6 The Ancient World

literature and the other arts, were largely the exclusive prop-
erty and tools of the few.

Most of the world’s first civilizations evolved systems of
writing, and in each case the art of writing served, at least
initially, to strengthen the authority of rulers. Whether writ-
ing was used to record temple possessions or tax obligations,
to give permanence to laws, or to provide priests with a co-
herent body of sacred texts, writing set apart the powerful
from the powerless.

Not all of the records left behind by the first civilizations
are open to us. Some ancient systems of writing still defy
decipherment. Happily this is not the case with the writren
languages of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and China. The documen-
tary sources left behind by these three civilizations reveal
societies that were strikingly different in perspective and
structure, even as they shared characteristics common to all
early civilizations.

\A A

Mesopotamia: The Land of Two Rivers

According to the eminent historian Samuel IN. Kramer, “History begins at Sumer,”
and there is a good deal of truth to this judgment. It is in Sumes, which lay just to
the north of the Persian Gulf in an area encompassed by the southern regions of
modern Iraq, that we find the first evidence of human civilization. By 3500 B.c.E.
a number of Sumerian city-states had emerged, and humanity was embarked on
the adventure of civilization.

Generally, we call the Sumerians, and the other peoples who succeeded them
in this region of Southwest Asia, Mesopotamians. The term, which means “those
who dwell between the rivers,” acknowledges the origin of the world’s first known
civilization in the valley created by the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers.

By approximately 1800 B.G.E., the Sumerians had been absorbed by waves of
infiltrators and invaders and ceased to exist as an identifiable people. Moreover,
the cultural center within Mesopotamia had shifted northward to the region of
middle Mesopotamia, centering on the city of Babylon.

Despite their disappearance as a people, the Sumerians had set the framework
for what proved to be a dynamic Mesopotamian civilization that exercised pro-
found culrural influence throughout West Asia and beyond for about three thou-
sand years. Between roughly 3500 and 500 B.c.k. Mesopotamia was where much
of the action was, so far as the history of West Asian civilization was concerned.

That action was both constructive and destructive. The Mesopotamians have
been credited with such firsts as the world’s first governments, schools, codes of
law, ethical systems, and epic literature. Just as prominent in Mesopotamian life
were disasters, both natural and human generated.
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The Aucient World

So far as the issues of the meaning of life and death were concerned, ancieht
Mesopotamia eventually evolved its classic mythic answer in the form of irs greatest
work of literature, The Epic of Gilgamesh. An epic is a long narrative poem that
celebrates the feats of some legendary hero who is involved in a journey or simi-
lar severe test. In the process of his trials the hero gains wisdom and, because of
that wisdom, greater heroic stature.

The most complete extant version of The Epic of Gilgamesh was discovered on
twelve clay tablets in the ruins of an Assyrian library that dated to the late sev-
enth century B.C.E. Other earlier versions of the epic show, however, that the
story, at least in its basic outline, is Sumerian in origin and goes back to the third
millennium B.C.E. (2000s). .

The hero, Gilgamesh; was a historical figure who ruled the city-state of Uruk
sometime between 2700 and 2500 B.c.E. and was remembered as a great warrior,
as well as the builder of Uruk’s massive walls and temple. His exploits were s0
impressive that he became the focal point of a series of oral sagas that recounted
his legendary heroic deeds. Around 2000 B.c.E. an unknown Babylonian poet re-
worked some of these tales, along with other stories — such as the adventure of
Utnapishtim that appears in our selection — into an epic masterpiece that be-
came widely popular and influential throughout Southwest Asia and beyond.

The epic contains a profound theme: the conflict between humanity’s talents

and aspirations and its mortal limitations. Gilgamesh, “two-thirds a god and one-
third human,” as the poem describes him, is a man of heroic proportions and
appetites who still must face the inevitability of death.
. As the epic opens, an arrogant Gilgamesh, not yet aware of his human limita-
tions and his duties as king, is exhausting the people of Uruk with his manic
energy. The people cry to Heaven for relief from his abuse of power, and the gods
respond by creating Enkidu, a wild man who lives among the animals. Enkidu
enters Uruk, where he challenges Gilgamesh to a contest of strength and fighting
skill. When Gilgamesh triumphs, Enkidu embraces him as a brother, and the two
heroes set out on a series of spectacular exploits.

In the course of their heroic adventures they insult Ishrar, goddess of love and
tertility, and for this a life is owed. The one chosen by the gods to die is Enkidu.
As our selection vpens, Enkidu, after having cursed his heroic past, which has
brought him to this fate, tells Gilgamesh of a vision he has had of the place
Mesopotamians knew as “the land of no return.”

’

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

L. What was the Mesopotamian view of the afterlife?

2. What is the message of Siduri’s advice to Gilgamesh?

3. Consider Utnapishtim’s initial response to Gilgamesh’s request for the
secret of eternal life. How does his message complement what Siduri has
said? What do these two messages siiggest about the Mesopotamian view of
life?
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10 The Ancient World

> Enkidu dies, and Gilgamesh now realizes that
heroic fame is no substitute for life. Facing the
reality of his own death, he begins a desperate
search forimmortality. In the course of his search
he meets Siduri, a goddess of wine, who advises
hirn:

“Gilgamesh, where are you hurrying to? You
will never find that life for which you are look-
ing. When the gods created man they allotted
to him deach, but life they retained in their own
keeping. As for you, Gilgamesh, fill your belly
with good things; day and night, night and day,
dance and be merry, feast and rejoice. Let your
clothes be fresh, bathe yourself in water, cherish
the little child that holds your hand, and make
your wife happy in your embrace; for this too is
the lot of man.”

> Gilgamesh, however, refuses to be deflected
from his quest. After a series of harrowing ex-
periences, he finally reaches Utnapishtim, a former
mortal whom the gods had placed in an eternal
paradise, and addresses him.

“Oh, father Utnapishtim, you who have en-
tered the assembly of the gods, I wish to ques-
tion you concerning the living and the dead, how
shall T find the life for which I am searching?”

Utnapishtim said, “There is no permanence.
Do we build a house to stand forever, do we seal
a contract to hold for all time? Do brothers di-
vide an inheritance to keep forever, does the
flood-time of rivers endure? It is only the nymph
of the dragon-fly who sheds her larva and sees
the sun in his glory. From the days of old there is
no permanence. The sleeping and the dead, how
alike they are, they are like a painted death. What
1s there between the master and the servant when
both have fulfilled their doom? When the
Anunnaki,® the judges, come together, and Mam-

“Gads of the Underworld who judge the dead.
"Goddess of fare.

5God of war.

*God of icrigation.

metun’ the mother of destinies, together they
decree the fates of men. Life and death they allot
but the day of death they do not disclose.”

Then Gilgamesh said to Utnapishtim the Far-
away, “I look at you now, Utnapishtim, and your
appearance is no different from mine; there is
nothing strange in your features. I thought I
should find you like a hero prepared for battle,
but you lie here taking your ease on your back.
Tell me truly, how was it that you came to enter
the company of the gods and to possess everlast-
ing life?” Utnapishtim said ro Gilgamesh, “I will
reveal to you a mystery, I will tell you a secret of
the gods.”

“You know the city Shurrupak, it stands on
the banks of Euphrates? That city grew old and
the gods that were in it were old. There was Anu,
lord of the firmament, their father, and warrior
Enlil their counselor, Ninurta® the helper, and
Ennugi® watcher over canals; and with them also
was Ea.'" In those days the world teemed, the
people multiplied, the world bellowed like a wild
bull, and the great god was aroused by the clamor.
Enlil heard the clamor and he said to the gods in
council, “The uproar of mankind is intolerable
and sleep is no longer possible by reason of the
babel.” So the gods agreed to exterminate man-
kind. Enlil did this, but Ea because of his oath'!
warned me in a dream. He whispered their words.
to my house of reeds, ‘Reed-house, reed-house!
Wall, O wall, hearken reed-house, wall reflect;
O man of Shurrupak, son of Ubara-Tutu; tear
down your house and build a boat, abandon Pos-
sessions and look for life, despise worldly goods
and save your soul alive. Tear down your house,
Isay,and build a boat. . . . Then rake up into the
boat the seed of all living creatures.’

“When I had understood I said ro my lord,
‘Behold, what you have commanded I will honor
and perform, but how shall I answer the people,
the city, the elders?’ Then Ea opened his mouth
and said to me, his servant, “Tell them this: I

“Ged of wisdom and providence.
" Apparently an oath to protect humanicy, because Ea was
the god of life-giving water and good fortune.
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12 The Ancient World

you may find that life for which you are search-
ing?”

> After telling his story, Utnapishtim challenges
Gilgamesh to resist sleep for six days and seven
nights. When Gilgamesh fails the test, Utnapishtim
points out how preposterous it is to search for
immortality when one cannot even resist sleep.
Out of kindness, Utnapishtim does tell Gilgamesh
where he can find a submarine plant that will at
least rejuvenate him. Consequently, the hero dives
to the bottom of the sea and plucks it. However;
humanity is to be denied even the blessing of
forestalling old age and decrepitude, because the
plant is stolen from Gilgamesh by a serpent. His
mission a failure, Gilgarnesh returns to Uruk.

The destiny was fulfilled which the father of
the gods, Enlil of the mountain, had decreed for
Gilgamesh: “In nether-earth the darkness will
show him a light: of mankind, all that are known,
none will leave a monument for generations to
corme to compare with his. The heroes, the wise
men, like the new moon have their waxing and
waning. Men will say, “Who has ever ruled with

PPart of Uruk.

might and with power like him?’ As in the dark
month, rthe month of shadows, so wirhout him
there is no light. O Gilgamesh, this was the
meaning of your dream. You were given the king-
ship, such was your destiny, everlasting life was
not your destiny. Because of this do not be sad at
heart, do not be grieved or oppressed; he has
given you power to bind and to loose, to be the
darkness and the light of mankind. He has given
unexampled supremacy over the people, victory
in battle from which no fugitive returns, in for-
ays and assaults from which there is no going
back. Bur do not abuse this power, deal justly
with your servants in the palace, deal justly be-
fore the face of the Sun.” .

Gilgamesh, the son of Ninsug, lies in the tomb.
At the place of offerings he weighed the
bread-offering, at the place of libation he poured
out the wine. In those days the lord Gilgamesh
departed, the son of Ninsun, the king, peerless,
without an equal among men, who did not pe-
glect Enlil his master. O Gilgamesh, lord of
Kullab," great is thy praise.

Bringing Order to an Uncertain World
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2 v THE JUDGMENTS OF HAMMURABI

Mesopotamia’s characteristic sense of insecurity resulted in its producing not only
great philosophical literature but also detailed legal codes. The so-called Code of
Hammurabi is the most famous but certainly not the earliest of the many collec-
tions of law produced throughout the first three thousand years of Mesopotamian
civilization. Discovered in 1901, this Babylonian document from the eighteenth-
century B.C.E. is inscribed on a stone pillar that measures over seven feet in height
and more than six feet in circumference.

Whether Mesopotamia’s numerous compilations of law were Sumerian,
Babylonian, Assyrian, or Chaldean, a number of common elements united them.
Chief among these elements was the expressed purpose, as the prologue to
Hammurabi’s collection declares, “to promote the welfare of the people, . .. to
cause justice to prevail in the land, to destroy the wicked and the evil, that the
strong might not oppress the weak.” There is good reason to believe that even
conquerors such as Hammurabi (reigned ca. 17921750 B.c.E.), who briefly united






