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PREFACE

Let anyone who over three thousand yearsHas not come to terms with himself,Let him remain clueless in darknessLet him survive from day to day.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, West-Eastern: Divan, “The Book of the Singer,” no. 80 (translated by Eric Ormsby)

This book is the result of teaching an undergraduate seminar entitled “Power, Tragedy and the Good Life.” The seminar focuses on the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 (i.e., the Primeval History) and supplements these ancient compositions with several other readings with similar literary features or thematic resemblances (several of the supplemental sources from the seminar appear in this book’s epigraphs). The seminar is a part of a liberal arts curriculum that has the goal of liberating learning. In theory, such an education aspires to free students from parochial, unwarranted, or misplaced confidences. It equips them to more critically fashion commitments for self-reflective, meaningful, and vital engagements in life. Thus, the seminar emphasizes the process of learning, especially asking questions for which an answer is not presumed or, at least, asking questions with an openness to change one’s mind. I highlight the genesis of this book in my seminar—while hoping that my book will benefit those beyond it—because it has significantly shaped my project in terms of its content and imagined audience. Fundamentally, this book is a product of a thought experiment conducted in classrooms with college students.

It has been my experience in the classroom that the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History are well suited to the aims of liberal education. As Goethe puts it, they remind readers across “three thousand years” that some questions confront every generation of humans. In this way, they are “deviously useless” texts, at least in the sense intended by Jean Bottéro in his defense of the discipline of Assyriology decades ago. These compositions are “useless” because there are few compelling utilitarian justifications for reading and teaching them in the twenty-first century’s commercialized technopoly. Yet it is precisely this “uselessness” that brings into relief perennial questions about the complexities of (the) human experience(s).1 These texts have the potential to counterbalance the ever-intensifying pressures of the contemporary world that so quickly “reduc[e] mankind in the end to the depressing state of the dismal mechanics of classifying and calculating.”2 They help to remind readers that some questions cannot be solved merely by processes of quantification.

The study of the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 begins with the acknowledgment that they are challenging ancient literary masterpieces and, at the same time, strangely familiar stories. On the one hand, they are characterized by historical and cultural features that may appear foreign and can be perplexing for twenty-first-century readers. For example, demigods, gods, and goddesses intervene as agents, animals talk, and lifespans stretch to hundreds if not thousands of years. On the other hand, the reflections on human experiences in these ancient literary compositions are relatable because they are humanistic.3 That is, the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History are humanistic, at least broadly conceived, because they reflect on perennial questions about the human experience for the purpose of improving or enriching it.4 And it is for this reason that these widely translated, circulated, and read compositions belong to ‘World Literature.’5

These compositions encourage a reflexive disposition, modeling processes of perennial inquiry into enduring questions. It is astonishing that while ancient technological undertakings are frequently presented as awe-inspiring in popular presentations of the ancient world (e.g., Egyptian pyramids, the ruins of Göbekli Tepe, or ziggurats like the one at Choghā Zanbīl), humanity’s earliest ‘intellectual adventures’6 are often assumed to be simple, or ‘primitive,’ and sometimes even innately inferior to contemporary achievements. However, the intellectual adventures in the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History explore enduring questions with self-awareness and considered self-reflection. To be sure, these texts are inextricably entangled with theological belief systems that may seem strange to some twenty-first-century readers. Yet they give attention to complex and significant human experiences, many of which are common across the globe and through the ages, and they do so with a reflexive disposition as a means for improving it.

In writing this book, I hope to provide a substantive, reliable, yet readable comparison of the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 that is of value to scholars, students, and other interested readers. Each chapter treats selected motifs and themes in these compositions and focuses on features common to them. Thus, it is less of a map that comprehensively charts the landscapes of these texts and more a collection of representative forays, or explorations, into these compositions. I have included an opening chapter that orients readers to the compositions and how they might read them. Thereafter, the book generally follows the plotlines of the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History in its chapter-by-chapter progression so that it might more easily accompany readings of the primary sources. I do not include the Akkadian or Hebrew texts behind my translations. And my translations of the Gilgamesh Epic do not indicate lacunae in the extant witnesses, at least where reasonable restorations might be provided.7 It is assumed Assyriologists and Biblical scholars will have editions of the texts at hand and can compare my translations to them. Lastly, while I have benefited from many interpreters of these texts in writing this volume, I have tried to restrict my citations in order to avoid too lengthy and too many endnotes. I have made these decisions because I hope that a few intrepid readers, who think that close readings of (translations of) these texts are not only for experts, might also benefit from them.

There are many people I have conversed with and learned from while researching and writing this book. First, I am grateful to my students. Their willingness to immerse themselves in translations of these literary sources and to read them closely has been a benefit in writing the present book and afforded enjoyment as I have read and reread these texts. Additionally, I appreciated my conversations with colleagues and friends that helped shape my work on this volume. The narratives within the Gilgamesh Epic and the biblical book of Genesis use adventurous journeys as fertile metaphors for talking about the human experience. For me, it is the case that the writing of this book has been pleasurable in no small part because of the conversations I have had along the way. Discussions with and comments from my colleagues Gojko Barjamovic, Andrew Burlingame, Aubrey Buster, Jake Lauinger, John Monson, and John Walton were always instructive (as were remarks by several anonymous reviewers). My research assistants Wesley Palmer and James Cuénod were also helpful at various stages. I am grateful to Jim Monson for allowing me to significantly adapt his Middle East map (from bibback.com). The Journal of Near Eastern Studies allowed me to adapt and derive portions of my work from an article on the Gilgamesh Epic in Chapter 4.8 Finally, I appreciate the support from a G.W. Aldeen grant from Wheaton College for a course release to complete this project. It is satisfying to see the ‘finished product’ when writing a book. Still, I have found the process eminently enjoyable because of the engaged and charitable discussion partners—students, colleagues, and friends—that have crossed my path.

At the same time, I can only gesture toward the most significant contributors to the present volume, my day-to-day co-journeyers in life: Sarah, Everett, and Graham. They have listened to me talk over meals, on bike rides, on hikes, and while kayaking—and in many other venues—about the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11. Yet more important than conversations about particulars included in this book (and many that are not) have been my day-to-day experiences with them. We have shared extraordinary moments—ennobling and challenging ones as well as quotidian ones—and these have been supremely meaningful to me. With Sarah, Everett, and Graham I have enjoyed an epic journey thus far, and I have learned from them, at least in some measure, to “peer into the deep.”


Notes


	The admittedly awkward phrase “(the) human experience(s)” conveys the idea that there are both universal and particular aspects to human experiences. While I do not often repeat this phrase because it is clumsy, a universal and particular sense of humanism is always in view when discussing ‘the human experience.’
 	Bottéro, “In Defense of a Useless Science,” 24.
 	For the Gilgamesh Epic, see Moran, “Ovid’s Blanda Voluptas;” Moran, “The Epic of Gilgamesh: A Document of Ancient Humanism;” George, “The Mayfly on the River.” For Genesis 1–11, see the sense of the term humanism and its use by Schüle, who acknowledges the role of Israelite wisdom as a summons to understand the human condition and experiences in the world, even if with distinctive theological commitments (Theology from the Beginning, 277–88; see also Kass, The Beginning of Wisdom).
 	My use of humanism/humanistic is adopted and adapted from Todorov, Imperfect Garden.  For a helpful overview and review of various conceptions of humanism, see Halliwell and Mousley, Critical Humanisms, and more recently, Pinn, Oxford Handbook of Humanism.
 	Damrosch, What Is World Literature?
 	Frankfurt, The Intellectual Adventures of Ancient Man; Bottéro, “In Defense of a Useless Science.”
 	The translations in this volume are my own unless otherwise noted. The lineation of Akkadian versions of Gilgamesh follows George, Babylonian Gilgamesh, 2003, unless otherwise stated. Subsequently published or reedited tablets not found in George’s editions are indicated, as relevant, in endnotes. As for the Hebrew Bible, I have used a transcription practice that best represents the biblical orthography and Classical Hebrew vowel quality.
 	Miglio, Adam E. “Soundscapes, Portentous Calls and Bird Symbolism in the Gilgameš Epic.” JNES 81, no. 1 (2022): 165–85.
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Every act of the reception of significant form, in language, in art, in music, is comparative. . . . There is in the perception of and response to intelligibility no absolute innocence, no Adamic nakedness.

—George Steiner, “What is Comparative Literature”



The ugly fact is books are made out of books . . ., the novel depends for its life on the novels that have been written.

—Cormac McCarthy, in “Cormac McCarthy’s Venomous Fiction”


The Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History (i.e., Genesis 1–11) are ancient compositions that speak with remarkable immediacy across vast distances in time and space. They contain captivating stories of wily serpents, demigods, a catastrophic Flood, supernatural plants, and herculean feats of engineering wonder. Their narratives offer fast-moving storylines that carry the reader along with accounts of captivating characters. At the same time, these literary works do more than entice readers with their engaging storylines. They were not merely written for entertainment. Instead, these compositions were curated and transmitted because they offer practical wisdom and insights into perennial questions, which endows their larger-than-life characters and incredible storylines with an even greater enduring appeal.

These skilled literary compositions treat the complexities of the human experience. They consider its potential limits and explore questions about the meaningful engagements that are constitutive of it. These perennial questions, and others that these literary texts contemplate, have encouraged a tradition of sustained close readings, rereadings, and readings yet again. Thus, in the ancient world, stories about Gilgamesh were widely influential. Mesopotamian scribes took inspiration from Gilgamesh when writing other literary texts,1 and Babylonian priests, like Berossos, drew upon Gilgamesh traditions, among other cuneiform sources, when preserving the traditions of cuneiform culture.2 Beyond Mesopotamia, during the early Roman period, echoes of Gilgamesh can be heard in Jewish literature from near the Dead Sea at Khirbet Qumrān. There, near Jerusalem, the Book of Giants attests to two antediluvian kings, Gilgamesh and Hobabish.3 In more recent history, the Gilgamesh Epic has captivated audiences since its initial unveiling to the modern world only decades ago. It has been translated many times into numerous languages and has even been adapted for theaters and operas.4 As for Genesis 1–11, its stories have also attracted ongoing interest and reflection. Familiar narratives recounted in liturgies at houses of worship—accounts of creation, the garden story, Cain and Abel, the Flood, and the Tower of Babel—inspired rabbis, priests, and worshippers for millennia. At the same time, these narratives have stimulated scholars and artists, who have derived profound insights from them into the nature of humanity, society, and culture—from John Milton’s epic poem Paradise Lost to Marc Chagall’s modernist painting Adam and Eve. Thus, the Primeval History, while a religious text, also has had wide-ranging influences as a work of World Literature.



World Literature

For those who may be acquainted with one or both of these literary compositions, there is likely no immediate objection to characterizing them as World Literature.5 Yet elaboration of what is meant by this designation affords an opportunity to address a methodological question, namely ‘why pair these two literary texts?’ Thus, before turning to literary techniques for reading the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History, I want to briefly offer an initial justification for an extended comparative reading of these texts.

What is meant by the designation “World Literature” is not unrelated to the question of why pair and compare the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History. The great German humanist Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) first minted the neologism Weltliteratur (“World Literature”) to help articulate a rationale for reading literature comparatively.6 During his lifetime, Goethe was increasingly confronted by non-Western literary works becoming available throughout Europe. His exposure to these works led him to reflect on the rich diversity of literature across the globe and to try to identify their common characteristics to establish the importance of studying them comparatively:


The efforts of the best writers and authors of aesthetic worth in all nations have been directed to what is common to all humankind. In every field, whether the historical, the mythological, the fabulous, or the consciously imagined, one can see, behind what is national and personal, this universal quality becoming more and more apparent. . . . [Yet,] one must learn to note the special characteristics of every nation and take them for granted, in order to meet each nation on its own ground . . . remembering that all that is best in the world is the property of all humankind.7


For Goethe, the concept of World Literature sought to capture a common humanistic impulse that he perceived across the globe, within diverse cultures and varied languages. In particular, Goethe believed that these literatures shared a profundity as they explored the nature of human experiences and explained humanity to itself. Moreover, it was precisely this quality that warranted comparative analysis of global literatures.

Nearly a century after Goethe, the American-born British scholar T.S. Eliot helped expand the concept of World Literature. For the English-speaking world, Eliot stressed that World Literature is characterized not only by its ability to transcend diverse cultural contexts but also by its “sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal.”8 He envisioned a culturally diverse collection of World Literature that had shared humanistic qualities; yet he emphasized that this corpus transgressed temporal boundaries in addition to national and cultural ones. For Eliot, then, such literary compositions were particular products of historical moments and also timeless in their ability to speak to humanity’s present, whenever that present happened to be. Thus, the Greek tragedies, Homer, Shakespeare, and James Joyce reach beyond the historical moments in which they were written and can readily challenge and engage with humans from any age.

While by no means exhaustive, the rationales provided by Goethe and Eliot are a helpful nudge toward answering the question of why compare the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11. These texts are paired, in part, because they are exemplary representations of non-Western, premodern explorations of universal and timeless themes concerning (the) human experience(s). Each of these ancient texts is imprinted with a timestamp and an identification of its geographic origins. They are unmistakably products of ancient western Asia and evince this faraway and distant world’s culture, lifeways, and mores. In this sense, to read them is to have a passport to a cross-cultural experience. As L.P. Hartley put it in the opening line of his novel The Go-Between, one is sure to be reminded that “the past is a foreign country.”9 Yet the foreign and remote cultures that produced these works have commonalities with (the) human experience(s) across the globe and throughout time down to the contemporary world. These ancient compositions share with every significant exploration in World Literature a sustained and nuanced exposition of humanity. Further justification for comparatively reading the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History is offered in the following sections. At this point, however, that both of these texts can be thought of as World Literature is justification enough for their comparison.



Reading Literature Comparatively

When it comes to literature, there is no fixed process or procedure for how to read it. Literary critics have vigorously debated methods for doing so with little consensus over the past century. Yet what has proved so invigorating about debates in literary criticism is not that they have settled on firm conclusions about the essential methods for reading literature. Instead, these debates have led to the concession that many diverse methods contribute to the productive interpretation of texts. At a minimum, perhaps, one might insist that reading literature well requires ‘close readings’10 attentive to a text’s stylistic or technical features and to the circumstances of its composition. Significant stylistic features include but are not limited to issues of genre, language, and an array of other literary techniques. At the same time, readers must also be aware of matters beyond the text itself, such as the social, cultural, and historical factors that helped shape the composition. The following introduction to reading literature surveys selected methods in close reading that are relevant to the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History and illustrates how intertextual connections can enrich comparative readings.


Textuality

For the purposes of this introduction, the term textuality refers to the linguistic contours of texts. While notions of textuality have been extensively theorized, I have in view the more concrete linguistic ‘styles’ and ‘techniques’ in literary texts. Many of these will be readily recognizable from other literary traditions. Readers familiar with literary devices common to all varieties of literature will be well-prepared to encounter translations of the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History. What is offered here is merely a brief overview of ‘styles’ and ‘techniques’ essential for reading the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History.11

First, the nomenclature of ‘styles’ refers to the distinction between poetry and prose. While this distinction is admittedly artificial, it is a heuristic that cannot be discarded.12 It may be helpful to think of the differences between poetry and prose as largely formal. The form of poetry typically consisted of lines grouped into verses of varying lengths. It mainly consists of units, often shorter than a sentence, fashioned according to the distinctive poetic logic of parallelism. For example, in the Gilgamesh Epic, which primarily consists of poetry, the opening four lines constitute a poetic verse:




	He who peered into the deep, (to) the land's foundation,
	(line 1)



	[who] knew the paths, (who) was wise in all matters;
	(line 2)



	[Gilgamesh, who] peered into the deep, (to) the land's foundation,
	(line 3)



	[who] knew the ways, (who) was wise in all matters!
	(line 4)





A hallmark of poetry is how its units are carefully arranged for aesthetics and rhetorical effect. For example, poetic lines can be understood relative to other poetic lines’ sounds, syntax, images, or semantics. These opening lines from the Gilgamesh Epic cleverly repeat and innovate sounds (īmuru, “peered;” īdu, “knew”) and grammatical constructions while developing cosmological imagery (naqbu, “the deep” and išdī māti, “land’s foundations”) in evocative ways. These similarities and subtle differences, along with others, appear in close proximity to one another in the lines of this poetic verse for aesthetic reasons and also to call attention to the poetry’s message.

In prose, by comparison, conspicuous formal features are less pronounced. For example, prose is not typically composed in lines, verses, or any other formal unit. Akkadian poetry, like that found in the Gilgamesh Epic, was often written on tablets to reflect poetic lines. However, prose in Akkadian royal inscriptions, which typically narrate the exploits of kings’ building or military accomplishments, seldom follows this pattern. And in the Primeval History, medieval copyists or modern-day editors set off poetry in units while prose freely flows across the page. Yet, despite the differences between poetry and prose, an array of shared literary ‘techniques,’ many of which are well-known in other World Literature, are deployed in both ‘styles.’

A common literary ‘technique’ found in both the poetry of the Gilgamesh Epic and prose of Genesis 1–11 is imagery and symbolism. Stereometric imagery and symbolism entice readers to enter into the narrative. From within, readers can explore the ranges and possible meanings of these images and symbols.13 Many of these images and symbols are culturally specific and require familiarity with ancient mentalities. For example, the imagery of serpents was associated with childbirth in the embryology of the ancient Near East. The human fetus was often considered to be snake-like, coiled within the womb, ready to slither out of the birth canal. Thus, understanding that childbearing entailed snake-imagery helps to appreciate a cultural logic at work in Gen. 3:16 and why this verse transitions with seeming abruptness from the cursing of the serpent to addressing the woman’s increased pain in labor. The cultural characterizations of human fetuses as snake-like anticipate that the divine malediction against the serpent (Gen. 3:14–15) would affect the woman’s role as a child-bearer (Gen. 3:16). Similarly, the scenery of the Cedar Forest in the Gilgamesh Epic includes the revelry of various birds within Humbaba’s woodland kingdom (V:1–26). In this passage, certain birds with specific cultural significance serve as sentinels that foreshadow Gilgamesh’s and Enkidu’s transgressions against the Cedar Forest as they enter it.

Related to the use of images and symbols are stereotyped scenes, which help to sharpen the development of themes in a narrative. For example, the city of Uruk is one such scene. The city of Uruk represents enduring Mesopotamian values and, in turn, provides a literary constant for evaluating the ever-evolving self-perceptions of characters in the Gilgamesh Epic. Similarly, in the Primeval History, the geography of ancient western Asia is stereotyped. In particular, the lands east of the Levant, such as Mesopotamia, are associated with humanity’s alienation from the divine. Within the storyline of the Primeval History, humanity is slowly forced eastward across the landscape of western Asia—from Eden to Babylon—and this eastward migration is symbolic of humanity’s estrangement from the divine presence. Another example of a stereotyped scene is when Gilgamesh bathes near the city of Uruk after he returns from the Cedar Forest. In cultures where bathing was often an outdoor activity, scenes with a bather (typically a woman) often involve an amorous voyeur. Thus, in ancient Near Eastern literature, a male gazing at a bathing female is not uncommon in such storylines. Yet the Gilgamesh Epic slightly modifies this stereotyped scene. As Gilgamesh bathes, the goddess Ishtar catches a glimpse of the hero (VI:1–6). The reversal of gender roles in the story casts the goddess as uncharacteristically aggressive for a woman in Mesopotamian culture—and even dangerous.

Repetition is another effective literary technique found in the poetry and prose in the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History. These compositions repeat various linguistic features, such as sounds (e.g., alliteration and assonance), signs (in cuneiform), words, imagery, or ideas. Such repetitions add aesthetic qualities to the texts and accentuate important motifs or themes through wordplay.14 Like breadcrumb trails or signposts, these repetitions mark a path for the reader to follow to a literary end. For example, in Gen. 1:1–2:3, the repetition of the word “God” ( ʔelōhīym) refocuses the reader time and again on the lone agent of the creation. This repetition is unnecessary to follow the logic of the events in the narrative; there are no other agents active in the story. Yet the explicit repetition of “God” (ʔelōhīym) carries the narrative’s theological intent about the stand-alone supremacy of the Israelite deity. At other times, however, repetition was not merely a matter of repeating. Subtle variation accompanies repetitions in order to leave for the reader the task of teasing out the significance of any innovation. These variations encourage readers to compare and contrast the instances of repetition and explain how and/or why they are similar yet different. For example, the repetition of a sound that was akin to that of an owl’s call (tukku) in the Gilgamesh Epic is first raised from the mouth of Enkidu as he and Gilgamesh charged into the Cedar Forest (V:33). Then again, this same sound (tukku) is heard when the Sun-god insists that Enkidu must die (VII:132). The repetition of this word serves to link these two separate passages in the mind of the reader. Yet, more importantly, this repetition also prompts consideration of a possible cause and effect relationship between these events, namely that Enkidu’s hostile behavior in the Cedar Forest is, at least in part, the reason for his death.

The complex interplay between a third-person omniscient narrator and the limited perspectives of various characters is a powerful literary technique used in the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11. In both compositions, the narrators are omniscient. They provide insight into characters’ ideas, foreshadow crucial plot events, and use images and motifs to call attention to themes. As a result, the narrators’ perspectives are presented as trustworthy and authoritative. They assure the reader that they possess information essential for understanding the story and interpreting its meaning. For example, when the narrator of Gen. 11:1–9 describes the construction of the city and tower at Babel, he interjects that “they used brick instead of stone and bitumen instead of mortar” (Gen. 11:3). The narrator’s inclusion of this detail about the construction methods is more than a random note or off-hand remark about building techniques in Mesopotamia. Instead, the narrator supplies this information to imply that mudbrick was an inferior technology destined not to stand the test of time. The narrator inserts himself into his carefully crafted story to help the reader better understand his perspective on his narrative. In the case of the city and tower at Babel, the narrator foreshadows the outcome with his passing comparison of construction materials, namely that the monumental undertakings at Babel would be short-lived.

Direct speech, by comparison, is interspersed into narratives to develop diverse points of view within the stories. Direct speech gives a glimpse into characters’ distinctive perspectives; it represents their points of view or self-awareness.15 Discourse and speeches allow the reader to more readily observe characters’ inner lives and how they develop. For example, Gilgamesh responds to the goddess Ishtar’s offer to marry him (VI:22–79) with a scathing rejection that quadruples the length of the goddess’ proposal. In this instance, the speech of Gilgamesh oozes condescension and reveals the hero’s (over)confidence. The length and tenor of this speech characterize the hero as self-assured, as he triumphantly returned to Uruk after his victory at the Cedar Forest. However, the bravado of Gilgamesh’s speech is countered by his lament when he loses his closest companion, Enkidu, not long afterward (VIII:3–56). When read together, these speeches give a glimpse into the hero’s evolving point of view on matters of love and loss. Similarly, in the aftermath of the Flood in the Gilgamesh Epic, the god Ea’s address to the king of the pantheon, Enlil, sharpens the growing sense among the gods that they should not have decreed the Deluge (XI:181–195). When the god Ea begins his speech before the pantheon by addressing Enlil as “sage” (apkāllu), one cannot help but understand Ea’s words as dripping with sarcasm. Enlil strongarmed the pantheon into sending the Flood, and Ea’s speech provides a subtle, witty counterpoint to Enlil’s ill-advised decision. In sum, as developed by the dialog, Enlil’s and Ea’s competing points of view heighten the sense of tension within the pantheon and accentuate the ill-advised nature of the decree to send the Flood.

In the Primeval History, direct speech also helps to texture narratives with characters’ perspectives and to reveal their inner lives. However, a notable difference from the Gilgamesh Epic is that the divine voice in the Primeval History is always presented as authoritative. The gods are allowed to have a difference of opinion in the Gilgamesh Epic, or perhaps the narrator may help to adjudicate between them. This is a correlate of the polytheistic theology of ancient Mesopotamia. Yet in the Primeval History divine speeches confirm the narrator’s outlook and vice versa. For example, the skeletal narrative that introduces Cain and Abel is offset by the comparatively lengthy divine dialogs with Cain (Gen. 4:6–7, 10–12). In this case, the protracted divine interjection attracts the reader’s attention to the story’s central themes. Moreover, YHWH’s speech to Cain provides an authoritative evaluation of Cain’s decision to kill his brother. It supplements the otherwise terse background information furnished by the narrator. Thus, while the Primeval History uses dialog and narration similar to how it is used in the Gilgamesh Epic, the divine voice is always presented as authoritative in the former.

The back-and-forth between narrator and dialog in the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History is complex, and at least one final facet of this literary technique deserves mention. At times the interplays between the narrator’s and the characters’ perspectives converge in a metareference. A metareference includes an instance in which a character transgresses the otherwise discrete boundary between the world inhabited by the character and that created by the narrator, who stands outside of the story.16 For example, in both the Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis, the direct speech of characters, at crucial moments, share the narrator’s perspective in such a way that it suggests to the reader that the characters are, at least in measure, self-aware of being a part of the narrative to which they belong.17 The clearest example is that of the character Gilgamesh, who ends the epic using the very same words offered by the narrator at the introduction to the story (I:18–23; XI:323–328). The main character’s verbatim repetition of the narrator’s words foregrounds the character’s awareness of being a part of the narrator’s story, which, in turn, prompts the reader to consider the reflective processes that led to the writing of the narrative itself. How else could the character of Gilgamesh know these exact words? Or, similarly, the character Joseph in the book of Genesis recalls the divine promises made to his forefather, Abraham, in his summation of events for his brothers, who sold him into servitude in Egypt (Gen. 50:19–20). Like Gilgamesh, Joseph’s words come at the end of the composition and encourage the reader to return to the beginning with a clearer sense of the important themes introduced there. There is a metaliterary effect in such instances where characters reveal an awareness of their place in the narrators’ stories. The reader is alerted to the narrative structure of the composition itself and is forced to consider its significance.



Intertextuality

At the beginning of the chapter it was suggested that the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History could be compared based on their shared interests in perennial questions. Both belong to World Literature with their interests in, and reflections on, the human experience. This book is written as much as possible in a way to allow readers to operate with this general rationale for reading comparatively. Yet the quotes at the outset of this chapter by the scholar George Steiner and the American novelist Cormac McCarthy hint at a second, more specific justification for comparing the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11. A critical feature of literary texts is that “books are made out of books.” McCarthy’s quip indicates that literary texts are often inspired and influenced by other literary texts and this, as Steiner suggests, necessitates comparison.18 This is the case with the Primeval History, too. Genesis 1–11 addresses enduring questions raised in Mesopotamian scribal curricula, such as the nature of the human experience, its limits, and how to enrich it.19 Moreover, Genesis 1–11 is aware of and engages with the Gilgamesh Epic, in particular, and with its treatment of these same matters.20

Genesis 1–11 does not consistently or unequivocally quote the Gilgamesh Epic, making it difficult to ‘prove’ that the latter directly influenced the former. Yet both the scribal and historical milieux of the first millennium afforded the circumstances that allow one to reasonably conclude that the Gilgamesh Epic was known in some form(s) by Israelite scholars. In the Mesopotamian scribal world, about which we know much more than its Israelite counterpart, practitioners acquired and sharpened their skills by collating and copying a wide array of genres.21 The lex insita, or innate disposition, behind the wide-ranging competencies and compositional practices of ancient cuneiform scribes was, in part, an ability to think analogically. Scribes habitually found or forged connections between the various texts they wrote. This comparative impulse is even evident in more basic scribal exercises. For example, sign-lists were grouped based on similarities in their shapes, and lexical lists linked lexemes with related semantics. Likewise, advanced training produced commentaries that sought to explain received texts in light of others. This array of comparative catalogs and exercises was a quintessential part of the scholarly legacy of learned scribes in Mesopotamia. To be a scribe was to learn to think analogically about written language, texts, and the knowledge they encoded.22

Furthermore, it is no surprise that ancient scribal practices of reproducing and compiling tablets or manuscripts led them to stitch together discrete texts into compendia of knowledge. Scribes’ repeated and rigorous engagement with curricular texts led them to incorporate elements from these sources into literary compositions. For example, in the evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic, learned scribes, who had copied and complied stand-alone compendia of inauspicious omens and portentous associations of birds, incorporated their knowledge into the epic’s storyline.23 And at other times, scribes generated altogether new literary compositions. Yet even these new texts were analogically made from other texts. A subtle evolution of a literary tradition is the version of the Flood retold in Tablet XI of the Gilgamesh Epic. This story innovates the earlier Mesopotamian Flood story of Atra-ḫasīs using extensive quotations from this earlier myth while simultaneously foregrounding previously sublimated themes.24 However, in both cases, the production of texts in ancient Mesopotamian scribalism was an analogical artform. It was undertaken with the expectation that texts would be compared to others, which produced a corpus of literature encoded for intertextuality in various ways, from direct quotations to highly indirect allusions to the literary catalyst(s) for new compositions.

One might rightly wonder if the highly analogically motivated and resultantly intertextual scribal world of Mesopotamia’s cuneiform culture ever reached beyond the geographical bounds of modern-day Iraq and Syria and into Israel and Palestine. To put it another way, is it historically possible that Mesopotamia’s scribal traditions responsible for the Gilgamesh Epic ever penetrated the scribal schools that produced the Primeval History? This question can almost certainly be answered in the affirmative.25 From a historical and archaeological perspective, the production and dissemination of the Gilgamesh Epic provided significant historical opportunities for Genesis 1–11 to have been influenced by it. For example, the Gilgamesh Epic was widely known long before there was an Israelite kingdom or “House of David.” Versions of the Gilgamesh Epic have been archaeologically recovered in the western world of the Levant from the late second millennium—both along the Syrian littoral in the ruins of Ras Shamra and at the Canaanite (and biblical) city of Magidda (Megiddo).26 The earliest undisputed reference to some form of a sociopolitical group called “Israel,” by comparison, is not attested until the tail-end of the thirteenth century in a stele of the Egyptian pharaoh Merneptah (c. 1208 BC). Furthermore, an internationally recognized “House of David” did not emerge until the ninth century BC.

As for the composition of the Hebrew Bible, the complex scribal processes that produced the Primeval History unfolded during the eighth–fifth centuries BC when the Judean peoples were in sustained contact with Mesopotamian polities.27 For example, during the eighth century and the seventh century, repeated Assyrian military and political involvement in the regions of Israel and Judah brought knowledge of Mesopotamian traditions. Moreover, mass exiles to Babylonia transported Judean elites, like the prophet Ezekiel and others, to the Mesopotamian heartland by the sixth century.28 In Babylonia, an elite class (again) would undoubtedly have encountered cuneiform literature such as the Gilgamesh Epic, which was still being busily copied by scribes in temples committed to perpetuating Mesopotamia’s millennia-long traditions of learning and literature.29 Thus, it is more than historically plausible that the Primeval History was produced with knowledge of Mesopotamian literature.

Beyond the broad brushstrokes of historical interactions between Israel and Mesopotamia, cuneiform cultural imprints on the Primeval History are readily apparent, even upon a cursory read of the text.30 For example, the structure and literary artistry of the opening creation account in Gen. 1:1–2:3 imply knowledge of the Babylonian myth Enūma eliš. Also, Genesis 1–11 conspicuously sets several of its stories amidst the Mesopotamian landscape. For instance, the Euphrates River and Tigris River help situate the luxurious garden of Genesis 2. Genesis 10, too, carefully delineates the historical geography of first-millennium Mesopotamia. Additionally, the story about Babel transpires on the plain of Babylon (Shinar),31 upriver from the Mesopotamian city of Ur from which the patriarch Abraham originated. And perhaps more than any other portion of the Primeval History, the Flood account contains uncanny parallels to Mesopotamian traditions that are inexplicable apart from literary links to them. At times, the Primeval History is explicit about its Mesopotamian interlocutors, while it is less so at others, and they must be inferred.32 Yet, Mesopotamia looms large in Genesis 1–11, suggesting that it was made from Mesopotamian literary texts in several places and in different ways.

It is my contention that the Primeval History’s literary engagements with the Gilgamesh Epic are a particular example of an intertextual connection between Judean and Mesopotamian literary traditions. For me, Genesis 1–11 subtlety and cleverly encourages readers to compare it with the Gilgamesh Epic. The relationship envisioned might be compared to the way modern literature is “made of” other literature—the way James Joyce’s novel Ulysses takes a cue from Homer’s Odyssey, Umberto Eco’s Name of the Rose was illumined by Jorge Luis Borges’ La Biblioteca de Babel, or Aldous Huxley’s novel Brave New World owes more than its title to Shakespeare. In each of these cases there is a genetic, historical connection between literary compositions in which later texts intentionally and subtly converse with former ones. At the same time, the relationship between the Primeval History and the Gilgamesh Epic is, if anything, complex. On a few occasions, it is more apparent how it interacts with the Gilgamesh Epic, as seems to be the case with its retelling of the Flood story. In other instances, however, it is much more indirect. Yet, in each case, Mesopotamian influence on the Primeval History is not merely a matter of derivative borrowings. Instead, it digests, assimilates, and responds to the Gilgamesh Epic and the many other ancient literary sources it evokes, such as the Babylonian creation account Enūma eliš. In this way, the Primeval History is like Joyce, Eco, and Huxley, who signal that their compositions should be read in conversation with their predecessors and who hope readers will make judicious comparisons. Genesis 1–11 assumes that its readers are capable of appreciating explicit and implicit intertextuality as it independently develops its own ideas in conversation with Mesopotamian literary traditions.

When reading texts comparatively, it is necessary to be attentive to sameness amidst differences. James Joyce offered structural explanations of his novel in a letter to his friend that explicitly compared it with various episodes from Homer’s Odyssey. The similarities were intended to help the reader understand Joyce’s storyline. Likewise, Umberto Eco intentionally adapted from Jorge Luis Borges the labyrinth as a symbol of the complexity of the human mind. Moreover, Aldous Huxley affirmingly evoked Shakespeare’s reflections on love and human potential. Thus, it should not come as a shock that the numerous similarities between Genesis 1–11 and the Gilgamesh Epic suggest that the former was aware of and drew upon the latter. Similarities provide the reader with opportunities for finding meaning through comparison. Whether it is Joyce, Eco, Huxley, or the Primeval History, these compositions were “made out of [other] books,” so to speak, in no small part with the intent of inviting comparisons.

At the same time, intertextual readings should be attentive to differences amidst the sameness. It would be banal to insist that a historically contingent literary composition was unoriginal simply because it was aware of or patterned itself after an earlier one. To reduce Joyce’s Ulysses to a derivation of Homer would be to overlook the former’s innovative stream-of-consciousness and modernist impulses, which T.S. Eliot dubbed as “the most important expression which the present [i.e., modern] age has found.”33 While Eco incorporates the symbolism of the labyrinth from the modernist writer Borges, he does so to creatively explore postmodern human rationality in ways that go beyond what Borges had in mind. Even if Shakespeare lent a title to Huxley’s novel Brave New World, Huxley’s work is hardly an unoriginal story slavishly derived from the great English playwright. In fact, unlike the romantic impulses in Shakespeare, Huxley is a dyed-in-the-wool pessimist about the brave new world of the twentieth century, which hobbled the potential for love and diminished humanity. If the similarities gesture toward the need for comparative readings, then the differences amplify the novelty and innovation in each composition.

An intertextual reading should not treat the texts being compared as discrete and unrelated ideographs or reduce them to sameness; it must navigate between these Scylla and Charybdis. Unfortunately, however, past approaches to ancient Near Eastern and biblical literature have often used comparison, and especially historical contingency, to emphasize the inferiority of one or the other. For example, Professor Friedrich Delitzsch’s three lectures to the Deutsche Orient-Gesellschaft (German Oriental Society) in 1902 encapsulate this approach. In these lectures, Delitzsch provocatively argued that the parallels between the literature of Mesopotamia and the Bible were the result of Israelite borrowings from their Babylonian counterparts, igniting what came to be known as the Babel und Bibel Streit (Babel and Bible Debate). For Delitzsch, Israelite literature, especially in its ethical vision, was unoriginal and derivative of what he perceived to be the superior intellectual achievements of the Mesopotamian traditions. However, the interactions between the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History might be more helpfully approached as akin to contrapuntal melodies in a musical composition. Two distinct and independent melodies carry through complex and textured musical pieces like Bach’s Mass in B minor. At the same time, one of these melodies can play off another in various ways, creating a mutually supportive and complementary or, at other moments, competing with and even interrupting the other. So too, the Primeval History’s engagement with the Gilgamesh Epic affirms the latter’s depth while dynamically carrying forward its own independent melody, at times in harmony, at others dissonant.

At the same time, the independence of the Primeval History has occasionally been pressed too far, especially in reaction to the Babel and Bible Debates of bygone years. In some traditional religious communities, where the Hebrew Bible is revered as scripture, there is a propensity to ignore, downplay, or resist how this text is a literary product of a specific historical environment. For my part, I do not intend to tackle the thorny theological issues surrounding various religious traditions’ approaches to the concept of divine revelation.34 That said, I take for granted that the Primeval History—not to mention other portions of the Hebrew Bible—cannot be read well without an awareness of the cultural and historical contexts that produced them. Thus, whether one esteems these narratives as an article of faith or not, it would be a sin, so to speak, to ignore how the writers of the Hebrew Bible engage with perennial issues treated in the dominant cultural traditions of the day emanating from Mesopotamia.




The Sources

Readers may be familiar, to varying degrees, with only one or perhaps neither of these compositions. For those who know these sources well, they are waved on to the section Organization and Themes of the Book, which treats the organization of the present volume. This brief overview is to (re)familiarize readers with the origins, compositional history, characters, and plotlines of the Gilgamesh Epic or the Primeval History. The remaining chapters of this book will assume the readers’ knowledge of these texts. So I will briefly overview salient information about the texts and provide a brief synopsis of their content. Subsequent chapters in this book focus on specific passages from these texts, and it even may be that the reader will benefit from having translations of these texts nearby as they wade into them.35


The Gilgamesh Epic

Any discussion of the Gilgamesh Epic must begin with what this designation means. A canonical Gilgamesh Epic was not handed down through classical or medieval traditions like the Hebrew Bible and Homer’s Iliad or Odyssey. These Israelite and Greek traditions were mainly transmitted by scribes who produced, copied, and recopied these sources, thereby creating a ‘received’ version. The Gilgamesh Epic, by comparison, is a literary composition that contemporary scholars have reconstructed. Archaeologists and philologists, who have discovered and deciphered cuneiform tablets from ancient Mesopotamia during the past century-and-a-half, have reconstructed it piece by piece, like a puzzle.

The Standard Babylonian (SB) Gilgamesh Epic, as it has come to be known by scholars, is essentially a version of the epic that dates to the first millennium BC. The SB Gilgamesh Epic is a nomenclature that designates what came to be a largely fixed version known to Mesopotamian scribes by its incipit ša naqba īmuru (“He who peered into the deep”). The SB Gilgamesh Epic was not created out of whole cloth, so to speak, but instead was dependent on earlier traditions about the legendary king, Gilgamesh. For example, the earliest known Mesopotamian traditions about Gilgamesh are a series of five Sumerian tales (Gilgamesh and Akka; Gilgamesh and Huwawa A+B; Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven; and Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Netherworld), which were probably written down during the late third millennium, though not later than the early second millennium BC. These Sumerian stories, which contain episodic accounts of Gilgamesh’s exploits and experiences, influenced the composition of a single Akkadian story shortly after the turn of the second millennium BC.36 This earliest Akkadian version wove together characters, scenery, motifs, and themes from earlier traditions into a new composition that came to be known by its incipit, “Surpassing all kings” (šūtur eli šarrī).37 The historical particulars behind this process are largely obscure. Yet, already by the early second millennium, a masterful Akkadian version of Gilgamesh’s adventures circulated in Mesopotamia with some regional variations.38

By the late second millennium, the stories about Gilgamesh spread from Mesopotamia—Kurdistan and Iraq—into the heartland of Turkey and even to the western regions of Syria and Israel. The discovery of the Gilgamesh Epic in these distant locales was due in no small part to the fact that the story played a role, alongside other texts, in the training of scribes in cuneiform culture. Cuneiform served as the dominant writing tradition for more than a millennium across the Near East, and literary traditions were copied in this script from Egypt to Turkey to Iran. In addition, the Gilgamesh Epic was used in scribal schools to introduce novices to literary sources, and it was used for serious study by advanced students.39 Moreover, the cuneiform script was used to write several languages, and, as a result, Gilgamesh traditions not only spread geographically (as can be seen in Map 1.1) but also into other languages. The cuneiform script facilitated the transmission of stories about Gilgamesh into Hittite and Hurrian alongside Akkadian and Sumerian.40 As one scholar has aptly remarked, “No such text achieved the ubiquity of Gilgamesh, and few others so struck the local people that they produced local versions in Hittite and Hurrian as well as Akkadian.”41

[image: ]MAP 1.1 Distribution of the Gilgamesh Epic

It was only in the late second millennium that an increasingly standardized Akkadian version, the so-called SB Gilgamesh Epic, emerged amidst the diffusion of cuneiform traditions about Gilgamesh. This version underwent several revisions, yet Mesopotamian scribes associated it with a scholar (ummâmu) named Sîn-lēqiunninni.42 Sîn-lēqi-unninni’s version edited and revised the earlier Akkadian poem, omitting portions of it and adding others to it. The result was that the Gilgamesh Epic was established as an epic poem quite similar to the early second-millennium version, but novel and different from it. It was expanded into an 11-tablet epic with a notably new introduction to the story that began ša naqba īmuru (“He who peered into the deep”).43 Sîn-lēqi-unninni’s version achieved a largely fixed status during the first millennium, being copied and recopied in Mesopotamian palaces and temples. The following discussions of the Gilgamesh Epic are largely focused on the SB version. At the same time, earlier Akkadian versions also provide points of comparison and are occasionally used to help fill in incomplete portions of the SB Gilgamesh Epic.

As for the storyline of the Gilgamesh Epic, it purports to be a literary account composed for posterity on lapis lazuli tablets by none other than Gilgamesh himself. This supra-human king from the city of Uruk recounts his exploits in the third-person. The story begins with the hero full of potential but reckless in his rule over Uruk. He oppressively dominates his city’s citizens, so the gods create a rival for him to curtail his abuses of power. The divine plan to distract Gilgamesh takes the form of a wild man named Enkidu. The first half of the Gilgamesh Epic gives a prominent place to the character development of Enkidu. Enkidu is awakened to the human experience by a week-long sexual encounter with a female prostitute, Shamhat. Thereafter, he meets Gilgamesh in his city of Uruk where they develop mutual admiration for one another after an initial wrestling competition. In camaraderie, then, the pair set out to earn lasting renown. They embark upon a quest to kill the guardian of the Cedar Forest, Humbaba, and return precious lumber from Lebanon for the temple of the god Enlil. After they accomplish their objective in the Cedar Forest and return to Uruk, Gilgamesh catches the eye of the goddess Ishtar while bathing near the city, and she proposes marriage to the hero. When he spurns her proposal, she unleashes a wild bull that Gilgamesh and Enkidu slaughter, enraging the goddess.

The turning point in the plot comes midway in the story, in Tablet VII. A heavenly council decrees that Enkidu must die because of the seemingly unstoppable potential he and Gilgamesh displayed in killing Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven. As Gilgamesh watches his companion grow ill and eventually expire, he is overcome by grief and increasingly preoccupied with his own mortality. As a result, Gilgamesh resolutely seeks out the one man, Uta-napishti, who had managed to avoid death when escaping the great Flood. The hero Gilgamesh hopes that Uta-napishti can help him, too, overcome the terror of mortality. Yet Gilgamesh’s encounter with Uta-napishti does not resolve his existential crisis. Instead, the hero learns that eternal life is unattainable. As a consolation, Uta-napishti tells him about a plant with rejuvenating powers, but a wily snake foils his efforts to use this magical plant. Then, the poem ends where it began, with Gilgamesh having returned to his city. Only upon his return does he acquire wisdom from his experiences and thereby discover how to find lasting meaning in his moral life.



Genesis 1-11

Unlike the traditions of Mesopotamia, which were recovered from archaeological excavations and deciphered after millennia of being lost, Genesis 1–11 survives as a result of a continuous process of scribal copying. The earliest extant texts that testify to this process date back to before the turn of the Common Era.44 The Primeval History, like Homer’s Iliad or Odyssey, was copied and recopied in an unbroken chain of scribal activity over millennia. However, the difficulties that result from texts received by tradition is that we do not possess manuscripts from the period it is believed to have been written. Instead, the earliest manuscripts of the Primeval History come from the early Roman period, with the vast majority deriving from the much later Medieval Era, when scribal traditions were more fully developed to preserve these texts for posterity.45 As a result of this patchy and complex transmission-history, a necessary feature of the academic (and increasingly popular) study of Genesis 1–11 is source criticism.

Source criticism is a topic treated by most introductory textbooks to the Hebrew Bible because it is a distinctive feature of modern approaches to studying this ancient text.46 Source critics identify sources, or traditions, that were edited or redacted together to produce the final form of books in the Hebrew Bible, like Genesis. While I am generally less sanguine about identifying every minor tweak, interpolation, or rewriting in Genesis 1–11, it seems undeniable that several traditions were redacted together to produce the final form of this text as it appears in the Hebrew Bible today. For example, what is commonly called the Priestly creation account in Gen. 1:1–2:3 is markedly different in style and theology from the account of the first man and woman that follows in Gen. 2:4b–3:24. Yet, at some point, it was brilliantly woven into the Primeval History as an introduction.47 Similarly, there is no doubt that there was more to the tersely recounted tradition of divine beings marrying human brides and bearing demigods (Gen. 6:1–4) than is in the Primeval History. This short vignette likely hints at a more fulsome tradition that did not find its way into the Hebrew Bible. Rather, Gen. 6:1–4 represents an adumbrated version of it redrafted to serve as an introduction to the story about the Flood. Thus, while a great deal is not clear about the complex processes whereby the Primeval History took the form it has today, it cannot go without noting that these processes that transpired over the course of centuries drew upon and redacted various sources.

For my purposes, what is equally, if not more important to emphasize about the composition of Genesis 1–11 is that the early sources or traditions used to craft it are programmatically and artfully redacted to create a masterful literary text. The Primeval History has a complex, consistent goal of introducing the story of Abraham and his foundational role in the book of Genesis. Thus, on the one hand, while I do not address diachronic source-critical issues (e.g., P or non-P [or J]) in this book, the discussion of the texts from the Primeval History is largely amenable to those who read with these contours in mind. On the other hand, I treat sources incorporated into the final form of Primeval History as anything but a jumble of incoherence. The Primeval History is expertly woven into a masterful piece of World Literature. Therefore, I approach the redacted final form in ways that are amenable to the close readings of literary criticism.48

The storyline in Genesis 1–11 begins with a dramatic literary account of creation in Gen. 1:1–2:3. This opening narrative of creation signals its awareness of Babylonian traditions. Moreover, it provides a literary framing for the following vignettes about the human experience that foregrounds one of the composition’s central themes, wisdom. The shift to the troubled expansions of humanity in Gen. 2:4–4:26 focuses on the first man and woman, who disobey a divine interdict and bear the consequences of desecrating the sacred garden. They are expelled from the garden. Once outside the garden, the sons of the first man and woman have a violent altercation. Cain kills his brother Abel, and YHWH exiles Cain further east of the garden. Thereafter, a story about Cain’s descendant, Lamech, underscores humanity’s ongoing misuse of power, as he proudly perpetuates violence with another instance of murder.

After Lamech, the abuses of power intensify to the point that YHWH is grieved by having created humanity. He is conflicted about human corruption and sends a Flood to eradicate it. The account of the Deluge (Gen. 6–9) unfolds the story of a divine decision to destroy nearly all of humanity. The sole survivors are a man named Noah and his family, who board an ark and ride out the storm. After the Flood, Noah and his family repopulate the land and spread throughout the world (Genesis 10). Then, Gen. 11:1–9 considers the postdiluvian efforts of some of Noah’s descendants who settle on the plain of Shinar. In this vignette, the people who regroup on the eastern plain of Shinar (i.e., Babylon) undertake an ambitious project of constructing a monumental city and tower. Yet their actions are met with divine disapproval, and they are dispersed, leaving their project unfinished. Thus, the Primeval History ends with a whimper, offering a largely negative outlook on humanity, which prepares the book of Genesis to pivot to its protagonist, Abraham.

Genealogies of varying lengths are an important structural feature of the narratives in the Primeval History and the rest of the book of Genesis. While seemingly disruptive, these genealogies (tōwledōwt) are the stitchwork that helped construct interdependence between the action-packed stories found on either side of them.49 For example, the genealogy of the first man, Adam (Genesis 5), connects the opening account of the man in the garden, his expulsion from the garden, and the following violence within his family (Gen. 2–4) with the events that unfolded thereafter “when the people (hāʔādām) began to multiply in the land” (Gen. 6:1). This genealogy signals that the first man’s lineage was not only able to be traced through Cain and Lamech after Abel’s death, but also through the line of Seth (e.g., Gen. 5:1–6). Similarly, the genealogy of Noah and his sons (Genesis 10) unfolds a geo-political landscape in the postdiluvian world that provides context for the episode that transpires on the plain of Shinar (Genesis 11). The genealogy suggests that the undertakings on the Babylonian plains were contingent on specific events in the account of Noah (Gen. 9:20–29). Even the concluding story of the Primeval History, a story about a monumental city and its ziggurat built on the plains of Babylonia, is appended with genealogies (Gen. 11:10–32) that facilitate a transition to the so-called patriarchal narratives (Gen. 12–50). In particular, the genealogy of Terah (Gen. 11:27–32) mentions the departure of Abraham from Mesopotamia, leaving the city of Ur (Gen. 11:31). In this way, the Primeval History is a literarily complex cultural memory of a remote past. Yet it also is essential to Israel’s national memories charted in the patriarchal narratives about Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob, Rachel, and Joseph in the rest of the book of Genesis.




Organization and Themes of the Book

The chapters of this book are thematically arranged to compare how the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 present the human experience and how they reflect on it. For consistency, each chapter begins with a discussion of the Gilgamesh Epic, followed by a treatment of the Primeval History. The chapters also largely track with the plotlines of these compositions, with a few exceptions, to allow readers to use the book as a guide while reading these compositions. For example, the next chapter, Chapter 2, begins with beginnings. It considers the openings to the Gilgamesh Epic (I:1–28) and the Primeval History (Gen. 1:1–2:3) and how they introduce the theme of wisdom as central to both compositions.

After introductions, Chapter 3 treats powerful experiences in the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History that awaken humans to new self-understandings and knowledge of the world. For example, it considers how Enkidu is transformed by his intense sexual experiences with the prostitute Shamhat (Tablets I–II). Then, it compares this paradigmatic example with Gilgamesh’s rejection of the goddess Ishtar’s advances (Tablet VI). These scenes illustrate the transformative power of certain human experiences—such as love and loss—and that they open up newfound self-understanding and knowledge of the world. Similarly, in Genesis 2:4b–3:24, the first man and woman are enticed to eat from a forbidden tree. Like Enkidu, this experience opens up a brave new world for them. Eating from the forbidden tree transforms their self-awareness and exposes them to both weal and woe in life. And most notably, due to this experience, humanity is forced to confront the quintessential human experience of death (Gen. 4:1–16).

In the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History, characters’ remarkable human potential invites questions about what limits they might have. Thus, Chapter 4 explores examples from the first halves of these compositions where divinely imposed limits to the human experience are signaled. Uncertain, ominous sounds alert the reader to the characters’ misuses of power in the narratives in both compositions. For example, as Gilgamesh and Enkidu rush headlong into the Cedar Forest and kill Humbaba, various sounds signal that the pair transgressed divine limits placed on humanity. Also, the Primeval History accentuates occasions where its characters do not live up to their potential. In particular, the stories of the first man and woman, Cain and Abel, and Lamech are shaped by a repeated and ever-intensifying sounding of their failures. And as these compositions approach their midpoints, questions emerge about the nature of the divinely imposed limitations and their importance for understanding the human experience.

Perhaps more than any other literary topos, it is the Flood that was emblematic of the divine desires to restrict and limit humanity. Thus, the divine wills that set the limits to the human experience in the first half of the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History are further explored in the Flood accounts that follow.  Chapter 5 compares Mesopotamian and Israelite Flood accounts. It traces how the Flood is interpreted and reinterpreted—from the earliest Akkadian story, known as Atra-ḫasīs, to the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History. It considers various theological explanations offered for this catastrophic event with particular attention to how the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History present the divine motivations behind the Flood. In the Gilgamesh Epic, the gods act indiscriminately, even unjustly, making the rationale for the Deluge inexplicable. For the Primeval History, the Flood is inscrutable, but its mysterious nature is due to the complex and conflicted divine experience of human corruption.

Chapter 6 turns to the endings of the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History. It treats exemplary characters who attain everlasting renown despite being mortal. In the Gilgamesh Epic, the hero Gilgamesh is an archetype of a sage who acquires lasting fame. His final words repeat the opening lines of the epic and indicate that he has achieved renown through his monumental buildings and provisions for a bustling corporate life in his city. At the same time, these final words provoke the reader to reconsider Gilgamesh’s experiences and how the hero attains wisdom. Genesis 1–11, by comparison, ends with a critique of the cultural achievements of Mesopotamia, including the advice found in literature such as the Gilgamesh Epic. It discounts Mesopotamia sapiential traditions, clearing the way for YHWH’s address to Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3. The exemplary model of Abraham’s life journey begins with YHWH’s commands. He heeds YHWH’s words and thereby attains renown and becomes a blessing to many people. Moreover, clever literary features and the structure of Genesis establish Abraham as a guide for rereading this composition. The divine words and Abraham’s obedience to them in Gen. 12:1–3 provide an interpretive key for understanding the human experiences in the Primeval History (Genesis 1–11) and as a model for understanding the patriarchal narratives that follow (Genesis 12–50).

Chapter 7 briefly considers the influence of the Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis on subsequent literary works from Mesopotamia and in the Hebrew Bible. It discusses two later literary compositions, one from Mesopotamia and one in the Hebrew Bible, that engage the Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis. First, the Mesopotamian sapiential text, the Dialog of Pessimism, reflects on the Gilgamesh Epic. In this satirical text, a servant and his master have ten exchanges that explore meaningful ways to live life, the last of which implies that the reader should return to the Gilgamesh Epic for answers. Second, the book of Ecclesiastes addresses enduring questions about how human mortality shapes the consideration of how to vitally engage life. In so doing, it evokes and mediates the contributions to such questions by the Primeval History and the Gilgamesh Epic. Ultimately, the Dialog of Pessimism’s and Ecclesiastes’ engagement with these texts continues the perpetual inquiry into enduring questions that the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History model.

Having translations of the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 ready at hand is ideal when reading the subsequent chapters. Yet the introductory matters treated earlier should be sufficient to furnish readers with a sufficient sense of the comparative aims, the strategies for reading, the nature of the sources, and the book’s organization.
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For the reader . . . the novel always begins with that opening sentence (which may not, of course, be the first sentence the novelist originally wrote).

—David Lodge, The Art of Fiction



Tell me about a complicated man.Muse, tell me how he wandered and was lost. . . .Tell the old story for our modern times.Find the beginning.

—Homer, Odyssey (I:1–2, 10–11; translated by Emily Wilson)


The image of wisdom being woven together at the beginning is borrowed from the book of Proverbs in the Hebrew Bible.1 This image nicely captures how the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 begin with the thematic thread of wisdom. “Wisdom” is a concept that is saturated with meaning, and it is as semantically overladen in English as it is in the languages and cultures of ancient Mesopotamia and Israel. The dictionary-entry definitions for words such as the Sumerian nam-kù-zu, Akkadian nēmequm, or Hebrew ḥokmāh, which are often translated as “wisdom,” inevitably come up short. This gloss cannot capture the intricate web of ideas and concepts that these words suggest.2 Yet at least part of what is entailed by the designation “wisdom” is the idea that self-knowledge and understanding of the world should be learned from lived experiences. Moreover, wisdom involves a self-reflexive disposition that resembles a form of humanism, at least to the extent that humanism is the consideration of the human experience for the purpose of improvement or enrichment.3 And it is an interest in such a disposition that the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 signal in their introductions.


At the same time, introductions are often woven into or sewn onto completed compositions to better signpost their literary features. As David Lodge suggests in the epigraph at the start of this chapter, they seldom consist of the initial sentences written in a composition. And such a process was almost certainly behind the introductions to the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History, which were creatively fashioned by master scribes with an awareness of every fold and fringe in the tapestries that followed. In the SB Gilgamesh Epic, wisdom is woven into the seven poetic verses, or 28 lines prefaced to this version sometime in the second half of the second millennium BC (I:1–28). This 28-line introduction directs attention to one of the composition’s foundational metaphors: life is a journey. This metaphor captures what one scholar describes as a paradigmatic story about humanity’s “inner adventure.”4 The hero’s travels win acclaim for him as a renowned king. Yet, even more importantly, they lead to his acquisition of wisdom. And it is the beginning of the Gilgamesh Epic that signals the prominence of wisdom within the epic’s warp and weft. In the Primeval History, wisdom appears most visibly in the seam that connects the creation account of Gen. 1:1–2:3 with the second creation account and narratives that follows in Gen. 2:4b–4:26. From the outset, the tightly crafted narrative of Gen. 1:1–2:3 theologically spars with the Mesopotamian creation account in Enūma eliš (i.e., Epic of Creation).5 It introduces Israel’s God (ʔelōhīym) as the lone creator and unrivaled divine sovereign. At the same time, a different literary form and style in the second creation story highlight a tension between the nature of the human affirmations about divine sovereignty. When juxtaposed, the assertions of divine sovereignty in Gen. 1:1–2:3 and the presentation of the complexity of the human experience in Gen. 2:4b–4:26 insinuate the theme of wisdom into the opening chapters of the Primeval History. The seam of these two creation accounts holds together an incredible tension that evokes Israel’s sapiential traditions (e.g., Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs), which encourage reflection on the implications of divine sovereignty for understanding the human experience.


Introducing and Reintroducing Gilgamesh's Epic Journey

Mesopotamian scribes widely copied traditions about Gilgamesh for millennia. As one scholar has put it, it was so widely read that “[w]hen it comes to diachronic evidence for Mesopotamian literature, nothing compares to the copious data available for the Gilgamesh Epic.”6 According to sources from the beginning of the second millennium BC,7 a hymnic introduction began the earliest Akkadian versions of the epic. This older hymnic introduction, as I will refer to it hereafter, emphasizes the hero’s extraordinary qualities. Fittingly, the incipit, by which scribes knew the version of the epic during the second millennium, encapsulated Gilgamesh’s inimitable character: “Surpassing all kings” (šūtur eli šarrī).


Surpassing all kings, illustrious in form,30 heroic native of Uruk, goring wild bull.He leads at the forefront,(as) the support of his comrades, he follows the rear(guard).Mighty entrenchment, protector of his troops,ferocious flood-wave able to decimate stone walls.35 Wild bull of Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh is perfect in power,suckling of the exalted cow, the Wild-cow Ninsun.August Gilgamesh is entirely awe-inspiring—he who opened mountain passes,dug wells in the hill country,40 crossed the sea, the broad deeps, as far as the sun’s rising,explored the furthest reaches (of the world), searching everywhere for life,arrived by his strength at Uta-napishti, the Distant One,restored the sacred shrines that the Deluge destroyed,established the rites for bustling humanity!45 Who can be likened to him in kingship,or like Gilgamesh can assert, “I am a king”?As for Gilgamesh, his renown was determined from the day of his birth,two-thirds of him divine and one-third human.

(I:29–48)


In this earliest Akkadian version of the epic, this opening hymn extolled the hero as an unparalleled archetype for all sovereigns and an unmatched human exemplar. Gilgamesh is presented as mighty and accomplished, having initiated restorations and brought much-needed order to the postdiluvian world. In fact, he is a demigod whose extraordinary status from birth led to his success. Moreover, this introduction illustrates these claims of heroism with a synopsis of the epic’s storyline: He is the one “who opened . . . dug . . . crossed . . . explored . . . searched . . . arrived . . . restored . . . and established.”8 From beginning to end, the hymnic introduction sounds the unvarying note of Gilgamesh’s surpassing and exceptional character and deeds.

However, in the centuries leading up to the first millennium, 28 new lines were appended to the beginning of Gilgamesh’s story. It is unclear how or when this happened, but early evidence suggests it was a complex process. For example, a tablet from around 1300 BC from the ancient city of Ugarit, near modern-day Latakia, already anticipates this new introduction, even if differing from later forms in significant ways.9 Yet by the first few centuries of the first millennium, it is clear that a new 28-line introduction was standardized for the epic. At this time, scribes began to use the incipit from this newly prefaced and carefully crafted introduction (ša naqba īmuru, “He who peered into the deep”) to designate what scholars today refer to as the SB Gilgamesh Epic.


1 He who peered (into) the deep, (to) the land’s foundation,[who] knew the paths, (who) was wise in all matters;[Gilgamesh, who] peered (into) the deep, (to) the land’s foundation,[who] knew the ways, (who) was wise in all matters!

5 [He] thoroughly examined established authorities,acquired the sum of wisdom about everything;10he saw what was hidden, revealed what was secret;he brought back a report from the antediluvian age.He traveled a long road, was exhausted but found peace,

10 and set on a stele all (his) labors;he erected the wall of Uruk, the Sheepfold,the pure storehouse of holy Inanna.Look on its wall, which is like a stretched? cord;view its unmatched revetment;

15 ascend the stairs, which are of old;approach Eanna, the habitation of Ishtar, which no future king could ever match.Go up on Uruk’s wall and walk around them,survey its foundations, note the brickwork;

20 were its bricks not baked,and did not seven sages lay its foundations?One thousand acres are city, one thousand acres are groves,one thousand acres are sources of clay,five hundred acres are the temple of Ishtar:three thousand five hundred acres is Uruk’s size.11Open the tablet-box of cedar:

25–26 free its clasp of bronze, [lift] the lid on its secret,[pick] up the tablet of lapis lazuli and read,of everything that Gilgamesh went through, of all of (his) difficulties!

(I:1–28)


This new introduction to the Gilgamesh Epic innovatively reintroduces the hero. By comparison with the older hymnic introduction, this new framing narrative says very little about Gilgamesh’s feats of strength. Moreover, the more recent introduction to the SB Gilgamesh Epic conspicuously avoids identifying Gilgamesh as a king. Instead, it only obliquely points to his kingship, preferring to allot more attention to the grandeur of Uruk that “no future king could ever match” (I:17). It also introduces an altogether new emphasis on the hero’s arduous journey and how it fashioned him into a sage. In this way, in particular, it reframes the epic with a metaphor for how wisdom can be attained through life’s journey. Yet because this reintroduction of Gilgamesh does not replace the earlier hymnic introduction of the hero, the newly added 28 lines create a productive tension with the presentation of the hero in the older hymnic introduction. They complicate the reader’s perceptions of King Gilgamesh’s unrivaled, mighty accomplishments in the hymnic introduction by presenting the hero as relatable. He is someone who has experienced life’s surprising and exhausting realities yet found peace at the end of his journey.


The Journey Follows a Path to Wisdom

The metaphor of life as a journey is central to the opening 28 lines of the SB Gilgamesh Epic. Gilgamesh is repeatedly portrayed as a sojourner. He is the one “[who] knew the paths (alkakāti I:2, 4),” and elsewhere, in the third poetic verse, he is described as having “traveled a long road” (urḫa rūqta illikamma I:9).12 This introduction explicitly presents Gilgamesh as someone who knows the roads he traveled and, by implication, where he arrived. In this way, Gilgamesh’s journey is a model for how to understand the human experience and, ultimately, for how to arrive at wisdom.

For example, the new introduction to the Gilgamesh Epic connects the hero’s travels with his having “peered (into) the deep.” The repeated insistence that Gilgamesh was “He who peered (into) the deep” is pregnant with meaning. The Akkadian word “deep” (naqbu) evokes at least two important senses. First, it can denote “the whole, entirety.” Second, it can designate “underground waters, the deep.”13 If the former is accepted, Gilgamesh is said to know everything. If the latter is preferred, it may evoke the wisdom of the god Ea, who resided in a watery deep (apsû) and was the patron of the only human to attain everlasting life, Utanapishti. As one scholar has summed up the matter, “The translator is left in a quandary as to which meaning of naqbu to choose, for while Gilgameš certainly saw more than any other human being and thus saw ‘all,’ he also had a brief experience of Ea’s domain in retrieving the magic plant of rejuvenation.”14

What should a translator, or reader, do with this equivocation? It seems reasonable to conclude that this ambiguous turn of phrase is strategic. It is intended to be evocative. In other words, by its very equivocality, this phrase opens a multiplicity of meanings. In fact, that it is repeated twice in the poem’s opening verse may even allow the reader to experiment with how both of these meanings of naqbu might be instructive—starting with a first meaning before trying out the other. By considering two meanings, the reader may see how Gilgamesh’s journey to the underground waters (i.e., “the deep”) for a magical plant ultimately leads him to profound or “deep” insights into everything.15 In sum, the metaphor of life as a journey invites reflection on the abundance of meanings associated with naqbu and, in turn, weaves wisdom into the epic’s introduction.

The well-crafted introduction to the SB Gilgamesh Epic exploits several other semantic complexities in the Akkadian language as it explores the over laden concepts of wisdom. For example, in the second half of the opening poetic line, Gilgamesh is said to peer “(to) the land’s foundations” (išdī māti). This expression, much like the statement that Gilgamesh “peered (into) the deep,” opens a wide range of possible meanings for the reader.16 On the one hand, Gilgamesh certainly arrived at Mount Mashu, one of two cosmic mountains with “tops reaching the heavens, their lower edge extending below to the Underworld” (IX:40–41).17 In this sense, Gilgamesh saw the peaks that Mesopotamian myths considered to be the footings of the cosmos. Yet, on the other hand, this phrase also suggests an alternate meaning. When considered in the light of the wisdom Gilgamesh acquires, this phrase suggests that the hero perceives the stabilizing elements for human lifeways. In Akkadian, the word for land (mātum) can designate terrestrial expanses and connote the people and societies who inhabit them.18 That is, the word for land (mātum) metonymically conveys the collective actions and sentiments of people. For example, later in the Gilgamesh Epic, the hero recounts one of his dreams to his mother. And in his dream, a large lump of meteoric rock fell from the sky, and he described how “the land of Uruk was standing around it.” In this context, “the land” (mātum) is used to designate the people from Uruk, who gathered to gawk at the unusual sight of a meteor (I:251). Similarly, the people of “the land” are summoned to mourn Enkidu’s death (VIII:66). Thus, in the introduction to the Gilgamesh Epic, the carefully crafted phrase that Gilgamesh saw “(to) the land’s foundations” (išdī māti) hints at the hero’s insights, or wisdom, into the social dimensions of the human experience. It strategically describes the hero’s remarkable journey in equivocal terms. To be sure, he travels to the deep and the foundations of the earth. Yet these descriptions also gesture toward the fact that the hero’s journey was about more than travels across vast stretches of territory; it was about discovering wisdom.



The Journey's Surprising, Tiring, and Restful Itinerary

As already noted, the hymnic introduction recapitulates events that transpire on Gilgamesh’s journey. For example, it commemorates Gilgamesh’s feats of strength: “He who opened . . . dug . . . crossed . . . explored . . . searched . . . arrived . . . restored . . . and established.” The new introduction, by comparison, gives only indirect attention to the plotline of the epic. The opening 28 lines of the SB Gilgamesh Epic only briefly evoke such heroic actions. It essentially restricts such references to the four lines of the second poetic verse (I:5–8), where Gilgamesh’s itinerary includes examining, discovering, and bringing back an important message. In this way, the introduction to the SB Gilgamesh Epic more extensively foregrounds the hero’s metaphoric travel itinerary that leads him to wisdom.

The metaphor of life as a journey contains a constellation of ideas. According to the SB Gilgamesh Epic, if life is a journey, then its destination is wisdom. Moreover, life’s itinerary is full of surprising, strenuous, exhausting experiences that lead to vistas with new insights. First, in the introduction, Gilgamesh is a mindful explorer who “thoroughly examined established authorities” (iḫīṭma mitḫāriš parakki). This characterization of the hero’s insight is remarkable. The Akkadian word behind the translation “established authorities” (parakku) gives the reader pause. This word is not as commonly used to encapsulate abstract qualities of “power,” “strength,” or “authority.” Instead, it often designates a physical throne or dais, a structure typical for deities and also for kings. By comparison, the hymnic introduction uses more common words for “power” (e.g., emūqu [I.35], dannūtu [I.42]), which makes the word choice of “established authorities” (parakku) in the newer introduction to the epic all the more conspicuous.

At a minimum, this recasting of the hero’s attentiveness to “established authorities” (parakku) suggests to the reader that more ostensible uses of power, such as those prominently placarded in the old hymnic introduction, require reevaluation and rethinking.19 At the same time, and perhaps more significant is the implication that there might be other unsuspecting but formidable forces worth considering. For example, the description of Gilgamesh as having “thoroughly examined established authorities” may anticipate the events in Tablet V where the Akkadian word parakku designates the divine bailiwick. In Tablet V, when Gilgamesh and Enkidu arrive at the Cedar Forest, they “survey the Cedar Mountain, the gods’ dwelling place, the goddesses’s exalted dominion (parak irnīnī).”20 Yet Gilgamesh and Enkidu kill Humbaba and despoil this “exalted dominion” (parak irnīnī), which eventually leads to the convening of the divine council. The heavenly deliberations respond to Gilgamesh’s and Enkidu’s transgression against the divine by limiting the pair’s potency and imposing a death sentence for Enkidu. In other words, the seeming might and power of Gilgamesh and Enkidu are firmly delimited when they transgress the gods’ “exulted dominion” (parak irnīnī). In this case, the repetition of the word parakku from the new introduction provides one clue to how the more obvious might and power (emūqu [I:35], dannūtu [I:42]) of the hero, which is placarded in the hymnic introduction, is not the only instantiation of authority (parakku) that determines humanity’s fate.

Gilgamesh’s encounter with “established authorities” (parakku) is only part of what leads to his acquisition of “the sum of wisdom about everything.” Gilgamesh’s itinerary also includes exhausting labors and peaceful rest (I:9–10). In contrast with the older hymnic opening, in which Gilgamesh “arrived by his strength” (kāšid dannūssu, I:42),21 the mighty hero’s confrontations with power in the new introduction bring him to exhaustion (anīḫu). Moreover, Gilgamesh’s weariness allows him to find peace (šupšuḫ). One commentator succinctly captures the significance of juxtaposing these ideas.


When the two words for “weary” and “at peace,” or their congeners, are elsewhere used together, as here, they are antonyms: one means ‘weary, exhausted,’ and it is related to the word for “wearying toil” in the next line; the other word means just the opposite, “rested, refreshed.” Gilgamesh is both. The paradox is brief but important. It focuses our attention on the contrast of the externally exhausted body and what can only be, internally, a spirit refreshed and at peace, a peace which the context implies came to Gilgamesh with wisdom and knowledge.22


The journey’s itinerary drains the powerful hero, but he still presses on toward becoming a sage through his wearing experiences.

Moreover, the wordplay describing Gilgamesh’s trying itinerary continues into the following line of the introduction. In Tablet I:10, the hero sums up his experiences and inscribes his “labors” on a stone monument. Here again, a plurality of meanings is bound up with the word translated “labors” (mānaḫtu). The Akkadian word mānaḫtu (“labors”) plays on the description of Gilgamesh as “exhausted” (anīḫu), as one can readily see and hear in the transcriptions of these Akkadian words. This similarity is due to the fact that these words are related to the same verb, “to be(come) tired” (anāḫu). Yet it must be quickly added that while the adjective anīḫu denotes a state of weariness or exhaustion, the noun mānaḫtu is more complicated. The Akkadian word mānaḫtu could indicate either the weariness of toil or the satisfying place of repose that resulted therefrom. In other words, mānaḫtu could mean either “exhaustion” or “resting place.” In Akkadian, the word is polyvalent in a way that is impossible to fully capture in an English translation. It is still another lexical choice intended for its strategic ambiguities.23 The word mānaḫtu hints at the connection between Gilgamesh’s wearisome itinerary and his achievement of sagacious repose. The hero’s exhausting itinerary, including his encounters with various authorities, ultimately facilitates his arrival in a place of serene wisdom.



The Journey Involves Companions

In the new introduction to the SB Gilgamesh Epic, the metaphor of life as a journey implies that it should be shared with companions. One of the most curious features of the new introduction to the SB Gilgamesh Epic is that it is at least as interested in the reader as it is in setting up the storyline of composition.24 This is most evident from the fact that it contains an extended invitation to the reader. More than half of the new introduction addresses the reader—four of the introduction’s seven verses, or 16 of its 28 lines. This extortionary literary technique within the corpus of Mesopotamian literature serves as a summons to the reader to join Gilgamesh, as his travel companion, on the road to wisdom.25

The appeal to the reader begins in the introduction’s fourth verse from atop the walls of Uruk (I:13). The reader is invited to survey Uruk’s grandeur, a type-scene that reappears at the end of Tablet XI with newfound significance. Yet the final poetic verse of the introduction (I:25–28) most directly invites close attention to Gilgamesh on his journeys. A closely sequenced list of imperatives dramatically sharpens the poetic focus in these four lines: “Open . . . free . . . lift . . . pick up . . . and read.” The verbal concision strengthens the summons to the reader. Moreover, it reveals that Gilgamesh preserved his epic on a tablet made from one of the most valued stones in Mesopotamia, lapis lazuli, and deposited it in a tablet-box for posterity. Then, in a final epitome, this poetic verse combines into a single poetic register of the richness of the metaphor of life as a journey. As it invites the reader to follow the hero to his journey’s end, it reminds her of “everything that Gilgamesh went through” (I:28: mimmû Gilgameš ittallaku; cf. I:2, 4, 9, “of all of (his) difficulties” (marṣāti, I:28; cf. and anīḫu, mānaḫtu, I:9–10).

Tablet I:25–28 concludes the new introduction to the SB Gilgamesh Epic by creating a stunningly productive tension with the older hymnic introduction. According to the older hymnic introduction, Gilgamesh was a king without equal, surpassingly strong: “Who can be likened to him in kingship, or like Gilgamesh can assert, ‘I am a king’ ”? (I:45–46). Yet the choice to minimize the matter of Gilgamesh’s kingship and emphasize his surprising and tiring experiences in the new introduction subtly, and in some measure, democratizes the humanistic lessons of the composition. It facilitates the epic’s invitation to readers to imagine themselves as a companion of the incomparable king. In fact, this very thought—that the reader should compare themselves to the incomparable and surpassing King Gilgamesh (šūtur eli šarrī)—is perhaps the most daring feature of the hero’s reintroduction. It, more than almost any other portion of the epic, reveals there is more to Gilgamesh than his demigod status and mythic, wide-ranging travels. It introduces how Gilgamesh offers the reader the consolation of wisdom through life’s surprising, strenuous, and exhausting journey.



At the Beginning of Beginnings

The book of Genesis, as it is known in the Greek traditions, takes its name from the word for “origin” (γένεσις). Similarly, the incipit in the Hebrew Bible, berēʔšīyt, which conveys the idea of a “beginning,” gestures in the same general direction. In both the Greek and Hebrew, these naming traditions rightly recognize that the book of Genesis is about beginnings: the creation of the world, the first humans, the origins of human death, and the invention of music, among several other beginnings. And within this book of “beginnings,” Gen. 1:1–2:3 plays a crucial role in introducing these firsts—it is the beginning of these beginnings.

Gen. 1:1–2:3 is a distinct, carefully crafted introduction to the book of Genesis and, in particular, to the Primeval History. In this introduction, the theme of wisdom appears most visibly in the seam that connects this creation account with the second creation account and accompanying narratives that follow it in Gen. 2:4b– 4:26. Gen. 1:1–2:3 intertextually engages with the Mesopotamian composition known as Enūma eliš and presents Israel’s God (ʔelōhīym) as an unrivaled sovereign by stark comparison with the Babylonian god Marduk. The unrelenting insistence on the supremacy of Israel’s God in Gen. 1:1–2:3 sets up a tension with the anthropocentric focus on the conditio humana in Gen. 2:4b–4:26. The lofty presentation of divine sovereignty in Gen. 1:1–2:3 complicates the expressions of human agency in Gen. 2:4b–4:26 in ways similar to how the opening 28 lines of the SB Gilgamesh Epic complicates the hero for the reader. Moreover, like Israel’s sapiential traditions found elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs), the assertion of divine sovereignty in Gen. 1:1–2:3, when joined with the candid recognition of the complexities of the human experience in Gen. 2:4b–4:26, alerts the reader to the theme of wisdom woven into the Primeval History at the beginning.

TABLE 2.1 Tōwledōwt Structure of the Book of Genesis


	Gen. 2:4b
	“These are the ‘generations’ of the heavens and the earth.”



	Gen. 5:1
	“This is the scroll of the descendants of Adam.”



	Gen. 6:9
	“These are the descendants of Noah.”



	Gen. 10:1
	“These are the descendants of Noah's sons.”



	Gen. 11:10
	“These are the descendants of Shem.”



	Gen. 11:27
	“Now these are the descendants of Terah.”



	Gen. 25:12
	“These are the descendants of Ishmael.”



	Gen. 25:19
	“These are the descendants of Isaac.”



	Gen. 36:1
	“These are the descendants of Esau.”



	Gen. 37:2
	“These are the descendants of Jacob.”






A Discrete Introduction

Scholars widely recognize that Gen. 1:1–2:3 is a distinct, internally coherent literary unit.26 In fact, its discrete formal, literary, and stylistic features help establish its role as an introduction to Genesis 1–11. For example, an initial clue to the introductory role of Gen. 1:1–2:3 is its placement outside of the central structural element in the book of Genesis. The larger book of Genesis is structured, in part, by ten sections that repeat the word tōwledōwt (“descendants”).27 The refrain “these are the descendants (tōwledōwt)” is interspersed throughout the book of Genesis, providing organization for the book’s stories around central characters.28 The first tōwledōwt heading appears in Gen. 2:3; then, nine others recur throughout the remainder of the book (see Table 2.1). Yet it is striking that Gen. 1:1–2:3 stands apart from this organizing refrain.29 Rather than being incorporated into the larger tōwledōwt framework, Gen. 1:1–2:3 is prefaced to it.

In addition to Gen. 1:1–2:3 standing outside the tōwledōwt framework, distinctive literary motifs set this section apart from others. For example, the motif of creation as a ritualized divine activity is limited to the account in Gen. 1:1–2:3. A 7-day scheme presents the divine activities as highly ordered and regularized.30 God performs creation as a priest, par excellence, and speaks with ritualized rhythm throughout the process—pronouncing, naming, evaluating, or blessing. Furthermore, as these days unfold, God creates and names on the first 3 days and then creates and blesses on the next 3 days.31 A terrific sense of balance is conveyed by the fact that the works of day one (light), day two (sky), and day three (land and plants) are each completed in turn on day four (sun, moon, and stars as lights), day five (fish in the seas and birds in the sky), and day six (animals and humans on the land).32 This creative symmetry culminates in the seventh day, the zenith in the narrative. On the seventh day the ritualized divine acts give way to the telos of this ceremonial precision, God’s regal repose within the sacred abode of the creation (reminiscent of the tabernacle; cf. Ex. 39–40).33

Lastly, the narrative style of Gen. 1:1–2:3 is markedly distinct and quite different from what follows in the Primeval History. Gen. 1:1–2:3 strings together a series of straightforward statements that follow one another with an almost clipped tempo. This terse prose provides the narrative with rapid pacing that does not allow the reader to stray far from this dramatic account’s main (and only) agent, God (ʔelōhīym). The first five verses nicely illustrate the paratactic prose of Gen. 1:1–2:3.


1When God began creating heaven and earth, 2the earth was unformed and unshaped, darkness was over the surface of the primordial sea, and the spirit of God flitted over the surface of the water. 3Then, God spoke: “Let there be light!” And there was light. 4God appraised the light as good. God separated the light from the darkness. 5God called the light ‘day,’ and he designated the darkness ‘night.’ Then, there was evening and morning a first day.

(Gen. 1:1–5)


Various English translations capture the brisk style of these verses by punctuating them as compact clauses and declarative statements. Such translations capture a Hebrew style that is a fittingly chosen style to accentuate the theological intent of the pericope. This style pithily recounts God’s self-determined creative activity in the narrative. Like the pacing of the prose, God is uninterrupted and unrelenting in his generative acts that form and shape the cosmos.

Only concise divine interjections break up the narrative description of creation. They are interspersed at regular intervals throughout the chapter to compliment the pace of the divine actions, which unfold one after another: “Let there be light. . . . Let there be a canopy. . . . Let the waters under the heavens be gathered.” The fast-moving prose and ritualized divine statements help to merge the divine perspective, represented in the narrative by direct speech, into that of the narrator. Thus, the third-person omniscient narrator advances the storyline, providing descriptions of God’s creative acts with unhindered access to all the goings-on in the divine mind: “Then, God saw . . . that it was good” (wayyar(ʔ) ʔelōhīym kīy ṭōwb; Gen. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). At the same time, divine speech keeps the action moving in the narrative, as God’s utterances bring about the creation: “Let there be light.” These two perspectives are literarily distinct, yet they are so similar that one gets the impression they are virtually interchangeable.34 Moreover, the rhetorical effect result of this near collapsing of perspectives is an intense narrative uniformity that unswervingly fixes the reader on Israel’s deity as the sole agent of creation. In sum, the formal arrangement, distinct literary motifs, crisp prose, and fastidious complementarity between the narrator and divine points of view of Gen. 1:1–2:3 set it apart as a discrete, coherent opening to the Primeval History.



Introducing Israel's God

The intensely coherent formal, literary, and stylistic features of Gen. 1:1–2:3 sharpen its theological claim that Israel’s God is an unrivaled potentate. First, against the polytheistic world of the ancient Near East, Gen. 1:1–2:3 asserts the supremacy of the Israelite God by the almost excessive repetition of “God” (ʔelōhīym) 35 times in as many verses. This degree of repetition may seem tedious and even uninspired on a first read of the narrative. The reiterating of the divine agent is, after all, highly unnecessary to clarify the plot since there are virtually no other actors in the story that might confuse the reader about who is performing the activities. Yet the repetition of God (ʔelōhīym) accentuates his stand-alone, unrivaled role as creator. It focuses on the Israelite God as the lone creator and supreme ruler of the cosmos.

Furthermore, the claims of Gen. 1:1–2:3 are only intensified when it is read in conversation with the Babylonian poem Enūma eliš, with which it polemicizes. Enūma eliš is an apology for the supremacy of the city-god of Babylon, Marduk, and it also includes a brief account of his creation of the universe. As mentioned in the opening chapter, the Primeval History has several literary interlocutors, in addition to the Gilgamesh Epic, and Gen. 1:1–2:3, in particular, imitates and polemicizes against the Babylonian creation epic, Enūma eliš.35 In the seven tablets of Enūma eliš, the patron deity of Babylon, Marduk, subdues his opponent and secures his place as suzerain over the gods. Conflict initially arises when the primordial gods Apsu and Tiamat spawn numerous other deities, who, in time, come to irritate their progenitors. In particular, the younger gods’ noise (naṣīru, I:22; rigmu, I:25) provokes Apsu to plot murder against them. Yet, before Apsu enacts his plan, one of his crafty descendants named Ea utters a spell to put him into a deep sleep and then kills him. When Tiamat discovers the fate of her husband, Apsu, she is enraged. She fashions legions of creatures for war and elevates Qingu, her new consort, as the leader of her armies. With battle lines drawn, Marduk takes a leading role in the story. Marduk, who had been born “loftier than the other gods, surpassing in profile” (I:99),36 agrees to oppose Tiamat in return for cosmic kingship over all of the other gods. Then, after a dramatic battle in which Tiamat is defeated, Marduk assumes kingship over the pantheon and orders the world. He creates the three tiers of the heavens and fashions the earth so that it properly functions. Humanity is formed from the blood of Tiamat’s consort, Qingu, and a calendar is established so humanity can carry out its duties of feeding and clothing the gods. The poem then ends with a paean to Marduk comprised of 50 titles that explore his renown as a conquering and reigning king.

As this summary of Enūma eliš suggests, there are numerous obvious similarities between this Babylonian poem and Gen. 1:1–2:3. Gen. 1:1–2:3 appropriates central motifs and reconfigures well-known themes from the Babylonian myth Enūma eliš, while it ambitiously charts its own literary and theological paths in its account of creation.37 It most intensively incorporates and responds to the literary and theological contours of Enūma eliš in its opening two verses, Gen. 1:1–2, while echoes of verbal parallels and imagery from Enūma eliš sharpen the theological polemic throughout Gen. 1:1–2:3. In these ways, the Primeval History intertextu-ally engages Enūma eliš in order to introduce Israel’s God as an unrivaled authority.38

The closest connections between Enūma eliš and Gen. 1:1–2:3 appear in the opening lines of these two compositions (I:1–4 and Gen. 1:1–2). For starters, the translation of Gen. 1:1 given earlier, “When God began creating heaven and earth,” reflects the sense that the initial verses of Genesis 1–11 were influenced by the opening line of Enūma eliš and other Mesopotamian accounts of creation.39 A temporal clause was a common way for creation accounts to begin in the ancient world. One might compare how contemporary readers might expect to encounter statements at the outset of a novel, such as “It was a dark and stormy night;” “It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen;”or “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”40 Such lines are telltale signs of the opening of a novel. Likewise, one might compare how well-known, even cliched, beginnings to fairytales signal to the reader generic expectations: “once upon a time.”41 Similarly, Enūma eliš and other myths from the ancient Near East that concern primordial ‘beginnings,’ such as the Sumerian story “In those days, in those far-off days’ ” (u4 ri-a u4 su3-ra2 ri-a),42 begin with a temporal clause to prepare the reader to encounter creation-related myths. Following this customary pattern, Gen. 1:1, too, opens with a temporal clause as a generic marker to prompt readers to discover and reflect on ideas and images associated with the divine roles in creation.

In addition to the opening syntactic similarities between Enūma eliš and Gen. 1:1–2, verbal echoes, shared imagery, and common motifs appear in both compositions. For example, in Gen. 1:1, the word “beginning” (rēʔšīyt) echoes Enūma eliš. The root r-š-t, which is common to Hebrew and Akkadian, denotes concepts associated with being “first” or “foremost.” As one might expect, this root appears in both Enūma eliš and Gen. 1:1. It is used in both compositions to introduce a focal point, namely what is first or foremost. In Enūma eliš, the debuting actor is the god Apsu.


When on high the heavens were unnamed,and below the underworld had yet to be mentioned—there was Apsu, the first and foremost, their progenitor,and demiurgic Tiamat, who bore all of them.

(I:1–4)


Apsu is foregrounded as an essential primeval part of the creation of the gods. For this reason, Enūma eliš introduces Apsu as the foremost (rēštû) among the gods. He is the primordial, initial agent in the story; also, his dead body is used in the first act of recreation in the story, when it is refashioned into a domicile for the god Ea.

In Gen. 1:1, the root r-š-t appears in the form berēʔšīyt.43 What is immediately apparent about the use of the root r-š-t in the opening verse of Genesis is that it is used to “find the beginning” in the very sense intended by the invocation from Homer’s Odyssey in the chapter’s epigraph. Like Homer’s Odyssey, which is interested in the relative beginning of Odysseus’s return home, when “[a]ll the other Greeks who had survived the brutal sack of Troy had sailed safely home to their wives—except this man alone,”44 Gen. 1:1–2:3 is interested in marking the story’s beginning by God’s creative undertakings. That is, it opens with the divine activity of creation as its focal point, namely “when God began creating.” The Hebrew temporal phrase berēʔšīyt (re)directs the reader to the fact that the beginning can only be described in terms of when God undertook creative activities. In this way, the story begins by making everything relative to God (and by implication, God cannot be understood as relative to anything; cf. Is. 40:25–31). According to Gen. 1:1–2:3, the Israelite God’s creative action is the only suitable reference point for its beginning.

That the Israelite God’s creative activities are the beginning of the creation story does not mean Gen. 1:1–2:3 avoids interest in the primordial ‘stuff.’ As one scholar rightly observes, “[n]one of the various Mesopotamian cosmogonies envisage creatio ex nihilo; rather, they posit a primeval material.”45 Thus, Gen. 1:2 offers descriptions of the formless earth and chaotic sea that eschew some primordial fixtures from Enūma eliš and polemicizes against others. In Gen. 1:2, the primordial sea serves as the material used in the divine act of creation: “The earth was unformed (tōhūw) and unshaped (bōhūw),46 darkness was over the surface of the primordial sea (tehōwm), and the spirit of God flitted over the surface of the water.” This account of primordial ‘stuff’ conspicuously avoids any allusion to Apsu. In this way, the observation about the chaotic primeval stuff of creation implicitly dismisses any reference point for its beginning other than the Israelite God, like Apsu in Enūma eliš. Gen. 1:1–2:3 races past any mention of subterranean waters and moves on to the divine agent’s act of creating (cf. Gen. 1:9).47 The opening phrase “When God began to create” hurriedly anticipates the independent clause “God spoke: ‘Let there be light!’ ”

At the same time, among the primordial ‘stuff’ in Gen. 1:1–2 is a “primordial sea” (tehōwm). The Hebrew word tehōwm (“primordial sea”) is linguistically cognate with the Akkadian Tiamat (tiʔāmatu) and has several conceptually similarities. For example, both were watery, often primordial parts of the cosmos.48 Moreover, tehōwm is even personified in the Hebrew Bible, such as in the poetry of Hab. 3:10. Hab. 3 takes aim at Babylonian mythology49 and describes how “the mountains set eyes on you [YHWH] and writhed, a torrent of waters swept through, the deep (tehōwm) raised its voice. . . .”50 It depicts creation, including tehōwm, as responding in terror before YHWH.

Furthermore, in Gen. 1:2, tehōwm is associated with agentive or creative forces, not unlike Tiamat (tiʔāmatu) in Enūma eliš. In Enūma eliš, the goddess Tiamat bears the Akkadian title mummu: “demiurge, creative force.”51 She is the primeval mother who “bore all of [the gods]” (I:4). In Gen. 1:2, by comparison, the rūwaḥ (“spirit”) of God takes center stage as the creative force. The semantic flexibility of the Hebrew word rūwaḥ, which often refers to a “force” or “spirit,” is a fitting conceptual analog for the demiurgic power of the goddess Tiamat in Enūma eliš. In fact, the divine rūwaḥ is an agentive or creative power throughout the Hebrew Bible. As one scholar has summarized the matter, rūwaḥ “represented the closest analogy . . . with the Babylonian idea of mummu.”52 Even the image of “the spirit of God” flitting over the waters like a bird over its young53 may evoke parental connotations not altogether different from the maternal associations ascribed to Tiamat in Enūma eliš.54

The linguistic and conceptual correspondences between the Hebrew tehōwm and Mesopotamian Tiamat (tiʔāmatu) make it difficult to resist the conclusion that the “primordial sea” (tehōwm) and “spirit” (rūwaḥ) of God in Gen. 1:2 do not polemicize against the well-known villainous character Tiamat from Enūma eliš. The similarities are striking, and an allusion to these associations of Tiamat can be for no other reason than her role in Enūma eliš, since she was not a widely attested and venerated Mesopotamian deity.55 In other words, Gen. 1:2 could not have been written at a cultural moment when there was widespread worship of Tiamat with the intent of discrediting the beloved goddess of rival peoples. In this case, then, the “primordial sea” (tehōwm) and “spirit” (rūwaḥ) of God in Gen. 1:1–2 evoke the well-known female antagonist from Enūma eliš in order to sharpen the literary focus on the creative powers of the Israelite God and to find its beginning with his fashioning of the cosmos.

If Gen. 1:1–2 evokes Enūma eliš in its opening verses to begin its intertextual sparring with this Babylonian poem, the remainder of Gen. 1:1–2:3 continues this polemic through the use of shared motifs and themes. For example, repeated divine acts of separation convey the wisdom behind the cosmos’ smooth operations. In Enūma eliš, Ea “separated (ipṭur) the sinews (of Apsu)” to fashion his abode (I:67), Marduk “split” (iḫpiši) Tiamat’s body to complete the cosmos (IV:137), and the gods “slice” (iptaraʔū) Qingu’s veins to fashion humanity (VI:32). In each instance, the god(s) illustrates resourcefulness that efficaciously brings about a properly functioning cosmos. Likewise, in Gen. 1:1–2:3, God is depicted as carefully separating (b-d-l) the light from darkness (Gen. 1:4, 18) and dividing up the waters (Gen. 1:6, 14). And the refrain, “it was good,” reinforces the sense of divine judiciousness in exercising such authority. The English word “good” (Hebrew ṭōwb) should not be passed over too quickly as weak and non-descript in these contexts. It does not communicate the lukewarm evaluation or understatement that things were ‘not bad.’ Instead, the six-fold repetition of the word “good” buttresses the narrative’s claim that God ruled well. It emphasizes that the biome was wisely fashioned, and everything in it worked properly.

Similarly, Gen. 1:1–2:3 retools the motif of divine speech found in Enūma eliš. In Enūma eliš divine speech is associated with the efficacious nature of divine powers. For instance, in Enūma eliš the god Ea fashions an incantation that calms the waters of Apsu (I:63)56 so that he can kill him. Likewise, it is a spell cast by Tiamat that elevates her consort to be the commander of legions (I:153). Perhaps the climactic example is when Marduk uses his knowledge of spells to defeat Tiamat.


60 He set out for furious Tiamat:he had an incantation (readied) on his lips,he held a plant, the antidote for venom, in his hand.. . .71 Tiamat cast her spell without turning aside,on her lips she had ready sedition, lies.. . .91 She was uttering an incantation and repeating her spell,and all the while, the gods of combat, were whetting their weapons.Tiamat and Marduk, the sage of the gods, met (in battle);they approached (one another) for combat, drawing near to do battle.95 Lord (Marduk) spread out his net and ensnared her;he unleashed the destructive storm at (his) rearguard against her.Tiamat spread open her mouth to swallow it,she swallowed the destructive storm so that she could not close her lips.The furious winds filled her belly,100 her innards were bloated, and she opened her mouth wide open.He shot an arrow and pierced her belly,he sliced open her mid-section and cut into her heart,he bound her and took her life,he hurled her corpse down and stood on it.

(IV:60–62, 71–72, 91–104)


The battle between Marduk and Tiamat is a central, pivotal event in Enūma eliš, and spoken spells are the weapons of choice. The goddess duels with Marduk by producing incantation after incantation to subdue him. And Marduk’s victory over Tiamat is ultimately signaled by his ability to forcefully silence her.

This motif of divine speech is also woven into Gen. 1:1–2:3. The most obvious examples are the divine speech-acts, “Let there be . . .” (yehīy), which create the cosmos during the first 6 days. Moreover, these speech-acts culminate on day six when God addresses his council of divine beings: “Let us make (naʕaśeh) humanity to resemble us, in our likeness.”57 Thus not only is God (ʔelōhīym) the only divine voice heard in the narrative, but in this final instance, when one might imagine an interlocutor, there is still no response. No dialog or conversation ensues, and any would-be detractor remains silent. Thus, Gen. 1:1–2:3 artistically reworks the motif of divine speech found in Enūma eliš to develop its theological insistence on the unrivaled sovereignty of Israel’s God.



Framing the Primeval History

In Gen. 1:1–2:3, distinctive formal, literary, and stylistic features reinforce consistent theological polemics. And this intense coherence of Gen. 1:1–2:3, in turn, allows for the theme of wisdom to be woven into the beginning of the Primeval History. In particular, the distinct prose of Gen. 1:1–2:3 and its intricately developed claim that Israel’s God is an unrivaled potentate produce a constructive tension with the quite different narratives about human autonomy in Gen. 2:4b–4:26. The interest of Gen. 2:4b–4:26 in the human experience is signaled by the opening phrase, “When God began creating heaven and earth.” With this phrase, Gen. 2:4b quickly pivots away from the unrelenting attention on God in the previous account of creation (Gen. 1:1–2:3) to a variety of messy terrestrial, human matters.58 Gen. 2:4b subtly tweaks the subordinate temporal clause found in Gen. 1:1. “When God began creating heaven and earth” (Gen. 1:1) becomes “When the God YHWH fashioned the earth and the heavens” (Gen. 2:4b). The inversion of the phrase “heaven and earth” into “earth and the heavens” refocuses the following accounts on earthly matters rather than heavenly ones. The transcendent ritual activities of the preceding account give way to new thematic attention to humanity and its role as a free agent.59

Moreover, the narrative style of Gen. 2:4b–4:26 only further accentuates the contrast with Gen. 1:1–2:3. Gen. 1:1–2:3 is terse and paratactic, while Gen. 2:4b–4:26 is characterized by consistently longer sentences that often contain multiple dependent clauses. The first few verses of Gen. 2:4b–4:26 illustrate the long parenthetic-filled sentences and hypotactic style that typifies the pericopes in Gen. 2:4b–4:26.


4bAt the time when the God YHWH fashioned the earth and the heavens, before there was any field-brush on the earth or any plant had sprouted— since the God YHWH had not caused it to rain on the earth and there was no human to work the earth, and a mist would rise from the earth and water all the land—7 the God YHWH formed humanity out of dirt from the earth and blew into his nostrils breath of life and (so) humanity was a living being.

(Gen. 2:4b–7)


In this way, this prose style of Gen. 2:4b–4:26 is well suited to its thematic interest in the complexities involved in human self-determination and agency. As if to heighten the reader’s bewilderment by the often outrageous actions and shocking consequences of characters’ choices, at points, the narratives mire the reader in complex, nested grammatical structures.

Ultimately, the juxtaposition of the discrete account of the creation by God (ʔelōhīym) in Gen. 1:1–2:3 with loquacious narratives focused on the human experience evokes a literary tension common in Israel’s sapiential traditions. Like Israel’s wisdom traditions, the Primeval History’s two creation accounts provoke reflections on the nature of divine power and authority and its relationship to the perceived realities of the human experience. Moreover, the narratives of Gen. 2:4b–4:26 reinforce the connection with Israel’s sapiential traditions by unfolding numerous motifs known from them, such as the archetypal first human, life-giving trees, deep cravings, crafty and prudent impulses, the presentation of these impulses as animate, and symbolic names such as Adam (ʔādām), Eve (ḥawwāh), and Abel (hébel).60 Thus, as the reader transitions from Gen. 1:1–2:3 to Gen. 2:4b–4:26, they are invited to ask questions such as how can divine power and authority be reconciled with the ways humans use and are shaped by power? Are the heavens put on tilt by humanity’s sudden self-governed exertions like those portrayed in Genesis 1–11? Is there a limit to human potential, or will a divine intervention firmly establish a limit? And will humans be able to pursue good, vital, and meaningful experiences in life if divine limitations are established? In short, the productive tensions between Gen. 1:1–2:3 and Gen. 2:4b–4:26 place wisdom in the opening seam of the Primeval History.




Conclusion

The introductions to the SB Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 do more than provide foundational information about characters—be it Gilgamesh, God (ʔelōhīym), or the first humans. These compositions were given introductions that alert the reader to the central thread of wisdom, which is a part of the warp and weft of these compositions. By creating literary tensions with their introductions, they foreground their interests in the importance of wisdom for the human experience. Thus, having seen how wisdom was woven together at the beginning of these compositions, the following chapters trace how it is incorporated into their tapestries.



Notes


	Prov. 8:23. Within the ancient Israelite collection of maxims found in the book of Proverbs, wisdom is envisioned as the first thread formed and then worked into the tapestry of creation. The metaphor gestures toward the idea that divine creative activities, like those found in the creation account of the Primeval History, evince wisdom. Additionally, a fertile metaphor describing creative processes in both biblical and Mesopotamian literature is that of skilled work of textile production. For example, the Hebrew Bible uses the verb “to weave” (n-s-k), found in Prov. 8:23, to describe how a human embryo was created by its being “stitched together” (Job 10:11; see further Fox, Proverbs, 156– 7). A related image, again connected with the formation of humanity, is found in the well-known Mesopotamian myth Enūma eliš (VI:5), where the Babylonian god Marduk announced his intent to “knot together (lukṣur) blood (vessels)” as if strands in a textile. The particular metaphor of “weaving” together texts in the processes of textual production is found in the description of the female author Enheduanna, an old Akkadian high priestess, who is called a “weaver of tablets” (lú dub zú kéše-da; Sjöberg and Bergmann, The Collection of the Sumerian Temple Hymns, 49). Also, a later Babylonian scholar (ummânu) named Esagil-kin-apli is credited with bringing together previously disparate materials “as a new weave” (SUR.GIBIL; for a composite edition of this text belonging to the Diagnostic Series Sa-gig and a brief discussion of the Akkadian logogram SUR. GIBIL, see Wee, “Phenomena in Writing,” 253–4). Drawing upon this metaphor for text production from Mesopotamia, some scholars posit a related process led to the formation of the compositions in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Van der Toorn, Scribal Culture, 109–41).

	For some, the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 may not appear to be compositions associated with the theme of wisdom. This may especially be true for those better acquainted with the wisdom literature of the Hebrew Bible. These two compositions are neither dialogical like Ecclesiastes nor didactic collections of aphorisms like the book of Proverbs. Yet the theme of wisdom was never restricted to a particular genre (i.e., wisdom literature). In ancient Mesopotamia, in particular, wisdom was a complex concept treated in various literary styles—from proverbs and dialogues to poetic epics and foundational narratives that helped to create a “vague but unmistakable” genre (Wasserman, “Weisheitsliteratur [Wisdom Literature],” 1–2; also, Wasserman and Cohen, “Mesopotamian Wisdom Literature”). Thus, scribes at the palace at Nineveh cataloged the Gilgamesh Epic along with other wisdom-themed texts, such as the Series of the Fox, Sidu, and the Series of the Poplar, all of which share wisdom qualities. Moreover, this pattern hints at the importance of wisdom-related themes in the epic (see Lambert, “A Catalogue of Texts and Authors,” 67, 77; see further Cohen, “Why Wisdom”). Additional discussions of the features of wisdom (literature) in Mesopotamia can be found in Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature, 1–20; Buccellati, “Wisdom and Not;” George, “Gilgamesh and the Literary Traditions of Ancient Mesopotamia.” For a genre known as wisdom literature in the Hebrew Bible, Collins is certainly correct that “Wisdom, in short, is a tradition, held together by certain family resemblances rather than by a constant essence” (Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 1; cf. Kynes, An Obituary). At the same time, the concept of wisdom is nonetheless explored in other portions of Israelite literature. For recent emphases on wisdom to narrative in the Primeval History, especially 2:4ff, see Albertz, “ ‘Ihr werdet sein wie Gott.’ Gen 3, 1–7;” Albertz, “ ‘Ihr werdet sein wie Gott’ (Gen 3, 5);” Blenkinsopp, “Post-Exilic Lay Source,” 54–5; Carr, “The Politics of Textual Subversion,” esp. 589–91; Schmid, “Die Unteilbarkeit der Weisheit;” Gertz, Das erste Buch Mose, 15–8.

	My understanding of humanism is adopted and adapted from Todorov, Imperfect Garden, with the noted difference that the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History are theistic humanisms. For a review of various conceptions of humanism, see Halliwell and Mousley, Critical Humanisms.

	Buccellati, “Wisdom and Not,” 38.

	Comparisons between these two texts are extensively discussed by commentators. See, for example, Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis; Batto, Slaying the Dragon, 73–101; Sparks, “ ‘Enūma Elish’ and Priestly Mimesis;” Carr, The Formation of Genesis, 7–29.

	Milstein, Tracking the Master Scribe, 110.

	Tigay, Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic, 140–60; Milstein, Tracking the Master Scribe, 110–46.

	While translated into English finite verbal forms, the Akkadian consists of a series of substantive participles.

	The opening lines from the tablet discovered at Ras Shamra differ in important ways from the SB Gilgamesh Epic (George, “The Gilgameš Epic at Ugarit,” 238–48). For a consideration of the complexity of this process, which awaits additional discoveries in order to explain in greater detail, see Milstein, Tracking the Master Scribe, 135–6.

	The restoration of the first five lines is based upon the sources in George (Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 535–9) as well as the more recently published exemplar from Ras Shamra (George, “The Gilgameš Epic at Ugarit”).

	The measurement of the city is given in the Akkadian šāru. The first three domains (city, groves, and clay) are each one šāru, whereas the temple of Ishtar is half of a šāru (= pitru). I have translated the measurements into rough equivalents for a contemporary context. The measurements are hyperbolic and do not reflect the size of the ancient city in any period.

	As George observes, urḫa rūqta/rūqata alūku/rapūdu is a repeated phrase that appears in the SB version (e.g., I:9, II:262, III:24–5, III:47–8, IX:54, X:641; George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 779). It seems to be a repetition that helps develop the metaphor of life as a journey throughout the composition.

	For the translational problem, see Castillo, “Nagbu,” 220; also, George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 444–5.

	George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 444.

	The recovering of a plant (the “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart”) that could provide rejuvenation is treated in Chapter 6 and n. 5.

	George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 445–6; George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 2, 778–9.

	Ibid., 492–4; see also Horowitz, Mesopotamian Cosmic Geography, 240–1 for a discussion of the phrase šupuk šamê in IX:40.

	George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 492–4; CAD I/J išdu, s. 2; see also Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 116–21.

	That some cultural instantiations of powers may also be critiqued in the epic, such as the efficacy of divine kingship or even perhaps the idea of sacral marriage, see Moran, “The Gilgamesh Epic,” 2333.

	For a discussion of the phrase “shrines of destiny” (parak šīmāti), see George, “Studies in Cultic Topography.” Other literary traditions in Mesopotamia also may have influenced the SB Gilgamesh Epic at this point. For example, an omen tradition records that Gilgamesh “captured all the kings who sit on daises of power” (George, “The Gilgameš Epic at Ugarit,” 246).

	For the unusual syntax here, see George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 2, 783.

	Moran, “The Epic of Gilgamesh: A Document of Ancient Humanism,” 16.

	Cf. Penn iv:146; SB Gilgamesh Epic VI:77.

	Cf. the version from Ras Shamra, in which the hero is the addressee (George, “The Gilgameš Epic at Ugarit,” 245; see further Milstein, Tracking the Master Scribe, 124–36).

	For other so-called fictional Akkadian biographies that use first-person address, see Longman, Fictional Akkadian Autobiography; Wilcke, “Die Anfänge der Akkadischen Epen.”

	Car r, Genesis 1–11, 8ff; Gertz, Das erste Buch Mose, 26–79.

	For Gen. 36:9, see Scharbert, “Der Sinn der Toledot-Formel,” 49.

	E.g., Carr, “Βίβλος γενέσεως Revisited,” 163–4; Schwartz, “Narrative Toledot Formulae in Genesis.”

	It may also be the anthropomorphic connotations of the word tōwledōwt prevented Gen. 1:1–2:3 from having a tō wledōwt heading. A quick scan of the other occurrence of the tōwledōwt heading (see Table 2.1) reveals that this word is otherwise in these headings only used to designate human procreation. In this case, the omission of such a heading for Gen. 1:1–2:3 may be a deliberate attempt to avoid associating genealogical thinking with the opening creation account, further heightening the polemic with Enūma eliš, which begins with a lengthy genealogy of the gods. For a discussion of Gen. 2:4a as a superscription to Gen. 2:4b–4:26, see Gertz, “The Formation of the Primeval History,” 114–8; Carr, Genesis 1–11, 92–3.

	The literary stock of the number seven and its associations with completion is well established in biblical and Akkadian literature. In Mesopotamian literature, in particular, the seven apkallu, “who keep in order the plans of heaven and earth” (muštēširu uṣurāt šamê u erṣetim; see Reiner, “The Etiological Myth of the ‘Seven Sages’ ”) may be a relevant comparison to Gen. 1:1–2:4a, especially given the connections between creation and wisdom in this text and in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Proverbs 8). One might also compare the 6-day, 7-night patterns that recur throughout the Gilgamesh Epic: Enkidu is humanized in a series of 7 days by Shamhat (I:194), Gilgamesh devolves over 7 days as a result of Enkidu’s death (X:58, 135, 235), Uta-napishti emerges like a child from his vessel after 7 days of the Deluge (XI:128–130), and Gilgamesh attempts to stay awake for 6 days and 7 nights (XI:209). See further Moran, “The Epic of Gilgamesh: A Document of Ancient Humanism,” 18–9.

	The text is also replete with vocabulary concentrated in contexts associated with priestly activities elsewhere in the Torah (e.g., m-y-n Gen. 1:11, 12, 21, 24, 25], r-m-ś [Gen. 1:21, 24–26, 28, 30], š-r-ṣ [Gen. 1:20, 21], and expression like l eʔoklāh [Gen 1:29–30] and ḥayyat hāʔāreṣ [Gen. 1:24–25, 30]).

	Six times he assesses the creative results of his speech as “good.” This occurs twice on days three and six and is not mentioned on days two and seven. It may be omitted from day two to avoid connecting water, which was often associated with chaos or malevolence in the ancient Near East, with God’s creative intent. Also, while the designations “greater lights” and “lesser lights” are not awkward within astronomic taxonomies (from Mesopotamia) or as construed with the verbal root m-š-l, the common words for “sun” (šémeš) and “moon” (yārēaḥ) are conspicuously avoided (Gen. 1:14–19; cf. Gertz. “Antibabylonische Polemik”).

	For the theme of kingship in this passage, in association with the priestly and temple imagery, see further Weinfield, “Sabbath, Temple and the Enthronement of the LORD.”

	Ster nberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 153–9.

	Historical political circumstances almost certainly afforded opportunities for Israelite scholars to engage with this Babylonian poem at some point during its millennia-long evolution, most likely between the eighth and fifth centuries BC, as was the case with the Gilgamesh Epic. As for the composition of Enūma eliš, it undoubtedly evolved over time, but the extant evidence is only suggestive of the process. An early version of this poem that must have notably differed from the Babylonian one is hinted at in passing allusions in the Mari letters during the first half of the second millennium (see Durand, “Le mythologème du combat,” 56–7). It is difficult to nail down a singular moment when the version that is well-known from the first millennium, or something similar to it, took shape. That said, it likely reached a form similar to the well-establish first-millennium version sometime around the turn of the millennium (Lambert, “The Reign of Nebuchadnezzar I;” Tenney, “The Elevation of Marduk Revisited”). And some version was still available for Berossus’ history of Babylonia (see Dalley, “First Millennium BC Variation;” Beaulieu, “Berossus and the Creation Story”).

	The lineation and translation of Enūma eliš follow the edition in Lambert, Babylonian Creation Myths.

	Ar nold, Genesis, 27–51. One might also liken this relationship to other intertextually related scribal traditions that develop the themes of chaos and order—from Lugale to Erra and Ishum (e.g., Machinist, “Order and Disorder”). See also Frahm, Babylonian and Assyrian Text Commentaries, 345–68, for how the Akkadian composition Erra and Ishum was understood as a countertext to Enūma eliš.

	Sparks succinctly states, “By imitating the Mesopotamian myth of divine sovereignty with a monotheistic setting, the Priestly Writer has clearly articulated the belief that his God is the king, not only because he is the Creator but because he has no rivals at all.” (“ ‘Enūma Elish’ and Priestly Mimesis,” 632).

	For a survey of the syntax of the restrictive relative clause, see Holmstedt, “The Restrictive Syntax;” Carr, Genesis 1–11, 45–7.

	These examples are taken from Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Paul Clifford; George Orwell, 1984; and Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities, respectively.

	Some notable stories, not just children’s fairytales, begin with “Once upon a time . . .,” such as a James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man; Raymond Federman, Double or Nothing; and more recently, Anne Tyler, Back When We Were Grownups.

	This story, known as Bilgamesh and the Netherworld, is noteworthy because an Akkadian translation of it was appended as a twelfth tablet to the SB Gilgamesh Epic (see Chapter 7, n. 1). Cf., also, Enki and Ninmah (in Lambert, Babylonian Creation Myths, 331ff). See further Hecker, Untersuchungen zur akkadischen Epik, 9 n. 2.

	The form consists of the preposition be and the noun rēʔšīt (cf. Akkadian rēštû; see Frahm, “Creation and the Divine Spirit”).

	Wilson, The Odyssey, 105.

	Westenholz, “Heaven and Earth,” 293. See also Lambert, Babylonian Creation Myths, 21.

	For the word bōhūw, it seems likely, as Alter has suggested, that it is “a nonce term coined to rhyme with the first [tōhūw] and to reinforce it” (Alter, Art of Biblical Narrative, 3). The word bōhūw orthographically resembles and rhymes with is tōhūw, which denotes something that is lacking, often form or shape. It is akin to the English turvy, as used in the expression topsy-turvy. The word turvy, as the Oxford English Dictionary explains, is “a kind of alliterative or assent combination.”

	Apsu is a deity personified as primordial waters in Enūma eliš. This personification, however, is not especially common in Mesopotamian myths. More typically, Apsu is a designation for the watery abode beneath the earth where the god Ea resides (Lambert, Babylonian Creation Myths, 217ff).

	This was noted already by Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels. See also Batto, Slaying the Dragon, 76–7; Frahm, “Creation and the Divine Spirit in Babel and Bible.” Cf. Ez. 31:15; Ps. 33:7; Ps. 77:16; Prov. 8:24, 26–27.

	A vishur, Studies in Hebrew and Ugaritic Psalms, 125–9; Tsumura, “Ugaritic Poetry and Habakkuk,” 3.

	Personifications were often accomplished by omitting the use of the definite article on this noun; tehōwm frequently appears as an indefinite noun in Gen. 1:2; cf. also Is. 51:10, Amos 7:4. (In Hab. 3:10, the verbal form [nātan] in the Masoretic text presumes a masculine subject, which complicates its identification with Tiamat).

	Frahm, “Creation and the Divine Spirit in Babel and Bible,” 104–12.

	Ibid., 114.

	For the Hebrew root r-ḥ-p, cf. Deut. 32:11. It is noteworthy that in Ugaritic literature, the cognate root (r-ḥ-p) is also used for bird-like activity (e.g., CAT 1.18 IV:21, 32). For further discussion of the issue, see Scurlock, “Searching for Meaning in Genesis 1:2.”

	Alter adds that it “might have a connotation of parturition or nurture” (Art of Biblical Narrative, 1996, 3).

	Lamber t, Babylonian Creation Myths, 236.

	56 T alon, The Standard Babylonian Creation Myth Enūma Eliš; see also CAD P pašāḫum v. 5b.

	Cf. Ps. 29:1; Ps. 82:1; Ps 89:6; l Kings 22:19ff. See further Parker, “Council;” see also Carr, Genesis 1–11, 64–72.

	Blenkinsopp, “Post-Exilic Lay Source;” Otto, “Die Paradieserzählung Genesis 2–3;” Schüle, “Made in the ‘Image of God’;” Mettinger, The Eden Narrative.

	This idea is consonant with Schmid’s characterization of the following chapters of Genesis as “de-eschatologization,” in which it appears that “there is no way out of the current human condition” (Schmid, Historical Theology of the Hebrew Bible, 156).

	Blenkinsopp, “A Post-Exilic Lay Source,” 53–4; Bauks, “Erkenntnis und Leben in Gen 2–3.”







   3 "O BRAVE NEW WORLD!"
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Between the potencyAnd the existence . . .Falls the Shadow

—T.S. Eliot, The Hollow Men



[Miranda remarked,] “O, wonder!How many goodly creatures are there here!How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,That has such people in’t!”

—William Shakespeare, The Tempest (V, i:186–187)



[John] repeated. . . . “O brave new world, that has such people in it. . . .” Bernard, staring at the young man in perplexed astonishment, [said] . . . “hadn’t you better wait till you actually see the new world?”

—Aldous Huxley, Brave New World


In the Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History, potent experiences catalyze greater self-awareness and knowledge. Transformative encounters awaken individuals to “brave new worlds.” For instance, in the Gilgamesh Epic, Enkidu is the paradigmatic example of someone dramatically altered by his experiences. His sensual encounters with a divine seductress, Shamhat, eventuate in greater self-knowledge and understanding of the world.1 Moreover, vivid sensory imagery conveys the potency of these encounters that initiate him into the human experience. In a comparable way, Gilgamesh is confronted with the potential for a transformative encounter with the goddess Ishtar, who tempts the hero with similar sensual pleasures. Yet by comparison with Enkidu, the hero’s contemptuous response illustrates his naïveté about the effectual power of certain human experiences, especially those of love and loss.

Much like the Gilgamesh Epic, the story about the first man and woman in the garden (Gen. 2:4b–3:24) focuses on the transformative power of experiences. It uses vivid sensory imagery to suggest the potent effects of eating the forbidden fruit. Furthermore, as with Enkidu, this experience increases the man’s and woman’s self-awareness and understanding. They are awakened to a brave new world. In these ways, as one scholar has put it, this story contains “a possible reflection of central values of the Mesopotamian [scribal] curriculum.”2 At the same time, however, the man and woman defy a divine interdict by eating the fruit, and their transgression alters the human experience. Thus, their brave new world is almost immediately marked by shockingly dreadful new experiences, as they soon afterward encounter the cruel and distressing reality of death.


A Divine Model for the Human Experience

The story of Enkidu stands out in Mesopotamian literature as the only extended reflection on a primitive human. Enkidu has atypical origins in the steppe. He is created from the earth and shaped as an extraordinary specimen of humanity. Yet he lived with undomesticated animals.


101 Aruru cleansed her hands,she pinched off (a lump of) clay, and she threw it down on the steppe.In the steppe she fashioned heroic Enkidu,offspring of silence, knotted together by Ninurta.105 The fullest of hair covered his whole body,he was made up with locks like a woman,the tufts of his head luxuriantly grew as a grainfield.He did not know people or land,he was clothed with a (hairy) covering like an animal.110 With gazelles he ate grass,with beasts he sated himself at the water hole,with animals he reveled at the water

(I:101–112)


Enkidu’s features are animalistic, but there is more than meets the eye to this being. His origins, life in the steppe, and primitive characteristics make him an exemplary model of how experiences can produce greater self-awareness and knowledge of one’s world.3 For this reason, as one commentator has put it, “the Enkidu story is the human story.”4

Enkidu is idiomatic of how experiences can catalyze greater self-understanding and knowledge of the world and, in turn, lead to wisdom. His associations with wisdom are hinted at by the role of the wise god Ea in his creation.5 Ea is up to his characteristically clever ways when he summons the goddess Aruru to fashion a pristine human in the steppe. In fact, Ea’s shrewd intentions behind creating this wild man are hinted at by the name given to him: Enkidu. The name Enkidu, while Sumerian (en-ki-dù), can also be interpreted in Akkadian as “Ea created him.”6 The name’s polyvalence evokes the duplicity and cleverness of the god Ea, who is instrumental in his creation. It suggests Enkidu was fashioned as a part of a wise, divine plan by the god Ea.

Ea’s clever plan for Enkidu has as its most immediate goal to blunt the king’s seemingly indefatigable energies that beleaguer the people of Uruk. Thus, Enkidu is fashioned as a fitting match for Gilgamesh. He is made as a mirror image of Gilgamesh, after “his likeness” (I:95), and is described as “equivalent in stature to Gilgamesh” (II:40). Additionally, like Gilgamesh, Enkidu is god-like (e.g., I:207 and II:110). 7 More importantly, however, Ea’s clever plan for Enkidu also includes his role as a condensed example of how experiences can be transformative.8 In particular, Enkidu’s sensual encounters with the goddess Shamhat are quintessential examples of how lived experiences can produce greater self-awareness and understanding of the world. It is emblematic of how some human experiences—such as love and loss—are inescapably transformative and can open up newfound self-understanding and knowledge of the world. Yet Gilgamesh does not seriously regard the transformative encounters of his friend, and he behaves as if he can control life’s most significant experiences. The hero’s naive overconfidence is quintessentially expressed in his refusal of the goddess Ishtar’s advances. Gilgamesh rejects the goddess’s amorous proposal, preferring the company of his friend Enkidu. But the irreversible loss of his companion Enkidu not long after spurning the goddess sets him on a path that leads him to appreciate how his experiences might change him.


Enkidu's Sense of Understanding

Enkidu starts out as an inchoate human being. He is fully formed biologically; he is even an exemplary human with remarkable potential. Yet he is extraordinarily underdeveloped. He lacks experiences typical of a mature person. Enkidu is primitive in his want for the most rudimentary traits found among those who live in human society. In his untamed state, he “did not know people nor land” (lā īde nišī u mātamma; I:108). Moreover, he is created as a resident of the unsown steppe among the animals, where he is not raised by a mother or father. Enkidu’s life is without any experience of the culture or social norms that characterize someone living in a civilized collective. He is human in essence, but not in terms of lived encounters with other humans.

Enkidu, however, quickly learns the habits of a Mesopotamian man. He evolves from his unrefined, wild condition into a human who is increasingly acculturated to customary social behavior. His journey of self-discovery begins with sensual, torrid encounters with the divine “prostitute” (ḫarīmtu),9 Shamhat. From the outset, the goddess’s sexual initiative has as its goal to awaken Enkidu. Thus, she is the protagonist in this scene. She initiates the encounter with Enkidu, whereas he, by comparison, is mainly compliant. It is the goddess’s sexual advances that move the story forward.


Shamhat let loose her (feminine) attire,she spread her loins and he partook of her (sexual) appeal.190 She was not timid, she took in his scent,she put aside her clothing and he lay down on her.She treated him—a primeval man—to the prowess of a woman;he amorously caressed her.For six days and seven nights, Enkidu was aroused; he made love with Shamhat.195–196 When he was sated with her charms, he set off for his herd.They saw Enkidu, and the gazelles steered away (from him),the animals of the steppe kept (their) distance from him,Enkidu had degraded his unspoiled state.200 His knees were fixed (in place) while his herd was on the move,Enkidu was diminished (and) was not as swift as he had been,but he had di[secretion], abundant wisdom.So he returned and sat down before the prostitute,the prostitute studied his face,10205 and as the prostitute was speaking, he was attentive.The prostitute proclaimed to him, to Enkidu:“You are comely, Enkidu, you are like a god,Why would you roam the steppe with the wild animals?210 Come so that I may lead you into Uruk, the Sheepfold,To the sacred temple, the dwelling place of Anum and Ishtar,The place of Gilgamesh, (who is) perfect in power,And like a wild bull tyrannizes the young men.”

(I:188–212)


The goddess brings about Enkidu’s acquisition of greater self-awareness and understanding of his world in ways similar to scenes from celebrated bildungsromane of western origins, such as J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye or James Joyce’s The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. That is, like characters from these modern novels, Enkidu’s sexual experiences are pivotal to his maturation.11 In fact, the potency of Enkidu’s sexual encounters with Shamhat is symbolized by the fact that it lasts for a full week.12 Additionally, vivid sensory images of sight, smell, touch, and taste imagery underscore the potency of Enkidu’s experience. For example, the goddess “revealed her nakedness . . . and took in his scent . . .,”13 while Enkidu “amorously caressed her.”14 The narrative even alludes to the sensory modality of taste when it describes how Enkidu “partook of her (sexual) appeal (kuzbu),” an Akkadian turn of phrase that can describe succulent fruit or sexual allure.15

Furthermore, after Enkidu returns to his life in the steppe, it is evident that his sexual encounters with the goddess Shamhat changed him. When Enkidu arrives back in the wild, he is unsuccessful at reintegrating with the animals. He is unable to adapt back to life in the steppe. The narrator comments on this scene, interjecting that Enkidu acquired “di[secretion], abundant wisdom” (I:202).16 Yet Enkidu is confused about what happened, and it is only after he returns to Shamhat that he learns how he has changed. She offers a studied description of his appearance and observes that his animal-like features have diminished; he has become attractive.

The prostitute’s statements about Enkidu address the alterations to his physical form. However, her words also probe beyond Enkidu’s outward appearance. For example, her statement, “You are comely (damqāta), Enkidu . . .,” is intentionally evocative and open to multiple interpretations. The Akkadian adjectival form damqāta, translated as “you are comely,” commonly describes someone’s physical appearance as “handsome, beautiful” (cf. dumqi, which is ironically used to describe Gilgamesh in VI:6, later in this chapter). At the same time, this adjective is equally able to indicate someone’s skills as an “expert,” someone “well-trained,” or a person of “benevolent” or “gracious” character.17 The goddess’s description of Enkidu as damqāta denotes his altered physical appearance and hints at his initial growth in self-understanding and knowledge of his world.

After hearing the goddess’s assessment of him, Enkidu, for the first time, addresses Shamhat by name.18 She, in turn, responds by nurturing his newfound self-awareness and reorienting him in the world. Shamhat transitions Enkidu from the steppe into human society, beginning with clothing him.19


34 She removed (her) one garment and clothed him (with it),she clad herself with a second garment.Taking his hand, led him like a god,to the shepherds’ camp, where a sheepfold was. . . .

(II:34–37; cf. Penn iii:69–76)


Throughout history and in many different cultures, clothing marks individuals’ social statuses or functions. In the Gilgamesh Epic, Shamhat’s clothing of Enkidu prepares him for inclusion in Mesopotamian society.20

Additionally, the goddess introduces Enkidu into meaningful social interactions through breaking bread, drinking beer, and relishing merriment with shepherds. With the shepherds, Enkidu has an initial experience with human customs in his former home of the untamed steppe.


They set bread in front of him;45 they set beer before him.(But) Enkidu did not eat the bread; he examined and inspected (it).Enkidu had never learned to eat bread,he did not know how to drink beer.The prostitute opened her mouth and spoke to Enkidu:50 “Eat bread, the essence of (civilized) life,drink beer, the custom of (the people of) the land.”

(II:44–51; cf. Penn iii:87–98)


Enkidu’s feasting with the shepherd signals that he now possesses newfound social awareness. Yet Enkidu finds his most significant social relationship with Gilgamesh after the goddess leads him to the heart of human civilization, the city (of Uruk).21

Finally, while the activities of being clothed, fed, and led through the city of Uruk signal how Shamhat’s seduction of Enkidu transformed him and initiated him to day-to-day human life, they also point to Enkidu’s extraordinary new realities in life. These activities are not merely the customary practices of Mesopotamian society but evoke the ritual service of gods. Priests would furnish fine clothing for a deity’s cult statue, provide it with food, and parade it in and out of cities. And it is all the more significant that the goddess, herself, shares her divine garments with Enkidu, ensures he is fed, and leads him to Uruk. These actions begin to develop Shamhat’s preceding observation that Enkidu is “like a god” (I:207; cf., II:36, III:98, VII:135). To be sure, Enkidu’s liminal status as a god-like human invites all sorts of important questions about what divine qualities he might possess or lack. Yet, this scene, not to mention the entire first half of the epic, is highly suggestive of his incredible potential.22 Thus, in Tablets II–III, Shamhat transforms Enkidu, and he, like Miranda from Shakespeare’s Tempest, is awakened to “how beauteous mankind is [and a] brave new world, that has such people in’t!”



Gilgamesh's Naïveté About the Human Experience

If Shamhat awakens Enkidu to the potential of his god-like human experience, Gilgamesh is largely unreflective about his divine potential throughout much of the epic. To be sure, Gilgamesh is repeatedly described as god-like (e.g., II:110; IX:45–49; X:7; X:268). Yet he only seriously begins to be self-aware of the import of his status as a demigod (I:48) after arriving at Uta-napishti. Uta-napishti and his wife are “like gods” (XI:207; cf. XI:7) in that they never die. And it is not until Gilgamesh discovers that this divine characteristic is unavailable to him, unlike Uta-napishti, that he becomes aware of the potential his lived experiences have to catalyze greater self-understanding and knowledge of the world.

The quintessence of the hero’s naïveté is when he is confronted with the potential for a transformative encounter with the goddess Ishtar, who tempts the hero with sensual pleasures (VI:7–79). Gilgamesh’s encounter with Ishtar is patterned after Enkidu’s experiences with the goddess Shamhat and invites comparison with it. For example, in both scenes goddesses actively proposition men and (promise to) transform them. Furthermore, in each instance the proposals use vivid sensory language to signal the potency of the encounters. As one scholar succinctly puts it, “[t]he contrast between the harlot and Ishtar is unmistakable: the harlot is eloquent, attractive, and successful in what she tries to do. . . . Ishtar speaks badly, is not attractive, and fails.”23 Moreover, while Shamhat’s advances toward Enkidu demonstrate the transformative power of experiences, Gilgamesh’s rejection of the goddess Ishtar evinces his naive perspective that he could superintend his experiences of love and loss, especially with his companion Enkidu. By comparison with Enkidu, Gilgamesh’s contemptuous response illustrates his ignorance about the power of some human experiences, such as love and loss, to catalyze greater self-understanding and knowledge.

The character of the goddess Ishtar is crucial to understanding the significance of Gilgamesh’s rejection of her and the fallout that results from it. The goddess Ishtar is the best-known female goddess from cuneiform culture, being venerated throughout Mesopotamia for millennia. She embodies the unrelenting impactful human experiences of love and loss. She simultaneously possesses enormous power for prosperous security and for devastating instability. Additionally, Ishtar paradoxically personifies feminine beauty and sexuality while also being regarded for her prowess in the male-dominated arena of combat. She is notorious for uninhibitedly and quickly acting on her erratic desires. Her sexual appetite is irrepressible, and her ferocities in warfare are unpredictable. In these senses, she embodies the sentiment behind the adage, “all is fair in love and war.”24

In the Gilgamesh Epic, Ishtar’s passionate proposal inverts traditional Mesopotamian gender roles. As the scene opens, the goddess Ishtar steals a lustful glance at Gilgamesh while he is bathing at Uruk: “Princess Ishtar gazed on the beauty of Gilgamesh” (VI:6). The mention of Gilgamesh’s “beauty” (dumqi) invites comparison with Enkidu’s description as comely (damqāta), inviting the reader to wonder if Gilgamesh’s experience with Ishtar will evince “skillfulness” (damqāta). But the goddess Ishtar creates a very different encounter with Gilgamesh than Shamhat had with Enkidu. If Shamhat’s sexual initiative has as its goal to awaken Enkidu, Ishtar acts impulsively. For example, Ishtar’s impetuousness is hinted at by her voyeuristic gazing at Gilgamesh while he bathes. This scene inverts a well-established stereotyped motif in ancient Near Eastern literature. The gendered typecasting in such literature was for males to lustfully gaze upon the naked body of females. For example, one might compare Ishtar’s behavior with the biblical King David who furtively spies on his neighbor’s wife, Bathsheba, while bathing on a nearby rooftop (2 Sam. 11). Similarly, in Mesopotamian literature, the male deity Nergal cannot resist the queen of the Underworld, Ereshkigal, as he watches her undress and bathe in the myth of Nergal and Ereshkigal.25 Yet, in the Gilgamesh Epic, these roles are reversed to emphasize Ishtar’s uninhibited and potentially rash actions that follow in the story.

Ishtar’s disposition toward Gilgamesh is further demonstrated by the aggressive tenor of her proposition to Gilgamesh.26


7 Come on, Gilgamesh, you will be my bridegroom—absolutely, give your fruits to me—you will be my husband and I will be your wife!10 Let me equip a chariot of lapis lazuli and gold,its wheels being gold, its caps being (made of) precious stone—you will harness thunderous demons (like) huge mules!Enter our house amidst the (sweet) aroma of cedar:Upon entering our house,15 a grand audience will kiss your feet;kings, nobility, and princes shall be prostrate before you;they will bear select (goods) from the mountain and fields as tribute!

(VI:7–17)


Ishtar’s demand of Gilgamesh is uncharacteristic of typical Mesopotamian gender roles, presenting her as potentially perilous. For example, Ishtar’s marriage proposal is surprising given that she is primarily known for her sexual appetites but most often apart from marriage. Additionally, while the goddess’s words allude to traditional wedding vows known from ancient marriage proposals, she inverts them. For example, the bridegroom’s statement typically initiated marriage vows in Mesopotamia: “You are my wife.” Here Ishtar is the impetus for the marriage vows; she initiates the proposal to Gilgamesh. Moreover, the goddess’s offer is unilateral. More frequently in Mesopotamian marriage vows, both the bridegroom and bride would exchange vows.27 Ishtar proposes to marry Gilgamesh, yet she does not invite him to have a say in the matter. In this way, her proposal evokes the unilateral and authoritative assertions found in Mesopotamian divorce proceedings, where it was the sole prerogative of husbands to end a marriage.

Ishtar’s proposal to Gilgamesh nonetheless promises to dramatically transform the hero, much like Shamhat’s seduction accomplished for Enkidu. Ishtar assures Gilgamesh he will receive regal treatment and opulent gifts as her husband. The imagery used by Ishtar foregrounds how Gilgamesh would be processed and feted like a god. In this way, Gilgamesh’s potential marriage to Ishtar is reminiscent of Enkidu’s being clothed, fed, and then led through Uruk like a god. Also, Ishtar’s proposal uses vivid sensory imagery to convey the effectual power of her proposal, similar to the imagery used in Enkidu’s sexual encounter with Shamhat. In particular, she uses vivid imagery associated with eating and tasting, akin to how Enkidu “partook of her (sexual) appeal.” Sex is frequently described in Mesopotamian literature using euphemistic expressions related to the sensory modality of taste.28 And in Tablet VI:8, Ishtar’s double entendre is difficult to miss. Her sensual interjection is intentionally abrupt and unexpected; it disrupts the parallelism of the poetic verse, giving the impression that perhaps the goddess uttered it in the heat of the moment: “absolutely, give your fruits (inbū) to me.”29

Gilgamesh does not miss the transformative potential of the goddess’s proposal, and the hero responds to her with a flat-out refusal. Gilgamesh’s confident rejection of Ishtar is scandalous, not least because it transpires at Uruk, where the goddess’s temple was the most prominent in the city on account of her longstanding role as patroness of the city’s kings.30 Additionally, the length, form, tone, and rhetorical maneuvers of the hero’s response convey a ruthlessly coherent rationale for spurning the goddess. As for the length, even the casual reader will note that Ishtar’s proposal is a mere 15 lines (VI:7–21), while Gilgamesh’s rejection goes on for 56 lines (VI:24–79). Also, the form of Gilgamesh’s response clarifies that he intended to avoid the chaos and devastation that Ishtar had the habit of causing. He delineates six examples for the goddess that demonstrate how she is dangerously capricious.31 Gilgamesh’s six-fold scheme can be contrasted with graded numeric expressions (n, n+1) found elsewhere in the Gilgamesh Epic, such as the “six days and seven nights” Shamhat and Enkidu made love (e.g., I:194). 32 However, Gilgamesh’s six examples of Ishtar’s lovers stop short of a seventh example. That Gilgamesh’s list stops with six of Ishtar’s former lovers is seemingly intentional, as if to imply that he did not intend to round out the victims of this femme fatale.

Moreover, Gilgamesh’s tone demeans the goddess. As one commentator observes,


[T]he language used . . . may have been familiar to its hearers in quite another context: school days, when abuse of this type, like debating, was a cultivated school-boy art. Gilgamesh is not hysterically rejecting Ishtar, but rather is talking to her as if she were a girl still in school.33


And as a part of his refusal, Gilgamesh sharpens his rhetorical skills and directly attacks the goddess’s sensual proposition to transform his life. The hero is seemingly aware of how Ishtar gazed on him while he bathed before she provocatively demanded that he should give her his “fruits” (inbū). He goes on, therefore, to remind the goddess that she had once lustfully gazed at her potential lover, Ishullanu (ina tattašišim, VI:67), and also propositioned him using metaphors derived from the modality of taste: “let’s taste your virility!” (kiššūtaki i nīkul; VI:68).34 Then he goes in for the kill shot and emphasizes that such tempting proposals by the goddess all too often leave a bad taste in her lover’s mouth, which was something Ishullanu also sensed when he, too, spurned the goddess: “Should I taste abuses and curses as food?” (ša akkalu akal pišāti u errēti, VI:73). Thus, Gilgamesh concludes his rhetorical attack using Ishullanu’s refusal of Ishtar as if it is his own.

To be sure, Gilgamesh’s extended refusal of the goddess is not without reasons. The hero builds the convincing case that Ishtar is a dangerous lover. Her companions tend to be maimed or end up dead. At the same time, Gilgamesh’s brutally contemptuous and condescending rejection of the goddess assumes another implicit rationale. Gilgamesh’s rejection of the goddess arises from a competing love for someone else who goes unnamed in the exchange: Enkidu. The Gilgamesh Epic repeatedly compares Gilgamesh and Enkidu to a husband and wife. Initially, Gilgamesh envisions Enkidu as a wife (aššatu) in a dream (I:256, 267, 271, 284, 289) and again, on Enkidu’s deathbed, he is referred to as Gilgamesh’s bride (kallatu [é-gi4-a]; VIII:59). And this characterization is pressed even further, describing the pair’s relationship in terms of intimate sexual partners.35 For example, Gilgamesh’s initial dreams anticipate Enkidu’s arrival at Uruk like a meteor (kiṣru) from heaven and as an ax (ḫaṣṣinnu) falling to earth. In both instances, Gilgamesh “loved it [i.e., the meteor/ax] like a wife and caressed it” (I:256, 284). Moreover, beyond Gilgamesh’s vision of sensually “caressing” these objects like a wife, the very objects of the “meteor” (kiṣru) and “ax” (ḫaṣṣinnu) suggestively add to the pair’s portrayal as husband and a wife. The terms “meteor” (kiṣru) and “ax” (ḫaṣṣinnu) are puns for male prostitutes (e.g., kezru and assinnu), which accentuates the intimate nature of Gilgamesh and Enkidu’s relationship.36 In sum, their relationship is like the most fundamental Mesopotamian social relationship of marriage in nearly every way.37

Thus, when Ishtar proposes to Gilgamesh, he perceives her offer as a threat to his ongoing happiness with his wife-like companion Enkidu. Because of this, at least in part, he rejects her. For Gilgamesh, the rebuffing of the goddess is an affirmation of his relationship with Enkidu. Furthermore, Gilgamesh’s rejection of Ishtar’s marriage proposal betrays his naive understanding of the human experience of love. It prepares him for a twist of tragic irony when he loses his beloved companion, Enkidu, who, in his death, plays his final part as a god-given illustration of the importance of experience in life. And in this way, then, Gilgamesh would be unexpectedly transformed by the amorous advances of the goddess Ishtar, as he would go on to discover how his love for Enkidu was as unyielding as death.




The Human Experience Awakened

Gen. 2:4b–4:26 has a distinctly anthropocentric focus in comparison with the preceding creation story in Gen. 1:1–2:3, as discussed in the previous chapter. In particular, Gen. 2:4b–4:26 hones in on the complexity and potentiality of the human experience. Sparse use of details in Gen. 2:4b–4:26 compounds this sense of complexity, forcing the reader to carefully consider what has been omitted and why. 38 For example, is it permissible to freely eat from the tree of life? There is simply nothing said about this matter in the narrative. What does the God YHWH mean when he said, “when you eat from it, you will assuredly die?” Neither the first man nor woman drop dead after eating from it. What makes an offering (un) acceptable to YHWH? Cain is not given a clear divine explanation for why his offering is rejected, or Abel’s offering is accepted. The stories in Gen. 2:4b–4:26 are intentionally undeveloped to beg such questions and to allow for a greater appreciation for the characters’ potential, the complexity of their choices, and how their experiences are transformative.

In the opening story (Gen. 2:4b–3:24), the God YHWH places the first man and woman in a sacred garden, where they are prohibited from eating the fruit of one tree.39 The drama in the narrative concerns how the puerile pair is enticed by the sumptuous fruit but misapprehends how its potent knowledge will transform them. The pair’s misunderstanding is encouraged by a serpent, which mischaracterizes the knowledge afforded by the forbidden fruit. The serpent leads them to think that this fruit will afford them a comprehensive, dispassionate, and disinterested understanding of themselves and their world. Instead, their intimate and complex sensory experience of tasting and eating this fruit opens up a range of new experiences—weal and woe. Thus, like Enkidu, their experience increases their self-awareness and understanding of their world. Yet for the man and woman, their brave new world is more like that envisioned by Aldous Huxley; it is far more upsetting and crueler than Enkidu’s initiation to god-like potential. The man and woman are swiftly banished from the divine garden, where they confront a brave new world epitomized by the senseless death of their son, Abel (Gen. 4:1–16).


The First Man's and Woman's Sense of Understanding

Gen. 2:4b–3:24 is a vivid account of the first man and woman in a divinely cultivated garden. This divinely tended garden provides a rich setting for considering an abundance of sensory experiences. For example, the man and woman learn about their world by seeing, tasting, touching, and hearing.40 Moreover, it is through these sensory encounters, especially with the flora of the garden, that the man and woman are transformed. In particular, through these encounters, they develop clearer self-perceptions and newfound knowledge of their world.

Humanity is the initial and primary agent in Gen. 2:4b–3:24, so it appears first in this account of creation (cf. Gen. 1:1–2:3). Next, the flora springs up in the garden, immediately after humanity. When the garden’s flora shoots up, particular attention is given to two trees that are central to the rest of the narrative. Lastly, the first woman appears as a companion for the man (Gen. 2:18–22), and all of the narrative’s necessary details are in place.


4bAt the time when the God YHWH fashioned the earth and the heavens, 5before there was any field-brush on the earth or any plant had sprouted— since the God YHWH had not caused it to rain on the earth and there was no human to work the earth 6and a mist would rise from the earth and water all the land—the God YHWH formed humanity out of dirt from the earth and blew into his nostrils breath of life and (so) humanity was a living being. 8Now the God YHWH planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and placed there the man whom he had formed. 9And from the ground, the God YHWH had every sort of tree spring up that looked desirable and was suitable for eating, and the tree-of-life was amidst the garden as was the tree of the knowledge of good and bad. . . . 15 The God YHWH took the man and settled him in the garden of Eden to work it and tend to it. 16The God YHWH instructed the man: “Of any tree of the garden you may assuredly eat. 17But you may never eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and bad, for when you eat from it, you will assuredly die.” 18Then, the God YHWH added, “It is not fitting that the man is alone, so I will fashion someone to help and partner with him.” 19So the God YHWH fashioned all the wild animals and flying birds from the ground and led them to the man to see what he would name them. And whatever the man called a living creature, that would be its name. 20Then, the man gave names to all livestock, flying birds, and wild animals, but no well-suited partner was found for the man. 21So the God YHWH put the man soundly to sleep and while he slept; he took (a part of) from his side, then closed his flesh the God YHWH made the woman out of the (part of) the side he took from the man and led her to the man.

(Gen. 2:4b–9, 15–22)


The drama in the narrative arises from the roles of two mysterious trees. The tree of life is mentioned first in the narrative. Its abrupt introduction invites reflection. This tree is named, but only in passing, and no additional information is given about it. In comparison with the tree of the knowledge of good and bad, which is mentioned right after it, there is no prohibition against freely eating from the tree of life. Instead, it is implied that partaking from the tree of life was permissible, at least at first (cf. Gen. 3:22). In fact, one is left to infer that the tree of life will provide ongoing liveliness, or immortality, for the garden’s residents.

The tree of the knowledge of good and bad is also singled out among the flora found in the garden. The name of this tree, like the tree of life, hints at its significance; it foregrounds the theme of knowledge in the narrative.41 Moreover, the prohibition against eating from it creates tremendous suspense. The reader is left to wonder about the divine rationale for proscribing the tree of the knowledge of good and bad. Why does the God YHWH restrict the man and woman from the knowledge that this tree affords? In response to this question, the story explores the nature of the knowledge (daʕat) offered by the forbidden fruit. By using various sensory images, the narrative reveals that the tree of the knowledge of good and bad does not hold out the possibility of limitless speculative knowledge passively imparted. Rather, it gives a transformative experiential knowledge of weal and woe. In this way, the fruit is envisioned as awakening humanity to adversities that would forever alter its self-awareness and encounters with its world.42

A critical and climactic scene comes in Gen. 2:25–3:7a, which uses vivid sensory imagery to focus on the nature of the knowledge that would result from eating the forbidden tree’s fruit. In this passage, the serpent suddenly appears, having snuck up on the woman unseen. Then, it engages with the woman in a conversation. In the exchange, the serpent cleverly misconstrues the transformative potential of the tree. The man and woman are taken in by the serpent’s presentation of the potency of the tree’s fruit and partake of it.


2:25Both the man and woman were naked, and they were unabashed. 3:1The serpent was more cunning than any of the creatures the LORD-God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God command you: ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the midst of the garden?’ ” 2The woman replied to the serpent: “We may eat the fruit from the trees in the garden, 3but God commanded that we must not eat the fruit from the tree in the middle of the garden or touch it, or else you will die.” 4But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die, 5for God knows that on the day when you eat from it your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, who knows good and bad.” 6Then, the woman saw that the tree was appealing for (its) nourishment, that it appeared pleasurable, and that the tree was desirable for (its ability to) furnish understanding, so she plucked its fruit, ate (it), and gave (it) to her husband who was with her, and he ate (it too). 7aThus, the eyes of both were opened, and they knew they were naked.

(Gen. 2:25–3:7a)


The serpent takes as its premise that the forbidden tree will transform the man and woman but misleadingly implies how it will do so. Thus, the man and woman are successfully convinced not so much by what the serpent says about the tree but by how it says it. For example, the serpent shrewdly emphasizes the sensory modality of sight in its characterization of the tree, subtly directing the woman away from her concerns about tasting and touching its forbidden fruit. It emphasizes that the man and woman’s “eyes will be opened” when they eat the fruit. This shift to a visual metaphor when describing the forbidden fruit is not a little ironic, since it takes advantage of the fact that the man and woman are remarkably imperceptive. How is it, after all, that the woman is not startled by the abrupt appearance of the serpent (Gen. 3:1)? Did this potentially threatening creature somehow creep up on the woman unnoticed? It is nearly a universal human response to recoil at the sight of a snake, yet the woman is unfazed by its sudden appearance and abrupt engagement.43 The terse prose in the opening verses of Genesis 3 suggests a lack of attentiveness by both the woman and the man, and the serpent’s argument targets the pair’s blind spots, so to speak.

The serpent’s use of the imagery of sight misrepresents the knowledge afforded by the forbidden fruit, suggesting that the knowledge it offers is like information gathered by one’s sense of sight. Vision is a much more easily activated sensory modality that can receive information across great distances.44 An onlooker may ‘steal’ a glance or ‘take in’ an overview from afar. The serpent implies that the woman will possess the sort of impersonal knowledge acquired by sight after eating the forbidden fruit. And the woman, and implicitly the man, are as entranced by the serpent’s suggestion as they are transfixed by the appearance of the forbidden fruit. The woman’s perception of the fruit draws her to the tree: “[she] saw that the tree was appealing for (its) nourishment, that it appeared pleasurable, and that the tree was desirable for (its ability to) furnish understanding” (Gen. 3:6). In the end, the serpent’s ploy proves exceptionally cunning because it takes advantage of the couple’s inability to discern that there is more to the matter than meets the eye.

Contrary to the serpent’s claims, however, eating from the tree did not merely provide access to impersonal information, as if it was data that is scanned or taken in at a distance. Instead, the imagery of the modalities of touching and eating implies the fruit’s power to produce intimate knowledge. To touch and taste something requires nearness to the object being experienced, and taste, in particular, is a sense that is difficult to describe and put into words. The narrative reinforces the intimate, personal knowledge gained from the tree by subtly comparing the act of touching and eating the forbidden fruit with the complex sensory experiences of sex. In literature, sex is often a rite de passage that transforms human self-awareness and understanding of the world. And the evocative description of the tree as “appealing . . . pleasurable . . . and desirable” (3:6) draws on Hebrew vocabulary (taʔawāh and neḥmād) that can describe more than just an appetite for food.45 In this way, using imagery evocative of a sexual experience, the man and woman are described as drawn in and satisfied by partaking of the forbidden fruit. Additionally, this comparison is also hinted at by the role of the cunning (ʕārūwm) serpent, which was a well-known symbol of fertility in the ancient world.46 And it is not coincidental that a result of eating the forbidden fruit is that the man and woman know (y-d-ʕ) that they are naked (ʕārūwmīym).47 In fact, a Hebrew pun on the words ʕārūwm/ʕārōwm (“cunning”/“naked”) links the serpent and its associations with fertility to the pair’s resultant nakedness.48 Thus, the story in the garden may be about touching and eating the forbidden fruit, but the narrative compares this act to sex in order to emphasize the intimate and transformative knowledge it would produce.49

Much like Enkidu in the Gilgamesh Epic, vivid sensory imagery conveys the transformative power of the first man and woman’s eating the forbidden fruit. In fact, Enkidu’s encounter with Shamhat provides a guide for understanding the first man’s and woman’s eating of the forbidden fruit. Just as Enkidu’s sensual encounter increases his self-awareness and understanding of his world, so does the man’s and woman’s experience of parking the forbidden fruit. In both compositions, characters are awakened to brave new worlds. Yet a pointed difference in these two narratives is that the man and woman more immediately than Enkidu acquire a shameful self-understanding and distressing knowledge of the world.50 And as a result, while Enkidu is led by Shamhat into the city like a god, the God YHWH expels the man and woman from his cultivated garden.



Immaturity and the Confrontation of Newfound Knowledge

The garden narrative is not simply an account of paradise lost; it is about the potent transformations that result from eating from the prohibited tree. Eating the forbidden fruit leads to their expulsion from the garden, where they are exposed to life’s weal and woes. They are like startled children who are unprepared for the implications of their newfound self-knowledge and encounters with a complex world. Yet the quintessential example of humanity’s newfound realities after being exiled from the cultivated garden is Cain’s senseless murder of his brother Abel (Gen. 4:1–16). In the Primeval History, Cain’s violent response against the God YHWH and his brother Abel underscores the distressing issue of human mortality. Abel’s death is a cautionary account of the seeming futility of the human experience as a result of eating from the forbidden tree.

Initially, after the man and woman transgress the divine prohibition regarding the tree of the knowledge of good and bad, the narrative dramatically depicts the pair as naive and childlike. They are ill-equipped to respond to their brave new world. They are self-aware of being naked and are ashamed, yet not fully capable of readying themselves for the new experiences that await them outside of the garden. The behavior of the man and woman is awkward and immature. Like guilty children, they hide from the God YHWH and offer panicked, terse responses to his questions. They are bashful and fearful, avoiding the God YHWH while he strolls through the garden.


7Thus, the eyes of both were opened, and they knew they were naked. So, they sewed fig leaves, fashioning loincloths. 8Then, they heard the sound of the God YHWH as he walked at the breezy time of the day, so the man and his wife hid among the trees of the garden from the sight of the God YHWH. 9The God YHWH called to the man, “Where are you?” 10Then, he responded, “I heard the noise (of you strolling) in the garden and was afraid since I was naked, so I hid.” 11He asked, “who revealed to you that you are naked? Have you eaten from the tree from which I commanded you never to eat?” 12The man replied: “It was the woman you gave to me! She gave me (fruit) from the tree, so I ate it!” 13So the God YHWH asked the woman, “What have you done?” The woman replied: “The serpent deceived me, and I ate it. . . .” 20Then, the man named his wife Eve (ḥawwāh) because she was the mother of all the living. 21And the God YHWH made full-length tunics of (animal)-skin for the man and his wife and clothed them. 22The God YHWH said, “The man has become like one of us, knowing good and bad! What now if he reaches out (with) his hand and also takes from the tree of life, eats, and lives forever!” 23So the God YHWH banished him from the luxurious garden to till the ground from which he was taken.

(Gen. 3:7–13, 20–23)


When the God YHWH discovers them, he explains the world they will encounter in a series of maledictions (Gen. 3:14–19, see Chapter 4). The man’s initial response to this reprimanding is an expression of practical wisdom that esteems human sociability. He names his wife “Eve” (ḥawwāh), which means “living” (Gen. 3:20), and by doing so, he implicitly acknowledges that she is his fitting companion. In the garden, the animals (ḥayyat) proved insufficient for the first man (Gen. 2:19–20), but the name of the woman, “Eve” (ḥawwāh), affirms she is a wellsuited partner for him. The process whereby the man recognizes the importance of human sociability and companionship is similar to Enkidu’s transformation. After Enkidu’s experience with Shamhat, he recognizes his dislocation from the animals of the steppe. He realizes the animals no longer afford suitable company, so he returns to Shamhat, who socializes him among humans. She introduces Enkidu to human norms and ultimately companionship with Gilgamesh at Uruk. Similarly, as the man prepares to leave the garden, he recognizes that Eve (ḥawwāh), not the animals (ḥayyat), will provide companionship in his life east of the garden.

At the same time, despite the affirmation of human sociability symbolized by the naming of Eve (ḥawwāh), the immaturity of the man and woman is only slowly outgrown. The man and woman were unashamed about their nakedness before eating the forbidden fruit (Gen. 2:25). Like young children, they were without inhibitions about being unclothed. Then, after eating from the forbidden tree, they are self-aware of their embodied existences and ashamed of being exposed.51 Yet, despite this self-awareness, they still demonstrate their immaturity. They fashion garments akin to loincloths (hagōrōt, Gen. 3:7) from the large leaves of a fig tree to cover portions of the bottom halves of their bodies.52 And while the fig-leaf loincloths reveal a newfound awareness of the world around them, this attire also suggests how ill-equipped the pair is to cope with their new realities. As a result, the God YHWH redresses the problem of the man and woman’s nakedness, replacing their fig-leaf loincloths with full-length tunics (kotnōwt, Gen. 3:21) made out of (animal)-skin (ʕōwr) that thoroughly cover their nakedness (ʕērōm).53

This act of divine clothing invites comparison with Shamhat’s outfitting of Enkidu. In the Gilgamesh Epic, Enkidu is ennobled by his attire, which the goddess Shamhat gave to him when she prepared him for engagement in human society (e.g., eating, drinking, and traveling to Uruk). One might further compare how Gilgamesh’s devolution into a state like Enkidu in the steppe ends with him being forced to unclothe himself en route to Uta-napishti (X:180–183; cf. I:109), only to be redressed in royal attire before his final return to Uruk (XI:257–272). As in both of these examples from the Gilgamesh Epic, the act of clothing in the Primeval History prepares the man and woman with the more fulsome attire required to engage their world.

Moreover, just as the clothing of Enkidu gestures toward his god-like potentiality, the Primeval History also correlates the clothing of humanity with its acquisition of god-like traits. But the conclusion to the garden story foregrounds that the man and woman are, in fact, god-like in the sense that they have acquired the potential to experience calamity as much as, if not more so than, success. That the God YHWH has to intervene and cover their nakedness only embarrassingly illustrates that the man and woman are still profoundly unaware of the full implications of their newfound knowledge. By comparison, the God YHWH comments to his heavenly council, where the man and woman cannot hear him, the import of the pair’s transformation immediately after clothing them: “the man has become like one of us, knowing good and bad” (Gen. 3:22). In this context, the divine use of this phrase differs in meaning from what was intended by the serpent when it promised the man and woman, “that on the day when you eat from it your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, who knows good and bad” (Gen. 3:5). Unlike the serpent, who led the man and woman to think that the forbidden fruit promised impersonal knowledge, like that gained from the sense of sight, the God YHWH clarifies that humanity will now be exposed to a full range of good and bad experiences it is ill-equipped to handle.54

If transgressing the divine interdict initially left a bad taste in the mouths of the man and woman, the God YHWH’s lingering threat of assured death was still more bitter. Death did not immediately follow from eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and bad. The forbidden fruit turns out not to be poisoned, like the Bryonia berries that grow in the southern Levant. Rather, the divine threat of death seems to have “reserved some latitude . . . to decide whether a penalty would be exacted . . . and if it were to be exacted, how it might be executed.”55 Thus, the narrative holds the reader in suspense about who will be the first person to die in Genesis 1–11. And it is perhaps somewhat of a surprise that the first death is not that of the man or woman. The first man lives to 935 years of age (Gen. 5:5), and his wife’s death goes unannounced in the narrative. Instead, Abel, their son, is the first human to die.

Abel’s death, which belongs to the first tōwledōwt section within the book of Genesis (i.e., “the generations of the heavens and the earth”), continues the story that began in the garden. The connection between the story of Abel’s death and the events in the garden emphasizes that human mortality is the consequence of the man’s and woman’s transgression. Death is not merely a mysterious reality of human existence, as the Gilgamesh Epic will suggest (see Chapter 5). For the Primeval History, the death of Abel follows and is closely connected to the story of the first man’s and woman’s transgression against the forbidden tree to emphasize the harshest new reality confronting humanity: the fleeting nature of life.

TABLE 3.1 The Creation and Awakening of Enkidu, the Man, and Woman


	The Creation of Enkidu and his Awakening
	The Creation of the Man and Woman and their Awakening





	Created from clay (I:102)
	Created from clay (Gen. 2:7)



	Lives among the wild animals (I:108-112)
	Peacefully lives among and names the wild animals (Gen. 2:19-20)



	Shamhat initiates a sexual encounter with Enkidu (I:188-191)
	The God YHWH prohibits partaking of the forbidden fruit (Gen. 2:16-17), but a serpent entices the man and woman by deceiving them with what they see (Gen. 3:1-6)



	Enkidu is transformed by his multi-sensory experience with Shamhat (e.g., I:202, 208)
	The man and woman are transformed by their sensual experience of touching, tasting, and eating the fruit (Gen. 3:7-11)



	Enkidu returns to the dusty, dirty Underworld (VII:188)
	The man is cursed to return to the dirt he was made from (Gen. 3:19)



	Shamhat clothes Enkidu (II:34)
	The God YHWH clothes the man and woman (Gen. 3:21)



	Shamhat leads Enkidu to the city (Penn ii:53-64; cf. SB II:64ff)
	The God YHWH expels the man and the woman from his cultivated garden



	Enkidu finds companionship with Gilgamesh (Penn vi:208-239; cf. SB II:100-115)
	Finds companionship in the woman, Eve (Gen. 2:21-24; 3:20)






Not unlike the narrative about the man and woman in the garden, the story about Abel’s death evokes sapiential themes. Humanity encounters a need for wisdom in order to navigate its newfound experiences east of the garden.56 For example, Cain must decide between good and bad, life and death, just as his parents did in the garden. Yet Cain’s ethical quandary develops as a result of sibling rivalry when he and his brother bring offerings to YHWH.


4bYHWH esteemed Abel and his offering; 5(however,) he did not esteem Cain and his offering; Cain fumed and was disgruntled. 6Then, YHWH spoke to Cain: “Why are you angry and disgruntled? If you exhibit goodness, there will be recognition! 7But if you do not exhibit goodness, sin is a crouching (predator) at your door. Its appetite is for you; now, you should take charge of it!”

(Gen. 4:4b–7)


Cain simmers with anger toward his brother and YHWH when YHWH is displeased by the offering he brings. YHWH interjects and addresses Cain’s reaction, acknowledging his disgruntled attitude.57 He counsels Cain to change course and presents him with a choice: either relent or give in to his anger against his brother, Abel.

When Cain is overcome by his ensnaring rage, he kills his brother. The next chapter will take up the significance of Cain’s decision within the broader literary context. However, it is important to note at the close of the present chapter that Abel’s death is the realization of the punishment forewarned in the garden. Abel becomes paradigmatic of how humanity is transformed by eating the forbidden fruit. Death always is a distressing and unavoidable threat to the human experience. Even the name of the victim, Abel, hints at the bleak new world that is opened by the man and woman’s transgression. In Hebrew, the personal name translated in English as Abel (hébel) is the word for “vanity,” or “fleeting vapor.” It is the same word, for example, repeated over and over in the Hebrew Bible’s philosophically inclined treatise, Ecclesiastes, which asserts that life is “utter vanity, everything is vanity” (habēl habālīym hākkōl hābel, Eccl. 1:2b). This literary practice of ascribing names to characters to accentuate their role in the story recalls the example of Enkidu (e.g., “creation of Ea”), which hints at Ea’s plan for this character to illustrate how lived experiences catalyze greater self-knowledge and understanding of the world.58 And like Enkidu, whose death leads Gilgamesh to consider the purpose of the human experience given its impermanence, Abel’s murder forces a similar interrogation of life’s significance in light of its fleeting nature and seeming “vanity.”




Conclusion

The Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History begin with paradigmatic examples of how lived experiences lead to greater self-knowledge and understanding of the world. And using sensory imagery—such as sight, smell, touch, and taste—they vividly present the transformative power of these experiences. Perhaps the most notable difference in these compositions, however, is how the Primeval History so quickly turns to the adverse effects of the man’s and woman’s eating from the forbidden fruit. For Enkidu, his transformation opens up exciting and ennobling possibilities. The goddess initiates him to the human experience—he shares the company of others and forges a fast friendship with Gilgamesh. The Gilgamesh Epic does not directly address the issue of human mortality until the second half of its story. By comparison, the garden narrative begins with the God YHWH’s prohibition of a transformative experience under the punishment of death immediately after the man is created (Gen. 2:16–17). When the man and woman transgress this prohibition, they are revealed to be embarrassingly ill-equipped and immature. Then, not long afterward, humanity is exposed to the dreadful reality of death when Cain senselessly kills his brother Abel. The next chapter turns to how the storylines of the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 further explore the complexities of characters’ choices and experiences after they have been transformed—their pitfalls, potential, and the divine limits imposed on them.
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O Trees of Life, when is (your) winter?We are bewildered, lacking that which forewarnsmigratory birds. . . .

—Rainer Maria Rilke, “Fourth Elegy”



. . . But sayThat Death be not one stroak, as I suppos’dBereaving sense, but endless miserieFrom this day onward . . .. . . Ay me, that fearComes thundering back with dreadful revolutionOn my defenseless head. . . .

—John Milton, Paradise Lost


Several characters in the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 are larger-than-life and brimming with potential. Gilgamesh, in particular, is a towering figure. He is a demigod with extraordinary capacities who rules the city of Uruk. Similarly, in the Primeval History, the first man and woman in the garden are fashioned so that they “resemble” and are “in the likeness” of God and can exercise rule over the creation. And both of these compositions explore the nature and limits of these characters’ god-like potential. A clever way the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History expose and evaluate these limits is by using sounds and soundscapes within their stories. They interject audible cues into the narratives to signal when human potentiality presses too far or is misused and transgresses divinely established expectations.

The use of sound as a motif to clarify the nature and limits of the human experience is well suited to Mesopotamian literature. For example, in Mesopotamia sources, wisdom is acquired mainly through “listening” (šemû), and those whose ears are opened are sages (uznu peṭû).1 In the Gilgamesh Epic, Tablets V–VII in particular, a soundscape is developed to serve as an oblique warning about Gilgamesh’s and Enkidu’s quest to the Cedar Forest that ends with a resounding divine judgment. In Tablet V birdcalls initially serve as sentinels that raise the alarm about Gilgamesh’s and Enkidu’s imperious ambitions in the Cedar Forest. As the pair enters the Cedar Forest, birds echo warnings about the violent mission that has brought them to Humbaba. These sounds eerily crescendo with the killing of Humbaba and the despoiling of the sacred forest. After the pair returns to Uruk, a divine council determines that Enkidu should die for the transgression against Humbaba and the Cedar Forest. Then, as if to confirm that this punishment fits the crime, bird sounds again echo in Tablet VII as Enkidu envisions descending to the Underworld and taking up his abode among the bird-like dead.

In ancient Israelite literature, listening (to speech) is essential for acquiring wisdom (e.g., Prov. 15:32, 18:21; 2 Sam. 14:17, 20).2 Thus, fittingly, a pattern of sound and speech plays a central role in identifying humanity’s transgression of its divinely appointed limits in the Primeval History. For example, a “noise” (qōwl) followed by divinely spoken curses calls attention to humanity’s misuse of power in the story of the man and woman in the garden. This pattern is then repeated and innovated in the subsequent stories about Cain, Abel, and Lamech. In each story, a rumbling sound, or noise (qōwl), “comes thundering back,” as John Milton’s Adam feared. And as it does, it calls attention to humanity’s misuse of its potential. At the same time, it intensifies and grows increasingly incriminating of humanity’s unjustifiable uses of power. Furthermore, as this sound (qōwl) is associated with more and more egregious behavior, it is increasingly disassociated from YHWH. This portion of the Primeval History begins with YHWH’s clear expression of displeasure (Gen. 3:1–24) and gradually hushes into a diminuendo in the narratives of Cain and Lamech (Gen. 4:1–26) as YHWH grows increasingly uncommunicative.


Gilgamesh's Potential: "Perfect in His Appearance"

Gilgamesh’s impressive, regal appearance indicates his remarkable potential in the epic. Monarchs, in general, are ready-made literary symbols of potentiality and ambition because they so easily amplify human nature. For example, one may readily call to mind the corpus of Shakespeare’s plays, which so often shine a spotlight on royal figures (e.g., Hamlet, King Lear, Macbeth, or Julius Caesar). Monarchs possess extraordinary wealth and resources that exaggerate the human experience. King Gilgamesh is no different. His royal identity contributes to the epic’s exploration of the theme of human potentiality.3 On the one hand, kings afford fewer restrictions when considering the extent of human potential; on the other, their excessive power also can be more readily recognized as unjust. In the Gilgamesh Epic, Gilgamesh’s status as “Surpassing all Kings” (šūtur eli šarrī) intensifies the complex themes of human power and potentiality.4 As one scholar has put it, “by projecting human questions onto a colossus, the author is able to explore the human predicament more deeply and to formulate his answers with greater boldness and clarity.”5

In Mesopotamian literature, an individual’s physical characteristics often indicate one’s divinely ordained fate. As one scholar puts it, “a person’s appearance was seen as the embodiment of the divine will and plan for his or her life.”6 For kings, in particular, this means that their appearance justifies as much as witnesses to the privileged political power they possessed. And this is also the case for Gilgamesh, whose stature is extraordinary: the “image of his body (ṣalam pagrišu) the goddess Belet-ili drafted” (I:49). Moreover, he is “illustrious in form” (I:29) and “perfect in his appearance” (I:61).7 Gilgamesh’s astonishing proportions are the subject of substantial consideration in the epic. The lines following the old hymnic introduction to the epic describe the hero’s physique at length. The king is an exaggeration of Mesopotamian masculinity: tall, strong, attractive, and handsomely bearded.8 Furthermore, his imposing stature stresses his tremendous potentiality and power.


Gilgamesh grappled with fifty companions,daily he would leave the young men spent,30 he terrified the young men of Uruk with his wrongful9 behavior.The locks of his hair grew as thickly as (stalks) of the grain goddess,his teeth glistened like the rising sun,his hair like lustrous wool.His stature was eighteen feet (high),35 the breadth of his chest was six-and-a-half feet.. . .56 His foot was (nearly) five feet (long), his leg (nearly) ten feet,his stride was (nearly) ten feet (long as well).The beard of his cheeks was four-and-a-half feet (long),59 his cheeks were bearded like those of. . ..61 As he matured, he was perfect in his appearance,he was comely by human standards.He struts around the Sheepfold of Uruk,like a wild bull intimidating (with its) head raised high.65 He has no match for his readied weapons,his companions (constantly) on alert for his ball.10He terrified the young men of Uruk with his wrongful behavior,Gilgamesh would not release a(ny) son to [his] father,he behaves with arrogant audacity day and night,70 Gilgamesh, king of countless people.Gilgamesh would not release a(ny) daughter to her husband,He is their wild bull (and) they are his heifers.

The goddesses continually hear their plaints,A terrible clamor constantly reaching to Anum’s heaven.

(MB Ug1:29–35; SB I:56–74; MB Ug1:12–15)11


At the same time, Gilgamesh’s commanding appearance is conspicuously connected with his abuse of his power. Although Gilgamesh’s impressive physique may project his divinely ordained potential, it also casts an ominous shadow over the political, social, and cultural norms of the city of Uruk. For example, Gilgamesh abuses his power over the residents of Uruk and frustrates a social cornerstone of ancient Mesopotamia: the household. Household identities played an all-important role in structuring and imagining social, economic, and political activities in ancient Mesopotamia—from family relations to guilds of tradesmen to political solidarities.12 Disruptions to the institution of the household, therefore, present serious problems. In the Gilgamesh Epic, the hero’s extraordinary abilities and tireless energies endlessly occupy the men of the city, such that he “would not release a(ny) son to [his] father” (I:68). Gilgamesh overwhelms the men of Uruk with persistent and indiscriminate physical activities—wrestling and endless games—preventing them from fulfilling their fundamental responsibilities within their households. And in addition to hindering the young men, Gilgamesh also terrorizes the women of his city: “Gilgamesh would not release a(ny) daughter to her husband” (I:71). Gilgamesh prevents the women of the city from being full participants in their households with their husbands.13

An Old Babylonian version of the story supplements Gilgamesh’s infringement of the women’s roles in their husband’s households. In this older version, Enkidu, having been awakened by his encounter with Shamhat, meets a man traveling in the steppe and questions him about where he is going. The traveler informs Enkidu he is headed to Uruk to celebrate a wedding, and he describes how Gilgamesh customarily practices prima nocta (i.e., copulating with brides before they spend their first night with their bridegrooms) at such gatherings:


They have invited me to wedding festivities,150–151 the people’s custom (is) the taking of a bride.I will pile on the offering table,sumptuous foods for the wedding.For Gilgamesh, king of bustling Uruk,155 the veil14 of the people is open for the one who has first choice.For Gilgamesh, king of bustling15 Uruk,157–158 the veil16 of the people is open for the one who has first choice.He mates with the bride-to-be,160 He (does so) first, the husband(-to-be) afterward.It is decreed by divine counsel,162–163 since the severing of his umbilical cord, she is his allowance.

(Penn iv:149–163)


Several scholars have pointed out that there is simply no evidence for the practice of prima nocta at any point in Mesopotamian history; it would have been contrary to the constant concern among royals for securing an heir to succeed them.17 The inclusion of this practice in the older version of the Gilgamesh Epic, which is only oblique in the SB version of the story, is almost certainly a literary trope to communicate how egregiously King Gilgamesh distorts family norms.18 At the same time, it intensifies questions about what, if any, limits the king faces at Uruk. Thus, when the cursory justification for Gilgamesh’s behavior as a divine right flippantly comes from the mouth of a passer-by, Enkidu rightly perceives it to be a flimsy justification for such outrageous behavior. In sum, this scene even more clearly casts the towering king as abounding with potential, even destined for greatness by his god-likeness, yet, at the same time, grossly undisciplined and inattentive to his responsibilities.

Resolution to Gilgamesh’s misuse of power against the inhabitants of Uruk comes after Enkidu enters Uruk. Enkidu arrives at Uruk during the month of Abu, also known as the “month of Gilgamesh.”19 The seasonal setting for this scene provides an important context for understanding this initial encounter between Enkidu and Gilgamesh. For example, Enkidu challenges Gilgamesh at the entrance to the wedding house.20 This is a fitting locale for Enkidu to redress the problem of Gilgamesh’s “not releas[ing] a(ny) daughter to her husband” (I:72). Moreover, this challenge seems to have been a part of a ritual competition held annually in the month of Abu when wrestling in-between ‘doorposts’ played a role in commemorating the enduring legacies and lasting renown of the deceased.21 Thus, when this ritualized competition concludes, and it is clear to Gilgamesh and Enkidu that they are well-matched in competition, they emerge eager to “establish lasting renown” (Yale iv:160). So influenced by the festivities that commemorate the legacies of the deceased during the ritual festivities of Abu, Gilgamesh proposes to his new friend, Enkidu, a journey to the Cedar Forest so they can bring back timber for the temple of Enlil at Nippur.


Soundscapes and Portentous Calls in the Cedar Forest22

Gilgamesh’s ambitious plans to journey to the Cedar Forest are met with severe misgivings. For starters, Enkidu and the elders of Uruk are uncertain about the trip. Also, the gods seem to have doubts about the hero’s plans. Apart from Shamash, the gods seem ambivalent about Gilgamesh’s proposal.23 Moreover, as the quest to the Cedar Forest progresses, the gods’ mild misgivings evolve into exasperated disapproval. Divine concerns are signaled by ominous bird sounds and imagery when Gilgamesh and Enkidu arrive at the Cedar Forest. Birds serve as divine sentinels that warn of the pair’s imperious quest against Humbaba and the transgression of his sacred Forest.

The importance of sound in the story of the Cedar Forest can be seen in an Old Babylonian version of the epic. For example, when the pair arrive near the Cedar Forest, their initial encounter with Humbaba is from afar. The friends camp on a mountain-face visible from the Cedar Forest. And while Humbaba catches a glimpse of them from afar, initially, they can only hear the monstrous creature.


Day and night they pressed on.55 They arrived at Hamran, perched on its summit—The mountain where the Amorite lives.Every day they could continually hear the voice of Humbaba,The guardian of the cedar was sizing them up,The one who repels every assault,60 Humbaba, guardian of the cedar,The one who repels every assault.Enkidu raised his eyes and caught sight of the cedar,Its majesty drapes the mountain range.

(OB Schøyen 54–62)24


In this scene, Humbaba assesses Gilgamesh and Enkidu and raises his voice in preparation for their arrival. Literarily, even the twofold repetition of the lines “guardian of the cedar, the one who repels every assault” adds a drumbeat to the scene’s drama. Humbaba spies Enkidu from afar in anticipation of a battle, as Enkidu hears Humbaba thunder amidst the Cedar Forest’s timbers.

The SB version further develops the importance of sound, in particular, when the pair arrives at the entrance to the Cedar Forest. As they draw near to the Forest and can see the pathway leading among the cedars, it appears idyllic, even edenic. This abode of gods and goddesses is lavishly appointed, luxuriant, and abundant (e.g., ḫiṣbu [V:8], nuḫšu [V:23]).25 Yet in addition to being beautiful, Humbaba’s Forest is revelrous. Its undisturbed splendor is rich with animal sounds vividly described using alliterations and assonance (V:17, iṣṣūru iṣṣanbur, “ceaselessly atwitter;” V:18, iḫabbubu rigmu, “reverberating chitter(s);” V:22, riq? raqraqqu “with the clatter of the stork”) that make the Akkadian poetry sound as though it sings at points. Moreover, this sonorous chorus of sounds is not only fitting for a forest but also appropriate for a king’s court. Two scholars nicely capture the tenor of the passage, noting that it envisions Humbaba “as a foreign ruler entertained with music at court in the manner of Babylonian kings, [only with] music of a more exotic kind, played by a band of equally exotic musicians.”26


They stood in awe at the Forest,Staring at the heights of the cedars,Staring at the entrance to the Forest.A path was worn where Humbaba came and went,5 The way was made ready, and the road was accommodating.They were looking at the Cedar Mountain,the gods’ dwelling place, the goddesses’ exalted abode,The cedar raises its luxuriant (boughs) over the face of the land(scape),Its shade was inviting, altogether pleasing.10 (With) entangled thorns, an entwined canopy,There was no way (amidst) the [densely packed] cedars (and) ballukku-trees.There were cedar saplings as far as the eye could see,Cypresses [seedlings?] almost as far.For one hundred (feet) high, the cedar was covered with knots,15 Resin [dripped down] like drops of rain,Streaming away in channels.Bird(s) were ceaselessly atwitter throughout the Forest:[x x x] were echoing back and forth, reverberating chitter(s).[x x x] the zizānu-cicada(s) modulating a cry (šisītu),20 [x x x] were always singing (iltammarū), belting out ˹x x x˺The wood pigeon was [co]oing (idammum), the turtle dove replying.With the clatter? of the stork (raqraqqu) the forest revels,The forest brims with joy [at the cackle of] the chukar (tarlugallu).Female monkeys shout (ištammarā), young monkeys whoop:25 like an ensemble of singers (nâri) and percussionists,All day long, they rumbled in the presence of Ḫumbaba.

(V:1–26)27


Gilgamesh and Enkidu take in the sights at the entrance to the Cedar Forest, but there is more to the setting than meets the eye,28 not unlike the man’s and the woman’s initial encounter with forbidden fruit in the garden (Gen. 3:6–7). In particular, the chirping birds in this scene at the entrance to the Cedar Forest are more than mere props in a woodland kingdom. Birds are common symbols of divine messages in Mesopotamian texts, such as scientific texts or divinatory compendia, where they frequently have inauspicious associations. Thus, while revelry of the birds in the Cedar Forest is fitting for an idyllic place known as “the gods’ dwelling place, the goddesses’ exalted abode” (V:7), birds such as the stork (raqraqqu) and chukar (tarlugallu)29 are polysemic symbols that convey portentous warnings.

The calls of the stork and the chukar, in particular, function as portentous signs in the Gilgamesh Epic. As one scholar notes, “that birds may be carriers of meaningful messages rests on the Mesopotamian notion that it is possible to identify human words in the calls of certain birds.”30 And in Mesopotamian scholarly texts, the sounds of the stork and the chukar are rendered into Akkadian. The clattering beaks of the stork (raqraqqu), for example, exclaimed, “go away, go away” (rīqa, rīqa), and the chukar (tarlugallu) warned, “you have committed a sin” (taḫtaṭa). Thus, the sounds of the stork and chukar, which echo at the entrance to the Cedar Forest, raise a cautionary alarm as Gilgamesh and Enkidu approach. They signal to Humbaba and his woodland kingdom Gilgamesh’s and Enkidu’s arrival and foreshadow for the reader the impending desecration of the Cedar Forest and killing of its guardian.

Not only do the stork and the chukar provide an inauspicious tenor as Gilgamesh and Enkidu approach the Cedar Forest, but another bird sound at the entrance to the Cedar Forest corroborates it. As Gilgamesh and Enkidu head into the Cedar Forest, they raise a “cry” of their own. Gilgamesh is apprehensive as he approaches the Cedar Forest, so Enkidu rallies his comrade, insisting: “We should enter the interior of the forest, open [your mouth], and we will raise a (dissonant) cry (tukku)” (V:33). The Akkadian word tukku, translated “(dissonant) cry,” can denote either murmurings and rumors or the inauspicious sound of the owl, whose call is said to be tukku, tukku.31 Elsewhere in Mesopotamian literature, the owl’s portentous associations are well-established. For example, an omen reads, “If an owl makes a nest in the lookout of a city gate and fire spontaneously consumes the Bīt Apsu—The destruction of (the city of) Eridu.” And, another states, “If a snake cries out like an owl before a man—Reign of (the god) Nergal, uprising, (and) the lands will see evil.”32 The owl’s association with misfortune is not surprising. It operates at the margins of the typical goings-on of daily human life and is known for its solitary activities during the night.33 Thus, when Gilgamesh and Enkidu raise the owl’s inauspicious “cry” (tukku) as they enter the Cedar Forest, it casts them as ominous outsiders. The pair rushes into the Cedar Forest, sounding a “(dissonant) cry” that portends the ruin of Humbaba and his Cedar Forest.34

The menacing soundscape begins when Gilgamesh and Enkidu enter the Cedar Forest and crescendos in bird sounds and imagery as the pair defeat Humbaba, calling attention to this act as a misuse of power. Numerous traditions of the killing of Humbaba circulated in Mesopotamia.35 For example, in one Sumerian version, Enkidu, while battling Humbaba, becomes enraged and decapitates him (Gilgamesh Huwawa A). In an earlier Akkadian version, Gilgamesh kills and disembowels Humbaba at Enkidu’s goading.36 A recurrent feature in several accounts of Humbaba’s death is something about the killing of his seven “auras,” or “sons.” Humbaba’s “auras,” or “sons,” are divinely allocated forces that safeguard the cedars of the Forest.37 And in one Old Babylonian version of the epic, there is a vivid description of how Gilgamesh and Enkidu hunt down and destroy these seven “sons” like baby birds.


Gilgamesh cried out to him, to Enkidu:“It is now, my friend, that we must secure victory!The auras are fleeing into the Forest,The auras are escaping and the radiances are returning to the earth.”Enkidu responded to him, to Gilgamesh:“My friend, trap the bird, then where will its hatchlings go?We should look for the radiances later,When the chicks wander about in the Forest.”

(OB Ischali 10’–17’)


This bird imagery in the Old Babylonian version just quoted finds an analog in the bird sounds and imagery in the SB Gilgamesh Epic. In the SB version, after Gilgamesh and Enkidu kill Humbaba’s “sons,” their names are delineated. Nearly all of the names of Humbaba’s sons from the SB version evoke the winged creatures and their sounds that initially appeared at the entrance to the Cedar Forest. Only now, as they are killed along with Humbaba, they are described as shrill echoes of the lively noises that initially greeted Gilgamesh and Enkidu: zizāni-Cicada (zizāni, cf. zizāni V:19), Screecher (nāʔiru, cf. nāri in V:25), Rumbler (simurra, cf. iltammarū and ištammarā in V:20, 24), Screamer (šassâ, cf. šisītu V:19), Sly (enqa),38 Whining? (húb-bu), and Storm-demon (ugalla).39 Moreover, the discordant noises symbolized by Humbaba’s “sons” eerily recall the birds chittering when Gilgamesh and Enkidu first entered the Cedar Forest, and these noises serve as a resounding judgment against the pair’s excessive violence.



The Punishment Fits the Crime

Once Humbaba and his sons are dead, Enkidu senses that he and Gilgamesh have gone too far. Killing Humbaba and despoiling the Cedar Forest transgressed divine limits. When this awareness dawns upon Enkidu, he worries aloud to Gilgamesh that Enlil, the king of the gods, will not be pleased by their aggressions in the Cedar Forest.


My friend, we have made the Forest a wasteland!At Nippur how will we ever respond to Enlil?(He will say): “By your might you killed the guardian.Why did you rain down rage on the Forest?”

(V:303–306)


Enkidu’s worries are not unfounded. His description of the Forest as “a wasteland” draws a stark comparison with its initial revelry upon his arrival. Thus, not long after returning from the Cedar Forest, a divine council cites this event in its decrees that he must die. In particular, a Hittite version of the story, which is the only one that preserves an account of the heavenly proceedings, records the ruling of the god Anu: “Because they slaughtered the Bull of Heaven, [and because] they killed Huwawa, who [made] the mountains abundant with cedars . . . of the two, [one must die]!”40

The SB Gilgamesh Epic resumes in Tablet VII with Enkidu recounting to Gilgamesh how he learned that he would die in a dream. He envisions how he will descend among the cooing bird-like inhabitants of the Underworld for the excessive force and violence displayed in the killing of Humbaba. Yet Enkidu does not readily resign to his fate. Instead, he curses Shamhat, the prostitute, with a future of devastation and abandonment. Ironically, his malediction recalls the ominous image of the owl, whose sound he and Gilgamesh bellowed when they first rushed into the Cedar Forest. He invokes desolation and death for Shamhat using the imagery of the owl: “Let the owl roost in the roof of your house” (VII:122). The reuse of the owl imagery as a harbinger of desolation and death links the scene of Enkidu’s death with that of Gilgamesh and Enkidu entering the Cedar Forest.

Additionally, the repetition of the owl’s call, tukku, strengthens the connection between these two scenes and reinforces the sense that Enkidu’s punishment is fitting for his transgression of the Cedar Forest and killing of Humbaba. As Enkidu inveighs against Shamhat using owl imagery, the Sun-god Shamash abruptly interrupts him and confirms the verdict against him. A “warning” (tukku) introduces the Sun-god’s interjection: “Shamash heard his curse, and immediately a warning (tukku) sounded for him from the sky” (VII:132–133).41 The “warning” (tukku) that resounds from the heavens and announces Shamash’s speech is the same as the “(dissonant) cry” (tukku) that Enkidu raised when rushing into the Cedar Forest. Only this time, the inauspicious sound indicates that Enkidu must prepare for death (VII:132–147).

The Sun-god reminds him how the goddess Shamhat ennobled him through feasting in community, clothing him for integration into society, and introducing him to friendship with Gilgamesh; these words calm Enkidu and help him to accept his inevitable fate. Enkidu is thus able to recount the end of his dream, in which he sees himself being dragged away to the Underworld. In his vision of the Underworld, bird sounds from the Cedar Forest in Tablets V are reshaped into the dreadful moaning of the bird-like dead.


166 Heaven cried out, the Underworld answered,(There) I stood in between them.(There was) a lone man, whose appearance was foreboding,His face was like that of the Anzu-bird,170 He had hands of a lion and claws of an eagle’s talons,He grabbed my hair and overpowered me.. . .182 He made me mourn,42 he turned me into a dove.He bound my arms like (the wings of) a bird,He conducted me as a captive to the house of shadows, the dominion of the Underworld:185 To the household that the one who enters never leaves,Along the road of no-return,To the house whose inhabitants are deprived of light,A place where dirt is their nourishment and their food is clay.They are clothed like bird(s) with garments of feathers,190 They cannot see the light but dwell in darkness,A (layer) of dust collects on the door and bolt,On the house of dust an eerie stillness settles.

(VII:166–171; 182–192)


As is common in Mesopotamian mythology, bird sounds and imagery abound in Enkidu’s descriptions of the Underworld. Thus, in this passage, a fearsome undertaker has an appearance of the demonic Anzu-bird, which bears a resemblance to an eagle (arû),43 and the dead are envisioned bird-like as well, being “clothed like bird(s) with garments of feathers.”44 Furthermore, in a variant of this scene from a fragmentary version of the epic found at the biblical city of Megiddo,45 Enkidu envisions himself among the dead of the Underworld, “crying like a dove.” This scene, then, marks the final development in the devolution of the soundscape and scenery of the Cedar Forest. Beginning with Tablet V, birdcalls and bird imagery signal Gilgamesh’s and Enkidu’s overreaches of power as they transgress the sacred space of the Cedar Forest and kill its guardian, Humbaba, and his “sons.” Then, at the end of Tablet VII, Enkidu’s death is presented as a fitting punishment for this crime, as his parting vision of the Underworld inverts the imagery of fluttering birds in the Cedar Forest. In sum, Enkidu’s descent into the still darkness among the dead, cooing bird-like inhabitants of this Underworld is the consequence of rushing into the chittering bird-filled forest, desecrating it, and killing Humbaba’s bird-like sons. It is a fitting conclusion to the soundscapes of Tablets V–VII.




Humanity's Potential: "Let Us Make Humanity in Our Image"

In the first creation account, in Gen. 1:26–27, the attention to humanity’s appearance is similar to what is found in the Gilgamesh Epic, where the hero’s extraordinary size was an apologia for his surpassing potential. For example, Genesis 1:26–27 describes humanity as having a divine resemblance (ṣélem) and likeness (demūwt).


26God declared: “Let us make humanity to resemble us, in our likeness, so that he will rule the fish in the sea, the birds in the sky, the livestock, and all the earth—even all those wriggling things that creep along the ground.” 27So God created humanity to resemble him(self); God created it after his likeness; he created them as male and female.

(Gen. 1:26–27)


As in the Gilgamesh Epic, god-likeness is an imprimatur indicating humanity’s extraordinary potentiality. In other words, its appearance anticipates its function.46 Thus, humanity’s divine “resemblance” (ṣélem) or “likeness” (demūwt) is most immediately realized in the opening chapter of Genesis by its ruling and maintaining of order in the world: “Let us make humanity to resemble us, in our likeness, so that he will rule.” This assertion conveys either that humanity’s divine resemblance consisted of the capacity to exercise power over the rest of the created world or that this power correlated with humanity’s divine likeness.47 In either case, this role is demonstrated, in part, by naming the animals (Gen. 2:19–20; cf. Gen. 9:1–5). And, like Gilgamesh, who was a royal figure and exaggerated emblem of humanity’s potential, the man and woman are regal figures who abound in potential and power as they manage the divine garden.


An Indistinct "Sound" in the Garden and the Fitting Punishments

The garden narrative in Gen. 2:4b–3:24 does not describe humanity as having a divine resemblance (ṣélem) and likeness (demūwt).48 Instead, beginning with Gen. 2:4b, the Primeval History is equally, if not more interested in the pitfalls that ensnare humanity’s bounding potentiality. In fact, Gen. 2:4b–4:26 explores the limits of human potential using the motif of sound (qōwl), similar to how the Gilgamesh Epic uses a soundscape of birds to track Gilgamesh and Enkidu’s transgression against Humbaba and the Cedar Forest as far as Enkidu’s descent to the Underworld. In Gen. 2:4b–4:26, a “sound” (qōwl) is initially heard in the story of the first man and woman, and then reverberates through the following narrative about Cain and Lamech. In each instance, this sound (qōwl) calls attention to humanity’s abuses of power. However, by comparison with the Gilgamesh Epic, Gen. 2:4b–4:26 intersperses regular divine speeches after this repeated sound (qōwl) to elaborate on humanity’s transgressions. These divine addresses reveal the deity’s displeasure and express new limitations on humanity. Moreover, while resounding noises (qōwl) call attention to ever more egregious behavior throughout the stories in Gen. 2:4b–4:26, the divine speeches evolve. They start as extensive, full-throated maledictions and slowly grow less and less extensive until they altogether stop.

In the garden story, the man and woman are transformed by eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and bad. In the wake of this transgressive act, they become aware of the fact that something has changed. They hear “the sound (qōwl) of the God YHWH as he walked at the breezy time of the day” (Gen. 3:8). As many commentators have noted, the Hebrew qōwl, translated as “sound,” can designate an array of things—from a “voice” to “(rolling) thunder.”49 The nature of the divine noise in Gen. 3:8 is almost certainly left to the imagination to create a sense of suspense in the narrative. It is a strategic ambiguity, not unlike the polysemic use of birdcalls in the Gilgamesh Epic’s Cedar Forest, which invites reflection on the significance of soundscape. Did the primordial pair hear the footsteps of God walking in the garden?50 Did they merely mistakenly assume they were alone in the garden when the voice of the God YHWH startled them and caught them off guard? Or perhaps the divine voice thundered and rumbled through the garden, and his anger was unmistakable?

If the precise nature of the “sound” (qōwl) is left to the reader’s imagination, the man and woman’s response clearly telegraphs that it put them on edge. The man confesses to being frightened by this sound, “I heard the noise (while you were strolling) in the garden and was afraid” (Gen. 3:10). Moreover, the noise made by the God YHWH triggers the man’s and woman’s self-awareness of their nakedness, provoking a sense of shame that leads them to hide. And it turns out that the pair’s trepidation at the God YHWH’s “sound” (qōwl) is not altogether unfounded. In Gen. 3:14, the God YHWH clarifies his intent and directly addresses the man and woman. He issues extensive curses that unequivocally confirm his displeasure with their decision to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and bad. Like the divine council that calls Enkidu and Gilgamesh to account (Tablet VII), the God YHWH judges the man and woman guilty for despoiling a luxurious landscape. A serpent convinced humanity to transgress the garden’s flora, and so the serpent (Gen. 3:14–15) and ground (Gen. 3:17) are subjected to divine imprecations.

The divine curses recounted to the man and woman cohere with a tight internal logic as they “[. . . pronounce] on the Snake, Woman, and the Man . . . the conditions of life.”51 The divine monologue alternates between curses (against the serpent and the ground). Also, it expounds on the experiences that will result from these curses. First is the malediction against the serpent, which is followed by an elaboration of the effects of this curse on the woman (Gen. 3:16). Then comes the malediction against the ground, followed by an explanation of its consequences for the man (Gen. 3:17–19). In sum, the divine imprecation is a carefully crafted poetic interjection that delineates how humanity’s transgression exposes them to discordant and painful new aspects of life. East of Eden, the human experience will be full of conflicts—between the serpent and the woman, the woman and the man, and the man and the land—and it would also be marked by death.


14So the God YHWH spoke to the serpent:“For what you did you are cursed from all the livestock,more than all the wild beasts!You will slither on your belly,every day of your life you will eat dirt!15I will arrange conflict between you and the woman,between your offspring and her offspring:They will trample on your head(s),you will strike their heel(s)!”16Then, he spoke to the woman:“I will greatly intensify your childbearing labor,with pain you will birth children.Your urge will be for your husband,yet he will wield power over you.”17(Lastly) he spoke to the man:“Because you heeded your wife’s voice,You ate from the tree I commanded: ‘You must not eat from it.’(Now) the ground is cursed for your sake,you will eat (of) it in toilsome pain,every day of your life!18The ground will yield thorn and thistle for you,but you will eat cultivated plants.19By the sweat of your brow you will subsist on food,until you return to the ground.For from it you were taken—you are dirt—and you will (re)turn to dirt!”

(Gen. 3:14–19)


The first curse singles out the serpent as the primary cause for the transgression against the forbidden tree. This imprecation against the snake uses wordplay that conveys both the intensive and exclusionary nature of its punishment. This wordplay implicitly compares the severity of the serpent’s punishment with other creatures and simultaneously indicates that it will be isolated from them. The intensive meaning is captured by the translation “for what you did you are cursed more than (Hebrew min) all the wild beasts!” The serpent, which is introduced as “more cunning” than all the other wild animals (mikkol ḥayyat haśśādeh, Gen. 3:1), is also more severely cursed. According to an intensive understanding of this divine malediction, the cursing of the serpent implicitly affects all animals, even if the snake is more deeply afflicted by it. The image of cursed wildlife may be compared to the widespread desecration of the Cedar Forest as a result of the death of Humbaba and his sons. Like Enkidu (I:110–11), the man once lived peaceably among and cooperated with the animals (Gen. 2:19–20). But now, like the despoiling of the Cedar Forest and Humbaba’s bird-like sons who helped him protect it (V:303–306), the man’s and the woman’s transgressions have led to the desecration of the luxurious divine garden and its creatures.

At the same time, the curse against the serpent includes its separation from (Hebrew min) other creatures (cf., Gen. 4:11). It is condemned to a solitary existence. This is accomplished by the fact that it is unmistakably set apart from the other animals and marked as suspicious, always portending conflict. It, after all, loses its legs on which to walk and is fated to slither on its belly.52 And this punishment is poetic. The serpent misconstrued the knowledge offered by the forbidden fruit as something impersonally taken in from afar rather than as a complex and involved experience, like touching, tasting, and eating. As a result, it is sentenced to eat (ʔākal) dirt from the ground (Gen. 3:14; cf. Tablet VII:188). Its slithering movements on its belly mark it out from other animals, and the sight of it is a reminder that serpents threaten danger and portend conflict.

While the serpent is cursed and the woman is not, the divine imprecation against the serpent has implications for the woman’s experience. The God YHWH explains these implications, especially how the serpent’s enmity would lead to intense labor pain (ʕiṣṣābōwn, ʕéṣeb, Gen. 3:16) in childbearing.53 The analogical logic that connects the woman’s difficult childbirth with the curse against the serpent in Gen. 3:15–16 is implicit. It is a culturally pervasive logic in the ancient world but not readily apparent to modern scientific minds. In the ancient Near East, serpents and human embryos were understood to possess several resemblances. Therefore, it was reasoned that serpents and human embryos function similarly. For example, a fetus was thought of as coiled within a woman’s womb or as slithering out of the birth canal.54 Since serpents and human embryos behaved similarly, the curse against the serpent is correlated with intensified pain for the woman in childbearing. By analogical reasoning, the cursing of the serpent affects the woman’s future interactions with it, including with serpent-like human embryos she might carry and bear within her. In this way, the woman’s lack of dread when the serpent first crept up on her and spoke to her (Gen. 3:1) is tragically reversed. Now, going forward, she is caught in perpetual conflict with the serpent; her fate is intimately bound with the serpent’s fate.

After inveighing against the serpent, the God YHWH turns to the man and curses the ground. A rationale for this connection between the ground (ʔādāmāh) and man (ʔādām) is given in the parting words of the divine address: “for from [the ground] you were taken—for dirt is what you are—and to dirt you will return” (Gen. 3:19). The man (ʔādām) was made from the same ‘stuff’ as the ground (ʔādāmāh). The connection between humanity deriving from the soil and returning to it also appears in the Gilgamesh Epic. For example, Aruru fashioned Enkidu using a pinch of clay (Akkadian ṭiṭṭu; I:102).55 And likewise, Enkidu’s descent to the realm of the dead envisions a return to these dingy, dusty origins, “where dirt (eperu) is their sustenance and clay (ṭiṭṭu) their food” (VII:188).56

In Gen. 3:17, wordplay again develops two crucial ideas about the cursing of the ground: the ground (0ādāmāh) would be adversely affected both because of the man (ʔādām) and to his detriment. First, because the man despoiled the forbidden tree and ate its fruit, all of the ground is cursed. The phrase in Gen. 3:17 might be translated as, “the ground is under a curse because of you.” The man was unsound in his assessments and heeded his “wife’s voice (qōwl).” That the man could neither clearly discern the “sound” (qōwl) made by YHWH as he strolled in the garden nor understand his wife’s “voice” (qōwl) only reinforces the sense that he lacks discernment, and, as a result, he transgressed against the forbidden tree and brought a curse down upon the ground.

Second, the curse on the ground would result in adverse consequences for the man. The malediction against the ground results in man subsisting in toilsome pain (ʕiṣṣābōwn, Gen. 3:17). Thorns and thistles infest the ground, which he has to till to survive. In this way, the man suffers a punishment that fits the crime, just like the serpent and the woman. Naively, the man thought he would acquire a studied, indifferent outlook on the world. Instead, like the serpent, his future sustenance will constantly remind him of his transgressive act of eating (ʔākal, Gen. 3:14, 19). Moreover, the consequence of his transgression, like that of the woman, is also toilsome pain (cf. ʕiṣṣābōwn, ʕéṣeb, Gen. 3:16).

The God YHWH’s sound (qōwl) in the garden raises an initial alarm regarding humanity’s misuse of its potential. Then the subsequent divine speech delineates the consequences of desecrating this sacred garden. Moreover, the end of this story further hints at yet another result of humanity’s transgression. The God YHWH concludes with a reflection on the consequences of the man and woman’s transgressions. He explains to the heavenly council how they have “become like one of us, knowing good and bad” (Gen. 3:22). Yet these words are not heard by the man and woman. Thus, the closing scene in the garden story is marked by a divine retreat from humanity in which divine communication with humanity becomes increasingly sparse.



Sounds of Guilt, Bloodshed, and Hubris

The “sound” (qōwl) of the God YHWH’s arrival in the garden and his lengthy imprecation provide an archetypal pattern for appreciating the soundscapes in the stories of Cain and Lamech (Gen. 4:1–26). Following the expulsion of the man and woman from the garden, Gen. 4:1–26 twice repeats the motif of a poignant sound (qōwl) to signal when human potential is misused, followed by the expected divine malediction. The first instance occurs in the account of Cain’s murder of Abel, where a mysterious sound (qōwl) testifies against Cain’s murderous act. The second example is in the story about Lamech, one of Cain’s descendants. Humanity’s misguided ambitions intensify in both of these instances, and a sound (qōwl) reverberates in the storylines to draw attention to this fact. At the same time, the divine interjection that follows the warning sound (qōwl) is less assertive and diminishes in length in response to Cain, and it is altogether missing in the story of Lamech. Moreover, as the sound (qōwl) is associated with more and more atrocious behavior, YHWH’s responses become briefer and less forceful until it altogether ceases, and he increasingly disassociates himself from humanity.

In the story about Cain and Abel, the brothers’ different forms of subsistence provide an initial hint of the strain that will escalate in their relationship. Cain, the elder brother, was a settled farmer, whereas Abel, his younger brother, was a mobile shepherd. The tension between the steppe and sown is a well-documented trope in ancient Near Eastern literature.57 And in the case of Cain and Abel, their sibling rivalry intensifies when Cain brings the produce of his cultivations as a gift to YHWH while his brother, Abel, comes with the choicest meat along with the fats from his flock’s firstlings. YHWH’s response to these offerings varies. He seemingly approves of Abel’s sacrifice because he is willing to part with his choicest possessions. By comparison, YHWH disapproves of Cain’s offering.

The settled farmer, Cain, initiates the confrontation with his sheep-herding brother, Abel. Cain invites Abel to go out to the field, where he confronts and kills his brother. These events invert the storyline of the Gilgamesh Epic, where Enkidu travels to Uruk and initiates the contest with Gilgamesh. Moreover, Cain murders his brother, Abel, whereas Enkidu’s confrontation with Gilgamesh results in the two becoming brothers (III:121ff). And while Enkidu forestalls Gilgamesh’s malefactions against the all-important social unit of the household, Cain’s murder of this brother destabilizes his family’s patrimony (cf. Gen. 5:1–3).

However, what is perhaps most striking about the lead-up to Cain’s violent encounter with his brother is that it consists of only two pithy sentences. Cain’s actions are matter-of-factly asserted: “Cain said to his brother, ‘let’s go out to the field.’58 Then, while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother and killed him” (Gen. 4:8). The terse description of this event quickly gives way to the comparably long dialog regarding it.


9YHWH spoke to Cain: “Where is Abel, your brother?” He responded, “I don’t know! Am I my brother’s caretaker?” 10YHWH replied, “What have you done? The sound of your brother’s bloodshed calls out to me from the ground! 11From now on, you are cursed more than the ground, which opened its mouth to drink your brother’s blood from your hand! 12If you work the land, it will not yield its produce for you; you will be a vagabond and fugitive in the land.”

(Gen. 4:9–12)


The dialog slows the pace of the story. YHWH begins by interrogating Cain about his brother’s whereabouts. However, the divine speech crescendos with the revelation that the “sound” (qōwl) of Abel’s bloodshed testifies to Cain’s guilt, which leads YHWH to utter a short curse against Cain for his crime.

The “sound” (qōwl) of Abel’s bloodshed is described using the same word that characterized the “noise” (qōwl) the God YHWH made in the garden. As in the instance of the divine “noise” (qōwl) in the garden, the precise nature of the “sound” (qōwl) that originates from Abel’s bloodshed is left for the reader to infer.59 It is almost certain that the sound is not the scuffle of Cain killing Abel since this deed was already done before YHWH’s arrival and interrogation of Cain. It is more likely that the “sound” (qōwl) is Abel’s groaning in the Underworld after his brother, Cain, delivered his blood to “the ground (hāʔādāmāh), which opened its mouth to drink [his] brother’s blood from [his] hand” (Gen. 4:11). In fact, the Hebrew word translated “bloodshed” (demēy) may be a pun on the verbal root for “wailing” or “mourning” (d-m-m),60 reinforcing the contextual sense that the “sound” (qōwl) of Abel’s “bloodshed” (demēy) emanates from the Underworld.

Yet, as was the case in the garden, the response to the “sound” (qōwl) provides the greatest insight into its nature. When YHWH hears the “sound of Abel’s bloodshed,” he indicts Cain for his murderous abuse of power. At the same time, by comparison with the divine “sound” (qōwl) that incriminates the man’s and woman’s transgression in the garden, the “sound” (qōwl) of Abel’s bloodshed illustrates an amplification of human violence. As a result, YHWH immediately and directly curses Cain, providing the only instance of divine speech targeting humanity with such malediction in the Primeval History. The uncompromising divine statement, “You are cursed,” closely parallels the words spoken to the serpent. However, this pointed divine imprecation is quite short relative to the lengthy maledictions that follow the divine “sound” (qōwl) in the garden (Gen. 3:14–19). It consists of merely two short verses (Gen. 4:11–12).

YHWH’s curse in Gen. 4:11–12 logically develops a case against Cain for what he did, just as he had done against the serpent for what it did (Gen. 3:14, kīy ʕāśīytā; cf. Gen. 4:10, meh ʕāśīytā). As with the curse against the serpent and ground, the malediction against Cain uses the Hebrew preposition min to facilitate a wordplay. Cain is cursed “more than (min) the ground,” which again conveys intensive and exclusionary meanings. First, the severity of the curse can be compared with that against the ground in Gen. 3:17–19. There, when the ground was cursed, the result was that it would resist cultivation with thorns and thistles; it would only yield its produce through toilsome pain. In Cain’s case, his curse was harsher than that against the ground: “If you work the land, it will not yield its produce for you.” The man’s eating (ʔākal, Gen. 3:17) after his pain-filled cultivation of the ground is a constant reminder that he transgressed by eating (ʔākal, Gen. 3:6) from the forbidden tree. Now, Cain’s cultivation efforts would fail to yield strengthening nourishment (kōaḥ) since he had made its mouth imbibe Abel’s blood (Gen. 4:12). Second, the divine malediction precludes Cain from subsisting off of the land. Cain departs the land that once sustained him. In this way, like the serpent, he is singled out. He is removed from belonging and community and forced to live as “a vagabond and fugitive in the land” (Gen. 4:12). In this way, Cain’s wanderings recall Gilgamesh’s departure from his city, Uruk, after the loss of his “brother,” Enkidu.

The story about Cain and Abel ends with Cain’s migration further east of Eden: “Cain went away from YHWH’s presence and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden” (Gen. 4:16). Cain’s alienation from his family and from YHWH stands in contrast with how Enkidu’s death leads Gilgamesh back home and to his divinely appointed role as king. In fact, the conclusion to the account of Cain leaves the reader to wonder about the nature of divine involvement in human affairs east of the garden. The divine interrogation of Cain after his murder of Abel might give the impression that the crime might not have been solved if it were not for the “sound” (qōwl) of Abel’s bloodshed. What now will be the case as Cain is sent away from the divine presence? Will YHWH as intimately attend to human affairs as he had once done when he walked about the garden? Will he continue to communicate to humanity its limits? These questions, and others, only intensify with the following story of Lamech, one of Cain’s descendants.

The terse account of Lamech raises an alarm about the limits of human ambitions and amplifies concerns about the divine response to it. Lamech provides an even more extreme example of the human capacity for violence than Cain. If Cain was a murderer, Lamech surpasses Cain’s violence by acting with impunity. The sole account of Lamech’s violent aggression occurs in his own poetic braggadocio before his wives.


23Adah and Ṣilla hear my shout,O wives of Lamech, heed my pronouncement:I have killed a man for my injury,a boy for my bruise!24If Cain is redressed seven times,then Lamech seventy-seven times!

(Gen. 4:23–24)


TABLE 4.1 Patterned Soundscape in Genesis 2:4b–4:26


	 
	Garden Story
	Cain and Abel Story
	Lamech Story





	Sound Motif (qōwl)
	The God YHWH makes the sound (qōwl).
	YHWH hears the sound (qōwl)
	Lamech raises a sound (qōwl); YHWH is absent from the narrative.



	Divine Discourse After the Sound Motif (qōwl)
	The God YHWH reprimands and curses the serpent and the ground. He explains the implications for the woman and man.
	YHWH tersely reprimands and curses Cain, recalling his words spoken against the serpent and the ground.
	YHWH is silent.





Despite its brevity, Lamech’s temerarious account contains a subtle hint about his flagrant abuse of power. First, his speech suggests that he wielded his power, acting disproportionally in terms of kind-for-kind force. He returns injury with death. Second, Lamech’s boast implies that he acted this way toward a vulnerable person. He proudly exclaims that he killed a boy (Hebrew yéled) for injuring him.

Moreover, Lamech reasons that since his abuse of power was more egregious than that of Cain, anyone seeking revenge against him will be more severely punished: “If Cain is redressed seven times, then Lamech seventy-seven times!” Thus, while Cain shows remorse after the murder of his brother and wins pity, Lamech presumes pity to be a license for wielding power with impunity. Yet perhaps what is most striking about the account of Lamech’s murderous act is that no divine interjection, curse, or any other response follows it. Lamech’s bellicose boast to his wives is the last word on the matter. Unlike the man and woman, who inferred their guilt from the divine voice (qōwl), or Cain, who is indicted by the distant sound (qōwl) of Abel’s bloodshed, Lamech baldly raises a “shout” (qōwl) about his egregious behavior (see Table 4.1). And shockingly, there is no divine response. It is as if the silence that ensues confirms Lamech’s claims to his wives that he is (un)accountable for his actions. And as if to beg the question of if any divine response will ever be given, the final words of Gen. 2:4–4:26 are a cryptic statement, “then, calling on the name of YHWH began to happen” (Gen. 4:26). This evocative conclusion to the stories of the man and woman, Cain, and Lamech in Gen. 2:4–4:26 is an intentional equivocation that leaves the reader disoriented about whose voice(s) are calling to YHWH and if there will be a divine response.




Conclusion

The first “acts” of the Gilgamesh Epic61 and Genesis 1–11, while beginning with exemplary humans who possess extraordinary abilities, issue audible warnings about the limits of their potential that rumble through the narratives. Gilgamesh is introduced as abounding with potential in Tablet I, and this potential is then explored through his journey to the Cedar Forest and return back home as a hero in Tablet VIII. In the course of his quest, the sounds of birds reverberate through the scenes in the Cedar Forest, are found on the lips of Enkidu, and shriek at the death of Humbaba’s sons (Tablet V). In each instance, these sounds are narratological warnings about the limits Gilgamesh and Enkidu should not transgress. Like omens, they caution against the pair’s imperious ambitions. Then, after the pair despoils the Cedar Forest and kills Humbaba, Enkidu’s vision of the Underworld anticipates that their transgression will be fittingly punished by descending among the bird-like dead (Tablet VII). Similarly, the patterned soundscape of a “noise” (qōwl) followed by a divine malediction alerts readers to divinely imposed limits on humanity. Moreover, within Gen. 2:4b–4:26, this pattern is innovated. The God YHWH initially makes the “sound” (qōwl) in the garden (Gen. 2:4b–3:24), but thereafter he grows increasingly disassociated with the “sound” (qōwl) in the narrative as it is more and more closely connected with flagrantly violent behavior (Gen. 4:1–26). At the same time, the divine curses limiting humanity grow shorter in the vignettes of Gen. 2:4b–4:26 until they are altogether missing from the account of Lamech.

At the midpoint of these two compositions, there is a notable difference between the soundscape of the Primeval History and that of the Gilgamesh Epic. In Tablet VII, the Gilgamesh Epic crescendos in divine judgment when the heavenly council decrees the death of Enkidu. This fixed declaration is crucial to the story. It is Enkidu’s death that forces Gilgamesh to seek out Uta-napishti, the lone survivor of the Flood. In the Primeval History, by comparison, divine speech is the primary force driving the action in Gen. 1:1–2:3, and it continues to be a significant force in the garden story (Gen. 2:4b–3:24) and even, if to a lesser degree, the account of Cain and Abel (Gen. 4:1–16). Yet, in the vignette about Lamech, there is divine silence. And by Gen. 4:26, YHWH is invoked, but since he does not respond to Lamech’s abuse of power, one is left to wonder if this appeal will also go unheeded. Thus, Gen. 2:4b–4:26 concludes its storyline leading up to the Flood (Gen. 6:1–9:28) with the absence of any divine response to humanity’s intensifying misuses of power, rather than with an unequivocal divine decree as in the Gilgamesh Epic. The next chapter, therefore, takes up the Flood traditions and considers how they attempt to explain the nature of divine engagements with humanity.


Notes


	Wassermann, “Weisheitsliteratur (Wisdom Literature).”
 	See further Malul, Knowledge, Control and Sex, 144–8.
 	Gilgamesh is remembered as “a king” at Uruk by sources such as the Sumerian Kings List and Tummal Chronicle. The Akkadian versions of Gilgamesh also fit him into a model of “kingship” (šarrūtu). At the same time, traces of earlier forms of leadership, as known from the third millennium, appear in the periodic designation of Gilgamesh/Bilgames by the Sumerian word EN in the Death of Bilgamesh (Cavigneaux and Rawi, Gilgameš et la mort, 15).

	The embellished literary portrayals of Gilgamesh’s kingship are paradigmatic for several Mesopotamian monarchs who modeled themselves after him (e.g., the Old Akkadian ruler Sargon [Foster, The Age of Agade, 278–9]; Ur III monarchs [Rubio, Sumerian Literary Texts, 261–74]; and Neo-Assyrian Sargonids [Bach, “Royal Literary Identity”]).
 	Abusch, Male and Female, 11.
 	Oshima, “The King’s Godly Image,” 233.
 	Cf. I:234–237; VI:172–175. While different from contemporary Akkadian versions of the Gilgamesh Epic, the Hittite version of the epic imagines Gilgamesh as created and endowed with divine attributes by the god Ea?, the Sun-god, and Storm-god. At the same time, the origin of Gilgamesh in the Hittite version also fits with the theomorphic conceptualization of kings (Beckman, The Hittite Gilgamesh, 5, 40; Oshima, “The King’s Godly Image,” 234).
 	A potentially ‘life-sized’ portrayal of the hero may be preserved in the Khorsabad court of Sargon II (Annus, “Louvre Gilgamesh”).
 	The obscure lemma kukittu is treated by George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 2, 786.
 	For the pukku (and mekkû), see Kilmer, “A Note on an Overlooked Wordplay,” 129–30; Groneberg, “Tilpânu = Bogen,” 121–3; George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 448–9.
 	This translation is the result of a reconstructed, composite text taken from MB Ug1 (=RS 94.2006):29–35 and 12–15 (found in Arnaud, Corpus des textes de bibliothèque de Ras Shamra-Ougarit [with corrections in George, “The Gilgameš Epic at Ugarit”]) with the intervening lines from the SB version (I:56–74). While these witnesses agree on several points, at times, they also diverge, and I have simply fit them together in one possible way.
 	See the detailed outworking of this social reality and metaphor in Schloen, House of the Father.
 	Versions of the SB version of the epic have “Gilgamesh would not release a(ny) daughter to her mother” (I:72; George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 543 and n. 9). For the oppression of Uruk, more generally, see Tigay, Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic, 182–4; Foster, “Gilgamesh: Sex, Love, and the Ascent of Knowledge,” 24; Klein, “A New Look at the ‘Oppression of Uruk,’ ” 189.
 	George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 188.
 	Akkadian ribītum is understood here as akin to the usage found in a contemporary Mari Letter (Charpin, “Rebîtum “centre””), where it designates a meeting point. I have, therefore, translated the term to evoke the implication of such meetings, namely the hustle and bustle.
 	George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 188.
 	In Mesopotamia, the practice seems to be a purely literary invention that was never a customary practice. As Keetman explains, “Dieses Prärogativ existierte allerdings ziem-lich sicher nur innerhalb der fiktiven Handlung des Gilgames-Epos. Abgesehen davon, dass andere Belege für diese Sitte fehlen, wider- spräche ein solcher Brauch auch der Logik einer Erbmonarchie. Schlimmstenfalls würde er zu einer unüberschaubaren Zahl möglicher Thronanwärter führen, bestenfalls zu einer Aushöhlung des Ansehens der durch Abstammung bestimmten Thronfolge” (“Der Kampf im Haustor,” 162 and bibliography cited in n. 13). A similar literary polemic is likely to be found in the Palestinian Talmud’s ketūbbōwt. Cf. Rubio, “Gilgamesh and the ‘Ius Primae Noctis;’ ” Beckman, The Hittite Gilgamesh, 6).
 	The tablet from the late second millennium at Ras Shamra, part of which is translated earlier (MB Ug1: 29–35), seems to continue this tradition. This tablet also includes the lines: “Gilgamesh does not release a(ny) young bride (kallāt ṣeḫret) to her husband, he is their wild bull (and) they (are) his heifers. Ishtar continually hears their plaints, a terrible clamor (rigmu marṣu) constantly reaching to Anum’s heaven.” For the motif of “terrible clamor” (rigmu marṣu; cf. rigmu and ḫubūru) in association with parental responsibility, see Chapter 5, n. 14.
 	Abu, which came to be referred to as “the month of Gilgamesh,” involved ritualized wrestling competitions between makeshift doorposts during a span of 9 days. For this ritual in the Sumerian composition Death of Bilgamesh, see Cavigneaux and Al-Rawi, Gilgameš et la mort, 16, 61. For the 9-day duration of the wrestling, see Lambert, “Gilgames in Religious, Historical and Omen Texts,” 56. In the Gilgamesh Epic, Enkidu’s blocking Gilgamesh in the liminal space of the doorway hints at the indeterminacy of the outcome. Moreover, in the case of Gilgamesh’s outrageous practice of prima nocta, this liminality only heightens the tension in the narrative. Doorways are often symbols associated with boundaries, and throughout the epic, doors and doorways seem to symbolize this idea. As one scholar has noted, “doors and doorways are loci of tension and rivalry, often hidden, in the epic: between deities, Enlil and Šamaš; between cities, Nippur and Sippar/Larsa; and, surprisingly, between the two main characters” (Wasserman, “Talking to Doors,” 314).
 	See Keetman for the timing of the ritual for house building, which may fit with and expand the theme of households and their importance in the Gilgamesh Epic (“Der Kampf im Haustor”).
 	As described in the Sumerian composition Death of Bilgamesh, the wrestling transpired before statues of deceased persons. For a further connection between Gilgamesh and rituals in Abu, it may be noted that a Gilgamesh figurine, or statue, was used in a royal performance of a ritual for dispelling evil (maqlû) during this same month (see Abusch, “Mesopotamian Anti-Witchcraft Literature,” 259–61). A figurine of Gilgamesh is also hinted at in an omen apodosis concerning remembrance and renovation of a temple (Freedman, “If a City Is Set on a Height,” 168).
 	Elaboration of some of the ideas in this section can be found in Miglio, “Soundscapes, Portentous Calls and Bird Symbolism.”
 	The divine ambivalence marks a change from the tradition found in the Sumerian Death of Bilgamesh, see Al-Rawi and George, “Back to the Cedar Forest,” 74. In the Akkadian versions, the Sun-god Shamash presents the curious exception to the divine hesitance about Gilgamesh’s and Enkidu’s quest. Shamash supports Gilgamesh and Enkidu from the onset of their quest and even assists in the defeat of Humbaba. Shamash’s support for the hero in the epic conforms with his well-established role as a royal patron (Polosky, The Rise of the Sun God, 471–529). At the same time, the divine council’s check on Shamash is likely an implicit critique of Mesopotamian kingship (see Foster, Akkadian Literature of the Late Period, 39).
 	George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 237; George, Babylonian Literary Texts, 32–3; Cf. SB IV:205.
 	This language is common in royal inscriptions to signal prosperity, and it also appears in Ea’s biscriptal message and wordplay in Tablet XI (see the extended treatment of the latter by Worthington, Ea’s Duplicity, 157–233). See further, n. 28.
 	Al-Rawi and George, “Back to the Cedar Forest,” 74.
 	Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 603–4; Al-Rawi and George, “Back to the Cedar Forest,” 76–7.
 	Not only are sounds extremely important in conveying a warning about entering the Cedar Forest, but at least some of the visual images are not what they seem. For example, Tablet V:8, 23 seemingly presents a rosy picture of the Cedar Forest. At the same time, these lines are open to indirect negative understandings. For example, V:8, might be interpreted as describing the cedars, which “lift splinters over the land” ([ina pa-an ma-]ti -im-ma gišEREN na-ši ḫi-ṣib-šu). Similarly, a play on the verbs i-raš/s in V:23 leads to a possible understanding of the line as, “[At the cackle of] the chukar he (i.e., Enkidu) attacks the plenteous forest” ([x x x] DAR.LUGALmušen i-˹raš ˺ TIR HÉ.NUN; see CAD R râsu [raʔāsu, râsu, rêsu, rêšu] v; cf. CAD R râšu [riāšu] v). One cannot help but wonder if the motif of sight is anticipated in an earlier version of the epic, in which (ironically) Gilgamesh is encouraged to keep his eyes peeled as he follows Enkidu, who has a watchful eye and has already seen the pathway, in hopes that he will see with his eyes what he has not yet experienced (Yale vi: 249–259; cf. SB III:1–12).
 	Cicadas, pigeons, and turtle doves are well-known residents in the mountains of the northern Levant down to the present day. Likewise, the colorful black stork is known to nest in the mountains of this region. Given that these birds are not fantastic details in the story, it is reasonable that in this context, the tarlugallu may refer to the chukar since its habitat is the mountain slope (see further Miglio, “Soundscapes, Portentous Calls and Bird Symbolism,” 166, n. 3, and bibliography there).
 	W asser man, Akkadian Love Literature, 49. This idea is illustrated in another Akkadian literary composition, in which the god Shamash gives a man named Etana the ability “[to understand] the bird’s language.” Etana Epic III:7–8 (Etana Epic III:7–8, Following the restoration of Novotny, The Standard Babylonian Etana Epic, 21). In the Gilgamesh Epic, it is illustrated by the short mythology of the allallu-bird (Tablet VI:48–50). In this scene, Gilgamesh recalls that the allallu-bird had been maimed by the goddess: “You attacked him and broke his wing, he is grounded in the forest and cries: ‘my wing’ ” (kappī). As George notes, this terse mythological account recalls the widely copied first-millennium lexical commentary mur-gud = imrû = ballu, in which the allallu-bird’s call is included as kappi/a (George, Babylonian Gilgamesh, vol. 2, 834). One might compare the allallu-bird’s distressed cry with the Anzu Epic, in which one manuscript (from Sultantepe) recounts the cry of the Anzu-bird when defeated as “my wing, my wing” (kappī kappī). In fact, it may be that the allallu-bird’s cry is to be understood in relation to the dream about Anzu on the quest to the Cedar Forest (in the Old Babylonian Nippur fragment) and Enkidu’s vision of Anzu-bird taking him to the Underworld (Tablet VII).
 	Lambert, “The Sultantepe Tablets,” 114; see also CAD T tukku A s.
 	E.g., the omen series known as šumma ālu (Tablets 1, 2, 15, 21 in Freedman, If a City is Set on a Height).
 	Jacobsen, “Pictures and Pictorial Language;” Rendu-Loisel, Les chants du monde, 87–91.
 	Compare the scene where Gilgamesh rashly attacks the boatman who will eventually ferry him to Uta-napishti (X:88, 92–97; 155–168).
 	In addition to the various Sumerian and Akkadian traditions, the popularity of this scene is evinced by the widespread iconography. See Ornan, “Humbaba, the Bull of Heaven and the Contribution of Images.”
 	See further Fleming and Milstein, Buried Foundation, 69–90.
 	The traditions about the “auras” (me-lam2), “(fearsome) radiances” (melammū, namrirrū), “terrors” (pulhiātum), and “sons” (mārū; Tablet V:307) of Humbaba are challenging to harmonize, if harmonizing is the best approach. It may simply be a case of personification, or they may be progeny in some mythical sense, perhaps based on Mesopotamian conceptions of spontaneous generation (see Wasserman, “Offspring of Silence,” 598–9). Regardless, they are connected with the flourishing of the Cedar Forest, as is evident in an Old Babylonian version, which recounts, “For the wellbeing of the forest, Enlil allotted seven fearsome terrors” (Yale iv:136). Also, in the Sumerian Gilgamesh and Huwawa A, the seven auras of Humbaba are redistributed in various ways after his death, including as protectors of the Forest (see note in translation in Foster, The Gilgamesh Epic, 137). At the same time, there are significant evolutions in the mythology of Humbaba’s auras, and the inferences of Fleming and Milstein are not without merit, given the extant evidence. For example, they point out that in the Sumerian version (Gilgamesh and Huwawa A), Humbaba must be disarmed of his auras before he can be killed. However, in the Akkadian versions, they note that “Huwawa himself becomes the focus of the expedition, rather than the pursuit of cedar, and the connection between the old objective and the new is made by giving Huwawa the explicit role of forest guardian. In the process, the auras come to serve this guardian role as well, so that they protect the Forest rather than Huwawa personally, and thus it is unnecessary to procure them before his defeat” (Fleming and Milstein, Buried Foundation, 81).
 	This is perhaps the most difficult “son” to explain. There are no readily apparent connections between it and the extant portions of the scene from the Cedar Forest at the beginning of Tablet V. The adjective, when associated with an animal, most frequently describes the fox (šēlebu, ka5-a; CAD E emqu s. d; CAD Š/2 šēlebu s. 1). One might speculate that an allusion to the fox (ka5-a) is included here since the fox was associated with singing, as suggested by the use of the cuneiform sign KA5 to designate professional singers (e.g., lúNAR, cf. the na-a-ri [“singers”] in V:25). Sumerian literature, too, hints at the fox’s ability to sing (Sövegjártó, “What Does the Fox Say?”). The pharmaceutical series uru-an-na = maštakal, Tablet III includes a winged creature buru5-ka5-a = buru5 zi-bu-u (Hh. XVIII 57, MSL 8/2 197, see also CAD Š/2 šēlebu s. 4).
 	Cf., V:308. The ugallu, a composite creature, was bird-like, having bird talons. See Wig-germann, Mesopotamian Protective Spirits, 169–72, esp. 170, and bibliography included there.
 	Beckman, The Hittite Gilgamesh, 50.
 	Given the storm-god Adad’s roles in omens alongside Shamash, it seems likely that Adad should be inferred as the source of the sound (tukku) in this narrative. See further Miglio, “Soundscapes, Portentous Calls and Bird Symbolism,” 172, n. 49. That Adad would respond in this way is fitting given the connections between Adad and Humbaba (e.g., II:221–225, 278–282; IV:205; cf. III:88).
 	The translation is based on the restoration of a Š-stem form of the verb damāmu. At the same time, one may prefer to restore a form of maḫāṣu based on similar poetic lines in Tablet VI:61, 76 (George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 2, 849).
 	In addition to the Anzu-bird’s appearance in association with the Underworld above, another fragment of the Gilgamesh Epic includes Etana, a hero who was given the ability to speak with and understand a bird, as present in the Underworld (see Jiménez, “New Fragments of Gilgameš”).
 	E.g., Nergal and Ereshkigal and The Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld. An overview of the imagery of bird feathers among the dead and associated literature can be found in Lapinkivi, The Neo-Assyrian Myth of Ištar’s Descent and Resurrection, 37–8.
 	George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1, 341–2.
 	For a history of interpretation of these verses, see Westermann, Genesis 1–11, 147–55. For the contextual importance of them suggested earlier, see McDowell, Image of God in the Garden of Eden, 117–77, esp. 132–33; Schüle, “Made in the ‘Image of God’.” Literarily, there are many instances from the Hebrew Bible that also draw this connection. For example, the poetic Ez. 28:12 invokes the imagery of a primeval garden when describing the king of Tyre: “you were the standard of perfection, full of wisdom, altogether beautiful.” In the narrative of the Hebrew Bible, at the anointing of Israel’s most venerated king, David, his physical description alerts the reader that David is well-suited for the position of king: he is “desirable complexion, beautiful eyes, and a handsome appearance” (1 Sam. 16:12).
 	Schüle, “Made in the ‘Image of God’,” 7.
 	Yet subsequent stories in the Primeval History still explore this theme (e.g., Gen. 5:1). See further, Schüle, “Made in the ‘Image of God’,” 7–9; McDowell, Image of God in the Garden of Eden, 138–41.
 	Cf. the storm imagery in Deut. 4–5 and earlier n. 41.
 	Cf. the so-called Assyrian recension of the Flood story, Atra-ḫasīs, where the lone survivor of the Deluge hears the sound of Ea’s footsteps.
 	Blenkinsopp, Treasures Old and New, 95.
 	Winitzer, “Etana in Eden,” 455. For the role of a wily serpent in a final scene of the Gilgamesh Epic (XI:305–306), see Chapter 6.
 	For the Hebrew root ʕ-ṣ-b in Gen. 3:16–17, see Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 95–109.
 	Mesopotamian embryology, known in no small part through incantatory and medico-magical texts concerning childbirth, portrays an unborn child as snake-like, coiling (Akkadian kanānum) in its mother’s womb and slithering (Akkadian šalālum) through the birth canal. In the Hebrew Bible, one might compare the related imagery in Ps. 58 (see further Miglio, “Imagery and Analogy,” 126).
 	Also, see Atra-ḫasīs I:211–215, which can be found in Chapter 5.
 	Oshima, “When the Gods Made Us from Clay.” See also the exclamations by the goddess Belet-ili (XI:118–9) and by Uta-napishti (IX:135) in the Gilgamesh Epic’s Flood account (Chapter 6, n. 26).

	E.g., the Marriage of Martu and the mythologies concerning Inana and Dumuzid, among other places.
 	For a review of the textual difficulties and ancient variants in Gen. 4:8, see Scarlata, Outside of Eden, 111–30. The translation earlier follows Hendel, The Text of Genesis 1–11, 47–8.
 	The difficult syntax found in the Masoretic manuscripts, which consists of a singular noun “sound” (qōwl) and the plural verbal adjective “crying out” (ṣeʕāqīym), is able to be explained as a case of grammatical attraction (i.e., the participle [ṣeʕāqīym] has been pluralized in conformity with the noun [demēy], though, in essence, it modifies the singular noun qōwl). One might compare the Samaritan version of the Pentateuch, which preserves a singular participle (ṣʕq) and clarifies the syntactic and hence semantic connection. See, for example, the remarks of Westermann, Genesis 1–11, 282.
 	Ps. 31:18 is the most likely example of the verbal root d-m-m with this meaning in the Hebrew Bible (cf. Is. 23:3; Ps. 4:5; and Lam. 2:10). In Akkadian, the verbal root d-m-m is used to describe inhabitants of the Underworld, who make mourn with sounds like the dove, as discussed earlier.
 	For division of the Gilgamesh Epic into two “acts” see Helle, “The Two-Act Structure;” Vanstiphout, “The Craftmanship of Sîn-leqi-unninnī.”
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. . . [W]e might try to explain the phenomenon of the plague, but, above all, should learn what it had to teach

—Albert Camus, The Plague



Theology forms the questions implied in human existence. . . .

—Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology


The first halves of the Gilgamesh Epic and Genesis 1–11 acknowledge humanity’s potential and explore its limits by signaling when humanity transgresses divinely established boundaries. However, perhaps more than any other event in these stories, the Flood1 reflects on the nature of the divine limits placed on humanity. The Deluge is a unique divine act that forever alters human existence. Like a pandemic or Camus’ plague, it is a catastrophe that indiscriminately and unrelentingly spreads. As a result, this event is remembered in both Mesopotamian and Israelite literary traditions, pointedly raising questions about the limits—and the significance—of human experience.

The Gilgamesh Epic and the Primeval History present the Flood as a watershed event. In both traditions, it marks the intensification of human mortality. Thus, the goddess Belet-ili surveys the aftermath of the Deluge in the Gilgamesh Epic, exclaiming: “The days of yore have indeed turned into clay” (XI:118–9). Her words harken back to the creation of humanity from clay, which she perceives as undone by the Flood. And Genesis 1–11 shares a similar sentiment, repeating the phrase “after the Flood” (ʔaḥar hammabbūwl) to signal this event’s importance as a turning point in the history of humanity (e.g., Gen. 10:1, 11:10). Perhaps the most notable aspect about life after the Deluge is the diminishing lifespans. For example, in the Primeval History, the first man goes on to live for 930 years, and Methuselah’s life is just 31 years shy of a millennium. But the lifespans after the Flood slowly diminish. And a similar pattern appears in cuneiform literature, where mythical kings-lists reveal the Deluge’s association with shortened lifespans. For example, a version of the Sumerian King List, which purports to delineate all the kings since the inception of politics at the beginning of time, includes 13 kings from the antediluvian world that reigned 414,000 years before “the Flood overwhelmed.”2 These fancifully long lives hint at a very different human experience before the Flood. Yet, this same composition also indicates that the reigns of kings after the Flood, such as Gilgamesh, began to diminish. Thus, while still incredible, the first 35 kings delineated after the Flood reign a mere 26,820 years, roughly 1/15th of the 13 antediluvian monarchs. Then, the Sumerian King List continues with reigns that slowly trend closer toward the realm of more realistic figures.


As history would have it, the only ancient Near Eastern Flood account to enjoy unbroken transmission from the pre-Classical world down to the present is found in the Primeval History. Yet it is not surprising that older traditions about the Deluge are found in the cuneiform literature of Mesopotamia since riverine flooding was common in this region (unlike in the hills of the southern Levant). In fact, several versions of the Flood story circulated widely in ancient Mesopotamia. Yet the two most important cuneiform Flood accounts are Atra-ḫasīs, which is the oldest Mesopotamian account, and the version that has come down as Tablet XI of the Gilgamesh Epic, which itself is based on Atra-ḫasīs.3

Ever since George Adam Smith presented his initial decipherment of the Flood account in Tablet XI of the Gilgamesh Epic in 1872,4 the Mesopotamian influences on the Israelite Flood account have been difficult to deny.5 Genesis 6–9 bears uncanny resemblances to Mesopotamian Flood accounts, strongly suggesting it drew upon these sources when retelling it. The commonalities between the Mesopotamian and Israelite traditions are simply too numerous to account for apart from historical contingencies. For example, both the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History trace the fate of one man spared from a divinely ordained Deluge. Both men construct large boats of wood, reeds,6 and pitch; load them with all sorts of animals; and ride the floodwaters amidst the Flood. Then these boats come to rest on mountain tops, as reconnaissance birds are dispatched three times to determine if the land is ready for sustaining human life.7 When the floodwaters have receded, both men provide offerings to the gods (see Table 5.1). To this remarkably similar plotline, it should be added that unusual ‘Hebrew words’ used in the Primeval History hint at reflexes of Akkadian lemmata (e.g., Hebrew kōper; cf. Akkadian kupru, “pitch”) and further confirm the influence of Mesopotamian traditions on the Flood story in Genesis.

At the same time, the many similarities between characters and storylines in the Flood accounts from Mesopotamia and Israel heighten the significance of the differences between them. These literary traditions about the Flood engage in intertextual interpretation and reinterpretation of one another. This chapter is particularly interested in how these accounts treat the divine rationale(s) for sending the Flood. It begins by comparing and contrasting how the Flood is presented in Atra-ḫasīs and the Gilgamesh Epic before discussing how these cuneiform compositions are reinterpreted yet again in the Primeval History. It opens with the earliest Mesopotamian Flood account, Atra-ḫasīs, and how it presents the Flood as emblematic of the need for regularized divine-human interactions. According to Atra-ḫasīs, the Flood is a catastrophe that resulted from a lack of regulations and limits for humanity. When wide-ranging efforts to constrain human liveliness fail, the gods send the Deluge. As for the Gilgamesh Epic, it incorporates many elements of the Flood known from Atra-ḫasīs. At the same time, it subtly reinterprets the importance of the Deluge for understanding the nature of the divine limits placed on humanity. In particular, it carefully redacts Atra-ḫasīs—omitting from it and adding to it—in order to explore the divine rationales at work in the Deluge. In the Gilgamesh Epic, the account of the Flood by the lone survivor of it, a man named Uta-napishti, develops the case that the gods were capricious, irrational, and even unjust in sending it. Finally, taking literary cues from the Mesopotamian traditions about the Deluge, the Primeval History further reinterprets this event. On the one hand, Genesis 6:1–4 begins with a distinct introduction to the Flood that replaces the backstory presented in Atra-ḫasīs. On the other, Gen. 6:5–9:288 repeatedly engages with the theological question regarding the divine rationales behind the Deluge that is central to the Gilgamesh Epic. However, for the Primeval History, the Flood is not presented as a capricious divine decision but as a complex, conflicted response to human corruption that eludes explanation.


The Flood and the Need for Established Divine-Human Relations in Atra-ḫasīs

Near the turn of the second millennium BC, the Flood emerges as a motif in an array of Mesopotamian literature—from royal inscriptions to incantations to laments.9 Given the widespread use of the Flood as a motif in diverse Mesopotamian genres, it is not coincidental that at about this same time, no later than the eighteenth century BC, the earliest and most extensive story about the great Deluge is written down. This Flood story, which modern scholars refer to as Atra-hasīs, was a widely known composition in the ancient Near East.10 It was copied for nearly a millennium and a half and spread from Mesopotamia to Syria and Egypt. And the literary prominence of this Akkadian Flood story, which originated early and spread widely, influenced the subsequent retelling of the Flood in Tablet XI of the Gilgamesh Epic and also the (re-)presentation of the Deluge in the Primeval History.

In Atra-ḫasīs, the Flood is presented as a heavenly response to tensions resulting from a lack of established divine-human relations. In this myth, humanity is created as a compromise solution intended to deescalate mounting tensions among the gods. It begins with an extensive backstory set in the distant past, “when gods were (like) humanity and performed corvée and bore labor.” Before the creation of humans, the problem is that there are two classes of gods. Some are expected to perform hard labor, but others are not. As a result, some gods grow resentful regarding their burdensome tasks of dredging riverine canals and providing food for the others. Wearied and angry, these gods rebel against Enlil, the king of the pantheon, and surround his palace with the intent of killing him.

Enlil responds by sending his servant to discern the instigator(s) of this mutiny, which only escalates tensions.11 The confusion intensifies, but the gods eventually decide on what seems to be a parsimonious solution: the creation of humans to do the work.


174 Anu opened his mouth,He spoke to his fellow gods:“(For) what (reason) are we deprecating them?Their covée was heavy (and) their labor hard!”. . .12“Belet-Ili, the creatress, is in (our) midst:190 Let the creatress fashion humankind,So it can bear the labor of the god.”. . .(Then) Ea opened his mouth,205 He said to his fellow gods:“On the first, seventh, and fifteenth (day of the month),I will prepare a bath for a purification (rite).Let a single god be slaughtered,Thereby the gods will be cleansed (by its) submersion.210 With its flesh and blood,Nintu should mix clay—Let god and humanityBe mixed together into clay,So that forevermore we hear the (heart)beat,215 A (human) life-force from the flesh of the god.”

(I:174–177, 189–191, 204–215)


Unsurprisingly, it is the clever god Ea who suggests that humans should be created to perform the necessary hard labor. His solution relieves the disgruntled divine underlings yet ensures that the gods’ needs for food and provisions are still met.

However, Ea’s solution proves not to be a permanent fix for the problem. The creation of humanity reveals that the work performed, whether it is by the gods or humans, requires better management and closer oversight. When the gods did this work, it was unrelentingly burdensome. When the gods assign the work to humanity, they neglect to establish sufficient limits for them. As one scholar puts it, “the gods made a fatal mistake when they created man: they created him male and female, granting him the potential to procreate and multiply, but forgot to limit his lifespan.”13 Thus, the humans perform their assigned work for over a millennium but, in the process, become so numerous that they are an undisciplined and noisy nuisance (Akkadian rigmu and ḫubūru), exasperating the gods.14

The divine reaction to humanity’s proliferation, however, is more surprising than the oversight of human liveliness. Atra-ḫasīs depicts teeming humanity as raucous children unsettling and disrupting their parents. However, the divine response to burgeoning humanity is anything but parental. It is harsh and disturbing. It is as if the gods, led by Enlil, are put on tilt by sleep deprivation resulting from the humans’ noise. Yet whatever the precise reasons, the gods aggressively commission a series of attacks—disease, plague, and drought—to thin the human population. Then, when these tactics prove insufficient, the gods swear an oath of mutual aggression with Enlil to unsparingly attack humanity with a Flood and altogether annihilate them.

Ultimately, the Deluge only fails to eradicate humanity because Ea enacts a deceptive and shrewd plan to save his devotée, Atra-hasis. Ea instructs Atra-hasis to build an ark that will safely carry him through the torrents of the Flood. And Ea’s plan succeeds in delivering Atra-hasis; however, it does not resolve the initial problem regarding the need to better regulate humanity. The permanent solution to this problem only comes at the end of Atra-ḫasīs. First, after the Deluge, the gods establish human mortality. In particular, the god Ea suggests that the mother goddess should limit humanity’s liveliness, establishing death for it.


[You], birth-goddess, architect of destinies,[Establish death] for humanity!

(III, vi:47–48)15


Thus, the gods institute lifespans for humanity to avoid creating a situation that forces another reactive decision like the Flood. They decided that death would become a universal human experience in the postdiluvian world.16

Additionally, Atra-ḫasīs concludes with etiologies for humanity’s intensified experience of mortality in the postdiluvian world. To further prevent any problem of noisy, chaotic humans again, the gods introduce new forms of population control into the postdiluvian human experience.


2 Now, let there be a third group of (women) among the people:among the people (there will be) the childbearing woman and barren woman,(but also), let there be among the people the Pāšittu she-demon.She snatches the baby,5 from the lap of she who bore it.Establish the Ugbatu high priestesses, Entu priestesses,and Igiṣītu priestesses.Let them be marked off (for the gods as celibate),and so cut off childbirth!

(III, vii:2–9)


After the Flood, the gods determine that infant mortality, barrenness, and celibacy will mitigate human procreation. Humanity’s raucous, noisy and childlike behaviors that precipitated the Deluge now prompt the analogical solution of infant mortality, among other forms of population control.

According to Atra-ḫasīs, humanity would continue to work for and serve the gods in the postdiluvian world. They would feed and clothe them through offerings and rituals just as Ea originally planned. The failure of the Flood to annihilate humanity allows the gods to reconfigure the human experience. In particular, the un(der)regulated human experience of the antediluvian world prompts the gods to establish death and other limitations of human liveliness, such as infant mortality, barrenness, and celibacy. Ultimately, for Atra-ḫasīs, the Deluge is emblematic of the divinely imposed limits that indelibly mark the human experience in its aftermath.



Reinterpreting the Flood in the Gilgamesh Epic

The Flood story in Atra-ḫasīs circulated in Mesopotamia and beyond throughout the second and first millennia, and it undeniably influenced the version found in the Gilgamesh Epic. The Gilgamesh Epic’s dependence on a version of Atra-ḫasīs is evident from an array of not-so-subtle literary clues—from its extensive quotations of Atra-ḫasīs to its designation of Uta-napishti as none other than the survivor of the Flood, Atra-hasis himself (XI:49, 197).17 Thus, it is not surprising that these two Flood accounts largely follow the same storyline. Both tell how the gods send the Flood only to have Ea sneakily assist Atra-hasis/Uta-napishti and counsel him to construct a boat so that he can evade death.18 At the same time, the Gilgamesh Epic recasts, redacts, and supplements its account of the Flood. It does so to explore a slightly different question about the Flood. For the Gilgamesh Epic, the Flood is not emblematic of the gods’ recalibration of divine-human relations through the institution of human mortality, as is the case for Atra-ḫasīs. Instead, it is a symbol of the inscrutable and indiscriminate divine rationales that characterize the gods.

The Gilgamesh Epic accomplishes its reinterpretation of the Deluge, in part, by placing its account of this event in the mouth of the lone man to survive this cataclysm, Uta-napishti. As the only survivor of the Flood, Uta-napishti’s perspective on this event is presented as de facto authoritative. His eyewitness testimony offers something not found in the story of Atra-ḫasīs: it promises first-hand antediluvian knowledge.19 Moreover, Uta-napishti’s first-person testimony about the Flood, which he describes as a “mystery of the gods,” is what allows Gilgamesh to bring back to Uruk “a report from the antediluvian age” (I:8). That is, the hero’s report is, in part, Uta-napishti’s “mystery of the gods” and their inscrutable and indiscriminate decision to send the Flood (XI:9–10).20 At the same time, Uta-napishti’s perspectival account of the Deluge imbues it with flexibility. First-person narratives are not expected to be omniscient; they are, by their very nature, selective. In this way, Uta-napishti’s firsthand retelling of his perspective on the Flood is a literary means for the epic to authoritatively reinterpret the widely-known Flood account in Atra-ḫasīs without explicitly setting itself up as an outright adversarial counter text to it. In other words, by putting the story of the Deluge into the mouth of Uta-napishti, the Gilgamesh Epic presents its account as simultaneously authoritative yet perspectival and, therefore, potentially complementary to the widely-known story of Atra-ḫasīs. In this way, the Gilgamesh Epic cleverly capitalizes on the cultural prestige of Atra-ḫasīs while also subtly adding to it, omitting from it, and tweaking it without altogether subverting it.21

Uta-napishti survives the Flood, but he only does so after being cast about by the whims of unpredictable gods capable of ruthless cruelty. Moreover, his experience of the Flood gives him a unique perspective on the gods’ decision to send it. Utanapishti’s version of the Flood in the Gilgamesh Epic edits out some portions and adds in others from Atra-ḫasīs. Yet, as a witness, he emphasizes the gods’ individual remorse and culpability for their actions as evidence of their incomprehensible and arbitrary decision to send the Flood.22 Thus, as one scholar summarizes, Utanapishti reveals that “the gods can destroy and one may never know why.”23


Uta-napishti's Testimony About Divine Culpability and Regret

Uta-napishti’s version of the Deluge unfolds like a legal case. He begins with a carefully phrased opening remark that reframes the importance of the Flood by comparison with Atra-ḫasīs. In particular, he indicates his interest in exposing the gods’ mentes reae in sending the Flood. Thereafter, he provides testimonies from three important witnesses: Belet-ili, himself, and the god Ea. In each instance, the logic of his argument is sharply focused on demonstrating that the gods acted in caprice when they sent a Flood to wipe out humanity.24


Uta-napišti spoke to Gilgamesh:“I will reveal to you, Gilgamesh, a closely-guarded secret,10 I will disclose to you a mystery of the gods:(It concerns) Shuruppak, a city with which you are familiar,A city situated on the banks of the Euphrates—That city was ancient (and) gods were in its midst,(When) the great gods desired to send the Flood.”

(XI:8–14)


Uta-napishti introduces his account of the Flood with only the briefest allusions to its backstory as recounted in Atra-ḫasīs. On the one hand, Uta-napishti’s omission does not discourage the reader from filling in the gaps in his summary with information from Atra-ḫasīs. In other words, Uta-napishti’s version of the Deluge is not inconsistent with the antediluvian mythology found in Atra-ḫasīs. Yet, on the other hand, Uta-napishti’s brevity significantly reframes the question he hopes to answer about the Flood. Thus, he begins his account with the evocative phrase, “(when) the great gods desired to send the Flood” (ana šakān abūbi ubla libbašunu ilī rabûbti).25 His introduction ignores the provocations that led up to the Flood story as recounted in Atra-ḫasīs, such as the gods’ insurrection against Enlil or humanity’s creation and noisy proliferation. These details are circumstantial to his account. Instead, Uta-napishti is interested in exploring the divine motivations (i.e., “their hearts,” libbašunu) behind the decision to send the Deluge.

After Uta-napishti frames his version of the Flood with interest in exposing the divine desires that led to it, he turns to the testimony of his first witness, Belet-ili. Belet-ili, the mother goddess, provides two reflections on the Deluge. In her two speeches, she expresses individual culpability and remorse for agreeing to send the Flood. It is frequently the case that Mesopotamian literature ascribes emotional openness to feminine characters.26 And in the instance of Belet-ili, her maternal associations provide an especially poignant metaphor for expressing the gods’ sense of guilt as parents who have failed their children.

Belet-ili’s first speech in the Gilgamesh Epic is adopted from Atra-ḫasīs. Yet the Gilgamesh Epic redacts this version of the goddess’s speech to emphasize her sense of individual culpability for sending the Flood. It shortens and tweaks the earlier version of this speech in Atra-ḫasīs, with attention to limning the goddess’s awareness of her morally responsibility for her role in the decision to send the Deluge.




	32 The goddess saw it (i.e., the Flood) and wept, the midwife of the gods, the wise Mami (said):“Let the day grow dim,35 let it change and become dark! As for me, how (was it) that in the assembly of the gods,I decreed utter annihilation (along) with them?Enlil goaded (me) and made me declare it,40 as was the case with Tiruru, he confused my words.Contrary to my character and my nature,I have heeded their (solution to the people's) noise.44-45 It is my fault my offspring have become like flies; (and) as for me, (it is) as (if) my dwelling is a house of lamentation where noises are silenced, as though I were heaven, living in a 50 treasure house.Where has Anu gone, who presides over deliberations, (and) the gods, his sons, who obeyed his command, who ill-advisedly brought about the Flood,54 consigning the people to devastation?”. . .4 Nintu was wailing [. . .]:“What (is this)? Have they given birth [to . . .]?The sea (is full) like dragonflies fill a river, like a raft they leaned against a drenched land,like a raft they leaned against a steppe on a riverbank.10 I saw and I wept over them,I (hereby) end my lament for them.”She wept and (in doing so) calmed her heart;by wailing, Nintu released her emotion (al pang).15 The gods wept with her for the land, (by) grief she was sated, yet thirsted for beer.Where she sat weeping, they also sat:20 like sheep, they filled the trough, their lips were chapped with distress, they unceasingly convulsed from hunger.For seven days and seven nights,25 came the downpour, the storm, the Flood.    (Atra-ḫasīs III, iii:32-54; iv:4-25)
	117 The goddess screamed like a woman in labor,Belet-ili, the melodious-voiced one, wailed: “the days of yore have indeed turned into clay,”120 because I wrongly spoke among the assembly of the gods!How did I speak (so) wrongly among the assembly of the gods, that I decreed a war to exterminate my people?I bore them, they are my people; they fill the sea like schools of fish!”125 The Anunnaki wept with him, the gods sat there in tears, their lips were swollen and chapped.Six days and seven nights, 129 the wind blew—the Deluge, the storm leveled the land.”    (Gilgamesh Epic, XI:117-129)





The most notable difference between these speeches is that the version in the Gilgamesh Epic has been significantly shortened. Uta-napishti’s account of the goddess’s speech focuses on how she is keenly aware of her own guilt for sending the Flood. Thus, it omits the goddess’s indictment of other deities named in Atraḫasīs. In Atra-ḫasīs, the mother goddess implicates the god Anu and his sons, assigning collective guilt among the divine council that decreed the Deluge’s devastation. In the Gilgamesh Epic, by comparison, the goddess stops short of denouncing the others from the divine council. She does not even call out Enlil, who is instrumental in this decision in both Atra-ḫasīs and the Gilgamesh Epic.27 Instead, her lament over the Flood stays focused on her sense of personal responsibility.

At the same time, in the Gilgamesh Epic, a sense of individual culpability is seemingly shared by the other gods who join Belet-ili in mourning its devastation. The whittled-down description of the gods who mourned in solidarity with the goddess suggests their awareness of moral culpability. For example, Uta-napishti’s version conspicuously leaves out any mention of divine thirst or hunger among the deities mourning with Belet-ili.28 In Atra-ḫasīs, the motif of divine hunger evokes the symbiotic relationship between the gods and humanity. In this relationship, humanity provisions the gods with food and drink, and the gods, in turn, are compelled to bless their faithful servants. The deletion of this motif from Uta-napishti’s version downplays the loss of this cooperative relationship as the reason for the divine mourning in this scene. Rather, just as Belet-ili’s lament results from personal, moral regret about the Flood’s decimation of humanity, so too it is implied that the gods who mourn with her share this sense of remorse and individual responsibility for the extensive loss of human life.29

Located between the two speeches by Belet-ili is the testimony of Uta-napishti himself. Uta-napishti’s reflection on the divinely decreed Deluge is unique to the Gilgamesh Epic; it has no precursor or counterpart in the story of Atra-ḫasīs. Instead, his lament seems to have been masterfully composed for the Gilgamesh Epic to seamlessly corroborate the redacted speeches of the goddess Belet-ili.


130 When the seventh day arrived,the storm yielded, that Flood relented in battle.After having fought like a woman in labor,the sea calmed, the storm fell still, (and) the Flood was over.(As for me,) I surveyed the weather and (everything was) tranquil,135 even all the people had been reduced to clay.The plain was beaten flat like a roof,I opened the hatch and sunlight fell on the sides of my face.Then, I fell to my knees, where I stayed and wept,tears poured down my cheeks.

(XI:130–139)


Uta-napishti’s testimony about the Flood echoes and confirms the mother goddess’s admissions of culpability for the Flood in at least two ways. The goddess begins her initial lament quoted earlier, “scream[ing] as a woman in labor” (kīma ālitti, XI:117), and, similarly, Uta-napishti’s soliloquy starts with the image of the sea’s ferocity and compares it to a woman in labor” (kīma ḫalitti, XI:132). In the ancient world, this image evoked the pain and terror associated with childbirth, which frequently ended with the death of the mother and/or infant.30

In both the speeches of Belet-ili and Uta-napishti, this maternal imagery twinges with tragic irony. When used by Belet-ili, it evokes the parental affection that makes the loss of human life especially distressing. As for Uta-napishti, he is cast as a child by this imagery. He enters like a seed into the womb (Akkadian rēmu) of his boat.31 As he does so, his first-person account shifts to descriptions of what he hears in the muffled dark hull,32 as if a helpless infant in utero (Akkadian rēmu).33 But the creatress Belet-ili is not the one who has delivered him. Instead, it is the god Ea who intervened and saved him. In this way, the birth imagery, which Beletili initially uses to accentuate her failures as a parent, is retaken by Uta-napishti to corroborate the goddess’s admission that she did not provide appropriate maternal care for her children.34 Uta-napishti heartily agrees with Belet-ili’s admission of individual accountability and remorse in the matter of the Flood.

In yet another way, too, Uta-napishti’s testimony about the Flood reinforces the goddess’s admissions of guilt. He reuses her image of clay (ṭiṭṭu) in his lament when describing the cataclysmic effects of the Flood. The goddess initially uses this image when she surveys the destruction that resulted from the Deluge, and she exclaims: “The days of yore have indeed turned into clay” (XI:118–9). This image in the Gilgamesh Epic recalls the storyline in Atra-ḫasīs, when the mother goddess, herself, had fashioned the first seven pairs of humans from the dirt (ṭiṭṭu) of the earth.35 Her lament in the Gilgamesh Epic conjures the image of humanity having been fashioned from clay only to be reduced back to it by the Flood. Similarly, Uta-napishti retakes this image in the Gilgamesh Epic to symbolize humanity’s impermanence. He surveys the postdiluvian landscape and corroborates the goddess’s assessment of the Flood, which has left humanity as little more than wet earth (ṭiṭṭu). Yet Belet-ili broke down and wept with regret at the devastation of the Flood and found solidarity with other gods who joined her in mourning. The insult to Uta-napishti’s injurious experience is that no one is left to mourn with him: “all the people had been reduced to clay” (XI:135). Uta-napishti’s response is the lone human perspective on the gods’ regrettable decision of sending a Deluge.

In both Atra-ḫasīs and the Gilgamesh Epic, the mother goddess’s initial response to the Flood is reinforced by a second speech after she learns that a human has survived the devastation.36




	39-40 Where has Anu gone, who presides over deliberations?Has Enlil approached the incense, he who did not take counsel, sent the Flood, consigning the people to destruction?The mouth (the two) of you issued utter annihilation,45 (now) their bright faces are gloomy.”Then she drew near the big flies,(the ones) Anu hung (on her) in front of the gods:37“The wailing over them is mine; it is my destiny,50-51 let him get me out of this adversity and console me. . . .2-3 These flies are lapis lazuli (pendants) on my neck, so I may remember the days [. . .. ]    (Atra-ḫasīs III, v:39-51; vi:2-4)
	Belet-ili, immediately upon her arrival,165 raised the (necklace of) great flies Anu made when he wooed (her):“O gods, let these lapis beads be (on) my necklace),so that I will remember these days and never forget.Let the gods come for the incense offering,(but) Enlil must not come for the incense offering,170 because he was ill-advised in sending the Flood, and decreed my people for destruction.”    (Gilgamesh Epic, XI: 164-171)





In both Atra-ḫasīs and the Gilgamesh Epic, the goddess changes a symbol of affection given to her by the god Anu into a sober reminder of the near annihilation of human life.38 The fly-shaped pendants she wears are remade into “a personification of death[, which] can find anyone and everyone.” Yet, as was the case earlier, the Gilgamesh Epic again subtly redacts the goddess’s speech to accentuate the theme of individual accountability. For example, in Atra-ḫasīs, the goddess acknowledges that the Flood was an ill-advised decision, and she inquires why Anu and Enlil do not convene with the other gods when Atra-hasis presents them with offerings. Her concern about Anu and Enlil’s absence seems to focus on her desire for the divine council to learn a lesson from their mistake. Thus, she includes a summons for Anu, in particular, that presumes he will recognize the ill-advised decision when he arrives. She pleads that he comfort her: “get me out of this adversity and console me” (Atra-ḫasīs III, v:50–51).39 In the Gilgamesh Epic, however, Belet-ili singles out the god Enlil and calls him to account. It is not clear why he is absent from the other gods’ convening, but in the Gilgamesh Epic she does not give him the benefit of the doubt.40 Instead, she asserts his culpability and insists that he should be prevented from joining the assembly of the gods: “[he] must not come for the incense offering” (XI:169). It is simply presumed that he, too, should be held responsible for this decision, and especially so as the king among the gods.

Yet the god Ea’s closing argument cinches the case against the gods for sending the Flood. His speech addresses the king of the pantheon, Enlil, whom Belet-ili insisted should be held accountable for his decision. Moreover, he echoes the preceding sentiments of the mother goddess and Uta-napishti, evoking the theme of individual culpability. At the same time, Ea’s clever indictment of Enlil even more clearly exposes the indiscriminate rationale that led to the decision to send the Deluge.41

In the Gilgamesh Epic, when Enlil finally arrives among the gods and catches sight of Uta-napishti’s boat, he blusters in anger: “From where? He made it out? A living thing!” (XI:175).42 Enlil realizes that a human has survived the Flood and is flabbergasted. And at this moment of surprise, Ea quickly speaks up and justifies Uta-napishti’s survival.


181 Ea opened his mouth and spoke,He said to most valiant Enlil,“You are the sage of the gods, a warrior,How could you ill-advisedly send the Flood?185 As for the guilty, punish his wrongdoing,As for the offender, punish his offense!

Slack off, lest it snaps! Pull taut, lest it becomes [slack!]43Instead of you sending the Deluge,Let the lion rise up and reduce the people,190 Instead of you sending the Deluge,Let the wolf rise up and reduce the people,Instead of you sending the Deluge,Let there be famine that devastates the land,Instead of you sending the Deluge,195 Let there be pestilence that devastates the land!”

(XI:181–195)44


Ea’s remarks rhetorically outmaneuver Enlil. He uses flattery to direct attention away from the issue of Uta-napishti’s escape from the Flood. With devilish cleverness, he addresses Enlil, exclaiming, “you are the sage” (atta apkal). Ea’s attempt at flattering Enlil might be received as such by the king of the pantheon but is no doubt perceived as a backhanded compliment by the other gods present for this conversation (and by the reader). Furthermore, Ea quickly follows his witty address to Enlil with a rhetorical question based on an assertion previously made by Belet-ili. He asks Enlil, “how could you ill-advisedly send the Flood?” (cf. XI:170). In the presence of the pantheon, Ea’s question takes on an almost mischievous tone. He is half-scolding Enlil for unjust motives in sending the Deluge without naming them outright. His speech implicitly accuses Enlil of the ill-advised and capricious decision to send the Flood.

If Ea’s opening remarks superficially flatter him for being wise and judicious, his subsequent quips are equally sarcastic. And behind Ea’s sarcasm is a sharp critique of the prejudicial decision to send the Deluge and nearly destroy humanity. For example, Ea returns to the theme of individual culpability, which Belet-ili raised in her speeches. Using pithy precepts, Ea reiterates the principle of personal accountability: “[A]s for the guilty, punish his wrongdoing, as for the offender, punish his offense!” Ea articulates codes of conduct that are difficult to disagree with, at least in the presence of the rest of the pantheon. At the same time, they are simultaneously damning of Enlil’s leadership in sending the Flood. They implicitly indict him for an unjust attack against humanity. Belet-ili did not shrug off her guilt for the Flood by blaming Enlil, and Uta-napishti did not acquit the mother goddess. Now, Ea implies that Enlil, too, must bear the blame for the Deluge. In sum, Ea’s closing argument reiterates that humanity did not deserve the sending of the Flood, and even more, it demonstrates beyond a reasonable doubt that Enlil, like Belet-ili, and each of the gods is guilty of acting indiscriminately in their decision to do so.



Uta-Napishti, Divine Councils, and the Absurdity of Human Mortality

Having established the gods’ culpability for the Flood, which at a moment’s notice and for capricious reasons nearly ended human existence,45 Uta-napishti returns to where he started. He began his story with the gods assembled in the ancient city of Shuruppak, and, similarly, he ends with a question about the gods in their assembly.

He is interested in how divine intentions are carried out by heavenly councils and, therefore, concludes with a probing question for the hero.


Now, as for you, who will assemble the gods,So that you, yourself, will find the eternal life that you seek?

(XI:207–208)


Uta-napishti’s question invites the hero to consider what he has learned about how the gods make decisions in their heavenly councils. Yet it begs a tragic answer. According to Uta-napishti, his experiences in the Flood had been contrary to all reason and logic. For this reason, in many ways, he is an antihero in his own account of the Deluge. He is not a fierce advocate for himself, being notably assertive or ambitious at any point and taking charge of his own fate. Rather, he is subjected to the unjust divine decree of the Deluge and a random recipient of Ea’s benevolence, which spares him from destruction. And after the Flood, he exhibits no more agency than before or during it. The divine favor of eternal life bestowed on him is as enigmatic as the gods’ decree to send the Flood in the first place. It seems to be another instance of Enlil hastily improvising an ill-formed plan.46 For these reasons, Uta-napishti’s concluding question rings with hopelessness in the wake of his account of the Flood. How could Gilgamesh even attempt to predict or wrangle such divine caprice and orchestrate the heavenly council so that he might attain eternal life? Uta-napishti’s question implies the absurdity of such a possibility.

Furthermore, Uta-napishti’s question is perhaps even more discouraging when considered within the larger storyline of the Gilgamesh Epic. That is, it evokes other examples known to Gilgamesh about how the gods convened and decided matters about human mortality. For example, the gods not only convened at Shuruppak when they decided to send the Flood to wipe out humanity, but they gathered after Gilgamesh’s return from the Cedar Forest to decree Enkidu’s death. And an Old Babylonian version of the Gilgamesh Epic further reinforces this pattern. In it, the divine barkeeper, whom Gilgamesh encountered en route to Uta-napishti, informs the hero that the gods determined humanity’s mortality since its initial creation:


You will not find the (eternal) life that you seek,When the gods created humanity,They establish death for humankind,They have reserved (eternal) life for themselves!

(OB VA+BM iii:2–5)


And in Tablet X of the SB Gilgamesh Epic, Uta-napishti corroborates the establishment of human mortality since its creation:


The Anunnaki, the great gods, were assembled,(The creatress) Mammitu, the architect of destinies, determined fate with them:

They established death and life,But did not disclose the day of death.

(X:319–322)47


TABLE 5.1 Synopsis of Flood Accounts


	 
	Atra-ḫasīs
	Gilgamesh Epic
	Primeval History





	Introductions to the Flood
	■ Set in the remote past when conflict emerges among the gods
	■ Focuses on the divine desires that lead to the Flood after vaguely alluding to the backstory in Atra-\l=h%bb\as\l=i_\s
	■ Humanity is numerous when divine beings procreate with human women and bear demigods



	
	■ Humanity is created to meet a divine need, yet its unchecked liveliness results in the sending of the Flood
	
	■ YHWH reasserts the limit of human mortality, which leads to conflicted divine rationales behind sending the Flood



	Flood Event
	■ Constructing a boat
	■ Constructing a boat
	■ Constructing a boat



	
	■ Flood event
	■ Flood event
	■ Flood event



	
	
	■ Mountain-top landing
	■ Mountain-top landing



	
	
	■ Reconnaissance birds
	■ Reconnaissance birds



	
	■ Deboarding the boat
	■ Deboarding the boat
	■ Deboarding the boat



	
	■ Sacrifices
	■ Sacrifices
	■ Sacrifices



	Divine Discourses About the Flood
	■ Conflict among the pantheon about the decision to send a Flood
	■ Redacted accounts of conflict among the pantheon emphasize divine capricious and culpability
	■ YHWH states that he will never again decree a Flood



	
	■ Human mortality is established in the form of infant mortality, barrenness, and celibacy
	■ Mortality is affirmed as an inescapable reality of being human
	



	 
	■ Gods recede from the narrative
	■ YHWH recedes from the narrative





Thus, by the time Uta-napishti poses his final question, it is suggestive not only of the divine assembly’s capriciousness in sending the Flood but also its otherwise consistent decisions in enforcing human mortality. Uta-napishti’s immortality is the exception that proves the rule; ironically, divine councils have reliably repeated their decision about human mortality.

The Gilgamesh Epic does not explore the rationale behind the gods’ consistent decrees regarding human mortality. If Atra-ḫasīs explains that human liveliness is curtailed after the Deluge, the Gilgamesh Epic only mysteriously locates human mortality as originating at its creation. This lack of an explanation regarding human mortality is striking compared to the Primeval History, which contains an extended account of the threat of death posed by transgressing the forbidden tree in the garden and its realization east of Eden (e.g., Gen. 2:4b–4:16). Yet perhaps even more perplexing than the lack of an explanation for human mortality in the Gilgamesh Epic is its implication for understanding the gods’ decision to send the Flood. If human mortality was determined since creation, Uta-napishti’s story about the Deluge begs the question of the precise nature of the circumstances that provoked the gods to send the Flood in the first place. In other words, if humanity was never immortal, as Atra-ḫasīs suggests, how troubling could the divine concerns about humanity’s proliferation really have been? Overpopulation and the noise it produced could only be a thinly veiled pretense for sending the Flood, at best. At the same time, this unanswered question only serves to intensify Uta-napishti’s claim that divine caprice was behind the Flood and his exceptional gift of immortality. Moreover, as if to corroborate the implications of his concluding question about the mysterious behavior of the gods and the impossibility of bending them to one’s own will, they slowly disappear from the epic after Uta-napishti’s Flood account. In fact, Gilgamesh’s encounters with the gods grow less frequent throughout the second half of the epic, and his last divine assistance comes from the female barkeeper, Siduri, just prior to his arrival at Uta-napishti.48 Then, by the time Uta-napishti finishes his account of the Flood, the gods have entirely receded and do not engage the hero again.




Reinterpreting the Flood in the Primeval History

The Primeval History presents a third perspective on the Deluge, reinterpreting the accounts found in Atra-ḫasīs and the Gilgamesh Epic. The Primeval History adopts and adapts literary devices, motifs, and themes known from these two cuneiform Flood traditions while inventively reframing and reconstruing this event’s significance in innovative ways. The Primeval History begins its account of the Flood with a unique backstory.49 The short vignette in Gen. 6:1–4 evokes the remote and mysterious antediluvian world with a remarkable account of divine beings marrying human women.50 This preface to the story of the Deluge is markedly different from that found in Atra-ḫasīs. At the same time, this introduction evokes the motifs of transgressive procreation and demigods as well as the theme of human mortality known from cuneiform traditions about the Flood. Then, in Gen. 6:5–9:28, narratives about the events of the Flood and its aftermath take the Gilgamesh Epic as its primary intellectual conversation partner. Like Uta-napishti’s version of the Flood, the Primeval History focuses on the divine rationale behind the Deluge. At the same time, the Primeval History flips Uta-napishti’s case against the gods as culpable for an indiscriminate decision. Instead, for the Primeval History, human corruption creates a complex, conflicted experience for YHWH. Thus, the Primeval History transforms the Flood from a symbol of divine caprice into an emblem of impenetrable, inscrutable divine desires, presenting the Flood as an expression of complex, mixed motives.


(Re)Introducing the Flood

The compact introduction to the Flood in Gen. 6:1–4 builds on the genealogies found in Gen. 5:1–32.51 Not only do the genealogies in Gen. 5:1–32 introduce Noah, the lone man who survives the Flood, but they delineate numerous “daughters” among the families mentioned. Daughters are not a common occurrence in Israelite lineages, yet the “daughters” included in Gen. 5:1–32 prepare the reader for the problem of divine beings (benēy hāʔelōhīym, Gen. 6:2) taking them as brides. At the same time, Gen. 6:1–4 also draws on the Mesopotamian traditions about the Flood, using the motifs of procreation and demigods to develop the theme of human mortality.

The opening statement in Gen. 6:1 provides a familiar setting for the Flood story: “[w]hen humanity (hāʔādām) began to increase across the earth.” This introductory statement unmistakably echoes the description in Atra-ḫasīs where the gods’ are disrupted by human noise and clamor before they decree the Flood. In this way, Gen. 6:1 sets itself up as a reintroduction to the Deluge. It begins with a problem similar to that found in the Atra-ḫasīs but develops this backstory differently.52

While there is apprehension about human propagation in Gen. 6:1–4, just as in Atra-ḫasīs, the reasons for this concern are not the same. The Primeval History focuses on an altogether different form of transgressive procreation: the divine beings taking mortal women as wives.53


1When humanity began to increase across the earth and daughters were born to them, 2the divine beings saw that the human daughters were lovely. So they took for themselves whomever they wanted as wives. 3Then, YHWH spoke: “My spirit shall not be strong in humanity forever, for it is mortal. Its timespan will be 120 years long.” 4As for the Nephilim, they were on the earth at that time—and continued to be afterward—when the divine beings procreated with human daughters and bore (children) with them. They were the heroes of old, men of renown.

(Gen. 6:1–4)


It is striking that the short narrative of Gen. 6:1–4 gives almost no consideration to the circumstance behind the divine beings marrying human women. Instead, it focuses on the Nephilim that resulted from these extraordinary unions. The relatively long explanatory interjection indicating that the Nephilim are demigods, “heroes of old, men of renown,” signals their importance to this vignette’s otherwise remarkably terse prose.54

Judging from YHWH’s response to the appearance of the Nephilim, these demigods are noteworthy because they have the potential to extend human lifespans.55 For example, YHWH responds to the siring of Nephilim with a decree that limits human liveliness. He insists, “My spirit shall not be strong56 in humanity forever, for it is mortal. Its timespan will be 120 years long.” 57 The limiting of human lifespans in response to the Nephilim recalls the previous divine act of putting the tree of life out of reach: “[Humanity] must not be allowed to reach out and pick [fruit] from the tree of life, eat [it] and live forever” (Gen. 3:22). In fact, the phrase “My spirit . . . in humanity forever” (rūwḥīy . . . bāʔādām leʕōlām) echoes the divine concern that humanity might “live forever” (wāḥay leʕōlām) expressed in Gen. 3:22.58 Moreover, as in Gen. 3:22, YHWH presumably speaks to his divine council, out of earshot from humanity in Gen. 6:3, again with an archaicizing tone that is “lofty like a royal edict.”59 Only this time, YHWH’s decree assured the mortality threatened in the garden narrative with a view to the challenge posed by demigods.

YHWH’s affirmation of his antediluvian decree about human mortality (Gen. 2:4b–4:16) contrasts with Atra-ḫasīs, in which human mortality and obstacles to procreation are only introduced after the Deluge. In this regard, Gen. 6:1–4 is closer to the Gilgamesh Epic, which also includes in its Flood account the idea that human mortality predates the Deluge. Moreover, the demigods in Gen. 6:1–4 are reminiscent of the hero Gilgamesh who is repeatedly described as two-thirds divine and one-third human. Yet Gen. 6:1–4 refashions this motif by comparison with the Gilgamesh Epic. The demigods in Gen. 6:1–4 are only introduced to discount the possibility of mitigating human mortality. For Gilgamesh, his quasidivine nature makes him the most likely candidate to embark on an extended quest for immortality. If anyone can procure eternal life, it is him. Yet in Gen. 6:1–4, the Nephilim are not brimming with potential, like Gilgamesh, whose quest to escape death is heroic, if just beyond reach. Instead, the Nephilim are the menacing result of transgressive acts of procreation, and their story is jarringly brief. Their liveliness is immediately cut short by divine decree in Gen. 6:3, as YHWH puts an end to their potential for extended life, limiting all humanity to no more than 120 years. Thus, unlike the epic story of the hero Gilgamesh, the Nephilim’s quest to cheat mortality is over almost as soon as it begins. In these ways, then, the framing narrative for the Flood in Gen. 6:1–4 takes up the motifs of transgressive procreation and demigods from Mesopotamian traditions about the Flood and creatively uses them to introduce the theme of human mortality in the lead-up to the Flood.



YHWH's Conflicted Response to Human Evil

In Gen. 6:1–4, the motifs of transgressive procreation, demigods, and their relationships to the theme of human mortality set up a theological question about the divine rationale for sending the Flood in Gen. 6:5–9:17. The heavenly beings mentioned in Gen. 6:1–4 hint at a challenge to YHWH’s decision regarding human mortality.60 They take human brides and sire Nephilim, as if human mortality is a problem to be fixed, not a decree to be enforced. Thus, while the divine beings’ perspective on human mortality leads them to take notice and “see” (r-ʔ-h, Gen. 6:2) the appeal of human women, YHWH “saw (r-ʔ-h) the magnitude of humanity’s evil” (Gen. 6:5). The repetition of the verb “to see” (r-?-h) accentuates the different points of view on the matter, presenting YHWH at odds with (some of) his council over the trajectory of human affairs.61 These competing perspectives in the heavens are reminiscent of both Atra-ḫasīs and the Gilgamesh Epic, in which there are opposing divine opinions about the decree to send the Flood. Yet like other instances from the Hebrew Bible in which divine beings are at odds with YHWH, like the book of Job, the purpose is to allow for further exploration of YHWH’s decisions and the motives behind them.

Not unlike the thought experiment in the book of Job, Gen. 6:5–9:17 develops the Deluge as an inscrutable decision. It is the result of YHWH’s conflicted motives of justice and mercy. Beginning in Gen. 6:5–7, an interest in the divine motives behind the Flood is raised by a rare, direct line of sight into YHWH’s inner life.


5YHWH saw the magnitude of humanity’s evil across the earth and that every animating intent of its will was exclusively evil all the time. 6So YHWH was sorrowful about having made humanity on the earth, and it pained his heart. 7YHWH said I will wipe out humanity, whom I have created, from the face of the earth—humans, animals, creeping creatures, and birds of the sky—for I am sorrowful about having made them.

(Gen. 6:5–7)


According to Gen. 6:5–7, YHWH is internally conflicted about humanity’s evil (r-a-ʕ) in the lead-up to the Flood. In fact, the twofold description of him as “sorrowful” (n-ḫ-m) underscores the intensity of the divine sentiment. Yet this statement about YHWH’s inner turmoil occludes as much as it reveals. The narrative does not go on to disentangle YHWH’s mixed feelings toward humanity. It only emphasizes that they are complex, and it hints that the decision to send the Flood is equally so, being torn between responding with justice and/or mercy.

YHWH’s conflicted response to human evil is explored further in the following section of Gen. 6:8–17,62 in which humanity’s corruption is presented as deserving divine punishment. A pun on the words for “corruption” (š-ḥ-t) and “to destroy” (š-ḥ-t) develop the connection.


8Noah found grace in YHWH’s sight. 9These are the generations of Noah. Noah was a just, blameless man among his generation. Noah strolled about with God. 10Noah (also) had three sons: Shem, Ham, and Japhet. 11 Now the earth was corrupt (š-ḥ-t) in God’s sight and was filled with violence (ḥ-m-s). 12God saw the earth, that it was corrupt (š-ḥ-t), and that all flesh had debased (š-ḥ-t) its path on the earth. 13Then, God said to Noah, “I intend to cut off all flesh, for because of them, the earth is full of violence (ḥ-m-s). So, I will destroy (š-ḥ-t) the earth. . . . 17Now for my part, I am about to send the Deluge—waters over the earth—in order to destroy (š-ḥ-t) all flesh under the sky that has a life-spirit. Everything on earth will die.”

(Gen. 6:8–13, 17)


Behind the English translations, “was corrupt, debased” and “to destroy,” are different forms of the same verbal root (š-ḥ-t). Gen. 6:11–12 describes God’s perception of the earth as corrupt (š-ḥ-t), only to follow it with the announcement that he would, therefore, destroy (š-ḥ-t) the earth and all flesh (Gen. 6:13, 17). The repetition of the Hebrew root š-ḥ-t, variously translated as “corrupt” and “destroy,” develops a logical connection between the situation confronting God and his response in sending the Flood. According to this passage, human corruption and its evil consequences (ḥ-m-s; Gen. 6:11, 13)63 are the casus belli in YHWH’s war against humanity. This insistence stands in stark contrast with the perspective found in the Gilgamesh Epic where Ea suggests that humankind did nothing to warrant the attack of the Flood.

At the same time, YHWH’s desire for justice in response to humanity’s corruption and violence is juxtaposed with his desire for mercy. He is presented as empathetic toward humanity. Thus, YHWH’s heart is pained (wayyitʕaṣṣēb, Gen. 6:6), not unlike the woman who experiences “pain” in childbirth after acquiring her newfound knowledge or the man who encounters “pain” while toiling the ground (ʕéṣeb, ʕiṣṣābōwn, Gen. 3:16–17). The comparison between the divine experience of pain and the woman’s pain, in particular, casts YHWH as emotionally open and compassionate, like a mother. In fact, like the goddess Belet-ili in the Gilgamesh Epic, YHWH is envisioned as having parental affection for his offspring.64 Like a mother, he gestates Noah in a womb-like ship for 280 days. Yet, unlike Belet-ili, YHWH carries out his motherly role and safely delivers him to life after the Deluge.65

Moreover, Noah, perhaps even more than Uta-napishti, more extensively points away from himself and toward the divine motive of mercy. To be sure, like Utanapishti, Noah is an antihero in the Flood story who passively experiences events. At the same time, Noah’s importance as an object of divine mercy is indicated by the five-fold repetition of his name that accompanies his introduction (Gen. 6:8– 10). Additionally, the graphic inversion of his name in the Hebrew (nōaḥ) produces the word for “grace” (ḥēn).66 Furthermore, throughout the narrative, Noah’s name is used to gesture toward how he was a divine means of providing “rest” (n-w-ḥ) in the aftermath of the Flood. Thus, at his birth, Noah’s father introduces him with the exclamation, “this one will relieve us (yenaḥamēnūw) from our hard labor and toils with the ground that YHWH has cursed.” (Gen. 5:29). Also, at the end of the Flood account, Noah’s role in bringing rest is again accentuated by several puns on his name. For example, when the floodwaters recede, “the ark rests (wattānaḥ)” (Gen. 8:4). Then, after the ark is immobilized, the reconnaissance dove looks for a place to rest (mānōwaḥ, Gen. 8:9). Lastly, when Noah burns animal sacrifices, it produces “a soothing (nīyḥōaḥ) aroma” (8:21) for YHWH.67 In these and other carefully curated ways, traces of divine mercy appear amidst the punitive divine response to human evil in the Flood story.

The Flood is a catastrophic event that nearly ends all human life at a moment’s notice, yet the Primeval History does not attempt to reconcile the conflicted divine motives of justice and mercy factored into the decision to send it.68 The end of the Flood story in Gen. 8:20–9:17 resists an explanation deus ex machina for how YHWH arrived at his decision to send the Deluge. The Primeval History follows the template of the Mesopotamian traditions and concludes with divine speeches after the Deluge. But there is a conspicuous omission of any deliberation or post-mortem that probes the divine rationale for the decision. There is no passing remark by the narrator or window reopened to the inner life of the deity. The divine speeches of Belet-ili, Uta-napishti, and Ea in the Gilgamesh Epic critique the regrettable and capricious decree of sending the Flood. It was judged ill-advised, even unjust. By comparison, the Primeval History simply eschews the possibility of evaluating YHWH’s decision.

The only retrospectives on the Flood in the Primeval History are those of YHWH himself, which offer no additional insights. YHWH, who is twice described as “sorrowful” in the lead-up to the Flood (Gen. 6:5–7), twice reflects on the difficulty of his decision after the fact. In his initial review of the matter, “YHWH . . . thought to himself: ‘I will never again curse the ground because of humanity, for the disposition of the human heart is evil from youth; nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done’” (Gen. 8:21). This self-reflection stops short of admitting guilt in sending the Flood; it assumes the decision was just but implies future dealings with humanity will show greater mercy.

Then, a statement is added to this in which God restates his self-reflections to Noah. Still, no further information is divulged about the conflicted sentiments toward human evil that led to the Deluge in the first place. God only promises Noah that he will never again send a Flood.


11 “I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” 12God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: 13I have set my (rain)bow in the clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth.”

(Gen. 9:11–13)


God signals the détente in his war against humanity by hanging up the weapon used to target them: a (rain)bow. The symbol is reminiscent of the fly necklaces of the goddess and these insects’ iridescent wings, which similarly memorialized that a Flood would never again be sent.69 Yet the symbol offers no further insight into how the conflicted motives of justice and mercy factored into the divine decision to send the Deluge.

Any attempt to reconcile the conflicted divine motives of justice and mercy behind sending the Flood is frustrated by a concluding account of YHWH’s absence from events after the Flood in Gen. 9:18–29.70 In the wake of the Flood, Noah, by comparison with Uta-napishti, is not the recipient of eternal life, nor is he a conduit of antediluvian wisdom for the postdiluvian world. Rather, in Gen. 9:18–29, he and his sons are the conveyors of antediluvian corruption.71 In particular, Gen. 9:18–29 develops the guilt of Noah and his sons by appealing back to the framing narrative of the Flood account in Gen. 6:1–4. If Gen. 6:2 provides the background to the Flood with an account of how divine beings “see” (r-ʔ-h) beautiful human daughters and engage in transgressive procreation, the story concludes with Noah’s son Ham “seeing” (r-ʔ-h) his father’s nakedness (Gen. 9:22). This laconic expression likely implies much more than catching a glimpse of Noah without clothing. It is a euphemism for some form of incest, either paternal or maternal.72 Thus, Gen. 9:18–29 bookends the Flood account the same way it began—with transgressive sexual behavior. In Gen. 6:1–4, it is divine beings taking human wives, “[w]hen humanity (hāʔādām) began to increase across the earth.”73 In Gen. 9:18–29, it is incest. Moreover, if the behavior implied in Gen. 9:18–29 is maternal incest,74 in which Canaan is the offspring of Ham’s incestuous act, the cursing of Canaan may further mirror the problem of human women giving birth to Nephilim in Gen. 6:1–4. That is, both Ham and the Nephilim are disparagingly associated with Canaan(ites)—Ham as the father of Canaan (Gen. 9:22) and the Nephilim as later residents in the land of Canaan (e.g., Num. 13:33). 75

Gen. 9:18–29 is a postscript to the Flood in which YHWH is conspicuously absent. A curse is uttered against Ham and his descendant, Canaan. This curse even echoes the previous divine maledictions affecting the first man, woman, and Cain. Yet Noah is the one who curses Canaan, not YHWH. It is yet another instance in which the divine voice grows increasingly scarce in the Primeval History. Earlier, humanity had close encounters with the divine, having “heard the sound (qōwl) of the God YHWH as he walked at the breezy time of the day” (Gen. 3:8) or “strolled about with God (Gen. 5:24, 6:9). Moreover, the God YHWH reprimands (Gen. 3:14–19) the man and woman in the garden and curses Cain (Gen. 4:11–12). Then, beginning with Lamech (Gen. 4:23–24), periods of divine silence occur. Ultimately, this increasingly halting pace of divine speech continues with the divine silence and absconding after the Flood in Gen. 9:18–29. As in the Gilgamesh Epic, where the mysterious withdrawal of the gods seems to confirm their inscrutability, YHWH recedes from humanity with the floodwaters and is mysteriously remote. In fact, he does not directly engage with humanity again in the Primeval History.




Conclusion

In ancient Mesopotamia and Israel, stories of the Flood are used to explain the nature of divine engagements with humanity. The Flood was remembered as an event that helped, as Paul Tillich has put it, to formulate “the questions implied in human existence.” In Atra-ḫasīs, these divine engagements include patterns of oversights that more significantly regulate the human experience. Alternately, for the Gilgamesh Epic, the Flood is emblematic of divine unpredictability when dealing with humanity. And the Israelite tradition attempts to rejoin Uta-napishti’s apophatic theology in the Gilgamesh Epic, presenting the Deluge as the result of YHWH’s inscrutably conflicted desires for justice and mercy. Yet in each tradition, the Flood nearly ends all human life, intensifying concerns over humanity’s impermanence. Thus, both the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History, not long after their accounts of the Flood, turn to the question of how to attain eternal renown within the limits of a lifetime.
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I am Gilgameshan Ur world is in meto inhabit. . . .They called me Gilgamesh,and gave me Urwhere I dwell.

—Charles Olson, “Tomorrow”



Look to Abraham, your forefather.

—Isaiah 51:2



[L]ife must be understood backwards. . . . But it must be lived forwards.

—Søren Kierkegaard, Journals and Papers


The impenetrable divine intentions behind the Flood add to the concern over humanity’s impermanence. The Flood ends nearly all human life at a moment’s notice, and for inscrutable reasons. Given the pervasive and imminent death in the Deluge, it is not surprising that each composition uses its Flood story to anticipate an exemplary character who attains everlasting renown despite the limits of human mortality. In the Gilgamesh Epic, the hero Gilgamesh is the sagacious model of lasting fame. He leaves Uta-napishti after realizing death is inevitable. Then, on his return home, he recovers a magical plant with the power to extend his life. Gilgamesh loses this plant, forcing him to consider the significance of having only one life to live. Thus, the epic ends with Gilgamesh and the reader being challenged to reconsider the hero’s experiences and reflect on them.

By comparison, Genesis 1–11 ends with a critique of the cultural achievements of Mesopotamia, including the advice found in the Gilgamesh Epic. In particular, a final narrative about the construction of a tower and city on the plains of Shinar (i.e., Babylon) focuses on the problem of humanity’s impermanence. It polemicizes against this ill-fated feat of engineering and presents it as emblematic of the failure of Mesopotamian sapiential traditions. By discounting Mesopotamian cultural traditions, the story about the city and tower at Babel anticipates YHWH’s address to Abraham1 in Gen. 12:1–3. Abraham’s obedience to the divine commands in Gen. 12:1–3 serves as a counterexample to the human experiences in the Primeval History (Genesis 1–11) and to the model of Gilgamesh. And, not unlike the Gilgamesh Epic, literary features and the structure of Genesis encourage rereading of the book. In fact, the divine words and Abraham’s obedience to them in Gen. 12:1–3 serve as a guide for interpreting the human experiences in the Primeval History (Genesis 1–11), and as a model for understanding the patriarchal narratives that follow (Genesis 12–50).


"I will Establish Lasting Renown!"

The theme of (im)permanence is central to the Gilgamesh Epic—from Gilgamesh and Enkidu’s quest to the Cedar Forest for “lasting renown” (Yale iv:160) to Enkidu’s premature death until Gilgamesh’s final arrival back home at Uruk. A critically important moment in the development of this theme comes after Uta-napishti recounts his experience in the Flood, when Gilgamesh fails a test to demonstrate that he deserves immortality. Then, almost immediately afterward, the hero suffers another setback. He loses his ‘consolation prize,’ a plant that can turn back the clock and rejuvenate him. These confrontations with impermanence force the hero to consider what is meaningful and enduring in life. Gilgamesh’s reflections on his experiences while away from Uruk—his trip to the Cedar Forest, his interactions with Ishtar, the death of Enkidu, his encounter with Uta-napishti, and the loss of a magical plant—transform his outlook on life. They catalyze greater self-understanding and knowledge about the enduring contributions that can be made within the limits of a lifetime. Thus, he returns home, mindful of his role as king of Uruk and its implications for the livelihood of the many people he rules. In other words, he has become “wise in all matters” (I:4). He is no longer the king who “terrified the young men of Uruk with his inappropriate behavior” or “would not rel[ease] a(ny) [daughter] to her husband” (I:67, 76). Instead, he understands his potential for attaining eternal renown as a king engaged in building his city so that it benefits its bustling corporate life.


The Impermanence of Life and the Consolation of Wisdom

Uta-napishti’s account of the Flood stresses the bleak implications of the gods’ caprice. It is intended to disabuse Gilgamesh of any hopes that he will be able to attain everlasting life. Yet Gilgamesh remains unconvinced by Uta-napishti’s testimony and refuses to accept that his fate will be death. As one scholar notes about the epic, the lesson about “the impermanence of humankind is learned not through the story of the Flood, but through the story of Gilgameš.”2 And for Gilgamesh, it is only after the loss of every possibility of extending his liveliness that he finally considers how to find enduring fame in the one life he has to live.

In the last Tablet of the epic, Gilgamesh twice confronts his own mortality. In the first instance, the hero fails in his effort to secure eternal life by showing his vitality to Uta-napishti and his wife. Gilgamesh attempts to stay awake for 7 days, reminiscent of how Enkidu was awakened over the duration of a week by Shamhat (I:194).3 Yet the hero quickly succumbs to sleep (cf. I:239). Sleep, like death, requires the cessation of liveliness. Overcoming it would thus have shown Gilgamesh’s tremendous vigor and that it required only modest intensification by the gods for it to become permanent. But Gilgamesh’s inability to stay awake for an entire week only confirms his mortality.

Despite Gilgamesh’s confidence in his abilities, he quickly succumbs to sleep and is dead to the world for a week. When he awakes, he must acknowledge that he has not passed his self-imposed test. The hero accepts he is no match for death and laments his mortality with a brevity that reinforces his sense of death’s imminence.4


How should I carry on, Uta-napishti, where should I go,(since) he who snatches away has taken hold of my [life]?245 Death is settled in my bed-chamber,death is everywhere I turn!

(XI:243–246)


Dejected by the inability to overcome sleep and confronted with the inescapable fact of human mortality, Gilgamesh boards his vessel to return home. Yet Gilgamesh’s quest to evade death is extended by one final opportunity. As he pushes away from the distant shores where Uta-napishti lived, he is offered a consoling secret (pirištu) for all his troubles.

Uta-napishti reveals two divine “secrets,” or “mysteries,” for extending life in the Gilgamesh Epic. The first mystery offers little comfort for the hero (XI:9–10). It is a mystery about the divine caprice behind the decision to send the Flood and the equally impulsive decision to bestow immortal life on him. Yet after Gilgamesh fails the test of staying awake for a week, Uta-napishti lets Gilgamesh in on another divine secret. This mystery concerns a plant that grows in the Apsu, a liminal locale between the living and the dead, below the earth’s surface yet above the Underworld. This plant, when eaten, restores life and extends liveliness.


Gilgamesh, you have journeyed and toiled sparing no effort,280 (and) what have I given you for returning to your land?I will reveal to you, O Gilgamesh, a closely-guarded secret,I will disclose to you a mystery of the gods:A plant that is like the thornbush in its appearance,

like the wild rose, its barb will prick your hand.285 If you can get ahold of this plant,[it will restore youth to you.]

(XI:279–286)


This second mystery about a rejuvenating plant raises the hero’s hopes. It offers consolation for Gilgamesh to turn back the clock after having “traveled a long road, (and being). . . exhausted” (I:9).

Immediately after learning about the magical plant, Gilgamesh rushes off to find it. First, he ties stones to his legs that drag him beneath the sea down to the cosmic watery abode of the Apsu, where the wise god Ea resides. Then, after the hero buoys back to the surface with the plant, he optimistically contemplates the succor it will provide after he is back in Uruk.


295 Ur-shanabi, this plant is an “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart,”by it, a human can regain his health.I will bring it to Uruk, the Sheepfold,I will feed the plant to an elderly man to test (it).(Then), it will be known as “the-elderly-has-rejuvenated-as-a-young-man.”300 (and) I, too, will eat (some) so that I restore my youth.

(XI:295–300)


Gilgamesh’s expectations for this “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart”5 to turn back the clock are palpable. The hero imagines his return to Uruk where he will harness the power of this magical herb, and it will give him a fresh start in life. He may not have attained everlasting life, but the magical plant promises to rejuvenate him and restore his health.

However, Gilgamesh’s optimism is short-lived. In the space of two brief poetic lines, a snake suddenly slithers past and swallows Gilgamesh’s hopes of being made young again: “A serpent smelled the fragrance of the plant, [furtively] it snuck up and carried the plant away” (XI:305–6). Gilgamesh echoes his previous lament over failing to stay awake and, again with fitting brevity, despairs about life’s fleeting nature:


For what person like me, Ur-shanabi, have my arms toiled,For what person like me has my heart’s (life)-blood been spent?I have not accomplished (any) good for myself,Though I have done (something) good for a ferocious reptile!

(XI:311–314)


In a cruel twist of events, a cunning serpent gains the ability to rejuvenate by sloughing its skin,6 and Gilgamesh loses his final hope for regaining liveliness. Nearly as quickly as Gilgamesh learns of this magical plant, it is taken from him.

The loss of the “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart” in the Gilgamesh Epic likely influences the Primeval History’s account of the first man and woman (Gen. 2:4b–3:24). Both stories involve wily serpents that are responsible for the loss of a life-giving plant. These serpents thwart human liveliness by (encouraging the) eating of super-ordinary flora and are transformed in the process.7 Moreover, the serpents’ actions contribute to similar outcomes in the narratives. In Gen. 2:4b–3:24, when the first man and woman are deceived by the serpent, they are awakened to greater self-understanding and knowledge of their world, especially the poignant experience of death. As they are exiled from the garden, they lose access to the tree of life (Gen. 3:22), and then their son Cain kills his brother Abel (Gen. 4:1–16). Likewise, Gilgamesh’s loss of the “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart” forces him to confront his mortality. In this way, Uta-napishti’s second divine secret about the “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart” ends up offering the same lesson as his first one about the Flood. The loss of the plant reinforces Gilgamesh’s sense of life’s randomness and unpredictability.

At the same time, there are significant differences between these stories about wily serpents and life-giving plants. In particular, the account in the Primeval History contains an additional potent plant that is eaten by the man and woman, the tree of the knowledge of good and bad. While this plant is known to the man and woman, the divine secret about its powers is not. They are only told that it is prohibited. Moreover, any attempt to extend life is forfeited at the very beginning of Genesis 1–11, when the first man and woman eat from this forbidden tree and the God YHWH ensures that they do not “also reach out and pick (fruit) from the tree of life, eat (it) and live forever” (Gen. 3:22). In contrast, the serpent’s role in stealing away liveliness from Gilgamesh serves as a denouement in the epic. The hero only realizes that the possibility of extending life is beyond reach when he finally loses the “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart” at the very end of the epic. Yet at the same time, the loss of this magical plant serves as an unexpected consolation for the hero because it forces Gilgamesh to reflect on his experiences and to discover the wisdom that such self-reflection provides as he returns in peace to Uruk.



"Return in Peace to Uruk's Haven"

In a story predominantly about travels and journeys, Uruk is a fixed point of reference within the recursive two-act structure of the epic. In the first act of the epic (Tablets I–VII), Enkidu plays a prominent role as a condensed example of how experiences can be transformative and of the divine limits placed on humanity. Then, the second act mirrors and expands on the first, beginning with Gilgamesh’s departure from Uruk after Enkidu’s death until his return home at the end of the epic (Tablets VIII–XI).8 Yet in both acts, the city of Uruk is a constant, unchanging fixture. From its first appearance in the 28-line introduction of the SB Gilgamesh Epic to the end of the story, where these lines are repeated, the city is an independent variable. It provides a consistent backdrop for assessing Gilgamesh’s evolving self-perceptions and understandings of his world, including his realizations about what lasting things can be achieved within a human lifetime (see Table 6.1).9

The epic begins with a celebration of Uruk’s towering walls, its craftsmanship, and the scale of its districts (I:11–22). Then, almost immediately thereafter, this incomparable city provides the backdrop for Gilgamesh’s abuses of power (I:63ff). In the first act of the epic, the hero’s oppression of the city reveals his lack of self-awareness and understanding of his social situation. And Gilgamesh’s ignorance is only redirected after Enkidu arrives at Uruk when the two join forces to journey as far as the Cedar Forest to secure lasting renown. Yet as the storyline transitions from its first act into its second, Uruk again provides a backdrop for evaluating Gilgamesh’s evolving self-awareness and perceptions of his world. Enkidu dies after he and Gilgamesh save the city of Uruk from the Bull of Heaven. Then the epic’s second act begins with Gilgamesh being slightly better integrated into his city than in the first act. For example, Gilgamesh mourns Enkidu’s death along with all the people of Uruk (e.g., VIII:9, 43). Yet Gilgamesh’s heightened self-awareness due to Enkidu’s death leads him to leave Uruk again, this time to resolve the existential question of his impermanence.

Like his first journey to the Cedar Forest, Gilgamesh’s second departure from Uruk begins a quest to attain immortality. Previously, in Tablet II, Gilgamesh goaded Enkidu to join his journey to the Cedar Forest by asking, “What is the sum of humanity’s days, all that it does is fleeting vapor” (II:234–235; cf. Yale iv:143– 144). Now, in Gilgamesh’s second departure, these words echo with poignancy. As he leaves his city a second time, he devolves into a disheveled state, reminiscent of Enkidu’s primitive condition in the steppe. Gilgamesh comes to “endure the burden of unkempt hair . . . dress in lion-skin and roam about the steppe” (VII:146– 147), even to the point of being unclothed like Enkidu in his original state (I:109, cf. X:180–183). He recapitulates Enkidu’s pre-evolved life in the steppe before arriving back at Uruk with an even greater sense of his self-awareness and understanding of the city’s importance at the end of the epic.

Moreover, while not extant in the SB version of the epic, an Old Babylonian version recounts how the hero is reminded of his home only after reaching the furthest imaginable place from his city. In this version, on the edge of a vast mythic sea at the end of the world,10 Gilgamesh encounters a female goddess, a divine barkeeper, who reminds the hero of his life back in Uruk. Her advice evokes the city as a backdrop for considering Gilgamesh’s changing self-perceptions and appreciation of his place in the world.




	99-100 Enkidu ate the bread until he was full, he drank seven vessels of beer.He was lighthearted and singing,104-105 hisspirit was joyous, his face beaming.The barber treated his hairy body, he anointed himself with oil, and transformed into a (hu)man!110-111 He put on a garment, becoming like a warrior.112-113 He took up a weapon, hunting lions.    (Penn iii:99-113; cf. the lacuna in SB II:51-59)
	6 You, O Gilgamesh, may your stomach be full, always be happily contented, day and night!Every day find a reason to rejoice, dance and play (both) day and night!10 May your clothes be clean, may your head be washed with water and be bathed!Be attentive with the little one who grasps your hand,Let a wife be satisfied by your love making!    (OB VA+BM iii: 6-13; cf. SB X:72ff)





This sagacious female figure gives Gilgamesh the counsel to return home, advice that echoes the knowledge Enkidu gained from the goddess Shamhat when she led him to Uruk in the epic’s first act. She invites the hero, who has traveled far from his home, to reconsider his self-identity and place of belonging back in Uruk. She directs Gilgamesh back to his city and reminds him that he can always find consolation in friendships, family, and social engagements with his community there.

In the SB Gilgamesh Epic, at the very end of the story, Gilgamesh returns to Uruk with greater self-understanding and knowledge of his world. This concluding scene in the epic provides the final use of Uruk as a backdrop for assessing Gilgamesh’s self-perception and understanding of his place in the world. Having confronted life’s impermanence while on his journey, he returns home and ascribes enduring significance to Uruk and his role there. Thus, in the epic’s final words, Gilgamesh proudly boasts about the grandeur of Uruk (XI:323–328), repeating the description of this city from the introduction to the epic (I:18–23).




	Go up on Uruk's wall and walk around them, survey its foundations, note the brickwork;20 were its bricks not baked, and did not seven sages lay its foundations?One thousand acres are city, one thousand acres are groves, one thousand acres are sources of clay, five hundred acres are the temple of Ishtar: three thousand five hundred acres is Uruk's size.    (I:18-23)
	O Ur-shanabi, Go up on Uruk's wall and walk around them,Survey its foundations, note the brickwork;325 Were its bricks not baked, and did not seven sages lay its foundations?One thousand acres are city, one thousand acres are groves, one thousand acres are sources of clay, five hundred acres are the temple of Ishtar: three thousand five hundred acres is Uruk's size.    (XI:323-328)





At this point, Gilgamesh’s perspective on his city has been dramatically transformed. The ramparted city of Uruk has not changed, but the hero has. He has become “wise in all matters . . . and found peace” (I:4, 9) in life back home.

The hero’s newfound self-awareness and understanding of his role in his city are partially revealed by the aspects of Uruk he praises.11 Gilgamesh takes pride in his royal building projects because they earn him enduring renown and benefit society. Thus, he directs Ur-shanabi to “survey” and “note” his royal deeds at Uruk. In Mesopotamian political ideology, monumental constructions attested to a ruler’s might and benevolence. The deposition of tablets or other commemorative inscriptions by monarchs was a relatively common practice in ancient Mesopotamia. Hundreds of cuneiform royal inscriptions document building projects completed for posterity. Kings would do this in order to preserve their accomplishments. They would deposit these inscriptions under monumental structures for future rulers to discover, much as the Gilgamesh Epic is envisioned as being written on lapis lazuli tablets and placed in a tablet-box of cedar (I:24–27).12 Then, when a future king recovered a predecessor’s inscription amidst renovation, as the Babylonian king Nabonidus did, he would acknowledge and thereby preserve his predecessor’s accomplishments.

[image: ]FIGURE 6.1 Uruk in the Two-Act Structure of the Gilgamesh Epic


The inscription written in the name of Assurbanipal, king of Assyria, I found and did not alter. I anointed (it) with oil, performed a sacrifice, placed it with my own inscription and returned it to its (original) place. . . . The inscription in the name of Naram-Sin, son of Sargon, I found and did not alter. I anointed (it) with oil, made offerings, placed (it) with my own inscription and returned it to its (original) place.13


For this reason, Gilgamesh returns to Uruk with an understanding that his building projects are monuments to his lasting renown. Human life may be impermanent, but the king finds consolation in the fact that his royal feats will endure and be remembered. Gilgamesh’s building projects at Uruk will ensure his legacy; his city and its massive walls will testify to his immortal fame.

At the same time, the monumental undertakings at Uruk accomplish a lasting legacy for Gilgamesh by protecting and preserving human life. Mesopotamian monarchs prided themselves in making provisions for their people. For example, Hammu-rabi of Babylon named one of his irrigation canals “Hammu-rabi is the abundance of the people.” And similarly, Gilgamesh’s royal deeds restore and curate human civilization in the postdiluvian world.14 From atop the city’s massive walls, Gilgamesh shares with Ur-shanabi his newfound perspective on his role in the lives of the men and women of his city. Gilgamesh returns to Uruk attuned to his role in the collective success and the well-being of his city’s inhabitants. As one scholar puts it, “the epic tells its audience . . . [to] consider the generations that surround you and learn that human life, in all its activities, is collective and not [only] individual.”15 For Gilgamesh, his role as king involves tending to the collective wellbeing of the bustling humans in his city.

However, Gilgamesh’s final words to the epic do more than direct attention to the fact that he has changed. The epic’s enveloping structure, which begins and ends with Uruk, directs the reader back to the beginning of the epic in order to reread it. And in rereading the epic, Gilgamesh’s exclamations about Uruk reveal the reflective disposition that led him to greater self-awareness and appreciation of his roles at Uruk. The use of a clever literary technique known as metareference hints that Gilgamesh introspectively reflected on the experiences he had while away from Uruk; this is how he acquired a new outlook on his legacy and life in his city. In literature, metareferences are instances where characters in a story display an awareness of the very narrative to which they belong.16 In the Gilgamesh Epic, the metareference is found in the mouth of the character Gilgamesh, who repeats the narrator’s description of Uruk from the opening lines of the epic. When the character of Gilgamesh quotes the narrator’s words, it implies that he is conscious of the narrator’s introduction. According to the narrative’s logic, how else could the character of Gilgamesh quote it? On the one hand, the use of metareference in the Gilgamesh Epic is not surprising since the introduction presents the entire composition as a third-person autobiography by none other than Gilgamesh himself.17 That is, the Gilgamesh Epic purports to be a story about Gilgamesh told in the third-person by Gilgamesh. It is presented as if it is a royal inscription written on a lapis lazuli tablet and deposited in a tablet-box for posterity. On the other hand, the use of metareference is extraordinarily clever. By calling attention to Gilgamesh’s dual role as character and narrator, it offers the reader a peek behind the narrative’s storyline to see that the hero’s newfound knowledge arose from self-reflection. In this way, the final words of the epic reveal that Gilgamesh’s self-reflection led him to greater knowledge and self-awareness of his place at Uruk.

Moreover, Gilgamesh’s reflectively acquired knowledge about himself and his role at Uruk invite comparison with the recursive mode of scholarly investigation and interpretation that were hallmarks of the Mesopotamian “science” of divination. Mesopotamian divination was a means for acquiring otherwise inaccessible knowledge about the world and humans’ place within it through an applied scholarly practice of observation and interpretation (Akkadian pišru).18 Cuneiform divinatory compendia delineated an array of observable, extra-textual phenomena—from everyday happenings to animal livers to astrological phenomena—in order to discern useful information about how to respond to present circumstances.19 Thousands of omens are formulated in “if . . . then . . .” statements, in which an “if-statement” indicates the sign and a “then-statement” the outcome of the sign. For example, one liver omen reads: “If there are nine ‘stations’ (on the liver), then it is an omen of Gilgamesh, the strong king without rival; there will be a strong king in the land.”20 In this case, observable features of a sheep’s liver portend that a mighty king will rule over the land, like Gilgamesh.

At the same time, these formulations carefully frame knowledge about the world and humans’ places within as contingent. Divination was a “science” of signs and symbols that highly-trained sages would decode, yet it was a mode of inquiring about the world and humans’ place within it that was hermeneutically flexible. For example, each new observation brought with it the possibility to reinterpret possible outcomes. Actively investigated omens, such as liver divination, were performed more than once. Also, at least in part because the observed phenomena could be equivocal, signs often required reexamination and reinterpretation by a second diviner.21 And, even once a sign’s significance was divined, its portentous meanings could be mitigated or altered by ritual actions.22 Ultimately, the specialized art of divination provided a hermeneutical circle attentive to the possibility of new ways of making sense of the world and humans’ place within it.

In much the same way, the end of the Gilgamesh Epic presents the hero’s self-aware reflections as a process of reexamining and reinterpreting all that he observed and experienced on his journeys. Furthermore, after reflecting on his adventures, the hero’s retelling of his story hints that, in retrospect, he came to understand the omen-like signs that marked his journeys and the knowledge they revealed. That is, Gilgamesh appreciated the wisdom promised by the “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart.” After all, this flora grew in the watery abode of the clever god Ea, the divine patron of medical omens, and is suggestive of the “life-giving plant” (šammu balāṭi) known to restore liveliness in these texts.23 The hero also recognized the subtleties of Uta-napishti’s secret about the gods. Ea deviously messaged the coming catastrophe of the Flood as “rain[ing] down on you bread-cakes (kukku), in the evening, a torrent of wheat” (XI:47; cf. Atra-ḫasīs III i:34–35). In retrospect, Gilgamesh understood this seemingly positive spin only obscured the impending disaster, a fact hinted at by the fact that the word “bread-cakes” (kukku) is a negative portent in omen literature.24 Similarly, the hero discerned how ominous birdcalls on Gilgamesh’s trip to the Cedar Forest portend divine warnings. These birdcalls are unfavorable in omen literature and other scholarly texts.25 And perhaps Gilgamesh even suggests in his story that the formation of Enkidu from the clay of the earth (I:102–103) portends the fated mortality of all humanity, which returns to dirt in the end.26 In these ways and others, the Gilgamesh Epic invites the reader to reread and reflexively interpret the hero’s journeys and their significance. This reflective mode of inquiry is at least a part of what the Gilgamesh Epic suggests is to be learned by picking “up the tablet of lapis lazuli and read(ing), of everything that Gilgamesh went through.” (Tablet I:27–28) and by reading how the hero “brought back a report (ṭēma) from the antediluvian age” (I:8) and “restored the sacred shrines that the Deluge destroyed, (and) established the rites (parṣi) for bustling humanity!” (I:43–44).27




The Impermanence of Human Undertakings and Divine Consolation

Beginning with its opening verses, Genesis 1–11 evinces an awareness of Mesopotamia and its literary traditions.28 For example, Gen. 1:1–2 polemicizes against a Babylonian theology in Enūma eliš.29 The stories in the garden and east of it (Gen. 2:4b–4:26) also display strong thematic connections with the Gilgamesh Epic—its stories about Enkidu and its account of how Gilgamesh lost the “herb-of-a-pulsing-heart.” Several cuneiform traditions helped to shape the Flood account in the Primeval History (Gen. 6:1–9:17). And the story about Babel on the plain of Shinar only continues this pattern. The specter of Babylonia looms large in Gen. 11:1–9 and is likely inspired by some form of exposure to its imperial city center(s).30

In Gen. 11:1–9, the polemic against Babylonia is about more than politics. It is an interrogation of humanity’s (im)permanence. The narrative about Babel is a sapiential narrative that appraises the intellectual traditions curated and exported from this renowned cultural center. It rejoins the assumption that Mesopotamian cultural achievements, like the Gilgamesh Epic, contain enduring wisdom.31 In particular, Gen. 11:1–9 discounts figures like Gilgamesh as models of wisdom and clears the intellectual ground for an alternate exemplar: Abraham. In Gen. 12:1–3, it is YHWH who promises to ensure everlasting renown for Abraham and that he is a blessing to many people. Moreover, Gen. 12:1–3 sets up Abraham as an archetypal guide for interpreting the book of Genesis. It is foundational for establishing Abraham as a counterexample to the human experiences in the Primeval History (Genesis 1–11) and a model for understanding the patriarchal narratives that follow (Genesis 12–50).


"If YHWH Does Not Construct the House"

The critique in Gen. 11:1–9 takes aim at Mesopotamian cultural traditions. Beginning with the account of the man’s and woman’s exile from the garden in Gen. 3:24, a geographic motif develops that has Babylonia as its target. Humanity’s eastward drift is associated with alienation from the divine. Initially, the man and the woman are forced away from the tree of life, east of Eden. Then Cain also is forced to migrate eastward after killing his brother (Gen. 4:16). Likewise, according to the genealogies in Gen. 10:1–32, the ancestors of Noah’s incestuous son, Ham, settle even further to the east, as far as the land of Shinar.32 By the time the scene opens in Gen. 11:1, humanity is worlds apart from the divine habitation in the garden, having settled on the plains of Babylonia. In this way, the eastern plains of Shinar are the literary antithesis of the divine garden where the man and woman first lived.

Additionally, the Primeval History further develops its critique of the events that transpire on the plain of Shinar by noting that humanity’s eastward migration is accompanied by urbanization. The anti-urbanism in Genesis 1–11 is another form of polemics against Mesopotamian literary traditions. As one scholar has characterized it, urbanism in these stories is symbolic of “the twisted roots of civilization.”33 Thus, urbanism is connected with figures like Cain and Nimrod. Cain not only roams eastward away from the divine presence after killing his brother but also establishes cities as he does (Gen. 4:17). Similarly, the composite literary figure, Nimrod,34 founds notoriously large and well-known urban centers across the eastern reaches of Mesopotamia (Gen. 10:8–12), including well-known capitals such as Babylon, Uruk, and Akkad in Shinar (i.e., “all of [the cities] in the land of Shinar;” Gen. 10:10).35 Thus, by the time the construction of a city is underway on the plains of Shinar in Gen. 11:1–9, this undertaking can hardly be expected to end favorably, especially given the pattern of villainous characters associated with this activity.36

Because humanity’s arrival and construction of a city and tower in Shinar represent the extreme degree to which humanity is removed from the divine, the narrator envisions these projects as doomed before they are even completed.37 For this reason, the narrator includes the disapproving observation that the project was undertaken using mudbricks. Buildings in the southern Levant were typically built on stone foundations. The mudbrick architecture characteristic of Mesopotamia is noted in Gen. 11:3 to convey the impermanent and futile efforts of the city’s construction. This commentary foreshadows the unfortunate outcome for the city before it is even finished.


1At that time, the entire land had singularity of speech and solidarity of sentiment. 2As they migrated eastward, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. 3Then, they spoke among themselves: “Let us make bricks and burn them so they are (fire)-tempered”—you see, they used brick instead of stone and bitumen instead of mortar. 4They said, “let us build a city and tower—with its head exulted to the sky—so that we establish renown for ourselves and do not disperse across the land.” 5Now YHWH came down to look at the city and tower the humans were building. 6Then, he said: “If as one people with singularity of speech this is what they have begun to do, nothing they devise will be out of their reach. 7Therefore, let us descend and confuse their speech there so that one man cannot understand the next.” 8And YHWH dispersed them across the land, and they abandoned the building of the city. 9Because of this, its name is known as Babel; there, YHWH confounded the speech of the entire land and forced them to disperse across the earth.

(Gen. 11:1–9)


Moreover, as humanity settles in Shinar, it is described as being trapped in an echo chamber of its own design: “The entire land had singularity of speech and solidarity of sentiment” (śāpāh ʔeḥāt ūwdebārīym ʔaḥādī ym, Gen. 11:1). The severity of this problem is reinforced by YHWH, who repeats and confirms humanity’s myopic ambitions (ʕam ʔeḥād weśāpāh ʔaḥat, Gen. 11:6). The issue in Gen. 11:1–9 is not an Ur-language, and the story does not provide an etiology for multiple languages (cf. Gen. 10:5, 20, 31).38 Instead, the idea conveyed is that a strong unity—social, cultural, and/or political—is enabling their monumental undertakings.39 Humanity is caught in a straitjacket of discourse and is incapable of freeing itself.

Furthermore, In Gen. 11:1–9, YHWH’s spoken sentiments and his presence are kept from the “sons of the man” at Shinar (benēy hāʔādām, Gen. 11:5).40 In this way, the story continues the motif associated with the divine voice (qōwl) and presence as presented in the stories about the first man and woman, their descendants Cain and Lamech, and the proliferated peoples on the earth before the Flood. YHWH remains silent among humanity. He descends only to survey the plain of Shinar as an outsider or an onlooker. He visits the city, surveying the landscape of human activities but never personally speaks or interacts with the people. His assessment expressing unease about humanity’s undertaking (Gen. 11:5) is uttered before his divine council and away from humanity (Gen. 3:22; Gen. 6:3). Thus, he indicates to his council that he will descend again to confuse the people’s efforts (Gen. 11:7). Thus, Gen. 11:1–9 depicts YHWH as quickly peeking in on humanity and just as promptly returning to his heavenly abode, never speaking in the presence of humanity. Thus, the hopeless conformity and unanimity of human purposes at Babel is a tragedy because YHWH does not interject and assist the project.

The “singularity of speech and solidarity of sentiment” is a fitting conclusion to the ominous soundscape and motif of divine reclusiveness developed through the Primeval History. That is, the phrase “singularity of speech and solidarity of sentiment,” while not denotive of an Ur-language, is nonetheless suggestive of sound. Words evocative of sounds, such as “speech” (literally “lip,” śāpāh) and “sentiment” (literally “words,” debarīym), help to complete the patterned soundscape of previous chapters. In Gen. 2:4b–4:26, sound (qōwl) is associated with more and more egregious behavior, while all the while it grows increasingly disassociated from YHWH. In Gen. 11:1–9, humanity is entirely disconnected from the divine, trapped in its own echo chamber. The scene is a climactic portrayal of humanity’s alienation from the divine. Long gone is the familiarity of the first man with the God YHWH in the garden or Enoch and Noah walking with God (Gen. 5:22, 6:9). Instead, the story ends with YHWH distantly withholding communication from humanity as he confuses and scatters their efforts at establishing their renown.41

Ultimately, humanity’s collective efforts at securing lasting renown at Babel fails. The story critiques the civilizational achievements of urban culture in the eastern reaches of Mesopotamia. It is a lesson encapsulated in a later psalm of the Hebrew Bible by the statement, “if YHWH does not construct the house, the laborers ruinously build it.”42 The fact that Gilgamesh’s city, Uruk, is explicitly mentioned among the cities of Shinar suggests that Babel (Gen. 10:10)—like Nimrod in Gen. 10:8—can be understood as a composite literary symbol. In other words, Gen. 11:1–9 is a critique of various aspects of Mesopotamian urban culture—from Babylon’s Ésagila temple (i.e., “Temple that Raises its Head”) and its accompanying ziggurat, the Etenemanki (i.e., “Temple of the Foundation Platform of Heaven and the Underworld”)43 to the Gilgamesh Epic’s idealizing of Uruk. In this way, the presentation of Babel pointedly rejects the favorable evaluation of urbane life and all it represents in the Gilgamesh Epic. For Gilgamesh, Uruk is emblematic of what the hero finds to be truly lasting. That is, he achieves enduring renown for himself and benefits the populations of his city through his royal feats. In Gen. 11:1–9, however, the building of a city and monumental tower does not “establish renown” (Gen. 11:4); it is an unsuccessful project. Moreover, the inhabitants on the plains of Shinar are not a bustling population cared for by its ruler but a negative stereotype of the human collective in cities. Gen. 11:1–9 only emphasizes the remarkable solidarity and common purpose among the peoples for YHWH to dismiss the possibility of any benefits to this solidarity. The Primeval History is suspicious of Mesopotamian traditions about the enduring importance of urban civilization, and these are summarily discounted by the story of the uncompleted, fleeting city at Babel.



"I Will Establish Your Renown"

If Gen. 11:1–9 discounts Mesopotamian sapiential traditions, Gen. 12:1–3 transforms the claims of Gilgamesh Epic by insisting that YHWH is the sole arbiter of what is impermanent and what endures. The intervening genealogies of Gen. 11:10–32 shift attention to Israel’s founding forefather, Abraham. In these genealogies and in the following words spoken by YHWH to Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3, the patriarch emerges as a counterexample to the first man and woman, Cain, Lamech, Nimrod, and even to the hero Gilgamesh. For example, Abraham’s journey and lifeways reverse the eastward drift of urban culture in the Primeval History and also contrast with Gilgamesh’s climactic return to Uruk. Additionally, in Gen. 12:1–3, YHWH speaks to Abraham, assuring him of renown and that he will bless many people. This divine speech breaks a long stretch of silence and contrasts with the pattern of ominous divine maledictions in Genesis 1–11 and assumes that only YHWH can establish renown: “I will make your renown great” (Gen. 12:2; cf. Gen. 11:4)44 Moreover, the divine words and Abraham’s obedience to them in Gen. 12:1–3 is structurally and literarily established as a guide for rereading the book of Genesis. In Gen. 12:1–3, Abraham is set up as a counterexample to the human experiences in the Primeval History (Genesis 1–11) and as an archetypal model for interpreting the patriarchal narratives that follow (Genesis 12–50).

Abraham’s journey reverses humanity’s eastward drift in the Primeval History and contrasts with Gilgamesh’s symbolic return to Uruk. In comparison with humanity’s drift to the east in the Primeval History, Abraham travels westward from Mesopotamia. He goes “up from the Chaldean (city of) Ur” (Gen. 11:31) to the western reaches of Canaan. In so doing, he reverses the trajectory that begins with the expulsion from the garden and culminates in the scene on the plains of Shinar.45 Abraham’s westward journey represents the patriarch’s privileged relationship with the divine as he reverses humanity’s eastward migrations earlier in the Primeval History. At the same time, Abraham’s departure from Ur leaves behind the Mesopotamian heartland of Gilgamesh.46 In this way, he abandons Gilgamesh’s urban civilization and all that it represents. And unlike Gilgamesh, who sets out to the Cedar Forest in the west and returns home to his city of Uruk, Abraham permanently leaves Mesopotamia.

Additionally, the negative portrayals of urbanism in the Primeval History compare with Abraham’s life as an outsider to cities. In Gen. 11:28–32, in particular, and elsewhere in the book of Genesis, Abraham is presented as a mobile pastoralist who seasonally travels with flocks and supplements his herding lifeways with only the periodic cultivation of crops. Abraham’s subsistence patterns readily contrast with the city-dwelling figures of Cain or the inhabitants on the plains of Shinar (e.g., Gen. 4:17, 11:5). Moreover, Abraham’s semi-nomadic lifeways in the steppe also compare with those of Gilgamesh, who ruled in the heart of Mesopotamia’s urban landscape. Gilgamesh finds enduring significance in the urban center of Uruk, yet Abraham inhabits the steppe, worlds apart from the sedentary inhabitants of cities, and finds meaning there.

Yet, Abraham’s role as a counterexample, both to characters from the Primeval History and to Gilgamesh, is perhaps most pointedly developed in Gen. 12:1–3. In this passage, which bridges the Primeval History with the patriarchal narratives in the book of Genesis, YHWH offers Abraham lasting renown.


1YHWH spoke to Abram: “You must leave your land, the place of your birth, and your father’s household for the land that I will show you. 2Let me make you a great polity. I will bless you, I will make your renown great, and you will be a blessing. 3I will bless those who bless you, I will curse those who curse you, and all peoples on earth will be blessed by you.”

(Gen. 12:1–3)47


Given the patterns of divine speech in the Primeval History, the appearance of the divine voice in Gen. 12:1–3 is startling. The hidden God breaks his silence and speaks directly to humanity. YHWH’s words to Abraham are the antithesis of the taciturn and reclusive divine disposition in Genesis 1–11. Furthermore, the benevolent divine intent is stressed in this short speech by the five-fold repetition of the Hebrew root related to “bless(ing)” (b-r-k). Throughout the Hebrew Bible, “bless(ing)” is a form of support that ultimately derives from the divine. The intensive repetition of the root b-r-k in Gen. 12:1–3 sharply contrasts with the pattern in Gen. 2:4b–4:26 of an ominous “sound” (qowl) followed by cursing and the divine silence in the narratives after the Flood (Gen. 9:18–29) and at Babel (Gen. 11:1–9).

In comparison with the Gilgamesh Epic, Abraham is not supposed to decode the meaning of his experience with YHWH in Gen. 12:1–3. For Abraham, divine commands are directly issued at the outset (Gen. 12:1–3), and they are reiterated for the patriarch several times throughout the narrative (e.g., Gen. 15:7; Gen. 17:2, 6).48 His experience is presented in contrast to Gilgamesh, who does not begin his adventures with a straightforward divine instruction and which ends with the gods having retreated to the heavens, and the hero left to reconsider the import of his journeys. Moreover, the divine promises to Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3 polemicize against the model of Gilgamesh, taking aim at the hero’s conclusions about how to acquire lasting renown through socio-political achievements that benefit many peoples. For example, the promise to make Abraham into a great nation and thereby secure notoriety for him mirrors the aspirations and ideals of ancient Mesopotamian political leaders like Gilgamesh.49 Just as Gilgamesh achieves eternal fame through his kingship over the great city of Uruk, so too Abraham’s enduring reputation will be as the forefather of a great nation. Thus, Abraham even appears on the stage of international leaders, rivaling the king of Babylon in the book of Genesis, acting with regal confidence and power (Gen. 14:1–24). And later in the book of Genesis, when his grandson, Jacob, takes the name “Israel” (Gen. 32:28), it unmistakably directs the reader back to Gen. 12:1–3 and to the promise of sociopolitical renown made to Abraham.

[image: ]FIGURE 6.2 Abraham and the Tōwledōwt Structure of Genesis

Similarly, Gen. 12:1–3 emphasizes Abraham’s benefit to vast numbers of people. If Gilgamesh discovers renown by making provisions for the livelihood of his city’s citizens, Abraham’s fame is also partially realized by bestowing blessings on all peoples. The divine statement to Abraham that “all peoples on earth will be blessed by you” in Gen. 12:3 is notoriously tricky to interpret. An alternate translation of it is, “all peoples on earth will bless themselves by you.” And while the matter is only complicated by the fact that this phrase is innovated and developed elsewhere in the book of Genesis (Gen. 18:18, 22:18, 26:4, 28:14),50 the inescapable conclusion of both interpretations is that all the peoples, or nations, are either blessed by Abraham or invoke the patriarch in search of a blessing. Thus, when the Aramean, Laban, tells Jacob that he has blessed him, it is intended to illustrate how YHWH kept his promise that Abraham would bless many peoples (Gen. 28:14, 30:27). In this way and others, Abraham is presented as (being perceived as) beneficial to many peoples and is comparable to Gilgamesh, who is instrumental to the wellbeing of the populous city of Uruk.

Finally, clever structural and literary features in the book of Genesis establish Abraham and the divine words spoken to him in Gen. 12:1–3 as a “nexus” 51 for rereading the book and interpreting the human experiences in the Primeval History (Genesis 1–11) and the patriarchal narratives (Genesis 12–50). As discussed in  Chapter 2, the book of Genesis is structurally arranged into ten tōwledōwt-sections.52 Five of these sections are found in the Primeval History, and five are contained in the so-called patriarchal narratives that follow. Abraham is at the center (see Figure 6.2). Abraham is the culmination of the “descendants (tōwledōwt) of Shem” (Gen. 11:28) and introduces the “descendants (tōwledōwt) of Terah” (Gen. 11:29). From this central structural position, he holds together the Primeval History (Genesis 1–11) and the patriarchal narratives (Genesis 12–50). He is the antithesis of the eastward drifting, urbane human experiences in the Primeval History and foundational for understanding the patriarchal narratives and their development of his role as the founder of an enduring polity who blesses many peoples.

Literarily, the book of Genesis does not end like the Gilgamesh Epic, with its hero, Abraham, considering his adventures. Instead, it concludes with Abraham’s great-grandson, Joseph (Genesis 37–50), reflecting on his surprising journey— from being sold into slavery in Egypt by his brothers to being imprisoned in this foreign land to becoming second-in-command of the Egyptian state. When Joseph reflects on his experience and interprets his meteoric rise to power, he concludes that it was divinely orchestrated. Joseph shares his reflections with his brothers to assure them he does not harbor any lingering resentment about their selling him into slavery years early. Moreover, Joseph’s summation alludes not only to his journey but also that begun by his forefather Abraham: “Am I a surrogate for God? As for you, you intended misfortune for me; but God, (super)intended it for good to bring about what is happening now, the sustaining of many people” (Gen. 50:19–20). Joseph’s encapsulation of his life journey differs from the metareference made by the character of Gilgamesh at the end of his epic. Joseph is not presented as the narrator of Genesis, who directs the reader back to discover clues about the significance of his experiences encoded in his narrative. Yet his words have a similar rhetorical effect.53 Joseph’s reflections evoke the divine promises to Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3. They gesture toward the unexpected way the “sons of Israel” (i.e., the Israelites) survive a famine because they sold Joseph into servitude and how this even led to the blessing of many peoples. In this way, Joseph’s speech so strikingly alludes to the divine promises in Gen. 12:1–3 that it sends the reader back to these promises in order to reread and reconsider the pivotal importance of these verses for interpreting the book of Genesis.

Ultimately, structural and literary features in Genesis encourage rereading and reflection on this composition with attention to the words spoken to the patriarch, Abraham, in Gen. 12:1–3. In this way, like the Gilgamesh Epic, the book of Genesis offers its own hermeneutical circle attentive to the possibilities for discovering new ways of making sense of the human experience in the world.54 Yet the interpretive character of Genesis is not comparable to the extensive divinatory traditions from Mesopotamia, which focused on observable, extra-textual phenomena. Instead, a better model for understanding the hermeneutical disposition of Genesis is the textually focused legal hermeneutics on display in the Torah.55 The legal traditions in the Torah, like Mesopotamian divinatory compendia, are essentially compellations of “if . . . then . . .” statements.56 At the same time, Israel’s legal traditions are textually focused, being presented as interpretations of the Torah’s “ten words” (ʔaśeret haddebarīym; Ex. 34:28, Deut. 4:13, 10:4) or so-call ‘Ten Commandments.’ For example, the initial assertion (“first commandment”) in the Torah’s “ten words” is: “I am YHWH, your God, who delivered you from the land of Egypt, from a household of servitude—you should not have other gods beside me.” Then, this statement is followed up and further developed by the first laws (mišpāṭiym, Gen. 21:1) in the Torah, which concerns the manumission of a servant (ʕébed, Ex. 21:1–6). No other ancient Near Eastern law code begins with issues of the manumission of slaves. But Ex. 21:1–6 takes its cue from the first of the Torah’s “ten words” and considers its possible implications in the form of “if . . . then . . .” statements (e.g., “If you purchase a Hebrew servant, then he will work [for you] for six years.” [Ex. 21:2]). And beyond Ex. 21:1–6, this elaborative process is repeated twice more in the Torah. More extensive explanations of the manumission of servants in Lev. 25:39–46 and Deut. 15:12–15 circle back to and expand on both the initial laws (Ex. 21:1–6) and the “ten words” (ʔaśeret haddebarīym) in the same form of “if . . . then . . .” statements.57

In much the same way as the “ten words” found in Exodus 20:1–17 are a touchpoint for ongoing interpretations in the Torah’s legal traditions, the divine words in Gen. 12:1–3 and Abraham’s obedience are set up as a cynosure for readers to return to in order to reinterpret and understand the stories in the book of Genesis. In fact, a comparison between the “ten words” in the book of Exodus within the Torah’s legal traditions and the divine words in Gen. 12:1–3 within the book of Genesis is even hinted at by YHWH’s eulogy for the patriarch after his death. When Abraham dies, YHWH reflects on the patriarch’s life and remembers him as an example of someone who “listened to my voice (qōwlīy) and kept my charge (mišmartīy), my commandments (miṣwōtay), my statutes (ḥuqqōwtay), and my laws (tōwrōtāy)” (Gen. 26:5). With this appraisal, YHWH reinforces the structural and literary centrality of his promises to Gen. 12:1–3 and implies that Abraham’s obedience was characteristic of a legal understanding of these divine words. Thus, Genesis’s structural and literary features that establish the divine words in Gen. 12:1–3 and Abraham’s obedient response to them as a “nexus” are suggestive of sophisticated textual hermeneutics for rereading and interpreting other narratives in the book. Just as the “ten words” found in Exodus 20:1–17 are integral to the legal traditions of the Torah, so too Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3 plays a foundational role in critiquing the human experiences in the Primeval History (Genesis 1–11) and the patriarchal narratives that follow (Genesis 12–50).




Conclusion

The Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis consider the themes of human impermanence and lasting renown. They hold out the figures Gilgamesh and Abraham as exemplary models of the human experience, albeit in different ways. The Gilgamesh Epic ends at Uruk with the hero’s reflectively acquired outlook on attaining eternal renown as a monarch who builds his city and benefits its inhabitants. Thus, it ends where it begins, thereby encouraging the reader to start over and reread it. By comparison, Abraham heeds the divine voice (Gen. 12:1–3) and thereby acquires an enduring legacy as the forefather of a great polity whose successes benefit many peoples. Yet, similar to the Gilgamesh Epic, literary features and structures in the book of Genesis encourage rereading and reflection in order to understand it. It is the reflexive nature of these compositions that provides the point of departure for the next and final chapter. In lieu of a conclusion, the last chapter will briefly consider how subsequent literary works from Mesopotamia and in the Hebrew Bible continued the reflective modes of inquiry modeled by the Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis.
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Human beings have always generated narratives. . . . [a]nd if we’re reasonably selective about what we give ourselves to look at, it’s as if we have . . . compounded human life—it’s as if we’ve lived over and over and over again.

—Marilynne Robinson, “Many Ways to Live a Good Life”



Now it is thought to be a mark of a person of practical wisdom(φρόνησις) to be able to deliberate well. . . .

—Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, Book VI:5


Subsequent literary works from Mesopotamia and in the Hebrew Bible engage with the Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis. In so doing, these texts continue the perpetual inquiry into enduring questions modeled by the Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis. For example, the Mesopotamian sapiential text, the “Dialog of Pessimism,” reflects on the Gilgamesh Epic. In this satirical text, a servant and his master have ten exchanges that explore meaningful ways to live life, the last of which implies that the reader should return to the Gilgamesh Epic for answers. Also, the book of Ecclesiastes addresses enduring questions about how human mortality shapes the consideration of how to vitally engage life. In so doing, it evokes and mediates the contributions to such questions by the Primeval History and the Gilgamesh Epic.


Mortality and Meaning in the "Dialog of Pessimism"

As discussed in the opening chapter of this book, scribes reimagined and reinscribed traditions about Gilgamesh over millennia. They reworked Sumerian traditions into an Akkadian version, added a new introduction to and standardized this Akkadian story, and even appended a twelfth tablet to the SB version of the Gilgamesh Epic.1 The continual rewriting of the Gilgamesh traditions indicates their ongoing importance within cuneiform literature. Moreover, given the distribution of the cuneiform traditions about Gilgamesh across time and space (e.g., Map 1.1), it is no surprise that motifs, images, and ideas associated with them found their way into the intellectual adventures of subsequent cuneiform literature.


Several examples of Mesopotamian literature might demonstrate Gilgamesh’s impact on the cuneiform tradition.2 However, the “Dialog of Pessimism” provides a fitting example of how the epic influenced subsequent inquiries into meaningful ways to engage with life. The “Dialog of Pessimism” is a sapiential text written as a conversation between a master and his servant. This satirical dialog uses dark humor in a sequence of ten exchanges between the master and servant. While the “Dialog of Pessimism” is known from just a few copies, its ongoing conversation between a master and his servant can be largely reconstructed.3 The master offers ten proposals that consider vital forms of participation in life. Each of these ten suggestions is met with flattering approval from his servant. Yet time and again, after the servant obsequiously affirms his master’s idea, the master suddenly changes his mind. Then, when he does, the servant follows his master’s lead and ingratiatingly affirms his master’s backtracking.4 The following excerpt provides a sense of the patterned interactions between the master and his servant.


10 “Servant, listen to me.” “Here I am, my master, here I am!”“Make haste and get water for (washing) my hands so that I can feast.”“Feast, my master, feast! Continued eating brings satisfaction.. . . the meal of his god. (The god) Shamash goes with (him who has) clean hands!”“Never mind, servant! I will not feast.”15 “You should not feast, my master; you should not feast!Eating (when) hungry, drinking (when) thirsty are humanity’s way.”. . .“Servant, listen to me.” Here I am, my master, here I am!”30 I will set up [a household and procure chil]dren.”“Procure (them), my lord, procure (them). [The man who sets] up a household. . . .”537 “Ah, how (is this to come about)?” “(Then,) do not set up a household, (my master).One who goes this route divides his father’s household.”. . .46 “Servant, listen to me.” “Here I am, my master, here I am!”“I will love a woman!” “Then, love, my master, love!The man who loves a woman forgets melancholy and sorrow.”“Never mind, servant! I will not love a woman.”50 “You should not love, my master; you should not love!A woman (can be) a real pitfall, a trap, a ditch,A woman (can be) a sharp iron dagger that slits a man’s neck!”

(Lines:10–16, 29–31, 36–38, 46–52)


The three exchanges consider the importance of feasting, building a household with children, or loving a woman as purposeful ways to engage in life. These experiences are included because they mirror the Gilgamesh Epic’s suggestions about what sort of experiences are vital to life. Feasting with friends, partaking in social festivities, and valuing one’s most intimate relationships are all emphasized as ennobling engagements in the Gilgamesh Epic. For example, Enkidu is made fully human through his encounter with Shamhat and is initiated to feasting and social revelry before being led to Uruk, where he discovers the companionship of Gilgamesh. Similarly, the barkeeper’s advice to Gilgamesh near the end of his arduous journey, at least in one older version of the epic, echoes the example of Enkidu. The goddess advises Gilgamesh to be contented with feasting, building a household with children, and loving a woman (OB VA+BM iii: 6–13; cf. SB X:72ff).

At the same time, it is striking that in the “Dialog of Pessimism,” the master discounts feasting, setting up a household with children, and marriage, along with his other proposals about hunting, etc., as significant forms of engagement in life. And as a result, the master’s pattern of rejecting each activity brings him to the brink of nihilism at the end of the dialog. Then, near the end of the dialog, there are two unmistakable allusions to the Gilgamesh Epic.


70 “Servant, listen to me.” “Here I am, my master, here I am!”“I will perform a charitable deed for my land.” “So do (it), my master, do (it).The man who performs a charitable deed for his land,His deeds are fixed in the ring of Marduk.”“Never mind, servant! I will not perform a charitable deed for my land.”75 “You should not do (it), my master; you should not do (it)!Ascend the ruins of old and walk about (them),See the skulls of small and great (alike).Who was penurious? Who was charitable?”“Servant, listen to me.” “Here I am, my master, here I am.”80 “Now, then, what, then, is good?”“Should my neck and your neck be broken?Would it be good to be thrown into the river?”“Who is so tall as to ascend to heaven?Who is so broad as to control the netherworld?”85 “Never mind, servant, I will kill you and send you first.”“Then, my master would certainly not outlive me (even) three days.”

(Lines 70–86)


The first instance of an allusion to Gilgamesh appears in the servant’s penultimate proposal (70–78). The servant evokes the Gilgamesh Epic’s ending when the hero returns to Uruk to ascend its walls and survey the city. The master begins with the possibility of performing “a charitable deed for his land,” before quickly changing his mind. However, the servant’s sycophantic support for the master’s change of heart is even more remarkable. The servant recalls the hero Gilgamesh’s final return to his city of Uruk. He confirms his master’s retraction by echoing the ending of the Gilgamesh Epic: “You should not do (it)! You should not do (it)! Ascend the old ruins and walk about (them), seeing the skulls of small and great (alike). Who was penurious? Who was charitable?” (75–78). The servant’s response parodies Gilgamesh’s concluding invitation to climb the walls of Uruk and survey the king’s benefaction that supported the life of the city’s citizens (XI:323–328). For expediency’s sake, he deprecates Gilgamesh’s achievements as insignificant, perhaps even flippantly implying that the Gilgamesh Epic fails to offer a satisfactory answer to what sorts of things constitute meaningful engagements in life.

Next, the servant’s final reply in the tenth exchange provides a change of heart that is perhaps even more telling. When the servant’s life is threatened by his master, he offers a more candid response for the first time in the entire dialog. The master exasperatedly presses his servant, “Now, (then), what is good? Should my neck and your neck be broken?” (81). To this, the servant responds with a question of his own. Confronted by the prospect of his mortality, the servant redirects the master to the Gilgamesh Epic to find an answer to his question, “what is good?” The servant asks his master, “Who is so tall as to ascend to heaven? Who is so broad as to control the netherworld?” (83–84). The servant’s questions beg the answer “Gilgamesh.” Gilgamesh stood eighteen feet tall, had a chest six-and-a-half feet broad (I:35–6), was two-thirds divine (I:48), and came to be lord of the Underworld. In fact, a very similar proverbial expression appears on Gilgamesh’s lips in a Sumerian tradition about him: “As for a man, no matter how tall, he cannot reach heaven, as for man, no matter how far-reaching, he cannot encompass the netherworld” (Gilgamesh and Huwawa A:28–29).6

It must have been somewhat ironic, even amusing, to ancient readers that the servant—not the master—is the one who recalls the experiences of the renowned King Gilgamesh. Yet the import of the servant’s subtle allusions to Gilgamesh is intentionally ambiguous. In light of his life being threatened by his master, is he fearlessly affirming his own mortality by calling attention to the fact that even Gilgamesh could not escape death? Or is he softening his cynical posture and redirecting his master to reconsider the example of Gilgamesh, not to mention the ideas the master has already dismissed, in order to discover an answer to the question of what a good life involves?7 Yet what is certain is that the servant’s subtly phrased questions evoking Gilgamesh do not bring the master back from entertaining an ancient form of nihilism. As with the servant’s previous blandishments, his final questions in lines 83–84 do not address the master’s fundamental interest in how to find meaning in life.

Instead, the composition gestures toward an answer to the master’s driving question only after he reaches his wits’ end and threatens to kill his servant.8 In response to the master’s threat the servant candidly objects that, if nothing else, his role is essential to the survival of his master: “My master would certainly not outlive me (even) three days” (86). This final statement, while freighted with meaning, is the most direct response given by the servant to the master. As such, it is best to understand it as a reflexive, self-preserving quip that implies that there must be some reason for him to live. When taken this way, the servant’s statement is a subtle but forceful enthymeme in which he presumes that the master’s desire for life will also prevail and lead to the sparing of his own life. Thus, with this assertion, the composition suggests that the master (and reader) should reread and reconsider the vital forms of engagement in life that might have been too hastily dismissed in the previous exchanges. And, as in keeping with the servant’s allusions to Gilgamesh, who repeatedly missed the enduring significance of Uruk only to rediscover it in the end, so, too, the servant’s concluding thoughts point the reader to reread and reflect on his dialog and what it reveals about the implications of humanity’s impermanence for discovering meaning in life.



Impermanence and Meaning in Ecclesiastes

The Hebrew Bible is a highly intertextual collection. As briefly noted in the previous chapter, even within the Torah, legal traditions interpret and reinterpret one another. Similarly, as time went on, texts outside the Torah were brought into conversation with it to (re)interpret it.9 This process intensified in the middle of the first millennium, after the Babylonian monarch, Nebuchadnezzar, destroyed Jerusalem. At this time, scribes knowledgeable in Hebrew (and Aramaic) penned compositions that extended and expanded the literary traditions of the Torah. One such composition is the book of Ecclesiastes. This post-exilic text draws inspiration from earlier portions of the Hebrew Bible, including from the Primeval History.10 With a skeptical, sapiential tone reminiscent of the “Dialog of Pessimism,” Ecclesiastes takes the form of a dialog. It adopts the literary persona of a king who, not unlike Gilgamesh, considers his own experiences and thereby attains wisdom. Moreover, Ecclesiastes literarily engages with the Primeval History and the Gilgamesh Epic, drawing upon motifs from each composition. It does so to facilitate its inquiry into the implications of human impermanence for discovering meaningful engagement in life. And, in this way, by engaging with the Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis, Ecclesiastes continues the perennial process of inquiry into enduring questions modeled by these compositions.

Ecclesiastes tends to evoke Genesis 1–11 to demonstrate humanity’s impermanence. For example, its connection to the Primeval History is suggested by its insistence on life’s “vanity” (hébel).11 Ecclesiastes opens with the assertion, “utter vanity, everything is vanity” (habēl habālîm hākkōl hābel, Eccl. 1:2). This refrain about life’s “vanity” (hébel) and others similar to it frequently recur throughout the book. As several scholars have noted, the “vanity” (hébel) of life’s impermanence is a refrain that recalls Cain’s senseless murder of his brother Abel (hébel, Gen. 4:1–16). In the Primeval History, Abel was the first human to die, instantiating the divine threat of death against the first man and woman for eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and bad. In this way, Cain is symbolic of human mortality as much in Ecclesiastes as in the Primeval History. His fated end invites questions about the meaning of every human’s experience east of Eden. Thus, throughout Ecclesiastes, the human experience is envisioned as fleeting, even vain (hébel) by analogy with the death of Abel (hébel). This bleak reality of human mortality is the starting point for Ecclesiastes’ reflections on what lasting meaning can be found within the limits of a lifetime.

To reinforce the certainty of human mortality, Ecclesiastes explores humanity’s fragile origins in the dirt and reversion to it as they are known from the Primeval History.12 For example, Eccl. 12:7 reasserts how “the dust (ʕāpār) settles to the ground from which it came, and the spirit (rūwaḥ) returns to God who had given it.” This succinct affirmation begins with an allusion to the divine act of giving life in the Primeval History, when “the God YHWH formed man—dirt (ʕāpār) from the earth—and blew into his nostrils breath of life and (so) man was a living being” (Gen. 2:7). At the same time, and more importantly, it reminds the reader of the divine announcement that reverses this life-giving moment after the man and woman eat the garden’s forbidden fruit. The God YHWH reprimanded the man, saying: “For from [the ground] you were taken—For you are dirt (ʕāpār)—And you will (re)turn to dirt (ʕāpār)” (Gen. 3:19). Ecclesiastes reinforces its insistence on life as fleeting (hébel) by appealing to humanity’s associations with the commonplace and unremarkable substance of dirt in the Primeval History.

In comparison with Ecclesiastes’ use of the Primeval History to confirm humanity’s mortality, it turns to Gilgamesh, among other places, to inquire after meaningful ways to engage life. Perhaps because Genesis 1–11 took seriously Mesopotamian literary traditions and/or because the specter of Mesopotamian cultural sway had long since faded, Ecclesiastes primarily invokes traditions about Gilgamesh for their positive contributions regarding how to discover meaning in life.13 For example, Eccl. 4:7–12 appeals to a tradition of Gilgamesh’s valuation of friendship as a significant experience despite its impermanence. Eccl. 4:7–8 begins with the vanity of solitary work: “Again, I saw vanity under the sun. (There are those) who are utterly alone—they have neither sons nor brothers. Yet, there is no end to their toil, and their eyes are never satisfied with wealth.” Then, Eccl. 4:9 invokes a speech from a Gilgamesh tradition, where the hero esteems the importance of camaraderie.




	106 [Gilgamesh] spoke [to Enkidu]:“O Enkidu, two people together will not die,boats made out of reed bundles will not sink,No one can cut through a three-ply cord.Water cannot wash someone away from a wall,110 Fire in a reed house cannot be extinguished.If you support me, and I support you, then what can overcome us?”    (Gilgamesh and Huwawa Alines, 106-111)14
	Two (people) are better than one,9For they have good results in their efforts.10If one falls, the (other) arises to help his companionWoe for him who falls if there is no one to help him up!11 Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm,But for a solitary (person), how will he stay warm?12And although someone might prevail over (just) one,Two people will be able to defend against (a threat).A three-ply strand is not easily torn apart.    (Eccl. 4:9-12)





In the speech alluded to by Eccl. 4:9, Gilgamesh responds to Enkidu about the fearful prospect of confronting Huwawa (i.e., Humbaba) and the uncertainty of surviving a battle against him. He deflects the assertion that he would assuredly die if he battles Huwawa. Instead, Gilgamesh is insistent that the two should join together and support one another on a journey to the Cedar Forest. Similarly, Eccl. 4:9–12 echoes Gilgamesh’s avowal of the value of friendship and maintains that the fear of death along life’s arduous journey is mitigated by camaraderie and companionship in life.15

Finally, Eccl. 9:2–9 brings together observations drawn from both the Primeval History and the Gilgamesh Epic. Drawing upon the Primeval History, it insists upon the certainty of human mortality. At the same time, Eccl. 9:7–9 invokes vital ways to engage life suggested in the Gilgamesh Epic.


2Everything is exactly the same for everyone. There is a single fate—for the righteous and the wicked, the good <and the wrongdoer>, the clean and the unclean, the one who sacrifices and the one who does not. As it is for good, so it is for the wrongdoer; the one who (hastily) swears (an oath) is the same as the one who reveres the oath!

3This is the base (reality) about everything done under the sun: there is one fate for everyone! Moreover, the thought of human beings is full of evil; senselessness characterizes their thinking while they live. What then is to be determined? 4For all who live, there is certainty (about their fate).

Yet even a living dog is better than a dead lion 5since the living know they will die. The dead do not possess knowledge of anything; there is no longer return (for their labors). Instead, their name is forgotten. 6Even their love, hate, and passion have vanished; they will never again have a role in anything done under the sun.

7Go, feast (on) your food with joy, drink your wine with delight, for God long ago approved of you doing this!

8Always be clothed in white; never may your head be without oil! 9Attend to life with your wife whom you love, all the days of your fleeting life, which are allotted to you under the sun! For that is your portion in life, your labor at which you toil under the sun!

(Eccl. 9:2–9)


First, several allusions back to Genesis 1–11 reinforce the claim that death is a great equalizer among humanity. For example, Eccl. 9:5 invokes the scene from the garden when it insists that “the dead do not possess knowledge.” Knowledge was the very thing that the man and woman desired in Genesis 2:4b–3:24. Yet the knowledge obtained by the man and woman turned out not to be what they expected; they acquired the experience of death. Ecclesiastes further develops this line of thought about humanity’s awakening to the experience of mortality, emphasizing how death even robs humanity of the knowledge of their mortal existence. In the Primeval History, man is fated to bear the burden of the curse against the ground and strenuously labor for diminishing returns (Gen. 3:17). And in Ecclesiastes, humanity loses even this bleak arrangement in death: “there is no longer return (for their labors).”16 For Ecclesiastes, death threatens to reduce humanity’s already difficult life to meaninglessness.

Furthermore, Eccl. 9:2–9 reinforces humanity’s impermanence by alluding to the catastrophic event of the Flood. In the Primeval History, the Flood is presented as the divine response to humanity’s thoroughgoing corruption: “the magnitude of humanity’s evil across the earth and . . . every animating intent of its will was exclusively evil all the time” (Gen. 6:5, wekol-yēṣer maḥšebōt libbōw raq raʕ kol hayyōwm). Ecclesiastes conjures the image of the Flood from the Primeval History because it is emblematic of the fact that death can arrive unannounced, at a moment’s notice, and end everything. Yet Ecclesiastes reinterprets the Deluge, suggesting it is a cautionary tale about being caught unaware. It encourages its readers not to succumb to “the thought of human beings [that] is full of evil; [the] senselessness [that] characterizes their thinking while they live” (lēb benēy hā ʔādām mālē ʔ-rā wehōwlēlōwt bilebābām beḥayyēyhem, Eccl. 9:3).17 In sum, it warns against living an unreflective life, unaware that death can suddenly arrive.

Ecclesiastes’ reconstrual of Flood imagery in Eccl. 9:3 gives rise to the issue of how to discover meaning in life despite its inevitable and unpredictable end. Thus, Eccl. 9:4–5 asserts, “even a living dog is better than a dead lion, since the living know they will die.” Moreover, Eccl. 9:7–9 shifts away from the certainty of death and toward the matter of what constitutes meaningful experiences in life. In doing so, it turns to the paradigmatic experiences of Enkidu and Gilgamesh. In particular, Eccl. 9:7–9 patterns its advice after Enkidu’s introduction to human civilization, the divine barkeeper’s advice to Gilgamesh, and the conclusions implied by the hero’s final return to Uruk.




	99-100 Enkidu ate the bread until he was full,he drank seven vessels of beer.He was lighthearted and singing,104-105 his spirit was joyous, his face beaming.The barber treated his hairy body,he anointed himself with oil, and transformed into a (hu)man!110-111 He put on a garment, becoming like a warrior.112-113 He took up a weapon, hunting lions.    (Penn iii:99-113; cf. the lacuna in SB II:51-59)
	6 You, O Gilgamesh, may your stomach be full,always be happily contented, day and night!Every day find a reason to rejoice,dance and play (both) day and night!10 May your clothes be clean, may your head be washed with water and be bathed!Be attentive with the little one who grasps your hand,Let a wife be satisfied by your lovemaking!    (OB VA+BM iii: 6-13; cf. SB X:72ff)	7Go, feast (on) your food with joy,drink your wine with delight,for God long ago approved of you doing this!8Always be clothed in white, never may your head be without oil!9Attend to life with your wife whom you love, all the days of your fleeting life, which are allotted to you under the sun!For that is your portion in life,your labor at which you toil under the sun!    (Eccl. 9:7-9)





In these passages, Enkidu and Gilgamesh illustrate how enduring meaning can be found within the limits of a lifetime through friendship, family, and integration into one’s community. And Ecclesiastes endorses these examples, even delineating these vital activities in the same order as they appear in the Gilgamesh Epic.18

To be sure, Ecclesiastes, at least in its final form, does not endorse the lessons of Gilgamesh, only to eschew the counterexample of Abraham presented in Gen. 12:1–3. Ecclesiastes’ concluding lines contain the assertion that YHWH defines meaning in the human experience: “revere God and keep his commandments, for this is the measure of the human ([hāʔādām] (experience)” (Eccl. 12:13b). 19 This aphorism is reminiscent of the way Abraham is held up as a model of obedience to the divine word in the book of Genesis.

Yet what is of greatest interest to the present purposes is how Ecclesiastes and the “Dialog of Pessimism” explore questions about human mortality and the way it shapes the consideration of vital engagement in life. These compositions have read the Gilgamesh Epic and Primeval History and reflected upon their presentations of (the) human experience(s). And in this way, they continue the perennial process of reflective inquiry into enduring questions modeled by the Gilgamesh Epic and the book of Genesis.


Notes


	Tablet XII was added to the SB Gilgamesh Epic sometime during the first half of the first millennium, even though the storyline was not literarily integrated into that of the 11-tablet version. Yet while Tablet XII is quite dissonant from the 11-tablet storyline of the SB Gilgamesh Epic, it has some thematic consonance. As Machinist has put it, “[Tablet XII] is a text that deepens the problematic of immortality already ablaze in the preceding tablets.” (“Reflections on the Epic of Gilgamesh,” 327). Tablet XII records Enkidu’s descent to the Underworld and his reports back to Gilgamesh about its nature and the ongoing significance of those who are living for the existence of the dead in the Underworld. Thus, in this way, Tablet XII not only furthers the reflections on human impermanence but also considers its implications for meaningfully engaging life. For a discussion of various scholarly rationales for why Tablet XII was added to the SB Gilgamesh Epic, see further George, Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, vol. 1 49–54; Dalley, “First Millennium BC Variation in Gilgamesh.” George’s suggestion, which is enticing, draws upon the work of Frahm, who proposed that Tablet XII was included as a theo-political reflection on the death of the Assyrian king Sargon II in light of the Gilgamesh traditions. George emphasizes that the reasons behind the inclusion of Tablet XII may have been more than a theo-political reflection but also a way to appropriate the Gilgamesh Epic for ritual means to mourn the unexpectedly deceased king Sargon II.
 	For other Mesopotamian literature shaped by the Gilgamesh Epic, see Wasserman, “The Distant Voice of Gilgameš,” 8–11; Metcalf, “Babylonian Perspectives on the Certainty of Death;” Helle, “Babylonian Perspectives on the Uncertainty of Death,” 216–9.
 	The composition is known from five witnesses, which seem to show evidence of at least two recensions (Assyrian and Babylonian) that have slightly different orders, orthographies, etc. The translation earlier follows the lineation in the edition produced by Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature, 139–49.
 	Cf. Fales, “Saporetti Schiavo! Sii sempre d’accordo con me!,” 111.
 	The translation omits lines that are seeming interpolations (Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature, 147).
 	For the text, see Edzard, “Gilgameš und Huwawa A. II;” (text 1.8.1.5 in the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature [https://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/#]). For this saying in Sumerian wisdom traditions, see Kramer “Gilgamesh and the Land of the Living,” 35 n. 215; Metcalf, “Babylonian Perspectives on the Certainty of Death, 258–61.”
 	For the satirical nature of this text, see Speiser, “The Case of the Obliging Servant;” Bottéro, Writing, Reasoning and the Gods, 262.
 	Bottéro has compared the statement “I will kill you and send you (to death)” with Tablet XII of the Gilgamesh Epic. He wondered, “How could he be useful to him in death? It is spelled out clearly in the text: by going before his master. And why? Evidently, to give him from the Hereafter, an answer that cannot be found on earth—somewhat like Enkidu did for his master and friend Gilgameš in Tablet XII of the famous epic” (Bottéro, Writing, Reasoning and the Gods, 265).
 	For a classic study of intertextuality in the Hebrew Bible, see Fishbane, Interpretation in Ancient Israel.
 	The oldest extant witness to the composition (4Q Qoha) is from the second century BC. For a concise review of the likely Greek or plausible Persian period dating, see Grillo, “Ecclesiastes.” Seow dates Ecclesiastes to the later fifth, early fourth century (Ecclesiastes, 21); Ginsberg and Fox suggest a slightly later date (Ginsberg, “Ecclesiastes,” 88–9; Fox, Ecclesiastes, xiv; see also Samet, “Linguistic Dating of the Book of Qohelet”). For the present purposes, it is only necessary that Ecclesiastes post-dates the Primeval History.
 	Antic, “Cain, Abel, Seth,” 203–11. Antic also suggests a comparison of the name Cain (q-n-h) with Eccl. 2:7 and Seth (s-t) with Eccl. 4:7. Cf. the more cautious perspective of Dell, “Exploring Intertextual Links.” Additional treatments of intertextual connections between Ecclesiastes and the Primeval History include, for example, Chia, “Wisdom, Yahwism, Creation;” Forman, “Koheleth’s Use of Genesis.” Some of Dell’s caveats should also be noted (“Exploring Intertextual Links”).
 	For the image of dirt or mud associated with human origins and death in Atra-ḫasīs and the Gilgamesh Epic, see Chapter 6 n. 26.

	Cf. Eccl. 11:7–8, which also seems to draw on the words of Gilgamesh to the Sun god known from an earlier version of the epic (see Samet, “The Gilgamesh Epic and the Book of Qohelet,” 382–3).
 	The lineation follows the edition readily available at the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature, text 1.8.1.5 (https://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/). See also Kramer, “Gilgamesh and the Land of Living,” 35; Landsberger, “Zur vierten und siebenten Tafel des Gilgamesh-Epos.”
 	For Krüger, this passage provides a “creative reception” of the Primeval History, by which he means it innovates the fear of morality in Genesis 1–11 into an ethics of hope (Krüger, Qoheleth, 100)
 	Cf. Eccl. 4:19, earlier.
 	For the textual issues in this verse, see Seow, Ecclesiastes, 299–300; Krüger, Qoheleth, 166–7.
 	Samet, “The Gilgamesh Epic and the Book of Qohelet;” Seow, Ecclesiastes, 63–4; Krüger, Qoheleth, 172–3.
 	Ecclesiastes’ concluding statement has elicited extensive discussion by scholars, who have debated whether it was added by a subsequent editor and, if so, whether it was out of step with the epistemology of the larger book. A helpful survey of the debate and a parsimonious solution can be found in Seow, Ecclesiastes, 392–5. Regardless of the originality of the statement, it is consonant with the implication in Gen. 12:1–3 that obedience to the divine voice is the prerequisite to discovering meaning.
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