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History of The Epic of Gilgamesh 

The Epic of Gilgamesh is epic poetry from Mesopotamia and is among the earliest known 

works of literature. The story revolves around a relationship between Gilgamesh 

(probably a real ruler in the late Early Dynastic II period ca. 27th century BC) and his 

close male companion, Enkidu. Enkidu is a wild man created by the gods as Gilgamesh's 

equal to distract him from oppressing the citizens of Uruk. Together they undertake 

dangerous quests that incur the displeasure of the gods. Firstly, they journey to the Cedar 

Mountain to defeat Humbaba, its monstrous guardian. Later they kill the Bull of Heaven 

that the goddess Ishtar has sent to punish Gilgamesh for spurning her advances. 

The latter part of the epic focuses on Gilgamesh's distressed reaction to Enkidu's death, 

which takes the form of a quest for immortality. Gilgamesh attempts to learn the secret of 

eternal life by undertaking a long and perilous journey to meet the immortal flood hero, 

Utnapishtim. Ultimately the poignant words addressed to Gilgamesh in the midst of his 

quest foreshadow the end result: "The life that you are seeking you will never find. When 

the gods created man they allotted to him death, but life they retained in their own 

keeping." Gilgamesh, however, was celebrated by posterity for his building 

achievements, and for bringing back long-lost cultic knowledge to Uruk as a result of his 

meeting with Utnapishtim.  

Unlike the heroes of Greek or Celtic mythology, the hero of The Epic of Gilgamesh was 

an actual historical figure, a king who reigned over the Sumerian city-state of Uruk 

around 2700 BCE.  Long after his death, people worshipped Gilgamesh, renowned as a 

warrior and builder and widely celebrated for his wisdom and judiciousness. One prayer 

invokes him as ―Gilgamesh, supreme king, judge of the Anunnaki‖ (the gods of the 

underworld). Called Erech in the Bible, Uruk was one of the great cities of ancient 

Mesopotamia. The historical King Gilgamesh probably raised its walls, which 

archaeologists have determined had a perimeter of six miles. Today its ruins rest near the 

town of Warka, in southern Iraq, about a third of the way from Basra to Baghdad. A team 

of German archaeologists recently announced that they’d detected a buried structure there 

that might be Gilgamesh’s tomb. Though the military actions of 2003 stopped their work 

before excavations could begin, their claim has aroused considerable interest.  

Dozens of stories about Gilgamesh circulated throughout the ancient Middle East. 

Archaeologists have discovered the earliest ones, inscribed on clay tablets in the 

Sumerian language before 2000 BCE.  Other tablets tell stories about him in the Elamite, 

Hurrian, and Hittite tongues. Over time, many of those stories were consolidated into a 

large, epic work. The most complete known version of this long poem was found in 

Nineveh, in the ruins of the library of Assurbanipal, the last great king of the Assyrian 

empire. Assurbanipal was undoubtedly a despot and a warmonger, but he was also a 

tireless archivist and collector—we owe much of our knowledge about ancient 

Mesopotamia to his efforts.  

The Epic of Gilgamesh is written in Akkadian, the Babylonians’ language, on eleven 

tablets, with a fragmentary appendix on a twelfth. The tablets actually name their author, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mesopotamia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_literature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_literature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Sumer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enkidu
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh_flood_myth
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Sin-Leqi-Unninni, whose name translates to ―Moon god, accept my plea.‖ This 

poet/editor must have completed his work sometime before 612 BCE, when the Persians 

conquered the Assyrian Empire and destroyed Nineveh (an ancient city on the banks of 

the Tigris River).  

The Twelve Tablets Comprising The Epic of Gilgamesh 

Tablet One 

The story starts with the introduction of Gilgamesh, king of Uruk. Gilgamesh, two-thirds 

god and one-third man, oppresses the city's citizens who cry out to the gods for help. For 

the young women of Uruk this oppression takes the form of a droit de seigneur — or 

"lord's right" — to newly married brides on their wedding night. For the young men it is 

conjectured that Gilgamesh exhausted them through games, tests of strength, or perhaps 

forced labor on building projects. The gods respond to the citizens' plea for intervention 

by creating an equal to Gilgamesh who will distract him from these objectionable 

activities. They create a primitive man, Enkidu, who is covered in hair and lives in the 

wild with the animals. He is spotted by a trapper, as he has been uprooting traps and thus 

ruining the trapper's livelihood. The trapper tells Gilgamesh of the man and seduces 

Enkidu with a skilled harlot. His seduction by Shamhat, a temple prostitute, is the first 

step in his civilization, and she proposes to take him back to Uruk after making love for 

seven days. Gilgamesh, meanwhile, has been having dreams that relate to the imminent 

arrival of a new companion. 

Tablet Two 

Shamhat brings Enkidu to the shepherds' camp where he is introduced to a human diet 

and becomes the camp's night watchman. Learning from a passing stranger about 

Gilgamesh's treatment of new brides, Enkidu is incensed and travels to Uruk to intervene 

at a wedding. When Gilgamesh attempts to visit the wedding chamber, Enkidu blocks his 

way and they fight. After a fierce battle, Enkidu acknowledges Gilgamesh's superior 

strength and they become friends. Gilgamesh proposes that they journey together to the 

Cedar Forest to slay the monstrous demi-god Humbaba, in order to gain fame and 

renown. Despite warnings from both Enkidu and the council of elders, Gilgamesh will 

not be deterred. 

Tablet Three 

The elders give Gilgamesh advice for his journey. Gilgamesh visits his mother, the 

goddess Ninsun, who seeks the support and protection of the sun-god Shamash for the 

two adventurers. Ninsun adopts Enkidu as her son, Gilgamesh leaves instructions for 

governing Uruk in his absence, and they embark on their quest. 

Tablet Four 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uruk
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Droit_de_seigneur
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shamhat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shamash
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Gilgamesh and Enkidu journey to the Cedar Forest. Every few days they make camp on a 

hill or mountain to perform a dream ritual. Gilgamesh has five terrifying dreams that 

involve falling mountains, thunderstorms, wild bulls, and a thunderbird that breathes fire. 

Despite similarities between the dream figures and earlier descriptions of Humbaba, 

Enkidu interprets all of the dreams as good omens, denying that any of the frightening 

images represent the forest guardian. As they approach the cedar mountain, they hear 

Humbaba bellowing and have to encourage each other not to be afraid. 

Tablet Five (**THE ONE THE PLAY IS ABOUT!**) 

The heroes enter the cedar forest and their fears return. Humbaba, the ogre-guardian of 

the Cedar Forest, insults and threatens them. He accuses Enkidu of betrayal, then vows to 

disembowel Gilgamesh and feed his flesh to the birds. Gilgamesh is afraid, but with some 

encouraging words from Enkidu the battle commences. The mountains quake with the 

tumult and the sky turns black. The god Shamash sends his thirteen winds to bind 

Humbaba and he is captured. The monster pleads for his life, and Gilgamesh pities him. 

Enkidu, however, is enraged and asks Gilgamesh to kill the beast. Humbaba curses them 

both and Gilgamesh dispatches him with a blow to the neck. The two heroes cut down 

many cedars, including a gigantic tree that Enkidu plans to fashion into a gate for the 

temple of Enlil. They build a raft and return home along the Euphrates with the giant tree 

and the head of Humbaba. 

Tablet Six 

Gilgamesh rejects the advances of the goddess Ishtar because of her mistreatment of 

previous lovers like Dumuzi. Ishtar asks her father Anu to send Gugalanna the "Bull of 

Heaven" to avenge her. When Anu rejects her complaints, Ishtar threatens to raise the 

dead who will "outnumber the living" and "devour them". Anu becomes frightened and 

gives in. The bull of heaven (apparently the constellation Taurus) is led to Uruk by Ishtar, 

and causes widespread devastation. It dries up the reed beds and marshes, then 

dramatically lowers the level of the Euphrates river. It opens up huge pits in the ground 

that swallow 300 men. Enkidu and Gilgamesh attack and slay the beast without any 

divine assistance and offer up its heart to Shamash. When Ishtar cries out in agony, 

Enkidu hurls one of the bull's hindquarters at her. The city of Uruk celebrates, but Enkidu 

has an ominous dream. 

Tablet Seven 

In Enkidu's dream, the gods decide that one of the heroes must die for slaying the Bull of 

Heaven and Humbaba. Despite the protestations of Shamash, Enkidu is marked for death. 

Enkidu considers the great door he fashioned for Enlil's temple, and curses it. He also 

curses Shamhat and the trapper for removing him from the wild. Then Shamash speaks 

from heaven, reminding Enkidu of how Shamhat fed and clothed him, and introduced 

him to Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh will bestow great honors upon him at his funeral, and will 

later wander the wild consumed with grief. Enkidu regrets his curses and blesses 

Shamhat, temporarily calmed. In a second dream, however, he sees himself being taken 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cedar_Forest
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humbaba
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shamash
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humbaba
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ishtar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tammuz_%28deity%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anu
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gugalanna
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bull_%28mythology%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bull_%28mythology%29
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captive to the Netherworld by a terrifying Angel of Death. The underworld is a "house of 

dust" and darkness whose inhabitants eat clay and are clothed in bird feathers, supervised 

by terrifying beings. For twelve days, Enkidu's condition worsens. Finally, after a last 

lament that he could not meet a heroic death in battle, he dies. 

Tablet Eight 

Gilgamesh delivers a long lamentation for Enkidu, in which he calls upon forests, 

mountains, fields, rivers, wild animals, and all of Uruk to mourn for his friend. Recalling 

their adventures together, Gilgamesh tears at his hair and clothes in grief. He 

commissions a funerary statue and provides valuable grave gifts from his treasury to 

ensure a favourable reception for Enkidu in the realm of the dead. A great banquet is held 

where the treasures are ceremonially offered to the gods of the Netherworld. There is a 

possible reference to the damming of a river before the text breaks off, which might 

suggest a riverbed burial as in the corresponding Sumerian poem, The Death of 

Gilgamesh. 

Tablet Nine 

Tablet nine opens with Gilgamesh grieving for Enkidu and roaming the wild clothed in 

animal skins. Fearful of his own death, his object is to find the legendary Utnapishtim 

("the Faraway"), and learn the secret of eternal life. Among the few survivors of the Great 

Flood, Utnapishtim and his wife are the only humans to have been granted immortality 

by the gods. Early in his travels, Gilgamesh crosses a mountain pass at night and 

encounters a pride of lions. He prays for protection to the moon god Sin before sleeping. 

Then, waking from an encouraging dream, he slays the lions and takes their skins for 

clothing. Eventually, after a long and perilous journey, Gilgamesh comes to the twin 

peaks of Mt Mashu at the ends of the earth. The entrance, which no man has ever crossed, 

is guarded by two terrible scorpion-men. After questioning him and recognising his semi-

divine nature, they allow Gilgamesh to pass and travel through the mountains along the 

Road of the Sun. He follows it for twelve "double hours" in complete darkness. 

Managing to complete the trip before the sun catches up to him, Gilgamesh arrives in a 

garden paradise full of jewel-laden trees. 

Tablet Ten 

Gilgamesh meets the alewife Siduri, who first believes Gilgamesh is a murderer from his 

dishevelled appearance, and tells her the purpose of his journey. Siduri attempts to 

dissuade him from his quest but sends him to Urshanabi, the ferryman, to help him cross 

the sea to Utnapishtim. Urshanabi is in the company of stone-giants. Gilgamesh considers 

them hostile and kills them. When he tells Urshanabi his story and asks for help, he is 

told that he just killed the only creatures able to cross the Waters of Death. The Waters of 

Death, analogous to the River Styx of Greek mythology, are deadly to the touch, so 

Urshanabi asks him to cut 300 trees and fashion them into punting poles. Finally, they 

reach the island of Utnapishtim. Utnapishtim sees that there is someone else in the boat 

and asks Gilgamesh who he is. Gilgamesh tells him his story and asks for help, but 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utnapishtim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deluge_%28mythology%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deluge_%28mythology%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siduri
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Urshanabi&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Styx
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Utnapishtim reprimands him because fighting the common fate of humans is futile and 

diminishes life's joys. 

Tablet Eleven 

The earliest Sumerian Gilgamesh manuscripts date from as early as the Third Dynasty of 

Ur (2100 BC-2000 BC).
 
The earliest Akkadian versions of the unified epic are dated to 

ca. 2000-1500 BC.
 
The five extant Sumerian Gilgamesh stories do not include a separate 

account of his journey to Utnapishtim (Ziusudra in Sumerian), although they do refer to 

it. In a list of Gilgamesh's accomplishments, found in the story of his death, we read of 

his journey to meet Ziusudra and the cultic knowledge that he brought back to the people 

of Uruk. There is also a short description of the flood in the same context, as the gods 

debate whether to grant Gilgamesh eternal life like they did for Ziusudra. The "standard" 

Akkadian version, of course, included a complete flood story and was edited by Sin-liqe-

unninni sometime between 1300 BC and 1000 BC.
 
 This longer flood story is, itself, 

based on the one contained in the Epic of Atrahasis (circa 1800 BC). 

Gilgamesh observes that Utnapishtim seems no different from himself, and asks him how 

he obtained immortality. Utnapishtim tells him about the great flood. This story is a 

summary of the flood myth that concludes the Epic of Atrahasis (see also Gilgamesh 

flood myth). The main point seems to be that Utnapishtim was granted eternal life in 

unique, never to be repeated circumstances. As if to demonstrate this point, Utnapishtim 

challenges Gilgamesh to stay awake for six days and seven nights. However, as soon as 

Utnapishtim finishes speaking Gilgamesh falls asleep. Utnapishtim instructs his wife to 

bake a loaf of bread for every day he is asleep so that Gilgamesh cannot deny his failure. 

Gilgamesh, who wants to overcome death, cannot even conquer sleep! After instructing 

his ferryman to wash Gilgamesh and clothe him in royal robes, Utanpishtim sends the 

pair back to Uruk. 

As they are leaving, Utnapishtim's wife asks her husband to offer a parting gift. 

Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh of a boxthorn-like plant at the very bottom of the ocean that 

will make him young again. Gilgamesh obtains the plant by binding stones to his feet so 

he can walk on the bottom of the sea. He recovers the plant and plans to test it on an old 

man when he returns to Uruk. Unfortunately, when Gilgamesh stops to bathe it is stolen 

by a serpent that sheds its skin as it departs. Gilgamesh weeps at the futility of his efforts, 

having now lost all chance of immortality. He then returns to Uruk, where the sight of its 

massive walls prompts him to praise this enduring work to Urshanabi. 

Tablet Twelve 

This tablet is to a large extent an Akkadian translation of an earlier Sumerian poem, 

Gilgamesh and the Netherworld (also known as "Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the 

Netherworld" and variants), although it has been suggested that it is based on an 

unknown version of that story. The contents of this last tablet are inconsistent with 

previous ones: Enkidu is still alive, despite having been killed off earlier in the epic. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atrahasis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh_flood_myth
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh_flood_myth
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boxthorn
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serpent_%28symbolism%29
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Because of this, its lack of integration with the other tablets, and the fact that it is almost 

a copy of an earlier version, it has been referred to as an 'inorganic appendage' to the epic.  

Gilgamesh complains to Enkidu that various objects he possessed (the tablet is unclear 

exactly what — different translations include a drum and a ball) fell into the underworld. 

Enkidu offers to bring them back. Delighted, Gilgamesh tells Enkidu what he must and 

must not do in the underworld in order to come back. Enkidu does everything he was told 

not to do. The underworld keeps him. Gilgamesh prays to the gods to give him his friend 

back. Enlil and Suen don’t bother to reply but Ea and Shamash decide to help. Shamash 

cracks a hole in the earth and Enkidu's ghost jumps out of it. The tablet ends with 

Gilgamesh questioning Enkidu about what he has seen in the underworld 

 

 

Gilgamesh 

An unstable compound of two parts god and one part man, 

Gilgamesh suffers most from immoderation. He is the greatest 

of all men, and both his virtues and his flaws are outsized. He 

is the fiercest of warriors and the most ambitious of builders. 

Yet until Enkidu, his near equal, arrives to serve as a 

counterweight to Gilgamesh’s restless energies, he exhausts his 

subjects with ceaseless battle, forced labor, and arbitrary 

exercises of power. Beautiful to behold, Gilgamesh selfishly 

indulges his appetites, raping whatever woman he desires, 

whether she is the wife of a warrior or the daughter of a 

noble—or a bride on her wedding night. Enkidu’s friendship 

calms and focuses him. When Enkidu dies, Gilgamesh grieves 

deeply and is horrified by the prospect of his own death. 

Abruptly abandoning glory, wealth, and power, all of which are 

worldly aspirations that he as king had once epitomized, he 

begins a quest to learn the secret of eternal life. What he finds 

instead is the wisdom to strike harmony with his divine and 

mortal attributes. Reconciled at last to his mortality, Gilgamesh 

resumes his proper place in the world and becomes a better king. 

Historically, Gilgamesh was a real king in Mesopotamia. He was the fifth king of Uruk, 

modern day Iraq and Kuwait (Early Dynastic II, first dynasty of Uruk), placing his reign 

ca. 2500 BC. According to the Sumerian king list he ruled for 126 years. In the Tummal 

Inscription, Gilgamesh, and his son Urlugal, rebuilt the sanctuary of the goddess Ninlil, 

in Tummal, a sacred quarter in her city of Nippur. Gilgamesh is the central character in 

the Epic of Gilgamesh, the greatest surviving work of early Mesopotamian literature. In 

the epic his father was Lugalbanda and his mother was Ninsun (whom some call Rimat 

Ninsun), a goddess. In Mesopotamian mythology, Gilgamesh is a demigod of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enlil
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suen
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enki
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shamash
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uruk
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sumerian_king_list
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ur-Nungal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ninlil
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nippur
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epic_of_Gilgamesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lugalbanda
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ninsun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mesopotamian_mythology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demigod
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superhuman strength who built the city walls of Uruk to defend his people from external 

threats, and travelled to meet the sage Utnapishtim, who had survived the Great Deluge. 

Enkidu 

Hairy-chested and brawny, Enkidu begins his literary life as 

Gilgamesh’s faithful sidekick. In the most ancient of the stories 

that compose The Epic of Gilgamesh, he is a helper to 

Gilgamesh. As those legends evolved into chapters of a great 

epic poem, Enkidu’s role changed profoundly. Much more than 

a sidekick or a servant, he is Gilgamesh’s soul mate, brother, 

and equal, even his conscience. In the later stories the gods 

bring Enkidu into the world to provide a counterpoint to 

Gilgamesh. Unlike Gilgamesh, who is two-thirds god, Enkidu is 

fashioned entirely from clay. He begins his life as a wild man, 

raised by animals, and, crude and unrefined, he remains to a 

certain extent a sojourner in the civilized world. For example, when Gilgamesh spurns 

Ishtar, the goddess of love, with flowery, allusive insults, Enkidu merely hurls a piece of 

meat in her face. However, Enkidu is also instinctively chivalrous. He takes up arms to 

protect the shepherds who first give him food, and he travels to Uruk to champion its 

oppressed people and protect its virgin brides from their uncontrollable king. Ironically, 

that king is Gilgamesh. Enkidu overcomes him with friendship rather than force and 

transforms him into the perfect leader. Perhaps Enkidu feels Uruk’s injustices so keenly 

because he is such a latecomer to civilization. Though Enkidu is bolder than most men, 

he is also less pious than he should be. He pays dearly for the disrespect he shows to 

Enlil, the god of earth, wind, and air, when he urges Gilgamesh to slay Enlil’s servant 

Humbaba, and he incurs the wrath of Ishtar. Like all men, Enkidu bitterly regrets having 

to die, and he clings fiercely to life.  

 

Humbaba 

In Akkadian mythology Humbaba (Assyrian 

spelling) or Huwawa, (Babylonian) also Humbaba 

the Terrible was a monstrous giant of immemorial 

age raised by Utu, the Sun. Humbaba was the 

guardian of the Cedar Forest, where the gods lived, 

by the will of the god Enlil, who ―assigned 

[Humbaba] as a terror to human beings.‖ He is the 

brother of Pazuzu and Enki and son of Hanbi. 

His face is that of a lion. In various examples, his 

face is scribed in a single coiling line like that of 

the coiled entrails of men and beasts, from which 

omens might be read. This has led to the name 

―Guardian of the Fortress of Intestines.‖ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utnapishtim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Deluge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akkadian_mythology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akkadian_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Babylonia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giant_%28mythology%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utu
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cedar_Forest
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enlil
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pazuzu
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enki
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hanbi
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Humbaba is first mentioned in Tablet II of the Epic of Gilgamesh: after they become 

friends following their initial fight, Gilgamesh and Enkidu set out on an adventure to the 

Cedar Forest beyond the seventh mountain range, to slay Huwawa (Humbaba): ―Enkidu,‖ 

Gilgamesh vows, ―since a man cannot pass beyond the final end of life, I want to set off 

into the mountains, to establish my renown there.‖ Gilgamesh tricks the monster into 

giving away his seven ―radiances‖ by offering his sisters as wife and concubine. When 

Humbaba’s guard is down, Gilgamesh punches him and captures the monster. Defeated, 

Humbaba appeals to a receptive Gilgamesh for mercy, but Enkidu convinces Gilgamesh 

to slay Humbaba. In a last effort, Humbaba tries to escape but is decapitated by Enkidu, 

or in some versions by both heroes together; his head is put in a leather sack, which is 

brought to Enlil, the god who set Humbaba as the forest’s guardian. Enlil becomes 

enraged upon learning this and redistributes Humbaba’s seven splendors. It is interesting 

to note that no vengeance was laid upon the heroes Enkidu and Gilgamesh. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epic_of_Gilgamesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enkidu
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enlil
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Babylonian Empire (2300-539 BCE) 

 

The Epic of Gilgamesh is based on the adventures of the Mesopotamian King of Uruk, 

who came to power in 2700BCE.  

 

Mesopotamia means ―between two rivers,‖ in this case the Tigris and the Euphrates. Life 

flourished around water. It sustained farming and the construction of cities. Water also 

had the power to destroy. Buildings were made from baked clay, so they often fell prey to 

flooding. In these instances, the cities were abandoned and the inhabitants relocated.  

 

Babylon means ―Gate of God.‖ The Babylonians considered their city to be the 

cornerstone of civilization. Cities were the height of human achievement – the gates of 

Babylon were built to fortify the city (they were over 50 stories high), and still serve as 

works of art (covered in mosaic renderings of civilization). Unfortunately these opulent 

cities often fell siege to raiding nomads and many of their treasures were stolen.  

 

Outside of the cities, the people lived a semi-nomadic experience. These herdsmen 

viewed the Kings as oppressive rulers. The King was seen as the earthly representative 

for the gods, possibly even divine himself. They were the ―righteous and invincible 

servants of their gods.‖  

 

Common Gods [and their Roman counterparts]: 

Sun – Shamash [Apollo] 

Moon – Ishtar [Venus] 

Thunderstorms – Adad [Jupiter] 

Water – Enki [Neptune] 
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The Roman Empire (in Egypt) 

 

Egypt was incorporated into the Roman Empire in 30 BCE, after the death of Cleopatra 

and the arrival of Octavian (later Augustus Caesar). Until that time, Egypt had been a part 

of the Greek world thanks to the conquests of Alexander the Great. Romans replaced 

Greeks in the highest offices, and prefects were selected to govern the provinces. Greek 

remained the language of government except at the highest levels. Culture, education and 

civic life largely remained Greek throughout the Roman period, though the cult of the 

Roman state and of the Emperor was gradually introduced.  

 

Where the army was concerned, Augustus reformed the length of time a soldier served, 

increasing it from six to twenty years (16 years full service, 4 years on lighter duties). 

Senior officers served at least thirty years.   

Centurions [the Generals] rode on horseback rather than marching on foot. They were 

also allowed to beat their soldiers with a two-to-three foot long staff. Centurions were 

highly sought after leaders, and the army was willing to transport them over considerable 

distances to reach a new assignment. For a centurion, the army was life: most of them 

died in service before they could be discharged. Each centurion had an optio, so called 

because originally he was nominated by the centurion. These men would receive double 

the pay of an ordinary soldier. The title optio ad spem ordinis was given to an optio who 

had been accepted for promotion to the centurionate, but who was waiting for a vacancy. 
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Samurai Culture 

 

The roots of Samurai Culture go all the way back to 700 C.E.  

 

Suicide was a form of punishment, often brought on as a reaction to shame or a serious 

transgression. However, it was also a badge of honor, especially in the case of the 

Samurai. Those who gave their lives for the cause of their leaders have gone down in 

history for their suicidal acts. Some are even preserved in the plays of Noh, Kabuki, and 

Bunraku theatre.  

 

Seppuku/Hara-kiri: suicide through disembowelment. The first were Minamoto 

Tametomo and Minamoto Yorimasa in the late 12
th

 Century. The spirit resides in the 

stomach, so the act of slitting open the belly was found to be the most logical and also the 

most economical. Execution through hanging or drowning was considered shameful and 

was reserved for traitors.  

 

The ritual of Seppuku: 

      ―First, tatami [bamboo mat] edged with white would be set out, upon which a large 

white cushion was placed. Witnesses would arrange themselves discreetly to one side, 

depending on how important the coming suicide was considered.  

      The samurai, often garbed in a white kimono, would kneel on the pillow in formal 

style on his heels, hopefully in a composed manner. Just over a meter behind and to the 

left of the samurai knelt his kaishakunin, or 'second'. The second was often a close friend 

of the deceased, although his duty was not a popular one. His job was to prevent the 

samurai committing suicide from experiencing undo suffering by cutting the doomed 

man's head off once he had slit his belly. Botching this duty could be a shameful 

disgrace, and a steady hand was required.  

      In front of the samurai lay a knife on a lacquered tray. When he felt ready, the 

samurai would loosen the folds of his kimono and expose his belly. He would then lift the 

knife with one hand and unsheathe it with the other, setting the sheathe to one side. When 

he had prepared himself, he would drive the knife into the left side of the stomach, then 

draw it across to the right. The blade would then be turned in the wound and brought 

upward. Many samurai did not have to endure this last, unbelievable agony, as the second 

would lop their heads off at the first sign of pain. The cut carried out to its finish was 

known as the jumonji, or 'crosswise cut', and to perform it in its entirety was considered a 

particularly impressive seppuku.  

      Needless to say, one's frame of mind was of particular importance when approaching 

this act. The Hagakure and other Edo works relate stories of samurai losing their 

composure just prior to committing suicide, and in some cases having to be forcibly 

decapitated. Samurai were, after all, only human, and perhaps only through a lifetime of 

preparation could seppuku be faced with the prerequisite coolness.‖ 
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Exploration of the „New World‟ and Early Colonialism 

 

England was on the forefront of the colonialism movement, beginning with its 

neighboring Ireland and Newfoundland with parts of the North American continent 

coming later. The English were fascinated with the habits of the so-called ―savages‖ in 

North America, and would sometimes bring them back to England as a freak-show act for 

spectators to observe. Sir Walter Ralegh sponsored a number of attempts to establish an 

English colony at Roanoke, in the territory he claimed on the east coast of America and 

which he named 'Virginia' in honour of Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen, in 1585. The first 

group of 107 men landed in July 1585. Their duties included surveying and mapping the 

new territory and recording the indigenous people, plants and animals.  

Columbus’ journals of the indigenous people in South America: "They all go around as 

naked as their mothers bore them; and also the women . . . they could easily be 

commanded and made to work, to sow and to do whatever might be needed, to build 

towns and be taught to wear clothes and adopt our ways . . . they are the best people in 

the world and above all the gentlest."  

The colonist’s attempts at expansion would sometimes yield hostile results. In 1675, the 

conflict between New England Colonists and Native Americans came to be known as 

King Philip’s War: ―The bloody war raged up and down the Connecticut River valley in 

Massachusetts and in the Plymouth and Rhode Island colonies, eventually resulting in 

600 English colonials being killed and 3,000 Native Americans, including women and 

children on both sides. King Philip (the colonist's nickname for Metacomet, chief of the 

Wampanoags) was hunted down and killed on August 12, 1676, in a swamp in Rhode 

Island, ending the war in southern New England and ending the independent power of 

Native Americans there.  
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America and the “War on Terror” 
 

The attacks on September 11, 2001 resulted in over 3,000 deaths in New York, 

Pennsylvania, and Washington D.C. American nationalism was re-born, and 

consequently anti-Islam sentiments began to pervade the country. Political extremists 

championed the idea that all Muslims are terrorists and should be punished, and they 

began to cry out for some form of retaliation. The subsequent War on Terror used the 

events of 9/11 and the fear of future terrorist attacks to justify invasions of Afghanistan 

and Iraq.  

 

―September 11, the BBC noted, became the opportunity for the neo-cons to create a new 

enemy to replace the now defunct Soviet Union. In effect then, they made out Bin 

Laden’s failing movement to be a serious revolutionary organization.‖ 

 

In 2004, graphic photographs showing the torture and sexual abuse of Iraqi prisoners in a 

US-run prison outside Baghdad emerged. As a result, six soldiers faced a possible court 

martial and a general went under investigation. The soldiers claimed to be acting in part 

under the instruction of mercenary interrogators hired by the Pentagon. The pictures 

included images of a hooded prisoner with wires fixed to his body, nude inmates piled in 

a human pyramid, a dog attacking a prisoner, and other inmates being forced to simulate 

sex with each other.   

 

On Suicide Bombers: ―Killing one’s self (and one’s personal identity) and ―others‖ 

(enemies) does not matter. What matters is that the act of bombing (terrorism) brings 

self-esteem and attention to the large-group identity. . . youngsters who suffer from 

concrete trauma are more suitable candidates.‖ 

 

 


