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Editor’s Note
I have always had a special spot in my heart for the story of Gilgamesh because of writing music and singing the 72 sections of the text based on sin-leqi-unninni's version written around 1300 B.C. I find it extremely amazing that most of the columns have survived. In the epic, Gilgamesh ruled in one of the first historical cities which would now be Iraq.

The following is a description of Gilgamesh taken from the Theatre S. program in 1989.

In the epic, Gilgamesh is a powerful King in need of a companion. So Enkidu is created for him out of the wilderness. After they travel together and defeat a monster in the forest, Enkidu dies. Stricken with grief, Gilgamesh journeys alone to the end of the earth to seek the answer to humanity's mortality.
I love Martin Burke's version of Gilgamesh and think it is beautifully written. It is no easy task to take on such an epic. He has definitely made it his own.
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GILGAMESH

Martin Burke
There are stories

Dante –Beowolf – Irish tales

This is something different

This preceded those others

Is the first story of the world

In the world before the world

You don’t believe me?

Then listen and judge 

The beginning? What is the beginning?

It begins with words in mist

In fire, in stone

In the memory of a people entering history as myth

Listen

This one knew everything and declared it to the world

This one knew the mysteries and all that was hidden

He could also relate the knowledge from before the flood

He was fond of journeys –beyond the known and unknown

He carved his name and story in stone 

He is, you understand, superb in his person and actions

And why shouldn’t he be?

Is he not two thirds god and one third man-

A trinity unto himself?

Such persons build cities –he built Uruk

Intricate stone and several gates

A wonder in a world full of wonders

The foundations going deep into the earth

And growing outward into the lives of his people

Here he carves his story

Here he make sure that he is renowned for what he is-

A god, a king, a total man

A force that has no equal in the world

Forerunner of the remarkable 

The first living example of the superb in action

Yet he is not always superb in his dealings

He can be cruel, he can oppress, 

He can be as sly as the snake and as mild as the dove

He is, you understand, many things in one

And not all of them likable

Which is why in their distress the people cry out to Anu

“Help us” they plead; “Send some deliverance.

Make all things right in the world and we will be grateful”

And, as sometimes happens, god listens

And grants what is asked 

For every force a counter-force

For every imbalance a balance 

For every tip of the scales a tip in the opposite direction

Enkidu –wild and untamed

The strength of dozens of beasts

Subhuman to the human force

Yet a rival to the king

Seen by a woodsman’s son who tells his father

What he has seen and told in turn

To take a sacred prostitute from the temple

To the forest to couple with him

Who will then loose his strength, his wildness, his ways,

Who will be no threat

Who can resist her?

Enkidu can’t, no man can, no man has

For she is Shamhat and that is everything

He does not resists

His sinks into the pit of lust and love and is lost

Looses his powers and total wildness

But gains a human understanding

This is the bargain he has unwittingly made

This is what he has subjected himself to

Now he is mortal in every sense

So he weeps, tears that any man might weep

For what he has lost and what he has gained

And the desolation in between

“But I will take you to the city

I will show you great things

I will introduce you to the king-

The only man fit to be your friend”

All is not well in the kingdom of Gilgamesh’s mind

Dreams trouble his nights and he cannot free himself of them

Signs from out of the world appear in the world-

A meteorite, an axe, and the people celebrate

And he is forced to compete with both

To test his strength against meteorite and axe

To embrace them as he would a wife

But all this does nothing.

Nothing is done that cannot be undone

His arts are not enough for this contest

He seeks the wisdom of his mother

Who reads such signs

Who is wise in interpretation and understanding

Who twists the cords of his dreams

Into a meaningful rope that can be used

“A great force has been let loose

A new power has entered the world and takes the shape of a man-

Embrace him as you would your wife and all will be well

This is something that you can use”

The story continues-

Enkidu learning the skills of men

Enkidu learning the language of men

Enkidu learning all that he can

Yes, forces are on the move

Myth has entered history and will not be denied

Action moves towards consequence

The inevitable is about to happen

The dreams have passed

Now it is a festival

Gilgamesh demands the right of prima nochta

(You see where this is leading?

You see the sort of man we are dealing with here?)

The inevitable is about to happen

Enkidu enters the city

When a force meets its equal

There is either conflict or amity

When a force meets its opposite

It must either subdue or accept its mirror self

But Enkidu will not bow down

He will oppose

He blocks the bridal room and forces the king to fight

There are myths within myths and stories within stories

There are episodes within all stories which are stories in themselves-

Such is the way of this episode in which the king and the beast

Face each other and fight

The one does not posses a skill that the other does not

One is not more alert to movement and strategy than the other

They are, as the chronicles record, the match and equal of each other

There can only be one conclusion-

Death or friendship and they both know this

And both want life more than they want death

And so a pact is sealed between them

A friendship that survives all the strategies of battle

And they find each other good company

Unlikely pair and yet they are a pair

That, perhaps, makes up the total man

But the total man that they form rests and grows lazy

They sleep long after dawn

They drink through the night

One by one the old delights grow hollow

Until, in a moment’s flash of fire,

Gilgamesh proposes a plan-

They will go to the cedar forest

And cut down all the trees!

It sounds simple but there is much involved

Humbaba the terrible guardian of the forest

Will need to be dispensed with

Enkidu doubts this plan

He know of the guardian of the forest

And knows how terrible he is

“Don’t do this” he urges

“Pick some other plan. Don’t overreach yourself”

But the king is rash and will not listen-

And why should he?

Is he not part god and therefore not to be swayed by human advice

What the answer was no one knows

For here the story gets lost

In the shadows of fire and time

Much can be guessed or conjectured

But who can say with certainty what then occurred?

I can’t, no one can, so leave it in the mist

And take up the tale

When the elders of the city (which city?)

Protest the king’s intention

But who can protest a king’s intention and plan?

Words come to nothing

Protest is useless

He will do as he pleases

There are prayers and pleas

From god and mother

But he will not listen

He is set on this course

Nothing  can divert it

No, he will have his way

And do what he intends to do

Such is the resolve of Gilgamesh

Such is his oath to heaven

The journey begins and the dreams begin

-this is the way the god operates-

Dreams that trouble the soul of the king

Dreams of meaning and meanings

But Enkidu  tells him all will be well

Yes, god will go with him on this journey

Once again the king is blessed by fortune

Then another dream

A dream in which (as the poet writes)

The skies shout, earth heaves

Then darkness and silence like death

Then thunder in the east that comes near

Then the floods over the earth and death from the skies

The earth turning to withered ash
What this means is lost to us as so much is lost

However let us assume it means good things

That it signals the approach of the deity

Into the affairs of men

More dreams follow

More of the same and those that are different

Yet each of them confirms his choice

And so he goes forward with elation

You think caution should play a role here?

Kings are not cautious when fame is there for the taking

No, they chance everything and everything seems right

And there is no turning back

No, not even when fear comes upon him

At the entrance to the forest

This is a new experience

Yet this is something he will not run from

No, not even when Endiku fights with him

Until a god, from the multiplicity of gods, intervenes

And tells him to attack the one who is the true enemy

So they enter the forest

This is always a dangerous thing to do but they do it

The trees cannot resist their intention

No, not even the great central tree of the beautiful forest

The axe swings and the trees fall

And there seems no end to it

Till the guardian, Humbaba, comes

Come and challenges them to stop or to fight

And Gilgamesh runs away in fear at the might of the guardian

“Come back! Come back” calls Enkidu

“He is not so strong as we two are and beside, the gods are with us”

He feels taunted

A servant calling on a king not to hide!

No, he will not hide, he will not stay away in the bushes

He returns to the open place and the fight begins

Two against one –but what a one!

He has the strength and skill of many

He is both subtle and direct

He attacks, they fend him off, but he attacks again

The fight assumes the proportions of an epic

Blow, counter blow

Attack and attack again

The direct movement and the deceptive movement

Meant to confuse –and it does

But even so it is two against one and the outcome is foreknown

And is a conclusion that cannot be avoided

See then the conclusion-Humbaba on his knees before the king

Begging for his life and offering everything

Gilgamesh hesitating but Enkidu shouting

“Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!”

And Humbaba-

“I will die but you will die

You will not know the peace of the world”

And then he dies –one swipe of the sword and his head falls off

And this particular episode is ended as they carry off the trees

To make a great gate for the city of Uruk

Fame has a price and he will pay it

There is no escape from the fates which the gods weave for men

Gilgamesh is splendid in his victory

He dresses in the best finery

He is the very epitome of a man that men admire-

As does the goddess Ishtar

Who come and offers herself only to be rejected by him

This is a mistake that a price will have to be paid for

And so, in the words of the poet, Ishtar calls aloud to the sky-god Anu-

Father, let me have the Bull of Heaven
To kill Gilgamesh and his city.
For if you do not grant me the Bull of Heaven,
I will pull down the Gates of Hell itself,
Crush the doorposts and flatten the door,
And I will let the dead leave
And let the dead roam the earth 
And they shall eat the living.
The dead will overwhelm all the living!

Anu agrees and the gift is given

And a terrible desolation comes into the world

The underworld opens

The living are cast in

The people call on king and god to help them

Again a battle

Again the king and his friend against a terrible enemy

Again a victory

But again the beginning of an end they do not foresee

Enkidu falls ill

Dreams trouble the compound of his restless sleep

His is the price that gods have decided that must be paid

For the death of the bull of heaven

As through the horror and the haze he sees the house of the dead

The house where the dead dwell in total darkness,
Where they drink dirt and eat stone,
Where they wear feathers like birds,
Where no light ever invades their everlasting darkness,
Where the door and the lock of Hell is coated with thick dust.

Then sorrow, then weeping

Lamentations over the great city
The king in mourning and the people at prayer

And he builds a monument to his friend

This is what it has come to

But it comes to this also-

Gilgamesh aware that he must also die

That two parts god is not enough

That all things will end and that he will end with them

Yes, death will come and he will go with it

Into the dark from which none have returned

How to escape this?

This is what he ponders

This is what he sets his mind to solve

And solve it he does in an audacious but simple way-

He will visit the only man and his wife

Who have been granted immortal life

Easier said than done

They live at the end of the world

Are known as the far-away

Are guarded by giant scorpions

And that is just the beginning

But he is nothing if not determined

Single-minded in his purpose

Prone to having his way

Setting his mind on the outcome and not on the difficulties

Even when the bad dream comes

Even where there are warnings and signs that cannot be dismissed

So he journeys

Into the lands of far away and never

Into the dark and secret places of the world

Where the giant scorpions are

Who tell him is journey is hopeless and less than that

But who allow him to pass (this is the first miracle)

And on and on he goes

And then another miracle –or is it a deception?

He enters a brilliant garden of gems

Where every tree bears precious stones

But even this does not stop him

Nothing can stop him as he goes

Nothing hinders his mind from its destination

Neither can the tavern keeper who refuses to let him in

Until he proves to her who he is (his fame is that great)

And listens while she tells him of dangers and deceptions

But even that will not sway him

There are stories within stories

Mysteries within mysteries

Matters that cannot be told no matter what is told

Such is the episode of the ‘stone things’

What these are the story does not say except to say

That they are necessary

So speculate, give them a function and name

In the privacy of your thought

And let that carry you forward

For without these the ferryman cannot carry him to

The longed-for place

They are his means to cross the waters of death

They are his passage and his right of passage

And so without them another way will have to be found

There is always another way

No story ever offers only one conclusion or possibility

No journey is ever fated to follow only one path

“Cut down some trees and make a raft and punting poles

And in this way cross the waters of death

But beware, beware, to touch those waters brings instant death

So beware, beware, beware”

Go with him now in all his loneliness and fear

Go as he goes over the long and dangerous waters

See what he see, feel what he feels,

Let your sympathy embrace the journey and its purpose

O yes, you also would outwit death if you could

You would also escape the sentence of night and its darkness

Gilgamesh is your brother in this so acknowledge

All he sees and endures

Go with him as he goes

Feel his heart pounding in your chest like a large drum

Suffer his fears and travel with him

Even though you will do so in silence

Everything seems unending until it ends

And so even this ends –there on a shore

Where a lone figure is waiting

A figure who seems human and not at all fabulous

“Who are you?

Where do you come from?

What do you want?”

These are the questions history asks of every intruder

And Gilgamesh answers with the story of his life

“I’ve come to find that which is most precious-

Life without ending, immortal life, and there is one

Who can give it to me”

“And why should you want what you do not have?

What gives you this right?

Death is the inheritance of all

Do not try to avoid it”

And then he knows that this is the one

He has come to see

But to see him old and human –not sky-born and blessed,

A man like himself-

This is not what he expected

“Expectation is a dangerous thing-

It never comes alone, it comes with greed and envy

And they are bad housemates

But there is a goodness in you that moves me to speak

And so I will tell you all you want to know

It was the gods who decided on the flood

They met in the great city and swore an oath

To keep their plan secret from every living thing

But Ea, he who co-created humanity,

Came to my house and told the walls and I heard what he said

He told the walls to build a boat as wide as it was long

To fill it with gold and every living thing

And this I did

I closed the door behind me and did not know

That I was opening and closing the door on history

Then the clouds arrived, the black clouds of rain

And the earth split open beneath them

The gods shook like beaten dogs, hiding in the far corners of heaven,
Ishtar screamed and wailed:
"The days of old have turned to stone:
We have decided evil things in our Assembly!
Why did we decide those evil things in our Assembly?
Why did we decide to destroy our people?
We have only just now created our beloved humans;
We now destroy them in the sea!"
All the gods wept and wailed along with her,
All the gods sat trembling, and wept.

Seven days and seven nights of it

Seven without pause or let-up

Rain and flood and rain and flood

Until at last light returned to the earth

And then what did I see but that all men were turned to stone

And so I cried for that desolation

I had landed on a mountain

And waited there for seven days and on the seventh day

I released a dove from the boat,
It flew off, but circled around and returned,
For it could find no perch.
I then released a swallow from the boat,
It flew off, but circled around and returned,
For it could find no perch.
I then released a raven from the boat,
It flew off, and the waters had receded:
It eats, it scratches the ground, but it does not circle around and return.
I then sent out all the living things in every direction and sacrificed a sheep on that very spot.

The gods were amazed that I had escaped the flood

And some were enraged at the breaking of their oath

But Ea convinced them to be merciful

And from that moment on they made us immortal

And told us to live at the source of all the rivers

But you want more than a story

You want me to give what was given me

Well I’ll give it –on one condition

That you stay awake for six days and seven nights”

How simple, how luring this seems to the weary one

Who agrees but falls instantly asleep

And squanders what will be his only chance

Doomed man this is your fate

And you cannot escape it

Death devours you and invades your soul

This is your fate you cannot escape it

So you wake and cry

What do I do now, where do I go now?
Death has devoured my body,
Death dwells in my body,
Wherever I go, wherever I look, there stands Death!

His wailing wakes sorrow and compassion

The immortal’s wife pleads with her husband

Give him a consolation, make him young again

He agrees and Gilgamesh agrees

And is offered a plant at the oceans’ bottom

Which will make him young again

So he ties stones to his feet

And sinks into the ocean

Sees the plant and plucks it

But does not use it

What if it does not work?

What is this is another deception?

He will bring it back to his city and there

Test it on an old man before he uses it on himself

Doomed man

You can do nothing to escape your fate

For while you sleep a snake eats the plant

(And this is the reason it sheds its skin)

And leaves you in your desolation to cry out

For whom have I laboured? 

For whom have I journeyed?
For whom have I suffered?
I have gained absolutely nothing for myself,
I have only profited the snake, the ground lion!

So stand where he stands at the journeys end

Outside his own city where all began

Where carved in stone is the story you have followed

To this beginning

There are stories

Beginnings before the beginnings

Ends that do not end their implications

And I have told you this one

This will endure, this will endure

This will never end

Biography and Author’s Note
 

There are always two biographies. There is the biography of time and place and previous publication –which is valid, and in this connection, I would have to cite Ireland and Flanders (the Flemish speaking area of Belgium) where I live. In this connection, the publications would be listed and named and the whole given over as an introduction to the present work. A more interesting situation however, and this is the true biography, arises when you consider the internal development that occurs as the mind moves from the first fledgling attempts to speak in verse and then moves forwards and backwards between its own vision and occasionally coming to rest on those node of tradition which it finds illumines the ever ongoing search for an authentic statement.

Such is the case with the present work. It stands on its own yet also forms part of that movement which is essential to my work as poet and playwright. I have done versions of Dante and Ovid, I have reshaped two plays of Shakespeare so as to arrive at a personal truth. I have reworked the I Ching and other texts so as to make those texts my own and offer them to the reader as the true inner workings of a mind that delights in what I have elsewhere called “The Old Renewal”

It is within such a process that the text of Gilgamesh was attempted. I wanted/needed to make it my own, to wrestle it from out the hands of those who have done excellent versions (and this is not to be thought as a replacement for them) and speak of it in my own voice.

This is a process which in one way or another is an ongoing fact of verse. This is not specific nor unique to myself. What is specific (and this is its value) is that within the biography of the mind Gilgamesh has long occupied a central place and the present utterance is an attempt to present the work as the expressing of a mind encountering tradition and being enlightened by it.  
