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The Mesopotamian
Religions

Mircea Ellade, frans. by Willard R. Trask

* Hispory begins at Swmer ™

Th is the well-known title of & book by 8 M. Eramer In it, the
eminent American Orientalist showed that our earliest information
comterning & number of religious imtifutions, techniques, and con-
ceptions is preserved in Sumerian texts, That s they represnt the
earlest writter documents, whose origimals o back 1o the third
millenniwm. Bt these documents cerlainly rellect more archaic
pieligicus beliefe,

The origin and early kistory of Sumenan civilizations are s5ll mes
perfectly known. 1L is supposed that & population speaking Sumersan,
a language that is not Semitic and cannod be explnined by any
other known linguistic family, came down from the northern fegions
and settled 1o Lower Mesopotamia Very probably the Sumersans
congquertd the aulochihonous inhabitants, whose cthnic component
is still uakmnown (culiurally, they shamed in the Obeid civikzation ; see
§ 133 Mot bong afterward, groups of nomads coming from the Synan
desert and speaking 0 Semilk language, Akkadan, began entcfing
the territories north of Sumer, al the same time infiltrating the
Sumerian cities in sseoessive waves, Toward the middhe of the third
millenniam, weler a leader who became lkegendary, Sargon, the
Akkacians imposed thar sapremacy on the Sumenan cities. Yet,
even before the conguest, & Sumerc-Akkadzan symbiosis developed,
which was greaily mcreased by the unification of the ao countnes,
Thirly of lorty years ago scholses referned 1o 8 single cultare, the
Babylomian, the resalt of the fusion of these two ethnic stocks, T is
now geperally agreed that the Sumenan and Ak kadipn contributions
should be sudied scparately, for, despite the fact that 1the invoders



had assimilated the culture of the defeated people, the creative genius
of the two was different.

It is especially in the religious domain that these differences are
perceptible. From the most remote antiquity, the characteristic
emblem of divine beings was a horned tiara. At Sumer, then, as
everywhere in the Mear East, the religious symbolism of the bull,
documented from the Meolithic, had been handed down uninter-
ruptedly. In other words, the divine modality was defined by the
power and the “transcendence” of space, i.c., the stormy sky in
which thunder sounds (for thunder was assimilated to the bellowing
of bulls), The *transcendent,” celestial structure of divine beings 15
confirmed by the determinative sign that precedes their ideograms
and that originally represented a star. According 1o the vocabularies,
the proper meaning of this determinative is “sky." Hence every
divinity was imagined as a celestial being; this is why the gods and
goddesses radiated a very bright light.

The earliest Sumerian texts reflect the work of classification and
syslematization accomphshed by the priests. First of all is the triad
of the great gods, followed by the triad of the planetary gods. We
have also been left lengthy lists of divinities of all kinds, concerning
whom we very often know nothing but their names. At the dawn of
its Aistory, the Sumerian religion already proves to be ancient. To be
sure, the texts so far discovered are fragmentary and peculiarly
difficult to interpret. However, even on the basis of this sparse
information, we can understand that certain religous traditions were
in the course of losing their original meanings. The process is per-
ceptible even in the triad of the great gods, made up of An, En-lil, and
En-ki. As his name shows {an = sky), the first is a uranian god. He
must have been the supreme sovereign god, the most important in
the pantheon; but An already presents the syndrome of a dews osiosms.
More active and more “actual™ are En-lil, god of the atmosphere
(also called the “ Great Mount™), and En-ki, *Lord of the Earth,”
god of the “foundations,” who has wrongly been taken by madern
scholars 1o be the god of the primordial waters because, in the
Sumerian view, the earth was supposed to rest on the ocean.

S0 far, no cosmogonic text properly speaking has been discovered,
but some allusions permit us to reconstruct the decisive momenis of
creation, as the Sumerians conceived il. The goddess Nammu (whose
name is written with the pictograph representing the primordial sea)



is presented as “the mother who gave birth to the Sky and the
Earth™ and the *ancestress who brought forth all the gods.” The
theme of the primordial waters, imagined as a totality at once cosmic
and diving, is quite frequent in archaic cosmogonies. In this case too,
the watery mass is identified with the original Mother, who, by
parthenogenesis, gave birth to the first couple, the Sky (An) and the
Earth (Ki), incarnating the male and female principles. This first
couple was united, to the point of merging, in the Aieros gamos. From
their union was born En-lil, the god of the atmosphere. Another
fragment informs us that the latter separated his parents: the god An
carried the sky upward, and En-lil took his mother, the Earth, with
him.! The cosmogonic theme of the separation of sky and carth is
also widely disseminated. It is found, indeed, at different levels of
culture, But probably the version recorded in the Near East and the
Mediterranean derive, in the last analysis, from the Sumeérian
tradition.

Certain texts describe the perfection and bliss of the *beginnings ™ :
*the ancient days when each thing was created perfect,” ete.® How-
ever, the true Paradise seems to be Dilmun, a country in which
nenther illness nor death exists, There “no hon kills, no woll carries
off a lamb, . . . No man with eye discase repeats: *My eyes are sick.”
.. . No night watchman walks about his post.”? Yet, all in all, this
perfection was a stagnation. For the god En-ki, the Lord of Dilmun,
lay asleep beside his wife, who was still a virgin, as the earth itself
was virgin. When he woke, En-ki united with the goddess MNin-gur-
sag, then with the daughter whom the latter bore, and finally with
the daughter’s daughter—for this iz a theogony that musi be com=
pleted in this paradisal land. But an apparently insignificant incident
occasions the first divine drama. The god eats certain plants that had
just been created; but he was supposed to “ determine their destiny,™
that s, to settle their mode of being and thewr function. Outraged by
this senseless act, Nin-gur-sag declares that she will no longer look
on En-ki with the “look of life,” and thus he will die. And in fact

1. See 5. W, Kramer, From rhe Tablery of Sumer, pp. 77 ., and The Jume-
riars, p. 145,

2. See a mew Cranslation of the poem “Gilgamesh, Enkidy, and the Under-
world ™ in Giorgso B, Castelling, Mitologls sumerico-acoadia, pp. 176-81. On
the Egypitan conccption of initial perfection, sec § 25,

3, Afver the wranslation of Maurice Lamben, in La Maissgace dv Momde,
p. 106,



unknown ills afllict the god, and his increasing weakness presages
his speedy death. Finally, it is his wile who cures him,*

As it has been possible 1o reconstruct i, this myth shows instances
of rehandling, the purpose of which cannot be determined. The
paradisal theme, completed by a theogony, ends in a drama that
reveals the crime and punishment of a creator god, followed by an
ingreasing weakness that portends his death. Cenainly, a fatal faul
is involved, for En-ki &fd nor behave in accordance with the principle
that he incarnated. This fault came near o compromising the structure
of his own creation. Other texts have preserved the lamentations of
the gods when they fall victims to fate. And we shall later s¢¢ the
risks run by Inanna in going beyvond the frontiers of her sovereigniy.
What is surprising in the drama of En-ki is not the mortal nature of
the gods but the mythological context in which it is proclaimed.

17. Mlan before his gods

There are at least four Sumerian narratives that explain the origin of
man. They are so different that we must assume 2 plurality of
traditions. One myth relates that the first human beings sprouted
from the ground like the plants. According to another version, man
was fashioned from clay by certain divine artisans; then the goddess
Mammu modeled a heant for him, and En-ki gave him life. Other
texts name the goddess Aruru as the creator of human beings.
Finally, according to the fourth version, man was formed from the
blood of two Ligma gods immolated for the purpose. This last theme
will be revived and reinterpreted in the famous Babylonian cosmo-
gonic poem, Enuma elish (§ 21).

All these motifs, with numerous vananis, are documented more or
less throughout the world. According 1o two of the Sumeran
versions, the primitive man shared in 2 way in the divine substance:
in En-ki"s vital breath or in the blood of the Ligma gods. This means
that there was no impassable distance between the divine mode of
being and the human condition. It is true that man was created in
order to serve the gods, who, first of all, needed to be fed and clothed,*

4, Welollow the interpretation given by B, Jestm, ** La religion sumdricnne,”
p. 170,

S, On the culle, se¢ Kramer, The Sumerians, pp. 140 .2 A, L, Oppenheim,
Ancient Mesopotamia, pg. 183 1.



The cult was conceived of as service Lo the gods. However, if men are
the pods’ servants, they are not their slaves, The sacrifice consisted
primarily in offerings and homage. As for the great collective festivals
of the city—celebrated at the Mew Year or at the building of a temple
—ihey have a cosmological structiure,

Raymond Jestin cmphasizes the fact that the notion of sin, the
expiatory element, and the idea of the scapegoat are not documented
in the texts.® This implies that men are not only servanis of the gods
but are also their imitators and hence their collaborators. Since the
gods arc responsible for the cosmic order, men must obey their
commands, for these are based on the norms—the “decrees,” me—
which insure the functioning both of the world and of human
sociely.” These decrecs establish, that 15, determine, the destiny of
every being, of cvery form of Life, of every divine or human enfer-
prise, The determination of the decrees is accomplished by the act of
naii-tar, which constitutes, and proclaims, the decision taken. At
cach Mew Year the gods fAix the destiny of the following twelve
months, This, to be sure, 15 an old idea, found elsewhere in the Near
East; but the first strictly articulated expression of it is Sumerian and
shows the deep work of investigation and systematization performed
by the theologians.

The cosmic order 15 continually troubled, first of all by the Great
Scrpent, which threatens to reduce the world to chaos, and then by
men’s crimes, faults, and ercors, which must be expiated and purged
by the help of various rites. But the world is periodically regenerated,
i.¢., re=created, by the festival of the New Year. " The Sumerian name
of this festival, g-ki-fif, means “power making the world live again®
{rif means *live” and "“live again®; thus a sick man *lives [again],” that
is, is cured); the whole cycle of the law of eternal return is evoked.™*
More or less similar mythico-ritual scenarios of the Mew Year are

&, Jestin, "' La religion sumérienne, ™" p. 184, **° Penitential psalms” appear in
the kate literature, bat the increasing Semiti influence that is discernible in
them no longer permits them to be considered genuing expressions of Sumerian
comchousness” (ibid.),

T. On thee pe of the difTerent trades, vocations, and institutions, see Kramer,
From the Tablets, pp, 89 . The Svemerians, pp, 117 1. The term me has been
transhated by ‘“being” (Jacobsen) or ““divine power” (Landsberger and
Falkenstein} and has been interpreted as & “divine immanence in dead and
living matter, unchangeable, subsistent, but impersgnal, to which only the

goeds have aocess ™ (), van Dyk ),
&. Jestin, " La religion suméricanc,”” p. 181,
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documented in countless cultures. We shall have occasion 0 gauge
their importance when we analyze the Babylonian festival akiru (8 22).
The scenario involves the fleros gamos belween wo patron divinities
of the city, represented by their statues or by the sovercign (who
received the title of husband of the goddess Inanna and incarnated
Dumuz)® and a hieredule. This hieros gamos actualized the come-
municn between the gods and men—a momeniary communicn, 1o be
sure, bul with considerable consequences. For the divine encrgy
flowed directly upon the city (that is, upon the Earth), sanctified i,
and insured its prosperity and happiness for the beginning year.

Sull moere important than the MNew Year festival was the one
associated with the building of a temple. It was no less a reiteration
of the cosmogony, for the temple—the “palace™ of the god—
represented the most perfect fmago mrendi. The idea 15 archaic and
widely disseminated. (We shall find it in the myth of Baal, §350.)
According to the Sumenan tradition, after the creation of man, one
of the gods founded the five cities; he built them “in pure places,
called their names, apportioned them as cult centers.”*? Since that
time the gods have contenied themselves with imparting the plans of
cities and sanctuaries directly to the sovereigns. In a dream King
Gudea sees both the goddess Nidaba showing him a placard on which
the beneficent stars are named and a god revealing the plan of the
temple 1o him.'* The models of the temple and the city are, we might
say, “transcendental,” for they preexist in the sky. The Babylonian
cities had their archetypes in the constellations: Sippar in Cancer,
Miniveh in the Great Bear, Assur in Arcturus, etc.'® This concept is
general in the ancient East.

The institution of kingship was similarly “lowcred from the sky,"”
together with its emblems, the tiara and the throne.** After the flood,
it was brought down to earth for the second time. The beliel in
the preexistence of words and institutions will have considerable
imporiance for archaic ontology and wall And s most famous

9, See 5. M. Kramer. “'Le Rite de Mariage sacré Dumuzi-Inanna,” p. 129,
and his. The Sacred Marriape Rite, pp. 49 T,

10, See the text tramsiated by Kramer, From the Tablets, p. 177,

11, E. Burrows, ““Some Cosmological Patterns in Babylonian Religion,"”
PR, 65T,

12, Sec ibid., pp. GO

13, 5ce the " Sumenan King List," translaied by Kramer, The Swmerians,
pp. 32211,
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expression in the Platonic doctrine of Ideas. It is attested for the first
time in Sumerian documents, but its roots presumably reach down
into prehistory. Indeed, the theory of celestial models continues and
develops the universally disseminated archaic conception that man's
acts are only the repetition (imitation) of acts revealed by divine
beings.

18, The first myth of the flood

Rovalty had to be brought down from the sky again after the flood,
for the diluvial catastrophe was equivalent to the end of the world.
In fact, only a single human being, named Zisudra in the Sumerian
version and Utnapishtim in the Akkadian, was saved. But, unlike
Moah, he was not allowed to live on in the new carth that emerged
from the waters, More or less divinized, bul in any case enjoying
immorialily, the survivor is iransported to the land of Dilmun
(Zisudra) or to the *mouth of the rivers™ (Utnapishtim). From the
few fragments of the Sumerian version that have come down to us
we learn that, despite the reluctance or the opposition of some
members of the pantheon, the great gods decide to desiroy humanity
by the flood. Someone mentions the merits of King Zisudra, ** humble,
obedient, pious.” Informed by his protector, Zisudra learns of the
decision reached by An and En-lil. The text is here interrupted by a
long lacuna. Probably Zisudra received exact instructions for building
the ark. After seven days and seven nights the sun comes out again,
and Zisudra prostrates himsell before the sun god, Utu, In the last
fragment that has been preserved, An and En-lil confer on him * the
life of a god™ and the *“*eternal breath™ of the gods and send him to
live in the fabulous land of Dilmun,™*

The same theme of the Deluge is found in the Epic of Gilgamesh.
This famous work, which has been fairly well preserved, casis still
greater light on the similarities 10 the biblical narrative, In all
probability, we may assume the existence of a common, and quite
archaig, source. As has been well known since the compilations made
by B. Andree, H. Usener, and 1. G. Frazer, the deluge myth is almost
universally disseminated; it 13 documented in all the comtinents

14, Sec Kramer, From the Tablets, pp. 177 i1, ; Kramer, Sumerien Mythology,
pp. 97 I.; and G, R. Caselling, Mirelopia, pp. 140-43,
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(though very rarely in Africa) and on variows cultural levels. A
certain number of variants seem (o be the resull of dissemination,
first from Mesopotamia and then from India. It is equally possible
that one or several diluvial catastrophes gave rise to fabulous narra-
tives, But it would be risky to explain so widespread a myth by
phenomena of which no geological traces have been found. The
majoerity of the flood myths seem in some sense Lo form part of the
cosmic rhythm: the old world, peopled by a fallen humanity, is
submerged under the waters, and some time later a new world
emerges from the aquatic * chaos,™*®

In a large number of vanants, the flood s the result of the sins
(or ritual faults) of human beings: somelimes it results simply from
the wish of a divine being 1o put an end to mankind. It s difficult 1o
determine the cause of the flood in the Mesopotamian tradition.
Some allusions suggest that the gods reached the decision because of
“sinners.” According to another, En-lil’s anger was aroused by the
intolerable “uproar”” made by human beings.'® However, il we
examuné the myths that, in other cultures, announce the coming
flood, we find that the chief causes lie ar anee fn the sine of men and
the decrepitude of the world, By the mere fact that it exists—that is,
that it fives and produces—the cosmos gradually deteriorates and
ends by falling into decay. This is the reason why it has to be re-
created. In other words, the lood realizes, on the macrocosmic scale,
what 15 symbolically effected during the New Year festival: the “end
of the world™ and the end of a sinful humanity in order to make a
new creation possible.'?

19. Descent to the underworld: Inanna and Dumuoz

The triad of Sumerian planetary gods was made up of Nanna-Suen
ithe Moor), Utu (the Sun), and Inanna, goddess of the planet Venus

15 On the symbolism implicit in certain floosd myths, see Eliade, Patterns
in Comparailve Religloa, pp, 210,

16, We shall see (§ 21) that it is always the * noise"—on this occasion, the
uproar made by the young gods, preventing him from sleeping--that dedides
Apsu to exterminate them ($e¢ Eawma efigh, tab. 1, lines 21 {.)

17, See Myth and Reality, pp. 5 i, According 1o the version preserved in
the Epic af Atrahagis, after the flood Ea decided to create seven men and seven
women; see Heidel, The Gilpamesh Epic, pp. 259-60,
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and of love, The gods of the Moon and the Sun will have their apogee
during the Babylonian period. As for Inanna, homologized with the
Akkadian Ishtar and later with Ashtarte, she will enjoy an “ actuality™
in both cult and mythology never approached by any other goddess of
the Near East. At her apogee, Inanna-Ishiar was the goddess at once
of love and of war, that is, she governed life and death; to indicate
the fullness of her powers, she was called hermaphroditic (Jshrar
Barbara). Her personality was already fully outlined in the Sumerian
period, and her central myth constitutes onc of the most significant
creations of the ancient world, The myth begins with a love story:
Inanna, the tutclary goddess of Erech, marrics the shepherd
Drumuzi,'* who thus becomes sovergign of the city. Inanna proclaims
her passion and her happiness aloud: “1, in joy [ walk!... My
Lord is seemly for the sacred lap.” Yet she has a presentiment of
the tragic fate that awaits her husband: “My beloved, my man of
the heart...thee, I have brought about an evil for you ... you
have touched your mouth to ming, you have pressed my lips 1o
vour head, that 15 why yvou have been decreed an ewil fate™ (Kramer,
*Le rte de mariage sacré,” p. 141).

This *evil fate” was decided on the day when the ambitious
Inanna determined to go down into the underworld to supplant her
“elder sister,” Ereshkigal. Sovercign of the Great Above, Inanna
aspires also to reign over the World Below. She manages (o enter
Ereshkigal's palace, but, as she successively passes through the Seven
Gates, the gatckeepers stnp her of her clothes and ormaments. Inanna
arrives stark naked—-that is, siripped of all * power ™—in her sister’s
presence, Ereshkigal fixes the *look of death™ on her, and ** her body
became inert.” After three days, her devoted friend Ninshubur,
obeying the instructions that Inanna had given her before setting out,
informs the gods En-lil and MNanna-Sin. But they decling to intervéne,
because Inanna, they say, by entering a domain—the Land of the
Dead—which 15 governed by inviolable decrees, “sought o meddlc
with forbidden things.” However, En-lil finds a solution: he creates
two messengers and sends them (o the underworld carrying “the

18 According 1o anoher version, dhe frst preferred the farmer Enkimdu,
bait her brother, the sun goed Utu, makes her change her mind; soe Bramer,
The Sacred Marrfogpe Kive, pp. 6% i, and his " Le Rie de Mariage Sacré
Dumuzi-Inanna,” pp. 124 . Excepd where otherwise specified, we use the
translations by Kramer published in the latter article
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food of life™ and *the water of life.” By a trick, they sucoeed in
reviving “the corpse, which was hanging from a nail.” Inanna was
preparing to ascend, when the Seven Judges of the Underworld (the
Anunaki) held her back, saying: *Who, having descended into the
underworld, has ever ascended from the underworld again un-
harmed 7 I Inanna wishes 10 ascend out of the underworld, let her
furnish a replacement!™?

Inanna returns (o carth escorted by a troop of demons, the gallas;
they are to bring her back if she does not furnish them with another
divine being. The demons first try to seize Minshubur, but Inanna
stops them. Mext they all go to the citics of Umma and Bad-Tibira;
terrified, their tutclary divinities crawl in the dust at Inanna’s feet,
and the goddcess pities them and decides to scarch elsewhere. Finally
they arrive at Erech. In surprise and indignation, Inanna discovers
that, instead of lamenting, Dumuzi was sitting on his throne, richly
clad—satishied, it almost seemed, 1o be sole soversign of the city.
“8he fixed an ¢ve on him; the eve of death! She spoke a word against
him: the word of despair! She cried out against him: the cry of
damnation! *This one (she said 1o the demons), carry him away.'"**

Dumuz implores his brothers-in=law, the sun god U, to change
him into a snake, and flees 1o the house of his sister, Geshiinanna,
then to his sheepfold. There the demons seize him, torture him, and
lead him to the underworld, A lacuna in the text prevents us from
reading the cpilogee. “In all probability, it is Ereshkigal who,
softened by Dumuzi's tears, lightens his sad fate by deciding that he
should spend only half the year in the netherworld and that his sister,
Creshtinanna, should replace him during the other half™ {Kramer,
“Le nte de manage sacré,” p. 144).

The same myth, but with some sigmificant differences, is narrated
in the Akkadian version of the Descenr of Ishtar to the Underworld,
Before the publication and translation of the Sumerian texts, it was
possible 1o believe that the goddess journcyed 1o the * Land without
return ™ after the “death™ of Tammuz and precisely in order to bring
him back. Certain clcments that arc absent in the Sumerian version

9. Aler the translation by Jean Boltéro, Aamusire de I'Ecole des Haures
Erudes, sec. 4 (1971-72), p. 5.

2. After the translation by Bottdro, ibid., p. #1. In another version, it i fear
that seems (0 explain Inanna’s action, When the demons seiced her and were

threatening 1o take her back, " Terrified, she abandons Dumuzi 1o them!
“This young man” {she siys 10 them), ' chain his feet” ™ (ibid.).



scemed to support this interpretation—in the ficst place, the disastrous
consequences of I[shtar's captivity, which are emphasized in the
Akkadian version: human and animal reproduction ended entirely
after the goddess™s disappearance. This calamity was understandable
as following upon the interruption of the hieros gamor belween the
goddess of love and fertility and Tammuz, her beloved husband. The
catastrophe was of cosmic proportions, and, in the Akkadian
version, it is the great gods who, terrified by the imminent disappear-
ance of life, had to intervene to frec [shtar.

What is surprising in the Sumerian version is the “psychological,”
that is, human, justification for the condemnation of Dumuzi:
everything seems to be explained by Inanna’s anger at finding her
husband proudly seated on his throne. This romantic explanation
appears to overliec a more archaic idea: * death ™ —ritual and therefore
reversible—inevitably follows every act of creation or procreation.
The kings of Sumer, like the Akkadian kings later, incarnate Dumuzi
in the hieros gamos with Inanna.®* This, 1o a greater or lesser degree,
implies acceptance of the ritual ** death™ of the king. In this case, we
must suppose, behind the story transmitted by the Sumernan text, a
“mystery ™ established by Inanna wo insure the cycle of universal
fertility. It is possible 1o perceive an allusion to this “mystery™ in
Gilgamesh's scornful answer when Ishtar invites him to become her
husband : he reminds her that it is she whoe decreed the yearly lamenta-
tions for Tammuz.** But these lamentations were ritual: the young
god’s descent to the underworld was bewailed on the cighteenth of
the month of Tammuz (June-July), though everyone knew that he
would rise again six months later,

The cult of Tammuz & disseminated more or less everywhere
in the Middle East. In the sixth century, Ezekicl (8:14) cried out
against the women who wept for him ¢ven at the gates of the Temple.
Tammuz ends by taking on the dramatic and clegiac figurc of the
young gods who die and are resurrected annually. But his Sumerian
prototype probably had a more complex structure: the kings who
incarnated him, and who therefore shared his fate, annually cele-
brated the recreation of the world. But in order wo be re-created

21, See Kramer, The Socred Marrlage Rite, pp. 63 T, and ¥ Le Rite de
Mariage Sacrd.” pp. 131 1T,

i3, Tablet VI, lines 46-47, Bottéro {p. 83) renders: “Tammuez, thy first
hushand, it is thou who didsi eitablish universal mouwrning for him."
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anew, the world had to be annihilated; the precosmogonic chaos
also implied the ritual death of the king, his descent to the under-
world. In short, the two cosmic modalitics—Ilife/death, chaos/cosmos,
sterilityfertility—constituted the two moments of a single process.
This *mystery,” perceived after the discovery of agriculture, becomes
the principle of a unified explanation of the world, of life, and of
human existence; it transcends the vegetable drama, since it also
governs Lthe cosmic rhythms, hbuman destiny, and relations with the
gods. The myth relates the defeat of the goddess of fove and fertility
in her attempt to conquer the kingdom of Ereshkigal, that s, ro
abolish death. In consequence, men, as well as certan gods, have (o
accept the alermation life/death. Dumuzi-Tammuz disappears, 10
reappear six months later, This alternation—periodical presence and
absence of the god—was able 1o instilute “mysierics™ concerning
the salvation of men, their destiny after death. The role of Dumuzi-
Tammuz, ritually incarnated by the Sumero-Akkadian kings, was
considerable, for it effected a connection between the divine and
human modalitics. Eventually, every human being could hope 1o
enjoy this privilege, previously reserved for kings.

0. The Sumero-Akkadian synthcsis

The majority of the Sumerian city-temples were united by Lugal-
zaggisi, the sovereign of Umma, about 2375 n.c. This is the first
manifesiation of the imperial idea of which we have any knowledge.
A generation later the attempt was repeated, with greater success, by
Sargon, king of Akkad. But Sumcrian civilization prescrved all its
structures, The change concerned only the kings of the city-temples:
they acknowledged themselves to be tributaries 1o the Akkadian
conquerar. Sargon’s empire collapsed alter a century, as the result of
attacks by the Gutians, barbanians who led a nomadic existénce in
the region of the Upper Tigris. Thereafter, the history of Mesopo-
tamia seems (o repeat itsell: the poliical unity of Sumer and Akkad
is destroyed by barbanans from without ; in their turn, these are over-
thrown by internal revolis,

Thus, the domination of the Guiians lasted only a century, and was
replaced, for another centory (ca. 2050-1950 n.c.), by the kings of the



third dynasty of Ur. It is during this period that Sumerian civilization
attained its culminating point. But it was also the last manifestation of
Sumerian political power, Harassed by the Elamites on the cast and, on
the west, by the Amorites, who came from the Syro-Arabian descrt, the
empire fell. For more than two centuries Mesopotamia remained divided
into several states. 1t was not until about 1700 p.c. that Hammurakby, the
Amorite sovereign of Babylon, succeeded in imposing unity, He fixed the
center of the empire Farther north, in the city of which he was the sovereign.
The dynasty founded by Hammurabi, which appeared to be all-powerful,
reigned for bess than a century. Other barbarians, the Kassites, come down
from the north and begin to harass the Amornites. Finally, about 1525 5.,
they triwmph. They will remain the masters of Mesopotamia for fowr
centuries,

The transformation of the city-temples to city-states and then to
the empire represents a phenomenon of considerable imponance in
the history of the Near East.*® For our purpose, it is imporiant to
cite the fact that the Sumerian language, though it ceased to be spoken
about 2000 B.c., retained 115 function as the Iturgical language and,
indeed, as the language of knowledge for hfteen more centuries.
Other liturgical languages will have a similar destiny: Sanskrit,
Hebrew, Latin, Old Slavic, Sumerian religious conservatism is carried
on in the Akkadian structures. The supreme triad remained the
same: An, En-lil, Ea (= En-ki). The astral triad partly takes over the
Semitic names of the respective divinities: the Moon, Sin {(which
derives from the Sumerian Suen); the Sun, Shamash; the planet
Venus, Ishiar (= Inanna). The underworld continued 1o be governed
by Ereshkigal and her husband, MNergal. The few changes, imposed
by the needs of the empire—for example, the transfer of religious
primacy to Babylon and the replacement of En-lil by Marduk—
“took centuries to come about.”* As for the temple, “nothing
essential changed in its general plan . . . from the Sumerian phase on,
except perhaps the size and number of buildings.”**

Mevertheless, the contributions of the Semitic religious genius are
added 1o the earlier structures. A first example is that of the two
“nabional” gods—Marduk of Babylon and, later, the Assyrian

23, Mew institutions (such as the professional army and the bureavcracy)
are firsl documented : in the course of time they will be adopted by other sLated.

24. Jean Mougayrod, *La refigion babylonkenne,” p, 217,

25, 1bid., p. 236,
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Assur—who are raised o the rank of universal divinities. Equally
significant is the importance assumed in the cult by personal prayers
and penitential psalms. One of the most beautiful Babylonian
prayers is addressed to all the gods, even to those whom the speaker
of the prayer admits that he does not know: “Q Lord, . . . great are
my sins. O god whom I do not know, great are my sins. ... O
poddess whom [ do not know, great are my sins. .. . Man knows
nothing; whether he is committing sin or doing good, he does not
even know. . . . O my Lord, do not cast thy servant down. My trans-
Pressions are seven Limes seven; remove my Lransgressions.”* In
the penitential psalms the speaker ackmowledges his guilt and
confesses his sins alowd, The confession is accompanied by precise
liturgical gestures: kneeling, prostration, and “fattening the
nose,”

The great gods—An, En-lil, and Ea—gradually lose their suprem-
acy in the cult. The worshipers address themselves rather to
Marduk or to the astral divinities, Ishtar and especially Shamash. In
the course of time the latter will become the unrivaled universal
divinity. A hymn prociaims that the sun god is revered everywhere,
even among foreigners; Shamash defends justice, he punishes the
wrongdoer and rewards the just.*” The numinous character of the
gods increases: they inspire a holy fear, especially by their terrifying
brightness. Light 15 considered to be the particular atribute of
divinity, and, insofar as the king shares in the divine condition, he
himsell emanates rays of light.*®

Another creation of Akkadian religious thought is divination. We
also note a multiplication of magical practices and the development
of the occult disciplines (especially astrology), which will later
become popular throughout the Asiatic and Mediterranean worlkd.

In short, the Semitic contribution is charactenized by the impor-
tance accorded to the personal element in religious experience and
by the exaltation of certain divinities to a supreme rank. Yet this
new and grandiose Mesopotamian synthesis presents a tragic view
of human existence,

26, Tramslation condensed from F. J. Sievens, In ANET, pp, 391-%2. The
lines cited are 21-26, 51-33, and 39-60,

27, See the translation in ANET, pp, 387-89,

8. A, Leo Oppenheim, Aaclend Meseporamiz, p. 176 E. Cassin, La
sptendeur diciar, pp. 26 f1., 65 i, and passim.



21, Creation of the world

The cosmogonic poem kKnown as the Fnwma elish (alter its frcipir:
“When on high™) constitutes, with the Epic of Gilgamesh, the most
important creation of the Akkadian religion. Nothing comparable in
greatness, in dramatic tension, in its ¢ffort to connect the theogony,
the cosmogony, and the creation of man, is to be found in Sumerian
literature, The Enumag elish narrates the orgin of the world in order
to exalt Marduk, Despite their being reinterpreted, the themes are
ancicnt: first of all, the primordial image of an undifferentiated
aquatic totality, in which the first couple, Apsu and Tiamat, can be
discerned. (Other sources specify that Tiamat represents the sea, and
Apsu the mass of fresh water on which the earth floats) Like so
many other original divinities, Tiamat is conceived of as at once
woman and bisexual. From the mixture of fresh and salt waters other
divine couples are born. Almost nothing is known about the second
couple, Lakhmu and Lakhamu (according to one tradition they were
sacrificed in order to create man) As for the third couple, Anshar
and Kishar, their names in Sumerian mean *totality of the upper
elements™ and “totality of the lower elements.”

Time passes (“the days stretched out, the years muluplied™).
From the kieros gamios of these two complementary *“totalities™ is
born the god of the sky, Anu, who in his tum engenders Nudimmud
{= Ea).* By their play and their cries these young gods trouble
Apsu's repose. He complains to Tiamat: * Unbearable to me is their
behavior. By day, | cannot rest; by might, J cannot sleep. I want o
annihilate them, in order to put an end to their doings. And let
silence reign for us, at last we can sleep!™ (1ablet 1, lines 37-39). We
can read in these lines the nostalgia of matter (that is, of a mode of
being corresponding to the inertia and unconsciousness of substance)
for the primordial immobility, the resistance to all movement—the
preliminary condition for the cosmogony. Tiamat “ began o ory out
against her husband. She gave a ¢ry of pain ... : “What! We shall
ourselves destroy what we have created! Painful, to be sure, is their

29, Tablet I, line 13, Unless otherwise indicated, we follow the translation
by Paul Garelli and Marcel Leibovici, * La nassance du monde selon Akkad,™
pp. 13345, We have also used ihe translations by Labat, Heidel, Speiser, and
Castelling,

30, Of the divinities of the great Sumerian triad, En-0il 14 missing; his place
was taken by Marduk, son of Ea.
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behavior, but let us be patient and mild*™ (1. 41-46). Bui Apsu
would not be persuaded.

When the young gods learned of their ancestor’s decision, “they
were left speechless™ (58). But the “all-knowing Ea™ se1 1o work.
With his magical incantations, he makes Apsu sink into a deep sleep,
he takes away “his brightness and clothes himself in it,” and, after
binding him, kills him. Ea thus became the god of the Waters, which
he thenceforth named apsi. It is in the depths of the apsu, *in the
chamber of destinies, the sanctuary of archetypes™ (79), that his wife,
Damkina, gave birth to Marduk. The text exalts the gigantic majesty,
the wisdom, and the omnipotence of this last-born of the gods. It is
then that Ang resumes the altack on his ancestors., He caused the
four winds to rise and “created the waves to trouble Tiamat™ (108).
The gods, deprived of rest, turn to their mother: * When they killed
Apsu, thy spouse, far from walking at his side, thou didst remain
apart without a word ™ (113-14).

This time, Tiamat decided to react. She formed monsters, snakes,
the * great hion,” “raging demons,” and yvet others, “ pitiless bearers
of arms, unafraid of battle™ (144). And **among the gods, her first-
born, . .. she exalted Kingu™ (147 f). Tiamat fastencd to Kingu's
chest the tablet of Destinies and bestowed the supreme power on him
(144 fT). Faced with these preparations, the young gods lose courage.
Meither Anu nor Ea dares 1o confront Kingu. It is only Marduk who
accepts the battle, but on condition that he should first be proclaimed
supreme god, which the gods hasten to grant. The batile between the
iwo troops 15 decided by a single combat between Tiamal and
Marduk. “*When Tiamat opened her maw to swallow him™ (4. 97),
Marduk hurled the raging winds, which * dilated her body. She was
left with her belly swollen and her mouth gaping. He then loosed an
arrow, which perforated her belly, tore her entrails, and pierced her
heart. Having thus overcome her, he ook her life, threw the corpse
on the ground, and stood on it™ (100=-104). Tiamat’s panisans tried
to escape, but Marduk “bound them and broke their weapons™
(111); he then chained Kingu, snatched the tablet of Destinies from
him, and fastened it to his own chest (120 ff.). Finally, he returned to
Tiamat, split her skull, and cut the corpse in two, **like a dried fish™
(137); one half became the vault of the sky, the other half the carth,
Marduk sct up in the sky a replica of the palace of the apsu and fixed
the courses of the stars. The fifth tablet reports the organization of
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the planetary universe, the determination of time, and the configura-
tion of the carth from Tiamat's organs (from her eyes flow the
Euphrates and the Tigris, *from a loop of her tail he created the link
between sky and earth™ [5. 59]; etc.).

Finally, Marduk decides to create man, so that “on him shall rest
the service of the pods, for their reliel™ (6. B). The conquered and
chained gods were still awaiting their punishment. Ea sugpgests that
only ont of them shall be sacrificed. Asked who “fomented war,
incited Tiamat to revolt, and began the battle™ (23-24), all give but
one name: Kingu. His veins are cut, and from his blood Ea creates
mankind (30).* The poem then relates the bauilding of a sanctuary
{i.e.. his palace) in honor of Marduk.

While using traditional mythological themes, the Enuma elish
presents a rather somber cosmogony and a pessimistic anthropology.
To exalt the young champion, Marduk, the gods of the primordial
epoch, and most of all Tiamat, are charged with demonic values.
Tiamal is no longer merely the primitive chaotic totality that precedes
any cosmogony; she ends by proving (o be the producer of countless
monsters. Her ™ creativity™ is thus wholly negative. As it is described
in the Enumea elish, the creative process is very soon endangered by
Apsu’s wish 1o annihilate the young gods, that i, in the last analysis,
to stop the creation of the universe in the bud. (A certain “world™
already existed, since the gods were multiplying and had * dwellings™;
but it was a purcly formal mode of being.) The killing of Apsu opens
the series of “creative murders,” for Ea not only takes his place but
also begins a first organization in the aquatic mass (**in this place he
established his dwelling place . . . he determined the sanctuares ™).
The cosmogony is the result of a conflict between two groups of gods,
but Tiamat's troop also includes her monstrous and demonic
creatures, In other words, “ primordiality ™ as such is presenied as
the source of " negative creations.” It is from Tiamat's remains that
Marduk forms the sky and the earth. This theme, which is also
documented in other traditions, can be variously interpreted. The
universe, made from the body of an original divinity, shares in its
substance. But, after the “demonization”™ of Tiamat, can one still
speak of a substance that is divine?

Hence the cosmos has a double nature; it consists of an ambivalent,

31, We will 2dd that other parallel traditions concerning the cosmology and
the creation of man also exist,



if not frankly demonic, matter and a divine form, for it is the work of
Marduk, The celestial vault is formed from one half of Tiamat's
body, but the stars and constellations become * dwellings ™ or images
of the gods. The carth itself comprises the other half of Tiamat and
her various organs, but it is sanctified by the citics and temples. In the
last analysis, the world proves 1o be the result of a mingling of chaotic
and demonic primordiality on the one hand with divine creativity,
presence, and wisdom on the other, This is perhaps the most complex
cosmogonic formula arnived at by Mesopotamian speculation, for it
combines in a daring synthesis all the structures of a divine society,
some of which had become incomprehensible or unusable.

As for the creation of man, it continues the Sumenan tradition
(man is created (o serve the gods), particularly the version that
explains his origin from the two sacrificed Ligma gods. But it adds
this aggravating ¢lement: Kingu, despite his having been one of the
first gods, became the archdemon, the leader of the troop of monsters
and demons ereated by Tiamat. Hence man is made from a demonic
substance: the blood of Kingu, The difference from the Sumerian
versions is significant. We can speak of a tragic pessimism, for man
seems Lo be already condemned by his own origin. His only hope lies
in the fact that it is Ea who fashioned him; hence he possesses a form
created by a great god. From this point of view, there i5 a symmeliry
between the creation of man and the ongin of the world. [n both
cases, the raw material is constituted by the substance of a fallen
primordial divinity, demonized and put 1o death by the victoriows

young gods.

21, Sacrality of the Mesopotamian sovercign

Al Babylon the Emena elish was recited in the temple on the fourth
day of the Mew Year festival. This festival, named zagruk (* bepin-
ning of the vear™) in Sumerian and akite in Akkadian, ook place
during the first iwelve days of the month of Misan. It comprised
several sequences, of which we will mention the most important:
(1) a day of expiation for the king, corresponding to Marduk's
“captivity*; (2) the freeing of Marduk; (3) ritual combats and a
triumphal procession, led by the king, to the Bit Akitu (the house of
the New Year festival), where a banquet was held; (4) the hieros



gamos of the king with a hierodule personifying the goddess; and
(5) the determination of destinics by the gods.

The first sequence of this mythico-ritual scenario—ithe King's
humiliation and Marduk’s capuvity—indicates the regression of the
world to the precosmogonic chaos, In the sanctuary of Marduk the
high priest stripped the king of his emblems (scepter, ring, scimitar,
and crown) and struck him in the face. Then, on his knees, the king
uttered a declaration of innocence: 1 have not sinned, O lord
of the lands, I have not been negligent regarding thy divinity.”
The high priest, speaking in Marduk's name, replied: “Do not
fear.... Marduk will hear thy prayer. He will increase thy
dominion."*

During this time the people sought for Marduk, supposed to be
“shut up in the mountain®™ (a formula indicating the “death™ of a
divinity). As we saw in the case of Inanna-Ishtar, this “death™ was
not final; yet she had to be redeemed from the lower world. Similarly,
Marduk was made to descend “far from the sun and light."*?
Finally, he was delivered, and the gods assembled (that is, their
statuwes were brought together) 1o determine the destinies. (This
episode corresponds, in the Enuma elish, to Marduk’s advancement
to the rank of supreme god.) The king led the procession to the Bit
Akitu, a building situated outside of the city. The procession repre-
sented the army of the gods advancing against Tiamat, According to
an inscription of Sennacherib, we may suppose that the primordial
battle was mimed, the king personifying Assur (the god who had
replaced Marduk).* The hieros gamos took place after the return
from the banquel at the Bit Akitu. The last act consisted in the
determination of the destinics® for each month of the year. By
“determining”™ it, the year was ritually created, that is, the good
fortune, fertility, and richness of the new world that had just been
born were insured.

The akitu represents the Mesopotamian version of a quite wide=

33, Texts cited by H. Frankfon, Kiagsbip and the Gods, p. 320,

33 The classic authors refer (o the * tomb of Bel™ (= Marduk} at Babylon.
This was in all probabslity the ziggurat of the Etemenanki temple, considered
the god's momentary burial place,

M. Some allusions imply that there were mimed combats beiween twio
groups of actors,

35, Just as, in the Enumo efish, Marduk had determined the laws governing
the universe that he had just created.
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spread mythico-ritual scenario, specifically of the New Year festival
considered as a repetition of the cosmogony.™ Since the periodic
regencration of the cosmos constitutes the great hope of traditional
socictics, we shall often refer to MNew Year festivals. We will mention
at this point that various cpisodes of the akite are found (to confine
ourselves 1o the Near East) in Egypt, among the Hiltites, at Ugani,
in fran, and among the Mandaeans. Thus, for example, “chaos,™
ritually actualized during the last days of the yvear, was signified by
orgiastic excesses of the Saturnalia type, by the reversal of all social
order, by the extinguishing of fires, and by the return of the dead
(represented by maskers). Combats between two groups of actors are
documented in Egypl, among the Hittites, and at Ugarnit. The custom
of “fixing the fates™ of the twelve months during the twelve inter-
calary days still persists in the Near East and in eastern Europe.®™

The role of the king in the akitu is inadequately known. His
“humiliation™ corresponds 1o the regression of the world to chaos
and to Marduk's captivity in the mountain. The King personifies the
god in the battle against Tiamatl and in the kieros gamias with a
hierodule. But identification with the god is not always indicated; as
we have seen, during his ** humiliation™ the king addresses Marduk.
Mevertheless, the sacrality of the Mesopolamian sovereign is amply
documented. We have mentioned the sacred marriage of the Sumerian
king, representing Dumuzi, 1o the goddess Inanna; this hieros gamos
ook place during the Mew Year festival (§ 19). For the Sumerians,
rovalty was held to have descended from the sky; its origin was
divine, and this conception remained in force until the disappearance
of the Assyro-Babylonian civilization.

The sovercign's sacrality was proclaimed in many ways. He was
called “king of the land™ {that is, of the world) or *"of the four
regions of the universe,” Litles originally appertaining o the gods
alone.™ Just as in the case of the gods, a supernatural light shone
from his bead.* Even before his birth, the gods had predestined him
to sovereigniy, Though the King recognized his earthly begetting, he
was considered a “son of god™ (Hammurabi declares that he was

6. Sce Eliade, Cosmias and History, pp. 4% 1. : Myoh and Reality, pp. 41 T,

37, See Cozmos and Mistory, pp. 65 1T,

38, See Frankfort, Kimgship, pp. 227 IT.

39, This light, named melommd in Akkadian, corresponds to the xearenah

of the lramians; see Oppenbeim, Ancienr Mesopotamia, p. 206; Cassin, La
soleadeur divine, pp. 63 11,



begotten by Sin, and Lipitishtar by En-lil). This twofold descent
made him supremely the intermediary between gods and men. The
sovercign represented the people before the gods, and it was he who
cxpuated the sins of his subjects, Sometimes he had to suffer death for
his people’s crimes; this is why the Assyrians had a “substitute for
the king."*" The texts proclaim that the king had lived in fellowship
with the gods in the fabulous garden that contains the Tree of Life
and the Water of Life.* [Actually, it is he and his courtiers who éat
the food offered daily 1o the statues of the gods.) The king is the
“envoy " of the gods, the “shepherd of the people,” named by god
1o establish justice and peace on carth.*®* “When Anu and En-lil
called Lipit-1shtar to the government of the land in order to establish
Justice in the land . . . , then I, Lipit-Ishtar, the humble shepherd of
Mippur . .., cstablished justice in Sumer and Akkad, in accordance
with the word of En-lil,” **

It could be said that the king shared in the divine modality, but
without becoming a god. He represented the god, and this, on the
archaic levels of culture, also implied that he was in a way he whom
ke personified. Tn any case, as mediator between the world of men
and the world of the gods, the Mesopotamian king cffected, in his
own person, a ritual union between the two modalitics of existence,
the divine and the human. [t was by virtue of this twolold nature that
the king was considered, at least metaphorically, to be the creator of
hife and fertility. Ber he was not a god, a new member of the pantheon
(as the Egyptian pharach was; ¢f. § 27} Prayers were not addressed
o hamy; on the contrary, the gods were implored 1o protect him, For
the sovergigns, despite their intimacy with the divine world, despite
the Aieros gamos with cenain goddesses, did not reach the point of
transmuting the human condition. In the last analysis, they remained
mortals, I was never forgotten that even the Mabled king of Uruk,
Gilgamesh, failed in his attempt to gain immortality,

0. Labat, Le coractére religheurx de la ropautéd assyeo-babylonlenne, pp. 352
i1.: Frankfon, Kingship, pp. 262 1.

dl. Iris the King who, in the role of gardener, took care of the Tree of Life;
see Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life in Ancienr Mear Eagtern Relizion,
eap, pp. 22T, 590

41, See the introduction to the ' Code of Hammurabi™ (1 50), in ANET,
I A,

43, Prologue (o the * Lipit-Ishtar Lawcode,” ANET, p. 159, See the texis
cited and iranslated by J. Zandee, * Le Messie,” pp. 13, 14, 16,
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23, Gilgamesh in quest of immortality

The Epic of Gilganesh is cerfainly the best known and most popular
of Babylonian creations. Its hero, Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, was
already famous in the archaic period, and the Sumeran version of
several episodes from has legendary life has been found. Despite these
antecedents, however, the Epic of Gifgamesh is a product of the
Semitic genius. It is in the Akkadian version in which it was composed
on the basis of various isolated episodes that we may read one of the
most moving tales of the quest for immortality or, more precisely, of
the final failure of an undertaking that scemed to have every possi-
bility of succeeding. This saga, which begins with the erotic excesses
of a hero who i5 at the same time a tyrant, reveals, in the last analysis,
the inability of purely “heroic™ virtues radically to transcend the
human condition.

And vet Gilgamesh was two-thirds a divine being, son of the
goddess Ninsun and a mortal.'® At the outset the text praises his
omniscience and the grandiose works of construction that he had
undertaken. But immediately afterward we are presented with a
tyrant who violates women and girls and wears men out in forced
labor. The inhabitants pray to the gods, and the gods decide to
create a being of gigantic size who can confront Gilgamesh, This
half-savage creature, who receives the name of Enkidu, lives in peace
with the wild beasts; they all drink together at the same springs.
Gilgamesh obtains knowledge of his existence first in a dream and
then from a hunter who had come upon him. He sends a courtesan
to bewitch him by her charms and lead him to Uruk. As the gods had
foreseem, the two champions compete as soon as they meel each
other. Gilgamesh emerges victorious, but he conceives an affection
for Enkidu and makes him his companion. In the last analysis, the
gods' plan was not foiled; henceforth Gilgamesh will expend his
strength on heroic adventures.

Accompanied by Enkidu, he sets out for the distant and fabulous
forest of cedars, which is guarded by a monstrous and all-powerful
being, Huwawa. After cutting down his sacred cedar, the two heroes
kill him. On his way back to Uruk, Ishiar sees Gilgamesh. The
goddess invites him (o marry her, but he returns an insolent refusal,

44, A high priest of the city of Uruk, sccording 1o Sumerian tradition : see
A, Heidel, The Gilfpamesh Epic, p. 4.



Humiliated, Ishtar begs her father, Anu, to create the Bull of
Heaven to destroy Gilgamesh and his city. Anu at first refuses, but
he gives in when Ishtar threatens to bring the dead back from the
underworld. The Bull of Heaven charges at Uruk, and its bellowings
make the king's men drop dead by hundreds, However, Enkidu
succeeds in catching it by the tail, and Gilgamesh thrusts his sword
into its neck. Furious, Tshtar mounts the city walls and curses the
king. Intoxicated by their victory, Enkidu tears a thigh from the Bull
of Heaven and throws it at the poddess’s feet, at the same time
assailing her with insults. This is the culminating moment in the
career of the two heroes, but it is also the prologue to a tragedy. That
same night Enkidu dreams that he has been condemned by the gods.
The next day he falls ill, and, twelve days later, he dies.

An unexpected change makes Gilgamesh unrecognizable. For
seven days and seven nights he mourns for his friend and refuses 10
let him be buried. He hopes that his laments will fnally bring him
back to life. It is not until the body shows the first signs of decom-
position that Gilgamesh yields, and Enkidu is given a magnificent
funeral. The king leaves the city and wanders through the desert,
complaining: * Shall not 1, oo, die like Enkidu?" (tablet 9, column
1, line 4).** He is terrified by the thought of death. Heroic exploits do
not console him. Henceforth his only purpose is to escape from the
human condition, 1o gain immortality. He knows that the famous
Utnapishtim, survivor of the flood, is still alive, and he decides 1o
search for him.

His journey is full of ordeals of the inttiatory type. He comes to the
mountains of Mashu and finds the gate through which the Sun passes
daily. The gate is guarded by a scorpion-man and his wife, ** whose
glance is death™ (9. 2. 7). The invincible hero is paralyzed by fear and
prostrates himself humbly. But the scorpion-man and his wife
recognize the divine part of Gilgamesh and allow him to enter the
tunnel. After walking for twelve hours in darkness, Gilgamesh comes
to @ marvelous garden on the other side of the mountains. Some
distance away, by the scaside, he meets the nymph Siduri and asks her
where he can find Utnapishtim. Siduri tries 10 make him change his
mind: * When the gods made men, they saw death for men; they kept
life for themselves. Thow, Gilgamesh, fill thy belly and make merry

d5. Except as otherwise indicated, we follow the translation by Contenau,
L'épopée de Gilpamesh,



by dav and nmight. On each day make a feast, and dance and play, day
and night,”**

But Gilgamesh holds 1o his decision, and then Siduri sends him to
Urshanabi, Utnapishtim’s boatman, who happened to be nearby.
They cross the Waters of Death and reach the shore on which
Urnapishtim hved. Gilgamesh asks him how he had gained immor-
tality. He thus learns the story of the Aood and the gods” decision to
make Utnapishtim and his wife their *kin,” establishing them *at
the mouths of the rivers.”™ * But,” Utnapishtim asks Gilgamesh, “as
for thee, which of the gods will unite thee to their assembly, that
thou mayest obfain the life that thou seekest?™ (11, 198). However,
what he goes on to say is unexpected: “Up, try not to sleep for six
days and scven nights!™ (199). What we have here is, undoubtedly,
the most difficult of initiatory ordeals: conguering slecp, remaining
“awake,” is equivalent 1o a transmutation of the human condition.*”
Are we 1o take it that Utnapishtim, knowing that the gods will not
grant Gilgamesh immaoriality, suggests thal he conguer it by means
of an initiation? The hero has already successfully gone through
several ordeals: the journey through the tunnel, the ** templation™ by
Siduri, crossing the Waters of Death, These were in some sense
ordeals of the heroic type. This time, however, the ordeal is
“spiritual,” for only an unusual power of concentration can ¢nable
a human being to remain awake for six days and seven nights, But
Gilgamesh at once falls asleep, and Utnapishtim exclaims sarcasti-
cally: *Look at the strong man who desires immortality: sleep has
come over him like a violent wind!"™ (203-4). He skeeps without a
break for six days and seven nights; and, when Utnapishtim wakes
him, Gilgamesh reproaches him for waking him when he had only
just fallen asleep. However, he has to accept the evidence, and he
falls o lamenting again: ** What shall I do, Utnapishtim, where shall
I go? a demon has taken possession of my body; in the room in
which I sleep, death lives, and wherever [ go, death is there!™ (230-
).

Crilgamesh now makes ready 1o leave, but at the last moment
Utnapishtim, at his wifc's suggestion, reveals a “secret of the gods™
1o him: the place where he can find the plant that brimgs back youth,

46, Tablel X, columa [T, lines 69 after the translation by Jean Mougayrol,
Histvire dex religrons, vol, 1, p, 222
47, See Eliade, Birth and Rebirth, pp. 14 1T,



Gilgamesh goes down to the bottom of the sea, gathers it,** and
starts back rejoicing. After traveling for a few days, he sces a spring
of fresh water and hurries to bathe, Attracted by the odor of the
plant, a snake comes out of the spring, carries off the plant, and
sheds its skin*® Sobbing, Gilgamesh complains to Urshanabi of his
bad foriune. This episode may be read as a failure in another
initiatory ordeal: the hero failed to profit from an unexpected gift; in
short, he was lacking in wisdom. The text ends abruptly: arrived at
Uruk, Gilgamesh invites Urshanabi 1o go up on the aly walls and
admire its foundations.*®

The Epic of Gifgariesh has been seen as a dramatized illustration
of the human condition, defined by the incvitability of death. Yet
this first masterpiece of universal literature can also be understood
as illustrating the belief that certain beings are capable, even without
help from the gods, of obtaining immertality, on the condition that
they seccessfully pass through a series of initiatory ordeals. Seen from
this point of view, the story of Gilgamesh would prove to be the
dramatized account of a failed initiation.

24. Destiny and the gods

Unfortunately, we do not know the ritual context of Mesopotamian
initiation, always supposing that such a thing existed. The initiatory
meaning of the quest for immaortality can be deciphered in the partic-
ular structure of the ordeals undergone by Gilgamesh. The Arthurian
romances present a similar situation; they, too, are filled with
initiatory symbaols and motifs, but it is impossible to decide whether
these belong to a ritual scenario, represent recollections of Celtic
mythology or Hermetic gnosticism, or are merely products of the
imagination. In the case of the Arthunian romances, we at least know
the innatory traditions that preceded their composition, whereas we

48, We may wonder why Gilgamesh did not eal it as soon as he had
gathered it, but be was saving it for later; see Heidel, The Giliamesh Epic, p. 62,
m, 211,

49, This is a well-known folklope theme: by shedding its old skin, the snake
renews its life.

50, Tablen XI, composed in Suenerian, was added laver; the incidenis
narrated in it have o direct relation 1o the nacrative we have summarised,
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know nothing of the protohistory of the initiatory scenario possibly
implied in Gilgamesh's adventures,

It has been emphasized, and rightly, that Akkadian religious
thought puts the accent on man. In the last analysis, the story of
Gilgamesh becomes paradigmatic: it proclaims the precariousness of
the human condition, the impossibility—cven for a hero—of gaining
immortality. Man was created mortal, and he was created solely to
serve the gods, This pessimistic anthropology was already formulated
in the Enurna elish. It is also found in other important religious texts.
The “Dialogue between Master and Servant™ seems to be the
product of nihilism exacerbated by a neurosis: the master does not
even know what he wants, He is obsessed by the vanity of all human
effort: “ Climb the mounds of ancient ruins and walk about: look at
these skulls of late and carly men; who among them is an evildoer,
who a public benefactor 7™

Another celebrated text, the * Dialogue about Human Misery,”
which has been called the * Babylomian Ecclesiastes,” 15 even more
despaining. * Does the fierce lion, who eats the best of meat, [ Present
his dough-and-incense offering to appease his goddess” displeasure? |
«..[As for me,] have I withheld the meal-oblation? [Mo], I have
prayed to the gods, [ I have presented the prescribed sacrifices to the
goddess™ (lines 50 M1.). From his childhood, this just man has striven
io understand the god's thought, he has sought the goddess humbly
and piously. Yet “the god brought me scarcity instead of wealth”
(lines 71 f1.). On the contrary, it iz the scoundrel, the podless, who
has acquired wealth (line 236). People **extol the word of a prominent
man, expert in murder, [ But they abase the humble, who has
committed no violence.” The evildoer is justified, the righteous man
is driven away. It i5 the bandit who receives gold, while the weak are
left to hunger. The wicked man is strengthened, the feeble are cast
down (lines 267 f1.).*2

This despair arises, not from a meditation on the vanity of
human existence, but from the experience of general injustice: the
wicked triumph, pravers are nol answered; the gods seem indifferent
to human affairs. From the sccond millennium, similar spiritual
crises will make themselves felt elsewhere (Egypt, Isracl, Iran, India,

51 A Pessimistic Ddalogee between Master and Servand,” line 84 trans,
K. H. Pleiffer, ANET, p. 438,
52, A Dislogue about Human Misery,” wrand. Pleiffer, ANET, pp. 439-40,



Greece), with various consequences; for the responses 1o this type of
nihilistic experience were made in accordance with the religious
genius characteristic of eachculture. But in the Mesopotamian wisdom
literature the gods do not always prove 1o be indifferent. One ext
presenis the physical and mental sufferings of an innocent man who
has been compared to Job. He is the very pattern of the just man
suffering, for no divinity seems to help him. Countless sicknesses
have reduced him to being **soaked in his own excrement,” and he is
already bewailed as dead by his relatives when a series of dreams
reveals to him that Marduk will save him. As in an ecstatic trance, he
sees the god destroying the demons of sickness and then extracting
his pains from his body as one uproots a plant. Finally, his health
restored, the just man gives thanks to Marduk by ritually passing
through the twelve gates of his temple at Babylon,*

In the last analysis, by putting the accent on man, Akkadian
religious thought brings out the limits of human possibilities. The
distance between men and the gods proves to be impossible (o ¢ross,
Yet man is not isolated in his own solitude, First of all, he shares in a
spiritual element that can be regarded as divine: it is his * spirit,” ffu
(literaily, **god™).** Secondly, through rites and prayers he hopes to
obtain the blessing of the gods. Above all, he knows that he forms
part of a universe that is unified by homologics: he lives in a city that
constitules an image mundi and whose temples and ziggurals repre-
sent “centers of the world™ and, in consequence, insure communi-
cation with heaven and the gods. Babylon was a Bab-il-ani, a “Gate
of the Gods,” for it is there that the gods came down to earth. A
number of cities and sanctuaries were named * Link between Heaven
and Earth.,"* In other words, man does not live in a closed world,
separated from the gods, completely isolated from the cosmic
rhythms, In addition, a complex system of correspondences between
heaven and carth made it possible for terrestrial realities to be
understood and at the same tme to be “influcnced™ by their
respective cclestial prototypes. An example: Since cach planct had
its corresponding metal and color, everything colored was under the

$3. 1 Will Praise the Lord of Wisdom," trans. Pfeiffer, ANET, pp. 434-31.

54, The apirit (f) & the most important element of & personabity. The
others are Hrars (its destiny), femagry (its individuality; resembles a statue),
and ffdy (comparable to Lal. peafus); see A, L. Oppenheimer, Amclerr

Mesaporamis, pp. 198-206,
55, Eliade, Conmos and History, pp. 14 i,
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influence of a planet. But each planet belonged (o a god, who, by that
fact, was represented by the respective metal.*® In consequence, one
who ritually manipulated a certain metallic object or a semiprecious
stone of a particular color felt that he was under the protection of a
god.

Finally, numerous technigues of divination, most of them developed
durning the Akkadian penied, made it pessible (o know the future. So
it was believed that certain misadventures could be avoided, The
variety of techniques and the large number of written documents that
have come down to us prove the high esteem in which the mantic art
was held on all levels of society. The most elaborate method was
extispicy, that is, exarminang the entrails of a vichim; the least costly,
lecanomancy, consisted in pouring a little oil on water, or vice versa,
and interpreting the signs that could be read in the shapes produced
by the two liquids. Astrology, developed later than the other techni-
ques, was principally practiced by the royal entourage. As for the
interpretation of dreams, it was complemented, from the beginning of
the second millennium, by methods of offseiting unfavorable omens.*”

All the techniques of divination pursued the discovery of *signs,”
whose hidden meanings were interpreted in accordance with certain
traditional rules, The world, then, revealed ftself 1o be struchured and
governed by laws, IT the signs were deciphered, the future could be
known; in other words, fime was “mastered,” for events that were
to oocur only after a certain interval of time were foreseen. The
allention paid to signs led 1o discovenies of genuine scientific value.
Some of these discoveries were later taken over and perfected by the
Greeks. But Babylonian science remained a “traditional™ science,
in the sense that scientific knowledge preserved a totalitarian structure,
that i, a structure that involved cosmological, ethical, and existen-
tal presuppositions.™

Toward 1500 s.c. the creative peried of Mesopotamian thought
seems definitely to have ended. During the ten following centuries,
intellectual activity appears to spend itself in erudition and compila-
tion. But the influence of Mesopotamian culture, documented from

55 Gold correipomded to En-hl, stlhver o Anu, bronze o Ea When
Sharmaih teok Ea-HI's place, he bocame the ** patron”" of gald; 16e B. Melsiner,
Babylorien and Asgyrien, vol. 2, pp. 13011, 254,

57, ). Mougayrol, ™ La divination babylonienne,”” esp. pp. 39 .

58, As did, for example, medicine and alchemy in Chine



the most ancient times, continues and increases. Ideas, beliefs, and
techniques of Mesopotamian origin circulate from the western
Mediterranean to the Hindu Kush. It is significant that the Baby-
lonian discoveries that were destined to become popular imply,
whether more or less directly, correspondences between heaven and
earth, or MACTOCOSM-MICTOCOSM,
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