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of the Tigris, it is so close to the river that at night babies are

hushed to sleep not by a lullaby but by the sound of the waves

lapping at the shoreline. This is the capital of a mighty empire, a
citadel protected by solid towers, stately battlements, defensive
moats, fortified bastions and colossal walls, each rising ninety
feet or more. With a population of r7s,oao souls, it is an urban
gem at the junction of the prosperous highlands of the north
and the fertile lowlands of Chaldea and Babylonia to the south.
The year is sometime in the 64os ncr; and this ancient region,
which is lush with perfumed gardens, bubbling fountains and
irrigation canals, but which will be forgotten and dismissed by
future generations as an arid desert and abject wasteland, is

Mesopotamia.
One of the clouds advancing towards the ciry this afternoon

is bigger and darker than the others - and more impatient. It
scuds across the sky's vast canopy towards its destination. Once
there, it slows to a halt and floats suspended thousands of feet
above a majestic building adorned with cedar columns, pillared
porticos and monumental statues. This is the North Palace,

where the king resides in all his might and glory. The mass of
condensed vapour settles orrer the imperial residence, casting
a shadow. For, unlike humans, water has no regard for social
status or royal titles.

Dangling from the edge of the storm cloud is a single drop
of rain - no bigger than a bean and lighter than a chickpea.
For a while it quivers precariously - small, spherical and scared.

How frightening it is to observe the earth below opening like
a lonely lotus flower. Not that this will be the first time: it has

made the journey before - ascending to the sky, descenfing to
terra firmo and rising heavenwards again - and yet it still finds
the fall terrifring.

Remember that drop, inconsequential though it may be com-
pared with the magnitude of the universe. Inside its miniature
orb, it holds the secret of infiniry a story uniquely its own. When
it finally musters the courage, it leaps into the ether. It is falling
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Tilting his head to the side to scan the cityscape, Ashurbani
pal inhales. He does not immediately notice the storm brewing
in the distance. The delightful fragrance emanating from the gar-

dens and groves absorbs him. Slowly, he raises his eyes towards
the leaden slry. A shiver passes through his sturdy frame, and
his thoughts are ambushed by stark warnings and sombre por-
tents. Some soothsayers have predicted that Nineveh is fated to be
attacked, sacked and burned to the ground, even its stones borne
away. This magnificent city will be wiped off the face of the earth,
they said, and beseeched everyone to leave. The king has made
sure these doom-mongers were silenced, ordering that their lips
be sealed shut and sewn with catgut. But now a sense of forebod-
ing tugs at his insides, like the pull of a river's undercurrent. What
if the prophecies were to come true?

Ashurbanipal shakes off the ominous feeling. Although he has

enemies aplenry, including his own fl esh-and-blood brother, there
is no reason to worry. Nothing can destroy this glorious capital
so long as the gods are on their side, and he has no doubt that the
gods, however capricious and inconsistent in their dealings with
mortals, will always come to Nineveh's defence.

Meanwhile, the raindrop is about to arrive on earth. As it gets

closer to the ground, for an instant, it feels so free and weighdess it
could almost alight anywhere it pleases. To its left is a tall, branch-
less tree - a date palrn -whose fronds would make a lovely landing
place. To its right is an irrigation canal runrring through a farmet's
field, where it would be welcome, helping this year's harvest grow. It
could also come to rest on the stairs of a nearby zrgg)ratdedicated
to Ishtar - the deiry of love, sex, beaury passion and war as well as

thunderstorms. That would be an apt destination. Dithering, the
droplet has still not resolved where to fall, but that does not matter,
for the \ irnd will decide in its stead. A sudden gust lifts and carries

its tiny mass sffaight towards the man standing on a terrace nearby
A heartbeat later, the king feels something wet plop on to his

scalp and nestle in his hair. Annoyed, he tries to wipe it away with
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body of a bull or a lion. Endowed with the best qualities of each of
their three species, they represent anthropoid intelligence, avian
insight, and taurine or leonine strength. They are the guardians
of gateways that open on to other realms.

Most of the lamassus in the palace have five legs, so that when
viewed from the front they appear to be standing firm, but seen

sideways they are stomping forward, ready to trample on even
the most fearsome adversary. In this state, they can both confront
unwanted visitors and ward off any evil lurking in the shadows.
Though he has not told this to anyone, the king feels safer and
more at ease with thern around, and that is why he has recently
commissioned artists to chisel a dozenmore sculptures. One can
never have too much protection.

With such thoughts in mind, Ashurbanipal enters the library. In
room after room, the walls are lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves

that hold thousands of clay tablets, arranged in perfect order,
organized by subject. They have been collected from near and
far. Some were rescued from neglect; others were bought from
their former owners for a pittance; but a considerable number
were seized by force. They contain all kinds of information, from
trade deals to medicinal remedies, from legal contracts to celestial
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his eyes. As thoughin a dream, his fingers stroke thewood, which
still exudes the aroma of the forest whence it came. Conifers of
such high qualify being rare in Mesopotamia, it needs to be felled
in the Taurus Mountains, and, from there, lashed to the decks of
rafts and floated down the River Tigris.

Inside this box is a poem. A section from an epic so old and

popular that it has been recited again and again, across Meso-
potamia, Anatolia, Persia and the Levant; passed down from
grandmothers to grandchildren long before it was written down
by scribes. It is the story of a hero called Gilgamesh.

Ashurbanipal knows the entire poem like the lines on his
palms. He has studied it since he was a crown prince. As the third
royal son, the youngest heir, he was not expected to become king.
So, whilst his older brothers were instructed in martial arts, war
strategies and diplomatic tactics, he was instead offered a great
education in philosophy, history oil divination, languages and lit-
erature. In the end it came as a surprise to everyone - including
himself - when his father favoured him as his successor. Thus
Ashurbanipal ascended to the throne as the most literate and cul-
tured ruler the empire had ever known. Of the many written
works he has pored over since he was a boy, his favourite was,

and still is, the Epic of Gilgamesh.

The king opens the box, which contains a single tablet. Unlike
every other tablet in the library, this one is brightly coloured - the
blue of restless rivers. The words have been incised not in red-

brown clay but in a slab of lapis lazuh - an extraordinary stone

that the gods reserved for themselves. The script is neat and per-
f..tly executed. His touch of trrle marks is so careful and gentle
that it is almost a caress. Slowly, he dips into the verses he has read
over and over again but that still stir his heart as if for the first time.

HeWLtoSawtheDeep...
He saw what was secret, dkcoyered what was hidden,
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