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The Epic of Gilgamesh NK Sandars is a remarkable literary work that has captivated
readers for centuries. It is one of the oldest known pieces of literature, originating from
ancient Mesopotamia and dating back to around 2100 BCE. Translated and adapted by N.K.
Sandars in the 20th century, this epic poem tells the story of the Sumerian king Gilgamesh
and his profound journey of friendship, loss, and the quest for immortality. This article
explores the background, themes, characters, and significance of Sandars' adaptation of
this ancient text.

Historical Context

The Epic of Gilgamesh is set in the ancient city of Uruk, a prominent urban center in
Mesopotamia. The poem is written in Akkadian, the language of the Babylonians, and was
inscribed on clay tablets in cuneiform script. The tale reflects the values and beliefs of
ancient Sumerian society, including their views on gods, mortality, and the natural world.

Discovery of the Tablets

The tablets containing the Epic of Gilgamesh were discovered in the mid-19th century in
the ruins of the library of Ashurbanipal in Nineveh, Iraq. Archaeologists unearthed a
collection of twelve tablets that contained various versions of the Gilgamesh story,
showcasing the poem's evolution over time. Among these tablets, the most complete
version is often attributed to the Babylonian poet Sin-leqi-unninni.

N.K. Sandars' Translation

N.K. Sandars, a British scholar and translator, published her version of the Epic of
Gilgamesh in 1960. Her adaptation is known for its accessibility and clarity, making it a
popular choice for readers who wish to explore this ancient work. Sandars aimed to
preserve the poetic qualities of the original while providing a narrative that resonates with
modern audiences.

Summary of the Epic

The Epic of Gilgamesh follows the journey of its titular character, Gilgamesh, who is two-
thirds divine and one-third human. The narrative can be broken down into several key
episodes:

1. Gilgamesh's Tyranny: The epic opens with a description of Gilgamesh's oppressive rule
over Uruk. The citizens pray to the gods for relief from his tyranny.



2. Enkidu's Creation: In response to the people's pleas, the gods create Enkidu, a wild man
who represents the natural world. Enkidu is eventually tamed by a temple prostitute named
Shamhat, who introduces him to civilization.

3. Friendship Between Gilgamesh and Enkidu: Enkidu travels to Uruk to confront Gilgamesh.
Instead of becoming foes, they form a deep bond and embark on adventures together,
including slaying the monster Humbaba and killing the Bull of Heaven sent by the goddess
Ishtar.

4. Enkidu’s Death: The friendship is tested when Enkidu falls ill and dies as punishment for
their defiance against the gods. Gilgamesh is devastated and is forced to confront his own
mortality.

5. The Quest for Immortality: In his grief, Gilgamesh embarks on a quest to find
Utnapishtim, the immortal flood survivor, to learn the secret of eternal life. His journey
takes him through treacherous landscapes and introduces him to various characters who
impart wisdom.

6. The Revelation of Mortality: Ultimately, Gilgamesh learns that immortality is reserved for
the gods. He returns to Uruk, accepting his fate and understanding that he can achieve a
form of immortality through his legacy and the accomplishments he leaves behind.

Themes in the Epic

The Epic of Gilgamesh is rich with themes that resonate with human experience. Some of
the primary themes include:

Friendship

The bond between Gilgamesh and Enkidu is central to the narrative. Their friendship
transforms Gilgamesh from a tyrant into a more compassionate leader. The epic
emphasizes the importance of companionship and how it can lead to personal growth.

Mortality and the Quest for Immortality

Gilgamesh's journey is driven by his fear of death and desire for eternal life. The narrative
explores the inevitability of death and the human condition. Gilgamesh ultimately learns
that immortality is not achieved through eternal life but through the impact one has on the
world.

The Role of the Gods

The gods in the Epic of Gilgamesh play a significant role in the lives of humans. They are



powerful and often capricious, reflecting the unpredictable nature of life. The relationship
between mortals and divine beings underscores the themes of fate and destiny.

The Nature of Civilization

The contrast between civilization and nature is a recurring theme. Enkidu represents the
wild, untamed world, while Gilgamesh symbolizes the structured, civilized society of Uruk.
Their relationship highlights the balance between these two aspects of existence.

Character Analysis

The characters in the Epic of Gilgamesh are complex and serve as representations of
various human traits and ideals. Here are some key figures:

Gilgamesh

Gilgamesh is a multifaceted character. He begins as a proud and tyrannical ruler but
undergoes significant transformation throughout the epic. His journey illustrates the
struggle between human desires and the acceptance of mortality. Gilgamesh's
development reflects the universal quest for meaning and legacy.

Enkidu

Enkidu serves as a foil to Gilgamesh. His wild nature contrasts with Gilgamesh's civilization,
and his friendship helps Gilgamesh discover empathy and humility. Enkidu’s death serves
as a catalyst for Gilgamesh’s quest for understanding life and death.

Utnapishtim

Utnapishtim represents the theme of immortality. His story parallels that of Noah in the
Bible, as he survives a great flood and is granted eternal life by the gods. Utnapishtim
embodies the wisdom that comes with age and experience, providing crucial insights to
Gilgamesh.

Significance of the Epic

The Epic of Gilgamesh holds a significant place in world literature. Its themes of friendship,
mortality, and the quest for meaning resonate with audiences across cultures and eras. The
poem has influenced various literary works, including biblical texts and later epics.



Cultural Impact

The epic has been studied in various fields, including literature, history, and anthropology.
Its insights into human nature and the ancient world provide valuable context for
understanding the development of civilization. The stories and motifs found in the Epic of
Gilgamesh continue to inspire writers, artists, and scholars.

Modern Adaptations

The themes and narratives of the Epic of Gilgamesh have been adapted in contemporary
literature, film, and theater. Its exploration of fundamental human questions ensures its
relevance in modern discussions about life, death, and legacy.

Conclusion

The Epic of Gilgamesh, as translated by N.K. Sandars, is more than just an ancient text; it is
a timeless exploration of the human experience. Through the journey of Gilgamesh and
Enkidu, readers are invited to reflect on their own lives, relationships, and the search for
meaning. Sandars’ adaptation opens the door to this profound narrative, allowing new
generations to engage with the wisdom of an ancient civilization. The epic’s enduring
legacy lies in its ability to speak to the fundamental aspects of humanity, making it a
crucial part of our literary heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the character Enkidu in 'The
Epic of Gilgamesh' as translated by NK Sandars?
Enkidu serves as a foil to Gilgamesh, representing the wild and untamed aspects of
humanity. His friendship with Gilgamesh catalyzes the king's transformation from a tyrant
to a more compassionate leader, highlighting themes of friendship and human experience.

How does NK Sandars' translation of 'The Epic of
Gilgamesh' differ from other translations?
NK Sandars' translation is noted for its accessibility and poetic style, making the ancient
text approachable for modern readers. Her focus on the emotional depth of the characters
and vivid imagery provides a fresh perspective compared to more scholarly translations.

What themes are explored in 'The Epic of Gilgamesh' as



presented by NK Sandars?
Key themes include the quest for immortality, the nature of friendship, the human
condition, and the inevitability of death. Sandars emphasizes these themes to illustrate the
universal struggles faced by humanity throughout history.

What role does the journey to the Cedar Forest play in
the narrative of 'The Epic of Gilgamesh'?
The journey to the Cedar Forest symbolizes the quest for glory and adventure, as
Gilgamesh and Enkidu seek to prove their strength. It also serves as a turning point that
leads to significant character development and the eventual realization of mortality and the
limits of human power.

How does NK Sandars address the theme of mortality in
her translation of 'The Epic of Gilgamesh'?
Sandars illustrates the theme of mortality through Gilgamesh's profound grief over Enkidu's
death, prompting his quest for eternal life. Ultimately, the narrative conveys that
acceptance of mortality is a crucial aspect of the human experience, encouraging readers
to find meaning in life's transience.
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