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Mesopotamian incantations were, at their core, practical texts with specific
purposes, whether that was the protection of a dwelling from future threats or
driving out a malevolent demonic force afflicting an individual. Throughout the
extensive corpus of such texts, found in languages such as Sumerian and
Akkadian from the third to first millennium BCE, we see several persistent tropes.
Incantations may cluster in categories, according to form and function; draw upon
the legitimation of a number of deities; and even directly reference texts outside
the ritual and religious sphere, including, notably, literary texts. This talk focuses
on the ways in which incantations incorporate literary figures and imagery,
examining in particular references to the Epic of Gilgamesh. By far
Mesopotamia’s most well-known text, the Epic of Gilgamesh is a narrative
concerned with journeys, particularly those of its eponymous protagonist. Here he
journeys outside the bounds of the text itself, invoked in several incantations
consigning antagonistic figures such as witches or ghosts to the Netherworld.
Although the literary texts focus on Gilgamesh’s standing as king and his skill in
battle, in incantations he is presented in another role entirely, as a judge of the
dead. This different focus underscores the adaptability of such characters across
textual categories, as well as the larger scope of connections between the texts
themselves.
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