
The Epic of Gilgamesh 
Study Guide 

 
 
Before we begin reading the epic, fill out the chart below using the list of characters in the epic.  
On the right hand side of the chart, write a brief description (words and phrases) that will help 
you remember each character. 
 

Characters in the Epic  Defining Characteristic(s) 

Anu  (a' noo)  

Ea  (a' )  

Enkidu  (en'- ke - doo)  

Enlil  (en - lil')  

Gilgamesh  (gel' - g - mesh')  

Ishtar  (ish' - tar)  

Ninurta (n - nur' - ta)  

Shamash  (sha' - mash)  

Siduri  (s - doo' - re)  

Urshanabi  (ur' sh - na' - be)  

Utnapishtim (oot - n - pesh' - tem)  

 

 

 



Prologue and Part One  Gilgamesh the King & The Coming of Enkidu 
1. Who is Gilgamesh?  What do we know about his origin, his life, his character? 

2. Who is Enkidu, and why was he created?   

3. What is the significance of Gilgamesh’s dreams? 

4. Why does Enkidu come to Uruk? 

5. Discuss the significance of the “fight” between Enkidu and Gilgamesh. Why do they 
become friends? 

Vocabulary (Define in context) 
1. endowed 

2. rampart 

3. firmament 

4. cornice 

5. sage 

6. tocsin 

7. lament (n) 

8. throng (v, n) 

 
 
 



Part Two  ‐  The Forest Journey 
1. Gilgamesh and Enkidu set out on a mission to defeat Humbaba and destroy the sacred 

cedar forest of the gods.   At this point in time, what is Gilgamesh's attitude toward 
death?  What is Enkidu's attitude toward death? 

2. What material has Humbaba used to build his house? What do the repeated references to 
cedar trees and Humbaba’s offer of them in exchange for his life suggest about their 
value to this culture? 

3. Gilgamesh, at Enkidu's insistence, slays Humbaba after the guardian pleads for mercy 
and promises to serve Gilgamesh.  What do Gilgamesh's exploits with Enkidu suggest 
about Gilgamesh's character? 

4. Gilgamesh receives help from the sun god, Shamash, to defeat Humbaba.  What stage of 
the hero's journey does this aid represent? 

5. While Shamash gives aid to Gilgamesh in battle, the high god Enlil becomes angered 
when Gilgamesh slays Humbaba.  What does this suggest about the gods that the 
Sumerians worshipped? 

Vocabulary 
1. immolation 

2. succor 

3. Magilum 

4. hireling 

 



Part Three  ‐  Ishtar and Gilgamesh and the Death of Enkidu 
1. Why is Ishtar attracted to Gilgamesh? Why does Gilgamesh reject Ishtar? What happens 

as a result? 

2. What is the role of Enkidu in the slaying of the Bull?  

3. Why do the gods decide that Enkidu must die?  Which god takes Enkidu's side?  What 
had Enkidu done, according to Enkidu, to secure the favor of Enlil after the slaying of 
Humbaba? 

4. What is the significance and role of the dreams of Enkidu just before his death? What 
does he see in his vision of the Underworld? What happens there to those who were rich 
and powerful while alive? What does this imply for people like Gilgamesh and Enkidu? 

5. How does Gilgamesh mourn his friend? 

Vocabulary 
1. brazier 

2. incantation 

3. dirge 



Part Four  ‐  The Search for Everlasting Life 
1. Why does Gilgamesh plan to seek Utnapishtim?  What does he have that Gilgamesh 

desires? 

2. Why do people call Utnapishtim the "Faraway?" 

3. What animals does Gilgamesh encounter first on his journey, and how does he react? 

4. What creatures does he meet next, and why does he react differently? 

5. Who does Gilgamesh meet in the garden of the gods by the edge of the sea?  What message 
does this individual have for Gilgamesh?  How does Gilgamesh respond to his words? 

6. Who is Siduri, and what advice does she give to Gilgamesh?  Do you agree with that 
advice?  Explain your answer. 

7. Who is Urshanabi?  Why does Gilgamesh smash this man's sacred stones, and what does 
this action reveal about Gilgamesh's character? 

8. How is Gilgamesh's humanity, rather than his superhuman qualities, emphasized in his 
meeting with Utnapishtim? 

9. Gilgamesh seems to have the same initial conversation with everyone he encounters. Why? 

10. When Gilgamesh explains his quest to Utnapishtim and asks him for the secret of eternal 
life, the old man's reply is not what Gilgamesh expects.  What does Utnapishtim tell 
Gilgamesh, and how does his story symbolize a man's life? 

11. How does Gilgamesh represent “every man”? Explain its “universality.” 



12. In the last lines of this section, Utnapishtim offers to tell Gilgamesh "a secret of the 
gods."  The secret will not be revealed for several more pages.  What do you imagine the 
secret will be? 

Vocabulary 
1. League 

2. Toil 

 



Part Five  ‐  The Flood 
1. Read the details of the great flood Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh about.  What other 

historical event does this tale remind you of?  Why? 

2. Find four similes (comparison using “like” or “as”) used to describe the storm and its 
effects. Write them here. 

3. How is Ea able to warn Utnapishtim about the flood without breaking his oath to the 
other gods?  What does Ea's cunning suggest about the value that the Sumerians placed 
on this kind of slyness?  

4. How do the gods react to the Flood once it comes? 

5. Note Utanapishtim's description of landing and searching for viable land. What is the 
effect of his sacrifice? 

6. How does Enlil react when he sees someone has survived? 

7. Why does Utnapishtim tell Gilgamesh this story?  What point is he trying to make to 
Gilgamesh? 

Vocabulary 
1. torrents 

2. ballast 

3. batten 

4. tempest 

5. travail 



Part Six  ‐  The Return 
1. Why do you think that sleep suddenly overtook Gilgamesh after hearing Utnapishtim tell 

the story of the flood?  What might the "sleep" represent? 

2. How does Utnapishtim prove to Gilgamesh that he has had a prolonged sleep?  What is 
Gilgamesh's reaction once he realizes just how long he has been asleep?  What stage of 
the hero's journey does this realization represent? 

3. Why does Utnapishtim become angry with Urshanabi, the ferryman?  What does he 
instruct the ferryman to do regarding Gilgamesh?  

4. Symbols are characters, events, or objects that stand for something beyond themselves.  
What might Gilgamesh's ritual bath, hair washing, and donning of new clothes 
symbolize? 

5. Utnapishtim's wife reminds him of the secret he mentioned to Gilgamesh before he began 
the story of the flood.  What is the secret, and what new quest does it present for 
Gilgamesh? 

6. What does Gilgamesh's pursuit of the magic flower reveal about his character / state of 
mind? 

7. How does Utnapishtim's "gift" of the information about the flower tie into the hero's 
journey? 

8. In the ancient Middle East, snakes were believed to be immortal because they 
periodically shed their skins and seemed to begin life anew.  How does the story explain 
the origins of the serpent's supposed gift of immortality? 

9. Were you surprised that Gilgamesh did not pursue the plant after it floated away?  How 
could you explain this behavior?  In other words, what might it suggest about Gilgamesh? 



10. Examine Gilgamesh's return journey to Uruk.  What elements of the hero's journey do 
you see in the end of the story? 

11. On returning to Uruk, what does Gilgamesh do? 

Vocabulary 
1. fillet 

2. sluice 

 



Part Seven  ‐  The Death of Gilgamesh 
1. Paraphrase Enlil’s prophecy about Gilgamesh’s destiny? 

2. Who was present to lament Gilgamesh’s death? 

3. Did Gilgamesh fulfill his destiny? 

Vocabulary 
1. waxing 

2. waning 

3. libation 


