
UTNAPISHTIM AND THE GREAT DELUGE 

 

Part 1   
 

When An, the god of heaven and his wife Ki united to create all the planets 
including Earth, they also gave birth to a new generation of gods. Enlil and his 
siblings waged war against the old gods and ultimately defeated them. Some of 
them died, whereas the survivors were exiled to the outer universe. Being now the 
rulers, this new generation thought that it would be nice to have servants who would 
take care of their daily needs. Enki, the god of the sea, dedicated himself to this task 
and created humans out of clay and the blood of a slain god.  

To make their servants more useful, he asked some of the other gods to help him 
and together they taught their creatures several skills which they called the Me. 
Today we would sum them up under the term civilization. At first, the fire god Girra 
instructed men and women how to spark and control fire and how to use it 
purposefully. Ninurta, the god of war and agriculture, showed them how to grow 
grain and fruit trees and how to domesticate animals. They also learned to build 
houses with mud bricks, to work with metals and other crafts. 

The more skills people acquired, the more they specialized according to their 
talents and inclinations, distributing the tasks of producing their daily needs among 
them. This meant that the group of people that needed to live in proximity to each 
other grew bigger and bigger. Villages were formed and soon scattered all over the 
country. The next step was introduced by Nisaba, the goddess of wisdom. She 
taught the humans a system of numbers and letters, which they could cut into damp 
clay tablets. Thus, the first form of writing was born and brought civilization to the 
next level. It gave man the possibility to organize and document more complex 
processes by establishing rules and laws that were generally valid. With the 
development of writing, the gods laid the foundation for even bigger societies. 
Villages turned into cities and they grew bigger and bigger. 

These developments were great for mankind, but also the gods profited as the 
increasing sophistication and wealth of the humans was reflected in the quality and 
the quantity of the sacrifices, they were able to make. Enki, Girra and Nisaba were 
proud of their achievement. This new way of human life and the subsequent growth 
in population however was, however, not appreciated by all the gods.  
Ereshkigal, the goddess of the underworld, had her hands full restructuring Irkalla 



time and time again to cope with the ever-increasing number of dead invading the 
space every day. Utu had a similar issue. On his daily tour with the Magilum boat he 
had to collect all the souls of the dead that had been buried that day. He struggled 
to stick to his timeline and towards the end of the round the boat was horribly 
overcrowded. What had once been a lovely daytrip had turned into a nerve-
wrecking nightmare. 

Enlil and Ninlil, the wind gods, hated the noise and the hustle in the cities. All that 
fuss those people made and the smoke that filled the air from kilns and other 
production sites were continuously breaking their sleep, and they complained 
bitterly about the changes that had taken place. Therefore, Enlil summoned the 
gods to Dilmun to discuss the future of mankind. In his opening speech he came 
right to the point when he declared, “Enki’s experiment to create useful servants for 
us has failed. We have to face the facts and get rid of those freaks.”  
In a commanding voice that tolerated no dissent he turned to the goddess of 
wisdom, “Nisaba, you will take care of their destruction. Dry out their crops, make 
sure that they all starve!” 

When the gods heard Enlil’s order, they all looked at Enki to see how he would 
react. Ninurta and Girra protested claiming that amends could be made to make 
human life more agreeable to the gods, but Enlil and his supporters did not want to 
hear any of that. 

Enki followed the discussion very attentively and he soon realized that the camps 
for and against humanity were equally strong. He had put a lot of time and work into 
the development of the gods’ servants, and he was reasonably satisfied with what 
he had achieved in a relatively short time. Therefore, he was bound and determined 
to protect his creation from extinction. With Enlil, Nanna, Utu and Ereshkigal, he had 
the quick tempered among the gods against him. There was no doubt they would 
react violently if he formed an opposition with the other gods behind their backs. If 
the worst came to the worst, they might even win over the demons, who were 
known for using every opportunity to torture humans. 
He also remembered the brutal war Enlil fought against An and the old gods, in 
which he clearly had the upper hand, killing some of them and leaving the rest as 
outcasts deprived of all their power. Considering all this, he concluded that he had 
to avoid another war among the gods. Besides, he had a far better idea.  

In the following night Utnapishtim, the son of Ubara-Tutu, the king of Shuruppak, 
had a strange dream, in which he saw the sea-god’s face clearly before him and 
the god’s voice roared insistently, “Utnapishtim, I have chosen you as my instrument 
to save mankind. Enlil is furious about the humans and their way of life. In his rage, he 
ordered Nisaba to destroy the harvests on the fields and to let you all starve. If you 
do as I say, their efforts will be in vain. Tell the priests in all the cities that there are no 
sacrifices to be made to any god but the goddess Nisaba, until I tell you otherwise. 
Make sure they adhere to this order and don’t forget; the fate of mankind lies in your 
hands.” 



When Utnapishtim woke up the next morning, he had no doubt about the 
authenticity of Enki’s message. First, he went to his father, who was hosting a 
banquet for a delegation from Uruk who had come to establish close commercial 
ties between the two cities. Utnapishtim slipped into the room, rather to his father’s 
dismay, and told him about Enlil’s message.  

The king, who had been on the throne for a couple of centuries at that time, did 
not have a high opinion of his son, mainly because Utnapishtim did not found a city 
of his own just as he had done, after having realized that he would be an incredibly 
old man if he waited to inherit the throne of his father, the king of Sippur.  

Utnapishtim seemed to prefer to meddle in everyone’s affairs without having any 
decisive authority. He told the farmers and the priests who supervised them that they 
should cultivate different crops as he had observed that the amount of salt in the soil 
increased with the sole production of barley. He strained the fishermen’s nerves by 
harping on about the nets they used to increase their catch, because also young 
fish and other water animals which were not intended for any further use got caught 
in them – all in all, he was a nuisance for many influential people in his father’s court 
and just seemed to wait for Ubara-Tutu’s death. 

So, it did not come as a great surprise for the prince that his father sent him away 
with a dismissive gesture, hissing, “Leave me alone with your pipe-dreams. I have 
work to do.” 

Without taking further notice of his son, he turned towards the commander of the 
Uruk army and engaged him in a vivid discussion about a future military alliance 
between the cities. Although he had hoped otherwise, Utnapishtim was not really 
surprised that his father did not take him seriously. He saw the conversation rather as 
a formality that was necessary before he could approach the priesthood in this 
matter. 

At the temple, he found the high priest surrounded by a group of ministers 
preparing the daily sacrifices. When they heard his story, their reactions were rather 
mixed. The priest responsible for the god’s garments thought it might just have been 
a dream, the exorcist envied Utnapishtim because Enki had chosen him as his 
contact and not a representative of the priesthood. The high priest, however, 
decided that they all should have too great respect for the sea-god to risk annoying 
him by ignoring his instructions. Therefore, he himself would accompany Utnapishtim 
on a tour through Sumer to inform all the kings and priests in the country of Enki’s 
order. 

Many of them feared the gods’ revenge when they stopped the rituals in their 
honour. The high priest of Nippur, whose patron god was Enlil, was full of horror and 
fear of Enlil’s anger, when he heard what Enki expected of them. Utnapishtim had to 
describe the plotting of the gods against mankind in the brightest colours to get the 
priests’ consent to stop the sacrifices before the drought would destroy their 
livelihoods. 



Nisaba was not at all pleased about Enlil’s order. She had expected Enki to step in 
and form an opposition against their brother, but he had disappointed her. Without 
another god at her side the goddess of wisdom did not feel strong enough to stand 
up against Enlil. With sadness in her heart, she started her task by diverting the rainy 
winds from Sumer. Without them Utu’s heat hit the land without hindrance. The crops 
began to wither, cattle broke down in the scorching heat and died. The farmers 
could not bring in all those carcases and had to leave most of the animals to the 
vultures and hyenas.  After a few days, the rivers Euphrates and Tigris, Sumer’s main 
arteries, had turned into shallow and muddy runlets in the unbearable heat and it 
was then that the priests realized that there seemed to be some truth in 
Utnapishitim’s divination.  

This drought was worse than anything they had seen before. Although some of 
the priests were still reluctant, the high priests of each city all over the country gave 
the order to stop all the sacrifices to the gods and to give whatever they had left to 
Nisaba, who was suddenly overwhelmed with bread, fruits, meat and beer. The 
goddess of wisdom had no idea why she alone received so much. When the people 
on earth continued to demonstrate the special devotion on the following days, the 
goddess felt ashamed and decided that she could not harm those men and 
women who worshipped her with so much adoration that they shared their last 
supplies with her. She stopped interfering with the winds and in the following night 
heavy rain set in and saved at least a part of the harvest.  

Realizing that his order had not been followed to the end, Enlil was furious, and his 
hunger made his rage even worse.  He summoned the other gods to a further 
meeting where they turned up equally bad-tempered and angry with their 
infuriating servants.  

“It seems that I have to take matters in my own hands and make sure that those 
creatures will never trick us again,” he declared. “I will send a flood that will drown 
everything and extinguish them once and for all. This time they won't get away.” 

 In the following night, Utnapishtim received another message from the sea-god. 
He dreamt that he was standing on the banks of the Euphrates when Enki surfaced 
in the middle of the river. With a few flaps of his huge shimmering fin, he reached the 
beach, where his fin turned into legs in an instant. He walked over to the prince, 
seated himself and invited the man to sit beside him. His wide eyes looked sad when 
he started to talk in a soft voice,  

“What I'm asking you to do now will be hard and you will need all the strength you 
can muster. Enlil is sticking to his plan and wants to extinguish every living creature on 
earth. The only thing we can do is to make sure that at least a few of each kind will 
survive. There is no way of saving them all without risking a ferocious war among the 
gods that would certainly doom you all.” Utnapishtim’s eyes filled with tears and his 
chest seemed so tight he could hardly breathe.  



The god continued, “Enlil will send rain, so much rain that the whole world will be 
flooded. The highest mountains will disappear in the floods that will drown all life on 
earth. You will build a boat so big and resistant that it will withstand the strongest 
winds and the highest waves. Now I will show you how this must be done.”  

He took a shell and drew the plan of a huge vessel into the sand.  

“It has to be around sixty metres long and sixty metres wide and you will divide its 
inner space into seven levels with fifty-six rooms on each level. We will call our ship 
“The Preserver of Life”. You will take your family on board, a couple of priests, farmers 
and the best craftsmen you can find. Furthermore, you will take as many animals 
and supplies as you can get hold of. For building the ship you will need more wood 
than the city has in store.”  

At this point Enki produced a pouch which he gave to Utnapishtim.  

“I know you are a rich man, but we have no time left to reclaim debts or 
negotiate with the king and the temple. Take these gems and buy all you need. But 
make haste! It will not take long until Enlil is ready.”  


