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5) Nabii-zuqup-kenu, Gilgamesh X1, and the Rites of Dw?uzu — On the 272 of the month Dw’uzu av), 705, the
Assyrian scribe and royal advisor Nabi-zugup-kenu, a résident of the city of Kalhu, wrote out the twelfth tablet
of the epic of Gilgamesh.! In an article published in 19992 I argued that the scribal activities he pursued on
that day may have been motivated by news about the fate of the Assyrian king Sargon II, who had been killed,
probably a litile earlier, by Kulummaean enemy troops in Tabal in central Anatolia® Gilgamesh Xfi contains a
long dialogue in which Enkidu, briefly released from the Netherworld, instructs his friend Gilgamesh, the king

of Uik, about the afterlife conditions of men. Its last lines read as follows:

(Gilgamesh :) “Did you see the one who was killed in battlc?” (Enkidu :) “1 saw (him). His father and
mother honor his memory. and his wife weeps over him.” “Did you see the one whose corpse was left lying in
the open countryside?” “I saw (him). His ghost.does not lie at rest in the Netherworld.” “Did you see the one
whose ghost has no provider (of funerary eﬁerings)?"’ “1 saw (him). He eats the scrai;ingsfrom the pot and
crusts of bread that are thrown away in the st_reeg”“ ’

The death scenarios desciibed in this passage are so sirikingly similar to What happened to Sargon,
whose body had beea left unburied in. enemy country,” that it séems plansible to assume that Nabf-zuqup-
kenu was responding to the death of his king when he prepared his copy of Gilgamesh XJI. But what was his
intent when he wrote down the texi? Pointing out that the vast majority of tablets from Nabd-zugup-kenu’s
library are omen iexts, I suggested in 1999 that the famous, scribe studied Gilgamesh X1 very mmueh in the
manner of a work of divimation. 1 argued that the text, which classifies different ways to die and ouilines their
comsequences, portended to him the conditions of Sargon’s afterlife.’ ] A :

‘ In his new edition of the epic of Gilgamesh, Andrew-Géorge offers a different explanation for Nabii-
zugnp-kenu’s Gilgamesh studies. He suggests the scribe might have copied ihe fext not so much for
philosophical reasons as for practical ones. Referting to the rich evidence from Mesopetamiz for offerings to _
appease ghosts and evil spirits, Gedrgé asks : “Was théte in the first millennivm ... a festival at which such
offerings were made to the ghosts of dead soldiers and others whose bodies were never recovered for proper
burial? Could it have been that Tabiet XII — or maybe the entire series 'of twelve tablets — was put to ritual
use; stinsg or recited, for example, at funerals and in memorial eulis? Was it perhaps perfergned at the funerals of
kings?” o ’ . o ’ o ' .

. There is indeed good evidence to assume that Nabi-zuqup-kenu c_:opiéd Gilga't__n_esh}ﬂl in connection
w%th a ritual invelving the dead. The matier is in fact quite simple: The 27 of Du’uzu, the date of Nab#-zuqup-
kenu's copy, falls.into the short period during which the Babylonians and Assyrians of the first millenninm
performed an anaual fitual of mourning for the god Dumuzi/Tammuz, who was allowed to rise from the
Netherwoild and spénd three days among the living before.returning ic the infernal abede that had become his
dismal home. The festival, invoked in the last lines of the Akkadian myth known as “Ishtar’s Descent to the
Netherworld,” began with ritual preparations on the 26% of Du’uzn and ended on the 29% of the same month.8
‘Accoiding to a letier ffom Nineveh, the 27 was the day of the “release™ (pasaru) of Dumuzi, that is, the day

when the god was able o leave the shadowy realm of the dead and walk again upon the earth.?
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it does not require much imagination to find parallels between Dumuzi’s “release” and Enkidu’s
temporary Teturn to the living as narrated in Gilgamesh XIL Like Ishtar’s wreiched fiancé, Gilgamesh’s
companion (and lover?) Enkidu is granted a short sabbatical from the miserable city of the dead, effected in his
case through the assistance of the sun god, who “opened 2 chink in the Netherworld and brought the shade of

Enkidu up from the Netherworld like a phantom™10 so that he could instruct Gilgamesh about the rules of the
" Netherworld.

Dumuzi’s short sojourn on earth was not only an opporiunity for women to let loose their emotions
in lamenting the young god’s fate,!! but also an occasion for the people io perform rituals io remove their ills
and send them back to the Netherworld together with Dumuzi.!? There is evidence that such rituals were
execuied for members of the Assyrian royal family as weil.13

Did Nabfi-zuqup-kenu have this tradition in mind when he wrote his copy of Gilgamesh X117 Did he
expect to be able, in 2 kind of ad koc ritual conhected with the Dumuzi festivities, to bring Enkidu @p to earth
in order to send back down with him the evil associated with the catasirophic death of king Sargon, or maybe
.even the ghest of the unburied king himself?'4 Or did he rather conjure up Enkidu, perhaps through a
recitation of Gilgamesh XIi, to ask him; in an act of necromancy, about the whereabouts of Sargon’s spirit?
These guestions cannot be answered with certainty at present. But if it is true that Nab{-zuqup-kenu completed
his Gilgamesh copy on the 27 of Du’uzu in the wake of news about the death of Sargon and in connection
with the mourning rites for Dumuzi, both of which seems probable to me, the whole case would represent an

ililuminating and very conérete example for the close connection that existed in the ancient Near East between
politics, mitual, and myth.
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