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Gilgamesh, Dreams, and Growing Up


As time passes, certain aspects of works such as Gilgamesh are lost, or lose resonance with the current generation. For instance, polytheism has been mostly abandoned in the western world, and many once-magical events have been scientifically explained. As a result, to truly appreciate these ancient works, one must be able to interpret foreign or magical aspects of them in some meaningful way. For instance, there is Gilgamesh's pursuit of immortality. This original ambitious goal eventually results in Gilgamesh acquiring the magic flower, and thus having a means of preserving his youth for quite some time. However, even when the flower is eaten, Gilgamesh returns to Uruk and learns the true means of gaining immortality, resulting in the journey being far more important than the destination. However, immortality doesn't exist in the modern era- thus one must find a way to naturalize this journey and its various ends.


For starters, there is Gilgamesh's goal of achieving immortality. In ancient times, this was a common goal, however in our own times it is known to be impossible. Thus, one way to view Gilgamesh's ultimate goal of immortality is to see it as a childish dream. Childish dreams are farfetched, and tend to ignore reality, but as one ages and learns the limits of the real world, one lets go of these dreams, to some extent. A child may simply declare they wish to become president someday; but as time passes, they find out the restrictions of the path to this office, the hardships, and perhaps pursue it nonetheless; the point is that this dream is simply a desire, not a well-formulated plan or goal. 


Now, this initial desire is far from pointless. In working to achieve this goal, one gains something. In the case of Gilgamesh, this would be the magic flower. This is the adolescent dream; some logic is applied to the initial desire, a plan of action is formed, and that plan of action is taken, with the result being represented by the magic flower. For instance, using the previous example, one intends to become president, and thus begins a career in politics. Some relative success is gained, perhaps a local office or later on a seat on the Senate. The dream of becoming president is retained, but in the course of getting there one achieves some degree of success, and is elected to a fairly significant office. Gilgamesh matured in this fashion, being satisfied by gaining the flower despite being denied his initial dream of immortality by Utnapishtim, even to the point of being willing to share it, “...By its virtue a man may win back all his former strength. I will take it to Uruk of the strong walls; there I will give it to the old men to eat. Its name shall be 'The Old Men Are Young Again'; and at last I will eat it myself and have back all my lost youth,”(Mack 41). In idealogical terms, what Gilgamesh has done is looked back on what he has achieved on the material level, in accordance to his ultimate goal. As such, this is the halfway point of the life of his dream; he can't say he's achieved his ultimate ideal, but he has something to show for all of his work towards it.


”...and the serpent sensed the sweetness of the flower. It rose out of the water and snatched it away...”(Mack 41). Once becoming a senator, maybe our hero falls on hard times. A scandal of some sort, bribery, simple back luck; any of this can bring the dream to its end. At the adolescent material level, all is lost. One has lost the flower, one has fallen from glory, one's dream must be over. However, this begins Gilgamesh's final lesson, and the final step in his maturation. Needless to say, he is initially distraught by having the flower stolen; “O Urshanabi, was it for this that I toiled with my hands, is it for this I have wrung out my heart's blood? For myself I have gained nothing; not I, but the beast of the earth has joy of it now...”(Mack 41); He returns to Uruk, defeated. In modern terms, this is simply the vicious bite of reality. If one focuses only on the material accomplishments, only the titles gained, only the steps on the path to their goal, then this is a crippling blow that one may not recover from. Initially, Gilgamesh himself shows no signs of regaining his joy of finding something resembling immortality, and is dominated by the sorrow of having it taken from him.


Gilgamesh returns home without a victory to claim, with nothing to show from his long journey to find and gain immortality. It is then that he has an epiphany; his immortality was waiting for him here, all along. Gilgamesh instructs Urshanabi to climb on the walls of Uruk, to inspect them, to see the greatness of his city (Mack 41). Gilgamesh has reached the final stage of accomplishing his dream; he's fought his way through countless obstacles to achieve it, he got close, he lost it all. Yet, in the end, he still has the journey to remember. He still has every step he took towards achieving the goal. In doing so he matured, he grew, he found himself and the real way for mortals to gain immortality; for as long as the walls of Uruk stand, Gilgamesh will never be forgotten.


Idealogically, this process happens in the later years of one's life. Perhaps one loses the senate seat, and never again gets close to becoming president. But one has the bills one fought for, the numerous campaigns, the speeches, everyone that supported their  position and everyone who didn't. Even if one doesn't achieve the ultimate goal, even if one doesn't become truly immortal or presient of the United States, one always has the journey to look back on, the story to tell, and the feelings generated over a lifetime. That is what Gilgamesh means to the modern age.
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