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The Epic of Gilgamesh is one of the earliest surviving works of world literature. Written and revised
over many centuries in ancient Mesopotamia, the poem tells the story of Gilgamesh, the powerful
king of Uruk, and Enkidu, a wild man created by the gods. Although the epic contains heroic battles,
divine interventions, strange creatures, and a dangerous journey, its deepest concerns are
surprisingly familiar. It asks what makes a good leader, why human beings fear death, how friendship
changes people, and what kind of achievement can give meaning to a temporary life.

At the beginning of the story, Gilgamesh is physically impressive but morally immature. He possesses
extraordinary strength and royal authority, yet he uses his power selfishly. His encounter with Enkidu
begins a process of transformation. Through friendship, adventure, grief, and failure, Gilgamesh
gradually learns that strength cannot defeat death and that immortality is not available to ordinary
human beings. By the conclusion, he has not escaped mortality, but he has gained a more mature
understanding of leadership, community, and human limitation.

Historical Background of the Epic

The story of Gilgamesh developed over a long period rather than being written by one author at one
moment. Gilgamesh may have been based on an early ruler of Uruk, although much of what the poem
says about him belongs to mythology and legend. Separate Sumerian poems about Gilgamesh
circulated before storytellers combined and reshaped the material into longer Akkadian versions.

An Old Babylonian version existed by the early second millennium BCE. The more complete Standard
Babylonian version is traditionally associated with the scholar Sin-légi-unninni. Modern knowledge of
the epic comes from clay tablets and fragments discovered at several ancient sites. Important copies
were found in the ruins of the library of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal at Nineveh. Because many
tablets are broken or incomplete, translators must sometimes reconstruct missing passages by
comparing different versions and fragments (George, 2003; Tigay, 1982).

The epic therefore, does not survive as a perfectly preserved modern book. It is a work assembled
from tablets written in cuneiform script, with some lines damaged or missing. Different translations
may vary because scholars interpret difficult words and incomplete passages in different ways.

This complicated history makes the survival of the poem remarkable. A story composed thousands of
years ago still speaks powerfully about grief, ambition, friendship, and the desire to live forever.
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Gilgamesh as an Immature Ruler

The epic begins by praising Gilgamesh as a remarkable king. He is described as unusually strong,
wise, and partly divine. He has built impressive structures in Uruk, including its walls and sacred
buildings. However, his physical gifts and royal position do not initially make him a responsible leader.

Gilgamesh abuses his power and creates distress among the people of Uruk. He pushes young men
beyond their limits and interferes in the lives of families. The citizens appeal to the gods because they
cannot control their king themselves. Their complaints introduce one of the poem’s central questions:
What separates a great ruler from a powerful oppressor?

Gilgamesh initially seems to believe that strength gives him the right to do whatever he wants. He
does not recognize that kingship carries obligations. A ruler is expected to defend the city, maintain
justice, and care for the people. Instead, Gilgamesh treats Uruk as though it exists to satisfy his
personal desires.

The gods respond by creating someone capable of matching his strength. The goddess Aruru forms
Enkidu from clay and places him in the wilderness. Enkidu is not created merely as an enemy who
must destroy Gilgamesh. He is intended to challenge the king and provide a counterbalance to his
uncontrolled power (George, 2020).

Enkidu and the Movement from Wilderness to
Society

Enkidu first lived among animals. He eats grass, drinks at watering places, and frees animals from
hunters’ traps. He has great physical strength but no experience of cities, clothing, prepared food, or
human society.

A hunter becomes frightened when Enkidu repeatedly disrupts his work. Following advice, he brings
Shamhat to meet the wild man. Older translations often describe Shamhat simply as a “harlot” or
temple prostitute. Although the precise nature of her social and religious role remains debated, she is
far more important to the story than this dismissive label suggests.

Shamhat uses intimacy, conversation, food, clothing, and instruction to introduce Enkidu to human
culture. After his encounter with her, the animals no longer accept him as one of their own. At first,
this change may appear to be a loss. He can no longer return to his former life in exactly the same
way. Yet he gains language, understanding, companionship, and entry into society.

The transformation of Enkidu raises difficult questions about civilization. Society provides friendship,
knowledge, food, clothing, shelter, and shared purpose. At the same time, it separates human beings
from the natural world and exposes them to conflict, social expectations, and death.
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Shamhat tells Enkidu about Gilgamesh and the city of Uruk. When Enkidu hears about the king's
behavior, he decides to confront him. His movement toward Uruk brings nature and civilization into
direct contact.

The Fight That Creates a Friendship

Enkidu meets Gilgamesh when the king is attempting to exercise his authority in another person’s
household. Enkidu blocks his path, and the two men wrestle violently. The contest is closely matched,
but Gilgamesh eventually gains the advantage.

Instead of becoming permanent enemies, they develop a powerful friendship. This is one of the most
important turning points in the epic. Enkidu is the first person capable of standing against Gilgamesh
physically and morally. Because Gilgamesh finally meets an equal, he can no longer imagine himself
as completely superior to everyone around him.

Their friendship begins to change both characters. Enkidu gains a place in human society, while
Gilgamesh experiences loyalty and affection that are not based on fear or obedience. Enkidu can
question Gilgamesh in ways that ordinary citizens cannot.

However, their friendship does not immediately make them wise. Together, they become ambitious
and reckless. Gilgamesh proposes an expedition to the Cedar Forest, where they intend to confront
Humbaba, its divinely appointed guardian.

The Journey to the Cedar Forest

Gilgamesh wants to perform a deed that will make his name famous. He knows that human beings
eventually die, so he hopes to achieve a form of immortality through reputation. If future generations
remember his courage, he believes that some part of him will survive.

Enkidu initially warns him about the danger. Having lived in the wilderness, Enkidu understands
Humbaba's terrifying power. Gilgamesh nevertheless insists on the journey, and the people of Uruk
eventually send the two heroes away with advice and prayers.

After travelling to the Cedar Forest, Gilgamesh and Enkidu confront Humbaba. With assistance from
the sun god Shamash, they overpower him. Humbaba begs for mercy, but Enkidu urges Gilgamesh to
kill him before the gods can intervene. The heroes cut down cedars and return in triumph.

The episode appears heroic, but it is also morally complicated. Humbaba is frightening, yet he is not
simply a monster without purpose. He guards a forest placed under divine protection. Gilgamesh and
Enkidu invade his territory, kill him after he pleads for his life, and remove valuable trees.

Their victory increases their fame, but it also reveals the danger of ambition without restraint. The
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Cedar Forest episode can be read as a warning about violence, pride, and the human desire to
dominate nature. The heroes achieve glory, but their actions carry consequences that they do not yet
understand.

Ishtar and the Bull of Heaven

After Gilgamesh returns to Uruk, the goddess Ishtar proposes marriage to him. Gilgamesh rejects her
and lists the unhappy fates of her previous lovers. His response is not merely a private refusal. It is a
public insult directed at a powerful goddess.

Angered by his rejection, Ishtar asks the god Anu to release the Bull of Heaven against Uruk. The bull
causes destruction and kills many people, but Gilgamesh and Enkidu defeat it together.

Once again, the heroes demonstrate extraordinary courage and strength. Yet Enkidu worsens their
offense by insulting Ishtar and throwing part of the bull toward her. The gods decide that one of the
two companions must die because of the killing of Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven. Enkidu is chosen
(Kovacs, 1989).

Enkidu becomes ill and suffers for several days. He initially curses the hunter and Shamhat because
they brought him into human society. If he had remained in the wilderness, he thinks, he might never
have faced his present suffering. He later withdraws his curse against Shamhat after being reminded
that she gave him friendship, food, clothing, honor, and a place beside Gilgamesh.

Enkidu’s death brings the heroic adventures to an abrupt end. The story now becomes a personal and
philosophical examination of grief.

Gilgamesh’s Grief for Enkidu

Gilgamesh is devastated by Enkidu’s death. He calls on the people, animals, rivers, mountains, and
forests to mourn his friend. He prepares an elaborate funeral and refuses to accept that Enkidu is
truly gone.

For several days, Gilgamesh remains beside the body. He finally recognizes the physical reality of
death when decay becomes visible. This moment changes him more deeply than any battle.

Before Enkidu’s death, Gilgamesh understood mortality as an abstract fact. He knew that people died,
but the knowledge had not affected him personally. After losing his closest friend, death becomes
immediate and terrifying.

His grief is not simply evidence of emotional instability. It is a recognizably human response to
profound loss. Gilgamesh cannot easily accept that a person who spoke, fought, travelled, and
laughed beside him has permanently disappeared.
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The death of Enkidu also forces Gilgamesh to recognize his own fate. If someone as strong as Enkidu
can die, then Gilgamesh must also die. His fear drives him away from Uruk and into the wilderness.
He abandons royal clothing, wears animal skins, and begins searching for Utnapishtim, the survivor of
a great flood who was granted eternal life.

Interestingly, Gilgamesh now begins to resemble the earlier Enkidu. Enkidu moved from the
wilderness into civilization, while the grieving Gilgamesh leaves civilization and wanders through the
wilderness. Their journeys mirror one another.

The Search for Immortality

Gilgamesh travels beyond the ordinary boundaries of the human world. He crosses dangerous
mountains, passes through darkness, reaches a distant shore, and meets Siduri, a woman associated
with brewing and hospitality.

Siduri questions why Gilgamesh appears exhausted and grief-stricken. In versions of the story, she
advises him to accept mortal life and value ordinary human joys such as food, clean clothing, family,
and companionship. Her message challenges his belief that only literal immortality can make life
meaningful.

Gilgamesh remains determined to find Utnapishtim. With the help of the boatman Urshanabi, he
crosses the Waters of Death and finally reaches the immortal survivor.

Utnapishtim does not immediately offer Gilgamesh the answer he wants. Instead, he explains that
death is part of the human condition. No one knows exactly when death will come, but no human life
continues forever.

He then tells Gilgamesh the story of the great flood. The gods once decided to destroy humanity, but
the god Ea secretly warned Utnapishtim and instructed him to build a large boat. Utnapishtim
preserved his family, craftspeople, animals, and valuable goods. After the flood, he and his wife were
granted a unique form of immortality.

Utnapishtim’s experience cannot simply be repeated. His immortality was an exceptional gift, not a
reward that any determined traveller could obtain.

The Tests Gilgamesh Fails

To demonstrate Gilgamesh’s limitations, Utnapishtim challenges him to remain awake for six days
and seven nights. Gilgamesh quickly falls asleep.

The test contains an obvious lesson. Gilgamesh wants to defeat death, yet he cannot even overcome
sleep, a temporary state that resembles death. His physical strength is useless against a basic human
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need.

As Gilgamesh sleeps, Utnapishtim’s wife bakes a loaf of bread for each day. The ageing loaves
provide evidence of how long he has slept. Gilgamesh can no longer deny his failure.

Before he leaves, Utnapishtim tells him about a plant that can restore youth. Gilgamesh dives into
deep water and retrieves it. He does not immediately use the plant himself. Instead, he plans to take
it to Uruk and test it on an older person.

For a moment, it appears that he may return with something valuable. However, while he stops to
bathe, a snake finds the plant and carries it away. As it leaves, the snake sheds its skin, suggesting
renewal and restored youth.

Gilgamesh sits down and weeps. After travelling farther than almost any human being, he has lost the
object that seemed capable of answering his fear.

Acceptance and the Return to Uruk

Gilgamesh returns to Uruk without immortality and without the plant of youth. At first, his journey
may seem like a complete failure. Enkidu remains dead, Gilgamesh remains mortal, and the secret of
eternal life is still beyond his control.

Yet the ending suggests that he has gained something more realistic and valuable. When Gilgamesh
returns, he draws attention to the walls of Uruk. The poem ends with an image similar to the one with
which it began.

The walls represent human achievement, community, and continuity. Gilgamesh cannot preserve his
body forever, but he can build, govern, record his experiences, and contribute to something that may
survive him.

His return also suggests that meaning is found not by escaping human life but by participating in it
responsibly. Gilgamesh’s duties are in Uruk, among the people whose suffering he once ignored.

He has learned that physical power has limits. He cannot command the gods, defeat sleep, prevent
ageing, or rescue a friend from death. A mature ruler must understand these limitations.

Friendship as a Transforming Force

The relationship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu gives the epic much of its emotional power. Enkidu is
not merely a companion who assists Gilgamesh in battle. He changes the direction of Gilgamesh'’s life.

Before meeting Enkidu, Gilgamesh treats other people as subjects to control. His friendship teaches
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him to value another person as an equal. He experiences loyalty, shared danger, affection, and grief.

Enkidu also changes through the relationship. He leaves the wilderness, becomes part of a
community, earns honor, and discovers friendship. Although his entrance into civilization ultimately
exposes him to death, it also allows him to experience a fuller range of human relationships.

Their friendship is imperfect. Together, they make reckless choices and commit acts that offend the
gods. Nevertheless, the bond between them humanizes Gilgamesh and begins his moral
development.

Enkidu’s greatest influence becomes clear only after his death. The loss forces Gilgamesh to confront
guestions he had previously avoided. In this sense, Enkidu continues to shape his friend even after he
iS gone.

Mortality and the Meaning of Life

The central theme of The Epic of Gilgamesh is not simply death but the human response to death.
Gilgamesh begins by seeking fame because he knows that he cannot live forever. After Enkidu dies,
fame is no longer enough, and he begins searching for bodily immortality.

His quest fails because death cannot be defeated through strength, travel, knowledge, or
determination. The epic does not offer an easy solution to this problem. It acknowledges that
mortality is painful and that grief can overwhelm even the strongest person.

However, the poem does not conclude that life is meaningless. Instead, it redirects attention toward
friendship, community, responsible leadership, family, celebration, craftsmanship, and memory.

Human beings cannot control how long they will live, but they can influence how they live.
Gilgamesh's eventual achievement is not immortality. It is the wisdom to recognize the value and
limits of human existence.

Conclusion

The Epic of Gilgamesh remains powerful because its hero is both extraordinary and deeply human.
Gilgamesh can defeat monsters, cross dangerous landscapes, and challenge divine forces, but he
cannot save Enkidu or escape his own mortality.

At the beginning, he is an arrogant ruler who misuses his authority. His friendship with Enkidu
introduces him to loyalty and equality. Their adventures bring fame, but they also reveal the danger
of pride and uncontrolled ambition.

Enkidu’s death becomes the most important event in Gilgamesh'’s life. It transforms his confidence
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into fear and sends him on a desperate search for immortality. Although the search fails, the failure
teaches him that death is an unavoidable part of being human.

Gilgamesh returns to Uruk with a new understanding. Lasting meaning cannot be found by running
away from human limitations. It must be created through relationships, responsible action, shared
achievement, and service to a community.

The epic’s message remains relevant thousands of years after its composition. People still grieve for
loved ones, fear death, seek recognition, and wonder what will remain after they are gone. Through
Gilgamesh'’s journey, the poem suggests that wisdom begins when people accept that life is
temporary and choose to use their limited time well.
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