
  
    
      
    
  



[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




 

 

 

First published in the United States in 2024 by Atlantic Monthly Press, an imprint of Grove Atlantic Inc., New York.

First published in hardback in Great Britain in 2024 by Atlantic Books, an imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd.

Copyright © Bartle Bull, 2024

The moral right of Bartle Bull to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

No part of this book may be used in any manner in the learning, training or development of generative artificial intelligence technologies (including but not limited to machine learning models and large language models (LLMs)), whether by data scraping, data mining or use in any way to create or form a part of data sets or in any other way.

The picture acknowledgements on p. 506 constitute an extension of this copyright page.

Every effort has been made to trace or contact all copyright holders. The publishers will be pleased to make good any omissions or rectify any mistakes brought to their attention at the earliest opportunity.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Hardback ISBN: 978 1 83895 785 8

E-book ISBN: 978 1 83895 786 5

Printed in Great Britain

Atlantic Books

An imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd

Ormond House

26–27 Boswell Street

London

WC1N 3JZ

www.atlantic-books.co.uk




To Claudia




Contents

Preface

Prologue

Chapter 1: “In Search of the Wind”

Chapter 2: The Father of Many

Chapter 3: Babylon and Assyria

Chapter 4: Persians, Greeks, and Jews

Chapter 5: Aristotle in Babylon

Chapter 6: The Hellenistic East

Chapter 7: Borderland

Chapter 8: Sword of Allah

Chapter 9: At War Forever: The Bloody Schism in Islam

Chapter 10: The Umayyad Caliphate and the Abbasid Revolution

Chapter 11: High Noon

Chapter 12: The Abbasid World

Chapter 13: Slave Girls and Reason

Chapter 14: Mayhem from the Steppes

Chapter 15: Shadows of God on the Earth

Chapter 16: Mighty Ruins in the Midst of Deserts

Chapter 17: Raw Sunlight and Hurrying Storms

Chapter 18: Independence

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Selected Bibliography

Illustration Credits

Notes

Index




List of Maps

Ancient Sumer

The Ancient Fertile Crescent

The Akkadian Empire, 2270 BC

The Assyrian Empire, 650 BC

The Median and Neo-Babylonian Empires, 550 BC

The Empire of Cyrus the Great, 530 BC

The Empire of Alexander the Great, 323 BC

The Hellenistic World

Eurasia ca. 100 AD

The Arabian Peninsula, 630 AD

The First Two Islamic Caliphates, 632–750 AD

The Revolt of Abu Muslim and the Early Abbasid World

The Seljuk Empire and the Crusades, ca. 1100 AD

The Ottoman Empire at the Death of Suleiman the Magnificent, 1566

The Hashemite Kingdom of Iraq at Independence, 1932




Preface

Land Between the Rivers is the result of over a decade’s research and writing. The topic is large: five millennia, beginning somewhat before Gilgamesh, king of the Sumerian city-state of Uruk in about 2700 BC, at the edge of historical time. More than anywhere else, Mesopotamia, the famous land between the rivers, where civilization was born, where East and West have mixed, clashed, and fed each other since long before Alexander the Great died at Babylon in 323 BC, has led an existence that could be called, from a Eurasian perspective at any rate, one version of a history of the world.

A theme emerges. It is the theme of all politics, and perhaps ultimately of all culture: humanity’s innate freedom, the expression of this in humanism, and the struggle of this with tyranny. By humanism we mean not secularism but rather those qualities that inhere definitively in mankind: reason, natural law, autonomy. There are no grounds, depending on the faith, to find these at odds with religion.

Iraq has uniquely formed and manifested the phenomenon. The thesis revealed itself gradually over the years of working on this history, an insight picked up, piece by piece, from the soil like the discoveries of an archaeologist. Looking back, maybe the idea should be no surprise. What else would we expect from the axial land?

The earliest antecedent posited for Iraq’s name is the ancient Sumerian city of Uruk, birthplace of writing, the place where Gilgamesh was  king, and greatest of the early cities in the small region in southern Iraq where civilization was born. The term “Iraq” has been used by Arabs to describe much of the present-day country of that name since at least the sixth century AD. Other terms have included “Mesopotamia,” “Turkish Arabia,” and more. Generally these expressions reflect their users, with their own times and contexts. While the latter inevitably change, there is no question that the place referred to has for millennia been a distinct, if internally variegated, part of the world. Through much of ancient history the components were “Babylonia” in the south and center and “Assyria” in the north. Under the five centuries of the Ottoman Turks, it was the three provinces, north to south, of Mosul, Baghdad, and Basra.

“Mesopotamia” is a Greek name that has meant differing things over the centuries. Literally meaning “between rivers,” it has always referred to land associated with the Tigris and Euphrates. Its widest definition includes country as far north as parts of southeast Turkey and as far south as Kuwait. Parts of eastern Syria can also be included. In Hellenistic times, “Mesopotamia” referred to the northern third of this area. In this book, as many have done before, we use the term to describe the area more or less embordered by the modern frontiers of Iraq. It can broadly be said that while “Mesopotamia” is the ancient Greek and European name, the name “Iraq,” in its various forms, has been more local. Similarly, with the usual caveats about the dangers of generalization, “Persia” is the ancient Greek and hence European name for the land more locally known as “Iran.” In the latter case, as with “Iraq” and “Mesopotamia,” we use the terms for the most part interchangeably.
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The last word on the question of whether Iraq really is a distinct place, historically, can be given to the following fact. If one divides the five thousand years of human civilization into ten periods of five centuries each, during the first nine of these the world’s leading city was in one of the three regions of current-day Iraq, while none was in a neighboring land, much less—with the relatively brief (by Iraq’s standards) exception of ancient Rome—anywhere else.

First came the great cities of the Sumerian civilization of southern Iraq, including Uruk and Ur. Then Babylon rose, north of Sumer.  Nineveh—at Mosul which long gave its name to the northernmost of Iraq’s three traditional regions—rose in the seventh century BC, to be followed by Babylon again through the time of Alexander. Babylon was followed by Seleucia-on-Tigris, city of Alexander’s Hellenistic successors, in the center of the country. After the interlude of Rome in the centuries around the time of Christ, Seleucia rose again as Ctesiphon, principal city of the Sasanian Persian Empire in the first half millennium after Christ. The last of the major Mesopotamian cities was Baghdad during the Abbasid dynasty, with its heyday in the ninth and tenth centuries AD.

Other cities in other lands rose and fell: Thebes and Alexandria in Egypt, for example, or Patna in India and Tang Dynasty Xi’an in China. But none of these defined historical epochs for a broader world like the urban centers of the land that invented civilization and that continued through all these periods to be the essential crossroads.
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I first came to know Iraq during the four years I spent reporting and writing for newspapers and magazines during the 2004–2008 war there that erupted after a year or so of lesser violence following the 2003 US-led invasion. I was a freelancer, with no resources for security but also none of the restrictions that come with working for corporate media in a war zone. I worked and survived by the generosity and courage of the Iraqi people amongst whom I lived and moved. I placed myself at their mercy, as a guest in their houses and in their land. It paid off. I came to owe the place a great debt. Wanting to understand Iraq better, and to share what I learned about its longer and more fundamental story, as I had previously shared some of its more recent stories during my years in journalism, I embarked on this book.
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Apart from the main theme of humanism versus the various outlooks of power, other principal threads emerge. One is that Iraq—the Mesopotamian floodplain with its southern wetlands and northern foothills—is very much a place, and one whose modern borders reflect this well. Another is Iraq’s extraordinary centrality to broader cultural and political history over the millennia. A third is how this, thanks partly to Iraq’s location and its mostly flat and open landscape, also means that the story, from the beginning, is so often driven by outsiders.

Another is the extraordinary length of what might be called an East-West conflict in Iraq. The Roman-Persian wars lasted from 54 BC until 628 AD.* Nine centuries later a version of the conflict resumed, when the Ottoman Turks made Constantinople again the capital of a strong empire, taking on much of the organization of the Second Rome; and when Iran’s Safavid Empire saw Persia at last whole and imperial once more for the first time since the Muslim invasions of the seventh century AD. The Ottoman-Persian wars, adding an additional layer of Sunni versus Shia, lasted from 1507 until 1823. More than anywhere else, these conflicts took place in Iraq. An expansive view would have them beginning on Iraq’s soil with Alexander the Great in 331 BC and continuing well into the twenty-first century.

Iraq’s historical status as the locus for these many conflicts is indisputable, and it has been interesting to discover how long that has been the case. That said, a parallel and probably more important narrative also emerges. This is the extraordinarily fruitful cross-pollination of cultures in the region, without which our existence today would be incalculably poorer. There is also the profound depth of liberal humanism—to put it in Western terms—in the region, embodied in the teachings of Zoroaster and in the many strands of Sufism, in Persian mystical poetry and in the dazzling cosmopolitanism of Ottoman government and society, and in other ways that readers will encounter here. All of this stands as an essential antidote to the influential narratives that have predominated since the “War on Terror” period when I first worked in the region.
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If we limit ourselves to truisms and received wisdom, there is as little point in reading history as in writing it. Thus, at a more specific level than the broad themes outlined above, we are led to some surprising historical conclusions when we take an unusually long perspective that brings its own look at the facts.

To take an example from the realm of religion, naturally a central topic in Land Between the Rivers, from this longer perspective Shiism emerges as, in essence, a faith of its own, rather than as a sect or heresy within some greater “Islam.” (Alternatively, one could use a definition of Islam as a constellation of traditions that, while dramatically distinct in their roots and usually opposed to each other in message, happen to share a broad regional origin while making reference back to the Prophet. The view here is that this definition is so broad as to be of doubtful value.) The Sunni-Shia split is often described as a family feud over a disputed succession; in fact, it represents something far deeper, which Iraq itself reflects, namely a profound fault line between the Semitic and Perso-Hellenistic traditions. To take another example of an interesting, unexpected conclusion that was revealed by the unusual perspective taken here: the ideas that killed the project of Iraqi rebirth, freedom, and moderation in the twentieth century were indeed foreign, but the culprit ideologies were those of Berlin circa 1880–1945, not those of London—ethnic nationalism and collectivism, not constitutional liberalism. A third example: the Versailles conference of 1919 was indeed the “peace to end all peace” for Iraq as for almost everywhere else of importance that it addressed—but not in the way that is most commonly repeated. The early Iraqi state’s British partnership would have emerged, and with strong Iraqi support, regardless of Versailles. The sin of Versailles, in this context, was to impose an offensive and coercive “mandate” status that said Iraq was not a sovereign, if weak, state capable of undertaking such a relationship bilaterally; the League’s third-party Mandate is what poisoned modern Iraq’s crucial fragile founding years.
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Land Between the Rivers is a sweeping story. The structure, as we cover the five thousand years, is chronological and mostly episodic, concentrating on key people and events but also focusing on bit players who illuminate the wider picture.

Human stories, human dramas—it was these that largely drew me to the work I did in wartime Iraq. Land Between the Rivers tells much of its tale through individual narratives: Abraham, the Man from Ur, setting off over the horizon in roughly 1850 BC, leaving behind the circular fatalism of earlier outlooks and establishing a future for free will; Alexander, pupil of Aristotle, bringing Classical humanism into the East as he attempted a fusion of the Greek and the Persian, in his new capital at Babylon, only to die there at the age of thirty-three; Imam Hussein, grandson of the Prophet, his martyrdom at Kerbala in 680 AD setting forever the bloody fault line of Sunni and Shia; Caliph Mamoun in the heady, violent, lascivious atmosphere of Baghdad’s early medieval High Noon, representing a culture that preserved and passed along the Classical Greek heritage for a Europe that still slumbered in its Dark Ages; Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent, conquering Baghdad and wresting it from the Persians at the beginning of five centuries of Ottoman rule; Austen Henry Layard and the nineteenth-century archaeologists, bringing yet another layer of imperial rivalries to Iraq’s soil as the painful encounter with the modern West began; and the brave, wise, elegant, cunning, and ultimately tragic King Faisal I, who almost turned the birthplace of cities and kingship into the first successful constitutional nation-state of the post-imperial, postcolonial twentieth century.

Most of the chapters that follow tell their story through these individuals, some humble and some great. A smaller number of chapters cover the interstices between these dramas.
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Research for a work like this takes many forms. Shelves, and in some cases entire rooms, of books have been written about subjects that here might be treated in a page, a paragraph, or even a sentence. Much of Land Between the Rivers is primary history, from original sources, in translation or otherwise depending on the material. Many of the sources are secondary. The discovery of chains of reference, attributed or not, has been an interesting part of writing this book. I hope any of my own failures to cite references properly, perhaps unavoidable in a book of this length, written over so many years, are not too egregious; they are, at any rate, unintentional.

Iraq’s story is necessarily also that of its neighbors: Iran, Turkey, Syria, Arabia. Libraries in Tehran and Damascus were sources of my early research, as much as booksellers in London, Istanbul, New York, and Baghdad, where the famous bibliopoly of Mutanabbi Street is still going strong.

Some of the primary sources have been delightful surprises: fine, extended pieces of writing by principals participating first-hand in events. Ogier de Busbecq’s account of Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent’s empire in the 1550s provides an extraordinary keyhole view into the apogee of Ottoman power at a time when Europe trembled before Suleiman, the Shadow of God on the Earth. Like de Busbecq, Amr ibn Bahr al Jahiz, the ninth-century Baghdad polemicist, has left behind an unsung gem—The Epistle on Singing Girls—that amply rewards an excursion into the story he tells. Austen Henry Layard is a witty, modest, engaging travel companion of the 1850s.

Underlying everything, there is Gilgamesh, the first epic of all. Like Jahiz’s tale and Busbecq’s, but more profoundly, Gilgamesh’s story is well worth retelling here. It, and the Abraham saga that follows it, reach a deeper place than early Iraq’s countless material contributions to our world. From the wheel to writing itself, the latter are remarkable; but Iraq’s contributions to the life of spirit and intellect are even greater.

None of this bookish research would mean much without a sense of the place. Land Between the Rivers is a straightforward piece of third-person history, with nothing of the memoir about it. But without the years of travel that inform it—across Iraq, from north to south and east to west, and in its neighbors of Syria, Iran, Turkey, Jordan, and Arabia—this would be a different work.

At Persepolis, in its megalomaniacally vast spaces, the traveler senses the difference in imperial tone that came to ancient Iran when Cyrus, the imperial founder, was followed by Darius and Xerxes; recalling that Alexander then sent the whole place up in flames, the modern visitor imagines the wild longing, the pothos, that ultimately led to an early death for the conqueror at Babylon. In Baghdad, embedded in 2005 with the Mahdi Army in the immense Shia slum of Sadr City, watching old women don their white funeral shrouds as they prepared to brave the suicide bombers and vote, I learned more about the Shia sense of martyrdom—the preoccupation with victimhood and justice that came down from Ali’s death at Kerbala fourteen centuries earlier—than I could learn from any book.

In frontline Mosul at the height of the siege of the ISIS-held city in 2015, deep in catacombs freshly dug in a modern-day mining for antiquities, I thought of the first archaeologists, who had begun digging into those same mounds in the 1850s; then too, as order frayed in the long Ottoman twilight, there had been drama and gunplay. Now, as the low, damp, tight earth walls around me quaked with the battle going on, I found the discarded orange jumpsuits of the Islamic State prisoners who had been forced to dig there for relics of Nebuchadnezzar and Ashurbanipal. The Mosul Museum, where I found many of Layard’s nineteenth-century finds half destroyed, changed hands three times in the fighting while I was there. Spending a night alone in 2006 atop the Ziggurat of Ur, the Iraqi insurgency hot in the plains all around in what was already the deadliest war in the history of journalism, I could not ignore that these stars above me, and eventually the dawn glow in the east, had been Hammurabi’s too. At Babylon, and in the Marshes, and at Palmyra and Isfahan, it has been the same.

I did not know that Alexander, with his dream of fusing East and West, had died at Babylon. I did not know that the famous glory of early medieval Baghdad had been part of an intellectual conflict within Islam that might have made the faith of the Caliphs a humanist enterprise, long after the Prophet; or that the eastern limes, or limit, of the Roman world had run through Iraq for centuries, or that the Sunni Ottomans and Shia Persians had also had their shifting border there. I was unaware that the builders of Iraq’s twentieth-century monarchy—fascinating characters like Faisal I, Gertrude Bell, and T. E. Lawrence—had created something of such decency and potential. I had never understood that the generals of the Prophet Mohammed may well have been the greatest of all time, or that if Hitler had gone east through Mesopotamia, the world, as it briefly had been for Alexander, may well have been his. I had forgotten that Abraham’s father was a maker of idols, that these idols were living gods, that Saladin was a Kurd, and that Sinbad the Sailor hailed from Basra.
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The story of Land Between the Rivers begins with ancient Sumer, and Gilgamesh building the walls of Uruk to make a great name for himself around the turn of the third millennium BC. It ends in 1958, as Iraq’s last royal family is slaughtered on the steps of a small royal palace in Baghdad, a city that up to that point had been effervescent and strikingly free, the most promising capital in the Middle East.

Ending in 1958, with a brief epilogue taking us to the US-led invasion early in 2003, Land Between the Rivers does not address the Iraq of more recent decades. From the perspective of a story spanning five millennia, the events of 1958 more or less speak for the period they initiated.

The world of Iraq that followed the bloody 1958 revolution—the emergence of Saddam Hussein as the crowning and inevitable expression of the “Arab Socialism” of the Baath Party, his wars against his own people and their neighbors, the American-led invasion of 2003 and its aftermath—is better suited to a sequel. We already know that story’s essential contours: thuggery, tragedy, some promise. From the long perspective, the one taken here, these particular names and chronologies do not matter much. The job of Land Between the Rivers is not to tell the stories of our time but to provide their background.

Writing from Baghdad eleven days after the 1958 coup, the great James (later Jan) Morris filed a report for the Guardian. Morris was always after the essence of a place, and uncannily good at finding it. Visiting Iraq to report on what the bloody change of regime meant, Morris soon realized that even if it meant much, right then, it also meant very little: that in Iraq more than anywhere these things are merely a matter of the length of your outlook. The insight Morris achieved for his readers was not about which party or individual would prevail in that week or year; rather, it was about the essentially ephemeral quality of any politics, wars, factions, foreigners, and rulers in Iraq.

“We have only to look out across the grand old Tigris down to Babylon,” wrote Morris, “and realise what a contemptible flicker of history we are witnessing by the Titanesque standards of Mesopotamia.”
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Gilgamesh, young king of Uruk—perhaps the fifth historical king of the tiny Sumerian state that may have given Iraq its name—was compelled above all else by a desire to escape his own mortality. He would achieve immortality by building up his city and “becoming a famous name,” as the poet wrote. Gilgamesh did build up the great city. Then his story, by name, was the one most frequently told over the first two thousand years or so of civilization in ancient Mesopotamia. And when English explorers dug into the mysterious mounds by Mosul in the 1850s, and found clay tablets with his story on them, Gilgamesh became a famous name again. He has been ever since.

The city, where Gilgamesh wanted the bricks to bear his name, meant civilization, and writing meant that instead of mere legend, now there would be history. Gilgamesh was a living part of Iraq’s culture into the time of the patriarch Abraham, four thousand years ago, and then onward for a thousand years after that. To a unique degree Gilgamesh’s epic informs and reflects the worldview of the people who, more than any others, during that period created the foundations of our own world. Ambition, fulfillment, immortality, control of one’s destiny: man, born free, seeks the life of the gods.



 

_____________

* These conflicts saw the Parthian and then Sasanian Empires of Persia fight republican and subsequently imperial Rome, based from 330 AD at Constantinople.




Prologue


In Uruk he built walls, a great rampart, and the temple of blessed Eanna for the god of the firmament Anu, and for Ishtar the goddess of love. Look at it still today: the outer wall where the cornice runs, it shines with the brilliance of copper; and the inner wall, it has no equal. Touch the threshold, it is ancient.

—The Epic of Gilgamesh, ca. 1750 BC



In the middle of the fourth millennium before Christ, men and women could feed themselves and their families, much of the time, but almost nobody else. They did not yet have the wheel. They could fight, but they did not have the capacity to make war. They could not read or write, for there was no writing. Without writing, there was no history. There were stories but no literature. Art was something that people might produce on their pottery, but never for a living. There were customs but no laws. There were chiefs but no kings, tribes but no nations. The city was unknown.

And then, around that time, civilization was born: urban life, based on nutritional surplus and social organization, characterized by complexity and material culture, much of it made possible by writing.1 This happened in a very particular part of the world: the flood-prone, droughtwracked, frequently pestilential plain of southern Iraq, where the rivers Tigris and Euphrates meet the Persian Gulf. The plain could be fertile, very fertile, but only when people worked together to irrigate it and control the floods with channels and earthworks; this necessity, most likely, accounts for much of the early surge in social complexity that distinguished the area. Later civilizations would arise independently in two great river valleys not so far away, the Indus and the Nile, but the original organized, literate, urban culture was produced by a far crueler and more challenging environment than either of those.

This first civilization came to be known as Sumer. By about the year 3000 BC, a city called Uruk near the mouth of the Euphrates River, just inland of the head of the Persian Gulf, had eighty thousand residents.2 A thousand years later Iraq, the land along the Euphrates and its sister stream, the Tigris, would be named for this early metropolis of Uruk. Sharing the land of Sumer, about the size of Belgium, with a dozen other city-states, Uruk was not always the foremost among its rivals in the land. But for most of its existence, spanning the two millennia of the Sumerian world, Uruk was the greatest city on earth.

The Sumerians invented kingship, priesthood, diplomacy, law, and war. They gave the West its founding stories: the opposition of darkness and light at the Beginning; the Flood, with its ark and dove and surviving patriarch; the tower of Babel; the distant ancestors of Odysseus and Hercules. The Sumerians established the outlines of our political, legal, and temporal structures too, with the first kings and assemblies, the first written laws, the first legal contracts, and the sexagesimal system of counting that regulates the hours and seconds of our days.

The Sumerians wrote the first epics and constructed the first monumental buildings. They invented the wheel, the sailing boat, the dome, and the arch. They were the first people to cast, rivet, and solder metals. They were the first to develop mathematics, calculating the hypotenuse of a right triangle two thousand years before Pythagoras and enabling extraordinary achievements in civil engineering. Compiling methodical lists of plants and animals, the Sumerians were the first people to apply rational order to our knowledge of the natural world.

The Sumerians wrote down almost everything they knew, much of it on disposable clay tablets that have survived the millennia. Some thirty-nine centuries after the last of the Sumerians died, another inventive and curious people, the Victorians of the nineteenth century AD, initiated a remarkable period of foreign exploration in Iraq. Thanks to this colorful and dramatic intellectual adventure, which began in the 1840s, today we can follow the course of Sumerian lawsuits, track Sumerian inventories, and study the terms of Sumerian marriages, wills, and loans. We read the overtures of Sumer’s diplomats. We follow in detail the provisioning of Sumer’s armies and the triumphs or disasters of their expeditions. We know intimately the pleadings of Sumerian students for more money from their fathers, and the pleadings of their fathers for more diligence from their sons. We track the transactions of Sumerian merchants in copper or onions. We admire the complex and perfect calculations of Sumerian engineers.

Human life on the alluvial plain of the two rivers at the birth of civilization five thousand years ago was precarious. Again and again, through the ancient stories and archaeological records that illuminate the dawn of history, plagues and pestilence swept the hot, low country. Terrifying floods killed and destroyed everything within reach of the raging waters that came every spring when the snow melted in the mountains five hundred miles and more to the north, in what is now Armenia and southeast Turkey. At Ur in Sumer’s far south, the great archaeologist Sir Leonard Woolley, digging in 1929, discovered a layer of “perfectly clean clay” more than eight feet thick separating the remains—pottery and much more—of two distinct cultures from some time before 3000 BC.3 A single flood, in other words, had created a temporary lake that deposited this eight-foot-thick layer. The catastrophic scale of such a deluge is almost beyond the powers of imagination. Woolley naturally surmised that it was the great flood of Genesis. Other floods have left similar records in southern Iraq. Most were smaller than Woolley’s Ur deluge. One left eleven feet of new flood soil.

Meanwhile neighbors from the higher, rougher country to the east, north, and west were greedy for the wealth of the settled plain, then as now. The invasions of barbarians from the Persian hill country, the Kurdish and Turkish mountains, and the Arabian steppe sometimes paused, but never ended. Within Sumer, Uruk and its neighboring citystates fought against each other almost constantly during the twenty-odd centuries of Sumerian civilization.

The soil of southern Iraq is a dusty, flinty accumulation of silt from the two shifting rivers that originate far to the north. In the areas where Iraq’s alluvial soil is not dry, it is marshy, especially in the south; it was more so in ancient times, when the Tigris and Euphrates were bigger. The ground is home to no minerals or ores, although bitumen seeps from the earth in places. The land contains no stones for building. Almost no tree, aside from the date palm, grows on it successfully.* Trade with the far-off source-lands of raw materials—for tin and copper to alloy into bronze for weapons, for gold and silver to please the rich and the divine, for hardwood timbers for the roof beams of palaces and temples—required the pooling of resources.4 Organization and leadership were required to conduct commerce at scale with places as far afield as Anatolia for tin, Lebanon for cedar timbers, “Oman for copper, south-west Iran for carved stone bowls, eastern Iran for lapis lazuli, the Indus for carnelian.”5
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The water of the two great rivers irrigated the rainless plain. It also raged as a violent killer, to be restrained with dykes and channels. This required cooperation on a much larger scale than the individual village or town could offer. Better irrigation led to increasing harvests. As the land of Sumer became crowded with more and more people, food was another reason for increasingly sophisticated social arrangements. Each of these catalysts—trade, water, sustenance—also led to humanity’s first organized conflicts. War was born. Every Sumerian city had its own principal deity, and the many gods also sent men into their earliest battles there on the hot plain.
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Late in the fourth millennium BC, a couple of thousand years after the advent of agriculture with the Neolithic revolution, Sumer was one of several distinct cultures around the world. In none of these cultures had true urban life and, with it, civilization yet developed. Then the Sumerian genius produced its greatest innovation: writing.

The eighty thousand people living in Uruk by 3000 BC sheltered behind walls that were forty feet high and six miles long. Archaeologists estimate these to have cost over five million man-hours to build. The fourth-millennium city occupied about 1.7 square miles, a little bit less than imperial Rome at its peak (2.1 square miles) and larger than classical Athens.

At the archaeological site of Uruk, the residential buildings, workshops, and barracks have not yet been excavated. Thus it is still the case that “very little about the actual conditions of life in the city is known.”6 Yet this is certain: Uruk was the world’s only major city of the fourth millennium BC, marked by public buildings that were “unprecedented and unrivaled at the time.”7 Most of the labor for such civic projects in Sumer came from free laborers requiring recompense for their work. Trade in livestock and agricultural produce fed them and the residents of nearby towns. The Sumerians needed a way to keep track of it all. This was the setting in which writing was born.

The earliest writing and the earliest direct precursors of writing, all from the second half of the fourth millennium, have been found at Uruk. Initially, clay tokens the size of a thimble would be formed to represent the sorts of things that a person might own and trade, such as sheep. For convenience, these tokens would then be put into a larger, hollow clay ball a little smaller than a grapefruit. These clay spheres, called “bullae,” served as something like sealed wallets or envelopes for the information within. On its exterior, the bulla would then be impressed with authenticating marks from cylindrical seals rolled upon the clay surface.

At Uruk some of these bullae have been found with additional marks impressed onto their surfaces. These marks indicated the number of tokens contained inside. It was an obvious step. The next step then suggested itself. With the contents marked on the exterior, there was no need for the little tokens rattling around inside. By 3300 BC, the information was instead simply scratched onto the surface of the spheres. The Sumerians had invented writing.*

It is the only invention that has ever rivaled that of agriculture for its transformational effect upon human existence. Eventually flat clay tablets replaced the bullae.

At this stage writing was almost purely pictographic. Characters signified their objects through more or less recognizable images. Any given pictograph might mean several different things. “Mountain”—a rightside-up pyramid formed by three convex half circles—also meant “foreign lands,” for Sumer was completely flat. Consequently the same character also signified “conquest.” Shown together with the symbol for “woman,” a downward-pointing triangle with a notch at the bottom tip, the two symbols meant a woman captured from far away: “slave-woman.”*

Pictographs were originally drawn on wet clay with a sharp-pointed object. Clay was an ideal medium for the Sumerians. It was cheap and abundant on the floodplain. Clay tablets were easy to make and prepare, although it is still not known how the larger ones were kept wet and impressionable. Sumerian scribes eventually wrote for the most part as we do, from left to right, top to bottom. A typical tablet might be two to three inches high and half again as wide, with writing often going all the way to the margins. Incisions toward the bottom of archaic Iraq’s writing tablets tend to be visibly less deep and clear than those at the top of tablets, as the drying clay became harder to work. Once the inscribed clay had dried in southern Mesopotamia’s hot sun, it would endure for scores of centuries, and possibly forever, if left somewhere still and dry. Tablets made from such cheap and ubiquitous material were easily discarded once no longer needed. To the delight of archaeologists dozens of centuries later, they were thrown into heaps or used to fill the spaces beneath floors.

The original pictographs were for the most part recognizably indicative of something physical: a plow or a mountain, a head or a hand. But clay as a two-dimensional medium is ill-suited to both detail and curves. Around the year 2900, scribes discovered that impressing a sequence of lines with a straight-edged implement such as a cut reed was easier than tracing with a pointed implement. Reeds are flat, with a spine along one edge. Thus the mark made by each impression of the cut-off reed comprised a straight line with a wedge at its tip. By 2100, Sumerian scribes possessed a fast, well-developed script. Almost four thousand years later, in 1700 AD, cuneiform was named after the Latin word for wedge, cuneus, by the court interpreter of Eastern languages at the court of William III of England.*

The rigid straight lines of the new technique pushed the characters away from the representational and toward the symbolic and the stylized. As centuries passed, the pictographs lost their illustrational quality. They were now “ideographs.” “Mountain,” for example, became three semicircles. By 2500 BC the recognizably representational had disappeared.

A representational writing system has significant limitations. It is not practical to have a symbol for everything. The symbols must mean the same to all who use the writing. Users must memorize thousands of these symbols and must also be familiar with that which is being expressed.8 Tenses, cases, and voices are mostly impossible to depict.9 In the first centuries of writing, an image illustrating a foot meant “walk,” “stand up,” “ground,” “foundation,” and more besides simply “foot.” This made things difficult enough, but how would one say, “She will walk”? Or, worse, “Will she walk?” or “How will she have walked?” The ideographic method also had great limitations, as it connected writing not to words themselves, but rather to whatever it was that the words expressed. Ideographic writing bypassed spoken language, in other words. Restricted to known events and objects, unconnected to the spoken word, such a system can never cover all that language covers.

The next great innovation in the development of writing derived from puns. Early in the third millennium before Christ, Sumerian scribes perceived that homophones allowed them greatly to expand the verbal territory covered by the symbols they had mastered. For example, the Sumerians originally lacked a pictograph for their word sum, “to give.” To signify “give” in writing they used the pictograph for another word (“garlic”) that also was pronounced “sum.” In English such a visual pun is called a rebus. We might remember these from school. The picture of an eye next to that of a reed is one such, challenging us to remember, dimly, the Sumerians with the sentence “I read.” With this development, writing was now attached to sounds, to the “signifier” and not the “signified.” By the time of what is known as the Old Babylonian period, about 1500 BC, the Sumerian discovery of the power of paronomasia had helped the Uruk period’s written lexicon of two thousand characters halve in number, even as it covered more meaning. Writing was more accessible. During the Old Babylonian period even a king might be able to read, where hitherto that skill had been largely the province of scribes.
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Shortly after the earliest development of writing, an ominous cloud appeared on Sumer’s northern horizon: a people called the Akkadians. In contrast to the native Sumerians, the Akkadians were Semitic pastoralists living in what came to be known as the Arabian Desert, the huge, dry steppe to the south and west of the Mesopotamian floodplain. By about 3000 BC, the Akkadians had moved eastward out of the desert. They settled north of Sumer in the part of Iraq that later came to be known as Babylonia.

The Sumerians and Akkadians lived next to each other for a thousand years. The two peoples mixed and fought constantly. There was a great degree of bilingualism, and all manner of sharing between the two languages over time. But the Sumerian and Akkadian tongues are entirely different.* How, in such a setting, might a Sumerian scribe record the name of an Akkadian merchant? The need for a single script to serve a geography using two such dissimilar languages almost interchangeably was a great spur to the development of early Mesopotamian writing. Eventually the increasingly cosmopolitan quality of life on the Mesopotamian floodplain would force the script to make itself usable by people of different tongues.

The demands of the emerging southern Mesopotamian sprachbund required that the script deliver more and more of the nuances of speech. With writing no longer able to ignore spoken language, a crucial change happened. Most of writing’s symbols came to represent not meaning—an object, activity, or idea, for example—but rather sound. Here was the evolution from the ideographic to the phonetic.10 The impact was revolutionary. The boundaries of writing were now as infinite as those of speech. Once the Sumerian script became phonetic, the civilization that cuneiform defined would spread until it reached from Iran to the Mediterranean and from the Persian Gulf to Anatolia.*


[image: Map of Ancient Sumer in the Arabian desert.]




 

_____________

* Pace Stephen H. Longrigg, writing in 1925 of Iraq ca. 1500 AD: “Willow and poplar, rare today, then lined the banks of the southerly river courses.” Four Centuries of Modern Iraq (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1925), p. 3.

* Egypt, which developed its first writing system a little after 3000, not long after the Sumerians invented theirs, did so without Uruk’s clear chain of precursors, suggesting that the notion of writing, if not the script itself, may have been borrowed from Sumer. Elsewhere, writing developed in the Indus civilization in about 2500, and in China five hundred or a thousand years later. Jean Bottéro, Mesopotamia: Writing, Reasoning, and the Gods (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), p. 67.

* Some symbols used by the pioneers at Uruk had no representational value. The sign for a sheep, for example, was a circle divided into four quarters by a horizontal and a vertical line. This was an artifact from the days of the bullae, when a single sheep had been represented by a small spherical ball with a cross marked onto its surface. Bottéro, Mesopotamia, p. 7.

* Thomas Hyde (1636–1703) believed that cuneiform was decoration employed by artisans of the Persian Achaemenid Dynasty (550–330 BC). Hyde left Eton for Cambridge at fifteen, was librarian of the Bodleian Library at Oxford at twenty-nine, and became court interpreter of Eastern languages, including Chinese, Hebrew, Turkish, Persian, Arabic, Syriac, and Malay, to Charles II, James II, and William III.

* The great French cultural historian of Sumer Jean Bottéro compares the difference to that between his own language and Tibetan.

* The Phoenicians of the Syrian coast developed the first alphabet, in about 1500 BC, with about twenty consonants and, initially, no vowels. When the Greeks filled this out by adding vowels, in around 750 BC, the development of phonetic writing had reached its natural conclusion: a concise and efficient alphabet, with every sound in a language covered by a symbol or short combination of symbols. Bottéro, Mesopotamia, p. 86.




Chapter 1

“In Search of the Wind”

Gilgamesh, 2700 BC


I will proclaim to the world the deeds of Gilgamesh. This was the man to whom all things were known; this was the king who knew the countries of the world. He was wise, he saw mysteries and knew secret things, he brought us a tale of the days before the flood. He went on a long journey, was weary, worn-out with labor, returning he rested, he engraved on a stone the whole story.

—The Epic of Gilgamesh, ca. 1750 BC1



Forty-six or -seven centuries ago, a king of Uruk, one Gilgamesh, left home on a vital mission. His growing city required timber for its temples and palaces. The journey became the basis of a story that is at the heart of the pioneering literary work known as The Epic of Gilgamesh.

The most complete single version of the epic found to date, providing about three quarters of the text as we know it, was also the very first version of the epic to be discovered. Dating from the seventh century BC, it was found among much other material at Nineveh, in northern Iraq, by a British Museum expedition in 1853. The clay tablet on which it was inscribed lay untranslated and wholly unremarked in the alluvial depths of the museum until 1872. The tablet’s discovery then caused a sensation throughout the Western world, for the story included an account of a great flood very much like that in Genesis. The rest of the Gilgamesh epic has since been filled in from a variety of other versions discovered elsewhere. These include the oldest Sumerian Gilgamesh material, dating from perhaps 2100 BC and uncovered over the period 1889–1900 amid a trove of thirty thousand clay tablets excavated by a University of Pennsylvania dig at the buried city of Nippur, once Sumer’s religious capital. Scholars and translators also use a Gilgamesh fragment from Megiddo in Palestine, raising the exciting notion that Biblical authors may have known directly of Gilgamesh and his gods and exploits. The narrative is also partly filled in by fragments bearing versions of the Gilgamesh epic in the Hittite and Hurrian languages from archaeological finds in what is now southern Turkey, dating from perhaps the fourteenth century BC.2

We are confident today, through a sort of historical triangulation, that Gilgamesh the king did indeed exist.3 He was likely a real, fleshand-blood historical figure, living at the exact (if we may use that word) dawn of historical time, twenty-seven or -eight centuries before Christ. Copies exist of an ancient Sumerian text known as the King List; the oldest of these is from about 2100 BC, during what is known as the Third Dynasty of Ur. The kings with whom the list begins are fantastical characters who enjoyed reigns of hundreds or thousands of years in the darkness of prehistory. Then, according to the list, there is a catastrophic flood. The postdiluvian kings on the list are real historical people. The list gives them reigns of realistic length, and their names begin to appear on the bricks, pottery, and tablets since found in the ruins of Sumerian cities.

The flood clearly marks the boundary between the historical past and the antediluvian world of myth beyond. On the King List, the fifth of the post-flood rulers of the great city of Uruk was one Gilgamesh.
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“When the gods created Gilgamesh,” says the poet, “they gave him a perfect body.” The sun god gave the hero beauty; the storm god gave him courage.

Two-thirds god and one-third man, this son of a goddess and a priest wins the kingship of his city with his all-vanquishing force of arms. He builds famous walls and great temples. But these walls of civilization constrain him. Within them he thrashes furiously, “terrifying like a wild bull,” appalling his neighbors. He sounds the war drum as if for fun. “No son is left with his father,” the men of the city complain to their gods, “for Gilgamesh takes them all.” And this is the king, the shepherd of his people? His lust leaves no virgin to her lover, neither the warrior’s daughter nor the wife of the noble.

The gods hear the lament. They decide that Gilgamesh, this rampaging king whose appetites are too much for civilization, even within the very large walls that he himself has built for it, needs a companion, “stormy heart for stormy heart.” He needs a friend to channel his arrogance and desires. And so, from a piece of clay dropped into the wilderness, the gods make Enkidu. Enkidu is wild, with wavy hair like the golden hair of the corn goddess. His skin is covered with matted hair like the hair that mats the skin of the cattle god. He eats grass in the hills with the gazelle, watering with the wild beasts, “innocent of mankind.”

One day in the wilderness a humble trapper from Uruk spies Enkidu. The man sees that the fur-covered savage is releasing wild animals from the traps and pits of humanity. The trapper returns to Uruk to seek the help of his king. Gilgamesh, who has already learned in his dreams of the wild man, sends the trapper back to the wilderness with a prostitute from the city, “a wanton from the temple of love.” She is to seduce the savage. Their congress will sever forever Enkidu’s bond with the wild beasts. What Gilgamesh wants, in other words, is to inoculate Enkidu with the spirit of civilization and the city. To do so will require the wiles of the courtesan.

On their third day of waiting by a waterhole, the prostitute and the trapper see the herds come, and Enkidu with them. The trapper says to her,


Now, woman, make your breasts bare, have no shame, do not delay but welcome his love. Let him see you naked, let him possess your body. When he comes near uncover yourself and lie with him; teach him, the savage man, your woman’s art, for when he murmurs love to you the wild beasts that shared his life in the hills will reject him.



When the wild man finally sees her, he is helpless before his desires. For six days and seven nights, Enkidu and the prostitute lie with each other, having sex. Enkidu then tries to return to the wild beasts, but they flee from him. He tries to run after them but the strength in his legs is gone. He has wisdom within him now, and the thoughts of a man, and so the woman persuades him to come with her to the city. There, she says, “every day a festival is held, the lyre and drum are played, the temple prostitutes stand around, lovely, radiating sexual prowess, filled with sex-joy.”

“You are wise, Enkidu,” she says in convincing him to come to the city, “and now you have become like a god.” It is the first time we know of in our entire experience that humanity is equated with godliness. In many ways the grand narrative of Iraq ever since would be the story of a conflict between this notion and the submission that mortals owe to the divine.

First Enkidu and the woman go to live among shepherds. He learns to eat bread, “the staff of life,” and to drink wine, “the custom of the land.” One day Enkidu learns from a passing man that King Gilgamesh is planning a debauch in Uruk. In one version of the epic, the king is going to have an orgy in a civic building. In another, a wedding is to take place in the city and Gilgamesh plans to assert his prima-noctial right. In either case, Enkidu comes to Uruk and blocks Gilgamesh’s path. The two giants fight. Gilgamesh wins and they embrace as friends.
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The Sumerian King List tells us that just before the time of Gilgamesh, a monarch called Enmebaragesi ruled over Kish, a nearby city that was a perennial rival of Uruk. According to the list, Enmebaragesi’s son, Agga, followed his father on the throne of Kish while Gilgamesh reigned at Uruk. Both Enmebaragesi and Agga are now known, from references discovered elsewhere in the documentary record, to have been living, historical individuals. The list’s reference to Gilgamesh living alongside them is part of the confirmation of his own likely historical veracity.

Supporting the King List, there is a Sumerian poem known as “Gilgamesh and Agga of Kish.” This tells the story of Agga demanding the submission of Gilgamesh and his city, Uruk. Gilgamesh, according to the poet, takes the matter to “the convened assembly of the elders of his city.” Gilgamesh hopes for war but the elders counsel peace. King Gilgamesh then consults a younger assembly, “the fighting men of the city.” This body, saying, “Do not submit to the house of Kish,” advises war.

It is a notable moment in world events. At the very sunrise of history, in an episode that probably actually happened in some form, the greatest king of the world’s first civilization is consulting on the most important of matters with the fundamental institution of democracy, an assembly (bicameral, no less) of citizens.* The poem tells us that Gilgamesh rejects the ultimatum. Agga then besieges Uruk. But when Agga’s forces see Gilgamesh glowering down at them from Uruk’s famous city walls, the invaders are stricken with terror. It is they who “bite the dirt,” surrendering and submitting. Thus Agga becomes Gilgamesh’s vassal.4 The King List appears to confirm this, reporting independently that Kish becomes a vassal state to Uruk at about this time. Another text details repairs made by a succession of historical rulers to a temple built by Gilgamesh at Nippur, Sumer’s religious capital.

The upshot is that while hard proof has not yet been found to establish Gilgamesh’s existence irrefutably, as has been done for many of the contemporary rulers who inhabit the Sumerian record alongside him, there are easily enough credible indirect references to persuade scholars of his historicity.5

One of the exciting things about Gilgamesh is precisely this: his inhabiting the shadow lands at the very edge of history itself.6 Occasionally he comes into view, when the sunlight of written records peeks through the thick fog of deep historical time. More frequently, he lurks in the misty gloaming of illiterate prehistory. Enmebaragesi of Kish, the father of Gilgamesh’s real-life rival Agga, illuminates the hero’s liminal quality, for Enmebaragesi is himself the first person ever whose identity is attested verifiably in writing.† In 1959, fragments of two alabaster vessels were identified by a German scholar in the Baghdad Museum as having Enmebaragesi’s name on them.7 Since then, contemporaneous objects have been translated mentioning Enmebaragesi by name as a ruler of Kish.

Enmebaragesi has been called the “starting point” of Iraqi history.8 He is in fact, as the first nonfictional king attested in writing anywhere, the starting point of all political history. It began with a conflict that continues to this day, one that flares up again and again, if indeed it ever truly stops, throughout the long story of the world’s central land. The King List tells us that Enmebaragesi “carried away as spoil the weapons of Elam.”9 Elam was Sumer’s eastern neighbor, the first great civilization in what is today Iran. The city-states of ancient Iraq were at war with Elam—a regional power with its main capital at Susa—almost ceaselessly for about three thousand years, until shortly before the Persian king Cyrus conquered Iraq in 539 BC.10

The historical Gilgamesh was almost certainly a great builder. Uruk, which lies a hundred miles southeast of Baghdad, was renowned in its day for its city walls. In the ancient accounts it is always Gilgamesh the king who receives the credit for them. Forty-six or -seven centuries after the walls of Gilgamesh’s city were built, two Englishmen of the 1850s, William Loftus and Henry Rawlinson, became the first people to pay serious attention to the place since the sack of the city during the Muslim invasion of Iraq in 654 AD. Loftus and Rawlinson were impressed with Warka, as it continues to be known locally, swiftly realizing that, notwithstanding the many other sites in the Near East beginning to attract study, they had found the “mother-city.”

The walls of Uruk around the time of Gilgamesh were undoubtedly impressive. The measurement of six miles around and forty to fifty feet high was made by German archaeologists who dug there in the 1920s and 1930s, when the earliest examples of writing were found. Inside Uruk’s huge walls, the Germans observed, the city of the historical Gilgamesh was divided along lines that reflect the city that the legendary king shows to the ferryman in the Gilgamesh epic.* The archaeologists discovered that the historical city was divided into thirds, one for the formal buildings of government and the rich, one for the poor, and one for open spaces such as gardens and cemeteries. Many cities of the region are not very different today.11

The archaeological sites of Mesopotamia look, in their untouched form, like simple mounds in the flat landscape. Known as tels, they are the remnants of ancient cities, towns, or even individual buildings such as temples, eroded down and covered with thousands of years of dust and dirt until they are mere rounded humps on the level countryside, anywhere in area from a square mile or two to fifty or a hundred yards square. Some are dozens of feet high and more, others no higher than a contemporary house. Driving around modern Iraq, the number of modestly sized tels, as well as of larger ones, untouched as yet by the archaeologist, is astounding.

The tel, or hill, at Warka was one of these: just a bump, if one of the bigger ones, in the even, brown floodplain. But Loftus and Rawlinson were correct in their intuition. For the twenty-five centuries following Gilgamesh, the land between the rivers continued to produce cities, such as Ur, Nineveh, Babylon, Ctesiphon, and Baghdad. Today, after 150 years of archaeological discovery, with extensive digs by many nations at scores of important sites in Iraq, Uruk-Warka still possesses “the earliest, grandest, and most numerous monumental buildings in Mesopotamia.”12 Gilgamesh’s capital was indeed the ur-city of all humanity.* Within about three hundred years of the time of Gilgamesh and the walls he built at Uruk, the “urban revolution”—civilization itself, underwritten by writing—had spread beyond the Mesopotamian floodplain. Only in southern Iraq, however, did the urban population outnumber the rural population.13

After roughly a thousand years of encroachment by the Semites, the barbarians from neighboring Arabia who settled in Akkad, north of Sumer, the Sumerian civilization died its final death around the turn of the third into the second millennium BC. For another thousand years, the memory of Sumer lived on in Mesopotamia, much as the memory of Rome was to live on in the Europe of the Middle Ages, providing a language of scholarship and liturgy, and a reference for aspirations. During this time the walls of Uruk reappear repeatedly in the poems, stories, and myths of the cultures that succeeded Sumer. Gilgamesh, the builder of the walls, nearly ubiquitous, like a Mesopotamian Hercules, was the greatest hero of Iraqi mythology through these long centuries. Of the nine Sumerian epics known to us, Gilgamesh is the leading figure in five: “Gilgamesh and the Land of the Living,” “Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven,” and so on.

Gilgamesh’s stature in the extensive literature of two millennia of Sumerian culture makes it likely that he was a conqueror as well as a civic builder. This is partly confirmed by the King List’s mention of the subjugation of Kish by Uruk. Like any archaic conqueror and builder on the stoneless Sumerian floodplain—a place with neither ores below ground nor trees above it—Gilgamesh would have had to go far from home to acquire the raw materials to achieve his ambitions.
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The Gilgamesh of the epic heads off from Uruk to the distant forests and returns with precious wood for his growing city. Gilgamesh the historical king would have gone either east toward Elam; north to the forested hill country of Amanus, now northern Syria; or west to the cedar-rich mountains of Lebanon. But the epic hero is really questing for something far greater than building supplies. “I will set up my name,” he says before setting off on his journey to the far-off forests, “in the place where the names of famous men are written.”

What he really wants, then, is immortality. That is what he achieves. The Gilgamesh saga is the great original story of civilization, the earliest epic sequence ever written. For the first twenty centuries of historical, literate, and urban life, the most popular stories in the land where civilization and history began are about one person: him. In the epic, Gilgamesh refers again and again to immortality as a function of the written word, that world-changing invention of his very own Uruk.

The threads of the Gilgamesh story, the characters, their concerns and biographies, are woven through the narrative of Western culture. Many of the epic’s themes—friendship, civilization, mortality—exist beyond any specific time and culture. They would be recognizable in almost any place or epoch. And yet, as universal as some elements of the tale certainly are, there is also much about it that is distant and weird. When we read the epic, only sixty pages long in its leading English version, we feel an odd excitement. The sensation results from the surprising mixture of familiarity and strangeness. It is the sort of thing that we might sense during an encounter with a cousin from far away who shares so many of our physical features that we are rattled when she speaks in a strange tongue. It is the sensation of the extraordinary distance of our own journey since the day five thousand years ago when Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, set off to find eternal life far away over the sea of death.
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Living in Uruk, Gilgamesh and his friend Enkidu become restless. Enkidu finds himself grown weak. Idleness oppresses him like a heavy weight. For Gilgamesh the pain is different: “I have not established my name stamped on bricks,” he laments.

The two friends resolve upon a great adventure. They will journey to the land of cedars, there to slay the giant Humbaba, who has grown overweening in his god-appointed guardianship of the trees. Enkidu is frightened, but Gilgamesh reminds him that “only the gods live forever,” and that to die in such an endeavor would at least mean leaving behind “a name that endures forever.”

Shamash, the sun god, appoints the many winds to protect the two friends. The armorers and craftsmen of Uruk make weapons for them; the axes weigh nine score pounds and the swords four times more. On their way out of the city, Gilgamesh and Enkidu stop to visit Ninsun, the queen, Gilgamesh’s mother. To receive them she puts on a dress that shows off her figure, “jewels to make her breast beautiful,” and a tiara. Her skirts sweep the ground at the altar of the sun upon the roof of her palace. She burns incense and says a prayer for the heroes. Gilgamesh and Enkidu depart after receiving final advice from the city elders.

In three days the heroes walk the equivalent of a month and a half’s journey, crossing seven mountains. At the gate of the cedar forest, things are different from the plain of Uruk. The way is broad and clear, the trees enormous, and their shade cool. But now Enkidu’s hand has lost its strength. Gilgamesh persuades his friend to press ahead. “When two go together,” says Gilgamesh, “each will protect himself and shield his companion, and if they fall they leave an enduring name.”

After campfires in the forest and dreadful dreams and more long journeys, Gilgamesh finally takes his axe in hand and fells a mighty cedar. The tree happens to be sacred to Humbaba. The giant, somewhere far off in the forest, cries out in rage. When Humbaba appears, Gilgamesh loses his nerve. He begins to cry, calling out to Shamash for help. The god summons the winds. They come,


the great wind, the north wind, the whirlwind, the storm and the icy wind, the tempest and the scorching wind; they came like dragons, like a scorching fire, like a serpent that freezes the heart, a destroying flood and the lightning’s fork.



As the winds paralyze Humbaba, Gilgamesh cuts down more cedars. Humbaba blazes out in impotent fury until the seventh tree has been felled. Then he begs Gilgamesh for freedom, but Enkidu reminds the king of Uruk that fate is pitiless to men of weak judgment, and Gilgamesh takes his sword to the neck of the giant. Enlil, the lord of the gods, is furious. But Gilgamesh and Enkidu return safely to Uruk, with their cedars, victorious in civilization’s first war for natural resources. Man has stood up to the gods.


[image: Illustration]


The next scene provides one of the far-off epic’s many moments of recognizable humanity. With their textures of immediacy, these seem to leap across the millennia and bridge the broad waters of fantasy, making this story fresh even today. Gilgamesh is now returned home from the journey. It has been arduous, frightening, and successful. The king of Uruk washes his hair. He cleans off his weapons and exchanges his filthy travel-worn clothes for sweet-scented royal robes. He flings his clean hair back over his shoulders and puts on his crown.

But there is no rest for his anxious spirit. “Glorious Ishtar,” the goddess of love and war, spies Gilgamesh’s beauty. “Come to me, Gilgamesh,” she says, “and be my bridegroom; grant me seed of your body, let me be your bride.” Gilgamesh replies temperately enough. He would gladly give Ishtar her due as a goddess. He will even provide her with food and wine befitting a queen. But his wife? That she will never be. “How would it go with me?” he asks her of a marriage between them:


Your lovers have found you like a brazier that smoulders in the cold, a backdoor that keeps out neither squall of wind nor storm, a castle that crushes the garrison, pitch that blackens the bearer, a water-skin that chafes the carrier, a stone that falls from the parapet, a battering ram turned back from the enemy, a sandal that trips the wearer.



Gilgamesh goes on to name some of those most hurt by the rapacious goddess. “Listen to me,” he says, “while I tell you the tale of your lovers.” There was Tammuz, the lover of Ishtar’s youth, condemned to a life of tears; the bird, the many-colored roller, whose wing she broke and who laments this forever on a branch; the stallion, magnificent in battle, for whom Ishtar decreed the whip and the spur and that he must muddy his own water before he drinks; and even her own father’s gardener, now a blind mole digging in the earth, his desire always beyond his reach.

Ishtar, enraged, goes to her father in heaven among the gods. She persuades him to send down a mighty beast, the Bull of Heaven, to punish Gilgamesh. The bull comes down to Uruk and with his first snort rends the earth, killing a hundred men. With his second he kills a hundred more. Enkidu grabs the bull’s tail and Gilgamesh kills the animal with a sword through its nape. As Ishtar rails at them from the walls of Uruk, Enkidu hurls the right thigh of the bull at her. Victorious, Gilgamesh and Enkidu wash their hands in the Euphrates and drive through the rejoicing streets of the city before celebrating in the palace.

Soon after, Enkidu tells Gilgamesh of a trip to the underworld in his dreams. This report is still our main account of how the people of ancient Sumer saw the afterlife. It was a miserable place.


Holding me fast, he took me down to the house of shadows, the dwelling of hell, To the house whence none who enters comes forth,

On the road from which there is no way back,

To the house whose dwellers are deprived of light,

Where dust is their fare and their food is clay.

They are dressed like birds in feather garments,

Yea, they shall see no daylight for they abide in darkness . . .

When I entered that house of dust I saw crowns in a heap,

There dwelt the kings, the crowned heads who once ruled the land.14



All people went there, whether they had been good or bad in life. Even princes and kings sat there in the dark, wearing feathers for clothes. All ate dust for ordinary food. Clay was their meat. There was no hope for anything better. The message was that any chance of paradise happens in this world, in this life. Gilgamesh understands this. “The dream was marvelous,” he says, “but the terror was great; we must treasure the dream whatever the terror; for the dream has shown that misery comes at last to the healthy man, the end of life is sorrow.” For Gilgamesh, the peerless Sumerian king, he who was constantly seeking immortality, the lesson of Enkidu’s gloomy vision is carpe diem: life must be lived in the
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Over the 5,000 years covered by the maps in this book the northern coast of the Persian Gulf moved south as both the Tgrs
and Euphrates Rivers deposited i Thus his and following maps depit the coast s gradualy changingat regular intervals unt
reaching s present line in 1500, The maps ofthe earles eras have a modern cost uide to show the excent of his siing.






