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MESOPOTAMIAN VIEW OF THEIR PLACE ON THE WORLD AND UMNIVERSE

“Where is the man who can clamber to heaven? Only the gods live for ever with glorious
Shamash, but as for us men, our days are numbered, our occupations are a breath of wind... -
Is it possible for a man to achieve immortality even thought we are subjects of the ;gods? How
can we prevail if the gods give us harder and harder trials every day? These questions seemed to
endure in the minds of Mesopotamians during the thriving time of their civilizatiom. This idea of
pessimism, of a short mortal life in which we could@ do anything better i'tgn son@ing of honor,
courage and bravery before gie/takeﬁhe inevitable road to death desired by the gods, translated
itself into one of the first great epics of humanity: The Epic of Gilgamesh.’

An example of the grim reality that Mesopotamians thought they wilk be enduring after death

comes from the account that Endiku tells to Gilgamesh when he has a dream during his
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agonizing last moments’ : “... The heavens roared, and the earth rumbled back an answer;,
between them I stood before an awful being, the somber-faced man-bird; he had diirected on me
on his purpose...He fell on me and his claws were in my hair, he held me fast and I smiothered;
then he transformed me so that my arms become wings covered with feathers. He terned his
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stare towards me, and he led me away to the palace of Irkalla, the Queen of Darkraess, to the
house from which none who enters ever returns, down the road from which there is no coming

back. There is the house whose people sit in darkness; dust is their food and clay tkeir meat... I

entered the house of dust and I saw the kings of the earth, their crowns put away for ever; rulers

! N.K Sandars, Trans., The Epic of Gilgamesh, (New York: Penguin Books, 1972), p. 71
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‘? had over humanity, and how this power determines the existence of mankind. The “Story of the
v

and princes, all those who once more kingly crowns and ruled the world in the days of old. They

who stood in the place of the gods like Anu and Enlil, stood now like servants to fexch baked

meats in the house of dust, to carry cooked meat and cold water ﬁ:‘om the water skiin... and there

was Ereshkigal the Queen of the Underworld; and Belti-Sheri squatted in Jront of Ber, she who is
recorder of the gods and keeps the book of death. She held a tablet from which she read She

raised her head, she saw me and spoke: “Who has brought you here?” Then | awoke like a man

drained of blood who wanders alone in the waste of rushes; like one whom the baiiiff has seized

and his heart pounds with terror.”* This account demonstrates the belief that the afte-life was a W

place of shame, of torments and of servitude to the gods where the acts that one committed in Iif@%ﬂ,&&
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As the story makes its progress we discover a more somber depiction of the power that gods M

woul@ be remembered in the afterlife and that no one becomes exempt from this testifying %

Slood” is the clear example of how the gods decide the future of humanity. Utnapi shhim tells g{cpﬂﬁ’%
Gilgamesh: “...In those days the world teemed, the people multiplied, the world bellowed like a
wild bull, and the great god was aroused by the clamour. Enlil heard the clamour and he said to
the gods in council, “The uproar of mankind is intolerable and sleep is no longer possible by
reason of the babel. ” : e gods agreed to exterminate mankind... With the Sirst dight of dawn a
black cloud came from the horizon; it thundered within where Adad, lord of the stc;irn:! was
riding... Then the gods of the abyss rose up; Nergal pulled out the dams of the netiher waters,
Ninurta the war-lord threw down the dykes, and the seven judges Jrom hell, the A nnunaki,

raised their ls, lighting the land with their vivid flame... One whole day the tempest raged,
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gathering fury as it went, it poured over the people like the tides of battle; a man could not see

his brother nor the people be seen from heaven... For six days and six nights the winds blew,

torrent and tempest and flood overwhelmed the world... I looked at the face of the: world and

there was silence, all mankind was turned to clay.”® The outcome of humanity was decided by a

childish and capricious attitude of the gods. This passage demonstrates mmﬂghﬁ pessimism

that Mesopotamians hadwowr}) their view of life. C
The Mesopotamians saw themselves strictly controlled in every aspect of their lives by their

gods. They view that the only way to achieve “immortal life” was by achieving ev:*rlastmx‘lw

remembrance in the memories of future gen(:jilons only by doing acts of courage: and honor

a more concise way, the Mesopotamians viev}r\ themselves in the world as the subjects of the god§/

and they knew that in order to be more than just a simple mortal)s/omething of great sacrifice

was needed to be done in order to have a more transcendental life.
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