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Introduction

The Epic of Gilgamesh, the oldest written literary text of humanity, is not merely a narrative of the quest for immortality
but also a reflection of humanity’s fundamental questions concerning death and life. This text, preserved on Sumerian
and Akkadian tablets, has long been introduced as one of the most significant sources for understanding Mesopotamian
mythology. At the heart of this narrative stands the figure of Utnapishtim, an aged sage whom the gods granted eternal life
and who, like Noah, survived the flood together with his family. Gilgamesh’s encounter with Utnapishtim represents the
climax of the hero’s journey and, at the same time, a foundation for rethinking the concepts of wisdom, perfection, and
human limitations. Traditional interpretations have often overlooked the physical and social condition of Utnapishtim. He
is old, isolated, and exiled from human society—a condition that can be re-read from the perspective of disability studies.
In Ahmad Shamloo’s translation, Gilgamesh’s body is introduced with exaggerated descriptions: “No obstacle stands before
him” (Shamloo, 2025: 35). These descriptions portray Gilgamesh as the embodiment of the normative body at its peak of
perfection—a powerful, beautiful, destructive, and commanding body. In contrast, Utnapishtim lives in silence and isolation
with an old, passive body. This contrast provides a ground for critiquing the ideal of heroism based on physical ability.

By extending the scope of disability studies to ancient texts, this article demonstrates that perfection lies not in physical
strength but in the wisdom that emerges from vulnerability and limitation.

Method

The present study seeks, by relying on an epic reading and qualitative analysis and comparison of key scenes, to outline
an interdisciplinary framework that can: (1) analyze the narrative failures of Gilgamesh’s able body when confronted
with death, sleep, and natural limitations; (2) formulate the aged body of Utnapishtim as a model of wisdom and spiritual
immortality; and (3) compare these two figures with Iranian examples in order to present a new model of heroism based on
wisdom and the acceptance of vulnerability.

Thus, the research method is a qualitative analysis of the epic text with an interdisciplinary approach. The research corpus
includes the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Shahnameh, and contemporary theories in the field of body and vulnerability studies, in

the hope of offering a new reading of the narrative.

Results

First, the extension of disability studies to ancient texts; second, a rethinking of the concept of heroism and a critique
of the common ideal based on physical ability; third, the presentation of a new model of human perfection built upon
the acceptance of limitations and vulnerabilities. As Siebers (2008) writes, “disability is not a disease but a theoretical
perspective that helps us understand the whole of cultural ideas about perfection and humanity” (p. 25). This connection
between the Mesopotamian tradition and the Persian tradition doubles the significance of a new reading of the epic.
Ultimately, the findings of this research show that the Epic of Gilgamesh, alongside the Shahnameh and the Persian tradition,
offers a new model of heroism—a model founded on wisdom and the acceptance of vulnerability, not on physical power.
Therefore, this new reading can enrich interdisciplinary studies in the fields of literature, philosophy, and cultural studies.

Conclusions

The Epic of Gilgamesh, through the contrast between the able body and the aged body, presents a fresh image of the meaning
of heroism and human perfection. Gilgamesh, with his physical strength and flawless beauty, symbolizes at the beginning of
the narrative absolute power and the normative body—a body situated at the center of power and social valuation, seeking
to conquer immortality. But along the journey, this able body repeatedly fails. Upon Enkidu’s death, he realizes that even
the strongest bodies are doomed to perish. Crossing the waters of death, he understands that physical strength alone is
insufficient and that tools and cunning are necessary. In the test of sleep, he discovers that the able body cannot overcome
natural needs. With the plant of immortality, he arrives at the truth that immortality is not within the body’s grasp, and that
human vulnerability is inevitable. In contrast, Utnapishtim, with his old and isolated body, is the source of wisdom and
knowledge. In silence and isolation, he holds the secret of spiritual immortality.
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