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TALANTA  LII (2020), 7 - 36

THE INS AND OUTS OF GILGAMEŠ’S PASSAGE 
THROUGH DARKNESS

Marinus Anthony van der Sluijs 

The vexing episode in the Epic of Gilgameš in which the titular hero enters 

discussion. Horowitz suggested that the protagonist was pictured marching in 
a straight line from Sumer to the sea surrounding the earth. George, seconded 

interpretation enables a new insight into the way the romances of Alexander the

can be studied in a wider comparative-mythological context, regardless of its 
ultimate explanation.

The standard Babylonian version of the Epic of Gilgamešš

abut

1

1 Epic of Gilgamešš
Passim
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2 e-lu-šu-
nu i-rat-su-nu

3

 coincidentia oppositorum4, 

5.

6.

7.

2 Civil et alii 1977, 401-403 s.v.
3 cf. 863.
4

5 1997, 193.
6

7
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9

8 9

10

11, 12.

noticed13

8 Bundahišn (Primal Creation(( cf. 5.5. 
 (Anthology((

1880, 174.
9

ca
(Tales of the Prophets ca. AD 1200),

4, tr. 

(AD 961-ca. 1038), (The Brides of Sessions about the
Tales of the Prophets), tr. Busse 2006, 6. The translation of the last few words of the latter 

Q

Cf.
((( ca. AD 966), 7, tr. Huart 1901, 44. See also Newbold 1839, 361.

10 Discourse upon Alexander, the Believing King, and upon the
, 258 (cf. cf.

cf.
cf.

11

12

13

of the 

97, 233, 239-241.
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10

14 The two 

15.

14

Tohu
 (Festival Offering(( ), 2 (12a), tr. cf. Midraš 

sic Cf. , tr. 1910,
 ((( Vaticanus

Genizah Scrolll
15
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( dšamašd š lib-ba-) of the 
 (si.sá)) in his 

face after 9 la-am dšamšid (utu)ši)16. Questions 

17 18, 
as it bore no relation to the sun’s course19

16 Epic of Gilgameš (standard Babylonian version), 9.82, 138-170, trš
17 cf.

18 Contra
19
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20

21. The still popular 

marratu
22. 

23

24

25 or perhaps 

i .

26

27

20 Contra, e.g.,

21

22 Epic of Gilgamešš
541, 682-683, cf. 496.

23 cf. Keel 1972, 19.
24

25

26

27
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 could have connoted distance

28.

terra
incognita

forma mentis

28

cf.
et alii 1965, 208-210 s.v.

ca.
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is open and the sun’s radiance bursts forth, but the sun itself is still on the other 

dšamšid (utu)ši)29. 

)30

29 Epic of Gilgamešš cf.
495. However,

s.v.

30 Epic of Gilgamešš
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31 and cites distances in 32.
nagû

33

34 nagû 35.

around 36

far end of the tunnel37

38

road. That the four winds of the cardinal directions were an abstraction, be it a 

the southeast.39

31 recto cf. 36.
supersedes 1988.

32

33 verso , 
s.v.

34

35

36

1992, 259 s.v. s.v.
37

38

39
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40 The association with

ancient travellers in this part of the world, a feasible candidate for this wind was

the point of sunrise would have been well north of east, but the trade wind would 

would have been due east, but the trade wind would have been pronounced, with

a-šar dšamaš la innammarud

one of the outliers on the mappa mundi41.
42

nagû

40 cf.

41

42
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43

44

45. The central 

46

47

43 .
44

45 non vidi

46 Letter to Olympias, in 
3rd century BC), Historia Alexandri Magni (Romance of Alexander the Great((

2010, 326-327.
47 Letter to Olympias, in pseudo-Callisthenes, Historia Alexandri

Magni cf. 425. 
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48

49.

50.

aurora borealis

and the Epic of Gilgameš.

48 Letter to Olympias, in pseudo-Callisthenes, Historia Alexandri
Magni

49 Letter to Olympias, in pseudo-Callisthenes, Historia Alexandri
Magni cf.

50 Letter to Olympias, in pseudo-Callisthenes, Historia Alexandri
Magni cf.
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51

52

53

anthropoprosopic birds54. The incidents associated with the circular ocean and 
its island reveal that this episode correlates with that of the sea and island in the

51 Discourse upon Alexander, the Believing King, and upon the Gate 

1983 (non vidi

.
52

53 Pseudo-Methodius, Apocalypse

54 Pseudo-Callisthenes, Historia Alexandri Magni
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55.

56

57

58

59. To 

60.

55 A Christian Legend Concerning Alexanderr
56 A Christian Legend Concerning Alexander
57

58

59 ca. 655-ca.

cf. Brinner 2002, XXV, 593 note 
mythos cf.

60  (Always((
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61. 

62

of the Epic of Gilgameš. The ancient editors of the respective variant versions 

63. 

64. 

65. He raised valid points, but 

61

62 the land of the 

63 in toto Cf.

64

65
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literati

au courant with science, such as t

ecliptic and so forth66.

of historicity. As it turns out, a plausible foundation in historical fact at least 
in

67

worldd 68. Most 

bound with frost, and the horror of the places and the pathless solitudes 

the end of the habitable world.

66 e.g., Ovid, Metamorphoses
Aeneiddd Georgics, 1.231-251.

67

68 Aeschines, Against Ctesiphon
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69.

they are adjacent to the Bactriani, on the south their territory slopes

70.

69 Curtius, Historiae Alexandri Magni (Histories of Alexander the Great(( ), 5.6. 12-19, tr.

70 Curtius, Historiae Alexandri Magni, 7.3. 7, 11-12, 15, tr. Rolfe 1946b, 144-149.

The Wonders of the East

cf.
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71

72

T

Epic of Gilgameš does not need to have been involved in such traditions.š

71 Curtius, Historiae Alexandri Magni, 9.9. 3-5, 9, tr. Rolfe 1946b, 442-445, cf.
Anabasis Alexandri (((

Upward Expedition Controversies Suasoriae (Suasory
Speeches), 1.1-16.

72 Plutarch, Vitae Parallelae (Parallel Lives(( Vita Alexandri et Caesaris (Life of ((
Alexander and Caesar Vita Alexandri (Life of Alexander(( ), 63, tr. Perrin 1919, 402-403. 
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25

Sitz im Leben of this episode in the Epic of Gilgameš is š

a terrestrial journey towards the distant point of sunrise or sunset, either to

73, the notion of 

74.

73 E.g

144-145 Cole 1913, 126-127 and Benedict 1913, 20-22, 
Mooney 1900, 

Ovid, Metamorphoses

74 E.g. T

Creator Bird of the Dawn

diurnal course. Curtin (1912, 383) presents a Modoc tale of the creator who travelled overland 
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75.

76. The Niitsítapi (Great 

77.

78.

75 Colarusso 2002, 205.
76

77

78
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79

80.

81

and the sun passed but a short distance above their heads. They, however, 

82.

83.

79

80

81

82

83 Schoolcraft 1839, 55-57. The participation in the sun’s journey cannot be construed 
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and paddled eastward. They paddled steadily for ten days, or ten years 
manidos, 

and a year is but a day in manido

, 
84.

manidos

85. As in the Odawa tradition, the 

, the Bad 

 has 

Kitchi Manido, the Good Spirit, which was

 has approved of your desires. I also assent.’ The party

84

85 Epic of Gilgamešš
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86.

87.

cinax

88.

89 of 

86

87

88

89 artial 



562115-L-bw-NAHG562115-L-bw-NAHG562115-L-bw-NAHG562115-L-bw-NAHG
Processed on: 20-7-2021Processed on: 20-7-2021Processed on: 20-7-2021Processed on: 20-7-2021 PDF page: 30PDF page: 30PDF page: 30PDF page: 30

30

90

 discovered 
91

personalities in labyrinthine ways.

-
-

an early draft.

-

(

e.g.

90 E.g.,
91

et alii
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Soobhi Kazim -

, or 

Epic
of Gilgameš

difference is that this snippet of Persian belief has the sun pass over the distant 
-

Epic
the early 19th century.
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