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PREFACE

 


This book presents a new version (in verse) of
the ancient Sumerian and Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh. It tells the
history of Gilgamesh, the king of Uruk (a city called Warka in
modern Iraq) who is believed to have lived in the 28th century
BC.

Gilgamesh starts the story as a brilliant but
brash monarch, having inherited the throne from his father
(Lugalbanda) at a young age, with no rivals. When an equally
powerful rival emerges, in a wild man named Enkidu, Gilgamesh
realises that he needs to perform heroic feats to make his name. In
so doing, Gilgamesh and Enkidu offend the gods and the people of
Uruk, and learns the value of diplomacy and subterfuge.

When Enkidu dies, Gilgamesh is grief-stricken,
renounces his throne, and embarks on a journey to discover the
secret of immortality. There he finds Utanapishtim, the Sumerian
equivalent of Noah, who survived the great flood and was granted
immortality by the gods.

A list of the characters in the story is
presented below, along with a short historical note at the end of
the text.

 


 



 


 


CAST

 


Gil / Gilgamesh - King of Uruk

Enkidu - Gilgamesh’s friend and
comrade

Ninsun - Gilgamesh’s mother

Shamhat - One of Ishtar’s sacred
prostitutes

Humbaba - Guardian of the sacred cedar
forest

Inanna - High Priestess of Ishtar

Shiduri - Barmaid at the end of the
world

Urshanabi - Ferryman of Utanapishtim

Utanapishtim - Immortal survivor of the
Great Flood

Ishtar - Principal goddess of Uruk

Enlil - One of the leading trinity of
gods, war god (cult centre: Nippur)

Anu - Another of the leading trinity of
gods, father of Ishtar

Ea - Wisest of the leading trinity of
gods

Aruru - The mother goddess

Shamash - The Sun god, rising in
influence (cult centre: Larsa)

Ereshkigal - Queen of the underworld
(sister of Ishtar)

 


 



 


Tablet
1

Dedication

 


 


Welcome, traveller.

Feast upon the sight of Uruk.

Climb atop its wall

That winds Uruk like a skein of flax.

Walk upon the girdle

Of the capital of the world!

 


Marvel at its masonry,

Double thickness, glazed in local kilns.

What architect could rival it?

Did not the Seven Sages themselves

Draw the plans?

 


Now can you finally see Uruk?

Sheepfold of its people.

Guardian of fruit groves,

Of great quarries.

God-bastion, birthplace of Ishtar.

Adoptive home of Shamash.

What other city is like it?

 


Once you are sated with all this,

Seek out the Cornerstone.

Within it a chest of Cedar.

Within the chest tablets that tell,

To those with eyes and understanding,

The journey of Gilgamesh.

 


Gilgamesh it was who built the walls.

Who pieced back together

The temples and rites of the Gods,

Lost since the Flood.

He who cut roads from sheer rock,

Dug wells in the wilderness!

 


Gilgamesh who led armies to victory.

A battering ram to his enemies,

Strong shield-arm to his men.

The mightiest in the land.

The most beautiful that ever was.

 


The same Gilgamesh who travelled

Across the world, and over all seas.

Journeyed through pain and despair,

Loss and ignorance.

He alone who braved the deep,

Returned a King!

 


 


 


 


King Gil

 


 


Gil was born to be King,

His father dead before Gil

Could walk unaided, let alone rule.

At the funeral, the Widow/Queen Ninsun

Raised him up to all Uruk.

He wore the child-sized purple cloak

Of a child-sized monarch.

Gil squinted through the sun’s glare,

Stoic and dry eyed amidst the misery.

The people made up for his lack of tears.

How they cheered him!

 


How they grew to love him as he grew!

Always big for his age,

Faster, noisier, stronger than his
playmates.

Stronger soon than the Palace men

Who raised him.

He was the child of the city.

Which door was ever barred to him?

Who would refuse him food or a bed?

Who upbraid him for broken pottery,

Or playmates’ arms,

When the wrestling went too far.

His face ever smiling.

The world a vast nursery.

Those his age were smitten with him:

He seemed born to lead,

They to follow him.

 


As a man he was like a bull with a huge
herd.

No enemies attacked Uruk,

So his energy was all for games!

Wrestling on festival days.

Running, jumping, throwing weapons of
war.

Games he always won.

 


On other days,

When he could not sit still,

The young men were rallied into war
parties.

Which team could get the pukku
ball

To their home gate in Uruk’s wall?

 


If legs or heads were smashed in the
melee,

What matter?

They were never Gil’s.

 


If fathers’ shops were emptied to make up
numbers,

Apprentices absent,

Delivery boys diverted,

Why should that cut short the contest?

Gil’s Treasury was full.

As far as he knew.

 


If the game lasted for days or weeks,

What worry to he who

Ran the walls shouting instructions,

Encouragement?

He was never tired.

And what city youth worth his testicles

Would rather work than play with his
King?

 


And were the girls ever home?

The young men were busy with the pukku,

And Gil needed an audience.

Not the sour looks of the elders.

Women always swooned over Gil,

Mothers (and their mothers) at first.

Younger ones too, after he discovered

What they were good for

If not playing pukku.

Not that he handed around gifts.

Even compliments.

He had no need.

He had no rival.

Brothers were proud, fathers sullen,

Whenever his fist gripped female hair.

 


Uruk,

Once the centre of piety in the world,

Became notorious.

Gil’s only civic improvement

Was expanding the Temple of Ishtar.

There the priests and priestesses could
be

Rented by the quarter hour.

There a young man of limitless energy,

With nothing better to do,

Lost himself for days.

 


So the people of Uruk

Began to murmur.

Softy at first.

Gil had hundreds of sharp young ears.

But more and more they said

To each other:

He is old enough

To take responsibility.

To rule,

Not just enjoy the labour of the past.

To stop playing in the rubble of the old
wall,

And rebuild it longer and higher.

Gil was no longer a child.

And needed to know.

 


So they sought for a rival.

They prayed,

And their prayers were answered.

 


 


 


 


The Coming of Enkidu

 


 


Nature abhors imbalance.

The people of Uruk found the ear

Of Aruru, God-Mother to all.

What is one more creation to her?

A handful of clay.

A twist of her fingers.

She remembered Gilgamesh

As he was meant to be.

Anyone can be copied,

More or less.

 


So he came to be dropped

Man-sized into the wilderness.

With the shape of a human,

But at peace with the animals.

He thought himself one of them.

Ran with their herds,

Nuzzled them at night.

Foraged the same herbs.

Followed them to each season’s waterhole,

Ranged with them over the lands.

He was strong: there was nothing

To make him weak.

 


Humans were to him like lions, or wolves.

They all came to take from the herds,

Hidden in wait.

Humans set traps for young and weak.

But he could see into their covered pits,

Past baits set into jagged traps.

His status grew among the beasts,

Men grew to fear one who had no fear.

 


A Trapper was one of many in despair.

He saw his livelihood

Skipping away over ruined traps.

Too scared to get close enough

To use a sword,

His arrows had no better effect

On one who skipped like a gazelle.

 


The Trapper complained to his father,

Who was old enough to remember

The kings of Uruk.

To realise that this one’s strength

Might be of value to them,

Just as it was ruin to his family.

 


So the Trapper made his way

To Gil’s city, found him resting

After a day’s wrestling.

The town asleep or muscle-worn,

Gil lay back in Ishtar’s temple,

Sizing up the Priestesses who might

Share his bed that night.

The Trapper knelt before the King:

 


‘Sire, I come in desperation.

There is a man, if man he is,

Who terrorises the countryside.

He ranges with the wild herds,

Feeds on grass,

Drinks at the waterholes.

His strength is greater than any man.

Swifter he is than any with four feet.

Lions and other predators

Are like dogs to him.

My pits, my traps, he destroys,

So that I am destitute.’

 


Gil’s thoughts were with his penis,

But it still rankled to hear

Another described as the strongest.

Reports of a Wild Man

Had already reached Uruk,

So he was intrigued, and answered:

 


‘If he is not a man then grow some balls.

Treat him as you would a wolf

Too used to soft human prey.

But we will test if he is a man.

Take Shamhat here with you.

When you come to this prodigy,

She will open her thighs for him.

If the mood takes her, she can

Remind seventy year-olds of their youth.

If there is anything of mankind in him,

Shamhat will find it.

Afterwards, if he can still walk,

The herds will smell human upon him,

And spurn him.’

 


Gil found no rest that night.

In the morning

He stumbled back to the palace,

And the face of his mother.

He told her of the dream

That had kept him from sleep:

 


‘It was a boulder,

Or another time a giant’s axe.

Made of the metal of meteors,

Flung from the skies by some god.

I tried to lift them, but could find no
grip.

The people gathered around,

Mocking my weakness.

They praised the metal idol,

Kissing it like a newborn child.

In the end I too

Embraced it like a woman.

Only then could I could roll it to you,

Set it at your feet.

You preferred it to me!’

 


Ninsun sighed, then unraveled the dream.

It revealed to her the same threads

Gil’s dreams usually did.

He, for once, listened:

 


‘My son, this idol is made

Of no metal from a god.

It is another human being.

One who is coming to you.

As mighty as you he will be, and
unafraid.

He will be a friend to you,

A comrade in war.

You will embrace him like a wife.

He will love and protect you, all of his
life.

His counsel will penetrate your ear!’

 


Gil heard all this.

Shuddered.

Servants padded outside the door.

Pigs squealing in the kitchen courtyard.

The feel of wind through an open window.

 


 


Return to the Index

 


 


 


 


Tablet
2

At the Waterhole

 


 


Three days the Trapper led on Shamhat.

It was two days before she deigned to
speak.

Then only to bat away his advances, and
ask

For a description of who she was to
seduce:

‘If there is anyone, and not your brothers
waiting

In a shack, with
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