Gilgamesh Essay Assignment
You will be writing a five paragraph essay about the story of Gilgamesh.  The point of the essay is to explore what the story reveals about the Sumerian culture that produced it.  Your essay will take the following form:

INTRODUCTION (Paragraph 1)  You will give background information on the play, for example:  when it was written, who wrote it, a brief summary of the story.  

THESIS (Last sentence of Paragraph 1).  The story of Gilgamesh reveals Sumerian beliefs about ___________, _____________, and  ______________.  (You will insert the three topics you choose as your body paragraphs.

BODY PARAGRAPHS (Paragraphs 2, 3, and 4).  Choose three topics below, or choose your own topic (I must approve it in class), and write a body paragraph about each topic.  Each paragraph should begin with a topic sentence, for instance:  “In the story of Gilgamesh, some gods act as moral guides while others behave badly; Sumerians revered and feared their gods at the same time.”  Follow your topic paragraph with support from the play.  “Anu’s creation of Enkidu is an example of a God’s moral guidance.  He hoped his creation would humble Gilgamesh and make him a better leader.”  …and so on.

GODS AS MORAL GUIDES  Do the gods set an example for moral behavior in the play?  Why or why not?  If Sumerians couldn’t always rely on the gods to behave morally, how did they know right from wrong?

GODS VS. HUMANS  How are gods and humans different in the play?  What powers or abilities do each have?  What does it mean for Gilgamesh to be two thirds god?

DEATH  How did Sumerians regard death?  Consider Gilgamesh and Enkidu’s description of death.  What did Sumerians believe awaited them after death?   You will recall that when Gilgamesh died, there was a huge burial ceremony, and many slaves took their own lives and were laid to rest with him.  What does this show about their beliefs about death?

SIMILARITIES TO OTHER ANCIENT STORIES  The story of Gilgamesh is full of similarities to the Bible’s Old Testament, and to other ancient myths.  Describe some of these similarities, and explain why you think these different traditions share the same stories.

ROLE OF WOMEN  What role did women have in Sumerian culture?  Consider the midwife character, the female canal workers, Harim, and Ishtar.  What rights did women have?  Where did women’s power lie?

WHAT MAKES A GOOD LEADER?  Gilgamesh’s leadership is criticized by the gods and by Utnoa.  What do they criticize?  What do you think would make someone a good leader in the eyes of the gods?   In the eyes of Sumerians?

NATURE VS. CIVILIZATION  Enkidu lives happily among the wild creatures until he is befriended by Harim.  After he is “domesticated,” they no longer trust him.  Why do you think this is?  After he is taken from the forest, Enkidu soon dies.  What does the story of Enkidu reveal about Sumerian beliefs about nature vs. civilization?

CONCLUSION  Restate your thesis.  Then, transition from your thesis to the “big picture.”  You may wish to draw parallels to today’s society, or summarize what you learned about Sumerian civilization from the play.  Conclude with a thought-provoking idea or question.

ROUGH DRAFT (typed) DUE FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 9

FINAL DRAFT DUE  TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 13

