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Gilgamesh is a poem of unparalleled antiquity, the first great heroic narrative of world literature. Its origins stretch
back to the margins of prehistory, and its evolution spans millennia. When it was known, it was widely known.
Tablets containing portions of Gilgamesh have been found at sites throughout the Middle East and in all the lan-
guages written in cuneiform characters, wedge-shaped characters incised in clay or stone. But then, at a time
when the civilizations of the Hebrews, Greeks, and Romans had only just developed beyond their infancy,
Gilgamesh vanished from memory. For reasons that scholars have not yet fathomed, the literature of the
cuneiform languages was not translated into the new alphabets that replaced them. Some portions of this
once-famous work survived in subsequent traditions, but they did so as scattered and anonymous fragments. They
became a kind of invisible substratum that was buried under what was previously believed to be the earliest level
of our common tradition. Until Utnapishtim's "Story of the Flood," a portion of Gilgamesh, was accidentally
rediscovered and published in 1872, no one suspected that the biblical story of Noah and the Great Flood was
neither original nor unique.

A great lost work like Gilgamesh poses particular problems of understanding beyond those raised by the discovery
of a lost masterpiece by a known author or of a known time. The meaning of a work of literature is partly
contextual—it is established by the culture that produced that work. Yet the whole context of Gilgamesh was lost
along with the text. The names of the gods and humans who people the epic, the cities and lands in which they
lived, and the whole of their history vanished for thousands of years from common memory. The story of
Gilgamesh and his companion, Enkidu, speaks to contemporary readers with astonishing immediacy. Its moving
depiction of the bonds of friendship, of the quest for worldly renown, and of the tragic attempt to escape that
death which is the common fate of humanity has a timeless resonance and appeal. Yet despite this immediate
recognition of something profoundly familiar there is, because of this millennial gap in the history of its transmis-
sion, a strangeness and remoteness about the work that strikes us in virtually every line. That strangeness has
diminished each year as more tablets have been discovered and translated and as our understanding of the
languages and cultures of the ancient Middle East has increased, but what we know is still relatively slight
compared with what we know of the cultures that succeeded them. Today the names of Ulysses and Achilles and
the gods and goddesses of Mount Olympus are familiar even to many who have not read Homer. The names of
Gilgamesh, Enkidu, Utnapishtim, Enlil, and Eanna are virtually unknown outside the poem itself.

Gilgamesh developed over a period of nearly a thousand years. The version discovered in the city of Nineveh amid
the ruins of the great royal library of Assurbanipal, the last great king of the Assyrian empire—what modern
scholars now call the Standard Version—circulated widely throughout the ancient Middle East for a millennium or
more. While the history of the text is a long and complex one, and is still far from fully understood, it is possible to
identify three principal stages in its development. The first begins in roughly 2700 B.C. when the historical
Gilgamesh ruled in Uruk, a city in ancient Mesopotamia. Tales both mythical and legendary grew up around him
and were repeated and copied for centuries. The stories that were later incorporated into the Gilgamesh epic
existed in this literature, albeit in different form, as well as other material concerning the historical Gilgamesh that
was not included in the epic. The earliest written versions of these stories date from roughly 2000 B.C., but oral
versions of the stories both preceded them and continued on, parallel to the written tradition. The language of



these materials was Sumerian, the earliest written language in Mesopotamia and one that has little if any
connection to any other known language.

The history of the epic itself begins sometime before 1600 B.C., some eight centuries before Homer, when a
Babylonian author (Mesopotamian tradition identifies a priest-exorcist named Sin-leqi-unninni) assembled free
translations of the oral versions of some of these tales into a connected narrative. This new work was not simply a
sequence of tales linked by the character of Gilgamesh but a conscious selection and recasting of the Sumerian
materials into a new form. Some Gilgamesh tales were ignored, while elements from stories not associated with
him in the Sumerian accounts were incorporated. This earliest version of the epic, which exists only in fragmentary
form, continued to develop for the next few centuries. However, no comparable recasting of the poem was made.
By the time of Assurbanipal (ruled 668-627 B.C.) the text was essentially stabilized.

Assurbanipal's synthetic version—the Standard Version—was also the first discovered. It was written on twelve
hardened clay tablets in Akkadian, a Semitic language like Hebrew and Arabic and one of the principal languages of
Babylonia and Assyria. The first eleven of these tablets make up the story as printed here. The twelfth tells another
story of Gilgamesh, "Gilgamesh and the Underworld," and since it is unclear how it is to be incorporated into the
preceding tablets, it is usually presented as a kind of appendix to the story.

The tablets of the Standard Version are poorly preserved at a number of points, most notably in the adventure in
the Cedar Forest, and the translation relies heavily on the earlier, Old Babylonian version and fragments from a
number of other versions.

The epic narrates the legendary deeds of Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, but it begins with a prologue that emphasizes
not his adventures but the wisdom he acquired and the monuments he constructed at the end of his epic journey.
It also tells us that Gilgamesh was endowed by his divine creators with extraordinary strength, courage, and
beauty. He is more god than man. His father, however, is mortal, and that fact is decisive in shaping the narrative
that follows. The prologue also suggests that Gilgamesh himself has written this account and left the tablets in the
foundation of the city wall of Uruk for all to read.

In our first view of him, Gilgamesh is the epitome of a bad ruler: arrogant, oppressive, and brutal. The people of
Uruk complain of his oppression to the Sumerian gods, and the gods' response is to create Enkidu as a foil or
counterweight to Gilgamesh. Where the latter is a mixture of human and divine, Enkidu, who also appears godlike,
is a blend of human and wild animal, with the animal predominating at first. He is raised by wild beasts, lives as
they do (eating only uncooked food), and embodies the conflict between animal and human natures that is a
recurrent theme in Mesopotamian literature and myth. When he becomes a kind of protector of the animals,
breaking the hunters' traps and filling in their pits, Enkidu poses a threat to the human community. This threat is
neutralized by civilizing him. First a harlot (prostitute) seduces him across the line separating animal from human
and educates him in the elements of human society. Then shepherds teach him to eat prepared food, wear
clothing, and anoint himself as humans do. He is weakened somewhat by this transformation and estranged from
his animal companions, but he is also glorified and made greater than he was. The prostitute leads him to Uruk and
the confrontation with Gilgamesh for which the gods have created him. His coming has been announced to
Gilgamesh in one of the many dreams that play such an important role in the poem. Although the two are bent on
destroying each other at first, their encounter results, as it was meant to, in a deep bond of friendship. Each finds
in the other the true companion he has sought. The consequence of their union is that their prodigious energies
are directed outward toward heroic achievements.

Gilgamesh proposes the first of their adventures both to gain them universal renown and to refresh the spirit of
Enkidu, who has been weakened and confused by civilization. He suggests that they go to the great Cedar Forest in



the Country of the Living and there slay the terrible giant Humbaba. Enkidu is reluctant at first because he knows
the danger in this adventure better than Gilgamesh. But the latter prevails, and with the blessing of the sun god
Shamash they succeed. Their victory is not a simple, glorious triumph however, and its meaning is unclear.
Humbaba poses no apparent threat to Uruk and its people, and he curses them before he dies. Enlil, the god of
wind and storm, is enraged by the slaying of his creature, curses the heroes, and gives to others the seven
splendors that had been Humbaba's.

Their second adventure is not of their choosing and also leads to another ambiguous success. Gilgamesh's just but
harsh rejection of Ishtar's advances provokes her to send the Bull of Heaven against the people of Uruk. The
terrible destruction the Bull causes obliges Gilgamesh and Enkidu to destroy it, but that victory brings about the
slow and painful death of Enkidu.

The death of his companion reveals to Gilgamesh the hollowness of mortal fame and leads him to undertake a
solitary journey in search of immortality. This journey sets Gilgamesh apart from more straightforward heroic
narratives and gives it a special appeal to modern readers. Gilgamesh's specific goal is to discover the secret of
immortality from the one man, Utnapishtim, who has survived the Flood. His journey begins with a conventional
challenge, the fierce lions who guard the mountain passes. But the challenges he faces subsequently—the dark
tunnel that brings him to a prototypical garden of paradise, the puzzling and perilous voyage to Dilmun—have a
different and more magical character. He is discouraged at every step, but Gilgamesh perseveres. Although he at
last finds Utnapishtim and hears his story, his goal eludes him. He fails a simple test of his potential for immortality
when he cannot remain awake for six days and seven nights. Moreover, he fails a second test as well when he first
finds the plant that ensures eternal rejuvenation and then, in a moment of carelessness, loses it to the serpent.
Discouraged and defeated, Gilgamesh returns at last to Uruk empty-handed. His consolation is the assurance that
his worldly accomplishments will endure beyond his own lifetime.

In long, belated retrospect we can see that Gilgamesh explores many of the mysteries of the human condition for
the first time in our literature—the complex and perilous relations between gods and mortals and between nature
and civilization, the depths of friendship, and the immortality of art. It is both humbling and thrilling to hear so
familiar a voice from so vast a distance.

The introduction to the present translation by N. K. Sandars in The Epic of Gilgamesh (1972) is readily available and
contains a wealth of useful information. Three recent scholarly translations—Stephanie Delany's Myths from
Mesopotamia: Creation, the Flood, Gilgamesh, and Others (1989), Maureen Kovacs's The Epic of Gilgamesh (1989),
and Andrew George's The Epic of Gilgamesh (1999)—are quite readable and provide abundant and useful
supplementary material. A. Leo Oppenheim gives a comprehensive interpretation of Mesopotamian civilization in
Ancient Mesopotamia (1977), and Alexander Heidel addresses the importance of Gilgamesh for biblical studies in
The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels (1963).
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