Sumerian Literature & The Epic of Gilgamesh

Subject: English

Benchmark: Ishtar Gate

    Standards:E1c; E2a,b,c,e,f;






   E3b,c; E5a,b

TOPIC: Sumerian Literature & The Epic of Gilgamesh

MAJOR IDEAS: Mesopotamia, now modern Iraq, where our study of World Literature begins, is a region scarred and battered by war. In the bombing of the 1990-91 Gulf War and in the economic and social chaos following the cease-fire, archaeological sites were decimated, museums were looted and antiquities were vandalized and stolen, many to be smuggled into the international art market. As the art historian and archaeologist John Malcolm Russell has reported from first hand experience, “What is being lost is not only Iraq’s heritage but the world’s.” The current world situation sadly seems to bode more of the same. All the more appropriate, then, to be celebrating the fruits of the ancient civilization of Sumer, which itself was subject to war and violence and fell to successive conquering empires, but whose culture and laws survived because they were assimilated and adapted by the conquerors. 

Ishtar is just such an adaptation. She was the powerful goddess Inanna in the Sumerian pantheon, a goddess of sensual love and of war, and a key character in the story of Gilgamesh. The Babylonians venerated her as Ishtar. The Ishtar Gate, the most important of eight gates into the walled city of Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon, connected with a great processional avenue used for sacred ceremonies at the New Year. The beauty and power of the glazed clay relief animals: the symbolic lions along the processional way, and the bulls and dragons on the Gate itself, all associated with Ishtar, and are vivid examples of the art of the Babylonians and the monumental scale of Nebuchadnezzar’s city.  The Ishtar Gate exists now as a reconstruction made from earlier versions of the gate at the archaeological site itself and as a less than full-scale replica in Berlin. Nebuchadnezzar reigned from 604-561 B.C., which means that the Ishtar Gate was built thousands of years after the reign of the historical king Gilgamesh (who lived c.2700-2500 B.C.) and about a thousand years after the first written version of the epic (c.1600 B.C.) This benchmark is one of the great monuments of  ancient Mesopotamia, and a reminder of the powerful survival of Sumerian culture,  especially of the persistence of the worship of the goddess Ishtar, as adapted by the Babylonians. Its animal symbolism and its construction out of glazed clay bricks offer a strong visual impression of Mesopotamian art. The Gate of Ishtar is a good point of introduction into the story of Gilgamesh and its cultural/historical setting, keeping in mind the timeline. 

The Epic of Gilgamesh, one of the oldest known works of literature, was a Sumerian story about a Sumerian king of the city of Uruk who lived some 4,500 years ago. The story existed only in the disparate tales of an oral tradition until it was reworked into a unified, written tale by an unknown Babylonian writer and over time modified by others. In its own time, this story was translated into other languages of the region, but the written version that we have survived only on 12 clay tablets collected by the powerful king Assurbanipal, a conquering Assyrian, for his own library—the first great library of the ancient world known to us. The tablets were lost for many centuries until they were rediscovered by 19th Century archaeologists. The excerpts from The Epic of Gilgamesh in World Masterpieces are well introduced, with historical, cultural and literary notes, a map and a timeline, and thoughtful response questions, all of which are designed to present the epic an integrated context with the Egyptian and Hebrew literature that follows. In addition, there is a rich selection of background material available on the Internet, often from well-designed college courses, should teachers want to do more research or pre-select material for student use. The entire text of the Epic of Gilgamesh is also available, in case additional excerpts are needed. One well-written essay, “Storytelling, the Meaning of Life, and The Epic of Gilgamesh,” by Arthur A. Brown, will be of special interest to teachers. (Available on the “Exploring Ancient World Cultures” website:<http://ewac.evansville.edu/essays/brown.htm>) A clear summary of the contents of each of the 12 clay tablets is also available. This might be useful to teachers who want to show the sequence of the story in more detail than is sketched by the summaries in the textbook. The summary would also help locate further selections of the text itself, if needed. <http://www.garone.net/tony/gilgastory/tablet.html> In the realm of comparative mythology, both Inanna/Ishtar, perhaps of forerunner of Aphrodite, and Gilgamesh, who is sometimes called a precursor of Heracles, are fascinating archetypes.

A further text that might be touched on in the English class is Hammurabi’s Code of Laws, again a Babylonian text whose content is probably Sumerian in origin. The expectations for human behavior could be compared later with the examination scene in the Egyptian Book of the Dead. Since writing was probably first invented in Mesopotamia (although there is now controversial discussion about the possibility of Egypt as the source), the nature and evolution of Cuneiform would be a fascinating short research project for students, with attention to the discovery of how to decipher it. This story parallels the story of the Rosetta Stone and Egyptian hieroglyphics. Students who are interested in art will probably have strong reactions to the differences between Egyptian and Mesopotamian sculpture. The Tower of Babel and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon have powerful literary and symbolic resonance that could be explored. 

As background for The Epic of Gilgamesh, an understanding of Sumerian religion, cosmology and beliefs about the afterlife will be valuable. When students read The Epic of Gilgamesh, they will see how anthropomorphic the gods are, and how pessimistic a world view is reflected. Note that there is a excellent material about Ishtar on the Internet, but there is some that is rather cultish and unscholarly. Because Abraham and his family came from the region above Ur, and what is now southern Iraq is the setting for many of the stories in Genesis, it will be important, also, for teachers to be aware that the story of the Flood and other themes that mesh with Biblical stories are discussed in a some websites by people with a strong contemporary religious axe to grind. For example, a very interesting, well-written Internet essay that compares the Flood stories in The Epic of Gilgamesh and The Book of Genesis was written specifically to support refutations of the theory of evolution. Previewing may be a good idea.

The three thematic focal points of the English course in the fall semester will be: The Epic Hero and Values reflected in the Epic; Myth and Religion, the Relationship Between Man and God(s): from Polytheism to Monotheism; and Folklore and Folktales. The Ishtar Gate and The Epic of Gilgamesh offer important contributions to the first two themes. Gilgamesh as an epic hero will be joined later in the course by Odysseus, Beowulf and the Arthurian heroes. The often harsh anthropomorphism of Sumerian religion will be an interesting point of comparison with the religious beliefs, symbols and narratives to come.

SUGGESTED AIMS:   

· Why is Mesopotamia called “the Cradle of Civilization?” What do we mean by “civilization” and what are its ingredients?

· Where was Mesopotamia, in modern geographical terms? Is anything left of its great cities? 

· Where was the Ishtar Gate and what was its function? Where is it now? What symbolic creatures adorned it?  

· Who were the gods and goddesses in the ancient Sumerian religion? Who was Ishtar, and why was she important?

· What is a hero? What are some examples of heroes from literature, film, comic books that readily come to mind? Do we have any examples of heroes in stories-- and possibly in real life-- in 2002?

· What is an epic?

· What are the qualities of an epic hero?

· What adventures, ordeals and quests does an epic hero undergo?

· What is The Epic of Gilgamesh? How old is it? Where does the story take place? Who wrote it, and how did it survive so that we are able to read it now?

· What is the connection between the goddess Ishtar and the story of Gilgamesh?

· Who are the other major characters in the epic, and what role do they play?

· What are the adventures, quests and ordeals of Gilgamesh?

· What spiritual values and questions about human life are implicitly explored in the story of Gilgamesh?

· What do we learn from The Epic of Gilgamesh about the Sumerian gods and their relationship to mankind?

· Why is the story of the great Flood in The Epic of Gilgamesh of such interest to historians, Biblical scholars and archaeologists?

· Why is The Epic of Gilgamesh considered not only a landmark of world literature, but also a great story, one that is still enjoyed today by many readers—and even has been retold as an award-winning trilogy of children’s books?

· Besides The Epic of Gilgamesh, do we know of any other Sumerian literature? Who was Enheduanna?

· Why is Mesopotamia credited with being the birthplace of the first writing systems?

· What is cuneiform writing and how does it work?

· What is the story of its decipherment?

· What has archaeology revealed about Sumerian and Babylonian literacy, education and arts?

· Who was Hammurabi and what were the nature and some of the provisions of his Code of Laws? 

· Who were the great archaeologists of the ancient Mesopotamian sites? What are the stories of their finds? Are archaeological digs still going on in that part of the Middle East?

· What modern day preservation problems do the archaeological sites of ancient Mesopotamia face? 

VISUALS:

· Photographs, Maps and Diagrams in the Benchmark Readings

· Illustrations in the textbook, World Masterpieces 

· Firsthand experience from museum visits 

· Online photographs and illustrations from museum collections and other resources on Mesopotamia (e.g.The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, The British Museum, The Louvre, The Baghdad Museum and sources suggested in the extensive listings provided under “NM’s Creative Impulse…Mesopotatmia” <http://history.evansville.net/meso.html> in the Benchmark Readings)  

· Archived articles on the Internet from Archaeology magazine, and links provided <http://www.archaeology.org>   

SUGGESTED ACTIVITES:

Many of these activities could be done as joint assignments with another academic subject, or for individual extra credit.

· In your reading response journal, write about the word “civilization” and the connotations it holds for you. In a small group, compare your responses with other students’. Read about why ancient Sumer is called “the Cradle of Civilization.” How many of the categories mentioned in your history and English textbooks are ones you wrote about in your journal? Do any categories of achievement seem more important to you than others?

· As a class, plan and create an illustrated timeline for the history and literature of the ancient Middle East. Use information from your textbooks and other sources. What format will make the information and themes clear and memorable, as well as easy to add to?

· Create a large, readable outline map of the Middle East today, clearly labeling names of countries, rivers and other important geographical features. Use this as a base map. Figure out a good way of creating on overlay, for example of clear mylar or strong tracing paper, that shows the location of Uruk, Ur, Babylon, Nineveh and other ancient sites relevant to the study of the Ishtar Gate and The Epic of Gilgamesh. You could include dates and color coding in the labels of cities that came from widely different time periods and civilizations.

· Read the descriptions of the Ishtar Gate in the Benchmark Readings. Make sure you can place the Gate on both the timeline and the map. Study the diagrams of the city of Babylon and the virtual recreations of the Ishtar Gate to absorb the scale and atmosphere of the monument. How tall was it in relation to the average human figure? Look at color pictures of the Gate itself and its symbolic animals, including the lions of the processional way. Why were those animals associated with Ishtar? Write in your reading response journal, imagining yourself walking up the processional way and through the gate. Record your physical and emotional sensations.  

· Read about the Babylonian calendar in the Benchmark reading “The Legacy of Babylon” and on the website suggested below. Make a clear graphic presentation of the cyclical calendar and the way it worked. How was the Ishtar Gate connected to cycles of the year?

· Use the British Museum site to learn about cuneiform writing, the way it originated and how it was used. Be sure to do the interactive exercise! Add to what you have learned by using other resources listed below. 

· After researching cuneiform writing and the history of its decipherment, write a short summary of what you have learned. Try to copy a line or two of cuneiform, or try to form a word, using the information you have been given. Did cuneiform correspond to spoken language? Did it have a system of grammar?

· Research Hammurabi and his Code of Laws. Read the text of the laws and some of the punishments. What kinds of behavior were the laws trying to control? Would you have found it hard to obey Hammurabi’s laws? Make a list of some of Hammurabi’s laws that you think are still valid and just. Do any of the laws and/or punishments correspond to ones we have in our country? Make a second list of some of Hammurabi’s laws that you think are archaic and unreasonable, or for some other reason inappropriate for contemporary society. Write an introduction to your lists, explaining your choices.

· Research the Sumerian/Babylonian pantheon of gods. (Benchmark Readings, British Museum website and others.) What are the characteristics of each? What aspects of nature or the cosmos and what numbers are associated with each? (What importance might there be in having special numbers associated with a god?) In small groups, prepare graphic presentations of the most important gods, their realms and their sphere of influence.

· Read the descriptive material about Ishtar in the Benchmark Readings. What was her connection to the city of Uruk? What qualities and what powers did she have? If Ishtar interests you, follow up by reading some poems and hymns written to her, or read other Sumerian myths involving her. (See below.) 

· Read about Sumerian/Babylonian religious beliefs and practices, including their concept of sin and their ideas of the Underworld and the Afterlife. Use the relevant section from the Benchmark reading “The Legacy of Babylon” as an introduction, followed by other suggested resources. Write a response in your journal.

· Read the introductory pages on Sumer and The Epic of Gilgamesh in World Masterpieces. Add to the timeline the dates of historical King Gilgamesh, the first written version of The Epic of Gilgamesh, and Ashurpanipal’s collecting the tablets for his library. Note where Uruk is on the map and read the description of the city (see resource below.)

· The story of Gilgamesh is an epic, a story about a hero and his adventures. What makes a hero? What heroes do we admire today? What heroes do you know from books, movies, comic books? Who is your favorite Superhero? Is there a difference between a Superhero and other hero characters? Talk about this topic in small groups, and then write a short description/definition: “A Hero Is…”

· Writing: Tell a true anecdote that evokes the qualities of one of your personal heroes. It could be someone whom you admire but might be unknown to others. Show by the way you tell the story why this person deserves to be thought  “heroic.” If you prefer, you can create a fictional character and a fictional incident, but the heroic qualities must be real ones that you admire.

· In the epic, Enkidu and Gilgamesh are great opposites. Think about the questions in your text (page 21) and write about the most important differences in the natures of the two. Why does Enkidu have to die?

· Writing: Write a story or a description of two good friends who are very important to each other, though quite opposite in character. Tell your story by creating a scene in which these contrasts between the friends becomes important.

· Writing: (assignment taken from page 22 in the textbook) “Gilgamesh searches out Utnapishtim to gain a vital piece of knowledge. Describe conversation in which an adult or a friend gave you vital knowledge about yourself or your place in the world.” 

· Your textbook summarizes some scenes in the story, presenting the summaries as bridges to the main selections. Find the scene of Ishtar’s attempt at seducing Gilgamesh, available in the full text (see below) and his killing the Bull of Heaven. Describe the scene and its most powerful images. Are there any other summarized parts of the epic you would like to read in full?

· What ordeals or struggles does Gilgamesh have to go through? What are his quests? Who are his helpers? What has he learned by the end of the story? Write your impression of some of the meanings of his story.

· What does The Epic of Gilgamesh seem to show about the gods in their relation to the life of human beings? Make a list of things the gods do or are responsible for and show what each of these actions seems to suggest about their characters and motivation. In particular, what picture do we get of Ishtar in the story?

· One commentator on The Epic of Gilgamesh has said: “Stories remind us of what it is to be human…. We read stories…not to learn what is known but to know what cannot be known, for it is ongoing and we are in the middle of it.” What questions about life and death does the story of Gilgamesh seem to ask? Does it give any answers? Write a reflection about anything you learned from reading the story, or any part you enjoyed, or any sense of connection with your own life that an event or character or words from the epic gave you.  

· After reading The Epic of Gilgamesh, choose some of the characters or some of the incidents that you found particularly vivid or powerful. Make an illustration of each one, and use words from the text as a caption for each picture. Exhibit the illustrations in a class book or classroom gallery. 
· Find strong metaphors and imagery in the text. Illustrate them concretely, and caption your pictures with the words themselves, as above.
· Read about and try to find copies in your local library of the award-winning Gilgamesh trilogy for children. (See below.) Write your opinion of the illustrations and the telling of the story. Is The Epic of Gilgamesh a good story for children? In this version, did the author bring the story alive? If you liked the books, tell what you thought was particularly well done. If not, tell how you might have presented the material differently.
· Tell the story of Gilgamesh in comic book style. How would you do it? Try to create one or two sequences of the action. 
· If you were going to set The Epic of Gilgamesh to music, how would you do it? Which sections or passages would you choose? What instruments and what style? Read about and listen to the music of Tony Garone, listed below. Write your opinion of his songs. Try writing one of your own. 
· Using the Benchmark Readings and the resources suggested below, research the stories of some of the great archaeologists of Mesopotamia and their most important discoveries. Present your findings in a short oral report and add to the class map and timeline in an interesting way. Why were archaeologists initially less interested in this area than in Egypt? What was the basis of early archaeological interest in Mesopotamia? Did that focus change later on?

· Research current archaeological activity in Iraq, using resources suggested below. Put the sites on the class map and create a short written description of each project. Are any of these projects sponsored by institutions from outside Iraq?

· Read about the current preservation crisis for antiquities in the “Cradle of Civilization.” On the basis of your findings, write a letter to the New York Times outlining the problems and making recommendations about how the outside world should respond. (Afghanistan is another war-torn part of the world whose heritage is threatened with destruction. Archaeology magazine has covered this story extensively, as has the New York Times. Which area and which antiquities are likely to be more familiar to the general public in 2002?) 

RESOURCES:

· http://eawc.evansville.edu/essays/brown.htm The text of the essay “Storytelling, the Meaning of Life and The Epic of Gilgamesh,” by Arthur A. Brown. There is other valuable and relevant material on this website (Exploring Ancient World Cultures.)

· http://www.garone.net/tony/gilgastorytablet.html “The Gilgamesh Story by Tablet;” summaries, tablet by tablet, written by a knowledgable non-scholar who has set parts of the epic to music (see below.)

· http://www.greatdreams.com/gil2.htm The full text of The Epic of Gilgamesh, translated as poetry, tablet by tablet; preceded by a glossary of names. (Use the summaries above to identify which tablet is needed.)
· http://www.amazon.com Lists the children’s three-part retelling of the Gilgamesh epic by Lumilla  Zeman: Gilgamesh the King, The Revenge of Ishtar  and The Last Quest of Gilgamesh. Click on “editorial reviews” for a full description of each book. See also Inanna, by Diane Wolkstein, Inanna, Lady of Largest Heart: Poems of the Sumerian High Priestess Enheduana (c.2300 B.C.), rendered in English by Betty De Meador and Myths from Mesopotamia, by Stephanie Dalley (editor). There are also many interesting listings of translations of The Epic of Gilgamesh and scholarly studies or commentary. 

· http://www.wsu.edu:8080/~dee/MESO/SUMER.HTM Good general background from Richard Hooker’s extraordinary “World Civilizations” course at Washington State University. He also has valuable material on cuneiform writing, religion and The Epic of Gilgamesh. 
· http://www.fsmitha.com/h1/ch01.htm This background chapter, “The Sumerians,” is especially interesting for its description of religious beliefs.
· http://home/achilles.net/~sal/uruk.html Description of the city of Uruk.

· http://www.mesopotamia.co.uk/staff/main.html “Mesopotamia Web Site Staff Room” This is the British Museum page for teachers that describes their website for Mesopotamia. Teachers would do well to familiarize themselves with the information here before utilizing the wealth of interactive information available or sending their students to work with it. All of the categories will be useful background for The Epic of Gilgamesh. “Geography” includes a discussion of cedar forests and an illustrated synopsis of the Gilgamesh story. “Gods, Goddesses, Demons and Monsters” has an attractive picture page for students to click on for information about each character. “Writing” offers a good, clear explanation of cuneiform script and a chance to work with it interactively, as well as information about the role of scribes and a discussion of the number system. All of the British Museum education sites for various cultures have a clear rationale and a wealth of excellently sequenced cultural information, devices for exploration of the topics and good links for further resources. Although the material is designed for Middle School level, it will still be interesting to high school students and teachers.
· http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/medieval/hammint.htm The Avalon Project at the Yale Law School. “The Code of Hammurabi: Introduction,” by Charles F. Horne. Useful interpretation. Links to more on Hammurabi.  

· http://eawc.evansville.edu/anthology/hammurabi.htm Hammurabi’s Code of Laws, translated by L.W. King. This is about 20 pages of text, but it is possible to scroll to just the pages that list the laws.
· http://www.cybercomm.net/~grandpa/gdsindex.html “The Book of Gods, Goddesses, Heroes and Other Characters of Mythology;” pictures and short descriptions. Good image of an Ishtar statue. Use with the British Museum site.

· http://www.icr.org/pubs/imp/imp-285.htm “The Flood of Noah and the Flood of Gilgamesh,” by Frank Lorey. This comparison, by a member of the Institute for Creation Research, compares the two stories, emphasizing the differences between the two. He illustrates the comparison in a chart that could be quite useful to teachers. (They should note, however, that the article is in support of the purity and historical correctness of the Bible version, and is part of an ongoing series of articles designed to refute theories of evolution.)

· http://webexhibits.org/calendars/calendar-ancient.html “Calendars Through the Ages” web exhibit; includes Babylonian, Egyptian and Assyrian calendars, among others. The description of the Babylonian cyclical calendar is very detailed and interesting. (Benchmark relevance: the Ishtar Gate was connected to a ceremonial processional way used at the feast of the New Year.) 

· Sites for Cuneiform Writing, in addition to the British Museum website: 
http://lexiorient.com/e.o/cuneiform.htm Encyclopedia of the Orient; describes cuneiform structure and use and tells how it was deciphered, with a photograph of  the Behistun Inscription— the cuneiform equivalent of the Rosetta Stone. http://pw1.netcom.com/~aldawood/tablets.htm Good photographs of Assyrian and Babylonian tablets, including one from the library of Ashurbanipal describing the Flood. Discusses their content and how they were made.
· http://www.garone.net/tony/songs.html This website (created by Tony Garone, a composer and Epic of Gilgamesh enthusiast) offers historical background on Gilgamesh, Garone’s personal interpretation of characters and scenes, his suggested links, and his musical interpretation of parts of the epic, which students can listen to via MP3! Students will enjoy visiting this one, and teachers may find the background material useful.
· http://www.archaeology.org/found.php?page=/0111/reviews/elvis.html More fun with music: “Music: Ur’s Answer to Elvis,” a (favorable) review from Archeology magazine of a Finnish professor’s rendition of  “Three Songs In Sumerian,” an album that includes “Blue Suede Shoes” and a Finnish folk song (translated into Sumerian), plus a musical setting of some verses of The Epic of Gilgamesh. Also tells how to obtain the album.

· http://www.amnh.org/naturalhistory/features/0201_feature.html Archived article from Natural History magazine: “Robbing the Archaeological Cradle,” about the endangered ancient heritage of Iraq. In addition to describing recent depredations, the article gives a useful summary of the history of archaeology in Mesopotamia up to contemporary times.

· http://www.wmf.org World Monuments Fund website. List of the World Monuments Watch 100 Most Endangered Sites, with links that give a photograph and short description of the site and discussion of the preservation issues involved. Relevant to this course: sites in Iraq, Egypt, Mexico, Guatemala, Syria, Turkey, Italy, Greece, China and the United Kingdom. (Students will be interested to see that the historic buildings of Lower Manhattan and Brooklyn’s St. Ann and the Holy Trinity Church are also on the list.)

· http://www-oichicago.edu/OI/DEPT/RA/ABZU/ABZU_REGINDEX_MESO.HTML#5 Oriental Institute Research Archives, ABZU Regional Index: Mesopotamia. This is an index for scholars, but the first four or five pages under the heading ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES offers links to reports, articles and other information about current sites. Students could use these with help from their teacher. See especially the link to the CSA (The Center for the Study of Architecture)/ AIA (Archaeological Institute of America) Guide to Archaeological Projects Homepage.

· http://history.evansville.net/meso.html Another source for learning about the history of the archaeology, archaeologists and sites of the region. Also a source of images and maps. The links are clearly indexed, usually with comments or short descriptions.

· http://www.archaology.org Provides archived articles from Archaeology magazine, searchable by topic.

http://www.amazon.com Lists mystery stories and a memoir by Agatha Christie, who was married to the Middle Eastern archaeologist Max Mallowan and wrote some books with archaeological settings, such as Murder in Mesopotamia. Click on “editorial reviews” for full descriptions of the books.
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