They called them men’s other half. They were often treated as inferior beings, neglected and used; but before the arrival of the patriarchal society, the women were the most important members of the community. They are they creator of life, the source of our existence. Although men were the dominant power when the epic of Gilgamesh was inscribed, we could still see influences of a matriarchal system and its mythological ideas in the women of the story. Of these women in Gilgamesh, three of them deserve a closer examination.


First, there was the harlot/priestess. Although her primary role was to bring Enkidu from the forest and to civilize him, she was a prime example of symbolism. She played the role of a tamer, or trainer when she ‘domesticates’ Enkidu and initiates him to the human realm. “She was not ashamed to take him, she made herself naked and welcomed his eagerness; as he lay on her murmuring love she taught him the woman’s art” Page 20. After the harlot and Enkidu had their intercourse, the woman takes on the role of a mother, with Enkidu her son. It is obviously from the act that we get the image of mother and child, a child bound by the umbilical cord to her mother. “Enkidu would have followed, but his body was bound as though with a cord” Page 20. Here are other examples of the priestess taking the role of a mother to Enkidu. “… Holding his hand, she led him like a child” Page 22. “She divided her clothing in two and with the one half, she clothed him (Enkidu)” Page 22. When Enkidu is on the verge on death and he curses the harlot for bringing him to the civilized world. “As for you, woman, with a great curse I curse you!” Page 33. This time, the priestess represents the civilized world as Enkidu curses her and the world of men. But after a divine intervention, Enkidu retracts his curse. “… He called back the curse” Page 32, praising the wonders of civilization. 


In this epic, although the harlot is considered as an object, being used by Gilgamesh to tame Enkidu, she is also considered important. She was the guiding hand of Enkidu into the human realm and she was the representative of the whole of human civilization. Even if she does not appear to be important in this epic, she played a crucial role in bringing the main characters together. Although her influence is great, she cannot compare to the powers of a goddess.


The Sumerian goddess Ishtar in the epic plays an intricate role. First, She is the goddess of love, fertility and war. Already there is contradiction in her role. She creates and destroys life. She is also the patron of the underworld.


The goddess has a reputation for infidelity. When she asks Gilgamesh to be her husband, he refused, stating the unfortunate outcome of her past lovers. “Which of your lovers did you ever love for ever? … And if you and I should be lovers, should not I be served in the same fashion as all these others whom you loved once?” Page 30-31. But her infidelity was a symbol of a renewal, every year, she goes and searches for a new lover, it’s the continuation of a cycle. It also represents the power a woman can have in controlling men. She lured men to do her bidding and threw them all out like trash. With Gilgamesh, it can also be interpreted as the limit of a woman’s power, for the first time a man refused Ishtar. Perhaps it could be symbolic of the domination of a patriarchal society over the previous philosophy.


Another symbol of her authority and the limit of her powers imposed by a man would be the Bull of Heaven. She was able to persuade her father, a male character to do her bidding, “My father, give me the Bull of Heaven to destroy Gilgamesh” Page 31.   But the limit of her power is also demonstrated by the killing of the Bull by Gilgamesh and his companion Enkidu.


Being the patron of fertility and the underworld is also a powerful symbol. She demonstrates her powers of fertility by having her numerous lovers and her control over the underworld by threatening to “bring up the dead to eat food like the living and hosts of dead will outnumber the living” Page 31. Her role as the goddess of fertility would naturally come to a woman, the giver of birth, the creator of life, but her role as the patron of the underworld needs more explanation. Perhaps the ancient people saw the Earth as a land of fertility, creator of plants and trees. Since the dead would be buried into ‘Mother Earth’, the one that controls the fertility of the earth would also look after the dead.


Ishtar’s role in the epic is clear; she had the powers of a goddess, but a man limited her abilities. Her influence allowed her to bring the powerful Bull of Heaven to destroy Gilgamesh but was, denied the satisfaction. Perhaps, this symbolizes the end of the female influence in the workings of life and the portrayal of the power of a man over the women.

Finally, there is the all-powerful woman called Siduri. It is true that she does not possess any superhuman power, but she has something the ancient people usually associated with women: wisdom. 

After hearing Gilgamesh’s tale, she gives her some wise advise: “Let your clothes be fresh, bathe yourself in water, cherish the little child that holds your hand, and make your wife happy in your embrace; for this too is the lot of men” Page 38. Here she tells him to grow a family for that is the only eternal life for a man.

Her location is also a prime example of symbolism in this story. First, it is mentioned that she lives “beside the sea” Page 38 and that she “barred her gate” Page 38. Gilgamesh is on a quest for immortality and he finds this cottage beside the sea. The location and the gate are two symbols of his arrival to a ‘threshold’, to a point where his quest takes on a twist and mysteries will be revealed. 

In the glossary of names, Siduri is said to the probably Ishtar, “she maybe a form of Ishtar” Glossary. This suspicion seems odd, since Siduri’s and Ishtar’s personalities differ greatly. Siduri is a kind woman who gives shelter and advice to Gilgamesh, compared to Ishtar who was willing to kill him for refusing her. Perhaps Ishtar was trying to redeem herself and help Gilgamesh in his quest.

 With the insurgence and domination of the patriarchal society, the women have lost their importance in the society, but it was not a complete eradication. The presence of powerful women, especially in the mythological characters is an easy example of that influence of matriarchal ideas existed still, but limited in their abilities by the all-powerful male. Perhaps in the time of the inscription of the epic of Gilgamesh, the male domination was only beginning and so; the influence of the matriarchy was still strong in the community. 
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