue the 
children of the light. 

The Hypostasis of the Archons 
From its references to Pauline epistles in its opening paragraph “The Hypostasis of the 
Archons” announces that it is a Gnostic Christian text.  It tells of the corrupt archons 
(rulers) of the world in an esoteric interpretation of Genesis 1-6.2060  The chief archon is 
the blind, ignorant and arrogant ruler who proclaims, “It is I who am God; there is none 
[apart from me].”2061  He is named Samael, Sakla, and Yaldabaoth.  He will eventually be 
bound and cast into “Tartaros below the abyss.”2062  His offspring Sabaoth—the names 
reveal how deeply the biblical stories have been recast—repents and repudiates his father.  
Like the fallen Sophia, Sabaoth is restored to a celestial fate. 

The Flood is retold in the context of Creation, Adam and Eve, Seth—and especially the 
undefiled sister of Seth, Norea.  The most striking changes in the biblical account of the 
flood comes in a work where the heroic figures, divine and human, are female. 

Once Eve, through God, conceives the virgin Norea, “mankind began to multiply and 
improve.”2063 The purpose of the flood then becomes the destruction of this improving 
race.  The archons in council decide to “obliterate all flesh, from man to beast.”2064  But 
the Ruler of the Forces, quite like Enki in the Mesopotamian stories, speaks to Noah.  Only 
one feature of the ark is specified: that it be of “some wood that does not rot.”  Then 
trouble begins. 

The Ruler of the Forces tells Noah to build the ark and hide in it—with his children, beasts 
and birds of heaven—and set it upon Mount Sir.2065   He seems to have forgotten Noah’s 
wife, who is none other than Eve’s daughter Norea.  When she approaches the ark, Noah 
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refuses to admit her!  “And when he would not let her, she blew upon the ark and caused 
it to be consumed by fire.”  He learns his lesson and builds a second ark. 

“The Hypostasis of the Archons” has no other use for the flood story.  The rest of the text 
focuses entirely on Norea.  Gnostic thought considered Noah’s wife to be part of the 
tradition that revealed gnosis through the ages, mainly through females from deities 
Sophia and Barbelo through Eve and Norea to Mary Magdalene.  

No sooner has the flood been mentioned when the rulers try to seduce, then intimidate 
the pure Norea as they had attempted (unsuccessfully, it turned out) with Eve.  For help 
she cries out to heaven.  The great angel Eleleth descends and reveals to her the past 
involving Pistis Sophia, the arrogant Samael, the fall of the chief ruler, and restoration of 
Sophia and Sabaoth.  He reveals to Norea that she and her offspring “are from the 
primeval father.”2066   The secret of their high status will only become known when “the 
true man” appears and teaching humankind about life eternal.  The “children of the light” 
will then be entirely reunited with the father. 

Thought of Norea 
One of the shortest of Gnostic pieces in The Nag Hammadi is a densely packed 
celebration of the Gnostic hero.  The hymn in very condensed form includes key biblical 
themes interpreted in Greek philosophical terms. 

Father of All, [Ennoia] of the Light [dwelling in the heights above the (regions) 
below, Light dwelling [in the] heights, Voice of Truth, upright Nous, untouchable 
Logos, and [ineffable] Voice, [incomprehensible] Father! 
 
It is Norea who [cries out] to them.  They [heard], (and) they received her into 
her place forever.  They gave it to her in the Father of Nous, Adamas, as well as 
the voice of the Holy Ones, in order that she might rest in the ineffable Epinoia, 
in order that <she> had received, and that <she> might inherit the first mind 
which <she> had received, and that <she> might rest in the divine Autogenes, 
and that she (too) might generate herself, just as [she] also has inherited the 
[living] Logos, and that she might be joined to all of the Imperishable Ones, and 
[speak] with the mind of the Father. 
 
And [she began] to speak with words of [Life], and <she> remained in the 
[presence] of the Exalted One, [possessing that] which she had received before 
the world came into being.  [She has] the [great mind] of the Invisible One, [and 
she gives] glory to <her> Father, [and she] dwells within those who […] within 
the Pleroma, [and] she beholds the Pleroma. 
 
There will be days when she will [behold] the Pleroma, and she will not be in 
deficiency, for she has the four holy helpers who intercede on her behalf with the 
Father of the All, Adamas.  He it is who is within all of the Adams, possessing the 
thought of Norea who speaks concerning the two names which create a single 
name.    
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  --The Nag Hammadi Library, IX 17, 11-29, 5, after Birger A. Pearson2067 

In his introduction to the “Thought of Norea,” Birger A. Pearson points out the hymnic 
features—parallelismus membrorum, repetition, and balanced structure—are 
characteristic of Semitic poetry.  Although written in Coptic, “Thought of Norea” shows 
none of the traditional characteristics of Greek poetry, though the hymn is thought to have 
been translated from the Greek.   

Pearson sees a “clear fourfold structure” to the hymn.   

--an invocation to a divine triad of Father, Mother and Son, such as is found in 
Sethian Gnosticism.  Father is “primal Mind” and also Adamas.  Thought (ennoia) 
is a “primal spiritual Mother.”  Son is Mind (nous), Logos and Autogenes. 

--Norea cries out for deliverance, and this leads to her being restored to the divine 
world, her proper place (that is, the Pleroma). 

--In the Pleroma, Norea has “a saving role to play in propogating ‘words of Life.’” 

--Four “holy helpers” assist her in Norea’s own salvation.  “Her ‘thought’…is the 
gnosis that brings about for all of her spiritual progeny ultimate reintegration into 
the godhead.  Thus, in saving others, Norea saves herself.2068  

Pearson also points out the many names under which Norea is identified in Gnostic 
literature: Norea, Orea, Noraia, Oraia, Horaia, Nora, Noria, Nuraita, and Nhuraita.  He 
too suggests an association with Jewish aggadah referring to a Cainite woman called 
Naamah (cf. Genesis 4:22).  He considers, then, her original name in Greek as Horaia, 
semantically equivalent to Hebrew Na’amah.2069  

From ignoring Noah’s wife entirely through a debate about the makeup of the ark—or the 
very existence of an ark—to making Norea the central figure in the flood story, the Gnostic 
retellings show a freedom of interpretation that frequently challenges some of the basic 
ideas in the Hebrew Bible.2070 

Noah’s Wife   
It is no accident that the “Afterword” to a recent edition of The Nag Hammadi Library is 
more devoted to the effect of Gnosticism on modern Western artists than on scholarship—
or philosophy and religion.2071  Critic Harold Bloom claims that Gnosis is a mode of 
“antithetical knowledge, which means of knowledge both negative and evasive, or 
knowledge not acceptable as such to epistemologists of any school.”2072  Modern poetry—
for him, poetry of the Renaissance and later—is much like Gnostic literature, Bloom 
believes; the “strong poet” lies against time in a threefold freedom: negation, evasion, and 
extravagance.2073  The modern poet, like the Gnostic, takes a tack different from the 
mainstream Platonic notion of a positive transmission from text to text; rather, it is a 
“deliberately perverse misreading, whose purpose is to clear away the precursor so as to 
open a space for oneself.”2074  So it is not, at least for Bloom, the merely the literariness of 
Gnostic discourse, the encouragement given to individual Gnostic thinkers to work out an 
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individualized vision, a refusal to accept another’s version of, e.g., creation or the Adam 
and Eve or the flood.  Bloom emphasizes the anxiety of influence, an aesthetic that is 
neither mimetic, like mainstream Western thought from the Greeks, nor antimimetic, as 
one finds in the Jewish tradition from the Bible to Jacques Derrida.2075  Rather, “Gnostic 
writing, when strong, is strong because it is supermimetic, because it confronts and seeks 
to overthrow the very strongest of all texts, the Jewish Bible.2076”  

Wisdom had become a major theme in Gilgamesh.  As the hero moves through his 
encounters with a variety of human and divine figures, he acquires wisdom.  The insults 
to Ishtar give way to a search that includes male and female figures offering wisdom.  
Siduri and Utnapishtim’s wife are important parts of Gilgamesh’s growth.  When he 
returns to Uruk, he returns to the city goddess, Ishtar.  Read in a certain way, 
antithetically, the Gilgamesh of this text has taken something from all the avatars of 
Ishtar.  Siduri certainly is one.  The deeply rewritten account of the flood includes another 
surprising change, hinted at above.  The goddess whose “fall” was her failure to protect 
her offspring when Enlil demanded the flood is no longer the mother-goddess, but Ishtar.  
Or, rather, Ishtar now absorbs the role of the mother, and her repentance is as much a 
form of wisdom as one sees elsewhere in the poem. 

Thus we come full circle.  The passage in Gilgamesh Tablet 3 involving the sage Ninsun 
is, as we have seen, the closest to a direct influence of Mesopotamian literature upon 
Greek epic.2077  When Ninsun in Gilgamesh Tablet 3 ascends to the roof, sets out an 
offering of incense to Shamash, and prays for her son, she is most like the later Penelope 
when she prays to Athena for the safe return of Telemachus.  Gilgamesh provides, in the 
flood story, the closest Mesopotamian parallel to biblical literature.  Perhaps it is an 
accident, but both episodes are filled with wisdom embodied in the female: Ninsun the 
interpreter of dreams; Siduri, who shows Gilgamesh the way; Ishtar the failed mother 
who repents of her rash action; and Noah’s wife, who redoubles Utnapishtim’s attempt to 
bring wisdom to Gilgamesh.2078  Although the great goddesses of the ancient Near East 
were increasingly marginalized, and the status of women declined from what it was in 
Sumerian times, the connection between the female and wisdom was never forgotten.  
Although the goddess and her followers—Eve, Mary Magdalene, for example--could be 
seen to “fall,” the Gnostics of late antiquity turned the traditions around and subverted 
them, transforming the female again into a glorious Sophia. 

Hans Jonas accounted for the terrible alienation he read in Gnostic texts as a reflection of 
an existential situation that has its modern counterpart in the nihilism of Martin 
Heidegger. 

Harold Bloom, noting that connection, saw that Heideggerian thinking fostered 
Deconstruction and, to overcome the critical dilemma posed by Deconstruction, Bloom 
suggested that we read modern literature in the anithetical way of the Gnostic 
Valentinus2079—in a way that Valentinus would want us to read Gnostic literature.   

Jonas’s understanding of ancient literature through modern nihilism and Bloom’s 
antithetical readings of both modern and ancient literature derived from Valentinian 
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Gnosticism are not required in order to rethink of ancient literature.  But their strategies 
remind us that we can no longer read ancient literature innocently—without, that is, 
situating ourselves in the process.  Jonas and Bloom do not appropriate ancient literature 
in the way Edith Hamilton did, claiming the Greeks speak to us directly because they 
possessed a “modern” culture in a sea of oriental barbarism.  The advantage of ancient 
Near Eastern scholarship so far has been the very stubbornness by which the texts have 
resisted such modern “relevance.”  Scholars have been comfortable with such resistance 
because it protects their impartiality.  Now that ancient Near Eastern scholarship has 
deciphered so much Mesopotamian material, though, the new challenge is to integrate 
the scholarship, and modern literary theory, into a strategy that both preserves the 
different cultures of the ancient world, sees connections (even if they are oppositional), 
and makes it clear that when we descend into the depths of any other culture we do so for 
a purpose. 

Following the various descent motifs through ancient texts, some of them quite familiar 
to the West, but many of them only recently rediscovered and very difficult of access, is 
but one way to read the ancient texts antithetically, and to do it purposefully. 

Medieval Views: The Mandaeans of Iraq and Iran 
According to E. S. Drower2080 the Mandaeans, like the Gnostics with whom they share the 
belief in a special knowledge (manda) that separates them from others, have stories of 
creation and the flood that reinforce their beliefs.   

A voice calls to Noh, telling him to “Build an ark.”  Carpenters who had the expertise built 
the boat out of cedars of Harran and “female” cedars of Lebanon.  Another version has it 
that the ark was made of sandalwood.   As in other versions of the story, exact dimensions 
are given for the boat.  Male and female of each species are led into the boat.  The water 
rises for 42 days and 42 night—waters from the heavens and from the earth.2081   

Noh2082 had put the animals and his family into the ark through a hole in the top, but Sam 
was not with them.  He was in the fields tending his flocks.  When the waters rose, he 
climbed to the top of the ark and was fed daily by Hiwel Ziwa, the savior from above, who 
descended into the world of darkness.2083 

The ark floated for eleven months and landed on “Mount Qardun.” Noh cursed the crow 
but blessed the dove.  The crow saw a decaying corpse in the water and forgot Noh’s 
instructions, and so did not return.  Then Noh sent out the dove.2084 

The Mandai are the descendents of Noh’s son, Sam, and his wife, Anhar.  The Mandaeans 
explain the other children of Noh as a trick by Ruha (“spirit” or breath), who seduced Noh 
in the appearance of his wife, Anhuraita.2085 (Elsewhere the wife’s name is Nhuraitha or 
Nuraitha.)2086 Ruha gave birth to Ham, father of the blacks, Yam, father of white nations 
and Jews, and Yafet, father of the gypsies.2087   

The special treatment of Sam is important, since he is considered the father of the 
Mandaeans, while the other children of Noh are less pure.  Having Sam on the ark but not 
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in the ark precludes the possibility that the prohibition against sexual intercourse inside 
the ark during the Flood would taint the pure Sam.2088   

The “age of the world” then was “guarded” by Sam and his wife, Nhuraita (Norea), “from 
whom the world was again reawakened.”2089  This is the most explicit reference to the 
important of Norea who, like Shem, preserved gnosis through the destruction of the 
Flood.2090 

Ruha, the Spirit and The Holy Spirit (Ruha d-Qudsha), is a complicated figure rather like 
Sophia and Ishtar, who like Ruha, is assimilated to the planet Venus.  Among other 
Mesopotamian planetary gods the Mandaeans consider Shamish the Sun as Adunai of the 
biblical tradition; Nbu (Nebu, or Mercury) as Christ; and Nirig (Nergal, or Mars) as the 
Islamic prophet Muhammad.2091 

Medieval Views: Noah in the Qur’an 
Noah (Nuh in Arabic) is mentioned frequently in the Qur’an.  He is mentioned by name 
in seven suras (chapters or books), and one, #71 of the 114 suras that make up the Qur’an, 
is known by his name, “Nuh,” and is devoted entirely to his prophetic message.  In 
addition, thirteen more suras mention the People of Noah, those who refused the truth 
and were destroyed in the Flood.  Many of the Qur’anic references point to Noah and the 
refusal of the People, especially the Chiefs of the People, to accept his message from God.  
(Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus were “messengers” as well as “prophets.”) 

Several suras do, however, provide details about the Flood not found in other parts of the 
Qur’an.  Sura 29, for example, says that Noah lived 1000 years minus 50 and that he was 
saved with his Companions (29:14).  Sura 54 notes that the Ark was “made of broad planks 
and caulked with palm-fiber” (54:13).2092 

The family of Noah is important in that it provided the progeny to repopulate the world.  
Two anonymous members of the family are singled out: Noah’s wife and a son.  In Sura 
11 the son refuses Noah’s numerous requests that he join them, but the son takes refuge 
on a mountain instead, and is destroyed by the Flood.  God’s command to end the Flood 
follows in the next line. A grieving Noah is told by God that his son is not of Noah’s family, 
for his conduct was unrighteous (11:46).  Noah submits to the truth. 

Noah’s wife appears in a single verse (Sura 66:10).  She and the wife of the prophet Lut 
(Lot) are two women who betrayed their “righteous Servants,” their husbands.  They enter 
the Fire.  Although the wives are not named in the Qur’an itself, Ibn ‘Abbas, the earliest 
commentator on the Qur’an, identified Noah’s wife as Wahilah.  (According to Ibn ‘Abbas, 
Lot’s wife was Wa‘ilah.)  Ibn ‘Abbas provides the context for this verse.  Allah warned two 
of the Prophet Muhammad’s wives, Aisha bint Abi Bakr and Hafsa bint Umar, that they 
had hurt the Prophet by mentioning the names of the wives of the two ancient prophets.  
Wahilah and Wa‘ilah had betrayed their husbands by “opposing them in religion, 
displaying belief outwardly while hiding their disbelief inwardly, such that they kept their 
hypocrisy in their hearts.”2093  A later commentator, al-Jalalayn, adds that the wives of 
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Noah and Lot were disbelievers; Wahilah “used to say to his people that he [Nuh] was a 
madman.”2094 

The two disbelieving wives are contrasted in the next verses with two exemplary good 
women: the wife of Pharaoh, who was a believer (and was, according to tradition, tortured 
and killed by the unbelieving Pharaoh) and gained entrance to the Garden. Ibn ‘Abbas 
identifies her as Asiyah Bint Muzahim and provides details of the torture the Pharaoh 
subjected her to. The other woman, the only one mentioned by name, was Mary, 
“daughter of ‘Imran,” and mother of Jesus, who “testified to the truth of her Lord and of 
His Revelations” and was one of the devout (66:12). 

Ibn ‘Abbas makes the further point that the righteous husbands of Wahilah and Wa‘ilah 
could not save the disbelieving wives from the Fire and that the disbelieving Pharaoh 
could not keep the believing Asiyah from entering the Garden. 

The sura devoted entirely to Noah, Sura 71, provides the fullest account of Noah’s 
attempts to persuade the unbelievers and their refusals to accept the truth.  Their greatest 
transgression was in holding on to their gods.  They refused to abandon Wadd, Suwa’, 
Yaguth, Ya’uq, and Nasr, Sura 71 is the only place in the Qur’an where these false gods are 
named.   

One passage has a faint echo of the motif found in Gilgamesh, but where the passage is 
deliberately ambiguous in Gilgamesh—Utnapishtim’s speech to the people to encourage 
them to help build the boat, though Utnapishtim knows that they will die in the Flood—
the passage in the Qur’an is straightforward and yet equally unsettling.  The people are 
told to ask forgiveness of God, for God is “oft-forgiving.”   

“He will send rain to you in abundance; 
Give you increase in wealth and sons; and bestow on you gardens and bestow on 
 you rivers (of flowing water). 
What is the matter with you, that you do not place your hope for kindness 
and long-suffering in Allah?” (71:11-13) 

Unlike some versions of the Flood the Qur’anic references emphasize the destructiveness 
of the Flood and the further suffering of the unbelievers, who will be tormented by the 
Fire.2095 

Medieval English Mystery Plays 

The Chester Noah Play 
While the medieval English mystery play of Noah written by the Wakefield Master may 
be better known, the Noah play in the Chester Cycle is older, perhaps the oldest of the 
cycles that have been preserved, and interesting in the way Noah’s wife is presented. 

The play of course closely follows the biblical text, but it adds features that had been added 
through the long tradition of retellings and interpretations. 
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Because the plays were staged and performed by the guilds of the city, they include details 
of construction the craftsmen could appreciate.  Master mariners and pilots, ship-wrights 
and, in the case of the Chester Cycle, water-drawers and carriers from the river Dee were, 
appropriately enough, responsible for the Noah pageants.2096 

As in the biblical text, God provides Noah with specifications of the ark.  The play adds 
certain apparently reasonable features.  The ship will be made of “trees dry and light,” 
with “little chambers” and “eating places” in it. The window will be one cubit of length 
and breadth, and the door will be in the side. 

The sons and their wives have more to do (and say) in this play than in, say, the work of 
the Wakefield Master.  They are identified by name.  Shem brings his ax; Ham his hatchet; 
and Japeth a hammer to the building of the ark.  The women—including Noah’s wife—
also throw themselves into the task.  The wife brings timber, while noting that women can 
do little more: “Women be weak to undergo/Any great travail.”2097  Shem’s wife offers a 
“good hack-stock,” or chopping block; Ham’s wife goes to gather pitch; and Japeth’s wife 
gathers chips for a fire—and sets about making dinner for the family. 

Noah is careful to tell us how the boat will be built.  He joins boars, makes the mast from 
a tree, and ties cables.  “With topcastle and bowsprit,/With cords and ropes I have all 
meet/To sail forth at the next flood.”2098  

So far there is nothing but cooperation and harmony.  The comic turn comes when Noah 
gestures to the family to board the boat.  The wife refuses.  At first Noah is reasonable, 
but then becomes more agitated as the wife refuses to enter.  Even after God speaks (“from 
the clouds”) and orders Noah to bring both clean and unclean animals into the ark, the 
wife persists in her refusal to board the boat, though she, like the sons and their wives 
identify the animals as they are brought aboard. 

The comedy for which the medieval Noah plays are famous takes an interesting and rather 
unexpected turn at this point.  Noah descends to find the wife chatting with women in the 
audience.  Unlike other versions, she is not simply rebellious.  She refuses to enter the 
vessel without her friends, the “gossips.” 

Unless I have my gossips every one, 
One foot farther I will not gone; 
They shall not drown, by Saint John, 
And I may save their life. 
They loved me full well, by Christ; 
Unless thou wilt have them in thy boat, 
Else row forth, Noah, whither thou list, 
And get thee a new wife.2099 

By the 14th century, of course, Noah was well known not only as the savior of humankind 
but as a precursor of the Savior, Jesus Christ.  The Chester play makes only a brief 
reference to the sins of humanity that occasioned God’s wrath; and in this part we are 
given an indication of the ones who will die—from an unlikely source.  Rarely in the 
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tradition do we see Noah’s wife (or anyone) indicating their love for anyone outside the 
family. 

Noah is unpersuaded.  He sends Shem down to talk his mother in.  The other sons try as 
well, but fail.  Things get worse.  The gossips have only one recourse as the flood waters 
come: they drink from a jug they pass around.  Noah’s wife is still adamant: she will not 
enter unless all her friends are taken in. 

At this point the three sons simply drag their mother aboard.  Noah welcomes her—and 
receives a “lively blow” for his troubles. 

Noah is patient in all of this, and the lengthy account of the Flood and its aftermath is 
almost completely given in his words.  God speaks to Noah from the clouds and enters 
into a dialogue with Noah.  The play ends with God’s long speech on the changes that will 
take place in the new order.  The wife has nothing to say in all of this.  Her last line was 
given as she was dragged aboard and whacked Noah.  “And have thou that for thy 
speech!”2100   There is no hint of repentance here, and no concern for her friends, the 
women who have been lost. 

The Wakefield Noah Play 
The title of the Wakefield mystery play about Noah, Processus Noe cum Filiis, gives a 
somewhat distorted view of its contents.  The three sons of Noah do appear in the pageant.  
Each one has three lines total.  That is three times what their wives get to deliver.  Yet, as 
with all Bible-based versions of the story, the Wakefield “Noah” is about family and the 
promise of the future, so the title is in some ways justified. 

It is even more, though, a play about Noah and his wife.  Of the various English mystery 
plays the Wakefield Cycle has received perhaps the most acclaim among literary critics.  
Several of the plays were written by the anonymous author known to us as the Wakefield 
Master.  “Noah” is the best known of the Master’s works.  Its spirited portrayal of the 
conflict between Noe and his Uxor is no doubt what has gained the Master his following.  
The distinctive nine-line stanzas probably helped.  Scholars of the genre note the success 
of his punning.  And of his careful design.  The play lacks much of the richness of detail 
in, say, the Chester Cycle, but there is no mistaking its artistry. 

Patterns of three abound.  The chord is sounded in the opening lines of the play, as Noah 
provides a lengthy survey of history from Creation through the Fall of the Angels and the 
Fall of Adam and Eve to his own time.  God is addressed as “maker of all that is,/Thre 
persons withoutten nay, oone God in endles blis.”2101  The Trinity is, of course, one of the 
most common themes in medieval Christian art and literature.  But the emphasis on the 
Trinity is unusual in the Wakefield Cycle as a whole and in the plays of the Wakefield 
Master in particular.2102  In addition to the Trinity, the three sons and their three wives, 
one can see the story unfold in three movements.  At the center is the conflict between 
Noah and his wife.  They even strike each other three times.  At least two levels of meaning 
are normal in medieval literature, with its penchant for allegory.  “Noah” adds a 
Christological level of meaning that is sustained throughout the play. 
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Like its counterpart in Chester the Wakefield Noah sees the Old Testament from the 
perspective of the New.  Noah is at once a very old and sad fellow, one who looks back to 
the flawed Adam but also forward, in a way he cannot know, to the New Adam, or Christ.  
Just as God’s creatures have fallen into deep discord—a major motif in the play—as 
humans have ceased to recognize the overlordship of God, so the patriarch Noah has to 
deal with an insubordinate wife.  The slapstick fighting between husband and wife no 
doubt carries the play; but it gives way in the third movement to a harmonious and even 
loving relationship between husband and wife, one that properly—for medieval thought, 
at least—respects the patriarchal hierarchy of the family.  The restoration of a proper 
balance in the marriage mirrors the cosmic restoration of love through the mediation of 
Christ. 

Within that framework the Wakefield Master highlights certain parts of the biblical story 
and downplays or ignores others.  The play opens with old but pious Noah, who seems to 
have a good grasp of the human situation.  Six hundred years “liffyd with grete 
grevance/Allway” (lines 58-59), he sees himself in simple, quite earthy terms. 

And now I wax old, 
Seke, sory, and cold; 
As muk apon mold 
I widder away.  (lines 60-63) 

“Shit upon soil” pretty much describes his life, and his wife will echo Noah’s self-image.  
God speaks to Noah in equally sad terms.  As in Genesis, God says, “I repente full sore 
that ever maide I man” (line 91) and will therefore destroy “both beest, man, and woman.”  
This after he laments the loss of respect for his sovereignty.  “Man must luf me 
paramoure/By reson, and repent.” (line 80).  “Paramoure” in this instance means 
passionately.  Loving passionately—yet with “reason”—is the lesson the wife must learn. 

The design of the ark is given in some detail, as it is in scriptures.  Built of “naile and 
bord,” which of course reflects medieval boat building, it has the dimensions and features 
derived from Genesis.  The ark will have “parloures oone or two/And house of office 
mo/For beestys that ther must be” (lines 132-35).  There will be a window and on the side 
a door.  Packed in with these details is the order that there shall be no fighting in the ark.  
God’s orders follow the biblical account with only a few differences in emphasis.  Much is 
made of the responsibility Noah will have to maintain the animals with corn, hay and 
“oder mete.”  God ends the first movement by once again identifying himself as “most 
mighty,” “Oone God in Trinity,” to be loved by humans. 

The center presents the physical comedy as the wife comes on the scene.  Noah hails his 
“dere wife,” and she answers with a complaint about him. They have little to eat or drink; 
he is always fearful of any rumor he hears; and he speaks always of sorrow.  She addresses 
the women in the audience, and he becomes agitated at her grumbling.  He is the first to 
strike.  She insults him and strikes him back.  After the battle she sits down to spin. 

Noah then turns to the onerous task of building the boat.  In the Wakefield “Noah” the 
old man must do it all.  Though he complains of his sore back, he carefully builds the ark.  
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As in the Chester Cycle the ark is fitted with a top and sail, “helm and the castell,” window 
and door.  When he seals it with pitch and tar, he is sure it will endure forever.  Then the 
battle begins anew.  The sons agree to enter the ark, but the mother refuses. 

She sits and spins.  When even the sons’ wives cannot persuade her to enter, she is 
adamant until the floodwaters rise so that she can no longer sit on dry earth.  Quickly she 
rushes aboard the boat.  That does not end the conflict, however.  Husband and wife go at 
each other.  She appeals to the women in the audience.  He appeals to the men in the 
audience.  Then he attacks her again.   

I shall make the[e] still as stone, beginnar of blunder! 
I shall bete the[e] bak and bone, and breke all in sonder. (lines 406-407) 

The wife groans—and Noah points out that she does it while he is lying under her! 

This is the highpoint—or low point—of the slapstick comedy.  And no one would miss the 
moral: at this moment the family is in chaos.  The proper hierarchy in the family has been 
flipped. 

At this point the three sons blame both father and mother for their spiteful acts. 

The third movement then begins when Noah agrees.  He takes the helm.  His wife, too, 
has calmed down.  At first she is largely an observer of the scene.  As the storm rages, 
though, he asks her to take the helm while he determines the water’s depth.  Symbolically, 
of course, this illustrates family harmony—within the proper authority. 

In a significant addition to the traditions of Flood stories, it is Noah who asks his wife for 
advice.  He wants to know what bird is best to release to see if the flood has indeed drained 
away.  It is the wife who suggests the raven.  Noah himself releases the raven and then 
sends out doves.   

The point of this unusual shift becomes clear when Noah points out the difference 
between raven and dove.  We are expected to see the connection between the wife’s 
counsel and the “irrational” raven.  Noah considers the dove both “more gentill” and 
“trew.” 

The ravyn is a-hungrye 
Allway. 
He is without any reson: 
And he find any carion, 
As peraventure may be fon, 
He will not away. 
 
The dowfe is more gentill.  Her trust I untew, 
Like unto the turtill, for she is ay trew.     (lines 499-506) 

Just as he makes the point, the dove returns with the olive branch.  The play ends quickly 
at this point.  There is a brief description of the devastation outside the ark.  The Wakefield 
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“Noah” does not detail the sacrifice, covenant, or promises to humanity.  Even the 
rainbow is ignored. 

But the Wakefield Master does at the end bring up and resolve the thorny issue of the 
sinners who have been killed in the flood.  Will they never escape their fate?  Strikingly, 
Noah is able to answer the question.  Escape?  Maybe not, but it may be that grace will 
admit them to a higher place.  The play ends with Noah’s prayer that he and she will be 
granted a place with the saints and angels.  The final line of the play is, “Amen, for charité” 
(line 558), reinforcing the medieval Christian hope that ultimately love—mercy and 
caritas—will reign above fear. 

An Early Modern View: John Milton on the Flood 
Arguably the most learned English poet, John Milton published his famous epic, Paradise 
Lost, in 1674.2103  As the title suggests, Milton’s epic is based on biblical materials, 
especially the events from Creation through the Fall of Man.  Adam and Eve are, not 
surprisingly, developed at considerable length in the twelve-book epic.  Milton was able 
to read the Bible in Hebrew, Greek and Latin as well as in English.  His knowledge of 
Greek, Latin and modern languages prepared him for what was considered the highest 
“kind” of poetry, the epic, and the proper structure of the epic had come to be fixed at 
twelve books.  The Flood takes up the better part of Book 11. 

While Eve sleeps and receives instruction through dreams, the angel Michael takes Adam 
to the top of a mountain, where he receives a vision of the future.  The narrative device 
works in a most interesting way when Adam learns of Noah and the Flood.   

The historical survey ends what is in essence a commentary on a selection of Old 
Testament stories with a glancing reference to the return from the Babylonian Exile—and 
the promise of the coming of Jesus Christ.  Comparison of Milton’s treatment of figures 
in the Hebrew Bible reveals vast differences in emphasis.  The Flood covers no fewer than 
115 lines of poetry—more if we add Adam’s comments on Michael’s narrative.  (And some 
attention is given to Noah after the Flood.)  Abraham, in contrast, receives merely forty 
lines.  Even Moses, who is seen as a “figure” (type) of Christ (11:240-41), rates under a 
hundred lines.  This is a complete reversal of the biblical references.  After a brief account 
of Joshua and David, even Michael seems to tire of the revelations. 

The rest 
Were long to tell, how many Battels fought, 
How many Kings destroyd, and Kingdoms won, 
Or how the Sun shall in mid Heaven stand still 
A day entire, and Nights due course adjourne, 
Mans voice commanding, Sun in Gibeon stand…(12:262-67) 

 

Milton’s version of the Flood shows the influence of his reading the New Testament as 
well as the Old, Philo, Josephus and Ovid.2104  He spends a good deal of time on the sins 
of the people that brought about the Flood. 
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He look’d, and saw the face of things quite chang’d, 
The brazen Throat of War had ceast to roar, 
All now was turn’d to jollitie and game, 
To luxuire and riot, feast and dance, 
Marrying or prostituting, as befell, 
Rape or Adulterie, where passing faire 
Allurd them; thence from Cups to civil Broiles. (11:712-18) 

Noah, of course, tries to have them change their ways. 

At length a Reverend Sire among them came, 
And of thir doings great dislike declar’d, 
And testifi’d against thir wayes; hee oft 
Frequented thir Assemblies, whereso met,  
Triumphs or Festivals, and to them preachd 
Conversion and Repentance, as to Souls 
In Prison under Judgements imminent:  
But all in vain: which when he saw, he ceas’d 
Contending, and remov’d his Tents farr off;   (718-27) 

The detail draws not only on Genesis, but the Gospel of Luke (17:27) and Josephus.  For 
Milton the Flood echoes the Fall in many respects. 

Then from the Mountain hewing Timber tall,  
Began to build a Vessel of huge bulk, 
Measur’d by Cubit, length, and breadth, and highth, 
Smeard round with Pitch, and in the side a dore  
Contiv’d, and of provisions laid in large 
For Man and Beast: when loe a wonder strange! 
Of every Beast, and Bird, and Insect small  
Came seavens, and pairs, and entered in, as taught 
Thir order: last the Sire, and his three Sons 
With thir four Wives; and God made fast the dore.   (728-37) 

The boat and its occupants derive from the Bible and earlier materials, of course.  Milton 
is more a literalist here than Philo or Augustine, who allegorized many of the details.   

The Flood itself owes more to Ovid.  Ovid is probably the source of the dark terror that 
Milton sees in the Flood.  Ovid’s Deucalion and Pyrra, who lament the destruction, may 
have prompted what is Milton’s most innovative narrative leap in the poem—one that was 
already anticipated by the Gilgamesh poet, though of course Milton had no direct 
knowledge of the Mesopotamian material, except perhaps Berossus’s Babyloniaca. 

Just as Gilgamesh frames the Flood story with a storyteller and an audience of one, 
Utnapishtim and Gilgamesh, Milton’s decision to have Michael tell the story to Adam not 
only strengthens the bond between the teller of divine secrets and the Everyman who can 
learn from the story, immediately Adam but then Milton’s reader. 

Where Milton’s innovation becomes most powerful is in his having Adam respond to the 
story twice, in much the same way as the Mother Goddess and Ishtar respond in 
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Mesopotamian stories.  As the Flood intensifies, Milton in his own voice—taking seriously 
his idea that the poet is a prophet--notes Adam’s grieving.  Then he lets Adam speak, and 
Michael respond. 

How didst thou grieve, then, Adam, to behold 
the end of all thy Ofspring, end so sad, 
depopulation; thee another Floud, 
of tears and sorrow a Floud thee also drown’d, 
and sunk thee as thy Sons; till gently reard 
by th’Angel, on thy feet thou stoodst at last, 
though comfortless, as when a Father mourns 
his Children, all in view destroyd at once.  (11:755-62) 

Adam’s lament opens with his repentance. 

O Visions ill foreseen!  Better had I 
Liv’d ignorant of future, so had borne 
My part of evil onely, each dayes lot 
Anough to beare; those now, that were dispenst 
The burd’n of many Ages, on me light 
At once, by my foreknowledge gaining Birth 
Abortive, to torment me ere thir being, 
With thought that they must be.  (11.764-71) 

Adam continues in this vein, and Michael responds in a longer speech to Adam, in which 
he explains, among other things, that all humans will turn degenerate and depraved, with 
one exception, the “Son of light/ in a dark Age.” 

Milton thus ignores the central biblical line that God remembered Noah.  Instead, he ties 
Noah’s parental grief with Michael’s stern but hopeful foreknowledge of Christ’s descent 
into the dark world. 

The narrative of the Flood then begins again, almost as if it had not been narrated before.  
The one just man, Noah, saves himself and his household.  Adam is then able to see the 
ebbing of the waters.  Flannagan notes that Milton is careful not to mention the place 
where the ark came to rest.  “If he had done so, the place would have become improperly 
sacred; humankind would have worshiped the place rather than celebrated the covenant 
between God and humankind that Milton considered more important.”2105 

The birds are sent out, and Milton largely overlooks the details of Noah’s departure from 
the ark.  “The ancient Sire descends with all his Train” (11:862).  Noah sees the rainbow 
and apparently perceives the covenant in the color symbolism.  That is the last of Noah in 
the story.  The rest of Book 11 turns to Adam and the angel. 

From deepest woe, Adam’s emotions turn to its opposite.  “Whereat the heart of Adam 
erst so sad/ Greatly rejoyc’d, and thus his joy broke forth” (11:868-69).  There is nothing, 
of course, of a repentant god or his triumphant contender.  And Noah is not taken away 
to enjoy a special place in the universe. 
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Book 11 ends with a joyful Adam, who explains the symbolism of the rainbow, and a final 
speech by Michael, who adds nuance to Adam’s interpretation.   

It need hardly be said that Milton’s Flood story has even less regard for Noah’s wife than 
does Genesis.  Except for the reference to the four wives and three sons, the other humans 
with Noah are assimilated to the animals on the ark, “all his Train.”  Milton is clearly more 
interested in the theological association between the Old Testament righteous man and 
the Christ of the New Testament.  Just as Adam’s wife sleeps in the valley below Adam, 
Noah’s wife has no special role to play in the new order.  

In having Adam play the role of the participant-observer who recognizes his role in 
bringing on the Flood and repenting of his actions, then as the one who is able to 
understand the optimism that finally triumphs over destruction and despair, Milton’s 
innovative narrative comes full circle to Utnapishtim’s story told to Gilgamesh. 

The Flood as Apocalypse 
Bill Moyers sets up his “Living Conversation,” mentioned earlier, on the biblical Flood 
with this unsettling series of questions. 

We have all heard the cry.  “Why did I survive the war and my buddy didn’t?”   “Why was 
I the only one to walk away from the crash?”  “Why did cancer take her and not me?”  
Surviving a catastrophe is a complex and painful destiny.  Just look at Noah.  His response 
to the Great Flood in the Book of Genesis is to build an altar and get drunk.  In a way we 
are all the survivors of that ordeal, and it doesn’t make me feel any better knowing that 
the Author of the Apocalypse was none other than God.2106 

Partners to the Living Conversation called, simply, “Apocalypse” (Chapter IV—not the 
expected traditional final chapter) were Karen Armstrong, Byron E. Calame, Alexander 
A. Di Lella, Carol Gilligan, Blu Greenberg, Samuel D. Proctor, and Burton L. Visotsky.2107  
The conversation partners, all adults, first note the distance between a modern child’s 
vision of the Flood.  One remembered it as story “about rainbows and fun and getting on 
the Ark and going for a sail with all those animals.”  As he rethought the story in Genesis, 
he was “struck by the awfulness of God destroying the whole earth.”  Another takes a 
traditional Judeo-Christian view that humans are accountable for their actions, and that 
the aftermath of the Flood was actually quite positive: the Flood fertilized the earth and 
made it immensely productive.  Others join in, bringing in the problem of the origin of 
evil.  A distinctly modern note is sounded by Blu Greenberg, a writer and poet, who finds 
that God is at first a perfectionist but he learns from the experience.  “So the story of Noah 
is about God growing into the relationship, maturing in it, moving from expectations of 
perfection in human beings to accepting them as flawed beings.”2108   

Soon the conversation comes to include a litany of humankind’s destructive acts: the 
Crusades, the Inquisition, the Holocaust, the wiping out of Native Americans, 
enslavement of Africans.  Noah himself comes in for his share of criticism.  Karen 
Armstrong worries that, unlike Abraham—who argued with God to save the people of 
Sodom and Gomorrah—Noah is told to build and ark and save his family.  He does not try 
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to same anybody else.  She reminds us that Schindler’s List originally carried the title, 
Schindler’s Ark, and she prefers the flawed humanity of an Oskar Schindler to the 
righteous Noah.2109  Noah’s indifference to others even leads one member of the group to 
think Noah’s later drunkenness is evidence of his Survivor’s Syndrome: he could not avoid 
the guilt.   

What constitutes Noah’s “righteousness” is a question that occupies much of the 
conversation.  Even the sacrifice he offers after the Flood raises questions for the 
participants.  If one thinks about the Flood the way ones does about the Holocaust, the 
sacrifice can be seen, as Karen Armstrong does, as “a sort of knee-jerk way in the midst of 
this carnage, this slaughter, this absolute catastrophe of a total holocaust which had been 
caused by God—this was not the moment to offer a sacrifice of praise.  I don’t like the 
image of God sniffing the sweet smell of meat.  It reminds me too much of those pagan 
deities in Lucretius, snuffing up the smell of people’s sacrifices and utterly indifferent to 
human suffering and pain.” 2110  Others in the group sense the terror in Noah’s response.  
While it would be saying too much to claim that the group had reached consensus on any 
of the weighty questions raised about Noah, the discussion increasingly pointed to Noah 
as a deeply flawed individual.  “Progress” came with the generations after the Flood when 
Abraham was able to discuss matters with God—to argue with God.  And far from 
demonizing the Other, as the group finds in Noah’s indifference to the rest of humanity, 
Abraham is quite willing to accept the god of the Canaanites who have been cursed by 
Noah.2111 

Mrs. Noah 
One of the last problems discussed is the role of women.  Bill Moyers himself  opens with 
a question, “Does it concern you that the women in the story of Noah have no names?  We 
never hear their voices.  We don’t know anything about Ms. Noah.  They are simply there 
as passengers on the ship.”2112  One member opines that, “Somebody has to clean up the 
ark.”  The women in the group are, of course, bothered by the patriarchal order, not just 
for women today but for everyone who reads the Bible.  Karen Armstrong reminds the 
group that Mrs. Noah was comic figure in the medieval play of the Flood.  “She is a truly 
ill-minded woman who refuses to get into the Ark.  She’s busy gossiping.  They have to 
drag her on by force.  So one of the first appearances of a woman in history is as a figure 
of fun.  The serious people are men.”2113 They even try to assign a name to the anonymous 
Mrs. Noah.2114  

Nameless in the biblical text, “Mrs. Noah” would, Carol Gilligan thinks, take care to ask 
about her daughters.  (Did they have daughters?)  The group reminds us of the medieval 
mystery play of the Flood, where Mrs. Noah is a gossiping comic figure.  The women in 
the group, however, are not satisfied with a mere negative view of the problem.  They see 
in those few women in Genesis (and Ruth) who do have a voice the ability to change the 
course of history.2115   As they suggest names for Mrs. Noah, they suggest Miriam, Rachel, 
Sarah, Rebekeh and Noami.   
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Alexander A. Di Lella, a Franciscan priest and biblical scholar, is the only one who turns 
from the question that might have lead to Mesopotamian and Gnostic representations of 
Mrs. Noah in the flood stories to a comparison with Mesopotamian stories, but not with 
an interest in the women of those stories.  Di Lella, who throughout the conversation, 
championed traditional Judeo-Christian views, uses a Babylonian flood story to contrast 
an account that has no moral dimension to what he thinks is the key to the biblical flood 
story: its moral perspective.2116 Of all the discussants Di Lella is the one who asks that we 
may close attention to what the text says, to the literary genre in which the story is 
constructed, and the faith one needs to wrestle with the problematics of the text.  Although 
he does not find a problem with Mrs. Noah, he does set the stage for another conversation, 
one that takes seriously the many problems in the Flood story and may make use of the 
diverse voices in the ancient world who raised the questions.  

Holy Spirits 
What we call the planet Venus was the astral character of Inanna/Ishtar.   From the 
earliest texts Inanna as the Morning Star and the Evening Star received offerings.  Like 
the Moon, that other bright light in the night sky—Venus is the brightest of the “stars”—
Venus has phases.  When Venus seemed to disappear from the sky, Urukeans knew it was 
time for periodic lamentations. 

Spirit/Wisdom/Word 
The Spirit of God “hovering” over the abyss in the second verse of the Torah has to be one 
of the best-known and most interpreted figures in the Bible.  Understanding a universe 
that is not an ordered cosmos, a kind of pre-universe with darkness covering the tehom, 
with a middle earth just a formless void, and with a ruach Elohim hovering over the 
waters, is not easy.2117  The vision nonetheless appears to preserve Mesopotamian notion 
that the Above (an) split off from the Below (ki), with the earth at the center.  The Spirit 
of God (descending from the Above?) is already active, like a wind or breath or a great 
bird moving and moving (?) the waters below.  That Spirit comes to be conflated with 
Wisdom (chokmah, Sophia) and even with the Word (logos). 

Spirits could be good or evil.  Mesopotamia even knew of gods that were good and gods 
that were evil, suggesting that “good” and “evil” were often distinguished by the effects 
they had on humans, rather like modern images of viruses.  The Spirit of God in Genesis 
1:2 as an extension of God is in the main interpreted as a good or “holy” spirit, though it 
is not so qualified in Genesis.  (Contrast an “evil” spirit sent by God in Judges 9:23).  
Similarly, things and persons could be “holy” in these ancient societies without 
necessarily having the connotations of “good” and wholly positive. 

“Holy” Spirits 
Readers of Gilgamesh are often puzzled that the same root used to identify Ishtar’s 
dwelling, the Eanna, as “sacred” (qudushi, 1.12) is used of the women who serve Ishtar 
the way Shamhat the harimtu serves her.  They, too, are holy or sacred, qadishtu (3.126), 
as is the river Ulay in Elam (8.17).  The qadishtu is mentioned along with the ēntu (the 
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feminine form of the priestly en) and kulmashatu.  The Semitic root /q-d-sh/ in the Bible 
generates “prostitutes” as well as “saints.”  The verb qadash, for example, can range in 
meaning from “be defiled” to “be sanctified.”  The Qaddish addresses the Holy One.  In 
Akkadian, the questions about the qadishtu are so complicated that Richard A. Henshaw 
points out that his study of the term in his Male and Female: The Cultic Personnel is the 
longest section in the very long chapter on “Officiants Who Interpret Sexuality and 
Fertility.”2118 

The term is one equivalent of the Sumerian nu-gig, and nu-gig is frequently an epithet 
for Inanna.  Ishtar is just as frequently a qadishtu.2119  While the word usually has 
something to do with sexuality, Henshaw notes that the rituals the qadishtu women 
perform (along with the male shangû) have nothing obviously to do with sexual activity.  
They are rituals of purification that involve exalting the deity, taking part in processions, 
and singing inhu-songs.2120 

The Great Goddess and the women in her service are, then, at the very heart of an 
understanding of sexuality very different from the Western tradition. 

The Holy Spirit of The New Testament (Luke 11:13, Ephesians 1:13, 4.30, and 1 
Thessalonians 4:8) has a very complex history, but it carries no negative resonance in 
Christian orthodoxy. 

The one image of the Spirit in the Bible that has, however, attracted so much commentary 
that it was turned in Gnostic thought (at times) into a terrible demoness.  At the very 
opening of Genesis, as “the earth was waste and void, and darkness was upon the face of 
the Deep,” the ruach of Elohim “moved upon” or “hovered above” the surface of the waters 
(Genesis 1:2).  E. A. Speiser, who notes similarities and differences between Genesis and 
Mesopotamian thought, especially in Enuma Elish, prefers “an awesome wind sweeping 
over the waters.”2121  Speiser takes the Hebrew ruach to mean primarily “wind” or 
“breeze,” and only secondarily “breath” (and then “spirit”).  The term is “more concrete 
than abstract.”  As for “sweeping,” Speiser points that the same stem occurs in 
Deuteronomy 32:11, of eagles in relation to their young.  The Ugaritic cognate, Speiser 
continues, “describes a form of motion as opposed to a state of suspension or rest.”2122  

The imagery of the Spirit as “moving upon,” “hovering above” or “sweeping over” the 
surface of the Deep rather than resting over the waters has held extraordinary importance 
for many commentators over the centuries.  Recently Jim Myers has explained the 
relationship between the ruach of Elohim and the verb that describes its motion.  It was 
Martin Luther especially who noted the connection between the ruach here who 
merachefet over the waters and the only other place in the Hebrew Bible where the word 
occurs—in Deuteronomy 32:11.2123 

The Holy Spirit of the Mandaeans 
One might assume that, because the Holy Spirit for Modern Christianity is always a 
positive force for good (even for those who find the Holy Spirit in a Blessed Trinity a 
difficult concept), Holy Spirits are always positive.  Among the Mandaeans, though, the 
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Holy Spirit is anything but positive.  The Ruha d’Qudsha, literally “Holy Spirit,” is their 
chief female demon.2124  Because the Mandaeans of modern Iraq and Iran preserve many 
traces of ancient Mesopotamian thought, their Gnostic take on the Holy Spirit is an 
interesting combination of Eastern and Western traditions.  Ruha d’Qudsha, for example, 
is, like Inanna/Ishtar, identified with the planet Venus.  For the Mandaeans she is the 
mother of the Seven Planets.  While in some traditions this may be positive, for the 
Gnostics the Seven Planets are the evil archons who rule the lower world.  In the Flood 
story she seduces Noah, tricking him to believe she is his wife, and becomes the mother 
of all survivors of the Flood except for the Mandaeans themselves.   

Along with the Planets, Ruha d’Qudsha plot against both Adam and the Stranger (the 
alien Savior identified by Christians as Jesus).  They propose killing the Stranger and 
making Adam their follower. 

Ruha and the Planets began to forge plans and said, “We will entrap Adam and catch him 
and detain him with us in the Tibil.  When he eats and drinks, we will entrap the world.  
We will practice embracing in the world and found a community in the world.  We will 
entrap him with horns and flutes, so that he may not break away from us…We will seduce 
the tribe of life and cut it off with us in the world….Arise, let us make a celebration: arise, 
let us make a drinking-feast.  Let us practice the mysteries of love and seduce the whole 
world.”2125 

The ziggurats of Babylon and Uruk in particular were used as observation towers in 
antiquity, and these temple towers allowed Mesopotamia to take the lead in astronomical 
and astrological reckoning.  The position of some eighteen zodiacal constellations was 
recognized by the 1st millennium BCE, and then became associated with the twelve 
months.  Five planets were recognized: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn.2126  
The Mandaeans retained versions of the Mesopotamian names (Nbu, Nirig, Kiuan, and 
Libat for Mercury, Mars, Saturn, and especially Venus, which as we have seen was one of 
the earliest attested manifestations of Inanna as the Morning Star and Evening Star).  
Shamish is of course a version of the Semitic Sun God, Akkadian Shamash. The 
Mandaeans went a step farther, however, in identifying these planets/deities with the 
religions they demonized.  Shamish becomes Adunai (the LORD of the Bible); Saturn 
becomes Moses; Mercury becomes the Anointed One, the Messiah, Mshiha; and Venus is 
assimilated to Ruha as the Holy Spirit of the Christians.  The War God Nergal, or Mars, 
becomes Muhammad.  Thus the Mandaeans dissociated themselves with the archons who 
ruled the lower world—and the religions they represented.  Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam are equally demonized.  Ruha/Venus then is not only a seducer and deceiver.  She 
herself is the daughter of the Lords of Darkness; she generates by herself the serpent-
monster ‘Ur, and incestuously with ‘Ur produces the planets.  The staff of Moses, so 
prominent in the many stories about Moses, was given to him by Ruha.2127 

We are not surprised, then, that the Mandaeans connect the “Spirit of Holiness” with the 
Flood, when Ruha in the form of Noah’s wife seduces Noah and gives birth to the three 
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sons mentioned in the Bible—even as the true son, father of the Mandaeans, had to ride 
out the Flood on the roof of the ark. 

Other Gnostic Holy Spirits 
Between the Bible, which treats the Spirit, especially the Holy Spirit, in a positive light, 
and the Mandaeans, which link the Mesopotamian spirits/demons to the religions that 
oppressed them, the Gnostics of The Nag Hammadi Library offer a middle ground.  The 
Spirit (pneuma) enlightens the one who is suddenly able to see the truth; it functions 
more deeply than psychic instruction open to many more humans because they contain 
“soul” and are capable of understanding ethical norms.  (The lowest humans are those so 
immersed in materiality, in the body, that they cannot even rise to the level of the 
psychics.)2128  The “Holy Spirit” is frequently encountered in The Nag Hammadi Library, 
often identical to the Spirit.  Complicating matters is the tendency to conflate the Holy 
Spirit with Sophia and with the Logos.  The Spirit is, then, sometimes seen as masculine, 
sometimes as feminine, and sometimes as an androgynous figure.   

Some Gnostic texts, like “The Gospel of Truth,” suggest a Holy Spirit not far from what 
becomes Christian orthodoxy.   

Truth came into the midst; all its emanations knew it.  They greeted the Father in truth 
with a perfect power that joins them with the Father.  For everyone loves the truth because 
the truth is the mouth of the Father; his tongue is the Holy Spirit.  He who is joined to the 
truth is joined to the Father’s moth by his tongue, whenever he is to receive the Holy 
Spirit.  This is the manifestation of the Father and his revelation to his aeons.2129 

The Holy Spirit is the “bosom” of the Father as he/she is the “tongue,” and Father, Holy 
Spirit, and the Word (Jesus) exist in essential unity.  True to Gnostic thought, however, 
the Spirit coexists with the Mother in the Gnostic trinity of Father-Mother-Son. 

The Gnostic Savior was, according to the “Apocalypse of Peter,” filled with a Holy Spirit 
as he laughed while he was being crucified.  He laughed because the unenlightened ones 
who crucified him were mistaken, while the Gnostic understood the situation truly. 

And he said to me [Peter], “Be strong, for you are the one to whom these 
mysteries have been given, to know them through revelation, that he whom they 
crucified is the first-born, and the home of demons, and the stony vessel (?) in 
which they dwell, of Elohim, of the cross which is under the Law.  But he who 
stands near him is the living Savior, the first in him, whom they seized and 
released, who stands joyfully looking at those who did him violence, while they 
are divided among themselves.  Therefore he laughs at their lack of perception, 
knowing that they are born blind.  So then the one susceptible to suffering shall 
come, since the body is the substitute.  But what they released was my 
incorporeal body.  But I am the intellectual Spirit filled with radiant light.  He 
whom you saw coming to me is our intellectual Pleroma, which unites the perfect 
light with my Holy Spirit.2130 
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“The Apocryphon of John” is less acceptable to orthodoxy.  The Father’s initial creative 
act is seen as the Father gazing upon his image, “which he sees in the spring of the 
[Spirit].”2131  (The spring is “the spring of the water of life.”)  He puts his “desire” in his 
“light-water” and produces a female, Barbelo, which is the image of the “virginal Spirit.”  
The “virginal Spirit” is considered male in this context.  Barbelo is the “womb of 
everything,” prior to “the Mother-Father, the first Man, the Holy Spirit.” 

The Father looks “within Barbelo” and she conceives one “not equal to his greatness,” but 
the “only-begotten one of the Mother-Father.”   

“The Apocryphon of John” then introduces Sophia, “the Sophia of the Epinoia.”  With “the 
reflection of the invisible Spirit” Sophia “conceived a thought” from herself.  The Fall of 
Sophia occurs when she desires to “bring forth a likeness out of herself without the 
consent of the Spirit—he had not approved—and without her consort and without his 
consideration.”2132  Without the (male) Spirit, Sophia is able to conceive, but the “thing” 
that came out of her was “imperfect.”  Indeed, it was the terrible First Archon, and “The 
Apocryphon of John” calls him “Yaltabaoth.”  He is also called “Saklas” and “Sanael.”  
Impious and mad, the First Archon believes, “I am God and there is no other God beside 
me.”  There is no question at this point that the Gnostic text has completely subverted the 
Hebrew Bible.  And the ridicule of the Hebrew tradition is extended to the “seven powers” 
created by this unholy trinity.  The seven powers include Eloaiou, Yao, Sabaoth, Adonin, 
and Sabbede, all twisted forms of the sacred of the Bible.   

The mother hears the blasphemy of her son.  “Then the mother began to move to and fro.  
She became aware of the deficiency when the brightness of her light diminished.  And she 
became dark because her consort had not agreed with her.”2133  She repents.  While the 
mother’s mistake in conceiving a son without her consort may suggest the Mesopotamian 
tradition of Tiamat’s conceiving monsters after her consort has been killed, the treatment 
of Barbelo here is unquestionably prompted by Genesis.  “The Apocryphon of John” 
makes it clear that this is a version—the correct version—of the biblical Spirit hovering 
over the waters.  It is the correct version because “Moses” got it wrong.  “Do not think it 
is, as Moses said, ‘above the waters.’  No, but when she had seen the wickedness which 
had happened, and the theft which her son had committed, she repented.”2134 

When she repents the “virginal Spirit,” also called the Holy Spirit, comes to her.  In his 
consent “the Holy Spirit poured over her” from the “fullness” of the Pleroma.  The First 
Man appears.  There is a great deal more in “The Apocryphon of John,” but there is 
enough in the Fall and Repentance of Sophia to show that the Gnostic text conflates the 
(female) Spirit of Genesis 1:2 and the (male) Logos of The Gospel of John 1:1.  And the 
story of the Fall of Man is reversed because Sophia, after repenting, rectifies “her 
deficiency.”  As in other Gnostic texts, “Moses” is said to have gotten that story wrong as 
well.  The true transmission of gnosis to humanity is from the repentant Sophia through 
Eve.2135  Therefore Sophia is called “Life, which is the mother of the living.” 

“The Gospel of Philip,”  which has gained considerable attention because it exalts both 
Mary, the mother of Jesus, and Mary Magdalene, also associates the Holy Spirit with 
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Sophia.2136  And along with baptism, the “mystery of marriage” is celebrated in the most 
sacred of Gnostic rituals, “the mirrored bridal chamber.”  This in the context of the special 
relationship between Jesus and Mary Magdalene, who appears to be conflated with 
Wisdom.2137 

In “The Gospel of Philip,” the creation of Adam is seen in terms of both “soul” and “spirit.”   

The soul of Adam came into being by means of a breath, which is a synonym for [Spirit].  
The spirit given him is his mother.  His soul was replaced by a [spirit].  When he was 
united (to the spirit), [he spoke] words incomprehensible to the powers.  They envied him 
[because they were separated from the] spiritual union.2138 

In this way Adam was raised from being a (mere) psychic to one filled with pneuma.  He 
receives the spirit from his “mother,” that is, the Spirit who is identified as Sophia. 

“The Apocryphon of John” contains a version of the Flood story, as we have seen.  “The 
Hypostasis of the Archons” also has a Flood story, one that involves Noah’s wife Norea 
and Sophia.  As in “The Gospel of Philip,” Adam is “soul-endowed” but becomes a “living 
soul” when the Spirit descends and comes to dwell within him.2139  Eve is the “spirit-
endowed Woman,” and the serpent in the Garden is “the Female Spiritual Principal.”  
After the Archons attempt to defile Eve, Eve becomes pregnant from Adam and gives birth 
to Seth and Norea.  Norea is “the virgin whom the Forces did not defile.”2140  Humanity 
begins to “multiply and improve.” 

It is at this point that the Archons take counsel with one another and decide to “obliterate 
all flesh.”  The “Ruler of the Forces,” rather like Enki in the Mesopotamian stories, decides 
to save Noah, his children and the animals.  Norea is excluded in this plan.  When she is 
not allowed to enter the ark, she destroys it by fire.  Noah then must build a second ark.   

The rest of the Flood story is ignored, as “The Hypostasis of the Archons” turns to the 
Archons who attempt to lead Norea astray.  In their arrogance they threaten Norea.  She 
is saved by the “Holy One, the God of the Entirety,” and the Holy Spirit.  The Archons 
withdraw and a Great Angel, Eleleth, reveals to Norea the story of the Fall of Sophia and 
her repentance.  That story brings “The Hypostasis of the Archons” to an end. 

There are many other references to the (Holy) Spirits in The Nag Hammadi Library.  The 
pervasive influence of Platonic emanationism gives all the mythemes of Creation, Fall, 
Flood, the Descent of the Logos, and the Crucifixion a philosophical complexity that turns 
every figure into symbols.  The Gnostic texts do not hesitate to challenge versions of such 
stories found in the Hebrew Bible.  A persistent theme is the pneuma, the Spirit that 
dwells in the Gnostics who have become enlightened, pneumatics.  Through gnosis they 
are able to grasp what the merely soul-endowed psychics are usually unable to grasp (and 
the foul somatics are completely deficient).  The Spirit is sometimes seen as male, 
sometimes as female, and at times androgynous, as the Spirit of Genesis is conflated with 
Wisdom and with the Logos.  Males are paired with females from the beginning.  The 
Gnostic texts tend to emphasize the role of females in the transmission of gnosis, from 
the Mother, Barbelo, Sophia, Eve, Norea, and the Marys, including Mary Magdalene.  On 
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the other hand, the descent of Sophia into the darkness leads to the Fall as Sophia thinks 
of conceiving without the consent or assistance of her consort.  Her repentance (and in 
some versions the repentance of her ill-conceived son, the First Archon, identified with 
the God of the Hebrew Bible) leads to the cycle of Fall and Repentance in human history.  
Humans are saved through the Spirit, and the female principles are at least as important 
as the Logos (in the Christian Gnostic texts). 

Questioning Back 
No one is more concerned about the impact of ancient Greek philosophical on Christian 
theology than those moderns who worry about metaphysics.  The call for an “overcoming” 
metaphysics is still frequently heard.  According to theologian Joseph S. O’Leary, thinkers 
influenced by Martin Heidegger and Jacques Derrida, whom O’Leary sees as an “acolyte 
of Heidegger,” see the problem as “onto-theology.”2141 The first part is the systematic 
pattern of “locating being” in a “logical way,” that is, the way of ontology.  The second part 
is a grounding of the unity of being in a source of being, i.e., theology.2142  Each has its 
own dangers; together the two strands of traditional Western thought make it difficult to 
recover (or “uncover”) the kind of thought behind ancient, non-Western texts. 

O’Leary’s method of overcoming metaphysics in the recovering of early Christian texts is 
captured in the title of his book, Questioning Back: The Overcoming of Metaphysics in 
Christian Tradition.  “Questioning Back” involves a deconstruction of texts beginning 
with the most recent and working one’s way back to the earliest texts.  After dealing with 
the inventors of “destruction” and “deconstruction,” O’Leary takes up theologians like 
Jürgen Moltmann, Wolfhart Pannenberg, David Tracy, and especially Karl Rahner and 
Karl Barth.  They are considered in a chapter titled “Faith in Crisis, Theology in Bonds.” 

To many modern students of literature, linking Heidegger’s “deconstruction” with 
Derrida’s “deconstruction” will seem peculiar, since the latter is usually celebrated for 
proclaiming that the meaning of texts can never be recovered.  This would be an 
interpretive counterpart to Radical Orthodoxy’s charge of nihilism.  O’Leary sees it a little 
differently. 

Deconstruction is not the reduction of meaning to a mere nothingness, or to the empty 
space lit up by the play of signifiers.  It is a wrestling with the metaphysical tradition of 
meaning which, to use Heidegger’s terms, it appropriates in a more originary way, by 
bringing to light the play of dissemination which the stable hierarchies of metaphysics 
occlude.2143 

 

Questioning back is O’Leary’s method of “reading backwards.”  After the modern 
theologians O’Leary reads Martin Luther, Church Fathers, especially Augustine, the 
Nicene Creed, and finally the Gospel of John.  Even Negative Theology he finds captured 
by metaphysics.  By the end he proposes a new reading of the orthodox Trinity—Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit—as “emptiness,” “phenomenality,” and “immediacy.”2144  He ends 
where I begin here, with Spirit. 
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He is especially good at reading Augustine.  In Confessions Augustine describes his 
illumination at Milan.  A key passage associates his experience with, on the one hand, the 
Gospel of John and, on the other, the discovery of the name of God in Exodus 3:14. 

And when I knew you for the first time, you lifted me up that I might see that that 
which I wished to see indeed had being but that I who wished to see had not 
being as yet.  You struck the weakness of my gaze, shining powerfully on me so 
that I trembled in love and dread, and I found myself to be far from you in a 
region of dissimilutde, as if I were hearing your voice from on high: “I am the 
food of the full-grown: grow and you shall feed on me, nor shall you change me 
into you as the food of your flesh, but you shall be changed into me.”  And I 
realized that you punished man for wickedness and that you had caused my soul 
to dry up like a spider’s web.  And I said: “Is truth then nothing, since it is not 
diffused through either finite or infinite space?”  And you called from afar: “I am 
who I am” (Exodus 3:14) and I heard as one hears in the heart, nor was there 
further room for doubt: I had more easily doubted myself to live than the 
existence of truth, which is perceived through the consideration of the things that 
are made. (Confessions VII.10)2145 

O’Leary considers the quotation of Exodus 3:14, God’s revelation as “I am who I am,” as 
the “king-pin” of Augustine’s “ontological interpretation of the contrast between the 
reality of God and his own weak state.”2146  Augustine’s ontological reading “underlies the 
food-image.”2147 

After Augustine, O’Leary moves to the Nicene Creed and the Gospel of John.  While the 
Nicene Creed only includes the Holy Spirit in a single line at the end of a series of claims 
that constitute a perfect blending of “onto” and “theology”—Et in Spiritum Sanctum—the 
Spirit is important to O’Leary’s recovery of a more authentic Trinity.  (Recall that the 
Nicene Creed, like others after it, can be read as a narrative, with a clear beginning, middle 
and end.) 

The Spirit in John 
The “spirit” in the Gospel of John is not always explicitly the Holy Spirit.  O’Leary’s 
discussion of a Trinity of emptiness, phenomenality, and immediacy concludes with the 
Spirit.  The discussion ends O’Leary’s book, his “questioning back,” and in a sense brings 
our discussion full circle.  Yet O’Leary has relatively little to say about the Spirit.  “John’s 
Gospel teaches us again and again to discard the forms we have grasped as inadequate 
and instead to let the Spirit guide us into all truth (clearly a never-ending process).  The 
Spirit might be defined as the immediacy of God, that aspect of God which vitally touches 
our existence.”2148 

O’Leary does cite a few passages from John: 4:23, where “believers are to worship ‘in spirit 
and truth,’” and “only such worship places no idolatrous blocks against the divine 
emptiness.”  The Spirit has names such as “comforter” and “helper” (14:16).  And the form 
of Jesus is “transcended” as the Spirit is sent to the believers, “yet there is no gnostic 
disregard for the historical origins of revelation.”2149   
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For our purposes several Johannine references to the Spirit point in the direction of a 
rewriting of the Torah.  At the very beginning of the Gospel of John (1:33), John the 
Baptist testifies to having seen a “spirit coming down like a dove out of the sky, and it 
hovered over” Jesus.  He would not have recognized the one, but he had been told to 
recognize the one he will call the Lamb of God when the spirit came down and hovered 
over him.  Thus the spirit, like the ruach Elohim of Genesis 1:2 (with none of the Gnostic 
complications of the figure), points the coming of Christ and his baptism as a new 
Creation.  The spirit that hovers over Christ is identified in the same passage as a “holy 
spirit” (1:34). 

At the very end of the Gospel of John, Jesus is said to have “breathed over” his disciples 
and identifies it as a “holy spirit” (20:22), through whom they will be able to forgive sins.  
The episode in which this occurs concludes with Thomas’s recognition that Jesus is his 
“Lord” and his “God,” a formulation that reminds many interpreters of the formulation, 
Yahweh (i.e., the LORD) Elohim.2150  

One passage where O’Leary finds the “immediacy” of God is in the very episode Heracleon 
had considered in such an unorthodox way, when Jesus speaks with the Samaritan 
Woman at the Well.  Jesus tells the woman that the time is coming when she—the true 
believer—will not worship God on the mountain where Samaritans worshiped or in 
Jerusalem.  Rather, she will worship God “in spirit and truth,” without regard to place 
(4:23).2151  The episode emphasizes, rather than a place of worship, the “living water” that 
the Samaritan Woman immediately recognizes (4:10).2152  Jesus explains to her that 
whoever drinks of the water will never be thirsty again.   

The woman at the well is the first person in the Gospel of John to recognize Jesus as 
(possibly) the Messiah.  He reveals himself to her after she had connected his declarations 
about the time coming when the Father would no longer be worshiped in sacred places 
(4:21-24).  She picks up the reference to the Messiah, and he responds with one of many 
variations in the Gospel of John of the “I Am” formula.  “I who am speaking to you…I am 
he” (4:26).  She then proclaims the truth to the community, and many Samaritans become 
believers because of her testimony. 

Similar “I AM” formulas appear in Hellenistic times, including in Gnostic texts.  The 
formulation can be seen in earlier Mesopotamian texts as well.  The Sumerian poem, 
“Enki and Inanna: The Organization of the Earth and Its Cultural Processes,” for example, 
has in a long litany of divine attributes of Enki, proclamations like, “I am the great storm 
that breaks over the Great Below: I am the great en of the land.”2153  In “Enki and His 
Word: A Chant to the Rider of the Waves,” mentioned earlier, the final section, which 
emphasizes the “word” of Enki—the “word” as “the venom of a lion” and “a floodwave that 
breeds fear”—several lines contain what appears to be a bilingual pun on the god’s name:  

 “Eh! Ah! The king’s house!  Eh! Ah! The king’s house!” 

Possibly it is a blessing on the Sumerian king and his palace.  What is interesting is the 
pun on Enki’s Akkadian name, Ea.  A transliteration of the Sumerian text reads: 
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e-a é-lugal e-a é-lugal. 

The line includes a play on two cuneiform signs that can be used to represent the 
homophone [ay], e and é.  (The acute accent is an Assyriological convention to distinguish 
different signs for the same sound.)  The usual sign for “house” is é, here “house” of the 
king.  What is curious is that the line seems to open with a sigh, e-a, that sounds like the 
Akkadian name of Enki, Ea (é-a).2154 

The name of Ea can contain not only all his powers—the divine me—but also the watery 
source of his dark wisdom.  The Babylonian Enuma Elish, which was so important in 
Babylonian religion that it was recited during the New Year Festival and urged upon older 
and younger, the wise and the learned, the father and the son, even the shepherd and 
herdsman to repeat the story,2155 concludes with a release of the spirit of Father Ea into 
the Son Marduk.  The poem ends with the Igigi gods proclaiming the Fifty Names of 
Marduk, who had been raised to Kingship of the Gods and who had defeated Tiamat.  At 
the end of the litany, Marduk receives the name of his Father.  (Recall that the many 
Divine Dialogues have Enki/Ea transferring his wisdom to the Son.)  Along with the name 
Ea comes the cosmic “decrees” and “oracles,” all of them.  Three terms are used to describe 
the totality of the powers.  One of them is the nagbu that opens Tablet 1 of Gilgamesh.   

Ea’s speech is the grand climax of Enuma Elish. 
 
When the Igigi exhausted their store of names 
and Ea heard the names, his spirit sang out joyously 
thus: “The one whose names his fathers have glorified— 
he is the same as I am!  Ea is his name! 
he is the only one to manage my decrees, 
the whole collection, 
every one of them! 
He alone carries out the total of my oracles!”2156 

In these few lines we see three times punning on the name Ea.  The name is related to the 
Akkadian root for “to live” (as is the case with Yahweh and Yah of the Bible) and also the 
first-person pronoun and its pronominal ending.  Thus “Ea,” “Life,” and the “I” of “I am,” 
all reinforce the totality of spiritual power in the Father. 

Ishtar as the Holy Spirit 
Assyriologist Simo Parpola has explored the possibilities that Assyrian concept of god 
shared many features with Eastern and Western philosophies and religions.  The concept 
that the god Assur was not a “council member” in the Assyrian pantheon but was rather 
“the totality of gods” is reflected by the 6th century BCE and later traditions such as 
Platonism, Orphism, Neoplatonism, Hinduism and Tantrism.2157  Assyrian prophecy, in 
which Ishtar is the most important provider of prophecies, shares much with the “Mystery 
Religions” of antiquity and related religious and philosophical systems, especially 
Gnosticism, Jewish mysticism and Neoplatonism.2158  There were many aspects of the 
Neo-Assyrian Ishtar (including Urkittu, “the Urukite,” but especially Mullissu, a Mother 
Goddess), but the most significant point is that she was the aspect of Assur/Ishtar who is 
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the “spirit” or “breath” of God.  The Ishtar of the Assyrian prophecy texts is “the spirit of 
God, who, residing in the heart of the prophet, spirits him and speaks through his or her 
lips.”2159  Parpola finds in Ishtar the “functional equivalent of the biblical Spirit of God 
(also called the spirit of YHWH, the Holy Spirit, or simply the Spirit).”2160  She shares 
many features with Shekhinah and Sophia. 

Parpola further thinks that the prophecy texts identify prophecy with the “words of 
Ishtar,” rather than the “words of Assur.”  He attributes this function largely to the 
“mother aspect” of Ishtar.  She is the “heart” of her human manifestation and her place in 
the divine assembly.  “She is the emotion (libbu) moving the prophet, the breath (shāru) 
issuinjg from his or her ‘heart,’ and the voice (rigmu) and words (dibbī) emerging from 
his or her mouth.”2161 

Not surprisingly, then, Parpola is one of the Assyriologists who identify Ishtar with the 
Mother Goddess in Utnapishtim’s narrative of the Flood in Tablet 11.2162   

Parpola goes further in reading the narrative of “Ishtar’s Descent into the Underworld” in 
light of the special relationship between the goddess and the king in Assyrian religion.  
“Ishtar’s Descent” should be related, not to myths of fertility or “seasonal growth and 
decay,” but to the Ascent of the Soul.  “Descending, she is the holy spirit entering the 
prison of the body; ascending, she is the penitent soul returning to her celestial home.”2163  
He sees parallels with the Gnostic texts from Nag Hammadi, especially The Exegesis on 
the Soul, which tells the story of the Fall of Sophia and the ascent of the soul.  He notes 
that the ascent of the soul is described in that Gnostic text in terms of a bride adorning 
herself for the arrival of the bridegroom, like the “Sacred Marriage.” 

The ascent of Ishtar requires a “ransom” in the figure of Tammuz.  “The sacrifice of 
Tammuz—an etiology for the death of the king as Son of God” Parpola likens to the 
Redemption and, paradoxically, the Christian promise of eternal life for humans.2164  He 
sees in this the elements of an ecstatic mystery cult, and finds a further parallel in the 
Gnostic Thunder, Perfect Mind.2165  The followers find absolution from sins, spiritual 
rebirth and resurrection from the dead. 

“Ishtar’s Descent into the Underworld” leads Parpola to a most important relationship 
between Ishtar and the Assyrian king, whom he considers “God’s son and Chosen One.”  
Although Tammuz is the key figure in “Ishtar’s Descent,” Parpola calls attention to 
Gilgamesh as “the prototype of the perfect king.”2166  I would prefer to see Tammuz (and 
his Sumerian equivalent Dumuzi), as a “Chosen One” in the role of the en rather than as 
king.  The analysis of the myth as one of death and rebirth, with a special place for the one 
who is sacrificed, traditionally Dumuzi/Tammuz, works well with the tradition of the en 
and the “Sacred Marriage.”  It is true that The Sumerian King List includes Dumuzi in the 
First Dynasty of Uruk, but his place on that list is problematic (as are most of the figures 
until Gilgamesh and his successors).  The Old Babylonian period saw, as we have noted, 
the separation of the Babylonian king and the old role as deified en.  Assyrian kingship 
was a different matter.  Babylonian kings, at least from Hammurabi on, where not “high 
priests” of Marduk.  The New Years Festival in Babylon included the beating of the king 
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during the one time he entered the presence of the gods.  The Assyrian kings, however, 
functioned as priests and had greater access to the temple rituals than did the Babylonian 
king.  Parpola is right, then, in seeing the “Chosen One” in Assyria as king and, without 
necessarily using the old Sumerian term, en, connecting the Assyrian king with both 
Tammuz and Gilgamesh. 

Parpola’s claim, then, that the myth of Ishtar’s descent and ascent has as a “central 
component,” the concept of a “perfect man sent for the redemption of mankind, 
materialized in the institution of kingship,” would appear to renew the connection 
between king and en.  In “The Descent of Ishtar,” Parpola proposes, “the king’s 
redemptory role is expressed by the image of the shepherd king, Tammuz, given as 
Ishtar’s substitute to the ‘netherworld,’ that is, the material world.”2167  In my view, this 
could also be applied to the complex case of Gilgamesh, where both Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu must be related to the central divine figure, Ishtar. 

The Long Return 
The earliest views of the en of Uruk, on cylinder seals, steles, and especially the Uruk Vase, 
predate writings about him—unless we find him present on the earliest Standard 
Professions List.  We see him in remote locations, in the mountains, killing lions, 
protecting a cow giving birth, occasionally fighting humans.  We see him returning to the 
temple, with gifts for the Great Goddess: wild and domesticated animals and vessels 
fashioned into the shapes of animals.  He is the Master of Animals, as art historians like 
to call him.  And a “priest-king,” as others call him, although both aspects need to be 
clarified, since except for anointing someone he is not shown making the kinds of animal 
sacrifices we see in ancient Jerusalem or in Greco-Roman religions; and he is not yet the 
Sumerian lugal.  (The historical event Gilgamesh was most noted for, as king protecting 
the city against the invasion of the House of Kish, is nowhere mentioned in Gilgamesh.)  

Within the civilized space he is depicted as an overseer, literally keeping an eye on the 
activities of the city.  Uruk cylinder seals and the Uruk Vase show him standing tall, on 
firm ground, in an ordered mis en scene.  Frequently we see him in his see-through skirt.  
On the Uruk Vase he is being invested in his office with an elaborate sash.  Inside the 
sacred precinct where he is headed, the various implements and activities are no longer 
in an orderly spatial scene.  Perhaps that reflects a more complicated religious scene, 
where things move up and down as well as along a firm ground. 

Holly Pittman examined the more than 150 cylinder seal impressions from early Uruk 
and found certain themes prevailing in the seal imagery.2168  There were workers and 
occasional scenes suggesting warfare; marshes; animal objects; animals in file; heraldic 
animals; and symbols.  Many of the seals included feeding flocks, presentations to Inanna, 
processions to the temple, boats approaching the temple, rituals at the temple, and even 
the herd directed to the temple.  Prominent in these seals is a tall human, in many cases 
clearly the en with his rolled cap and see-through skirt.  The orientation in these themes 
is toward Inanna and the temple.  A classic case is a scene in the mountains where the en 
feeds rams by pulling vegetation to the animals.2169  The en is in the center holding the 
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tree branches.  He is flanked on both sides by rams and, beyond the animals, the signs of 
Inanna.  (Two vessels very much like the Uruk Vase stand next to one of the Inanna signs.)  
Another seal shows the en and his companion approaching a collection of objects much 
like those shown in the sacred precinct of the Uruk Vase.2170  Almost every motif is 
doubled, though the pairs are not entirely identical.  The en carries vessel in the form of a 
horned animal.  Two Inanna signs mark the goddess’s presence.  And again, two large 
vessels like the Uruk Vase stand next to Inanna.  

Gilgamesh recapitulates the journeys outside the city and entrances to the city that are 
depicted on those very early visualizations and later in the literature of the great ens 
Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, and Dumuzi.  Enmerkar is so settled in Uruk that he does not 
leave the city but sends a messenger out (and in the process invents writing).  Lugalbanda 
seems to have a primary duty in traveling far distances in order to bring the goods back 
to Uruk.  (Bringing back a wife and son comes as a surprise to Enmerkar, as we have seen.)  
Dumuzi, the most famous of the lovers of Inanna, as a shepherd is a liminal figure, neither 
here nor there, sometimes in the wilderness, sometimes in the city with Inanna.  He 
carries the epithet Amaushumgalanna more than other ens, but the activities of 
Amaushumgalanna in “The Early Dynastic Hymn” point to Gilgamesh. 

In other words, Gilgamesh of the stories that mention him by name carries with him a 
long and complicated tradition that stretches back at least to the 4th millennium BCE.  The 
Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh shows the marks of archaism throughout its collection of 
tales.2171  Each retelling of the en and lugal stories retains traces of other accounts and 
adds new twists. 

Seeing Gilgamesh leaving and returning to the city as a recapitulation of the Great 
Goddess’s periodic withdrawals, descents and “falls,” followed by journeys back to the 
“house” she stole from heaven and established in Uruk, is not as obvious as the journeys 
of the ens Inanna/Ishtar has selected.  We hear how Gilgamesh makes his way across the 
dangerous waters, including the Waters of Death, to the source of rivers; hears the story 
of the Flood with its ironic ascents and descents (and an invitation to learn from 
experience and empathy); sleeps and awakens; descends into the waters and ascends 
purified; travels to the depth of the apsû and learns wisdom of the nagbu; loses the Plant 
of Rejuvenation but gains an insight into the limits of mortals, including heroes; and 
finally finds his way back to the city and its goddess. 

Fortunately, the rush of mythemes in the 11th tablet of Gilgamesh are already prepared in 
the opening lines of Tablet 1.   

Bernd Jager provides an elegant conclusion to his essay on Gilgamesh and on Gilgamesh's 
return to his city (and in my view, to Ishtar and everything the goddess still meant to her 
city). 

The young king Gilgamesh leaves the “oppressive” boundaries of his town to find a scope 
for his seemingly endless energy and vitality.  He meets the limits of his own power when 
the gods strike down his friend.  At this point he also has to come to terms with the limits 
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of his own life, his own mortality.  He rages against the limits of death as he has raged 
against the limitations of his subjects and the confinement of the city.  He is unsuccessful 
in his search for immortality, and at the very point that the limits of his own life are 
accepted, the walls of Uruk emerge from the distance.  Gilgamesh now enters Uruk, 
presumably to truly inhabit rather than exploit the city.2172 
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Chapter Ten 

Enkidu in the Underworld 

Coda: Tablet 12 
In a curious way, even the strange Tablet 12 of Gilgamesh reinforces the problems of 
Enkidu’s inexplicable death.  The twelfth tablet has always been a problem. It is much 
shorter than the other tablets (shorter even than Tablet 6).  It is appended to a poem that 
appears to end when the final lines of Tablet 11 echo the opening of Tablet 1. Tablet 12 is, 
as we have seen, a close translation Into Akkadian of the Sumerian poem, “Gilgamesh, 
Enkidu and the Underworld” (or “Bilgames and the Underworld”)2173—and even there it 
is odd, since it is only a translation of the last part of the Sumerian original.2174 The details 
are not of interest here. Tablet 12 is mainly an account of the terrors of the Underworld, 
the fate of all humans. Probably its main thrust is to impress upon the reader the necessity 
of the living to care for the dead. Enkidu, who is swallowed up by the Underworld, appears 
to Gilgamesh, and gives him the grim details of the Underworld.2175  For many scholars 
Tablet 12 is an inorganic appendix to a poem they consider complete in eleven tablets.2176   

Many recent translations of Gilgamesh do not include Tablet 12—or relegate it to a section 
on the Sumerian “Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Underworld,” as do Andrew George and 
Benjamin R. Foster.  Stefan Maul mentions Tablet 12,2177 but does not translate it or 
comment on it.  Stephanie Dalley does translate it, but adds a qualification that has the 
support of many scholars today: that the epic was complete in eleven tablets, and the 
twelfth was added at a later date by another redactor.2178  Simo Parpola’s edition of 
Gilgamesh does, however, retain the handcopy, transliteration, and glossary for those 
who would want to consider Tablet 12. 

As an aesthetic response to Gilgamesh the argument for not considering Tablet 12 is 
convincing to many readers.  The beautiful narrative structure of Tablets 1-11, with its 
framing device of Gilgamesh’s return to Uruk, suggests that the additional tablet is a 
clumsy attempt to correct something in the first eleven tablets. 

The difficulty with the aesthetic argument is that what Andrew George calls the Standard 
Babylonian Text tells us in colophons that the text was not complete in 11 tablets and that 
it was complete in 12 tablets.  (Four different colophons of Tablet 11 and three colophons 
of Tablet 12 have already been discovered, as George carefully notes.)  Even as he 
dismisses Tablet 12 George attributes the tablet to the closest thing we have to an author 
of the Standard Babylonian Text, Sîn-lēqi-unninni. 

At some point when the text became standardized, then, Tablet 12 was considered part of 
the whole.  It is always possible that an excavation will reveal a version that says the work 
is complete in 11 tablets.  But for now we have only the evidence of a 12 tablet Gilgamesh. 

What then happens to the argument for rejecting Tablet 12.  The modern penchant for 
calling Gilgamesh an “epic” gives us a clue to what we want to see in the ancient text: a 
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well-made and internally consistent story that as an “epic” rests comfortably in what was 
(at least until recently) the most prestigious genre in the Western literary canon.  Alas, 
the same ancients who considered it a text in 12 tablets also failed to call it an epic.  Rather 
it was a “series” (ishkaru) known from the opening line of Tablet 1 and as a collection of 
Gilgamesh stories. 

Many years ago John Gardner and I argued that we should take the text as it was—and 
try, as we would any difficult text that challenges our modern views of genre, to 
accommodate its apparent generic anomalies.  Many have risen to the challenge.  I will  
only suggest here what we argued back then, that Tablet 12 could be considered an 
“Epilogue” to the other stories in the collection.  (We see epilogues today even in rather 
humble storytelling genres like TV sitcoms.)  Tablet 12 tells us how Gilgamesh learned 
secrets of the underworld.  It may be that Sîn-lēqi-unninni rejected another possible 
epilogue, “The Death of Bilgames” (if he knew it), in favor of an epilogue that showed 
Gilgamesh worthy of his last great achievement, when, translated into a god, he became 
a judge in the underworld. 

Interestingly, scholars in the ancient world debated a similar case with the prestigious 
epic, Homer’s Odyssey.2179  On aesthetic grounds Hellenistic scholars argued that the 
final book, the 24th Book, did not belong to Homer’s story.  Book 24 introduces a quick 
change of perspective and tells of the death of the great hero, Achilles.  Then it switches 
to Odysseus and his father Laertes.  Odysseus tests Laertes, much as he had earlier tested 
Penelope.  Ultimately Odysseus, Laertes and Telemachos make a stand against their 
enemies, and the goddess Athene brings the conflict to an end. 

Hellenistic scholars, prompted perhaps by the growing interest in the Greek novel, with 
its shift to romantic involvement and the private lives of the characters,2180 argued on 
aesthetic grounds that the Odyssey should end with Book 23.  At that point in the epic, 
Odysseus has returned home, purified the household by killing off the suitors, and slept 
with his wife after his many years of wandering.  I rather like that as an ending to the 
Odyssey, since it reinforces the parallels between the Greek epic and Gilgamesh 1-11.  But 
I know of no modern scholar of Homer who accepts a 23 book Odyssey. 

There are, clearly, heroic elements in Gilgamesh may remind us of Homer's grand 
warriors (and the equally sly Odysseus especially).  But on a scale that begins with the 
Iliad and ends with The Waste Land, I am more inclined to a Mesopotamian T. S. Eliot 
than a Homer behind the series of Gilgamesh stories that make up Gilgamesh. 

A Hero Dying Young 
As in Tablet 7, the death of a healthy, vigorous young man is seen as problematic.  Enkidu 
descends to the world of the dead and in the process violates all the instructions 
Gilgamesh gives him.  As a result he is swallowed up by the Underworld itself.  Again and 
again the point is made: Enkidu did not die from normal causes, even “Fate” (Namtar).  
The poem refers to Asakku, a demon and the disease it causes, a non-specific mythological 
threat that may be taken as Disease itself.  (The term is not used in medical texts.)  Rather, 
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the Underworld seizes Enkidu.  The greatest problem is that the young man did not die in 
battle. 

Enkidu—rather the spirit of Enkidu, the part of any human that lives on in the 
Underworld—is able to return temporarily to earth, where he speaks to Gilgamesh.  Since 
Gilgamesh has already grasped something of the secrets of the Underworld, he is finally 
able to obtain from the crafty god Enki what he could not get from the gods Enlil and Sîn, 
a secret way to communicate with his friend.  One point seems clear: Gilgamesh is or has 
become “wise” in this poem in a way that would make sense to, say, a mashmashu 
exorcist.  (Recall that he learned about Enki from Utnapishtim in Tablet 11.  Here he 
communicates directly with the crafty god.) 

Enkidu tells Gilgamesh of different “cases,” the different ways humans are treated. 
Gilgamesh asks about many different situations.  And the final lines give a glimpse of 
unrelieved horror: 

“The one whose body was left in the wilderness--have you seen him?” 
                                                          --“I have.  
His spirit does not rest in the Earth.”  

 

“The one whose spirit has no one to care for him--have you seen him?” 

                                                           --“I have.  

He eats what was left over in the pot and scraps of bread 

                                                that were thrown into the street.” (12.15l-54)  

 

Although the Akkadian is a careful translation of the Sumerian, the abrupt ending does 
not exactly follow any of the three Sumerian versions that have been recovered so far.2181  
The version from Nippur adds four more cases and ends with a man who was burned to 
death (and whose spirit ascended to the heavens).  A version from Mê-Turan adds three 
more lines that suggest Gilgamesh did not accept what he has learned and goes off seeking 
“life.”  A third version, from Ur, adds a reference to what seems to be a massacre of the 
sons of Sumer and Akkad at the hands of Amorites.  Like those who were massacred, 
Gilgamesh own father and mother were forced to drink muddy water from the place of 
the massacre.  When Gilgamesh hears that, he takes action, including apparently making 
statues for them, and bringing the remains home to Uruk for proper burial and ritual 
mourning.  Gilgamesh will provide his parents the clear water they need in the 
Underworld. 

It seems to me significant that Tablet 12 (and even more obviously, the Sumerian version 
from Ur) emphasizes family in a way that Tablets 1-12 do not.  It makes the absence of 
any reference to Gilgamesh descendents, especially the son who, according to The 
Sumerian King List, succeeded his father in Uruk, all the more surprising.2182  The fates 
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of many in the Underworld are grim in the extreme, but the ones who have loved ones on 
earth who provide for them are  relieved of the worst problem they face, the lack of potable 
water.  The more children a person has, the better the spirit is likely to be cared for in the 
land of the dead.  Nothing explicitly connects this with Gilgamesh and Enkidu, but the 
poem leaves open the possibility that its view of family is very different from what we see 
in the first eleven tablets. 

The Twelfth Tablet reminds us that, while the birth and death of Enkidu are important in 
the Gilgamesh series, the birth (only hinted at) and death of Gilgamesh himself are not 
part of the series, though Sumerian accounts of both have been discovered.  The absence 
of the son, Ur-lugal, whose name is known from a few references in Sumerian texts, is also 
striking. 

The “wisdom” In Tablet 12 is, I think, closer to the advice given by Siduri to Gilgamesh in 
the Old Babylonian version than in the Standard Version.2183 Tablet 12 is a kind of coda 
in that regard. Enkidu has been swallowed up because, precisely, he has refused to follow 
the customs of the Underworld. When he descended, he acted like a normal human being 
on the earth, while he had been warned to act in precisely the opposite way (the 
Underworld—“Earth” in this case, erṣetu --exactly reversing life on earth): 

To the advice Enkidu was deaf.  
He put on a clean garment.  
They marked him for a stranger.  
He anointed himself with good oil from the bowl.  
At its smell they gathered around him.  
Into the Earth he threw the throw-stick.  

 The spirits trembled. 
Those hit by the throw-stick turned on him.  
He carried a staff in his hand.  
Put sandals on his feet.  
He made noise in the Earth.  
He kissed the wife he loved,  
beat the wife he hated,  
kissed the child he loved,  
beat the child he hated. 
The outcry of the Earth seized him (12.32-47) 

 

Note the image of “life” as lived normally. It is this “life” that the epic (at least, possibly, 
in the Old Babylonian versions of the story) sees as the “cure.” Even the treatment of the 
dead reflects this concern. In his list of “cases,” Enkidu notices that the man who has seven 
children is better off than the one with six, the one with six better off than the one with 
five, and down the line until the detached, isolated figures--killed in the wilderness, 
loners-- are mentioned. It is the broken individuals who suffer the most, the hopeless ones 
who have no one on the earth to help them in their misery.   (And note that their misery 
is not a result of sins or crimes committed either on earth or in the Underworld.) 
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Wisdom in Gilgamesh Tablet 12 
The god Ea is once again the god who provides Gilgamesh with wisdom that he will 
presumably need to possess when he becomes a god in the Underworld.  There he will be 
one of the judges, like Dumuzi and Ningishzida.  (Gilgamesh meets both Dumuzi and 
Ningishzida there in “The Death of Gilgamesh.”  Several scholars have emphasized stages 
in the enlightenment of Gilgamesh, notably Benjamin R. Foster2184 and Tzvi Abusch.  
Foster does not consider Tablet 12 as part of Gilgamesh.  Abusch distinguishes between 
an eleven-tablet Gilgamesh and a twelve-tablet Gilgamesh and offers an interpretation 
that has Gilgamesh preparing for his role as judge in the Underworld.2185  For Abusch, 
Gilgamesh first must learn to be a normal man (based on the Old Babylonian wisdom 
offered by Siduri), then what it means to be king (through Utnapishtim’s story of the 
Flood), and finally what it means to be a god—in Tablet 12. 

It is, of course, in Tablets 11 and 12 that we see the importance of Enki/Ea.2186 

In light of what is narrated earlier in Gilgamesh, the sequence in Tablet 12 that involves 
Ea is particularly striking.  When Enkidu is trapped in the Underworld, and it is made 
clear that he had not died as a hero in battle, Gilgamesh, as “the son of Ninsun” 
approaches three of the high gods for help.  The first two dismiss Gilgamesh’s plea.  
Gilgamesh goes first to Enlil’s temple in Nippur, the Ekur.  Enlil gave him “not a single 
word” in response.  Gilgamesh then approaches the Moon God Sîn in his temple in Ur.  
The appeal is identical and the response the same: not a word. 

Finally, Gilgamesh approaches Ea in his temple in Eridu.  He makes the identical appeal, 
and Ea answers him.  The response is brief but important.  Gilgamesh is to open a hole in 
the Earth so that the spirit of Enkidu could rise.  When he does this, Enkidu’s spirit does 
indeed emerge “like a gust of wind.”  They embrace and kiss; they discuss and agonize 
over Enkidu’s condition and the condition of others in the Underworld. 

In Tablet 11, we have seen, a “hole” or channel to the bottom of Ea’s apsû allows 
Gilgamesh to find and bring up the Plant of Rejuvenation.  Here a different term for “hole” 
is used, takkapu, a rare term that translates the Sumerian ab-làl.2187 

Gilgamesh and The Underworld 
The most thorough study of the Underworld to date is Dina Katz’s, The Image of the 
Netherworld in the Sumerian Sources.2188  Gilgamesh is frequently mentioned in that 
study, including Tablet 6 of the Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh.2189  Several of her 
conclusions bear directly on the image of the Underworld in relation to kingship.  For one 
thing, Gilgamesh contains what appear to be different Mesopotamian traditions.  In one 
case (Tablet 10.301) Utnapishtim, as we have seen, expresses a rare skepticism toward 
survival after death.  In another, Sumerian and Semitic views are different in many 
respects.  The importance of the Sun God, Utu/Shamash, as judge of the dead is a late, 
possibly Semitic concept that appears after Ur III.  For Katz, a key text is the Sumerian 
“Death of Gilgamesh,” which, if it is an Ur III text is the earliest statement of the principle 
that death is the fate of all humanity.2190 
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We have a tendency to think of kingship as a relatively simple and persistent concept.  
What complicates the issue is that when kingship emerges, it appears to be significantly 
different from the enship that characterized human rule in Uruk, with its intimate 
partnership with the goddess Inanna.  The Ur III deified kings, beginning with Urnamma 
and Shulgi, complicate the picture, for they are both kings and ens.  Shulgi, especially, 
derived both titles from his association with Uruk: enship from selection by Inanna, and 
kingship from a dynastic principle (as brother of Gilgamesh, he enjoyed kingship through 
their divine mother, Ninsun).2191  The “Death of Urnamma” and “The Death of Gilgamesh” 
provide much of the evidence for Sumerian views of the Underworld.  The Ur III pattern 
disappears in Old Babylonian times, certainly by Hammurabi’s mid-career.  I would argue 
that Uruk preserved ideas that may well have disappeared in other parts of Mesopotamia, 
but found their way into Gilgamesh. 

The Death of Gilgamesh 
The notoriously difficult problem of dating Sumerian literary texts complicates the issue 
of Gilgamesh’s death.  The death of Enkidu, narrated immediately after the glorious 
victory over The Bull of Heaven, is the crisis that impels Gilgamesh to search for answers 
to the great questions of life and death. 

Dina Katz suggests that the poem, “The Death of Gilgamesh,” which like most other 
Sumerian works is known from Old Babylonian copies—that is, from the early 2nd 
millennium when Babylon, especially under King Hammurabi, was in its ascendancy—
may well have been composed earlier, in the Ur III period.  Katz looks very carefully at all 
references to the world of the dead in Sumerian sources.  The Semites who came to 
dominate Mesopotamia north and south appear to have had a different idea of life after 
death than that held by the Sumerians.  (The role of the Sun God as a judge in the 
Underworld is an example.)  A key text for Katz is “The Death of Urnamma,” the founder 
of the Ur III dynasty. Much of Sumerian ideology can be gleaned when “The Death of 
Urnamma” is compared with “The Death of Gilgamesh.”2192 

“The Death of Gilgamesh” contains what may be the earliest statement of the key principle 
that death is the fate of all humanity.2193   If we add “The Early Dynastic Hymn to 
Gilgamesh,” which is even earlier than “The Death of Gilgamesh,” we may be able to see 
how the Gilgamesh narratives came to displace the death of Gilgamesh onto the death of 
the hero’s friend. 

It is worth emphasizing that “The Death of Gilgamesh,” like “The Early Dynastic Hymn to 
Gilgamesh,” makes no significant reference to Enkidu. (Enkidu is mentioned in a list as 
Gilgamesh’s “comrade in battle,” lines100 and 200, but has no role to play in the 
narrative). Like many Sumerian poems the narrative of “The Death of Gilgamesh” is 
carried by a series of speeches.  Gilgamesh receives dreams of the high gods in council.  
Enlil plans to reward Gilgamesh with eternal life for the hero’s great achievements.  The 
crafty Enki balks at the plan.  Enki recalls that after the Flood the gods had agreed that no 
human would live forever.  Even though Gilgamesh is the son of a divine mother, he will 
not gain the life of the gods.  Enki decrees his fate: he will be governor of the dead and a 
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judge, like Ningishzida and Dumuzi.2194  Gilgamesh recounts his dreams to his own 
council.  Since, as we have seen earlier, Gilgamesh has the hero conspicuously recounting 
his dreams to Enkidu, the absence of any significant reference to Enkidu in such an 
obvious parallel situation suggests that the motif of the friend is a later development to 
the story. 

Katz sees a significant evolution of the Underworld idea in this “The Death of Urnamma.”  
Ur III kings, especially Urnamma and his son Shulgi, claimed to be brothers of Gilgamesh.  
Where the Ur III king had been raised to the level of the already legendary hero 
Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh is raised to the level of the judges Ningishzida and Dumuzi.2195 

Life Cycles 
The argument developed here is that the complete life, and especially the death, of Enkidu 
involves a displacement of a life-and-death story of Gilgamesh, a story that could have 
been put together from Sumerian poems like “The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” 
“The Birth of Gilgamesh,” the heroic poems regarding the defeat of Aka, Humbaba, and 
The Bull of Heaven, and “The Death of Gilgamesh.”  One advantage of this reordering of 
material (in several stages of many hundreds of years) is that Enkidu comes to represent 
primal humanity, who comes of age in the wild and progresses through stages of culture 
to approach something like an American Dream—only to have his life cut short as happens 
with great heroes.  Gilgamesh, in contrast, is an adult when we first see him.  His heroic 
acts are complicated, as in the case of Humbaba, where the Sun God is responsible not 
only for protecting Gilgamesh but also for having placed in Gilgamesh the desire rid the 
world of an evil force.  Gilgamesh is given a special status by the gods from birth and from 
the high status of his parents, Lugalbanda and Ninsun.  Unlike Enkidu, Gilgamesh is 2/3rd 
god.  He is king by virtue of a dynastic principle of succession. 

On the other hand, Gilgamesh preserves an even more ancient Sumerian role, as en, that 
may have been kept alive (in some form) only in Uruk.  This is his special relationship 
with the goddess Inanna.  She selects those lovers.  Gilgamesh has the wit and arrogance 
to deny her proposal, but in the end, gains enough “wisdom” to return to Uruk and to his 
dual role in the city-state that was identified by the Great Goddess and her temple, at the 
“heart” of the city. 

What is also gained by the increasingly important role Enkidu plays in the Gilgamesh 
story is empathy.  The audience of Gilgamesh is invited to identify with Enkidu at first.  
His is a story of struggle and eventually of pain, terror, and illness leading to a death that 
seems incomprehensible.  As in many stories ancient and modern, an inner life of an 
Enkidu is revealed in conflict and suffering. 

There is relatively little of an inner life of Gilgamesh until the center of the story, when he 
challenges Ishtar.  It is not his impending death that allows an inner life to reveal itself to 
the audience.  It is, rather, the love he has for his special friend that leads to the suffering 
and increasingly mad Gilgamesh.  Gradually, as he meets the Scorpion Man and his Mate, 
Siduri, and Utnapishtim—as the audience introjects more of the suffering Gilgamesh—he 
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learns from his experience, as Enlil and Ishtar have had to learn from theirs—and gains 
enlightenment. 

Tablet 12 returns the audience to Enkidu.  Death has not relieved his suffering, except for 
giving him the chance to reveal himself and the situation of the Underworld to Gilgamesh.  
In one sense Tablet 12 provides a counterbalance to certain emphases in Tablets 1-11.  We 
have noted that many readers of Gilgamesh prefer the Old Babylonian wisdom of Siduri 
to Siduri of the Standard Gilgamesh.  While I do not share this enthusiasm for the Old 
Babylonian view of life, I can see how it fits into Tablet 12.  Enkidu is advised (by the 
already enlightened Gilgamesh) that he should act in the Underworld in a manner that 
reverses ordinary life on earth.  Enkidu refuses the advice and is trapped in the 
Underworld.  The sequence allows for a reinforcement of “ordinary” life.  Such a life 
consists of wearing clean garments and shoes, cleaning one’s body with perfumed oil, 
carrying weapons, making noise, kissing the wife and son a man loves and beating the 
wife and son he hates.  Most people in the Underworld, as Enkidu describes the place, 
would love to return to such a happy state.  In the Underworld there is little to eat or drink, 
and the world below is very dark—though it is not the world of punishment such as the 
Judeo-Christian and Muslim world envisioned. 

There is, however, a ray of hope for the dead.  In a tradition that goes back millennia, 
where people poured libations through a hole to relieve their dead ancestors, the great 
consolation for mortals is to have a loved one remain on earth.  The fates of the dead 
Enkidu identifies are often dreadful, but he includes the fates of the father who has one, 
two, or six offspring.  In each case, the father below has increasingly good treatment if has 
many children.  The father’s condition improves almost to the level Enkidu had 
experienced on earth. 

Certainly Tablet 12 reinforces the patrimonial, patriarchal family.  Enkidu, of course, has 
no children.  His only hope in the Underworld is his beloved Gilgamesh.  The Sumerian 
King List knows of a Gilgamesh son, a grandson, and other descendents, none of whom 
gained any notice or importance in the traditions even of Uruk.  If Enki insists in “The 
Death of Gilgamesh” that even the hero, being human, must die, a motif that appears in 
“The Early Dynastic Hymn to Gilgamesh,” his special relationship to the Great Goddess 
is what will provide him a special, divine status in the Underworld.  Recall that in “The 
Descent of Inanna” and “The Descent of Ishtar” (in less detail), the sacrifice of the lover, 
Dumuzi/Tammuz, also leads to his transformation as god and judge in the Underworld.  
Like Dumuzi, Gilgamesh will be deified through the Great Goddess, and will remain, as a 
god, of lesser status than Inanna/Ishtar.  But it is still an exalted role.  Thus, for example, 
the Ur III king Shulgi links his fate to his “brother” Gilgamesh. 

In Tablet 12, the deified Gilgamesh is only hinted at, largely through the “secrets” given 
to him by the wise Ea. 

One of the reasons Tablet 12 is often rejected by modern readers is that it is unique in the 
“series” of Gilgamesh tales that make up the Standard Gilgamesh in that it is a very close 
translation into Akkadian of a known Sumerian poem.  John Gardner and I thought there 
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may be a point a reader of Gilgamesh in translation may often miss.  Especially for the 
learned professionals in 2nd and 1st millennia BCE Mesopotamia—such as Sîn-leqi-
unninnī, ancestor of gala and āshipu alike—Sumerian must have had the same prestige 
that, say, Greek had for Latin poets and scholars (and still has for many scholars in the 
modern world).  Bilingual texts, especially the important incantations, have interlinear 
Sumerian and Akkadian versions, and it seems pretty clear that the Sumerian is the text, 
the “modern” Akkadian text a help for those who had not learned the long-dead Sumerian.  
One might find a parallel today in the Qur’an, where the classical Arabic is not quite the 
same as Modern Standard Arabic, and where no translation of the Qur’an into any 
language is considered equal to the original.  As texts like Gilgamesh came to have 
canonical forms toward the end of the 2nd millennium BCE, the professionals who copied 
texts and translated them must have seen the preservation of a Sumerian text in the 
Akkadian of Tablet 12 something far more than a minor effort to keep alive a tradition.  
As both Greek and Latin pass from the Modern West it is well to remember the power 
such languages had for centuries after their classical forms had disappeared from speech. 

Once Again: Are the Heroes Healed? 
As I read Gilgamesh, even if the problematic Tablet 12 is to be ignored, the opening lines 
of Tablet 1 suggests that Gilgamesh suffered from a recognizable condition, akin to the 
Western understanding of melancholia, and that his experiences, written into precious 
tablets, relieved that condition upon his return to Uruk.  We do not know from Gilgamesh 
how Gilgamesh died, if he, like Enkidu, was given special benefits during his lifetime but 
was fated to die young.  The Sumerian “The Death of Gilgamesh” suggests just that.  It 
was a bitter lesson for the hero to learn.  (Gilgamesh learns of his fate through dreams.)  
He was, however, able to overcome the terror that it initially caused him. 

The situation facing Gilgamesh in “The Death of Gilgamesh” is displaced in Gilgamesh 
upon Enkidu.  The wisdom provided to Enkidu by The Sun God in Tablet 7 does not 
obliterate the fear of death, but it does allow him to see the extraordinary benefits his life 
with Gilgamesh has given him.  The language in his acceptance of that wisdom is the same 
as the language of healing in the opening lines of Gilgamesh, where Gilgamesh himself 
has had to learn equally bitter, possibly “tragic” truths. 

Gilgamesh is not “about” sickness and its cure, in the sense that it is a scientific study of 
a pathological state, or in the sense that much of Mesopotamian “literature” is 
incantatory. Yet the double episode of the double character, Gilgamesh/Enkidu, their 
“illness” and the “wisdom” that heals them reflect the way in which Mesopotamian 
literature draws in what we have medicine and psychotherapy to deal with today. 
Certainly scientific medicine is the great gain of the West. Herodotus was appalled at the 
dreadful condition of medicine in Babylon when he (supposedly) visited there. What we 
can gain from Mesopotamia, though, is a working-out of an holistic approach to human 
experience, especially as it reconciles male and female, body and mind. Mesopotamian 
literature is very frank. It seldom ignores a problem, physical or mental. But it had not yet 
learned to separate the parts of man in the destructive ways the West has learned to do--
and is trying to unlearn. 
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Several Mesopotamian incantation texts were mentioned in the context of Enkidu’s death 
in Tablet 7.  Tzvi Abusch has studied another text, this one from the collection Maqlû.2196 
It names a number of gods renowned for their healing powers: Ea, Asalluhi, Gula, 
Nintinugga, and Ningirma.  The first two are well known from the “Divine Dialogues” of 
Ea and his son Asalluhi (assimilated to the Babylonian god Marduk); the last three are 
goddesses, of whom Gula was the most prominent.  In addition to the gods, the seven 
apkallus of Ea’s Eridu are identified.  The object of the incantation is to “soothe the body” 
of a person suffering from a complex that involves nissatu, the most conspicuous of the 
symptoms of Enkidu and Gilgamesh. 

The incantation is known as “Pure Oil, Clear Oil, Bright Oil.”  It is an oil that “purifies” 
the body of the gods (shamnu mullil zumri sha ilī) and “soothes the sinews” of humankind 
(shamnu mupashshih sher’ānī sha amēlūti).  The key term is the one used of Enkidu when 
Shamash calms him and of Gilgamesh in the First Prologue, when he returns to Uruk from 
his journey: pashāhu.  The oil and the “Incantation of Ea” are employed to expel the 
demonic asakku, ahhazu and shuruppû from the body and their more recognizable 
physical symptoms: qūlu (stupor), kūru (apathy) and nissatu.  All three terms point to 
symptoms of depression.  Ea, shar apsî, King of the Apsû, his son, the healing goddesses, 
and the seven apkallu’s effect the “soothing” of the afflicted person. 

Abusch is particularly interested in the way a kind of incantation that addresses an item—
in this case, oil—to enhance and activate the material is, in this incantation, transformed 
into an address that “emphasizes the independent force of speech” itself.  The address is 
placed in “a mythological context and is treated as if it were capable of effecting change 
by itself.”2197 

The incantation reminds us of the power ancient literature was thought to have in healing 
psychosomatic conditions.2198 

2173  The first is the title Samuel Noah Kramer gave to the poem, a title that emphasizes the tree that is 
still not fully identified; the second is Andrew George’s title, which emphasizes the hero’s Sumerian name, 
175-95.  Douglas Frayne refers to it as “Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Underworld,” Foster, 129-43. 
 
2174  Tablet 12, though it has clear support in the colophons that have survived, is not considered part 
of the poem by a number of contemporary translators, like George and Foster; it is retained by others, e.g., 
Stephanie Dalley. 
 
2175  See Jo Ann Scurlock, “Death and the Afterlife In Ancient Mesopotamian Thought,” Civilizations of 
the Ancient Near East, ed. Sasson. 1883-93. 
 
2176  This, in spite of the evidence so far obtained that shows the Standard Akkadian Gilgamesh was 
complete In twelve tablets.  A Gilgamesh complete in eleven tablets, ending with Gilgamesh return to Uruk, 
may someday appear, but the colophons of existing manuscripts clearly mark the beginning of Tablet 12 as 
we have it and indicate that the poem is complete in twelve tablets.  See Parpola, 113, 155. 
 
2177  Stefan Maul, Das Gilgamesch Epos, 41-43. 
 
2178  Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, 42, 120-25. 
 

                                                   



Chapter Ten: Enkidu in the Underworld  Page 950 

 

                                                                                                                                                                    
2179  Stephen Bertman [personal communication]. 
 
2180  See, e.g., Tim Whitmarsh, “The Greek Novel: Titles and Genre,” 587-611. 
 
2181  George introduces and translates Tablet 12 with the three Sumerian recensions, 175-94. 
   
2182  For the son of Gilgamesh, Ur-lugal (Ur-lugal-la, or Ur-nungal), see The Electronic Corpus of 
Sumerian Literature on “The Sumerian King List.”  For the son in “The Death of Gilgamesh,” see Niek 
Veldhuis, “The Solution of the Dream: A New Interpretation of Bilgames’ Death,” 133-48.  The formula used 
in what may be the prototype of “The Sumerian King List” does not include relationships of parent to 
offspring, and the relationship is added only in three unusual cases, one of which is Aka, noted as the son 
of Enmerbaragesi of Kish, Piotr Steinkeller, “An Ur III Manuscript of the Sumerian King List,” Literatur, 
Politik und Recht in Mesopotamien, ed. Walther Sallaberger, 270, 276. 
 
2183  See the extensive discussion in Susan Ackerman, 111-13, 145-48, and Tzvi Abusch, “Ishtar’s 
Proposal and Gilgamesh Refusal: An Interpretation of The Gilgamesh EpIc, Tablet 6, Lines i-79,” 143-87. 

 
2184  Benjamin R. Foster, “Gilgamesh: Sex, Love and the Ascent of Knowledge,” 21-42; in Maier, 
Gilgamesh: A Reader, 63-79. 
 
2185  Tzvi Abusch, “The Development and Meaning of the Epic of Gilgamesh: An Interpretive Essay,” 
614-22; and  “Mourning the Death of a Friend: Some Assyriological Notes,” in Gilgamesh: A Reader, 109-
21. 
 
2186  For Enki/Ea in Tablets 11 and 12, see Kramer and Maier, 117, 160-65.  Poet Charles Olson 
“transposed” Enkidu’s descent into the Underworld; see Maier, “Charles Olson and the Poetic Uses of 
Mesopotamian Scholarship,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 103 (1983), 227-33, to which is 
appended “Musical Settings for Cuneiform Literature: A Discography” by J. M. Sasson, 233-35. 
 
2187  CAD 18.75. 
 
2188  Dina Katz, The Image of the Netherworld in the Sumerian Sources. 
 
2189  Katz, 160-65. 
 
2190  Katz, 236, 242, 247. 
 
2191  Steinkeller, “An Ur III Manuscript of the Sumerian King List,” points out that the USKL ends with 
Ur-Namma and Shulgi.  Shulgi’s name is written with the divine determinative, which allows Steinkeller to 
give a probable date for the version at Shulgi 20-48, when Shulgi had been deified, 269.  Steinkeller 
proposes that the very notion of kingship cycling through Sumerian city-states, a notion absent in USKL, 
developed after the shocking collapse of the Ur III dynasty.  In the earlier text kingship appears to be linear 
concept, originally justifying the immensely long reign of Kish (“as king”) that yielded to Sargon of Akkad. 
 
2192  Dina Katz, The Image of the Netherworld in the Sumerian Sources, 370-374. 
 
2193  Katz, 247. 
 
2194  “The Death of Gilgamesh,” trans. Douglas Frayne, Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh, 145-46. 
 
2195  Katz, 371.  See note 36 for Katz’s interpretation of the roles Enlil and Enki play in “The Death of 
Gilgamesh,” 371-72. 
 
2196  Tzvi Abusch, “Blessing and Praise in Ancient Mesopotamian Incantations,” Literatur, Politik und 
Recht in Mesopotamien, ed. Sallaberger, 4-6.  The text is Maqlû VII 31-49. 
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2197  Abusch, “Blessing and Praise in Ancient Mesopotamian Incantations,” 4. 
 
2198  For examples, see  Bertman and  Parker, The Healing Power of Ancient Literature.    
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