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and would not have him buried —
as if my friend might yet rise up

at my (loud) cries —
for seven days and nights,
until 2 maggot dropped from his nose.
Since he is gone I can no comfort find,
keep roaming like a hunter in the plains.

Death, fear of death, has become an obsession with Gilgamesh. He can
think of nothingelse; the thought that he himself must die haunts him day
and nightand leaves him no peace. He has heard about an ancestor of his,
Utanapishtim, who gained eternal life and now lives far away at the ends
of the world. He decides to go to him to learn the secret of immortality.

So Gilgamesh sets out on his quest. It takes him through the known
world to the mountains where the sun sets in the West. The gate the sun
enters is guarded by a huge scorpion man and his wife, but when Gil-

* gamesh tells them of Enkidu’s death and his quest for life, they take pity
on him and let him enter the tunnel into the mountains through which the
sun travels by night. For twelve double miles, then, Gilgamesh makes his
way through the dark tunnel; only as he nears the gate of sunrise at the
other end does he feel the wind on his face then at last sees the/daylight
ahead. At the gate of sunrise is a wondrous garden in which the trees bear
Jjewels and precious stones as fruits, but its riches hold no temptation for
Gilgamesh whose heart is set on one thing only, not to die. Beyond the
gate lie vast deserts over which Gilgamesh roams, supporting himself by
killing wild bulls, eating their flesh, and dressing in their skin. To get
water he digs wells where wells never were before. Without any goal he
follows the prevailing winds. Shamash, the sun god — always the soul of
moderation — becomes vexed at seeing him thus, and he reasons with

Gilgamesh from the sky. But Gilgamesh will not listen to reason, he just
wants to live:

Is it (so) much — after wandering and roaming
around in the desert —

to lie down to rest in the bowels of the
earth?

I have lain down to sleep full many a time
all the(se) years!
(No!) Let my eyes see the sun

and let me sat¢ myself with daylight!
Is darkness far off?

How much daylight is there? .
When may a dezd man ever see the sun’s splendor?

R.oaming thus, Gilgamesh eventually comes to the shore of the sea that
encircles the earth and here he finds an inn kept by an alewife. His

. 05
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looks and hide clothing frighten the alewife and she hastens to
;;r::teh"elr}');ioor, thinking hima bar;gdit. As Gilgames‘h comes closp, however;
he tells her who he is and speaks of Enkidu who died and of his own El{es
for eternal life, the secret of which he hopes to learn from Utanapis nm(i
The alewife — as had Shamash — sees the hopelessness of his quest an

tries to dissuade him:

Gilgamesh, whither are you roaming?
Life, which you look for, you shall
never find.

(For) when the gods created man, they set
death as share for man, and life

snatched away in their own hands.

You, Gilgamesh, fill your belly,

day and night make merry,

daily hold a festival, .

dance and make music day and night.

And wear fresh clothes,
"and wash your head and bathe.

Look at the child that is holding your hand,
and let your wife delight in your embrace.
These things alone are the concern of man.

But Gilgamesh cannot be reached:

Why, my (good) alewife, do you talk thus?
My heart is sick for my friend.

Why, my (good) alewife, do you talk thus?
My heart is sick for Enkidu!

and he asks her to tell him the way to Utanapishtim. She does so. The
boatman of Utanapishtim, Urshanabi, happens to be on the ma!nland [ﬁ
cut timber, perhaps he will let Gilgamesh cross over with hnrp. Gilgames
finds him, but there are difficulties at first. Gilgamgsh. it seems, has
broken in anger the stone punting poles that Urshanabi uses to Rropel his
boat across the waters of death, probably because Urshanabi did not
immediately grant his request for passage. So now hg has to cut a consid-
erable number of wooden (and so perishable) punting poles needed to
make up for the durable stone ones. But in the end he is taken across to
island on which Utanapishtim lives. '

thj&.nd so at long last, after‘i)ncredible hardships, Gilgamesh has r‘eached
his goal. There on the shore of the island is his forbear Utanapishtim, and
he can ask him how one obtains eternal life. _

Yet, the moment Gilgamesh lays eyes on h.nm, he senses that things are
not quite what he had thought, something is subtly wrong:
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I look at you Utanapishtim,
your proportions are not different,
you are just like me!
Nor are you different,
you are just like me!
My heart was 2!l set
on doing battle with you,
but you in idleness lie on your back.
Tell me, how came you to stand
in the assembly of gods and seek life?

Utanapish.tim then tells him the story of the flood, how he alone was
wa.rned _by.hls lord Ea, built an ark and saved his family and pairs of all
animalsinitand eventually, after the flood, was granted eternal life by the
‘gods as a reward for having saved human and animal life. It is the story of
a unique event which will never recur, not a secret recipe or set of
Instructions for others to follow. It has no relevance for Gilgamesh and his

But for you, now, who will assemble
the gods for you,

that you might find life, which you seek?

Utanapishtim leaves Gilgamesh no time to answer. P is i
because hF wishes to bring his point home through an oijZ?TeiZotrtllihi
cl(])ntest with sleep that is to follow, perhaps itis merely an indication’that
the ﬂood Story was a not too skillful insertion in a shorter tale that
originally had only the object lesson. At any rate, Utanapishtim im-
mednate}y suggests to Gilgamesh that he try not to sleep for six days and
se'vic;n mght,s. Gilgamesh accepts the challenge — a contest, it would seem
l‘;r]n Death’s younger brother Sleep — but as he sits down Sleep sends z;

ast down over him and Utanapishtim sardonically says to his wife:

Look at the strong man who craved life!

Sle.ep is sending a blast down over him
like a rainstorm.

Utanapishtim’s wife, however, takes pity on Gilgamesh, knowin
ffiro}?:‘ thlilsleep he will never waken by himself, thgat ﬁght’ing it is i§1 [f}:cl:
banglil:lg eath; and she bf:gs_her husband to wake him, that he may go
k! l;)eace. Utanap3shtlm 1s not too keen. He knows only too well that
an [ioy n:;ture deceitful, anfi hg expects that Gilgamesh will prove no
o fnd n. He therefore tells his wife to prepare food for Gilgamesh each
Se‘?'emh (;c;;nla}tr:nt:e.d:zs on th;wall behind him. She does so, and on the

ishtim ¢ i i
Utamapisti hadpforesee:f :rse}:nm and he wakes. His first words — as
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As soon as sleep poured down over me
you quickly touched me
so that you awakened me.

but the marks on the wall and the food portions in various states of
staleness bear witness to a different truth. There is no hope, then, and
terror holds Gilgamesh in its grip more desperately than ever.

Gilgamesh said to him, to the faraway Utanapishtim:
“What can I do, Utanapishtim, where will 1 go?
The one who followed behind me,
the rapacious one,
sits in my bedroom, Death!
And wherever I may turn my face,
there he is, Death!”

Utanapishtim has no solace to offer, only tells the boatman Urshanabi
to take Gilgamesh to a place where he can wash, and to give him clean
clothes for the return journey. These clothes will stay fresh until he gets
home. Then Gilgamesh and Urshanabi launch the boat once more, but as
they move off, the wife of Utanapishtim again intercedes for Gilgamesh,
asking her husband what he will give Gilgamesh now that, after so many
hardships, he is on his way home. Gilgamesh brings the boat back to shore
and Utanapishtim tells him of a thorny plant growing in the Apsi, the
sweet waters deep under the earth, which has power to rejuvenate. Its
name is “As Oldster Man Becomes Child.” Gilgamesh, overjoyed, makes
haste to open the valve down to the Apsi, ties stones to his feet, as do the
pearl divers in Bahrein, to drag him down, finds the plant and plucksit,
through it stings his hand, cuts loose the stones, and lets the flood carry
him up and cast him ashore. Delighted, he shows the plant to Urshanabi
— both, apparently, are now on the shore of the Persian Gulf rather than
at Utanapishtim’s island — and tells him of its qualities and how he is
taking it back to Uruk where he will eat it when he grows old and thus
return to childhood.

But the weather is warm and as he travels back Gilgamesh sees an
inviting, cool pond, doffs his clothes, and goes in to bathe. A serpent
smells the odor of the plant which he has left with his clothes, comes out of
its hole, snatches, and eats it. As it disappears again into its hole it sloughs
off its old skin and emerges new and shiny and young.

This spells the end of Gilgamesh's quest. It has come to nothing. The
serpent, not he, has obtained the power of rejuven ition. And so at last he
has to admit defeat, final and utter defeat:

On that day Gilgamesh sat down and wept,
tears streaming down his cheeks:
“For whose sake, Urshanabi, did my arms tire?
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For whose sake has my heart’s blood been spent?
I brought no blessing on myself,
I did the serpent underground good service!”

The mood in which he meets this final defeat, however, is new and other
than what he has been capable of before; it is one of composure, one of

resngqatlon, even humorous, self-ironical resignation, not of terror and
despair. It is a mood not unlike Dryden’s:

Since ev'ry man who lives is born 1o die,
And none can boast sincere felicity,
With equal mind, what happens, let us bear,
Nor joy nor grieve too much
for things beyond our care.
Like pilgrims to th’ appointed place we tend;
The world’s an inn, and death the Jjourney’s end.346

This late and dearly won resj
symbolic expression in the epici
of Uruk which stand for all time

gnation, this acceptance of reality, finds
nareturn to where we began, to the walls

Gilgamesh said to the boatman, Urshanabi:

“Go up, Urshanabi, on the wall of Uruk,
walk around!

Examine the terrace, look closely at the
brickwork!

Is not the base of its brickwork of baked
brick?

Have not Seven masters laid jts foundations?

An acre town and an acre orchards,
an acre riverbed,

also precinct of the Ishtar temple.
Three acres and the Precinct comprises Uruk.”

This ends the story.
Sources

author was driving at, we may profitably
one about sources and another about t
Sources asks what the author had to work
fragments do not yet represent an epic,

ask two fundamental questions,
he theme. The question about
with or — if the O)d Babylonijan
merely a cycle of tales — within
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what frame of reference, within what world of traditional Gilgamesh lore,
the telling of these tales moved. The question about theme probes
further. Itasks what the author (or authors) did with those materials: how
they were aimed, what meanings were seen in them or given to them.
What made them the stuff of poetry?

The sources— what is known about them or can be surmised — we have
tried to present succinctly in a diagram headed “Gilgamesh Tradition.” It
begins with the “historical Gilgamesh,” a ruler of Uruk at circa 2600 B.C.,
in the period known as Early Dynastic 11. The reason we assume that the
Gilgamesh traditions cluster around an actual historical figure is that the
tradition seems to be remarkably informed about the period with which it
deals. Personages encountered in the episodes, such as Enmebaragesi, the
father of Agga of Kish, mentioned in the tale “Gilgamesh and Agga,” have
been proved to be historical by contemporary inscriptions.®*” The name
Gilgamesh itself is composed of elements that were current in proper
names at that time, but fell out of use later; the custom of buryingaruler's
court with him when he died, implied in the tale of “The Death of
Gilgamesh,” is actually known to us from the only slightly younger Royal
Tombs at Ur, after which time it was abandoned.

As ruler of Uruk in the Early Dynastic period the historical Gilgamesh
would have had the title of e n and would have united in his person the
two distinct aspects of that office, magical and martial, which we have
called on the chart respectively, the Heros and the Hero aspects.

The magical, or Heros, aspect of the office of e n we have touched upon
earlier, inour discussion of the yearly rite of the sacred marriage, in which
ahuman e n priest or priestess married a deity. In Uruk, the e n was male
and was the ruler of the city. In the rite he took on the identity of
Dumuzi-Amaushumgalanna and married the goddess Inanna, or Ishtar.
Their union magically ensured fertility and plenty for all. As shown by the
famous Uruk Vase on which the rite is pictured, it was celebrated in that
city as early as Protoliterate times.

The magic powers of the e n were not limited to his ritual role in the
sacred marriage. They belonged to him in his own right and continued to
be effective after his death when he dwelt in the underworld, in the earth
from which emanated the powers that made trees and plants, orchards,
fields, and pasturage all grow and thrive. Notably successful e n priests, in
whose time there had been years of plenty, continued, therefore, to be
worshiped with funerary offerings after their death to insure that they
would continue their blessings. The historical Gilgamesh, we may assume,
was such a figure, credited with the power to produce plentiful years and
continuing to be worshiped after his death. Qur first tangible indication
that this was so comes from account texts trom Girsu of around 2400 u.c..
They show that funerary offerings for successful dead e n priests and



