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Abstract
Dette speciale undersøger skildringen af følelser i det standardbabylonske epos Gilgamesh, med særlig fokus på venskab og sorg samt deres
ind<ydelse på karakterernes identitet.
Projektet tager udgangspunkt i affektteori og herunder særligt de to
teoretikere Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick og Judith Butler. Ud fra denne teoretiske
baggrund foretager jeg en række nærlæsninger af udvalgte passager fra det
babylonske epos, for at undersøge hvilket diskursive og affektive dynamikker
der er på spil i narrativet. Undersøgelsen er primært af fortolkende og
teoretisk karakter, men enkelte Alologiske bemærkninger er nødvendige for
forståelsen af den fragmentariske tekst.
Specialets resultater kan samles under følgende Are overskrifter:
– Spejling. Der er en narrativ spejling mellem epossets første og anden
halvdel, som er domineret af henholdsvis venskab og sorg. Disse to følelser
bliver derfor skildret som hinandens spejlinger, hvilket medfører både en
række kontraster og en række paralleller mellem deres affektive strukturer.
– Struktur. Følelser bliver i Gilgamesh skildret som aktive og intense kræfter,
der former karakterernes handlinger efter bestemte mønstre, uden at de
nødvendigvis selv forstår de mønstre. Eksempelvis er det intense venskab
mellem Enkidu og Gilgamesh formet efter en triangulær struktur.
– Identitet. Hoveddelen af analyserne udforsker forholdet mellem
Gilgamesh og Enkidu’ identitet og deres gensidige forhold. I epossets første
halvdel skildres en dynamisk identiAkation, hvor de to helte skiftevis
efterligner og adskiller sig fra hinanden. I anden halvdel fører Enkidus død
til en kollaps i Gilgamesh’ væren, når han mister den relation hans identitet
er bygget op omkring.
– Sprog. Endeligt afspejles disse følelsesmæssige strukturer i tekstens sprog,
eksempelvis når Gilgamesh’ kollaps fører til en tilsvarende krise i hans evne
til at genfortælle sin egen historie.
Det er mit håb at dette speciale vil vise, at affektteoriske begreber kan
anvendes i studiet af babylonsk litteratur.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

The Epic of Gilgamesh, from the moment of its rediscovery onwards, has
elicited strong emotional responses from its readers. One such response was
that by the German poet Rainer Marie Rilke, who in a letter to the editor
Katharina Kippenberg exclaimed that ‘Gilgamesch ist ungeheuer! Ich
kenns aus der Ausgabe des Urtextes und rechne es zum Grösstesten, das
einem widerfahren kann.’ (Moran 1980, 208) Rilke was dissatisAed with the
translation by Georg Burckhardt, preferring to tell the story himself: ‘ich
fühle: ich erzähls besser. Und mich gehts an.’ This sort of affective
engagement in the reading and retelling of the ancient epic has
characterized the modern reception of Gilgamesh to an extent unparalleled
by any other Babylonian work of literature.
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Further, the epic and its characters have themselves been perceived as
somehow ‘emotional’ by modern readers, as the mutual love between
Gilgamesh and Enkidu, and Gilgamesh’ subsequent grief for his friend,
take centre stage in the epic’s narrative. Benjamin Foster (2005, 542), for
example, refers to Gilgamesh as ‘a man who feels more deeply than
ordinary men.’ Despite the depth of feeling that Foster attributes to the
hero, there is as yet no study, Assyriological or otherwise, that examines the
topic of emotions in Gilgamesh. This is not to say that its depictions of love,
grief, or anger have gone unremarked in the secondary literature, only that
those remarks are most often exactly that: passing remarks in the context of
an altogether different analysis. Neal Walls (2001), for example, has dealt
extensively with the love between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, but his analysis
of the friendship sought to understand not its emotional aspect, but the
erotics of its desire.
I believe that the absence of previous studies on the topic of emotions is
at least in part due to the difAculty of describing emotions in academic
terms. Emotions seem by their very nature ineffable, their intensive and
elusive character defying description. And even if they could be translated
into language, emotions are surely the antithesis of scientiAc objectivity.
How can they then be approached academically? Further, there is the
problem of historical difference. It is difAcult enough to tackle the topic of
emotions in modern literature, but is it even possible to approach emotions
in ancient texts without assuming that affective responses are somehow
universal, and while remaining sensitive to the culturally speciAc ways in
which emotions have been construed?
It is perhaps understandable that these obstacles have so far foreclosed
inquiry into the topic of emotions in Gilgamesh. The present thesis attempts
to address this problem. My aim is to offer a detailed analytic description of
how emotions are depicted in the Epic of Gilgamesh. In doing so, I rely on
Andings from the Aeld known as affect theory, which will enable me to
approach the difAcult topic of emotions equipped with a set of apposite
interpretative tools. A central objective of the thesis will be to show that
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these interpretative tools can be applied to Babylonian evidence in a way
that is both theoretically informed and historically sensitive.
The thesis does not explore each and every emotion in the Epic of
Gilgamesh. It does not deal with feelings such as pride, worry, disgust,
arousal, scorn, or regret, and crucial emotions such as anger, restlessness,
and fear are discussed only tangentially. Instead, I explore in depth two
particular emotions and the ways in which they are related to one another.
The Arst of these is the friendship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu,
including the emotions of love and desire. The second is the grief that
besets Gilgamesh after Enkidu’s death. I return below to why I have chosen
these two emotions in particular, here it sufAces to note that I believe that
the narrative of the epic is structured around a contrast between them,
which is in itself an intriguing aspect of how emotions are depicted.
Further, friendship and grief are particularly important emotions to attend
to in the context of this epic, because they form the affective bond between
its two main characters. Fully understanding the nature of their relation
requires an understanding of its emotional dynamics as well.
In the following analysis, I will be especially concerned with how these
two emotions affect the identities of Gilgamesh and Enkidu. The question of
identity is central to this study because the Epic of Gilgamesh depicts its main
characters as affected by love and grief in ways that determine not only
what they feel, but who they are as well. Their individual beings are fully
subject to the emotions that befall them, and therefore the construction and
undoing of identity is an important site to study the effects of emotions in
Gilgamesh. Since, as noted, the emotions in question form the bond between
the epic’s two heroes, I hope to show that the heroes’ subjective identities on
the one hand and their mutual relation on the other are profoundly
interlinked. Emotions and identity will therefore be treated not as disjointed
aspects of human existence, but as mutually determinant structures
unfolding within a social Aeld.
To summarize, the present thesis addresses the question of how the
emotions of friendship and grief shape the identities of the main characters
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in the Standard Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh. While this does not constitute
a full study of all emotions in the epic, my hope is that it will make some
headway towards a richer understanding of the crucial role played by
emotions in this ancient text.

Theorizing affect
The past twenty years have seen an increase in attention within critical
culture studies1 on the topic of emotions, resulting in the establishment of a
new Aeld known as ‘affect theory’ (or the ‘affective turn’ – see Koivunen
2010 for an introduction). Leading theorists of affect such as Sara Ahmed
(2014), Ann Cvetkovich (1992), and Clare Hemmings (2005) have argued
that the cultural construction of emotions has important political effects,
including the drawing of social boundaries, the shaping of collective
identities, and the naturalization of hegemonies. The Aeld of affect theory
today affords a rich and varied theoretical vocabulary with which to
approach the historically speciAc ways in which emotions have been
constructed, sub-divided, valorized, and placed within larger discursive
contexts.
Two key arguments have shaped the way that emotions have been
understood within affect theory. Firstly, the affective turn has involved a
denaturalization of emotions, meaning that emotions are part of a cultural
Aeld and not fully determined by biological instincts. The feeling of shame,
for example, is undeniably corporeal, instinctive, and immediate in its
effect, but it is also just as undeniably a social emotion, shaped by culturespeciAc ideas of what constitutes ‘shameful’ behaviour (Bissenbakker 2012,
7). Likewise, while the fear of a wild animal may appear ‘natural’, the fear
of a ‘bad’ neighbourhood is determined by political constructions of race
and class.
Secondly, affect theorists have rethought emotions as not merely Axed
‘expressions’ of an ‘inner being’, but as active, relational, and performative
forces (Bissenbakker 2012, 5). To put this differently, affect theory has
1

Particularly feminist, queer, and critical race studies.
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involved a shift in attention from what emotions ‘are’ to what emotions ‘do’.
Rather than inquiring about the ‘nature’ or ‘essence’ of emotions, or
looking at emotions as trans-historically stable outputs of the human
psyche, affect theory has focused on how emotions affect us, move us, and
change us in ways that are historically variable without being individually
subjective.
While these arguments have formed the starting point for much, though
not all, of the affect theoretical work within critical cultural studies, the
theories and analyses grouped under the term ‘affect theory’ retain a
staggering diversity in their approaches, methodologies, and
conceptualizations of emotion. As summarized by Anu Koivunen (2010,
10) there is ‘no conceptual consensus uniting “the turn”’, no basic principle
that is shared by all scholars working within the emergent Aeld of affect
theory. For example, in the affect theoretical school represented by Brian
Massumi (2002), there is a crucial difference between ‘affect’ as a prelinguistic force and ‘emotion’ as a discursive solidiAcation of affect, while in
the school of affect theory with which I engage in this thesis the two terms
are treated as practically synonymous (see Bissenbakker 2012, 7-8).
In this thesis, I will engage with two theorists of emotion in particular:
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Judith Butler. What these two theorists have in
common is a focus on the interplay between emotion and the construction
of identity, which is especially relevant for this thesis given my concern with
how friendship and grief affect the identities of Gilgamesh and Enkidu.
Sedgwick and Butler are both best known as queer theorists and much of
their work is concerned not with emotions but with normative constructions
of gender and sexuality. However, affect features prominently in the work
of both theorists. Sedgwick’s Touching Feeling (2003) is generally considered a
seminal contribution to the Aeld of affect theory, and Butler’s analyses of
grief have been a recurrent element in her work ever since she proposed
her theory of ‘heterosexual melancholy’ in Gender Trouble (1990, 78-89).2

2

Butler returns to the subject of grief in among others Antigone’s Claim (2000), Precarious Lives (2004),
and Frames of War (2009).
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In my analysis of friendship I will engage with Sedgwick’s theories of
the historiography of desire and the structure of affect, whereas in my
analysis of grief I will engage with Butler’s theory of the construction and
the undoing of the subject. Sedgwick and Butler thus provide me with
different theoretical tools that are adept at dealing with different kinds of
interpretative issues. Though there is a signiAcant overlap between their
theories, their difference in focus will be helpful for describing friendship
and grief as distinct emotional dynamics in the epic.
However, though this thesis seeks to demonstrate that an engagement
with affect theory can enrich our understanding of emotions in Babylonian
literature, the modern theoretical considerations are only a starting point
for my reading of the ancient text. While I employ concepts borrowed from
Sedgwick and Butler, my Anal aim is to reach a better understanding of the
Epic of Gilgamesh, and I will therefore be rather selective in my theoretical
engagement. For example, though I draw heavily on Butler’s theorization
of grief I depart from the context in which it appeared, namely Butler’s
work on what constitutes a ‘grievable life’. Central as it is for Butler’s
argument, this will not be relevant for the present thesis. Likewise, while I
discuss at length the relation between affect and the construction of identity
as it is found in Sedgwick’s work, I will not deal with her most famous
example of this relation, namely the subjectivating effects of shame.
Therefore, the theorists of affect with whom I engage in this thesis will
provide a basis for understanding how emotions can be studied, what kinds
of analyses can be carried out, what kind of assumptions can be made. But
this thesis does not seek to present the Epic of Gilgamesh as one example
among many of Sedgwick’s and Butler’s theoretical models. Rather, it seeks
to employ their understandings of emotions to analyse the culturally,
historically, and textually speciAc ways one Ands the emotions of friendship
and grief depicted in the epic.
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Friendship, grief, and narrative mirroring
As noted above, the thesis does not deal with all emotions in the Epic of
Gilgamesh but focuses on friendship and grief. I have chosen to deal with
friendship and grief because I believe that the narrative of the epic is
structured in such a way that these two emotions are construed as each
other’s mirror image, each dominating one of the epic’s two acts. This
mirroring between friendship and grief is in itself an intriguing aspect of
how emotions are depicted in the epic, and accordingly I believe that they
warrant special attention.
I am far from the Arst to note that the Epic of Gilgamesh can be divided
into two mirroring acts. The latest editor of the epic, Andrew George
(2003, 48), argues that ‘the division into eleven tablets is itself symmetrical’,
with tablets I-V describing Gilgamesh’ two great successes (the killing of
Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven), tablet VI describing the hero at the
peak of his power, and tablets VII-XI describing Gilgamesh’ two great
failures (in achieving immortality and the Plant of Youth). Herman L. J.
Vanstiphout (1990, 48-53) deals at length with this narrative symmetry,
noting an overarching parallel between the story’s Arst and second half, but
also a number of cross-symmetries and contrasts between the various
interwoven story-lines: between Gilgamesh’ Arst and second journey,
between his meeting with and his loss of Enkidu, and so on.3
Importantly, this mirroring is also an emotional mirroring. The Arst half
of the epic is dominated by friendship, love, and desire, and the second is
dominated by loss, grief, and mourning. In the Arst act Enkidu becomes
‘like a groom’, (OB P 111), and in the second Gilgamesh veils his corpse
‘like a bride’ (VIII 59), linking the images of love and death in a tragic
irony. Vanstiphout (1990, 50, n. 20) argues that the epic’s ‘Arst journey is
manifestly meant to be the implementation of the possibilities of their
invincible bond of friendship; just as obviously the second journey is
3
See also Feldt and Koch (2011, 112), who divide the epic into two ‘structurally parallel’ parts, i.e.
‘before and after the death of Enkidu.’ Hope Nash Wolff (1969, 392) argues that the epic ‘separates into
two parts, each more concerned with one of the heroes’, meaning that the Arst act focuses on Enkidu and
the second on Gilgamesh.
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instigated by the tragical death of Enkidu.’ But if the narrative is structured
around a mirroring, how does that translate into emotional terms? Can the
‘bond of friendship’ and ‘tragical death’ be said to mirror each other, and if
so in what way? Are they each other’s parallel, contrast, or some
combination of the two? These questions will be a central concern of the
thesis.
The bipartite structure does not exactly make the narrative symmetrical,
since the second act not only mirrors but also expands the Arst. For
example, Dickson (2007a, 193) argues that the narrative of Gilgamesh is
<anked at either side by a mysterious forest. In the Arst half, the heroes
travel west and reach the Cedar Forest, while in the second half, Gilgamesh
travels east and reaches the Jewelled Trees4 – but then travels beyond them,
all the way to Uta-napishti’s island at the end of the earth. The
cosmological scale of Gilgamesh’ journey is thus expanded from the Arst to
the second act. Likewise Vanstiphout (1990, 53-6) supplements his analysis
of symmetry in Gilgamesh with an analysis of its expansion, arguing that
there ‘is also a manifest expansion or enlargement of narrative style, though not
in any quantitative sense’ (p. 53). Vantiphout lists a number of ways in
which this qualitative enlargement takes place, such as the accumulation of
disappointments and the increased complexity of the narrative.
Though the structure of two acts where the second mirrors and expands
the Arst has already been noted for the Epic of Gilgamesh, I believe that it has
not previously been shown that this is in fact a general feature of
Babylonian epics (see the appendix). With the probable exception of Anzu
and Adapa, I would argue that all Babylonian epics can in fact be divided
into two mirroring acts. This mirroring can be realized differently: in Atrahasis, for example, one Ands a contrast between the creation of humanity in
the Arst act and the destruction of humanity in the second act (see Moran
1987, 245-6, Wilcke 1999, 97-9, and Helle 2015), while in Enuma Elish one
Ands a close parallel between Ea’s battle with Apsû and Marduk’s battle
with Tiamat (see Katz 2011, 129-30). Likewise, the extension of the second
4

This mirroring of directions also serves to position Uruk as the very centre of the world. Note also
that with both journeys Gilgamesh seeks to ‘see the one of whom people talk’: Humbaba (ša iqabbû lūmur,
OB Y 182, George 2003, 202-3) and Ut-napishti (ša idabbubūš lūmur, X 250, George 2003, 692-3).
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act can take on different forms: unlike the qualitative expansion of
Gilgamesh, in Enuma Elish one sees a quantitative expansion, as the Arst act
is told in c. 50 lines and the second in c. 500. Though less clear-cut, this
structure of mirroring expansion can also be found in the more poorly
preserved epics of Etana, Erra and Ishum, and Nergal and Ereshkigal (see the
appendix).
Therefore, a crucial argument of the thesis will be that the depiction of
friendship and grief one Ands in Gilgamesh must be understood within a
narrative frame of symmetry and expansion that is not speciAc to this text,
but is a general feature of Babylonian epics. Given such an overarching
narratological trope, the thesis will examine how friendship and grief can
be said to mirror each other. Accordingly, I will pay close attention to the
structural similarities and differences between the two emotions. For
example, I will argue that the theme of ‘likeness’ introduced in the
depiction of friendship is inverted in the depiction of grief.

Overview
The structure of the thesis follows that of the epic, attending Arst to the
depiction of friendship, and then to the depiction of grief. By doing so, I
hope to show that many of the emotional dynamics that can be observed in
the friendship between the two heroes are inverted in the process of
mourning. Therefore, the following two chapters will be presented as
separate analyses, and are each provided with their own literature,
theoretical introduction, discussion, and summary. Then, their Andings will
be compared and collated in order to present a general picture of how
emotions are depicted in Gilgamesh.
Chapter two will analyse the emotional structure of male friendship.
After a brief presentation of the controversy regarding the sexual nature of
the relationship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, it will be shown that this
problem can be bracketed by shifting the focus from the nature of sexuality
to the structure of desire. The chapter will introduce the historiographical
tools of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, and apply them to the epic’s Arst act. I will
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argue that the friendship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu is structured by a
series of triangular relations, and that they are emotionally rerouted
towards each other by aggression. This results in the creation of an
emotional bond characterized by a strong, mutual identiAcation, whose
dynamic of likeness and difference will be explored in depth. Finally, I will
present a general picture of their friendship as a shapeless and reversible
emotional space.
Chapter three will discuss how Gilgamesh’ identity is affected when he is
deprived of the union with Enkidu, by which it had earlier been shaped. I
will brie<y introduce the existing secondary literature on Gilgamesh’ grief
for his friend, before going on to present Judith Butler’s theory of the
construction of the subject and its undoing in grief. With this theoretical
background, I will show that the interplay of likeness and difference
introduced in chapter two continues as Gilgamesh mourns, but is tragically
inverted. His desire to identify himself with Enkidu is replaced by a desire
to become unlike him by becoming immortal. The chapter concludes with
a consideration of how Gilgamesh’ undoing is re<ected in the undoing of
his speech.
Chapter four draws the interpretative threads of the previous chapters
together, and gives a general overview of how emotions are depicted in the
Epic of Gilgamesh. After discussing the overall mirroring of love and death, it
describes how emotions are related to the structure of the characters’
actions, to the construction of their identities, and to the language of the
text. The chapter closes with some brief intimations of further study.
Finally, chapter Ave summarizes the Andings of the thesis.
The analyses of this thesis will for the most part consist of close literary
readings informed by the theoretical concepts of affect theory. However,
due to the state of preservation of the ancient text, some philological
considerations will occasionally be necessary, though these are presented in
footnotes only. Otherwise, the quotations from the text are all based on the
text edition by Andrew George (2003). The translations deviate from
George’s only where noted in the footnotes.
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Beside translation, the text will be presented in normalized transcription,
allowing me to present most clearly my understanding of the Akkadian text.
The transcription closely follows the grammatical principles set forth by
Wolfram von Soden (1995), which has led me to some minor divergences
from the most commonly employed rules of transcription. I mark short,
open, word-Anal vowels followed by the ventive or -ma sufAx as lengthened
(for example in ibakkī-ma, ‘he was weeping’, p. 62), and likewise lengthen
singular genitive case endings followed by a possessive pronominal sufAx
(for example in zumrīšu, ‘of his body’, p. 28) to mark that these syllable
would have carried rhythmical stress according to von Soden (1995, 47 and
104, see also Helle 2014, 59).
As noted above, the object of study for this thesis is the Epic of Gilgamesh
in its Standard Babylonian version, and I refrain from making any claim
about whether the Andings presented here also apply to its Old Babylonian
version or its Sumerian forerunners. However, in a few cases I turn to the
epic’s Old Babylonian version if it contains a passage of special interest that
is not preserved in the Standard Babylonian text.
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CHAPTER TWO

The structure of
male friendship

The relation between Gilgamesh and Enkidu is the emotional core of the
narrative in the Epic of Gilgamesh. While the epic is often summarized as
being a tale about the struggle against death, its point of departure is in fact
the love between its main characters. Already in 1946, Giuseppe Furlani
emphasized how central the theme of friendship is to the epic,
complementing what he saw as the exaggerated focus on the theme of
mortality in previous scholarly literature. I will argue that understanding the
structure of male friendship in the epic, particularly the theme of
identiAcation, is a necessary prerequisite for a full understanding of the
epic’s depiction of death and grief to which I turn in chapter three.
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Since Furlani’s article, numerous studies of Gilgamesh have made
friendship central to their reading of the text. John Bailey (1976), for
example, was one of the Arst scholars to explicitly sidestep the discussion
about the sexual character of the relation between the two heroes (see
below) to focus instead on its emotional character. Egbert von Weiher
(1980), in an article entitled ‘Die Idee einer Freundschaft’, likewise regarded
the friendship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu as a central concern of the
epic: ‘Aber viel wichtiger ist dem Dichter die innere Beziehung der beiden
Freunde zueinander und da vor allem die Frage, was Freundschaft ist und
wann und wie sie sich als solche erweist’ (p. 106). It is exactly this question I
would like to pursue in the present chapter. I believe that it is a relevant and
important one, despite having been discussed since 1946. Jan Dietrich
(2014), for example, offered a new approach to the question of friendship in
Gilgamesh no more than two years ago.
Other studies on the topic have been more theoretically informed.
Perhaps the Arst study such study was that by Dorothy Hammond and Alta
Jablow (1987) which approached the epic’s ‘myth of male friendship’ from a
comparative and anthropological perspective. More relevant to the
questions addressed in this thesis is the work of Neal Walls (2001) who
analysed the erotics of male desire in the epic from the perspective of queer
theory. Furthermore, I have beneAted from the work of Ann Guinan, who
places friendship in Gilgamesh within the context of Babylonian discourses
of sexuality.5 In this chapter, I hope to expand upon this previous research
by drawing on the interpretative tools of affect theory to develop my
analytical concepts.

5

In the following, my references to Guinan’s work will primarily be to a forthcoming paper entitled
‘Mesopotamia Before and After Sodom: Colleagues, Crack Troops, Comrades-in-Arms’, coauthored with
Peter Morris. I am deeply indebted to Ann not only for sharing with me the manuscripts of this
forthcoming paper, but also for an extended correspondence in which she helped me develop my analysis
of emotions in the epic.
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Approaches to a friendship
While the readings of Furlani, Bailey, von Weiher, and Dietrich all focus on
the emotional and not the sexual aspects of the relation between Gilgamesh
and Enkidu, the question of whether there was an erotic component to this
friendship has dominated most of the scholarly work about it. I will
therefore begin with a short literature review of this discussion, in part to
show how much space it has taken up in the scholarship and in part to show
what consequences the application of queer theory has for our
understanding of the friendship.
Perhaps the most in<uential suggestion regarding Gilgamesh and
Enkidu’s friendship was that by Thorkild Jacobsen (1930). Jacobsen
reasoned that Enkidu was created to alleviate the suffering of the citizens of
Uruk, and therefore, that there must have been a form of correspondence
between Gilgamesh’ friendship with him and the preceding oppression.
That correspondence, according to Jacobsen, was sexual: Enkidu was
created with a sex drive to match Gilgamesh’ and thereby detract him from
a likewise sexual oppression of Uruk.6 However, as Anne Kilmer (1982,
264) noted, Jacobsen’s suggestion was followed by a ‘trend to reject the
notion that there was a sexual relationship between Gilgamesh and
Enkidu’. Kilmer attempted to oppose this trend by pointing to a set of
wordplays in the epic that pointed to such a sexual relationship, such as that
between ḫaṣṣinnu, the axe which in Gilgamesh’ dream represents Enkidu,
and assinnu, a third gender individual associated with the cult of Ishtar.7
These puns, Kilmer (p. 266) concluded cautiously, ‘may or may not indicate
that Gilgamesh and Enkidu enjoyed a loving sexual relationship’.8
6

Note that Jacobsen was not the Arst to suggest a sexual aspect to the friendship between Gilgamesh
and Enkidu. As he notes on p. 70, Küchler (1904, 124) had already mentioned ‘eine geschlechtliche
Vereinigung der beiden’ as a possibility.
7
This particulate wordplay was suggested to Kilmer by one of her graduate students, Turan Tuman.
For a summary of the discussion regarding the roles and identities of the ancient assinnu’s, see most
recently Nissinen and Svärd (2014).
8
Kilmer’s interpretation has been challenged especially by Martin Worthington (2012, 204-9).
However, Worthington’s counterarguments appear unconvincing. He argues that an equation with an
assinnu is derogatory and therefore cannot apply to Enkidu, but there is no substantial evidence of this (see
Nissinen and Svärd 2014). Further, he proposes an interpretation of the axe in Gilgamesh’ second dream
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Against Jacobsen’s and Kilmer’s view of the relation between Gilgamesh
and Enkidu as sexual, Benjamin Foster (1987) argued that their friendship
constitutes a contrast to the preceding sexual relation between Enkidu and
Shamhat exactly because it is not sexual. Accordingly, he proclaimed that
their friendship ‘has no sexual basis at all’ (p. 22), but does not cite
Jacobsen’s and Kilmer’s proposals. Wilfred Lambert (1992), however,
addresses their suggestions directly in his article about prostitution.
According to Lambert the phrase ‘I loved it as a wife’, with which
Gilgamesh describes the aforementioned axe, does not necessarily imply a
sexual relation between the two, but rather symbolizes their steadfast
affection. Ultimately Lambert concludes that ‘Babylonian texts do not avoid
explicit language, so until further and less ambiguous evidence is
forthcoming the present writer does not assent to the proposal’ (p. 157).
Summarizing this discussion, Gwendolyn Leick (1994, 265) noted only
that the ‘text is ambiguous on this point’, and did not express a preference
for either view. For example, she writes of the encounter between the two
heroes that the ‘reference to the “foot” and sudden “weakness” that gives
way to tenderness is quite revealing in that [homoerotic] sense, but is still
presented in such a way that a “straight” reading is possible!’ (p. 266)
Likewise, Jerrold Cooper’s (2002) tribute to Jacobsen also centres on the
erotic character of the friendship as he considers the ambiguities of the text
and the various disagreements sketched above. Like Leick’s Cooper’s view is
nuanced and cautious, and he prefers to understand Gilgamesh’ oppression
of Uruk as ‘not overtly homosexual’ though ‘erotic associations are present’
(p. 80).
Despite their reticence on the matter, Leick and Cooper still make the
question of sexuality central to their presentation of the friendship. Thus
when Leick (1994, 265) states, ‘[l]et us now turn to the nature of Gilgameš’
relationship with Enkidu’, the question she in fact turns to is whether that
relationship was sexual or not. By 1994 this had become the question to be
asked about the friendship of Gilgamesh and Enkidu, and no other
as a ‘civilized’ version of the meteorite in the Arst dream, re<ecting the civilization of Enkidu. But even if
this interpretation is found to be convincing, it does not exclude that the notoriously symbolic and
polyvalent language of dreams could hold other meanings as well.
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consideration regarding ‘the nature of their relationship’ has received as
much attention since.
Meanwhile, another string of arguments began to appear examining the
friendship between the two heroes from various theoretical perspectives.
The Arst of these was the chapter ‘Heroes and their Pals’ by David M.
Halperin (1990). Exploring the character of intimate male friendship in
historical times before the emergence of a modern discourse on sexuality,
Halperin describes friendship as ‘parasitic’ in its use of metaphors: It
borrows metaphors from the spheres of family and marriage, but in turn
seeks to make family and marriage images of friendship. Friendship thus
‘scrounges’ imagery from other kinds of loving relations. Halperin turns to
the question of whether the relation between Gilgamesh and Enkidu should
be interpreted as sexual only to dismiss it. In regard to Gilgamesh’ erotically
charged dreams of Enkidu, Halperin (1990, 155) argues that Gilgamesh
‘does not take such pleasure in Enkidu himself when the latter Anally
arrives’, and while he takes note of opposing views on the matter, no
argument is provided either for or against. The eroticized language used to
describe the friendship is, according to Halperin, merely an instance of
friendship’s metaphorical parasitism.
Martti Nissinen’s (1998) volume Homoeroticism in the Biblical World was the
next major attempt to approach sexuality in Gilgamesh from a theoretical
perspective. In<uenced by the work of Halperin, as well as the broader
constructivist tradition of the history of sexuality, Nissinen emphasizes that
the modern category of homosexuality is anachronistic if imposed directly
onto the ancient evidence. He notes the intimacy and love between the two
heroes as well as the homoerotic ‘insinuations’ proposed by Kilmer, but goes
on to argue that in the course of the narrative ‘sexual passions seem to
subside to the point that one can speak of a “spiritual” love between the
two men’ (1998, 24). As such, Nissinen argues that though the friendship
between Gilgamesh and Enkidu had a number of erotic associations,
ultimately it followed an ascetic ideal of heroic masculinity.
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Nissinen’s historicist and constructivist approach was later supplemented
by Neal Walls’ use of queer theory in his interpretation of desire in
Gilgamesh (Walls 2001). Below I will describe both queer theory and Walls’
interpretation of Gilgamesh more fully, so here it is enough to note that Walls
explicitly brackets the question of whether Gilgamesh and Enkidu engaged
sexually with one another to focus instead on the structure of their mutual
desire, which he describes as ‘erotic even if nonsexual’ (p. 50).
These constructivist interpretations were soon after joined by Susan
Ackerman (2005), who like Halperin, Nissinen, and Walls emphasizes that
the category ‘homosexual’ is not applicable to the ancient material. This
material, argues Ackerman, needs to be analysed in its own cultural context
rather than made to At modern conceptualizations of sexuality. Ackerman
carefully reviews the evidence for and against an interpretation of the
relation between Gilgamesh and Enkidu as sexual, and concludes with an
apparent paradox: that on the one hand this relation is described using
metaphors and allusions that are undeniably sexualized, and on the other
hand that the equality in status between the two heroes forecloses any
sexual interaction between them. This is so because, according to
Ackerman (p. 77), in the ‘cultural context’ of the epic ‘male-male sex was
necessarily deAned in terms of an active-passive dichotomy that is perceived
as inappropriate between comrades or equals’. As such, the equality of the
two heroes and the eroticized language used to describe their friendship
seem to be at odds with each other because sex in cuneiform cultures was
by deAnition hierarchical. The solution to this problem is for Ackerman to
argue that the story of Gilgamesh represents an extended case of liminality –
an in-between state where normal boundaries and conventional customs
are violated and where paradoxes such as sexualized intimacy between
equals are allowed to exist in the form of what Ackerman (p. 73) calls an
‘ambiguity of eros’.
However, Ackerman’s proposal has been criticized in some detail by
Jean-Fabrice Nardelli (2007), whose reply to Ackerman runs to no less than
63 pages. Nardelli points out two main problems in her argument. The Arst
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of these is that she does not offer sufAcient evidence for the cultural
impossibility of a loving or even sexual relation between equals (p. 12-15,
see also Nissinen 2007, 309). Her argument for this impossibility relies
solely on a reading of the Middle Assyrian Laws, text A paragraph 20, of
which, as Nardelli notes, a number of other and very different
interpretations have been proposed.9 The second problem Nardelli points
to is that Ackerman’s model of liminality is far too general, to the point that
hardly any narrative could not be called liminal, and that the model is
imposed on the evidence with just as much force and universalism as those
interpretations Ackerman criticized for attempting to At ancient evidence
into modern sexual categories (Nardelli 2007, 15-16, see also Foster 2005,
542).
To summarize, ever since Jacobsen’s proposal in 1930 a long line of
arguments have appeared discussing and interpreting the friendship
between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, but central to this discussion has been the
question of the friendship’s sexual character. All of the works mentioned
above deal with other aspects of it as well, and even an interpretation such
as Cooper’s, which explicitly makes the sexual character of the friendship
the main point of inquiry, has produced insights into a range of other facets
as well. Scholars such as Walls and Dietrich discuss the question of sex only
brie<y before moving on to other topics, but it is revealing that even they
have had to grapple with it, if only to acknowledge that it cannot be
meaningfully resolved within the current terms of the discussion.
Like Walls, I wish to bracket the question of whether the relation
between Gilgamesh and Enkidu was sexual in order to explore other
aspects of their friendship which I believe have been obscured by the
insistence on ‘sexual vs. platonic’ in the secondary literature. For this
9

Beside the references given by Nardelli (2007, 12-3, fn. 17), see especially Guinan (2014, 111-2). The
law reads as follows: ‘If a man has sex with his comrade, and they convict him and prove the charges, they
will have sex with him and make him a eunuch’ (šumma a’īlu tappāšu inīk ubta’erūš ukta’inūš inikkūš ana ša rēšēn
utarrūš, VAT 10000 ii 93-7). The crux of contention is whether the word nâku should be understood to
mean consensual sex or rape. In the former case, the law forbids any sex between comrades, as interpreted
by Ackerman. In the latter case, it forbids only the sexual violation of a comrades, leaving consensual sex
between male equals an open question (Guinan 2014, 112).
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reason, I turn to the work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Her theoretical work
on desire between men will allow me to describe the structure and the
effects of male-male desire while also showing that the question of whether
historical and literary depictions of desire between men can properly be
called sexual or not is far more complex than it appears.
I am not the Arst to employ Sedgwick’s theories in a reading of Gilgamesh
as both Neal Walls (2001) and Ann Guinan (with Peter Harris, forthcoming)
have carried out such work before. While remaining thoroughly indebted to
their interpretations, I would like to supplement their already outstanding
work with a focus on the affective rather than the erotic dimensions of
desire, thus following Sedgwick’s analytic move from the queer theory of
Between Men (1985) to the affect theory of Touching Feeling (2003).

Sedgwick and the historiography of desire
Sedgwick’s point of departure is, simply but radically, that one cannot
presume to know in advance what sex signiAes, or even what counts as ‘sex’,
in a given historical context. Building on Michel Foucault’s (1998, 43)
proposal that the ‘homosexual’ as a distinct identity emerged only within a
modern discourse of sexuality, Sedgwick goes further in tracing the history
of the sexual: she proposes that the dividing line which allows us to
recognize one set of behaviours as sexual (and thus classiAable as either
homo- or hetero-) and another as non-sexual (and thus ‘merely’ close
friendship, rivalry, camaraderie) ‘is variable, but is not arbitrary’ (Sedgwick
1985, 22). Consequently, a historical approach to ancient sexuality needs
not only to establish the attitudes towards sex that were prevalent in a given
culture, but it needs Arst to determine what was even considered ‘sex’ in
that culture. As Walls (2001, 13) summarizes, it is not only that identities
such as ‘heterosexual’ or ‘homosexual’ are historical constructs, the ‘very
content of sexuality – what qualiAes as sexual behavior – is culturally
relative, as well’.
Sedgwick therefore proposes an analytical tool which she calls the
‘homosocial continuum’: a spectrum of possible interactions between
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persons of the same gender where the division between sexual and nonsexual is not given beforehand, so as to allow a speciAcally historical
sensitivity to the cultural contingency of the way this continuum is
structured. The fractures that crisscross the continuum of homosocial
relations, establishing categorical differences between sexual and nonsexual, homo- and hetero-, active and passive, etc., are historically shifting.
For example, Sedgwick’s Between Men (1985) opens with a consideration of
the difference in modern Western culture between the male and the female
homosocial continua. Sedgwick Ands a schism in the male continuum
absent from the female one: it appears today plausible to imagine a
spectrum of female-female relations that ranges from the erotic through the
affectionate to the political, while male-male relations are insistently and
often violently categorized as either ‘gay’ or ‘straight’. It is the history of
this rupture in the male homosocial continuum that Sedgwick sets out to
trace, revealing its homophobic and misogynist workings.
Given then that both the content and the signiAcance of sex are
culturally contingent, it follows that the categorization of premodern
individuals or practices as ‘heterosexual’ or ‘homosexual’ – that is, as
belonging to either side of the modern schism in the homosocial continuum
– is a futile project, as already noted by Nissinen, Walls, and Ackerman. As
an example of this sort of analysis, one may look to the article by Martti
Nissinen (2010) with the telling title ‘Are there homosexuals in
Mesopotamian literature?’ Nissinen’s article is provocatively named, as he
makes clear that the question is nonsensical, since it essentially asks whether
a modern invention existed in a pre-modern society. Thus Nissinen
unavoidably must answer in the negative, and he is certainly justiAed in
doing so because even evidence of sex between men cannot be taken as
evidence of the existence of ‘homosexuals’ as a category of identity.
However, I would stress that had Nissinen asked, ‘Are there heterosexuals in
Mesopotamian literature?’, the answer would likewise have been negative,
as one side of the binary is not ‘more constructed’ than the other.
It is within the context of the homosocial continuum that one must
understand the desire between Gilgamesh and Enkidu: as a space where the
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difference between the erotic, the intimate, the friendly, and even the
antagonistic is slippery rather than absolute. Accordingly, Sedgwick deals
with the question of male homosocial desire rather than ‘love’ or ‘affection’
because she understands desire as an affective structure encompassing love
and bodily intimacy but also aggression and antagonism (Sedgwick 1985,
2). Her main example of this structure is René Girard’s concept of the
erotic triangle, where the male-male relation of rivalry is as intense, as
potent, and as structured by desire as the male-female relation of courtship
– and perhaps even more so. Even relations that are by any deAnition
heterosexual may thus serve as proxies or routes for homosocial desire
between men, with the latter being experienced as primary.
For example, the narrative in Gilgamesh goes ‘out of its way’ (according to
Damrosch 1987, 96-7) to show Gilgamesh approving the hunter’s plan of
sending Shamhat to seduce Enkidu, and the effect of this is precisely that
the undoubtedly heterosexual encounter between Enkidu and Shamhat is
presented as something which in the last instance takes place between men.
The sexual encounter is framed by the overarching relation between
Gilgamesh and Enkidu, within which Shamhat functions as the vehicle of
aims and desires that are not her own. Structured as it is by male-male
desire, this week of lovemaking cannot properly be categorized as
heterosexual even if it involves sex between a man and a woman.
Such an interpretation of course complicates, and perhaps renders
moot, any discussion of whether the relation between Gilgamesh and
Enkidu was sexual or not. Even if it could be proven one way or the other
that their relation included genital contact, there would still be a host of
unanswered question about the meaning, content, and import of the
‘sexual’ in the epic. The either/or question of genital sex thus obscures the
questions of how desire structures their relation, of how the erotic may be
present as a possibility even if it is not a given, of what form it takes, and of
what signiAcance it has. Accordingly, John Bailey (1976, 448) argues that
whether the bond between Gilgamesh and Enkidu was sexual is ‘of
secondary importance’: what matters is the structure of ‘a relationship
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which includes, and sublimates, all others’, including so-called heterosexual
relationships.
Desire, for Sedgwick, refers not to a private experience that comes from
within its participants, but to a social and historically changeable structure
that organizes the relations and the power dynamics between men and
women (Sedgwick 1985, 2). Building on Sedgwick’s historiographical
method, Walls (2001, 11-7) analysed the erotics of the desire between
Gilgamesh and Enkidu but bracketed the impossible question of whether
that desire was also sexual in a modern sense. In this chapter, I would like to
take a somewhat different path by focusing on the emotional rather than
the erotic dimension of Sedgwick’s ‘homosocial desire’, though I note from
the outset that there is no secure line of demarcation between the two. Joan
Westenholz (1992, 381), for example, argued that in cuneiform cultures ‘the
physical and emotional sides of love were different re<ects of the same
relationship’ since emotional love and erotic attraction were not
conceptualized as distinct. Likewise, Walls (2001, 14) notes that the verb
râmu, straddling as it does platonic and sexual love, reveals ‘familial love and
sexual arousal as two facets of the same driving power’ in the Akkadian
lexicography of desire. As such, my focus on affect rather than eroticism is a
shift in perspective within the same Aeld of inquiry, rather than a new and
separate topic.
With this shift, I follow also a development in Sedgwick’s later thought.
After her foundational work in queer theory (1985; 1990), Sedgwick moved
on to make a likewise seminal contribution to the Aeld of affect theory,
particularly with the book Touching Feeling (2003). Here she draws on the
work of psychologist Silvan Tomkins to describe affect as an amplifying,
combinatorial system, where emotions are not viewed as subordinate to
psychological drives, but rather as intensifying, structuring, derailing, or
combining with the drives and each other.
For Sedgwick, this meant also revisiting the interpretation of desire
sketched above, where ‘[e]xcitement, rage, even indifference are seen as
more or less equivalent transformations of “desire.” ’ (p. 18) With a focus
on affective quality rather than the intensity of the drives, the various
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reroutings of desire through such emotions as aggression, grief, or arousal
could no longer be taken to imply that the latter were ‘not of much more
consequence than the color of the airplane used to speed a person to a
destination’ (p. 18). Instead, they had to be viewed as the ampliAcations and
rearrangements of a drive progressing through the affect system.
A feature of the affect system on which Sedgwick places special
emphasis is that, unlike the drives, affects can attach themselves to any
object imaginable. While hunger can only be satisAed by eating, emotions
such as fear, pleasure, or shame have no such restrictions. Pleasure can be
provoked by pain, fear by pleasure, shame by fear – as well as by a
seemingly inAnite range of other things, people, ideas, concepts, relations,
drives, or other emotions. The freedom of attachment that characterizes
affects ‘also gives them a structural potential not enjoyed by the drive
system’ (p. 19), and it is exactly this structural potential that will be the
subject of the following sections.
I will explore the affective structure of the friendship between
Gilgamesh and Enkidu by paying attention to how their mutual desire is
described, not in sexual or even erotic terms, but in the emotional terms of
love, aggression, identiAcation, and dis-identiAcation. Following Sedgwick’s
affective turn, I view these emotions as not just equivalent transformations
of desire but as actively rerouting desire by organizing the relations and
identities of those involved.

Affective structures
I would like to begin my analysis with a small fable which, though it belongs
to a cultural context altogether different from the Babylonian text, may
serve as a miniature map to navigate the stranger waters of male friendship
in Gilgamesh. The fable runs as follows. During World War I, noted founder
of the Bloomsbury group Lytton Stratchey applied to be treated as a
conscientious objector. At the military tribunal assessing his application, he
was asked: ‘Tell me, Mr. Strachey, what would you do if you saw a German
soldier trying to violate your sister?’ To this, Stratchey replied simply: ‘I
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would try to get between them’ (Graves 1929, ch. 23). While the humorous
effect of his answer relies on the distinctly modern Agure of the effeminate
homosexual for which Stratchey was famous, the strategy he proposes is in
fact strikingly similar to the one actually employed by Enkidu, including its
condensation of aggression, sex, ‘betweenness’, and the reroutability of
desire.
I suggested above that the epic shows Gilgamesh approving Shamhat’s
seduction of Enkidu so as to establish a triangular structure of desire where
Shamhat’s body is placed as a sexual object between Gilgamesh and
Enkidu. As such, the friendship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu is from the
very beginning predicated by a ‘betweenness’, that is, by the presence of an
interposed intermediary through which their relation can be articulated –
in this case, articulated as sexual. I will argue Arst of all that this
betweenness is a structural feature of their affective bond in general. Thus,
in the Arst tablet of the epic Gilgamesh and Enkidu are made aware of
each other and of their future friendship by the intercession of two female
mediators, Shamhat and Ninsumun.10 Note, for example, Shamhat’s
introduction of Gilgamesh to Enkidu:
lukallimk[a (empty?)] Gilgāmeš ḫaddi’a amēla
amur šâšu uṭul pānīšu
eṭlūta bani bālta īši
zu’’una k[u]zba kalu zumrīšu
‘I will show you Gilgamesh, the man so merry,11
look at him, regard his face!
Beautiful in youth, he has digniAed bearing,
his whole body is graced with charm.’ (I 234-7)12
10

For the reading of this name as ‘Ninsumun’ rather than ‘Ninsun’, see Wilcke (1998, 501-2).
This word has traditionally been read ḫadi-ū’a amēla, translated ‘happy-woe man’. This rather
strange construction is based only on manuscript P, which for this line has -d]i-’-u₂-a lu₂, while manuscript
B has ḫa-di-’-a l[u₂]. While B could of course be read ḫa-di-’u-a, this is not necessarily to be preferred, as
the word ḫaddû is attested elsewhere which ḫadi-ū’a is not. George (2003, 801) explains the ending in
manuscript P as ‘a spelling which preserves as variants two alternative accusative endings, respectively NB
and MB.’
12
My translation is based on George’s (2003, 552-3). For v. 236, however, I take the emphasis of eṭlūtu
to be on ‘youth’ as opposed to George’s ‘manhood’. I follow George in translating bāltu as ‘digniAed
bearing’ because I understand it to refer in this context to an external and visual quality (the verbs of the
preceding line, amāru and naṭālu, being verbs of vision), rather than to the moral quality it connotes in
11
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Enkidu’s Arst glimpse of Gilgamesh is thus through Shamhat’s eyes, as
she summons the image of the distant hero. Enkidu does not approach him
directly but through the mediating effect of another. Shortly after
Shamhat’s description of Gilgamesh, this mediation is complicated further.
Shamhat tells Enkidu of Gilgamesh relating his dreams to his mother
Ninsumun, who interprets them to signify the coming of Enkidu.
Ninsumun thus plays a role for Gilgamesh parallel to that played by
Shamhat for Enkidu: both function as go-betweens who foreshadow the
friendship, one scene being nested inside the other.
When Gilgamesh and Enkidu Anally meet, one might expect the
betweenness through which the heroes approach each other to disappear,
but in fact it is only intensiAed. The triangular structure merely shifts, and it
is now Enkidu who interposes his body into a relation of desire.13 He blocks
Gilgamesh’ entrance into the nuptial house where he was to exert his droit
de seigneur with an unnamed bride. So when the heroes do meet each other,
it is once again in a relation of betweenness: the triangular relation changes
from man-woman-man to man-man-woman without essentially altering its
erotic context. The structure of desire in the epic is thus early on deAned by
a betweenness where bodies are interposed between bodies so as to enable
or defer sexual encounters. As such, whether this desire is actually realized
as sexual or not seems less important than the affective structure through
which its participants are positioned between each other.
Enkidu’s Stracheyan strategy to ‘get between them’, that is, to position
himself between male sexual violence and a female sexual object, is in fact a
miniature version of his greater purpose. The gods created him to ‘get
between’ Gilgamesh and the city of Uruk and thereby redirect Gilgamesh’
restlessness away from his exhausted subjects. It is interesting to note that
when Enkidu’s divinely ordained intermediacy between Gilgamesh and his
other contexts. Accordingly, in v. 237 I translate zumru with the more common ‘body’ as opposed to
George’s ‘person’ to emphasize the visual quality of Shamhat’s description.
13
See also Walls (2001, 53), who likewise associates Enkidu’s and Shamhat’s intermediary positions:
‘Enkidu is sent by the gods at the people’s request to distract Gilgamesh from his intolerable behavior, just
as Shamhat is sent by the king at the trapper’s request to domesticate Enkidu. In each case the means of
entrapment is erotic desire’.
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city is concretely realized in the scene of their encounter, it is further
mapped onto a physical threshold, namely the door of the wedding house:
Enkīdu ina bāb bīt emūti ipterik šēpē[šu]
Gilgāmeš ana šūrubi ul inamdin
iṣṣabtū-ma ina bāb bīt emūti
ina sūqi ittegrû rebīt mātu
sippū ir’ubū (?) igāra inūš
Enkidu with [his] feet blocked the doorway of the wedding house,
not allowing Gilgamesh to enter.
They took hold of each other in the doorway of the wedding house,
they joined combat in the street, the Main-Street-of-the-Land.
The door jambs quaked, the wall shook. (II 111-5, George 2003, 562-3)

The repetition of words related to the door (bābu, bābu, sippū, igāru)
emphasizes the liminal character of the scene. Their mutual desire is thus
identiAed with a position between – between each other, between desire and
object, between male and female, between the highly public space of the
‘Main-Street-of-the-Land’ (rebīt māti) and the highly private space of the
wedding house (bīt emūti, see Glassner 2002, 162).
This triangular structure persists throughout their friendship. After the
shift described above, the unnamed bride is replaced by the monster
Humbaba who almost immediately takes her place as the focus of the two
friend’s affective investment. When Humbaba is killed, he is in turn
replaced by Ishtar who enters the scene as Enkidu’s rival, thus again
rendering desire triangular. When Ishtar’s vengeance is vanquished and the
goddess herself dismissed, the two friends enjoy a single night of mutual
intimacy in their bed. This, however, lasts but a single night: when they
wake up, Enkidu knows that he will die. Up to that fatal night, the
friendship between the two heroes is consistently articulated through the
presence of a third party, whether it be Shamhat, Ninsumun, Humbaba,
Ishtar, or the unnamed bride in the wedding house.
Another important aspect of the friendship between the two heroes that
is made clear by the scene of their encounter is the emotional rerouting of
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desire. With rapid affective transformations from arousal through
aggression to friendship, Gilgamesh is reoriented from a heterosexual to a
homosocial object. After his Aght with Enkidu, the bride with whom
Gilgamesh was to exercise his right disappears from the story, and from
then on his attention will be devoted to his new friend. What is interesting
about this – again in a striking parallel to Stratchey’s witticism – is the
presumption that the two objects of desire, female and male, will appear as
interchangeable for the desiring male subject. In Gilgamesh, this assumption
is made by none other than the gods who rightly guess that Gilgamesh will
ultimately prefer the equal company of a man to the sexual oppression of a
woman.
That which enables the striking exchangeability of the two is the
interaction of desire with the affect system and, more speciAcally, with the
emotion of aggression. I have already described above how aggression cannot
be taken merely as the opposite of desire but on the contrary can be a
token of the intensity of desire between men. But as Sedgwick’s affective
turn highlights, aggression is more than just ‘the color of the airplane’
driven by desire: emotions (including aggression) can reroute drives
(including desire). Thus in Gilgamesh, aggression structures the relation
between the two friends and orients them towards each other in new ways,
shifting the triangle of desire.
The narrative alternates between intimacy and aggression as the
dominant emotional form of the heroes’ desire. Gilgamesh’ lust as he
arrives to the wedding house gives ways to aggression as he wrestles with
Enkidu, which in turn gives way to intimacy as they embrace each other
and form a deep friendship. Yet even after this Arst encounter, aggression
returns to their friendship as they depart on a quest to kill the monster
Humbaba. But in turn this quest also offers a number of occasions for
intimacy. In fact, Walls (2001, 61) refers to it as ‘a type of heroic
honeymoon’, as the ‘couple <ees the crowded city for the privacy of the
wilderness where, like Achilles and Patroclos, they sleep together in the
same tent’. This alternation between intimacy and aggression is noted also
by John Bailey (1976, 444), who writes:
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A central aspect of the friendship, to which to the writer’s knowledge attention
has not been drawn, is the role that violence plays in connection with it. The two
men must Aght before they can become friends. Once friends, all there is for
them to do is to seek out (one could almost say, create) an enemy and destroy it;
violence is what binds them.

As Bailey observes, aggression and friendship do not appear to be each
other’s opposites in the epic, in fact it can almost be hard to separate them
(see also Furlani 1946, 583). Note, for example, how expressions of bodily
intimacy apply equally well to scenes of friendship as they do to scenes of
aggression. The phrase ‘they took hold of each other’ (iṣṣabtū-ma) appears
Arst at the beginning of the Aght between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, as they
grasp each other to wrestle (II 113), but it appears again when Gilgamesh
comforts Enkidu, as they embrace each other affectionately (II 182).14
Comfort and combat thus form each other’s emotional mirror image in that
both involve close bodily intimacy. Just as in Stratchey’s quote, the line
between violence and desire is blurred at best.
The effect of this emotional structure is clear: as a form of emotional
intensity, aggression focuses Gilgamesh’ attention exclusively on Enkidu and
vice versa. Consider, for example, Enkidu’s motive for seeking out Gilgamesh
in Uruk. The epic presents two opposing motives in rapid succession.
Shamhat has told Enkidu about Gilgamesh, and the narrator comments
that Enkidu ‘what she said found favour, his heart (now) wise was seeking a
friend’ (magir qabāša / mūdû libbašu iše’’a ibra, I 213-4, George 2003, 550-1).
Enkidu then speaks, but what he says has nothing to do with the friendship
his heart supposedly seeks: he says that he will challenge Gilgamesh, Aght
him, and usurp his kingship. This apparent contradiction between the
narrator and Enkidu hints at a close connection between the desire for male
friendship and the emotion of aggression.
To summarize, male friendship in Gilgamesh is depicted as an intense
relation of desire that is articulated in terms of betweenness, aggression,
and intimacy. The two heroes remain caught up in shifting triangles of
14

The word appears again as Gilgamesh and Enkidu walk holding each other, from their Aght against
the Bull of Heaven to the intimacy of their bedroom (VI 168) – thus again connected on the one hand
with aggression and on the other with intimacy.
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desire as the relation between them is Arst conAgured through a series of
intermediaries and then realized as the interposition of a body between
desire and its object. Throughout their friendship, their relation is
characterized by the presence of a third party, such as Humbaba and Ishtar.
Further, the rerouting of desire from one body to another is structured
by the emotion of aggression which ampliAes and reorients desire.
Aggression is central to male friendship in Gilgamesh to the point that
descriptions of combat and comfort merge. With this sketch of the
emotional structures of male friendship in Gilgamesh in mind, I turn in the
following sections to how it shapes the identities of Gilgamesh and Enkidu.
More particularly, I want to explore the ways in which their friendship
involves mutual identiAcation but also a recurrent dis-identiAcation.

Desire and the construction of identity
In affect theory, emotions are not understood as something that comes from
within already established identities but as something that actively shapes
identities. I would therefore like to ask what the emotional structure
described in the preceding section means for the construction of identity in
Gilgamesh. To answer this question, I will analyse one particular mechanism
for the construction of identity that is closely linked with the structure of
male friendship as it is described in the epic. That mechanism is identi'cation,
that is, the process by which a subject’s identity is shaped in an intimate
relation to the perceived identity of another.
IdentiAcation is interesting in this context because, according to
Sedgwick’s theory, it appears as inextricable from desire in the sort of
affective arrangement I am describing here, due to what she calls the
‘uncrystallizable, infusory <ux of identiAcation and desire’ (Sedgwick 1985,
106). While Sedgwick’s description of this <ux relies primarily on a reading
of Lacan, I would argue that one can read the unstable interplay of desire
and identiAcation in the epic on its own cultural terms, as attempted below.
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The slippage in identity between the two heroes is most clearly apparent
in the epic’s insistence on the likeness between them as has been noted
repeatedly in the secondary literature. Simo Parpola (1988, 321), for
example, proposes that the ‘equality and alikeness of Gilgamesh and
Enkidu forms a central theme in the Epic’, while Foster (1987, 33) notes the
‘near perfect similarity’ of the two heroes. Joseph Blenkinsopp (1975, 216)
likewise describes them as the ‘recto and verso of the same human image’,
and Dietrich (2014, 42) emphasizes that their friendship is ‘gemäß dem
Prinzip der Gleichrangigkeit aufgrund gemeinsamer äußerer Eigenschaften,
vor allem aufgrund der Ebenbürtigkeit an Kraft geschlossen.’ Despite the
differences of opinion between these authors, they all consider the likeness
and equality of Gilgamesh and Enkidu central to their friendship.15
This equality is conveyed by a number of literary means. An example of
this are the verses that refer Arst to one hero and then to the other. Thus,
the phrase ‘the locks of his hair grow thickly as Nissaba’s’ (itiq pērtīšu
uḫtannabā kīma Nissaba, George 2003, 542-3) is employed in verse I 60 as a
description of Gilgamesh and in verse I 107 as a description of Enkidu
(Nardelli 2007, 17).16 Likewise the phrase ‘his strength is as mighty as a
lump of rock from the sky’ (kīma kiṣri ša Ani dunnunā emūqāšu, George 2003,
544-5) is employed in verse I 125 as a description of Enkidu and in I 137 as
a description of Gilgamesh. That these verses apply equally well to one as
to the other implies that they are interchangeable in appearance. They are
most explicitly compared when Enkidu meets the shepherds, who exclaim,
‘this youth – how like Gilgamesh is his appearance!’ (eṭlu ana Gilgāmeš kî mašil
lānu, II 4017), stressing again the likeness of the two friends.
But not only are they similar in appearance, they are also equals in status
as emphasized by among others Ackerman (2005, 78-80) and Dietrich
(2014, 42). They key example of their equality comes from Gilgamesh’
dreams about Enkidu. Gilgamesh describes himself carrying the axe
15

See also the recent article by Ainsley Hawthorn (2016), who views Enkidu as Gilgamesh’ double.
The only difference between the two verses is that verse I 60 has the irregular construct state itqi, as
opposed to the regular itiq of I 107.
17
I And the word order in George (2003, 560-1) unnecessarily convoluted, and so prefer a simpler
translation. For George’s ‘fellow’ I substitute ‘youth’, a more direct translation of eṭlu – see also fn. 12
above.
16
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representing Enkidu to his mother who ‘makes it his equal’ (I 258).18
Gilgamesh’ prophetic dreams thus foresee him gaining not only a friend,
but also a peer. This is in fact one of the major innovations of the Akkadian
Gilgamesh with respect to its Sumerian forerunner: already in the Old
Babylonian version Enkidu is clearly no longer Gilgamesh’ servant as he
had been in the Sumerian cycle, but a friend of equal standing (see Tigay
1982, 29-30 with references).
Their equality in status is especially apparent in the epic’s social
lexicography. As argued by Guinan and Morris (forthcoming, 168), the
‘language of the opening tablets of the Gilgamesh epic employs all available
vocabulary to insist upon the mutuality of the bond between Gilgamesh
and Enkidu’. Examples of this language are the words ‘friend’ (ibru),
‘companion’ (tappû), ‘equal brother’ (talīmu),19 and ‘counsellor’ (māliku) – all
of which denote equality and intimacy. Guinan and Morris stress in
particular the signiAcance of the word meḫru:
This word has multiple shades of meaning: when used geometrically it refers to
congruence, equality of line or measurement. But it can also have the sense of
equality in terms of replication—when a scribe copying a tablet to re-create the
same text twice, the word is used to describe the ‘equal’ text that results. Socially
and diplomatically, meḫru can mean equal rank; a meḫru can be a counterpart or a
rival. We might usefully consider the similar shades of meaning in the English
word “match”: matching copies are identical, while “meeting one’s match”
means very different things to a soldier engaged in single combat or a single
person responding to a personals ad.20

This description of the word meḫru brings together a number of the
topics described so far. First of all, it highlights the equality between the two
18
The word for ‘made equal’ is the Š stem of the verb maḫāru, to which I return below. Note that it
was in a discussion of this word that Küchler (1904, 124) Arst suggested a sexual relation between
Gilgamesh and Enkidu – see above, fn. 6.
19
The word talīmu is most often understood to mean a particularly beloved brother, for example in
the CAD vol. T p. 94 col. ii, ‘(close or beloved) brother’. However, in his commentary to the line VII 139,
George (2003, 848) stresses that as a rectum in a possessive construction talīmu indicates an equal relation,
for example in aḫi talīmēšu, ‘his brother-peer’. Accordingly I translate it not as the usual ‘favorite brother’,
but speciAcally as ‘equal brother’.
20
This passage is from an earlier draft version of Guinan and Morris’ forthcoming paper, which they
kindly agreed to share with me, and has been abridged in the Anal version (p. 163-4). I reproduce the
longer version here so as to emphasize the word meḫru’s full range of meanings.
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friends who appear here as parallel lines or opposed sides of an equilateral
square. Their interchangeability is like that of a text and its carbon copy,
where original and transcription cannot be told apart. But even in that
perfect equality, notes of aggression begin to appear as ‘match’ means also
contest and rival. Yet that aggression is immediately joined by bodily
intimacy: the match of the soldier and that of the lover may be very
different, but as we have seen, in Gilgamesh it can be surprisingly difAcult to
establish an absolute difference between the two.
Finally, Guinan and Morris’ description highlights that the equality
between the two heroes is based on replication, for as they conclude: ‘If the
pair attain perfect equality by Tablet III, it is because Gilgamesh was there
Arst, and Enkidu was fashioned by the gods in response’ (forthcoming, 164).
It is worth taking a closer look at that scene, the fashioning of Enkidu,
because as Guinan and Morris point out their mutual identiAcation begins
already at Enkidu’s creation. When the gods call upon Aruru to create him,
they say to her:
ana ūm libbīšu lu maḫ[ir-ma]
lištannanū-ma Uruk lištapšiḫ
‘Let him be a match for the storm of his heart,
and let them rival each other so that Uruk may And peace!’ (I 97-8)21

Enkidu is thus depicted as Gilgamesh’ equal from the very moment of
his conception. The purpose of his existence is to be ‘like’ Gilgamesh, for
their strength and energy to perfectly match each other’s so as to make
them thoroughly preoccupied with one another. Note, for example, that the
21
As noted by Erich Ebeling (1932, 227), the sign after ma in v. 97 could also plausibly be restored
[šil], as only the head of a single horizontal wedge is visible. While the semantic difference between mašālu
and maḫāru is not so great that it would substantially affect the argument below, I prefer to read [ḫir] due to
the height of the wedge. Based only on the CDLI photo (cdli.ucla.edu/dl/photo/P273216.jpg, accessed
28 July 2016), it appears to me much lower than in George’s drawing, and thus far too low for TAR but
about the right height for KEŠDA’s lower wedge. Note that if [šil] is assumed, there is space for at least two
more signs in the break, for which Ebeling suggests [ den-ki-du3]. This seems far too cramped, as the
spacing between the signs is more generous in this line than for example lines 103-6 below. However, by
my reckoning KEŠDA alone cannot All the break either, but leaves space for at least one sign.
Reconstructing ḫ[ir-ma] would be an easy solution to that problem.
I And George’s (2003, 544-5) ‘and so let Uruk be rested’ archaizing, and prefer a simpler version. As
for the translation of maḫāru and šanānu, see below.
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word translated here as ‘rival each other’, šanānu, has the more basic
meaning of achieving equality, alongside its meaning of contest and
rivalry.22 Likewise the word maḫāru, which I translate ‘to be a match’ (as it is
the base form from which meḫru derives) combines connotations of equality
with connotations of Aghting and opposing23 (it is also the verb employed by
Ninsumun to make Enkidu Gilgamesh’ equal, see above). The lexicon of
the epic thus construes rivalry in terms of equality, and vice versa.
Because of this connection between rivalry and equality, the
identiAcation between the two heroes is from the outset connected with
Gilgamesh’ desire, that is, with what the text terms the ‘storm of his heart’.
The mirroring of identities is necessitated by the force of this storm:
because Gilgamesh’ energy is so overwhelming, it requires a partner of
equal energy to steer it away from Uruk. The interplay of desire and
identiAcation forms a nexus in the friendship, as their interchangeability is
directly predicated by the intensity of the emotional structure that binds
them together.
Their mutual identiAcation is thus an outcome of the structures
described above: betweenness, aggression, and rerouting. If the epic
connects desire with a mirroring of identities, it does so by positioning
Enkidu as a match for Gilgamesh’ desire standing between him and Uruk,
and the <ux of desire and identiAcation thus relies on the connection
between rivalry and equality. The central position of rivalry in the interplay
of desire and identiAcation highlights once again the structural importance
of aggression as an emotion capable of rerouting desire.
The interconnections described by Guinan and Morris between ‘match’
as equal, rival, lover, and identical replica encapsulate the mechanics of
identiAcation as they are depicted in the epic. An overwhelming desire is
matched by a mirroring copy that is positioned within a series of triangular
relations. The structure of these triangles is shifted through the interplay of
intimacy and aggression, resulting in a close affective bond between two
22
AHw vol. III p. 1161 col. ii, ‘einader gleichkommen, wetteifern, streiten’; CAD vol. Š/1 p. 366 col. i,
‘to become equal […] to rival each other, to compete […] to Aght with someone’.
23
AHw vol. II p. 579 col. i, ‘einander gleich werden’, besides p. 577 col. ii ‘entgegentreten’; CAD vol.
M/1 p. 51 col. i, ‘to face, rival, to match, to withstand […] to be equal, to correspond’.

38 | Emotions in Gilgamesh
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

men of perfectly matching social standing and physical appearance. As a
result, their identities are shaped by a process of matching, liking, and
becoming alike.

The dynamics of identi!cation
Yet the matter is more complex still, and I turn now to a counterpoint to
the supposed ‘near perfect similarity’ of the two heroes. For every moment
of similarity, there is a corresponding moment of difference between them.
To take a particularly salient example of the alternation between likeness
and difference, one may turn to an Old Babylonian couplet not preserved
in the epic’s Standard Babylonian version. As Enkidu enters Uruk to
confront Gilgamesh, the people of the city describe him as follows:
anā-mi Gilgāmeš mašil padattam
lānam šapil eṣemtam pukkul
‘In build he is the equal of Gilgamesh,
(but) shorter in stature, sturdier of bone.’ (OB P 183-5, George 2003, 178-9)

The epic’s initial description of complete similarity between the two is
here complemented by a description of their difference. I believe that the
reversal of the couplet is expressed also through its rhythmic structure.
Wolfram von Soden (1981; 1984) has argued that the prosody of Akkadian
poetry should be understood as consisting primarily of amphibrachs (‘A’,
unstressed–stressed–unstressed) and trochees (‘T’, stressed–unstressed).
Applying such an analysis to this line, one Ands the structure AATA/TTAT,
a neat rhythmic contrast to echo the semantic one (Helle 2014, 62).24
Whether the point is rhythmically reinforced or not, the couplet clearly
shows that the identiAcation between the two heroes is accompanied by a
corresponding difference. Likewise, the rivalry between them implies
opposition and contrast even as it results in an intense identiAcation. Their
strengths may well match each other’s, but that equality is not taken for
24

On the topic of rhythm, see most recently Wisnom (2015), as well as the references given in Hess
(2015, 251, fn. 2).
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granted and must be established through competition again and again.
That the rivalry between the two heroes is not settled by their Arst
encounter and that their friendship is marked throughout by a subtle
awareness of shifting differences in power, is conArmed most tragically by
Enkidu’s curse of the hunter who brought about his friendship with
Gilgamesh:
[šū (?)] ṣayyādu ḫabbilu amēlu
ša lā ušamṣânnu mala ibrīya25
[ṣay]yādu ayyimṣâ mala ibrīšu
[‘As for him, that] hunter, the trapper-man,
who did not let me be a match for my friend,
may the hunter not be a match for his friend!’ (VII 94-6, George 2003, 638-9)

In a rather curious instance of the lex talionis, Enkidu wishes upon the
hunter the same fate that has befallen him: the fate of not being a match for
his friend. As such, the equality between the two heroes is never fully
realized, they are never perfectly alike. Though they strive in their rivalry to
become each other’s match, in the last instance a fundamental difference
keeps returning to their friendship.
Accordingly, von Weiher (1980, 106) emphasizes the difference between
them far more than their similarity, even referring to them as ‘zwei so
extrem verschiedene Persönlichkeiten’. According to his interpretation, the
likeness between them is entirely external and is accompanied by an
internal difference in nature, moral views, and opinions, though he argues
that through dialogue their friendship progresses towards an internal
agreement as well. Likewise Furlani (1946, 580-1) states: ‘Il poeta, che ama
molto i contrasti, poiché conosce benissimo l’efAcacia artistica del contrasto,
insiste quindi ripetutamente nella descrizione dei due caratteri, nettamente
contrastanti, di Gilgames ed Enkidu[…] È possibile concepire antitesi più
radicale di questa tra Gilgames ed Enkidu?’ Furlani thus views the
progression of the plot as a sequence of contrasts, of which the most
important is that between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, a contrast which he, like
25

The text has here ib-ri-i, suggesting ibrī, but the word must be genitive – see George (2003, 846).
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von Weiher, understands as an internal moral opposition accompanied by
an entirely external similarity.
The contrast between Gilgamesh and Enkidu has primarily been
interpreted as a contrast between the spheres of nature and culture. Enkidu
is understood as a compound of human and animal just as Gilgamesh is a
compound of human and divine. Thus, both Leick (1994, 268) and
Nissinen (1998, 23) describe Enkidu as Gilgamesh’ ‘Other’, with a capital
O, viewing the difference between them not as the subtle see-saw of rivalry
but as a far more radical difference between the cosmic spheres to which
they belong. Likewise, according to Foster the ‘near perfect similarity’ later
achieved by the two friends supplants a preceding opposition which he also
understands as being between nature and culture. In the beginning of the
epic, he claims, Gilgamesh and Enkidu are the ‘two principal opposites’ of
the story (Foster 1987, 25).
A different approach to the difference between Gilgamesh and Enkidu is
based on the idea that sex in ancient Near Eastern cultures was
fundamentally hierarchical. Accordingly, Ackerman argues that the equality
in status which characterizes the friendship stands in a paradoxical relation
with the sexualized language with which that friendship is described (an
interpretation opposed on both counts by Nardelli, see p. 21). While
Ackerman’s contrast between the equality of friendship and the hierarchy
of sexuality may be overdrawn, it is certainly true that a close reading of
the sexual aspects of desire invites a reconsideration of the notion of a
simple equality between them. Thus Walls (2001, 15) argues that the
‘implicit power dynamic [of sex] complicates the description of same-sex
relationships between consenting adult males of similar status’, without
committing himself to whether such a complication implies an actual
impossibility.26

26

Likewise Dietrich (2014, 42, fn. 25) argues for a tension between equality and the necessarily
hierarchical sexuality. As against Ackerman, however, he claims that this con<ict is not satisfactorily
resolved by interpreting their relation as ‘liminal’. He argues that the allusions to sexuality should be read
as symbolical tokens of close affection rather than literally, because a sexual relation would abolish what
he perceives as the crucial equality between the two heroes.
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How is one then to account for this alternation of equality and
difference in the friendship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu? And what
does it mean for the interplay of desire and identiAcation? To answer these
questions, I turn for a moment to the theories of Judith Butler though they
will receive a fuller introduction in the next chapter. Commenting on the
relation between identiAcation and grief, Butler (2004, 145-6) writes:
It is worth noting, however, that identiAcation always relies upon a difference
that it seeks to overcome, and that its aim is accomplished only by reintroducing
the difference it claims to have vanquished. The one with whom I identify is not
me, and that “not being me” is the condition of the identiAcation. Otherwise, as
Jacquelin Rose reminds us, identiAcation collapses into identity, which spells the
death of identiAcation itself. The difference internal to identiAcation is crucial,
and, in a way, it shows us that dis-identiAcation is part of the common practice
of identiAcation itself.

In Butler’s interpretation, identiAcation is less a static quality of likeness
and more a dynamic alternation of likeness and difference by which the
subject always approaches that with which it identiAes from a distance
created by dis-identiAcation. To identify with someone, according to Butler,
means already having established oneself as different from that person.
Thus identiAcation plays a double role in the construction of identity. Not
only does it shape one’s identity through the approximation of another’s, it
also establishes those identities as separate through a simultaneous
distancing. This process is therefore not completed by the achievement of
likeness, but can carry on endlessly in a dynamic of dis- and
re-identiAcation.
I believe Butler’s view of identiAcation clariAes some of the mechanisms
of friendship in Gilgamesh. Foster’s ‘near perfect similarity’ and Furlani’s
‘antitesi radicale’ can be reconciled as a dynamic of identiAcation where the
two heroes approach each other while simultaneously reestablishing their
distance. As such, the apparently contradictory descriptions of likeness and
difference emerge as two sides of the same process that ‘relies upon a
difference that it seeks to overcome’. The gradual blurring of the difference
between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, described by both von Weiher (1980, 119),
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Foster (1987, 31-4), and Leick (1994, 268), can be understood as an
unAnished identiAcation that approaches but never reaches a total merger
of identities.
The Old Babylonian couplet equating but then immediately
differentiating the two friends can be taken as a paradigmatic instance of
the reintroduction of difference inherent to identiAcation. Likewise, the
reaction of the shepherds to seeing Enkidu (‘How like Gilgamesh is his
appearance!’, II 40, see above) is immediately followed by the statement ‘for
sure27 he was born in the hills’ (mindē-ma alid ina šad[î], II 42, George 2003,
560-1), which differentiates him from Gilgamesh who was brought up in the
city. In turn, however, this second statement is followed by the verse ‘his
strength is as mighty as a lump of rock from the sky’ (II 43), which by this
point has been used as a description of both heroes (I 125 and 137).
Difference is thus reintroduced just to be vanquished again, if only for a
time.
Enkidu’s deathbed complaint that he did not become a match for his
friend can also be understood within this dynamic. Given the open-ended
structure of identiAcation, the ongoing rivalry between the two heroes may
be interpreted as a process of identiAcation where they emulate each other
in strength but also constantly perceive a difference between them, which
the dying Enkidu regrets not having overcome. Likewise, Guinan and
Morris’ speciAcation that meḫru may mean both equal and rival also points
to a dynamic structure where likeness and difference take turns deAning the
relation between one meḫru and another.
Finally, while the difference between Enkidu and Gilgamesh has
generally been understood as re<ecting a cosmic difference between nature
and culture, it must be stressed that the two friends are engaged in a
constant movement back and forth across the boundaries between those
two spheres (Feldt and Koch 2011). Thus the epic depicts Arst Enkidu alone
in the wild, then Gilgamesh and Enkidu together in the city, then together
in the wild, back again in the city, and Anally Gilgamesh alone in the wild.
Both Enkidu and Gilgamesh are asked: ‘Why do you roam the wild?’
27

For the interpretation of minde as assertive rather than dubitative, see Hallo and Moran (1979, 94-5).
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(ammēni … tarappud ṣēra, I 208 vs. X 40-5 and passim),28 associating them with
animals, and both are compared to the gods (kīma ilī, II 36 vs. 110),29
associating them with the divine. Rather than an absolute opposition
between different spheres of being – natural vs. urban, animal vs. divine –
this looks to me rather like the <uid dynamic of difference and likeness that
is characteristic of identiAcation.

The space of male friendship
To sum up, the identities of Gilgamesh and Enkidu are shaped by an
interplay of desire and identiAcation as well as by an accompanying disidentiAcation. I would like to end this chapter by taking a step back and
giving a more general description of the emotional space that results from
the patterns and structures outlined above.
One effect of the merging of identities is that male friendship in
Gilgamesh comes to be characterized by a certain shapelessness. As the two
friends identify with one another, the boundaries between them gradually
blur and their relationship becomes more and more difAcult to articulate
exactly. As noted by Walls (2001, 62), the friendship is most explicitly
deAned before and after the fact: ‘the epic most clearly conveys Gilgamesh’
passionate desire for Enkidu in prophetic dreams prior to their meeting and
in elegies after Enkidu’s death.’ For example, when Gilgamesh recounts his
dream, he says of the objects representing Enkidu: ‘I loved it’ (arāmšū-ma, I
256, 284, reconstructed from a parallel in OB P 33, George 2003, 174-5),
and when Enkidu dies, Gilgamesh calls him ‘my friend whom I love’ (ibrī ša
arammu, X 145 and passim, George 2003, 686-7). But between these two
moments, the heroes are nowhere as explicit about their feelings for one
another.
28

Though with different qualiAcations. Enkidu is asked by Shamhat why he roams the wild ‘with the
animals’ (itti nammaššê), while Gilgamesh is asked by Siduri, Ur-shanabi and Ut-napishti why he roams the
wild ‘got up like a lion’ (pān labbi šaknātā-ma).
29
In the case of Gilgamesh, the word ‘gods’ is singular (dingir) in manuscript X 2 but plural (dingirmeš)
in manuscript k.
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For the actual duration of their friendship the epic is in fact curiously
reticent about their mutual feelings. Many of the examples discussed in the
previous sections come from either before or after their friendship. This is
the case for Enkidu’s creation and Shamhat’s encounter with him,
Gilgamesh’ dreams and Ninsumun’s interpretation of them, and the verses
that refer Arst to one hero and then the other. Their friendship is delineated
on either side by their encounter at the wedding house and by Enkidu’s
curses as he lies dying, and while each of these reveals something crucial
they still deAne the friendship ‘from the outside’, as it were. In life and in
love, the friendship is far more difAcult to describe.
Another example of the shapeless emotional space is the pattern,
discovered by Martin Worthington (2011, 404-6), of how the heroes address
each other. Worthington shows that the heroes consistently avoid addressing
one another by name, preferring instead to call each other ‘my friend’ (ibrī,
see the full list of references in Worthington 2011, 405). The two heroes
address and are addressed by other characters using their names, so it is
only when speaking to each other that they are nameless. But when Enkidu
dies, Gilgamesh suddenly says: ‘Enkidu!’ (VIII 1) In fact, this is the Arst
word of his long elegy, and perhaps the very Arst word he speaks after
Enkidu’s death (this is uncertain due to the lacuna at the end of tablet VII).
Worthington (2011, 405) notes that ‘we regrettably have no answer’ to the
question of why Gilgamesh and Enkidu avoid using each other’s name
while they are both alive, but I would argue that it Ats well with the way the
two heroes articulate their relation before and after but not during the
course of their friendship. The avoidance of names constitutes another
example of a blurry space of identity that is hard to articulate.
Likewise, in the newly discovered manuscript of tablet V (George and
al-Rawi 2014), the two friends discuss their fears in approaching the
monster Humbaba, but across 16 lines of dialogue (V 35-50) it is unclear
who is speaking to whom. As noted by George and al-Rawi (p. 84), a
change of speaker must occur at least once in these lines for the dialogue to
make sense, and they propose that is occurs in lines 39 and 45, marked only
by the word ibrī, ‘my friend’. The two friends’ tendency to call each other
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‘my friend’, not distinguishing between one another in their speech, is here
taken to its logical extreme: that they cannot be told apart when speaking
together, that the words of one <ow seamlessly into the words of the other.
Note especially the verse that begins ‘Take hold of me, my friend, as one we
will […]’ (tiṣbat ibrī ištēniš nit-[xx], V 45) before breaking off. While it is
uncertain what the two friends will do together,30 this short line combines
the nameless address ‘my friend’ with the command ‘take hold’ (Gt of
ṣabātu), which as noted above combines connotations of combat and
comfort. The result is the merger of identities indicated by the word ‘as
one’ (ištēniš). Leick (1994, 268) writes about their quest against Humbaba
that ‘[a]t this stage, the heroes become ‘one’, their differences in opinion,
sexual preference and social status blur, and the common quest unites
them.’ By the time of this dialogue, the space of friendship has become
shapeless to a point that the two heroes cannot be told apart.31
Yet I would suggest that the dynamic of dis- and re-identiAcation persists
even when the relation between Gilgamesh and Enkidu is at its most <uid.
What happens then, when difference is reintroduced into a shapeless
emotional space? The pattern seems to be that a difference is established
between the two friends but then immediately subverted by a reversal of
position respective to that difference. For example, in the quest against
Humbaba a particular scene occurs at least two times. One of the two
friends grows afraid of the danger they are approaching and asks the other
friend to desist from the quest. The other friend then scorns this sentiment,
deriding his friend for his fearfulness and encouraging him to do battle. On
the basis of this scene, one might imagine that the Arst friend can be
described as ‘fearful’ and the other as ‘brave’ and that a secure difference is
in place between the two friends which might prevent a total collapse of
identities. This, however, is not the case. Enkidu Arst speaks of Humbaba’s
monstrosity only to have Gilgamesh reply: ‘Why, my friend, [do you] talk
30
George (2003, 600) earlier restored nit-[tal-lak?], but now reads nit-[x-x] (George and al-Rawi 2014,
78). In fact, the break could easily accommodate three signs or more.
31
Rebecca Comay (cited in Foster 1987, 34, fn. 36) points to the ‘<uctuation of person’ as a general
thematic in Gilgamesh.
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like a wretch and weaken your speech, [vexing] my heart?’ (ammēni ibrī
pisnu[qiš ta]qabbi / u pīka irmâm-ma t[ulamman l]ibbī, II 232-3).32 But later
Gilgamesh is threatened by Humbaba and in his fright turns to Enkidu,
who replies with the very same words Gilgamesh himself had used earlier
(V 100-1). The difference between the fearful friend and the brave friend is
thus introduced only to be reversed.
A similar point is made by Guinan and Morris (forthcoming) about what
they call the ‘imposition of positionality’. As the two heroes are about to
leave Uruk and embark on the quest against Humbaba, the elders of the
city send them off with one last word of advice to Gilgamesh:
ālik maḫri tappâ ušēzeb
ša ṭūdu īdû ibiršu li[ṣṣur]
lillik Enkidu ina pānīka
īde ḫarrāna ša qišti erēni
‘He who goes in front saves (his) comrade,
he who knows the road should [protect] his friend.
Let Enkidu go in front of you,
he knows the way to the Forest of Cedar!’ (III 218-21, George 2003, 585)

According to Guinan and Morris, the elders here attempt to impose a
military hierarchy onto the shapeless equality of Gilgamesh and Enkidu.
On the one hand, the elders appeal to their friendship and mutual concern:
they are friends and comrades (ibru and tappû), and in the Arst two lines,
either friend could play either role, saviour and saved. But on the other
hand, the elders impose on them a Axed position: One must go in front, the
other must go behind. Guinan and Morris (forthcoming, 164) propose that
‘[w]hat is being worked through here, in some sense, is the presence of
potential conceptual contradictions in military hierarchy itself ’, speciAcally
the contradiction between on the one hand an ideology of military
camaraderie where soldiers are equal friends emotionally invested in each
32

The translation has been modiAed with respect to George’s (2003, 566-7) to bring it closer to the
Akkadian syntax, with two verbs where George has one and with both verses being part of the question.
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other’s well-being, and on the other hand an ideology of military hierarchy
where soldiers march in a Axed sequence of leaders and followers. In the
terms of this chapter, it is a contradiction between shapelessness and
difference.
Guinan and Morris argue that the epic’s way of working through this
contradiction Ats within the general frame of a Babylonian discourse on
sexuality as found also in legal and divinatory texts (see also Guinan 2014).
For example, they highlight omen nr. 13 from the so-called ‘Sex Omens’,
tablet 104 of the series of terrestrial omens Šumma ālu. The omen reads as
follows: ‘If a man has anal sex with his social peer—that man will go
foremost among his brothers and colleagues’ (šumma amēlu ana qinnati meḫrīšu
itḫe amēlu šū ina aḫḫē u kinātīšu ašarēdūtam illak, K 1994, l. 13, translation from
Guinan 2014, 112). Note particularly that the word translated as ‘social
peer’ is the aforementioned meḫru. In this omen, the possibility of a sexual
relation with one’s match leads to a positionality of the sort the elders try to
impose on Gilgamesh and Enkidu: one must be in front, the other behind.
As Guinan (2014, 112) states in her analysis of the omen, ‘[i]f the
protasis opens the possibility of non-hierarchical, mutual sexual relations
and the symmetrical deployment of the body, the apodosis forecloses it.
The apodosis revolves around the switch from “behind” to “going
foremost’’ and, thereby, reasserts the imbrication of sexual domination and
social supremacy.’ As such, at the very moment where the relation between
Gilgamesh and Enkidu would seem most exclusively mutual, most equal,
and most shapeless, the Babylonian discourse of sexuality seems to assert a
normative hierarchy with strong military overtones.
However, as argued by Guinan and Morris, the hierarchy that emerges
is not stable but is rather constructed through the logic of what they call
‘reversible positions’. The switch from ‘behind’ to ‘foremost’ in the omen
implies that while sexuality may be crisscrossed by hierarchies of power,
those hierarchies are structured as reversals and exchanges of position
within an affective Aeld of friendship and equality, just as one Ands in the
epic. I have noted above how the two friends take turns encouraging each
other, leading each other onward, and that the elders’ attempt at an
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imposition of positionality on the equality of the two heroes is thus met
with the logic of reversible positions.
In fact, the switch of positions from going at the front to going at the
rear is explicitly noted in other passages of the epic as well. For example, in
the epic’s introductory hymn to Gilgamesh, he is described as follows: ‘He
went in front: he was the vanguard! He went at the back: he was the trust of
his brothers!’ (illak ina pāni ašarēd / arka illak-ma tukulti aḫḫēšu, I 31-2)
Gilgamesh is here deAned as one who reverses his position, defying the
hierarchical positionality of the sort imposed by the elders. More tragically,
this reversal of positions affects him anew after Enkidu’s death: mourning
for his friend, Gilgamesh ‘kept turning around, to his front and his back’
(ittanasḫar ana pānīšu u arkīšu, VIII 62).33
To summarize, the elders’ parting speech to Gilgamesh introduces the
possibility of a hierarchy in an otherwise shapeless and unarticulated
emotional space. But just as with the exchange of the fearful and the brave
friend, difference is introduced only to be subverted again. The two friends
are able to switch roles because they insist on not Axing their difference,
referring to each other only as ‘my friend’, to the point where it can be
impossible to keep track of who is talking to whom. Their identities are so
shaped by the dynamic of dis- and re-identiAcation that their differences
are treated as temporary obstacles to be overcome through reversals.

Summary
In this chapter, I sought to sidestep the much-debated question of whether
the love between Gilgamesh and Enkidu is sexual or not by employing the
theories of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick to show that this discussion cannot be
meaningfully resolved. While Sedgwick’s theories have already been
employed to interpret friendship in Gilgamesh, in contrast to these previous

33
In both cases the translation from George (2003, 538-9 and 656-7) has been modiAed to follow the
Akkadian text more closely, thus also highlighting the recurrence of the pair pāni and arku, ‘front’ and
‘back’. George’s ḫur in ittanasḫar is surely to be read ḫar, according to the rule that u class verbs become a-i
class in the N-stem (von Soden 1995, 146).
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approaches I have focused on the emotional rather than the erotic aspects
of desire.
This focus on the emotional structure of friendship has revealed that the
love between Gilgamesh and Enkidu is characterized by a recurrent
betweenness as their relation is shaped by the presence of a third party –
either standing between the two friends, or with one friend standing
between the other and an object of desire. Furthermore, the emotion of
aggression plays a key role in reorienting the desire of the two friends from
one object to another, focusing their attention exclusively on each other
within this triangular structure.
The exclusive and mutual bond that is effected by this structure results
in a merger of identities between Gilgamesh and Enkidu. In fact the two
friends identify with one another to the point that they can be difAcult to
tell apart. Difference returns time and again to their friendship, only to be
overcome anew. IdentiAcation is thus a dynamic process of re- and
dis-identiAcation, rather a ‘once and for all’ similarity.
Finally, I have examined the emotional space of friendship in Gilgamesh
as a whole, noting two aspects in particular. Firstly, the dynamic of re- and
dis-identiAcation results in a shapelessness where the exact relation between
the two heroes can only be described from the outside – that is, before their
encounter and after their separation. Secondly, the friendship is
characterized by a series of reversals where the two friends exchange
positions, alternatively encouraging and being encouraged, saving and
being saved, going in front and going behind.
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CHAPTER THREE

Undone by grief

Death is the turning point of the Epic of Gilgamesh. Enkidu’s death is the
pivotal moment around which the narrative structure revolves, shaping the
contrast between the epic’s Arst and second act. Hans-Peter Müller (1978,
245), for example, argues that in the narrative ‘stellt Gilgameschs
Trauergesang um Enkidu die Peripetie des Epos dar.’ The ‘peripeteia’ is a
narratological term for a change that is as sudden as it is devastating, and as
Müller observes Enkidu’s fatal illness surely fulAls that role. The abrupt
transition from the heroes’ celebration at the end of tablet VI to Enkidu’s
vision of impending death at the beginning of tablet VII brings about a
fundamental change not only in the story but in its main character as well.
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Because, as argued in chapter 1, the movement from the Arst to the
second act takes the form of a reversal, a number of the themes that
dominate the second act can be read as reversals of themes from the Arst
act. Accordingly, the core of my argument in this chapter will be that one
cannot understand the change in Gilgamesh’ character, and particularly his
realization of mortality, without Arst understanding the emotional structure
of his friendship with Enkidu. My analysis thus builds upon that of the
previous chapter to show that Gilgamesh’ grief and subsequent fear of
death are depicted as a consequence, an interruption, and an inversion of
his love for Enkidu. In particular the theme of identiAcation returns to the
story but is now cast in an anxious and inverted form.
This change in theme from friendship to grief necessitates the
introduction of a new theoretical perspective, and in this chapter I will
leave Sedgwick’s theory of desire behind to focus instead on Judith Butler’s
theory of the subject and of how it is affected by grief. Whereas Sedgwick
provided the basis for understanding how emotions might affect the
construction of identity, Butler supplements Sedgwick’s theory by pointing
to the role played by grief in particular. Butler’s reworking of our intuitive
understanding of the subject opens new avenues for investigating the
relation between emotion and identity, and especially how the subject is not
only constructed but also undone by its emotional attachments to others.

Perspectives on grief
Unlike the issue of the two heroes’ friendship there has been no major
controversy in the scholarly literature regarding Gilgamesh’ grief for
Enkidu. Nonetheless, the topic has been approached from very different
angles by different scholars, leading to a number of overlapping but
divergent perspectives on Gilgamesh’ grief. There are three overall
approaches that can be identiAed in the secondary literature: the verbal and
physical expression of Gilgamesh’ grief, the materiality of Enkidu’s body
and statue, and the psychological ‘failure’ of Gilgamesh’ grief.
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The Arst analysis dealing speciAcally with Gilgamesh’ lament for Enkidu
was that by Hans-Peter Müller (1978), who examined the structure of his
eulogy (VIII 1-56). Müller divided it into seven part, for each of which he
enumerated parallels in ancient Near Eastern literature. Of these seven
parts, Müller viewed the address to the deceased as particularly important,
not only in Gilgamesh but in the genre of lamentation in general. The
address, according to Müller, ensures a continuation of the emotional
connection with the deceased, and the lament is therefore circular in its
logical structure: ‘Die Totenklage produziert also, was sie mit der Anrede an
den Toten voraussetzt’ (p. 242, italics in the original), namely the affective link
between mourner and mourned.
Further, according to Müller the address to the deceased also attempts to
animate them, to ‘call them up’ from death, an attempt that is emotionally
necessary but must just as necessarily fail. On the one hand, the mourner
desperately yearns for the resurrection of the deceased, because the
prospect of eternal loss is too much to bear. On the other hand, an actual
resurrection – if the dead got up to walk – would be just as horrifying. This
results in an ambiguity, where the lamenter both seeks to animate the
deceased through their speech and at the same time knows than it would be
dismaying if they succeeded in doing so (p. 245).
Whereas Müller analysed the contents of Gilgamesh’ lament, AnneCaroline Rendu (2008) has more recently examined the ‘sound’ of grief in
Mesopotamia literature, including the alternation of silence and outcries in
Gilgamesh’ grief. According to Rendu, when Gilgamesh ascertains that
Enkidu is dead (after the eulogy analysed by Müller) his reaction takes place
in three stages. First he is silent, dumb-struck in the face of death (VIII 559). Then he is agitated, circling restlessly round Enkidu’s body (VIII 60-4).
Thus, both sound and silence can serve as expressions of grief, as
Gilgamesh ‘exprime son chagrin par ses cris ou au contraire par le silence le
plus absolu’ (p. 221). With the third stage, the building of Enkidu’s statue,
the text moves from a private to an institutionalized mourning. According
to Rendu (p. 212 n. 55), this threefold division of grief into silence, outcry
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and ritualized mourning has anthropological parallels in other cultures and
historical periods.
In addition to Rendu’s and Müller’s focus on the verbal forms of
mourning, a number of studies have appeared on the non-verbal
expressions of grief. Michael Barré (2001), for example, building on Mayer
Gruber’s (1980) study of non-verbal communication in ancient Near
Eastern cultures, claimed that wandering aimlessly about was a common
topos in ancient Near Eastern descriptions of depression. Barré (2001, 177)
argued that such ‘psychomotor agitation’ is a common psychological
symptom of depression, a symptom that became a standardized trope in
ancient Near Eastern cultures. In Gilgamesh, Barré (p. 179-80) noted both
the hero’s restlessness immediately after the death of Enkidu, which is
compared to that of a circling eagle and a lion mother without her cubs,
and his subsequent wanderings in the wild which at Arst have no clear aim
– it is only later that Gilgamesh decides to seek out Uta-napishti.
Erica Couto-Ferreira (2010) stressed the expression of grief in the
mourner’s physical appearance. Couto-Ferreira found examples of
signiAcant changes to Gilgamesh’ appearance brought about by grief in
Shiduri’s speech to the hero (X 40-45). Shiduri describes his hollow cheeks,
sunken face, wretched mood and wasted features: ‘What Šiduri sees is not
only the result of hardship and privation, but also the consequences of
sorrow and suffering, of obsession and intolerable fear of death’ (p. 27).
Gilgamesh’ grief is thus communicated to the reader not through a
description of his inner emotional state, but through the nature of his
speech, actions, and appearance, including the miserable features listed by
Shiduri.
Whereas Müller, Rendu, Barré and Couto-Ferreira examined different
aspects of how grief is expressed, Neal Walls and Keith Dickson turned
their attention to the material dimension of mourning. Walls (2001, 70) in
particular emphasized that in Gilgamesh bodies play a key role. In the Arst
half of the epic the bodies of Gilgamesh and Enkidu are described as
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alluring and erotic, while in the second half they are described as revolting.
Enkidu becomes a rotting corpse while Gilgamesh deAles his own body in
grief. Yet whether attractive or repulsive the bodies of the heroes continue
to have a strong effect on those who gaze upon them: Gilgamesh’ body
instils Arst desire into Ishtar, and later revulsion into Shiduri. Walls draws
attention to the maggot that drops from Enkidu’s nose, forcing Gilgamesh
to leave the corpse to which he had clung for six days and seven night.
According to Walls this macabre detail does not negate the previously
eroticized description of Enkidu’s body, but rather emphasizes it through its
tragic reversal: ‘Enkidu’s body becomes even more powerfully evocative as a
symbol of masculine allure brought to its inevitable ruin’ (p. 65).
The material dimension of grief is further expanded as Gilgamesh
builds a mortuary statue of Enkidu, since this passage also highlights the
once alluring shape of his body. According to Walls (p. 65), the
‘unfortunately fragmentary description of Enkidu’s image hints at a
sensuous concentration upon Enkidu’s masculine form in anatomical detail
before the text breaks off completely’. But once again, what is being
emphasized is more precisely the transition from an alluring body to a
revolting corpse. As Walls (p. 66) continues, the ‘stark juxtaposition of
Enkidu’s elegant statue with his rotting corpse hints at the impermanence
of passionate desire for mortal beings.’ The statue that attempts to recreate
Enkidu’s beauty in such exquisite detail thus ends up exposing the
unavoidably transitory nature of that beauty.
The problem of the statue being an imperishable representation of a
dead corpse has also been taken up by Keith Dickson, who like Walls
described the statue as a stylized failure to replace Enkidu. Far from
transforming Enkidu’s material body into an immortal shape, according to
Dickson (2007a, 205) the statue becomes only ‘an icon of imperishability – a
planned resemblance merely, but not the real thing’ (italics in the original). As
such, the material-semiotic difference between the representing statue and
the represented body is a fundamentally tragic difference, because the
imperishable icon exposes the perishability of what it resembles. At the
same time corpse and statue are also tragically alike in that neither can get
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up and move: ‘the material of the statue remains nonetheless as inert as the
corpse it is meant to replace. It does not live, as Gilgamesh would ardently
want it to’ (p. 205). Dickson (2009, 41) proposes a table of material
differences and similarities between body, corpse, and statue, each of which
highlights how the statue strives but fails to be like Enkidu’s living body:
‘Slung midway between <esh and clay, living body and dead matter, the
statue is a decidedly splendid, painful failure’ (p. 42).
According to both Walls and Dickson, the epic carries out a subtle
meditation on the materiality of bodies and on what that materiality means
for Gilgamesh’ grief. Through a series of stylized contrasts and parallels
between erotic body, rotting corpse, imperishable statue, and Gilgamesh’
deAling of his own body, the epic explores the inevitable bodily
transformation of desire into ruin, and the likewise inevitable failure of any
attempt to make up for this ruin or to restore bodies to their former glory.
Finally, Tzvi Abusch’ (2015) reading of grief in Gilgamesh re<ects a
psychological understanding of the process of mourning, and particularly
an early Freudian understanding of mourning as either ‘successful’ or
‘unsuccessful’. The point of departure for Abusch’ analysis is Gilgamesh’
conversation with Shiduri in the epic’s Old Babylonian version. Here
Shiduri urges Gilgamesh to turn around, abandon his quest for immortality,
and instead enjoy the pleasures of everyday life. Abusch reads Gilgamesh’
grief through Shiduri’s attempt to return him to a state prior to his
uncontrollable mourning, or as Abusch (p. 118) puts it, ‘to draw the
mourner away from the desert of grief back to the city of life.’
Abusch understands Gilgamesh’ grief as an exaggerated and
unsuccessful mourning which has exceeded its customary limits, and which
Shiduri attempts to help Gilgamesh overcome. According to Abusch,
Gilgamesh’ mourning up to his meeting with Shiduri constitutes an
affective failure, since he remains unable to bring the rites of mourning to a
close and thereby return to normal life. Gilgamesh refuses to allow Enkidu’s
body to be buried and thereby perverts the expected course of grief,
continuing to mourn indeAnitely. This view is shared by Gary Anderson
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(1991, 78-80), who likewise views Gilgamesh’ mourning as having gone
beyond its expected boundaries, and understands this transgression as
fundamentally disruptive in nature. ‘Excessive mourning’, writes Anderson
(1991, 78), ‘was just as distasteful as outright neglect of the rite.’ But why
should this be the case?
Abusch’ and Anderson’s understanding of Gilgamesh’ grief as excessive
relies on the assumption that grief is essentially telic, meaning that it is
oriented towards a speciAc goal. Abusch (2015, 116) writes that the
‘purposes of the mourning rites have not been achieved’, thereby implicitly
positing that mourning rites do have speciAc purposes that might be
achieved. Anderson (1991, 78) likewise states that the ‘Anal goal of burial
and mourning rites is to separate the dead from the living.’ In their view,
mourning thus has a goal and a purpose, namely the return of the mourner
to normal life, and Gilgamesh’ grief can accordingly be seen as failing to
live up to this goal, and as having instead ‘taken the form of clinging to the
dead, refusal and paralysis, failure to disengage and attach anew’ (Abusch 2015,
117, italics added). According to Abusch, the grieving person must attempt
to ‘disengage’ their emotional investment in the person for whom they
grieve, so as to free up the affective energy needed to form new
attachments.
This rather speciAc way of understanding the process of grief resonates
very closely with a classically Freudian understanding, summarized by
Butler (2004, 21) as follows: ‘Freud’s early hope that an attachment might
be withdrawn and then given anew implied a certain interchangeability of
objects as a sign of hopefulness, as if the prospect of entering life anew
made use of a kind of promiscuity of libidinal aim.’ Thus, according to the
early thought of Sigmund Freud, the work of grief lies in retracting one’s
emotional attachment so as to become able to invest them in a new object.
As Butler hints at in the quote above, Freud’s later work re<ects a somewhat
different understanding of grief,34 but it is this ‘early Freudian mourning’
34
Arguably, the later Freudian understanding of melancholia as an internalization of the lost other is
re<ected in Leick’s statement that Gilgamesh in his grief has ‘internalized Enkidu’ (Leick 1994, 269).
Although Hawthorn (2015) employs an explicitly Freudian reading of the relation between Gilgamesh
and Enkidu she does not, strangely, consider Freud’s theories of mourning and melancholia.
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that Abusch seems to have in mind when arguing that Gilgamesh has failed
to disengage himself from the dead. Gilgamesh in this view remains unable
to exchange one object of desire for another, and this is exactly what he is
being urged to do by Shiduri: to substitute his emotional investment in
Enkidu with a new ‘libidinal aim’.35
However, Butler’s quote continues:
That might be true, but I do not think that successful grieving implies that one
has forgotten another person or that something else has come along to takes its
place, as is full substitutability were something for which we might strive.
Perhaps, rather, one mourns when one accepts that by the loss one undergoes
one will be changed, possibly for ever. Perhaps mourning has to do with agreeing
to undergo a transformation (perhaps one should say submitting to a
transformation) the full result of which one cannot know in advance. (p. 21,
italics in the original)

It is this deviation from a classically Freudian model of successful grief
that will be the point of departure for my analysis in this chapter. While I
think Abusch in correct in reading Shiduri’s speech as an attempt to draw
Gilgamesh away from grief and back to everyday life, I do not believe we
should necessarily follow Shiduri’s (or indeed, Freud’s) view of grief: there
may well be other perspectives on grief to be found in the ancient text.
Following Butler, I will instead argue that ‘successful grieving’ implies
accepting rather than attempting to overcome the sometimes painful ways
in which one’s identity is shaped by emotional attachments to others.
Accordingly, I will understand mourning not as an attempt to return to the
‘normal’ state that preceded loss, but rather as an unpredictable and openended transformation of identity.

35

Like Abusch, Anderson’s (1991, 79) interpretation of Shiduri’s speech also implies an ideal of
substitutability. This follows from the view, originally proposed by Moran (see Anderson 1991, 79, fn. 64),
that the speech is structured as a chiastic response to Gilgamesh’, where the three parts of Gilgamesh
account are matched by three parts of Shiduri’s reply, in reverse order. If this view is correct, Gilgamesh’
description of Enkidu’s death is matched by Shiduri’s exhortation: ‘Let a wife enjoy your repeated
embrace!’ (OB VA+BM iii 13, George 2003, 278-9). Though less explicitly than Abusch, Anderson thus
also holds the substitution of emotional attachments, a wife taking Enkidu’s place, to be the goal of
mourning.
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While the studies described above have elucidated a number of different
aspects of how grief is depicted in the epic there is as yet no study of how
grief affects Gilgamesh as an emotion. In this chapter, I want to look
speciAcally at what grief does in the epic, rather than at how it is expressed
in the character’s actions or materiality. Simply put, how does grief change
the person who grieves? What does it mean to mourn in a Babylonian
context? And how does loss affect the emotional structures described in the
previous chapter? In answering these questions, I wish to move away from
Abusch and Anderson’s view of grief in Gilgamesh as an emotional failure
and instead explore what kind of affective processes Gilgamesh undergoes
after the loss of Enkidu.

Butler and the deconstruction of the subject
Central to Butler’s understanding of grief is her theory of the construction
of the subject. Building on the philosophical insights of among others
Hegel, Nietzsche, and Foucault, Butler proposes that the subject should be
understood as something that is not given beforehand and once for all, but
as continuously constructed within a particular discursive, historical, and
political frame. One cannot, in Butler’s view, be acknowledged as a human
individual with agency and language without Arst having passed through a
cultural matrix that determines how one’s subjectivity is constructed.
Butler’s most famous example of this is the binarism of gender: in the
current historical situation, one cannot be recognized as a subject without
being gendered, that is, assigned to one of two possible positions in the
discourse of sex. Not acting out the scripts associated with these positions –
or in Butler’s terminology, failing to perform one’s gender – entails the risk
of losing one’s position as a subject. As such, the subject is not a given, but
is realized through a speciAc normative performance. ‘In this sense,’ writes
Butler (1990, 34), ‘gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject
who might be said to preexist the deed.’
The model of the subject which Butler Arst described to explain the
construction of gender has far wider implications. The fact that the subject

Undone by grief | 59
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

is not simply ‘there’ but is rather established within a social Aeld means that
it is fundamentally relational in its structure. There is not 'rst an individual
subject who then forms attachments to others, rather, the subject is from the
outset constituted by such attachments, meaning that it is placed within a
Aeld of social relations by the very same process that makes its existence
possible. The result is what Butler (2004, 28) describes as ‘the fundamental
sociality of embodied life, the ways in which we are, from the start and by
virtue of being a bodily being, already given over, beyond ourselves,
implicated in lives that are not our own.’ For example, in the preceding
chapter I showed that the epic depicts Gilgamesh’ identity as profoundly
shaped by his mutual identiAcation with Enkidu. Each of them is thereby
implicated in a life that is not theirs, but without which the life that is theirs
would be radically different. As such, their identities are exposed as
thoroughly relational subjectivities.
In approaching the second half of the epic one is therefore confronted
with the question of what happens to such identities when the relationality
through which they are constructed is broken by loss. ‘Loss and
vulnerability’, argues Butler (p. 20), ‘seem to follow from our being socially
constituted bodies, attached to others, at risk of losing those attachments’.
Enkidu’s death is tragic for Gilgamesh not only because he has lost a friend,
but because he was himself constituted by that friendship, and therefore the
loss threatens his entire being. This is why, in Butler’s view, the mourning
subject cannot merely retract its emotional attachments to invest them
again in a new object and thereby return to normality, as implied by the
early Freudian understanding of grief. To the extent that the subject is
formed by those attachments it cannot retract them without fundamentally
altering its own being as well. Butler (p. 22) summarizes her argument as
follows: when we mourn,
something about who we are is revealed, something that delineates the ties we
have to others, that shows us that these ties constitute what we are, ties or bonds
that compose us. It is not as if an “I” exists independently over here and then
simply loses a “you” over there, especially if the attachment to “you” is part of
what composes who “I” am.
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Mourning, according to Butler, exposes the ways in which the subject is
bound to those for whom it mourns, but further mourning also exposes how
the subject is formed by those ways of being bound.
Just as in Butler’s analysis of gender, the subject is ‘de-centered’ in her
analysis of grief. In Gender Trouble (1990), Butler claimed that the subject
does not have a gender that ‘belongs’ to it, but is constantly forced to
perform a role imposed upon it by a discursive structure it cannot fully
understand. In Precarious Life (2004), she further claimed that the subject
does not have a set of relations that ‘belongs’ to it and which it may lose,
but that the social nature of its construction implies a formative reliance on
those relations.
Accordingly, a key emotional element in mourning is an uncertainty that
besets the subject. If the subject is undone by the loss of its constitutive
attachments, the emotional effect can be an existential disorientation.
Butler (2004, 22) puts it as follows: ‘When we lose some of these ties by
which we are constituted, we do not know who we are or what to do.’ This
is exactly the case with Gilgamesh, who upon losing Enkidu is also ‘at a loss’
about what to do. Barré’s observation that grief is accompanied by a
restless, aimless movement may be related to this uncertainty: it can be seen
as the physical realization of a disorientation in identity. Gilgamesh does
eventually And an aim in his wanderings, to seek out Uta-napishti and learn
from him the secret of immortality. But when this project fails, Gilgamesh is
cast back into his earlier uncertainty, asking him: ‘[What] should I do,
Uta-napishti? Where should I go?’ ([kīk]î lūpuš Ūta-napišti ayyikâni lullik, XI
243)36 With Butler, one may argue that this pervasive sense of directional
doubt in the second half of the epic can be understood as an effect of the
uncertainty that besets the subject in grief.
Gilgamesh continues his questioning of Uta-napishti as follows: ‘The
Thief has taken hold of my [Desh]’ ([…]-ya uṣṣabbitu ekkēmu, XI 244, George
36

The translation by George (2003, 718-9) has been modiAed slightly to bring it closer to the meaning
of the Akkadian verbs, incidentally also highlighting the similarity to Butler’s statement.
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2003, 718-9) The ‘thief ’ is here a euphemism for death, but it is the verb
‘take hold’ (uṣṣabbitu)37 that I want to highlight, as a metaphorical
description of the way in which the subject is overwhelmed by loss. One
Ands the same description in Butler’s account of grief: ‘Something takes
hold of you: where does it come from? What sense does it make? What
claims us at such moments, such that we are not the masters of ourselves?
To what are we tied? And by what are we seized?’ (Butler 2004, 21) What
Butler’s and Gilgamesh’ descriptions have in common is the depiction of
loss as a powerful but obscure force that reaches into the subject, ‘taking
hold’ of it and disorienting it.
Given such a similarity between the descriptions of grief one Ands in
Butler and in Gilgamesh, one may well ask whether I am positing a
transcultural, universal similarity in the structure of grief. This is not my
aim. I do not wish to argue that Butler’s analysis of grief can be applied to
any and all cultural contexts, or even that all elements of her analysis can
be applied to Gilgamesh. What then is my basis for engaging with Butler’s
theory? As opposed to Sedgwick’s more historiographically oriented theory
of desire, the use of Butler’s more psychologically oriented theory of the
subject raises certain methodological questions. Whereas Sedgwick’s
‘homosocial continuum’ explicitly offered us a way of describing the
historical vicissitudes of desire between men, Butler’s description of a
subject undone by grief seems bound to a speciAcally modern historical
context.
However, I would argue that this is not exactly the case. Rather than
either a would-be universal explanation or a historically constricted
argument, I would claim that Butler’s account offers us a way of historicizing
the subject, that is, a way of understanding the subject itself as a historically
changeable entity. As noted above, a central part of Butler’s argument is
that the subject is not a given, but is continuously constructed within a
speciAc historical and discursive context. Without such an account, one is
forced to take the subject itself as a trans-culturally stable entity, an
37

For the Anal -u as an irregular form of the ventive, typical of the Kuyunjik manuscripts, see George
(2003, 441). Note that this is the same verb that had earlier described Gilgamesh and Enkidu hugging and
grappling.
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anachronism that might undermine any account that would otherwise seek
to be historically sensitive. Far from a universal explanation of grief, the
analysis presented in this section should be taken as a starting point for
exploring the culturally speciAc ways in which the subject is constructed and
undone by its attachments. In short, if we are to take the subject as
historical, in the sense that it is shaped by historically shifting social
contexts, it follows that it must be a fundamentally social entity as well, and
it is this sociality that forms the basis for Butler’s understanding of grief.
The ways in which sociality and the concomitant undoing of the subject
play out in a speciAcally Babylonian context will be the subject of the
following sections.

Identity undone
If, as argued in the previous chapter, the Arst half of the epic depicts a
process of mutual de- and re-identiAcation between Enkidu and Gilgamesh,
what happens then to Gilgamesh’ identity when he is affected by the loss of
Enkidu? The Arst thing to note is that the interplay of likeness and
difference described in the previous chapter continues in the second half of
the epic.38 But while the theme of the two heroes being like each other had
previously been a sign of their aggressive striving to be each other’s match
and of the near collapse of their identities, the signiAcance of this theme is
turned upside-down after Enkidu’s death. Consider the opening verses of
the epic’s ninth tablet:
Gilgāmeš ana Enkīdu ibrīšu
ṣarpiš ibakkī-ma irappud ṣēra
anāku amât-ma ul kî Enkīdū-mā
For his friend Enkidu Gilgamesh
was weeping bitterly as he roamed the wild:
‘I shall die, and shall I not then be like Enkidu?’ (IX 1-3, George 2003, 666-7)
38

Dickson (2009, 38), in particular, draws attention to ‘the relation between resemblance or iconicity
and loss, on which much of the epic turns’ – iconicity here understood in the sense of representation
through likeness.
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As he wanders the wild, Gilgamesh realizes that what he fears is
becoming like his dead friend. The private realization concerning his own
mortality (‘I shall die’) is directly predicated by the likeness he had
experienced with another. It is because he sees himself re<ected in Enkidu
that he is appalled by the sight of his rotting corpse; it is because he
identiAes himself with that corpse that he transfers the prospect of
becoming like it back onto himself. This is a profoundly tragic irony, since
that for which the two heroes had strived most, namely to be each other’s
‘matching’ copy, has now become Gilgamesh’ greatest fear.
The mutual identiAcation that had occurred in desire is thus followed by
its undoing in grief, and at the beginning of tablet 9 Gilgamesh is seeking to
move away from this identiAcation – even as his identity has been shaped by
it. He no longer wishes to be ‘like’ Enkidu, because he has seen what that
likeness implies, but this leaves open the question of what he is to be if not
like his friend. As noted by Walls (2001, 68), ‘Gilgamesh loves unreservedly
and thus risks himself absolutely in his attachment to the mortal Enkidu.
Having achieved a complete union in their heroic friendship, Gilgamesh
must now face an equally complete separation from his beloved
companion.’ What Abusch saw as Gilgamesh’ failure to properly separate
himself from Enkidu can thus be understood as his failure to be, in any
shape or form, outside of the union with his friend.
If grieving implies a difAcult separation of identities, it will be important
to pay attention to those subtle moments that re<ect either a confusion or a
differentiation of identities in mourning.
On the one hand, one may point to the grammar of Enkidu’s death:
‘But he, he would not lift his head, / he felt his heart, but it was not beating
any more.’ (u šū ul inaššâ rēšīšu / ilput libbašū-ma ul inakkud mimmāma, VIII 578, George 2003, 654-5, italics added). In context it is of course perfectly
clear which of these pronouns refers to Enkidu and which to Gilgamesh: it
is Gilgamesh who feels Enkidu’s still heart. But what I And intriguing is that
at this crucial moment in their separation, the two heroes are not
differentiated in the text, there is only a ‘he’ and a ‘he’ touching and
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touched in a Anal intimacy.39 As with the dialogue between the two heroes
in the Forest of Cedar and the seamless transitions between their speeches,
this unmarked shift in person hints at an ongoing <uctuation in identity.
This was also the case when Enkidu was created and the gods said to Aruru
that ‘he is to be a match for the storm of his heart’ (for a discussion of this
phrase, see p. 36). Though it is clear who is who, the difference in person
remains unmarked. But whereas the matching of the storm in Gilgamesh’
heart indicated the beginning of a <uctuation in identity, the feeling of
Enkidu’s dead heart indicates its end.
On the other hand, Gilgamesh also begins to mark out a growing
distance from Enkidu. I noted in the previous chapter that, as shown by
Worthington (2011), while they are both alive the two heroes consistently
avoid using each other’s name. But the Arst word of Gilgamesh’ eulogy is:
‘Enkidu!’ (VIII 3). This word marks a departure from the shapelessness that
had earlier characterized their friendship, and in his grief Gilgamesh begins
to articulate Enkidu as an Other. To Müller’s interpretation of the address
to the deceased as shoring up the emotional connection between mourner
and mourned, one may add a second function: that it serves to mark a
difference in identity between mourner and mourned.
This complex separation of identities is perhaps most clear in the new
orientation taken by Gilgamesh’ grief as it leads him to search for eternal
life. There is an almost impalpable emotional shift in the opening verses of
the ninth tablet as Gilgamesh moves from mourning the death of Enkidu to
fearing his own death. Note that in the verses quoted above there seems to
be a certain difference of opinion between narrator and character as to why
Gilgamesh is weeping. The narrator says that Gilgamesh weeps for his
39

Note that the touch is in itself an important motif in Gilgamesh. Consider, for example, the following
four cases, in each of which the touch deAnes the nature of the person being touched.
Ut-napishti is touched by Enlil (XI 202) as he is made immortal, marking his transition from human
to divine. Ut-napishti himself touches Gilgamesh (XI 230) to wake him from the test that he has failed,
marking Gilgamesh’ transition back to humanity (note the speciAcation of ‘human’, amēlu, at the end of
this line). Likewise, Gilgamesh is touched by Shamash in a way that, according to his mother, imbues him
with the restlessness that will af<ict him throughout the story (III 47): it is Shamash’ touch that sets him on
the road to Humbaba. And in turn Gilgamesh touches Enkidu, in the scene discussed here, marking the
Anality of his death. To touch, in Gilgamesh is to determine the state of the one being touched. I hope to
elaborate on this point in a future article.
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friend Enkidu, but Gilgamesh himself says that he weeps for fear of his own
death (see also Walls 2001, 69).40 This emotional shift from grief to fear has
led to Gilgamesh’ mourning being characterized as self-centered, for
example by Dickson (2007a, 200), who argues that ‘his sorrow over
Enkidu’s death becomes an expressly narcissistic quest (IX 1-6) for personal
immortality’, quoting exactly the opening verses of the ninth tablet.
Likewise Ainsley Hawthorn (2015, 461) argues that in these verses
Gilgamesh ‘acknowledges the narcissistic basis of his distress’, and similarly
Rendu (2008, 212) writes: ‘En refusant le décès de son ami, c’est en réalité
sa propre mort que Gilgames ne peut accepter.’ In stark contrast to Abusch
and Anderson, who view Gilgamesh’ grief as somehow overdone in his
clinging to Enkidu, Dickson, Hawthorn, and Rendu seem to view it as
somehow ‘underdone’ given how readily Gilgamesh turns his attention
from Enkidu’s death to his own.
I would argue that neither view fully captures the way Gilgamesh is
undone by grief. I have argued already that Abusch and Anderson fail to
acknowledge that the ties which bind Gilgamesh to Enkidu cannot be
loosened without undoing Gilgamesh’ identity. But likewise, if Gilgamesh’
mourning is narcissitic, it is so because what he mourns is a loss that
threatens his own being as well. The fact that he transfers the mortality he
sees in Enkidu’s corpse back onto his own body is a sign not of selfobsession, but rather of the constitutive ways in which his self is tied to
another. As Walls (2001, 69) puts it, ‘Gilgamesh recognizes the ominous
foreshadowing in the death of his mirror-image’. Apparent narcissism thus
emerges as an effect of a primary mirroring. According to the opening
verses of tablet 9, Gilgamesh’ quest for eternal life is the impossible quest of
separating himself from Enkidu, to become un-like his friend by becoming
immortal. In my opinion, that process of separation implies neither clinging
nor narcissism, but rather a difAcult negotiation of subjectivity.
At the heart of this separation are the six days and seven nights for
which Gilgamesh weeps for Enkidu (X 58, 135, 235). As Arst noted by
40

Note also the difference between the motive given by the narrator and by the characters described
above (p. 32), when Enkidu sets out to meet Gilgamesh, as a friend according to the narrator and as a rival
according to himself.
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William Moran (1995, 2328-9), this period of time plays a highly signiAcant
role in the Epic of Gilgamesh. It appears three times in the course of the
narrative and each appearance is associated with a profound
transformation for the main characters.41 The Arst is Enkidu’s week of lovemaking with Shamhat, which marks Enkidu’s transformation from a nonhuman savage to a human being (I 194). The second is Gilgamesh’ week of
mourning for Enkidu, which according to Moran marks a transformation
from human to non-human. The last is Gilgamesh’ week of sleep, during
which his aspirations to immortality are crushed, returning him to a fully
human state (XI 209-30).
But if, as argued by Moran, the six days and seven nights of mourning
indicate a transformation from human to non-human, then who undergoes
that transformation, Gilgamesh or Enkidu? I would argue that it is both of
them, together. The Arst transition (sex) is carried out by Enkidu, and the
last (sleep) by Gilgamesh, but in my view the separation that occurs in grief
is an activity shared by the two heroes. For his part, Enkidu is transformed
from a human living body to a non-human rotting corpse, and indeed the
week is concluded by an unmistakable sign of his decomposition, the
maggot that drops from his nose. Meanwhile Gilgamesh is transformed
from a man with human if heroic ambitions to a demi-god seeking to shed
his humanity and become immortal, even as that ambition is ultimately
thwarted. As Moran writes, ‘Gilgamesh, the anti-man, the would-be god,
appears’ (p. 2329). Both heroes are transformed, both carry out the
transition from human to non-human posited by Moran. But most
importantly for my analysis this transition is at the same time a moment of
togetherness and of separation. It is the only one of the three transitions
that they undergo together, but it leads them in opposite directions: Enkidu
towards death and Gilgamesh towards immortality. Such a moment of
‘separation together’ illustrates perfectly the reworking of attachments and
identity that occurs in grief.

41

In fact, it appears a fourth time, not noted by Moran: the Flood also lasts ‘six days and seven nights’
(XI 128).
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Given then that Gilgamesh undergoes a transformation by grieving
which leads him from the human to the non-human, what form does this
non-humanity take? Or, in Butler’s terms, if Gilgamesh is undone by grief,
how is this undoing depicted? Walls (2001, 68) writes that Gilgamesh ‘loses
himself in the abyss of despair’ and ‘is driven relentlessly onward by his
wrenching heartbreak into isolation, despair, and madness.’ Likewise
Dickson (2007a, 200) argues that Gilgamesh’ journey to Uta-napishti
‘charts a kind of disintegration, a loss or denial of human culture and a
return to something more like the raw natural world from which Enkidu
had emerged in Tablet I.’ I want to end this section by offering a
description of the disintegration that takes place in grief. There are three
primary avenues for Gilgamesh to become ‘non-man’: towards the animal,
the divine, and the female.
The Arst of these is what Dickson calls ‘the raw natural world’, which
Gilgamesh journeys into. The wild is not simply an expanse broad enough
to accommodate Gilgamesh’ aimless wandering, it is a highly symbolic
space deAned in opposition to the cultured space of the city. The city is the
space of humans, the wild that of animals. Accordingly Anderson (1991,
74) argues that Gilgamesh ‘has identiAed himself with the denizens of the
steppe by donning animal skins and consuming <esh (šīrum) for food.’ In the
next section I return to the question of how Gilgamesh’ foray into the wild
is related to Enkidu’s upbringing, but for now it is enough to note that just
as Enkidu cannot move from steppe to city without Arst becoming human,
learning to eat bread and clothe himself, so Gilgamesh cannot move from
city to steppe without also becoming somehow non-human, devouring <esh
and dressing in skins.
The second avenue is the movement, noted by Moran, from human to
divine ambitions. Gilgamesh, two thirds god and one third human, now
wishes to dispense with the human element altogether so as to live forever.42
42

For this reason, the statement that Gilgamesh is ⅔ divine and ⅓ human gains new signiAcance, in
keeping with the narrative mirroring described in the introduction (see Helle 2015). In the Arst part of the
epic, it signaled his exceptional status among humans (I 48). In the second part, it is spoken by the
scorpion woman (IX 51) as a reply to her husband’s assertion that Gilgamesh’ body is the ‘<esh of the
gods’, thus reversing its original emphasis, since she highlights the part of his body that is not divine.
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After his stint in the animals’ steppe he moves beyond the conAnes of the
mortal world, through the Tunnel of Darkness and into what Feldt and
Koch (2011) call the sphere of ‘Supernature’. This is the land of the gods,
with such mythical places as the Forest of Jewelled Trees, the Waters of
Death, and the island where Uta-napishti and his wife spend their immortal
lives. Dickson (2007a, 198) places special emphasis on the space of the
Jewelled Trees, a space that he calls ‘luminous and brilliant and just as
inhospitable.’ It is a space of timelessness and incorruptibility, in sharp
contrast to the mortal world that Gilgamesh tries to leave behind. If by
moving from city to steppe Gilgamesh becomes animal-like, by moving
through the Tunnel of Darkness to the mythical land beyond it he strives –
but ultimately fails – to become god-like.
Finally, the ‘otherness’ that besets Gilgamesh in his disintegration is also
a gendered alterity. In the logic of the epic, to be undone as a man is also to
become feminine. Leick (1994, 269), for example, writes that ‘Gilgameš
weeps like a woman, and actually speaks like the bereaved goddesses in the
Lamentations.’ The metaphors that describe grief are insistently feminized:
Gilgamesh mourns ‘like a mourning woman’ (kīma lallarīti, VIII 45), he
circles the corpse of his friend ‘like a lionness’ (kīma nēšti, VIII 61-2), and he
covers the face of his friend ‘like a bride’ (kīma kallati, VIII 59, see also
Foster 2005, 542). This association between grief and femininity persists
throughout the epic, as the few other people shown grieving besides
Gilgamesh are Ishtar’s followers who mourn for the Bull of Heaven (VI
158-9), and Belet-ili who mourns for the destruction of humanity in the
Flood (XI 117-24).43 This feminization of grief is interesting in light of
Butler’s description of gender as ‘a mode of being dispossessed, a way of
being for another or by virtue of another’ (Butler 2004, 24, italics in the
original). Gender, according to Butler, is not something the subject has but
something that it has to perform in order to be a subject in the eyes of the
43

A smaller but also feminized instance of grieving occurs in Gilgamesh’ account of Ishtar’s former
lovers. Having loved but then turned against the horse, Ishtar ‘allotted perpetual weeping’ not to the horse
itself but to its mother Silili (ana ummīšu Silili bitakkâ taltīmē, VI 57, George 2003, 622-3). However, there
are exceptions to this association between grief and femininity, such as Ut-napishti’s grief when he sees
the destruction brought about by the Flood (XI 138).
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other. Gilgamesh’ grief and feminization can thus be said to be alike in that
both involve a dispossession of identity. Because he is so passionately for and
so fundamentally by virtue of Enkidu, the undoing of Gilgamesh’ relation to
Enkidu also results in an undoing of his normative gender performance.44

Separation or resemblance?
Gilgamesh’ loss of Enkidu is accompanied by a crisis in identity, that is, by
the devastating question of who he is when removed from his union with
Enkidu. To explore this crisis in identity, I will examine the question of
whether Gilgamesh in his grief becomes like Enkidu or unlike him, as both
propositions have been put forward in the secondary literature.
The Arst position is that by mourning Enkidu Gilgamesh comes to
resemble him even more closely. For example Walls (2001, 69-70) writes: ‘As
though in sympathy with Enkidu’s bodily decay, Gilgamesh despoils his own
attractive form through sleeplessness, hardship, and self-denial (X 254–55).’
Walls suggests that Gilgamesh’ deAling of his own body, including the quest
to And Uta-napishti, constitutes a mirroring of the deAling that Enkidu’s
body undergoes in decomposition. Likewise Anderson (1991) argues that
when Gilgamesh takes on the appearance of a mourner, he mirrors the
appearance of the denizens of the Underworld. This argument is based on
Gilgamesh’ speech to Enkidu in the epic’s twelfth tablet, where he instructs
Enkidu in what to do when traveling into the Underworld, so as to avoid
becoming trapped there. As Anderson (p. 75) points out, ‘many of the very
behaviours from which Enkidu must abstain are exactly the behaviours
proscribed for the mourner’, and accordingly, mirrored by Gilgamesh in his
mourning. The argument is summarized by Xuan Huong Thi Pham (2000,
18-9) as follows: Gilgamesh ‘is in a way identifying himself with the dead, as
he himself advises Enkidu to do so before the latter descends to the
44

Note the discussion regarding the gender identities of the lamentation priests, the Sumerian gala’s
and Akkadian kalû’s (see the references in Gabbay 2008). These priests, though apparently male-identiAed
in many contexts, employed in their litanies the Sumerian emesal-dialect which was otherwise reserved for
women and goddesses. In his discussion of this gendered overlap, Jerrold Cooper (2006, 44) argues that
the genre of lamentation was originally associated with women, and that it retained this association with
femininity even as it came to include male performers.
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underworld […] Gilgamesh the mourner has in fact followed these
proscriptions’.
Another point of resemblance between Enkidu and the grieving
Gilgamesh is the aforementioned journey into the wild, whereby Gilgamesh
travels into and becomes part of the feral sphere where Enkidu grew up.
Anderson (1991, 76) writes that ‘Gilgamesh’s state of mourning identiAes
him not only with the dead but also with the state of Enkidu at the very
beginning of the epic. In his roaming over the steppe with an unkempt
appearance, Gilgamesh has become a wild-man, a man of nature rather
than of culture.’ In Anderson’s view, Gilgamesh’ journey into the wild is an
identiAcation with Enkidu, and his rejection of urban life a mirroring of
Enkidu’s animal upbringing. This view is shared by Maier (2009, 37), who
writes: ‘So great is his grief at the loss of his friend that Gilgamesh becomes
Enkidu, Enkidu of the wilderness’ (italics in the original).
However, I believe that Maier’s formulation points towards a more
complex dynamic than he lets on. What, exactly, is the relation between
losing someone and becoming that someone? Maier seems to suggest that
there is a certain ‘level’ of grief that leads to a collapse of identity with the
person for whom one grieves, but the rationale behind that collapse is not
entirely clear. Dickson (2007a, 200) is more explicit about how he
understands the dynamic of mourning and identifying:
It has often been noted that one effect of Enkidu’s death on the hero is a lapse
into the kind of natural state that his sidekick had once embodied, and as whose
opposite Gilgamesh had originally been cast. There is a shift here in roles and
also in the structural categories they imply – whether the result of a desperate
identiAcation with the character of the deceased beloved in order to deny his
death, some sort of rite du [sic] passage in the course of mourning, or else a more
global rejection of culture itself in an effort somehow to be rid of the mortality
that clings to it – and the King becomes the Wildman.

Like Anderson and Maier, Dickson suggests that Gilgamesh assumption
of a ‘natural state’ constitutes an identiAcation with Enkidu, but further
speciAes that this identiAcation might have the purpose of denying Enkidu’s
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death. Importantly, he notes that if Gilgamesh’ journey into the wild does
imply an identiAcation with Enkidu, then that identiAcation emerges as the
structural reversal of a prior opposition between the ‘natural’ Enkidu and
the ‘civilized’ Gilgamesh. Ultimately, however, one is left to wonder how
exactly this role reversal could work to deny Enkidu’s death. If, as Dickson
argues elsewhere (see above, p. 54), the statue which Gilgamesh builds for
Enkidu seeks but fails to reanimate him through resemblance, the implicit
suggestion might be that Gilgamesh then attempts to do the same by using
his own body: to keep Enkidu alive through likeness.45
Yet in the scholarly literature one Ands also a second and totally contrary
position, namely that by mourning Enkidu Gilgamesh becomes his
opposite, or at least that his identiAcation with Enkidu implies a
fundamental inversion as well. Already in the passage cited above it is clear
that according to Dickson mirroring also involves some degree of inversion,
but he is even more explicit about the matter in another article from the
same year: ‘Mirroring Enkidu’s earlier passage, he [Gilgamesh] has
exchanged Culture for Nature’ (Dickson 2007b, 176). As he journeys into
the wild, Gilgamesh mirrors Enkidu’s passage from Nature to Culture – but
going in the opposite direction, as it were. Further, as emphasized by von
Weiher (1980, 117), though they take place in the same place, Enkidu’s
upbringing and Gilgamesh’ wanderings are very different experiences for
the two heroes: Gilgamesh wanders ‘freilich nicht mit der Unschuld des
Enkidu, sondern ratlos, planlos, verzweifelt dem Trieb folgend, nämlich
dem Schmerz um den verlorenen Freund.’ Enkidu’s life in the wild was
innocent and free, but Gilgamesh’ is marked by pain, desperation, and
aimlessness.
This position is also shared by Bailey (1976, 452-3), who argues that the
grieving Gilgamesh is ‘purposely pictured as the hunter par excellence, the
slayer of wild animals – the obverse of Enkidu at the epic’s beginning.’
Whereas Enkidu in the wild had been the protector of animals, counted by
the animals as one of their own, Gilgamesh’ integration into the natural
45

See Dickson (2007a, 200, n. 20) for further references to this understanding of Gilgamesh’
identiAcation with Enkidu.
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sphere is more ambiguous. On the one hand, as noted by Bailey Gilgamesh’
killing of lions (IX 18) stands in stark contrast to the wild Enkidu. In fact a
crucial aspect of Enkidu’s humanization was precisely that the killing of
lions (II 60) marked his growing distance from the animal sphere. On the
other hand, Gilgamesh also becomes lion-like: his restless movement after
Enkidu’s death is likened to a lion-mother without her cubs (VIII 61), and
he is later described as ‘got up like a lion’ (pān labbi šaknātā-ma, X 218 and
passim, George 690-1). This ambiguity is captured well by Bailey’s
formulation. As the ‘obverse’ of Enkidu, Gilgamesh’ identiAcation is more
complex than it Arst appears.
Noting this same opposition between Gilgamesh killing and Enkidu cohabiting with animals, Foster (1987, 41) concludes that ‘Gilgamesh is
become Enkidu in reverse’. He also adds another difference between the
two: ‘Most important, unlike Enkidu, he [Gilgamesh] knows that he is a
human being’ (p. 41). This is important not only because it marks a contrast
between the grieving Gilgamesh and the wild Enkidu that prevents a total
likeness, but also because Gilgamesh’ knowledge of his humanity is
expressed primarily as a knowledge about his mortality. As I argued in the
preceding section, when he ventures into the wild Gilgamesh begins to
articulate his relation to Enkidu in completely new terms: he now fears
becoming like Enkidu because that means being mortal. Accordingly, if his
journey in the epic’s second half marks an identiAcation with Enkidu
inasmuch as he travels into the wilderness from which Enkidu came, it also
marks a dis-identiAcation with him inasmuch as the quest is powered by a
burning urge to become unlike him by becoming immortal.
I would suggest that these two positions – Anderson, Pham, and Maier’s
on the one hand and von Weiher, Bailey, and Foster’s on the other – can be
reconciled. In the previous chapter, I argued that the alternation of likeness
and difference in the description of the two heroes’ friendship can be
understood as the dynamic of identiAcation that reintroduces the difference
it claims to have overcome. In a similar vein I would now suggest that the
interplay of likeness and difference between Enkidu and the mourning
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Gilgamesh can be understood as a dynamic of identity, though one that is
shaped not by desire but by the crisis of identity introduced in grief. I turn
once more to Butler for an account of how likeness and difference can be so
intimately related in the construction of identity. Butler (2004, 22) describes
the crisis of identity that occurs in grief as follows:
On one level, I think I have lost “you” only to discover that “I” have gone
missing as well. At another level, perhaps what I have lost “in” you, that for
which I have no ready vocabulary, is a relationality that is composed neither
exclusively of myself nor you, but is to be conceived as the tie by which those
terms are differentiated and related. (italics in the original)

A crucial aspect of this description is that the affective tie which binds
the ‘I’ to the ‘you’ is prior to and necessary for the differentiation of ‘those
terms’, meaning the ‘I’ and the ‘you’. There are not two subjects who
engage in an emotional connection with one another, rather, it is through
that connection that they emerge as separate beings in the Arst place. When
the ‘I’ loses the ‘you’, it therefore also loses the structure by which those
identities had been articulated. It is for this reason that mourning implies
working through the various ways that one has been ‘differentiated and
related’ by the lost tie.
With Butler, one can understand the vacillation in the secondary
literature, between identiAcation and contrast, as re<ecting a vacillation that
is central to mourning itself. Gilgamesh does become unlike his friend, so as
to articulate his own identity as separate from Enkidu’s, as an ‘I’ that is not
synonymous with a ‘you’. And Gilgamesh does become like his friend, so as
to articulate the emotional connection which he has lost, as an ‘I’
differentiated from a ‘you’ only by the tie that had bound them together.

The story of grief
In this Anal section on grief, I would like to turn to a somewhat different
aspect of Gilgamesh’ undoing after Enkidu’s death, namely the character
of his speech. In the Anal section of the previous chapter, I described the
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space of male friendship in Gilgamesh as a shapeless space, whose structure
becomes increasingly difAcult to articulate, noting that Gilgamesh deAnes
the emotional relation between the two heroes as ‘love’ only before Enkidu’s
arrival and after his death. The time of grief is thus also the time when the
story of love begins to be told. Walls (2001, 63), for example, argues that
‘Gilgamesh most clearly articulates his passion for Enkidu in his moving
elegies and anguished mourning’, and likewise Guinan and Morris
(forthcoming, 169) state that Enkidu’s death marks ‘the moment that the
silence ends; in loss, this love of comrade for comrade must Anally begin to
speak.’ But if Gilgamesh in his grief begins to speak his love, what kind of
speaking is this? If passion is articulated in mourning, how does the
emotional structure of mourning affect that articulation?
In his wanderings, Gilgamesh tells the story of his love for Enkidu to
Shiduri, to Ur-shanabi, and to Uta-napishti, and I will argue that this story
evinces a certain sense of brokenness. It is as if it begins to unravel, as if the
‘I’ that tells it gradually loses control over it. It is difAcult to establish this
point with absolute certainty – like the shapeless space of friendship, the
undoing of a story is difAcult to describe, because it is the point where
language seems to fail us. Consider, however, the following four points.
1) As noted by Nathan Wasserman (2005, 29-30), Gilgamesh reverses
the sequence of events that he describes. He tells the story of how he,
accompanied by Enkidu, killed Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven, but
‘consistently mentions these two scenes in inverted order’ (p. 29), telling Arst
of the Bull of Heaven and then of Humbaba (VIII 53-4 and passim).
Wasserman sees this inversion as an instance of the rhetorical trope hysteron
proteron, where an expected sequence of events is reversed, and understands
its use in this speciAc context as a sign of ‘Gilgameš’s dramatic mental
transformation’ after Enkidu’s death (p. 30). As Wasserman points out,
when Shiduri mentions those same events she does so in their correct
chronological order (X 37-9). As such, temporal confusion is not a general
feature of how the events of the epic’s Arst act are relayed in the second but
a speciAc feature of Gilgamesh’ speech. Time, in Gilgamesh’ story, is out of
joint.
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2) A second site of confusion in Gilgamesh’ account of his friendship –
perhaps unsurprisingly given the argument of the preceding sections – is
the identities of the two heroes. For example, among the things Gilgamesh
says that he and Enkidu did together is that they ‘killed lions in the
mountain passes(?)’ (ina nērebēti (?) ša šadî nidūk nēšī, X 231 and passim, George
2003, 692-3), but this is something that Gilgamesh did alone in his
wanderings after Enkidu’s death (IX 15-8).46 Like his inversion of the
temporal sequence, Gilgamesh’ confusion about whether he has done
something alone or together with Enkidu hints at a gradual deterioration of
the narrative he attempts to tell. As he tells a story about his relation with
Enkidu, Gilgamesh reveals the extent to which he himself, even in solitude,
is affected by that relation.
Note also that Gilgamesh begins the story of his adventures with Enkidu
by saying that ‘we it was who joined forces’ (ša ninnemdū-ma, X 31 and
passim, restored from VIII 52, George 2003, 678-9). The verb translated as
‘to join forces’, the N-stem of emēdu, has the extended range of meanings ‘to
be joined to one another, to come together, to meet, to move in together, to
join, to band together’, etc.47 It is in this way that Gilgamesh Arst and
foremost articulates his relation to Enkidu: as one to whom he had been
joined, and from whom he has now been separated. His story also includes
an account of that separation, namely of how he refused to give the body
of his friend up for burial until a maggot dropped from his nose. Gilgamesh
thus depicts himself as both lovingly conjoined with and painfully separated
from the body of the other.
3) This story, with its confusions of time and identity, is introduced by a
question – or rather, by two questions. Shiduri, Ur-shanabi, and Utanapishti interrogate Gilgamesh about why he has such a wretched
appearance: ‘Why are your cheeks hollow?’, etc. (ammēni aklā letāti, X 40 and
passim, George 2003, 680-1). Gilgamesh replies with the same set of
46

See George 2003, 869. The line is partly reconstructed based on Shiduri’s reply in X 38, and the
beginning of the verb could also be reconstructed a-: ‘I killed lions’. However, as George notes, this would
At oddly into the sequence of Arst person plural verbs.
47
From the CAD vol. E p. 146-7. The AhW vol. X p. 214 col. i translates as ‘sich zusammentun mit’
and ‘aneinanderwachsen’, but also ‘aufeinanderstoßen’ – note again the interplay of companionship and
aggression.
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questions, negated and turned around: ‘Why should my cheeks not be
hollow?’, etc. (ammēni lā aklā letāya, X 47 and passim, George 2003, 680-1).
DeAantly, Gilgamesh answers open questions with open questions, in an
ironic gesture that exposes the unanswerability of the questions he was
posed. The logic of this exchange is not without its difAculties, but as I read
it, Gilgamesh’ reply points to the fact that it is as difAcult for him to explain
his current state as it would be for him to avoid it. He is unavoidably
undone by loss, but there is no simple account of this undoing that will
sufAce to explain it in full, and hence the questions he was posed must
remain unanswered – or at least, answered only with new questions. As
such, the account that he gives of what led him to his present state begins
with a sense of unaccountability, as if exposing from the start that his story
will not succeed in accomplishing its aim.
4) Combined with this sense of unanswerability is the insistent repetition
of the story. Gilgamesh tells it three times, and, as far as one can tell from
the broken state of the text, with the exact same wording each time. It is as
if he is stuck, like a broken record player, telling the same story over and
over again, as if he can And no other way of articulating his story but to fall
back on the same confused account. However, one needs to be cautious in
assigning any signiAcance to this retelling, for the verbatim repetition of
even very long passages is a general feature of the epic, particularly in its
Standard Babylonian version (Cooper 1977, Gilbert 2012), and not speciAc
to this scene. Yet Gilgamesh’ repetition meets with very different answers
from Shiduri, Ur-shanabi and Uta-napishti, each of which re<ects their
particular personality. For example, the inn-keeper Shiduri’s reply urges
him to return to the joys of life, while the boat-man Ur-shanabi gives
practical instructions for making punting-poles, and the sage Uta-napishti
muses on the ways of life and the unavoidability of death. The difference
between their speeches highlights the sameness of Gilgamesh’ story, which
though not signiAcant in itself is exposed by contrast with his interlocutors
as repetitious, as if he is somehow ‘stuck’ in his inverted, confused, and
questioning story.
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How is one then to understand such a ‘brokenness’ in Gilgamesh’ story,
if indeed it is that? And more to the point, what is the relation between this
story and the crisis in identity described in the previous sections? I believe
that Butler’s account offers us a way of coming to terms with the
confusions, inversions, repetitions, and unanswerability of Gilgamesh’ story.
What is displayed in grief, according to Butler (2003, 23), ‘is the thrall in
which our relations with others holds us, in ways that we cannot always
recount or explain, in ways that often interrupt the self-conscious account
of ourselves we might try to provide, in ways that challenge the very notion
of ourselves as autonomous and in control.’ In the previous sections I have
attempted to describe what consequences this view has for our
understanding of Gilgamesh as a subject affected by grief. But as Butler
goes on to show, the undoing of the subject also has a radical impact on the
subject’s account of itself:
I might try to tell a story here about what I am feeling, but it would have to be a
story in which the very “I” who seeks to tell the story is stopped in the midst of
the telling; the very “I” is called into question by its relation to the Other, a
relation that does not precisely reduce me to speechlessness, but does
nevertheless clutter my speech with signs of its undoing. I tell a story about the
relations I choose, only to expose, somewhere along the way, the way I am
gripped and undone by these very relations. My narrative falters, as it must (p.
23).

Since the subject for Butler is in a radical sense constituted within a
linguistic Aeld, it follows that its ‘de-constitution’ must have a linguistic
effect as well. I would argue that this is also the case for Gilgamesh, whose
undoing shatters his ability to tell the story of that relation. In Butler’s
words, Gilgamesh’ speech becomes cluttered ‘with signs of its undoing’,
such as the reversal of events. Likewise, the sense of unanswerability with
which Gilgamesh begins his story is perhaps best described as a faltering in
the narrative. As the ‘I’ is insistently called into question, as its frayed state
and apparent undoing are interrogated, it attempts to provide an account
of the relations that brought it to its present state, but unavoidably falters
since that undoing also affects its place in the linguistic Aeld. What Butler

78 | Emotions in Gilgamesh
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

reveals is thus that one cannot tell the story of a constitutive relation
without exposing that one is gripped by that relation, as Gilgamesh’ story
of joining and separation makes clear.
And yet, this narrative faltering is not the same as silence: in Butler’s
words, the ‘I’ is not exactly reduced to speechlessness. As noted by Walls
and by Guinan and Morris this scene is not the end but rather the
beginning of Gilgamesh telling his story. Even as he repeats, inverts, and
falters, Gilgamesh’ urge to tell the story is clear. As he concludes each time:
‘For I, how could I stay silent? How could I stay quiet?’ (kīkî luskut kīkî luqūl
anāku, X 67 and passim, George 2003, 682-3). Just as the questions with
which he begins his speech expose that he cannot fully answer the question
of ‘why’ he is undone, the questions with which he ends it expose that he
cannot not attempt to answer it, either.
Finally, it is worth noting what happens to Gilgamesh’ troubled
recounting of his own story later in the epic. When he Anally reaches Utanapishti he presses him to tell the story of how he achieved immortality.
Intriguingly, Gilgamesh manages to convince Uta-napishti by invoking the
likeness between them, twice exclaiming: ‘You are just like me!’ (kî yâtī-ma
atta, XI 3-4, George 2003, 702-3). Gilgamesh began the quest for eternal
life with a rearticulation of his likeness with Enkidu, which became his
great fear: ‘Shall I not then be like Enkidu?’ As he is about to complete this
quest he returns to the question of likeness, now in the hope that his
similarity to Uta-napishti will mean that he too is capable of achieving
immortality.
It is in response to this claim of similarity that Uta-napishti Anally tells
Gilgamesh the story of the Flood that brought him immortality. But as a
number of commentators have pointed out, in doing so Uta-napishti is also
conveying something else to Gilgamesh: he is showing him how to tell a
story. As argued by among others Piotr Michalowski (1996, 188-90 and
1999, 80), Uta-napishti’s story constitutes a meta-textual re<ection on the
power of discourse which paves the way for Gilgamesh to become the
narrator of his own story. When Gilgamesh speaks the closing words of the
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epic and brings the story full circle by repeating the verses with which it had
begun (I18-23 = XI 323-8), it is thereby implied that the story is in fact
Gilgamesh’ autobiography told in the third person – an autobiography that,
according to Michalowski (1999, 80) ‘mimics the one told to Gilgamesh by
Utnapishtim.’ As such, Gilgamesh’ narrative faltering is arguably resolved
through Uta-napishti’s demonstration of narrative mastery, and the
restoration of Gilgamesh’ ability to tell his own story is realized through the
very epic that one has been reading.48

Summary
Building on Butler’s understanding of the subject as a historical entity that
is both constructed and undone by its relations within a discursive Aeld, the
core argument of this chapter has been that Gilgamesh is undone by his
grief for Enkidu. In the previous chapter it was argued that his identity was
shaped by a <ux of desire and identiAcation. It follows that when this
relation is undone so is the identity that had been constructed with it. The
epic depicts Gilgamesh’ undoing through a growing distance from his
identity as a man in a number of directions: he moves towards the feral, the
divine, and the feminine without fully assuming any of those states.
Further, the crisis in identity also takes the shape of a difAcult separation
from Enkidu, which has been characterized in the secondary literature both
as an exaggerated clinging to Enkidu, and as a narcissistically over-hasty
separation from him. But both these descriptions fail to take into account
how the grieving subject becomes preoccupied both with its gripping
relation to the other and with how that relation affects its own self.
Consequently, the dynamic of dis- and re-identiAcation described in the
previous chapter continues in grief, as Gilgamesh is forced to articulate his
relation with Enkidu anew. Again one Ands contradictory descriptions in
the secondary literature, with some scholars stressing the likeness between
48
On this topic see also, among others, Vanstiphout (1990, 66-8), Altes (2007), Dickson (2009), Zgoll
(2010), and Feldt and Koch (2011, 119, fn. 31). Note in particular the parallel to Enheduana’s Exaltation of
Inana, where the narrator’s recovery from a prior af<iction of speechlessness (v. 72-3) is realized through
her telling of the story itself (v. 139-41).
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Enkidu and the grieving Gilgamesh, and others emphasizing that this
likeness is connected with profound reversals as well. As was the case in the
previous chapter, these con<icting accounts can be understood as different
aspects of an ongoing process of identity formation, though here cast in a
far more tragic manner. Crucially, my focus on this dynamic has
foregrounded the fact that Gilgamesh’ quest for eternal life is predicated by
an attempt to dis-identify with Enkidu, to become unlike him by becoming
immortal.
The Anal section of this chapter has focused on Gilgamesh’ attempt to
provide an account of his undoing. As he is questioned by Shiduri,
Ur-shanabi and Uta-napishti, his repeated reply reveals that the undoing of
the subject is also an undoing of its ability to narrate its own story.
Gilgamesh’ account is marked by repetition, unanswered questions, and
confusions of sequence and identity. This elusive sense of brokenness in
Gilgamesh’ story of his love for Enkidu lends credence to the theory by
Michalowski and others that Uta-napishti’s story of the Flood is also a
meta-textual illustration of story-telling, paving the way for Gilgamesh to
become the narrator of his own story at the close of the epic.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Emotions in
Gilgamesh

The previous two chapters have analysed in depth two particular emotions
in the Epic of Gilgamesh, friendship and grief. In this chapter, I will compare
the Andings of these analyses in order to draw a general sketch of the role
played by emotions in the epic. I begin by noting how the emotions of
friendship and grief are related to one another, not only in Gilgamesh but in
cuneiform literature in general. I then turn to three aspects of the depiction
of emotions: their structural potential, their role in the construction of
identity, and the relation between emotions and textuality. Finally, I present
some suggestions for how future studies might approach the topic of
emotions in Akkadian literature.
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Emotions and mirroring
As noted in chapter one, I have chosen to focus on the emotions of
friendship and grief because the narrative structure of the epic suggests
that they would be depicted as each other’s mirror image. But what does
that mean? What exactly is an ‘emotional mirror image’?
On the one hand, grief is depicted as a inversion of friendship, in that
some themes introduced in the description of the love between Gilgamesh
and Enkidu are turned upside down after Enkidu’s death. Most importantly,
the theme of the two heroes being each other’s perfect match is tragically
inverted, as Gilgamesh in his grief seeks to become unlike Enkidu by
becoming immortal. Difference and identiAcation Agure as central
preoccupations in both friendship and grief, but going in opposite
directions, as it were. The identities of Gilgamesh and Enkidu are fused
together by the structure of male friendship, and painfully separated by the
process of mourning.
On the other hand, grief is depicted also as a continuation of the
emotional relation established in friendship. The analyses of the previous
chapter have uncovered a number of similarities between the two emotions.
For example, in the secondary literature one Ands a disagreement over
whether Gilgamesh and Enkidu become like or unlike each other both in
the case of their friendship and in the case of Gilgamesh’ mourning. This
indicates that there is a structural parallelism between the emotions that is
obscured by the contrasting positive experience of love and negative
experience of loss.
To summarize, friendship and loss in the Epic of Gilgamesh are both
depicted as relations through which the subject is given over to another.
Gilgamesh loses himself in his love with Enkidu, and is at a loss about who
he is when wrenched from that love. Both of these emotions involve a
profound transformation in the face of the other, and either threaten or
promise a loss of the self through the affective relation. Butler thus
describes desire and grief as part and parcel of the same relational
subjectivity. The undoing of the subject ‘seems so clearly the case with grief,
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but it can be so only because it was already the case with desire. One does
not always stay intact.’ (Butler 2004, 23) It is because the subject was
already given over to the other in its desire that it can later be undone by
loss. When alive, Gilgamesh and Enkidu are like two matching forces, not
exactly in balance but at least teetering against each other, and when
Enkidu disappears from that equation it is as if Gilgamesh falls forward into
nothingness. He had always been unbalanced by his relation with Enkidu, this is
merely exposed by Enkidu’s death. It is not loss that undoes the subject; loss just
reveals the subject as already undone by its love.
While this thesis aims only to examine the depiction of emotions in the
Epic of Gilgamesh, it should be noted that love and death are closely
connected throughout Akkadian and Sumerian literature. In many cases,
this connection revolves around the goddess Ishtar-Inana, who is on the one
hand associated with love and sexuality and on the other with war and
chaos. Indeed, Abusch (2015, 20-5) argues that this double association is
also central to the role she plays in Gilgamesh. Likewise, Michalowski (2006)
and Cooper (2006) have drawn attention to the fact that the Sumerian
lamentation priests, the gala’s, were associated speciAcally with love and
death. They performed their rituals at marriages and funerals, a
conjunction which according to Cooper (2006, 44) should be understood ‘in
light of the close relationship between the songs of love and death,
expressed in Mesopotamia by the common dialect [Sumerian eme-sal] and
protagonists [especially Inana] in both’.
Note also the Akkadian epic Nergal and Ereshkigal, a story about
passionate sexuality between the Underworld gods, which, according to
Bottéro (1987, 443), relies on a play of words between love and death:
‘Ereškigal réclaimait l’insolent [Nergal] ana mûti: pour (le livrer à) la mort; elle
l’obtient ana muti: pour époux.’ Husband and death, mūtu and mutu, are
separated only by the length of a vowel, and it is the interchangeability of
the two which according to Bottéro forms the basis of Nergal and Ereshkigal.

84 | Emotions in Gilgamesh
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Emotions and structure
A central assumption behind the analyses above has been that emotions
play an active role in the text, rather than merely being static conditions.
Emotions do things, affecting the actions and identities of the characters.
Working from this assumption, I have tried to show that emotions such as
desire, aggression, and grief are not merely states through which the
characters pass, but powerful forces that condition their existence.
Further, drawing on the work of Eve Sedgwick, I have described the
work done by emotions as structural, in the sense that emotions determine
the actions of the characters in accordance with speciAc patterns. For
example, the triangular structure of desire means that Gilgamesh and
Enkidu are oriented towards each other within a relation of betweenness.
This structure persists throughout their friendship, even as it is shifted
around by other emotions, such as aggression: the structure GilgameshShamhat-Enkidu becomes Gilgamesh-Enkidu-bride, and then, Gilgamesh
and Enkidu together against Humbaba, Ishtar, and the Bull of Heaven.
The way in which the characters are affected by emotions thus follows a
speciAc pattern, in this case a triangular pattern, without that structure
necessarily being clear to the characters themselves.
Due to this active but structural role, the characters in Gilgamesh are
gripped and moved by emotions in ways they do not fully understand, even
as it follows a determined pattern. Turning to another emotion, namely
anger, the new manuscript of tablet V reveals the characters in a moment
of uncertainty about why and how they are moved by their anger. Having
killed Humbaba and felled his trees, Enkidu asks Gilgamesh:
[ibrī ana] tūšār ništakan qišta
[men]â ina Nippuri nippal Ellil
[ina du]nnīkunū-ma maṣṣara tanārā
[m]inû uzzakunū-ma taraḫḫiṣā qišta
‘[My friend,] we have reduced the forest [to] a wasteland,
[how] shall we answer Enlil in Nippur?
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“[In] your might you slew the guardian,
what was this wrath of yours that you went trampling the forest?” ’
(V 303-6, George and al-Rawi 2014, 82-3)

Enkidu here imagines himself interrogated by Enlil: ‘Why have you
done this? What anger led you to this action?’ But Enkidu cannot answer.
Instead, the heroes build an enormous cedar door as an offering to appease
Enlil’s anger. But their inability to account for their own wrath is surely
striking. Though they recognize that they are driven to terrifying actions by
an emotion within them, they cannot explain why or how they are moved
by it. Anger Agures in Enkidu’s speech as an obscure force that drives the
heroes to their undoing, since Enlil is indeed angered by their actions.
When they add insult to injury by also killing the Bull of Heaven, the gods
decide that Enkidu must die.
In Gilgamesh, the structuring power of emotions is far greater than the
self-possession of the characters affected by them, and as a result the
characters are sometimes at a loss to explain their own actions. I have noted
above that Gilgamesh and Enkidu both disagree with the narrator about
what emotions they are driven by: Enkidu seeks out Gilgamesh because he
wishes for either a friend or a rival (p. 32), and Gilgamesh weeps either
because he grieves for Enkidu or fears for his own death (p. 64). This
confusion, I would argue, is a result of emotions being depicted in the epic
as structural rather than personal, and as active affects rather than static
conditions. The combination of these two characteristics means that the
characters are ‘carried away’ by emotional forces greater than themselves.
Emotions and identity
A crucial concern of this thesis has been the relation between emotions and
identity. I have paid special attention to the ways in which the identities of
the two characters are shaped by their emotional orientation towards each
other, and then by the sundering process of grief. Both love and loss affect
identity in a fundamental sense. In this closing chapter, I would like to
illustrate this relation with a brief example taken from Gilgamesh’ rejection
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of Ishtar’s marriage proposal. To illustrate why he cannot accept her offer,
Gilgamesh tells the stories of the goddess’ previous lovers, each of whom
was brought to destruction by her love. As summarized by Abusch (2015,
42-3), these stories involve
Arst enhancement, then transformation, and Anally, a loss of self leading to
frenzied but futile attempts to regain that which has been surrendered. Ishtar is
attainment but also attenuation; Ishtar is the opposite of what one
values. To love her is to surrender one’s identity. […] This is most
evident and touching in the account of the shepherd turned wolf, for
he will always try to rejoin the sheepfold and will always be chased
away by the shepherds with whom he had once almost been identical
and by the dogs with whom he is now almost identical. (italics in the
original)
As interpreted by Abusch, the stories of Ishtar’s lovers are a miniature
example of the dynamics discussed here. Love and loss are, for Ishtar’s
lovers just as for Gilgamesh and Enkidu, a matter of identity and
transformation. In love the subject strives for a union with the loved object
and surrenders its identity to this love, in loss this surrender of the self is
painfully exposed and the subject is left in a state of undoing. The ‘almost
identical’ Agures as an index of this transformation. Gilgamesh and Enkidu
become almost if never fully identical in their mutual love, and the grieving
Gilgamesh becomes both more alike and more different from his dead
friend. As with the lover turned wolf, tragically like and unlike the
shepherds and their dogs, love and loss involve a dynamic of de- and
re-identiAcation.
Abusch (2015, 36-40) argues that by telling the story of Ishullanu, who
rejected Ishtar’s advances and was punished for it, Gilgamesh is presenting
a miniature version of his own encounter with Ishtar. He does not, however,
draw the larger parallel to Gilgamesh’ love for Enkidu, which in turn
frames the encounter with Ishtar. Yet this love follows the exact same
pattern as the one he identiAes in the stories: Gilgamesh is Arst enhanced
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and then transformed, and Anally he will lose his self through his love for
Enkidu.
Emotions transform and undo the identities of the characters
throughout the Epic of Gilgamesh. This is not only the case for love and grief,
and indeed Gilgamesh’ account of Ishtar’s lovers points to another emotion
that stands in a close relation with identity, namely shame (on the relation
between shame and identity, see Sedgwick 2003, 36-8). Ishtar <ees in anger
from Gilgamesh’ account of her past actions, and avenges herself by
sending down the Bull of Heaven to kill him. Her tearful speech to Anu
and Antu, complaining about Gilgamesh’ treatment of her, makes clear
that Ishtar feels exposed and humiliated.
I would point to the fact that the only two verbs in her speech,
ittazzaranni, ‘he kept insulting me’, and undennâ, ‘he kept recounting to me’
(VI 84-5), are both in the iterative -tn-stem (Gtn and Dtn, respectively). As
such, what Ishtar feels shamed by is rather the repetition of her actions which
Gilgamesh exposes than any of those actions in and of themselves. In
keeping with the description of emotions above, Ishtar’s repeated desire
and aggression towards her lovers can be understood as a structural
emotional pattern that determines her actions without being apparent to
the goddess herself, before it is pointed out to her by Gilgamesh. Ishtar is
stuck in an emotional circle, and the shaming exposure of that pattern is a
challenge to her identity. Thus identity in Gilgamesh can be threatened not
only by the undoing of loss, but also by the shaming gaze of the other.
Emotions and language
Finally, this thesis has dealt with the depiction of emotions in a speciAc text.
But what exactly does it mean for the analyses above that they are based on
the reading of a textual and literary source, rather than actual emotional
experiences of real individuals? Can emotions even be conveyed by texts?
The matter of the emotionality of texts is a difAcult issue in the Aeld of
affect theory (see e.g. Ahmed 2014, 12-4), and I cannot here deal with all its
different aspects. However, it is of course a central concern for those of us
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who work with emotions in ancient cultures, where the sources are of
necessity textual. Quite apart from the problem of approaching emotions in
alien cultures, how does one approach emotions in cultures that one can
encounter only textually?
The in<uential theorist of affect Sara Ahmed (2014, 13) argues that
Agures of speech are a crucial element in the way texts become emotional.
It is not so much that there are emotions somehow ‘inside’ the text, rather
the text performs emotions through its Agures. Gilgamesh’ broken story of
grief, for example, enacts the hero’s emotional undoing through its
confusions and reversals, and likewise, the seamless transitions between the
heroes’ speeches performs the shapeless space of friendship. The
unanswered question in Enkidu’s speech after the killing of Humbaba
performs the structural power of anger, and the iterative -tn-stem in Ishtar’s
speech to Anu and Antum carries out the repetition that is so shameful to
her. As such, the text creates the emotions it describes through the very way
it describes them.
To take a broader example of a Agure of speech being connected with a
speciAc emotion, one may note the repetitiveness of grief in cuneiform
literature. In his eulogy for Enkidu, Gilgamesh apostrophizes the world
around him, calling on everything from rivers to roads, from cheetahs to
cedars, to mourn for his dead friend. This apostrophe revolves around the
anaphoric repetition of the word libkīku,49 ‘may it mourn you’, which
appears no less than 19 times. Likewise, the genre of the Sumerian city
laments that mourn the destruction of Sumer are noted for their
repetitiveness, as are the hymns performed by the lamentation priests, the
aforementioned gala’s. There seems to be a strong association between long
passages of repetition and the emotion of grief in both Sumerian and
Akkadian literature. The question of why this is so is too complex to be
resolved here, but it indicates that emotions in cuneiform texts may be
approached with Ahmed’s theory about the emotionality of texts in mind:
textual repetition can be said to perform the emotion of grief.
49

Including the grammatical variations libkīka, libkâkka, libkūnikku, libkānikku, libkūnakka, libkû elīka and libki
elīka.
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Intimations of further study
How, then, can the results of this thesis be applied towards further studies
of emotions in ancient Near Eastern cultures? I envisaged this thesis as a
pilot project for the application of affect theory in the study of Babylonian,
Assyrian, and Sumerian cultures, hoping to show that a study of emotions
can be carried out that is both theoretically and historically sensitive.
While lexicographical studies such as that by Margaret Jaques (2006) are
an important starting point for approaching an issue as difAcult as emotions
in ancient cultures, in my opinion they must be supplemented by more
analytically oriented studies in order to a reach a deeper understanding of
the ancient texts. I am not arguing that scholars should merely impose upon
the evidence theoretical models borrowed wholesale from affect theory.
Rather, it is my belief that studies can be undertaken which are inspired in
their methodology and analytical approach by contemporary theoretical
considerations, but which do not lose sight of the cultural speciAcity of the
cuneiform texts.
Three questions seem of particular importance for future studies that
wish to approach the question of emotions in cuneiform cultures:
– What are the speciAc dynamics of different emotions, and of emotions
in different contexts? In this thesis, I have approached two emotions,
friendship and grief, in one very speciAc context, namely the Standard
Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh. While the two emotions are closely related to
one another by the narrative mirroring of the epic, they also display
different affective dynamics. This suggests that in approaching other
emotions, such as anger, shame, or shock in Sumerian and Akkadian
literature, scholars should be particularly attentive to what kind of
structures these different emotions entail.
– How were emotions conceptualized? The idea of ‘emotions’ as a
separable aspect of human existence is a relatively recent concept, and the
connotations of ‘emotion’ as a category are not trans-historically valid. This
study has taken for granted that the emotions of friendship and grief would
have been recognized as somehow the same ‘kind’ of experience, but is
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such an assumption legitimate? How would emotions have been construed
in a Babylonian, Assyrian or Sumerian discourse of the individual? Where
was the seat of emotions in the body? Where was their position in a
normative hierarchy – were they, for example, thought of as somehow
‘lower’ than intellect, or rather inseparable from it? Were there multiple
categories, such as drives, passions, and feelings, or only one way of being
affected by what we term ‘emotions’?
– Finally, all of these questions must be considered within a diachronic
frame. One of the advantages of focusing on a single text, as I have done in
this thesis, is that one avoids con<ating evidence from different historical
periods. Historical studies within affect theory have highlighted the
dramatic changes in the conceptualization of emotions that have taken
place within the last hundred years – so it seems impossible that the
structures and dynamics discussed above stayed constant for the three and
half millennia of cuneiform cultures. Therefore, it will be necessary, if at all
possible, to study historical changes in the conceptualization of emotions.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Conclusion

The Epic of Gilgamesh is structured by a division into two acts, the second of
which mirrors and extends the Arst. Whereas the Arst act is dominated by
the friendship between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, the second is dominated by
Gilgamesh’ grief for Enkidu. Accordingly, there is a mirroring of sorts
between the emotions of friendship and grief, which appear as both parallel
and contrasting in their affective structure.
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Emotions, in Gilgamesh, actively structure the identities and actions of the
main characters, in patterns which the characters themselves may not
comprehend. Gilgamesh and Enkidu, for example, are oriented towards
each other in a triangular structure of desire that is shifted by the mediating
effects of aggression.
The relation between the two heroes is throughout characterized by a
play of identity. In friendship, they are bound to one another by a dynamic
identiAcation, where the difference between them asserts itself only to be
overcome anew each time. In grief, Gilgamesh is undone by the loss of his
relation which Enkidu, exposing the degree to which his self had been
shaped by that relation. As such, in Gilgamesh the subject is both constructed
and undone by its emotional relations. My focus on the interplay of
emotions and identity has further highlighted that Gilgamesh’ search for
immortality is to a large extent predicated by a dis-identiAcation with the
dead Enkidu.
Further, these emotional dynamics have a crucial in<uence on the
language of the text. The text not only describes emotions, it actually
performs them as well. For example, Gilgamesh’ undoing is realized in the
undoing of his ability to give an account of his grief, as his story becomes
full of confusions, reversals, and repetition.
Finally, one aim of this thesis was to show that the interpretative tools of
affect theory could be applied to Babylonian evidence in a way that was
both theoretically informed and historically sensitive. I hope the thesis can
serve as a pilot project for future approaches to the question of emotions in
ancient cultures.
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See the sections ‘Symmetry’ and ‘Expansion’ in Vanstiphout (1990, 48-56), also George (2001, 48).

Gilgamesh’ loss of Enkidu
Gilgamesh travels west to find Ut-napishti ‘of whom people talk’ (SB X 250)
and reaches a mysterious forest – but then goes beyond it, to worlds’ end.
Two great failures: not achieving immortality, losing the Plant of Youth.
The gods will not assemble to decide eternal life for Gilgamesh.
The theme of grief. Gilgamesh veils Enkidu’s corpse ‘like a bride’ (SB VIII 59).

Gilgamesh’ love for Enkidu

Based on Katz (2011, 128): ‘The two sections of the text are structurally and thematically parallel.’

Marduk is born.
Appeal to Tiamat about the noise of the gods.
A plan is hatched to destroy the gods.
The gods hear of it and panic.
Marduk volunteers and destroys Tiamat.
‘After he had captured and killed his enemies…’ (IV 123)
… Marduk builds the universe out of Tiamat’s body.
→ c. 500 lines.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Gilgamesh and Enkidu travel east to find Humbaba ‘of whom people
talk’ (OB Y 182) and reach a mysterious forest.
Two great achievements: killing Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven.
The gods assemble to decide death for Enkidu.
The theme of friendship. Enkidu becomes ‘like a groom’ (OB P 111).

The gods are born.
Appeal to Tiamat about the noise of the gods.
A plan is hatched to destroy the gods.
The gods hear of it and panic.
Ea volunteers and destroys Apsû.
‘After he had captured and killed his enemies…’ (I 173)
… Ea builds his dwelling inside Apsû’s body.
→ c. 50 lines.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

See Moran (1987), also Wilcke (1999) and Helle (2015).

The gods summon Nintu to create natural death:
‘[You are the bi]rth goddess, creator of destinies!’ (III vi 47) – meaning death.
Ea is accused of freeing the humans from the plagues of the gods:
‘You have untied the neck ring and established freedom!’ (II vi 28 = II v 19)

The gods summon Nintu to create humanity:
‘You are the birth goddess, creator of humanity!’ (I 194)
Nintu proclaims that she has created the humans, freeing the gods:
‘I have untied the neck ring and established freedom!’ (I 243)

The destruction of humanity
The sleepless gods attempt to destroy humanity with three plagues and the Flood.
→ c. 900 lines
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@gmail.com

Sophus Helle

The revolt of the Igigi-gods leads to the creation humanity.
→ c. 300 lines

The creation of humanity

THE MIRRORING CAN TAKE THE FORM OF A CONTRAST (E.G. CREATION // DESTRUCTION), OR OF A REPETITION.
THE EXPANSION CAN BE QUANTITATIVE (EXTENSION OF LENGTH) OR QUALITATIVE (E.G. EXTENSION OF SCALE).

THE NARRATIVES OF MOST AKKADIAN EPICS ARE STRUCTURED BY A DIVISION
INTO TWO ACTS, WHERE THE SECOND ACT MIRRORS AND EXPANDS THE FIRST.
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A narrative trope in Akkadian epics
This poster aims to show that there was a common narrative trope in
the literary tradition of the Akkadian epics. Many of these epics are
structured in the same way: by a division into two acts, where the
second act mirrors and extends the first. This has been noted for
a number of individual texts, but not as a general pattern.
I take this pattern to be a literary trope, in the sense that it was a
recurrent and recognizable motif. It was a popular trope, and can
be clearly recognized in at least six epics, but it was by no means
universal: Anzu and Adapa, for example, show no signs of adhering
to this pattern, nor does it seem to apply to Sumerian literature.

Mirroring
In this trope the narrative is divided into two acts that mirror each
other, but this mirroring can take on different forms: it can be either
a contrast, a repetition, or some combination of the two. In Atrahasis, for example, one finds a contrast between the creation of
humanity in the first act and the destruction of humanity in the
second. In Enuma Elish, one finds not a contrast but a repetition,
as the narratives of the two acts are structurally parallel.

Extension
This mirroring does not make the two acts symmetrical, because
the second act also extends the narrative of the first. This expansion
can be either quantitative (that is, an extension of length) or
qualitative (e.g. an extension of scale). Such an expansion of
the second part accords with the general tendency in Akkadian
literature: ‘Generally, in Akkadian poetic language, the second of
a pair will be longer than the first’ (Veldhuis 1999, 40).
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Atra-hasis
As noted by Moran (1987, 245), ‘Atra-hasīs is in a sense two stories,
two myths.’ The first story, about the revolt of the Igigi, culminates
in the creation of humanity. The second story, about the plagues and
the Flood, tells of the near-complete destruction of humanity. The
two stories thus mirror each, creation being contrasted with
destruction. But the second story is also substantially longer than the
first: the Igigi-story is told in about 300 lines, while the story of the
plagues and the Flood is told in about 900.
The mirroring is emphasized by the repetition of lines from the first
act in the second, where they are somehow reversed (Wilcke 1999,
Helle 2015). E.g., when she is called to create humanity, Nintu is
addressed: ‘You are the birth goddess, creator of humanity!’ (I 194).
But when she is later called to create natural death, she is addressed:
‘[You are the bi]rth goddess, creator of destinies!’ (III vi 47).

Enuma Elish
According to Katz (2011, 129), the ‘two sections of the text are
structurally and thematically parallel.’ While the two acts of
Atra-hasis form each other’s contrast, in Enuma Elish the second act
parallels the first. As Katz points out, both acts begin with an address
to Tiamat about the noise of the gods. A plan is then hatched to
destroy the gods, who hear of it and panic. A god (Ea, then Marduk)
volunteers to defeat the evil-doer (Apsû, then Tiamat) and succeeds
in doing so. Then follows the line: ‘After he had captured and killed
his enemies…’ (I 173=IV 123): Ea then builds his home inside Apsû,
and Marduk builds the entire universe from Tiamat’s body.
Yet the sections are not as such symmetrical: The second is about ten
times longer than the first (c. 500 and 50 lines, respectively), and the
threat posed by Tiamat is much greater than that posed by Apsû, as
the list of monsters enrolled in her army makes painfully clear.
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Gilgamesh
Vanstiphout (1990, 48-56) argues that the narrative of Gilgamesh is
structured by symmetry and expansion, which accords well with the
pattern of the 'two-act' trope. The two acts can be said to both repeat
and reverse each other, as the first tells of Gilgamesh' love for
Enkidu, and the second of Gilgamesh' loss of Enkidu (see also e.g.
Wolff 1969, 392 and Feldt and Koch 2011, 112).
As pointed out by Dickson (2007, 193) the story 'unfolds within the
space between two trees'. First Gilgamesh and Enkidu travel east to
find one 'of whom people talk' (OB Y 182) and reach a mysterious
forest, then Gilgamesh travels west to find one 'of whom people talk'
(SB X 250) and reaches a mysterious forest – but then travels beyond
it, to the end of the earth. The extension in the second act is thus
one of the cosmological scale, rather than of the verse count.
A number of other mirrorings between the acts may be noted. George
(2001, 48), for example, argues that the first act concerns Gilgamesh'
great successes (killing Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven) and
the second his great failures (not achieving immortality and losing
the Plant of Youth). One may also note that the tragedy of the epic’s
first half is that the gods assemble to decide death for Enkidu, while
the tragedy of the epic’s second half is that they will not assemble
to decide eternal life for Gilgamesh: though structurally a reversal,
the effect is actually a repetition, for it means that both must die.
The first half of the epic is dominated by friendship, love, and desire,
and the second by loss, grief and mourning. In the first act, Enkidu
becomes ‘like a groom’, (OB P 111), and in the second, Gilgamesh
veils his corpse ‘like a bride’ (VIII 59). Likewise Walls (2001, 70)
argues that Ishtar's attraction to Gilgamesh in tablet VI is mirrored
by Shiduri's revulsion at him in tablet X.
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Etana
Etana can be rather neatly divided into two acts, the first of
which describes the friendship between the eagle and the snake,
and the second the friendship between the eagle and Etana.
Dietrich (2014, 41), for example, notes the parallel between
the eagle's address to the snake and its address to Etana. There is
also a clear reversal in direction, as well as an expansion of scale
much like that found in Gilgamesh: the first act ends with the eagle
down in a ditch, the second with the eagle far up in the heavens.
However, the broken state of the texts also leaves a number
of unresolved questions. For example, one wonders whether
the eagle’s betrayal was repeated or contrasted in the second act!
Does it betray Etana as it had betrayed the eagle, or is it perhaps
the other way around?

Erra and Ishum
In its present state, the narrative of Erra and Ishum presents
a number of interpretative problems. For example, what exactly is
the causal connection between the renewal of Marduk’s statue and
Erra’s subsequent rampage? It cannot be that Erra usurps the throne
in Marduk's absence, for Marduk is said to return to his throne before
Erra runs amok (II 49). If the rampage is not directly occasioned
by Marduk's absence, what then is the point of that episode?
I would argue that the two episodes should be understood as
mirroring each other, with a tragic expansion in the second act.
First, there is the controlled demolition of Marduk's old statue
and the building of a new one, where chaos is kept at bay. Then,
there is Erra's uncontrolled destruction and eventual recreation of
the entire world order. The scale is expanded from a single statue to
the whole cosmos, and order is tragically reversed into chaos.
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Nergal and Ereshkigal
This epic is too fragmentary to allow for any certain reconstruction.
However, what is left of the text does hint at a possible division into
two mirroring acts. In both acts Ereshkigal's messenger Namtar goes
up to heaven, and then Nergal goes down to the Netherworld, where
he and Ereshkigal 'embrace one another and go passionately to bed'
(iv 9'-10'=vi 34'-5'). There also seems to be a contrast of sorts
between Namtar recognizing Nergal in the first act and failing
to recognize him in the second.
If the trope of the mirroring acts does apply to this story, it is
interesting to note that the text makes creative use of the extension
in the second act. In the first act, Nergal and Ereshkigal have sex for
six days, but then Nergal slips away. In the second act, however, they
have sex for seven days, and it seems that by staying a full week in
the Netherworld Nergal is somehow bound to it, thus becoming
Ereshkigal's consort.

Ishtar’s Descent
'Ishtar's Descent' is, strictly speaking, only the name of the first act
of this story, for Ishtar's descent to the Netherworld is followed by
her ascent back to the land of the living. The two movements, up vs.
down, clearly mirror one another. Also, as she passes through the
seven gates of the Netherworld, she is forced to give up an item of
clothing at each gate, which is returned to her, in reverse order, as
she goes out of the gates: undressing is mirrored by clothing.
However, the story also presents some difficult problems.
There is no obvious extension in the second act, as Ishtar's descent
and ascent are in fact rather symmetrical. But more importantly,
the story is not precisely an Akkadian narrative, as it closely
follows that of the Sumerian original.
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The Poor Man of Nippur
If the division of the narrative into two mirroring acts was indeed
a common trope in Akkadian literature, was it then restricted to
the genre of epics? Some texts seem to indicate otherwise.
The Poor Man of Nippur is more akin to a folk-tale than an epic,
yet its narrative is also divided into two parts. In the first part,
the poor man is abused by the mayor of Nippur. In the second, he
carries out his revenge against the mayor, managing to thrash him
three times. I would argue that this revenge mirrors and extends
the mayor’s abuse. In fact, the poor man himself is quite explicit
about this structure, as he says to the mayor: 'For the one burden
you put on me, I’ll pay you back three to one!' (67-8).
The story of The Poor Man of Nippur thus seems to be an ironic
twist on what at the time would have been a classical trope. It takes
a standard pattern and puts it to new, creative use, as the narrative
mirroring becomes ‘payback time’, and the extension of the second
act becomes the poor man’s logic of ‘three to one’.

Summary
In the literary tradition of the Akkadian epics, there was a recurrent
narrative trope, meaning that the stories of these epics were
structured according to a similar pattern. Despite structural variation
(contrast vs. repetition, different kinds of extension), this pattern is
consistent across a number of epics.
This trope was neither unique nor universal for the Akkadian epics.
On the one hand, stories such as Adapa and Anzu show no signs of
adhering to this pattern, and on the other hand, The Poor Man of
Nippur is an example of a non-epic text that may be taken as a
creative re-working of this classical trope.
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