MY INSTINCTIVE RESPONSE TO THE STORY OF GILGAMESH HAS
ALWAYS BEEN TO TWO OF ITS PRINCIPAL THEMES: FRIENDSHIP AND LOSS.
FOR ME, EVERYTHING IN THE €PIC LEADS TO AND OUT OF THESE
EXPERIENCES. THE CONNECTION BETWEEN THEM ENGAGED ME ONCE TO
LOOK BACK AT MY OWN LIFE, AT HISTORY, AT REALITY DIVESTED OF
FORMAL RELIGIONS REVELATION, PHILOSOPHICAL REFLECTION, AND
ACADEMIC KNOWLEDGE. | WAS PUT BY ITS STORY-POWER INTO A KIND
OF PRE-CONSCIOUS, PRE-LEARNED, PRE-JUDCGMENTAL STATE. TWO MEN,
FIRST FIGHTING, THEN BEFRIENDING, ON€ FACING DEATH, THE OTHER
THE PAIN OF LOSS, THE SURVIVOR'S EMBARKING ON AN IMPOSSIBLE
JOURNEY TO FIND €TERNAL LIFE, ONLY TO LOSE WHAT HE WAS GIVEN TO
A SERPENT, WAS AN RELENTLESSLY POIGNANT, TRAGIC STORY STRIPPED
BARE OF ILLUSION AND SPIRITUAL HOPE, YET IN ITS HERO'S DEFIANCE OF
DEATH IT REVEALED A NOBILITY OF SOUL INHERENT IN OURL HUMAN
CONDITION.

THE DEPTH OF LOSS, THE RESOUNDING VOICE OF GRIEF, BECAME A
COMFORT TO M€ AND HAS REMAINED §O: AN UNEXPECTED ANCIENT
COMPANION TO MY OWN FRAGMENTED STORY. BUT THIS ISN'T ALL
THAT THE TALE IS ABOUT. THERE'S THE RELATIONSHIP OF GODS TO
HUMANITY, THE SNCREDNESS OF THE WALLED CITADEL TO BE
MAINTAINED BY THE KING, THE POLITICS OF THE €LDERS, THE SOCIAL
STRUCTURING, THE POSITION OF WOMEN, THE KINDREDNESS OF ANIMAL
AND MAN AND ALL OF NATURE TO HUMANITY, NATURE'S
ANIMATENESS AND PLENITUDE, JUSTICE AND INJUSTICE, THE CROSS-
VITALIZATION BETWEEN CITY AND STEPPE, THE BOUNDAKRIES BETWEEN
THE LAWFUL AND TH€ FORBIDDEN, THE €FFECT OF ALL THESE ON THE
TWO FRIENDS, AND OF COURSE HISTORY.

ONE€ CAN ADAPT, AS SEVERAL AUTHORS HAVE DONE, CERTAIN PARTS
TO THE EXCLUSION OF OTHER PARTS, EMPHASIZING THE GRANDLY
HEROIC AS OPPOSED TO HUMAN VULNERABILITY, FOR INSTANCE. ALSO,
BECAUSE OF THE FLOOD STORY SO CLOSE IN DETAIL TO THE LATER
BIBLICAL ACCOUNT BUT SO DIFFERENT IN SPIRIT, ONE MIGHT RREGARD
THIS AS A RELIGIOUS NARRATIVE CENTERED ON THE QUEST FOR
ETERNAL LIFE AND ON THE QUASI-PROPHETIC FIGURE OF \VTNAPISHTIM,
WHO WAS CHOSEN WITH HIS WIF€ TO BUILD THE ARK AND WITH THE
SELECTED ANIMALS TO SURVIVE THE DIVINELY ORDERED DEVASTATION.
IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST | BELIEVE SUCH AN READING 1§ CAUTIOUSLY
JUSTIFIABLE, GIVEN THAT REGION’S ABUNDANT SUCCESSION OF
CULTURES AND ASSIMILATIVE POWER OF MYTHS AND RELIGIOUS
CONFIGURATIONS. WHILE | SUGGESTED AN COMPASSIONATE ONE,
HUMANLY HOPED FOR BEYOND ALL THE IRKRESPONSIBLE,
UNCOMPASSIONATE GODS, MY RETELLING WAS IN NO WAY
THEOLOGICAL IN INTENT OKR SPIKIT, BUT EMPHATICALLY HUMAN IN ITS
DEPICTIONS OF ASPIRATIONS AND SUFFERINGS AND IN IT§ NAKED,
ESSENTIAL UNDERSTANDING OF REALITY.



FOR M€, FRIIENDSHIP AND LOSS FORMED THE DELICATE YET
ENDURING CHAIN THAT LINKED TOGETHER THE VARIOUS PEARLS
PRRESENTED €EPISODICALLY THROUGHOUT THE STORY. HENCE MY
CONSTANT €CHOES OF THE ONE AND REPEATED FORESHADOWINGS OF
THE OTHER.

AS REGARDS THE ROLE OF PERSONAL €EXPERIENCE IN THE RETELLING
OF SUCH A STORY, | BELIEVE THAT GILGAMESH CAME TO ME OUT OF A
VOID | PERCEIVED EARLY IN MY LIFE. THE POWER OF MYTH WAS FELT IN
ITS UNEXPECTED AMBUSH OF REALITY ITSELF AS | KNEW IT. TS
NARRATIVE FORM CALLED FOR IMMEDIACY OF RESPONSE AND
SIMPLICITY OF STYLE. AND THOUGH THE PASSION TO RESPOND BECAME
COUPLED WITH THE N€€D TO UNDERSTAND ITS MEANING, THE LATTER
REMAINED HIDDEN WITHIN THE FORMER, THE TELLING OF WHICH WAS
PARAMOUNT.
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