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Women in The Epic of Gilgamesh
Women in Antiquity | Meeting #2
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Upcoming Dates
● Monday, October 12

• Images Essay

● Monday, October 26

• Proposal due

● Sunday, September 13

Responses for Week 2 Due
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Five things today ● Syllabus and assignments (cont’d)

● Mesopotamia and Sumer

● The Epic of Gilgamesh

● Enkidu and Shamhat

● Gilgamesh and the goddess
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Grading
Your grade for the course will be determined from the following:

● Attendance, Responses, and Quizzes  20%
Each week there will be 

– attendance taken at class meetings, 5%
– a required online post in response to a source, and 5%

– a short, 5-minute in-class quiz. 10%

● Presentations  15%
– one on one of the assigned primary sources, and  7½%

– one on one of the assigned secondary sources.  7½%
A written version is due a week after your presentation. 

● Written Assignments  20%
– a 3-to-4 page essay on gender images, and 10%

– a 6-to-8 page term paper using evidence to take a position 10%
on a research topic of your choice relating to gender in the 
ancient world. 

●  Final Exam   30%
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Meetings and Reading Assignments
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The Images Essay

The Film Option

C leopa tra
(Jo se p h  L . M ank ie w icz  d ir., 1 9 6 3 )

A ncie n t acco unts  o f C le o p atra
(e .g ., P lu ta rch ’s  b io  o f C ae sar)

Is is -A p h ro d ite
(R o m an  E gyp t, 2 nd  ce n tu ry C E )

A p h ro d ite  h o ld ing  w inge d  E ro s
(C yp rus , la te  4 th  ce n tu ry B C E )

The Museum Option
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The Proposal

● One paragraph

● Contains:
– Problem (your topic in the form 

of a question)

– Possible answers
(“Some say… others say…”)

– Your provisional thesis
(“I believe…”)

● Essentially the intro to your 
final paper
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Approaching the course

● Come to class prepared

● Read critically

● Ask questions

● Take notes

● Discuss with each other

● Manage your time

● Use me as a resource
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Brightspace

● Weekly Responses

● Uploading essays

Everything else is on the 
course website
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The course website
markbwilson.com/courses/DD/DD_wia/
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Questions about whatever
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Ages of history and technology

1200 0 1000 0 8000 6000 4000 2000 0 2000

Prehistoric Era Ancient Era

Paleolithic 
(“Old Stone”) Age

Neolithic (“New Stone”) Age Bronze Age Iron Age

Invention of 

civilization

Fall of Rome
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Euphrates River

● Critical for irrigation and 
trade

● Unpredictable and 
sometimes destructive
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The Fertile Crescent
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Sumer

● City-state culture

● Shared language, 
heritage, and gods

● Competition for limited 
resources

● Strong city-state 
identities
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Rivalry for resources leads to warfare
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Ziggurat

● Massive temple at the 
heart of a Sumerian 
city-state

● Sacred home of the 
patron god

● Visible focus of city-
state identity
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The Deluge

● Massive flood destroys 
cities of Sumer

● Lone survivor separated 

from humanity

● Sumerian gods are 

sometimes nurturing, 
sometimes destructive

● Death is universal
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Life and afterlife

● Sumerian afterlife is a 
place of impotence

● Gods cannot be trusted

● The living must act 

● Build to create a strong 
and enduring future
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King Gilgamesh

● Named in the Sumerian 
list of kings

● Used as a legendary 
figure 

● Story explores 
Sumerian ideas of 
humanity and 
community
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The Epic of 
Gilgamesh

● Written on clay tablets

● Cuneiform writing 
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Characters

● Gilgámesh king of Úruk

● Nínsun his divine mother

● Enkídu his friend 

● Shámhat a prostitute in Úruk

● Shámash sun-god

● Humbába forest guardian

● Íshtar great goddess

● Úta-napíshti survivor of the Flood
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Primary Source Reading

Tablet 1: 
The Coming of 
Enkidu
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Why are the people upset with Gilgamesh?
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King Gilgamesh

● Places self ahead of 
community

● Violates both genders
– Men (fighting the youth) 
– Women (bedding new brides)
– Present and future

● Actions are an attack on 
Uruk

● Appeal to the gods comes 
from the matrons of Uruk
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What kind of role does Ninsun play?
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Ninsun

● Mother of Gilgamesh

● He comes to her for 
guidance on dreams

● Wise and constructive

● Role involves the future
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Primary Source Reading

Tablet 2: 
The Taming of 
Enkidu
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Why do the gods create Enkidu to fix Gilgamesh?

36



9/7/26

13

Why is Shamhat sent to Enkidu?
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Shamhat and 
Enkidu

● Enkidu as the answer to the 
problem of Gilgamesh

● Shamhat doing the “work of 
woman”

● Creates a bond that links a 
man to the community = 
wife

● Creates a future citizen = 
mother

● Only a harlot could do this
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Secondary Source Reading

John A. Bailey

“Initiation and the Primal 
Woman in Gilgamesh and 
Genesis 2-3”

● Bond between Enkidu and Shamhat

● Relates to other similar bonds in 
legend

● Nature of the transformation

● What Shamhat represents
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Primary Source Reading

Tablet 6: Ishtar 
and the Bull of 
Heaven
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Ishtar (Inanna)

● Sumerian goddess of 
fertility and war

● Depicted as capricious 
and not to be trusted
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Why does Gilgamesh refuse Ishtar?
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Secondary Source Reading

Tzvi Abusch

“Ishtar’s Proposal and 
Gilgamesh’s Refusal”

● Ishtar’s proposal has obvious and 
not-so-obvious consequences
– Ishtar’s treatment of past lovers

– Refusal to pass from mortal life into being 
consort if goddess
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Secondary Source Reading

Rivkah Harris

“Inanna-Ishtar as Paradox and 
a Coincidence of Opposites”

● Complex and multifaceted, as a god 
and as a female god

● Reflects the Sumerians’ 
understanding of divinity

● Ishtar as a unique kind of goddess
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