The Epic of Gilgamesh and the Bible

The Sumerian cuneiform is considered the most ancient writing system dating back to 3500 BC. It was used by the Sumerian civilization inhabiting southern Mesopotamia, mainly centred in the city of Uruk. Pictographs on clay and wood may have also been used in Syria and Turkey as early as the mid-fourth millennium BC, however Sumerians developed the cuneiform from simple drawings and markings to complex writing. As stated by the scholar Ira Spar, ‘By the middle of the Third Millennium B.C., cuneiform primarily written on clay tablets was used for a vast array of economic, religious, political, literary, and scholarly documents’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ira Spar, ‘The Origins of Writing’, Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. New York, 2004, <http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/wrtg/hd_wrtg.htm> [accessed 12 October 2022].] 

Thousands of tablets written in cuneiform were found in the ruins of the Royal Library of Ashurbanipal. Among them was one of the most significant ancient literature pieces – ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’. The earliest tablets with the stories of Gilgamesh are dated 2100 BC. For comparison, the Dead Sea Scrolls date to the early Hellenistic era, approximately 250 BC. According to Britannica, ‘The Gilgamesh of the poems and of the epic tablets was probably the Gilgamesh who ruled at Uruk in southern Mesopotamia sometime during the first half of the 3rd millennium BCE’.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Britannica, ‘Gilgamesh’, Encyclopedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Gilgamesh> [accessed 12 October 2022].] 

The facts and fiction about Gilgamesh are fused together. The Sumerian King List records his reign as 126 years, whereas the poems describe him as a demigod - his father was Lugalbanda, king of Uruk, and his mother, the goddess Ninsun. In the stories, he is buried under the river Euphrates when the waters parted upon his death. A 2003 study of Euphrates’s riverbed discovered garden enclosures, buildings, and structures similar to those described in ‘The Epic’.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  ‘Gilgamesh tomb believed found’, BBC News, 29 April 2003 [27 October 2022].] 

According to some biblical scholars, Gilgamesh might be Nimrod from the Book of Genesis. Nimrod ruled at the same time period in ‘Babel, Erech, Accad, and Calneh, in the land of Shinar’.[footnoteRef:4] Erech has been identified as the city of Uruk. Nimrod was a conquering warrior, great hunter and founder of many ancient cities which matches the oral tradition about Gilgamesh. Nimrod was also revered as god and was ‘the first on earth to be a mighty man’ as stated in 1 Chronicles 1:10. Interestingly, his biblical name, Nimrod, means ‘The Rebel’, and he is the ruler who commissioned the construction of the Tower of Babel against God’s will to spread people around the world. [4:  The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments, Common English Version, Genesis, 10.10.] 

There are a few recurring themes in ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’ and the Bible. In the epic, the story of the flood is almost the same as in the story of Noah and the flood is regarded as a common knowledge; a serpent stops Gilgamesh from possessing the plant of immortality; and Gilgamesh wrestles in the night with a divine assailant who predicts that he will prevail over all others. Another significant similarity comes from the meeting between Gilgamesh and Siduri in the garden of gods. Distressed by the death of his friend, Gilgamesh requests from Siduri to live forever, to which she replies:
Gilgamesh, where are you hurrying to? You will never find that life for which you are looking. When the gods created man they allotted to him death, but life they retained in their own keeping. As for you, Gilgamesh, fill your belly with good things; day and night, night and day, dance and be merry, feast and rejoice. Let your clothes be fresh, bathe yourself in water, cherish the little child that holds your hand, and make your wife happy in your embrace; for this too is the lot of man.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  The Epic of Gilgamesh, trans. by N. K. Sanders, Assyrian International News Agency, Online eBook, p.17.] 

Copies of ‘The Epic’ have been found at Megiddo, Emar, Northern Anatolia, and Nineveh, so it is considered a well-known masterpiece in the ancient times. Solomon, the Jewish king who reigned between 970-930 BC, was most likely familiar with it because he gives similar advice in his book of Ecclesiastes: 
Go, eat your food joyfully and drink your wine happily because God has already accepted what you do. 8Let your garments always be white; don’t run short of oil for your head. 9Enjoy life with your dearly loved spouse all the days of your pointless life that God gives you under the sun—all the days of your pointless life!—because that’s your part to play in this life and in your hard work under the sun. 10Whatever you are capable of doing, do with all your might because there’s no work, thought, knowledge, or wisdom in the grave, which is where you are headed.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments, Common English Version, Ecclesiastes, 9.7-10.] 

Solomon may have expressed ideas that were common themes from the past, but his conclusion was in line with the Jewish tradition – ‘Worship God and keep God’s commandments because this is what everyone must do’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Holy Bible, Ecclesiastes, 12.13] 
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