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How did the Epic of Gilgamesh explore gender roles? 
In this inquiry students will analyze documents on the Epic of Gilgamesh. Students will discuss 
what these documents can tell us about gender roles in the Epic.  
 
Overview:  
The Epic of Gilgamesh is an ancient series of tablets following the life of Gilgamesh, the 
semi-mythical King of Uruk, Mesopotamia. The epic opens on a young Gilgamesh 
terrorizing his citizens. Hearing the people’s pleas, god Aruru creates Enkidu, a rival for 
Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh sends Enkidu a prostitute names Shamhat who turns him into a 
civilized man. After a great fight in the streets of Uruk, Enkidu and GIlgamesh become 
friends. Soon after, Ishtar (the goddess of sex and war) asks Gilgamesh to have sex and 
marry her. Ishtar becomes furious when Gilgamesh rejects her and lets loose the Bull of 
Heaven in Uruk, causing hundreds of deaths. Enkidu kills the bull and all is well, that is 
until the gods kill Enkidu. After this point, Gilgamesh embarks on a quest for 
immortality. He attempts to find Utnapishtim, the only immortal human. Siduri, a 
tavern keeper, tells Gilgamesh to find a ferryman to take him to Utnapishtim. 
Utnapishtim tells him that the gods granted him and his wife immortality after the gods 
instructed him to build a boat and survive the great flood. He does tell Gilgamesh to 
look for a magic rejuvenation plant but this gets stolen by a snake. The epic ends with 
Gilgamesh admiring the beauty of Uruk and realizing that the city will be his legacy, 
with this he makes peace with death.  
 
Consider watching this TEDEd video: https://youtu.be/BV9t3Cp18Rc  
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Inquiry 
1. As you read each passage, jot down a brief summary. Then, record sentences or 

ideas you find in the texts that comment on gender roles.  
2. After you finish completing the table, look back at this evidence to ask  

How did the Epic of Gilgamesh comment on gender roles? 
 

Document Summary How are gender roles presented? 

Passage A  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Passage B  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Analysis C  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Passage D  
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Analysis E  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Passage F  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Analysis G  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
How did the Epic of Gilgamesh explore gender roles? 
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Passage A: The Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet I 
The following document is from the first tablet of the Epic of Gilgamesh and introduces readers to 
their protagonist.   
 

He who has seen everything, I will make known (?) to the lands.I will teach (?) 
about him who experienced all things, ... alike, Anu granted him the totality of 
knowledge of all. He saw the Secret, discovered the Hidden, he brought information of 
(the time) before the Flood. He went on a distant journey, pushing himself to exhaustion, 
but then was brought to peace. He carved on a stone stela all of his toils,and built the 
wall of Uruk-Haven,the wall of the sacred Eanna Temple, the holy sanctuary. Look at its 
wall which gleams like copper(?),inspect its inner wall, the likes of which no one can 
equal! Take hold of the threshold stone--it dates from ancient times! Go close to the 
Eanna Temple, the residence of Ishtar, such as no later king or man ever equaled! Go up 
on the wall of Uruk and walk around, examine its foundation, inspect its brickwork 
thoroughly. Is not (even the core of) the brick structure made of kiln-fired brick, and did 
not the Seven Sages themselves lay out its plans? One league city, one league palm 
gardens, one league lowlands, the open area(?) of the Ishtar Temple, three leagues and 
the open area(?) of Uruk it (the wall) encloses. Find the copper tablet box, open the ... of 
its lock of bronze, undo the fastening of its secret opening.Take and read out from the 
lapis lazuli tablet how Gilgamesh went through every hardship. 

Supreme over other kings, lordly in appearance, he is the hero, born of Uruk, the 
goring wild bull. He walks out in front, the leader, and walks at the rear, trusted by his 
companions… Gilgamesh is strong to perfection, son of the august cow, Rimat-
Ninsun;... Gilgamesh is awesome to perfection. It was he who opened the mountain 
passes,who dug wells on the flank of the mountain. It was he who crossed the ocean, the 
vast seas, to the rising sun, who explored the world regions, seeking life. It was he who 
reached by his own sheer strength Utanapishtim, the Faraway, who restored the 
sanctuaries (or: cities) that the Flood had destroyed! ... for teeming mankind. Who can 
compare with him in kingliness? Who can say like Gilgamesh: "I am King!"?... Two-
thirds of him is god, one-third of him is human. The Great Goddess [Aruru] designed(?) 
the model for his body, she prepared his form ... beautiful, handsomest of men, ... 
perfect. 

He walks around in the enclosure of Uruk, Like a wild bull he makes himself 
mighty, head raised (over others). There is no rival who can raise his weapon against 
him. His fellows stand (at the alert), attentive to his (orders ?), and the men of Uruk 
become anxious in … Gilgamesh does not leave a son to his father, day and night he 
arrogant[y(?) … [The following lines are interpreted as rhetorical, perhaps spoken by the 
oppressed citizens of Uruk.] Is Gilgamesh the shepherd of Uruk-Haven, is he the 
shepherd. … bold, eminent, knowing, and wise! Gilgamesh does not leave a girl to her 
mother(?) The daughter of the warrior, the bride of the young man, the gods kept 
hearing their complaints, so the gods of the heavens implored the Lord of Uruk [Anu] 

Anu listened to their complaints, and (the gods) called out to Aruru: "it was you, 
Aruru, who created mankind(?), now create a zikru to it/him.Let him be equal to his 
(Gilgamesh's) stormy heart, let them be a match for each other so that Uruk may find 
peace!" 

 
The Epic of Gilgamesh, Retrieved from 

http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/mesopotamian/gilgamesh/. 	  
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Passage B: The Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet I 
This document, also from Tablet I of the epic, introduces us to Gilgamesh’s mother, Ninsun. In 
the extract, Gilgamesh consults his mother for advice after having vivid dreams. Note the 
repetitive description of Ninsun as wise and all-knowing.  

 
Gilgamesh got up and revealed the dream, saying to his mother:"Mother, I had a 

dream last night.Stars of the sky appeared,and some kind of meteorite(?) of Anu fell 
next to me. I tried to lift it but it was too mighty for me,I tried to turn it over but I could 
not budge it. The Land of Uruk was standing around it,the whole land had assembled 
about it,the populace was thronging around it,the Men clustered about it,and kissed its 
feet as if it were a little baby (!). I loved it and embraced it as a wife.I laid it down at your 
feet,and you made it compete with me." The mother of Gilgamesh, the wise, all-
knowing, said to her Lord;Rimat-Ninsun, the wise, all-knowing, said to Gilgamesh: "As 
for the stars of the sky that appeared and the meteorite(?) of Anu which fell next to 
you,you tried to lift but it was too mighty for you,you tried to turn it over but were 
unable to budge it,you laid it down at my feet,and I made it compete with you,and you 
loved and embraced it as a wife." "There will come to you a mighty man, a comrade who 
saves his friend--he is the mightiest in the land, he is strongest,his strength is mighty as 
the meteorite(!) of Anu! You loved him and embraced him as a wife;and it is he who will 
repeatedly save you.Your dream is good and propitious!"A second time Gilgamesh said 
to his mother: "Mother, I have had another dream: "At the gate of my marital chamber 
there lay an axe,"and people had collected about it."The Land of Uruk was standing 
around it, "the whole land had assembled about it,"the populace was thronging around 
it."I laid it down at your feet, "I loved it and embraced it as a wife, "and you made it 
compete with me."The mother of Gilgamesh, the wise, all-knowing, said to her son; 
Rimat-Ninsun, the wise, all-knowing, said to Gilgamesh: ""The axe that you saw (is) a 
man."... (that) you love him and embrace as a wife, "but (that) I have compete with 
you."" "There will come to you a mighty man,"" a comrade who saves his friend– "he is 
the mightiest in the land, he is strongest, "he is as mighty as the meteorite(!) of Anu!" 
Gilgamesh spoke to his mother saying: " "By the command of Enlil, the Great Counselor, 
so may it to pass!" May I have a friend and adviser, a friend and adviser may I have! 
"You have interpreted for me the dreams about him!" After the harlot recounted the 
dreams of Gilgamesh to Enkidu the two of them made love. 

 
The Epic of Gilgamesh, Retrieved from 

http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/mesopotamian/gilgamesh/.  
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Analysis C: Gender and Aging in Mesopotamia: The Gilgamesh Epic and Other 
Ancient Literature, Rivkah Harris 
In this document Harris offers an analysis of the character of Ninsun and her role in representing 
femininity.  
 

Ninsun, the divine mother of Gilgamesh, is all that a mother should be: caring, 
nurturing, and assisting her son in his quest, anxious though she is about it. Her name or 
epithet, Rimat-Ninsun “Wild-Cow Ninsun”, incorporates the ubiquitous non-erotic 
metaphor used to describe tender, loving mother goddess in Mesopotamia and 
elsewhere. The all-knowing mother is expert, as are other Mesopotamian women, 
human and divine, in interpreting dreams. Addressed tenderly by Gilgamesh when he 
speaks to her, she is the only female with whom there is a loving male/female 
relationship in the Gilgamesh Epic. She laments his restless heart and pleads with 
Shamash to assist him. In a difficult passage in the Late Version, Ninsun seems to adopt 
Enkidu as her son, brother then to Gilgamesh. If this is so, then she, like Siduri, affirms 
the centrality of family and kin to human life, the importance of the private sphere to 
men who dominate the public sphere. Ninsun is the only real mother (that is, biological 
mother) in the epic, but “motherly” also characterizes the other females, except for 
Ishtar.  

 
Harris. R (2000) Gender and Aging in Mesopotamia: The Gilgamesh Epic and Other Ancient 

Literature. Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press 
 
Questions:  

1. In Passage A, underline all the adjectives describing Gilgamesh. What can we 
conclude from these words about how the Epic presents masculinity? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. How does the description of femininity in Section A differ with the 
description of masculinity in Section B? What can this tell us about gender 
norms?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. After reading the analysis in C, what new conclusions can we make about 
Sections A and B? 	  
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Passage D: The Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet I 
This section introduces Shamhat. Shamhat is the prostitute who transformed Enkidu into a 
civilized being in the Epic.   
 

Gilgamesh said to the trapper: "Go, trapper, bring the harlot, Shamhat, with 
you.When the animals are drinking at the watering place have her take off her robe and 
expose her sex. When he sees her he will draw near to her, and his animals, who grew 
up in his wilderness, will be alien to him." 

The trapper went, bringing the harlot, Shamhat, with him. They set off on the 
journey, making direct way. On the third day they arrived at the appointed place, and 
the trapper and the harlot sat down at their posts(?). A first day and a second they sat 
opposite the watering hole. The animals arrived and drank at the watering hole, the wild 
beasts arrived and slaked their thirst with water. Then he, Enkidu, offspring of the 
mountains, who eats grasses with the gazelles, came to drink at the watering hole with 
the animals, with the wild beasts he slaked his thirst with water. Then Shamhat saw 
him--a primitive, a savage fellow from the depths of the wilderness! "That is he, 
Shamhat! Release your clenched arms, expose your sex so he can take in your 
voluptuousness. Do not be restrained--take his energy! When he sees you he will draw 
near to you. Spread out your robe so he can lie upon you, and perform for this primitive 
the task of womankind! His animals, who grew up in his wilderness, will become alien 
to him, and his lust will groan over you." Shamhat unclutched her bosom, exposed her 
sex, and he took in her voluptuousness. She was not restrained, but took his energy. She 
spread out her robe and he lay upon her, she performed for the primitive the task of 
womankind. His lust groaned over her; for six days and seven nights Enkidu stayed 
aroused, and had intercourse with the harlot until he was sated with her charms. But 
when he turned his attention to his animals, the gazelles saw Enkidu and darted off, the 
wild animals distanced themselves from his body. Enkidu ... his utterly depleted(?) 
body, his knees that wanted to go off with his animals went rigid; Enkidu was 
diminished, his running was not as before. But then he drew himself up, for his 
understanding had broadened. Turning around, he sat down at the harlot's feet, gazing 
into her face, his ears attentive as the harlot spoke. The harlot said to Enkidu: "You are 
beautiful," Enkidu, you are become like a god. Why do you gallop around the 
wilderness with the wild beasts? Come, let me bring you into Uruk-Haven, to the Holy 
Temple, the residence of Anu and Ishtar, the place of Gilgamesh, who is wise to 
perfection, but who struts his power over the people like a wild bull." What she kept 
saying found favor with him. Becoming aware of himself, he sought a friend. Enkidu 
spoke to the harlot: "Come, Shamhat, take me away with you to the sacred Holy Temple, 
the residence of Anu and Ishtar, the place of Gilgamesh, who is wise to perfection, but 
who struts his power over the people like a wild bull. I will challenge him … Let me 
shout out in Uruk: I am the mighty one!' Lead me in and I will change the order of 
things; he whose strength is mightiest is the one born in the wilderness!" [Shamhat to 
Enkidu:] "Come, let us go, so he may see your face. I will lead you to Gilgamesh…a man 
of extreme feelings (!). Look at him, gaze at his face– he is a handsome youth, with 
freshness(!)... It is Gilgamesh whom Shamhat loves, and Anu, Enlil, and La have 
enlarged his mind."  

 
The Epic of Gilgamesh, Retrieved from 

http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/mesopotamian/gilgamesh/. 	  
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Analysis E: Images of Women in the Gilgamesh Epic 
Harris here explores the character of Shamhat as a sexual and maternal figure. She is seen as a 
vehicle for Mesopotmian culture. With this in mind, what can we say about how femininity was 
perceived. 

It is the intermediary role of the prostitute in transforming Enkidu from one at 
home with nature and wild animals into a human being which is crucial. What is also 
pertinent is the Mesopotamian view that among the me's [a series of cultural rules], which 
constitute the norms of civilized life, are included sexual intercourse and prostitution. 
Relevant too is the fact that the prostitute in Mesopotamia, like the prostitute in ancient 
Israel, was a prime representative of urban life. Of special value in appreciating the 
mediating role of the harimtu [sacred temple prostitute] are Sherry Ortner's comments in 
her seminal article "Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?, for she provides a frame 
of reference in understanding this function. Shamhat serves, as do women in other 
places and times, as "one of culture's crucial agencies for the conversion of nature into 
culture, especially with reference to the socialization of children". It is Shamhat who is 
the primary facilitator of Enkidu's socialization. What she teaches Enkidu puts "her 
squarely in the category of culture"  and "on the basis of her socializing functions alone, 
she could not be more a representative of culture". Thus by profession an urban 
representative and by role (really a role reversed) domesticator of Enkidu, Shamhat is 
indeed a fitting intermediary.  

Enkidu's break with his former life among wild animals is first achieved through 
sexual relations and is completed through learning the ways of civilized life. Shamhat's 
is a dual role, as a sexual creature and as a maternal figure. The first is explicitly spelled 
out by the hunter: "show him, the lullu-man (your) feminine wiles". The second is more 
implicit. Enkidu is untaught (la lummud), and Shamhat teaches him the basics that every 
child must learn: eating, drinking, dressing himself. The predominant image is that of 
mother, her relationship with Enkidu that of mother and child. That this is to be the 
prostitute's function is perhaps already intimated by the hunter even before she meets 
Enkidu, when he says to her: rummi kirimmlki "release your hold"; the term kirimmu is 
described as "a characteristic and functional position of a mother's arm assumed in order 
to hold a child safely." She later shares her clothing (Winam ulabbissu) with the naked 
Enkidu and clasping his hand, "guiding him… she leads him away from nature to the 
hut of the shepherds. No matter what simile was used here, what is certain is Enkidu's 
dependence on the harimtu [Shamhat]. One final point should be noted, one that is, I 
suggest, an aspect of role reversal: Shamhat speaks in proverbial language and as a 
woman of wise counsel (mil[k]um sa sinnistum imtaqut ana libbisu. She thus emulates the 
wise Ninsun.  

 
Harris. R (1990) ‘Images of Women in the Gilgamesh Epic’ In Maier. J (1997) Gilgamesh: A 

Reader. Wauconda: Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers Inc.  
 

1. From Passage D and the analysis in E, what do you think about the character of 
Shamhat? Is she represented in a positive or negative manner?  

 
 

2. What can we conclude about gender expectations from the relationship 
between Shamhat and Enkidu? 	  
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Passage F: The Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet VI 
This extract introduces Ishtar, the goddess of love and war. Ishtar pleads with Gilgamesh to be 
her husband, offering him riches in return. Gilgamesh, however, refuses and recounts her 
previous lovers who she cast aside. In return, Ishtar takes the Bull of Heaven from her parents 
and unleashes the bull on the city of Uruk killing hundreds of men. Enkidu and Gilgamesh fight 
and kill the Bull. With this, Ishtar curses the pair.  
 
When Gilgamesh placed his crown on his head, a princess Ishtar raised her eyes to the 
beauty of Gilgamesh. "Come along, Gilgamesh, be you my husband, to me grant your 
lusciousness.' Be you my husband, and I will be your wife. I will have harnessed for you 
a chariot of lapis lazuli and gold, with wheels of gold and 'horns' of electrum(?). It will 
be harnessed with great storming mountain mules! Come into our house, with the 
fragrance of cedar. And when you come into our house the doorpost(?) and throne 
dais(?)'will kiss your feet. Bowed down beneath you will be kings, lords, and princes. 
The Lullubu people' will bring you the produce of the mountains and countryside as 
tribute. Your she-goats will bear triplets, your ewes twins, your donkey under burden 
will overtake the mule, your steed at the chariot will be bristling to gallop, your ax at the 
yoke will have no match."  

Gilgamesh addressed Princess Ishtar saying: "What would I have to give you if I 
married you! Do you need oil or garments for your body! Do you lack anything for food 
or drink! I would gladly feed you food fit for a god, I would gladly give you wine fit for 
a king,... Where are your bridegrooms that you keep forever' Where is your 'Little 
Shepherd' bird that went up over you! See here now, I will recite the list of your lovers. 
Of the shoulder (?) ... his hand, Tammuz, the lover of your earliest youth, for him you 
have ordained lamentations year upon year. You loved the colorful 'Little Shepherd' 
bird and then hit him, breaking his wing, so now he stands in the forest crying 'My 
Wing'! You loved the supremely mighty lion, yet you dug for him seven and again seven 
pits. You loved the stallion, famed in battle, yet you ordained for him the whip, the 
goad, and the lash, ordained for him to gallop for seven and seven hours, ordained for 
him drinking from muddled waters,' you ordained far his mother Silili to wail 
continually. You loved the Shepherd, the Master Herder, who continually presented you 
with bread baked in embers, and who daily slaughtered for you a kid. Yet you struck 
him, and turned him into a wolf, so his own shepherds now chase him and his own dogs 
snap at his shins. You loved Ishullanu, your father's date gardener, who continually 
brought you baskets of dates, and brightened your table daily. You raised your eyes to 
him, and you went to him: 'Oh my Ishullanu, let us taste of your strength, stretch out 
your hand to me, and touch our vulva. Ishullanu said to you: 'Me! What is it you want 
from me! Has my mother not baked, and have I not eaten that I should now eat food 
under contempt and curses and that alfalfa grass should be my only cover against the 
cold? As you listened to these his words you struck him, turning him into a dwarf(?), 
and made him live in the middle of his (garden of) labors, where the mihhu do not go 
up, nor the bucket of dates (?) down. And now me! It is me you love, and you will 
ordain for me as 
for them!"  

When Ishtar heard this, in a fury she went up to the heavens, going to Anu, her 
father, and crying, going to Anrum, her mother, and weeping: "Father, Gilgamesh has 
insulted me over and over, Gilgamesh has recounted despicable deeds about me, 
despicable deeds and curses!" Anu addressed Princess Ishtar, saying: "What is the 
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matter? Was it not you who provoked King Gilgamesh? So Gilgamesh recounted 
despicable deeds about you, despicable deeds and curses!" Ishtar spoke to her father, 
Anu, saying: "Father, give me the Bull of Heaven, so he can kill Gilgamesh in his 
dwelling. If you do not give me the Bull of Heaven, I will knock down the Gates of the 
Netherworld, I will smash the door posts, and leave the doors flat down, and will let the 
dead go up to eat the living! And the dead will outnumber the living!"… 

Ishtar led the Bull of Heaven down to the earth. When it reached Uruk It climbed 
down to the Euphrates… At the snort of the Bull of Heaven a huge pit opened up, and 
100 Young Men of Uruk fell in. At his second snort a huge pit opened up, and 200 
Young Men of Uruk fell in. At his third snort a huge pit opened up, and Enkidu fell in 
up to his waist. Then Enkidu jumped out and seized the Bull of Heaven by its horns. the 
Bull spewed his spittle in front of him, with his thick tail he flung his dung behind him 
(?). Enkidu addressed Gilgamesh, saying: "My friend, we can be bold(?) ...Between the 
nape, the horns, and... he thrust his sword. After they had killed the Bull of Heaven, they 
ripped out its heart and presented it to Shamash. They withdrew bowing down humbly 
to Shamash. Then the brothers sat down together. Ishtar went up onto the top of the 
Wall of Uruk-Haven, cast herself into the pose of mourning, and hurled her woeful 
curse: "Woe unto Gilgamesh who slandered me and killed the Bull of Heaven!" When 
Enkidu heard this pronouncement of Ishtar, he wrenched off the Bull's hindquarter and 
flung it in her face: "If I could only get at you I would do the same to you! I would drape 
his innards over your arms!" Ishtar assembled the (cultic women) of lovely-locks, joy-
girls, and harlots, and set them to mourning over the hindquarter of the Bull.  

 
The Epic of Gilgamesh, Retrieved from 

http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/mesopotamian/gilgamesh/.  
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Analysis G: Images of Women in the Gilgamesh Epic 
In this short extract, Rivhah Harris discusses the portrayal of Ishtar and how gender roles were 
skillfully subverted.  
 

Thus far women {in the opening tablets of the epic}, divine and human, have 
been assisting, nurturing, caring persons. It is Ishtar alone who departs from the 
paradigmatic feminine role in GE. She alone does not fit the mold. And yet she is 
depicted as “motherly” in the flood story related to Gilgamesh by Utnapishtim, when 
she cries out “like a woman giving birth” at the terrible destruction wrought upon 
mankind by the flood. But her representation in the episode where she proposes to 
Gilgamesh and he rejects her is ruthlessly negative. What is to be made of this? 

Thorkild Jacobsen, in his sensitive analysis of Inanna/Ishtar, Justly described her 
as “ in some respects the most intriguing of all the pictures in the pantheon”. Although 
the Ishtar-Gilgamesh episode is open to various interpretations, I suggest that a key to 
understanding it, if only in part, is the factor of inversion - the reversal of expected roles. 
One does not expect a mortal (even one who is two thirds divine) to reject a goddess. 
And yet Gilgamesh does so, detailing his refusal at length with the sordid features of 
Ishtar’s many love affairs and previous marriage. He castigates her with a series of 
metaphors, which may provide clues to the reason for his rejection of her: she has 
behaved like a man in proposing marriage and offering him gifts. She has thus assumed 
an active, aggressive posture, an unacceptable role for the female. In the many-faceted 
and paradoxical aspects of her personality, Ishtar is often depicted as a warrior and 
hence as one who participates in the public domain of males. But in GE this is rejected. 
Gilgamesh mocks and scoffs at her, as if she were a man. Enkidu humiliates her in an 
unbelievable way. And like a man, she retaliates.  

 
Harris. R (1990) ‘Images of Women in the Gilgamesh Epic’ In Maier. J (1997) Gilgamesh: A 

Reader. Wauconda: Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers Inc.  
 

Questions:  
1. What words were used to describe Ishtar? What can this tell us about gender 

norms in Ancient Mesopotamia?  
 
 
 
 

2. How does Passage F show expected gender roles?  
 
 
 
 
 

3. How does the description of Ishtar compare with that of Gilgamesh?  


