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Introduction


It is known that humans have attached stories to the shapes that they have observed in the sky for thousands of years[footnoteRef:1]. According to Aveni “the sky has long been a canvas for telling stories about the meaning of life[footnoteRef:2]” as well as discourse about social and moral issues and affairs regarding the practical and the spiritual[footnoteRef:3]. The term ‘Sky myth’ refers to a myth or story that is encapsulated within the sky which tends to contain information regarding to how the sky moves, an explanation of natural phenomena[footnoteRef:4], or acting as a device for navigation[footnoteRef:5]. Sometimes ‘Sky myth’ is referred to as ‘Star myths’ which was defined by McHenry as being ‘a human attempt to organise the wilderness of the sky’[footnoteRef:6]. There appears to be no dispute on the meaning of the word ‘sky’, originating from Old Norse to mean the clouds or the heavens[footnoteRef:7], nor of the Germanic word ‘star’, originally referring to celestial objects[footnoteRef:8]. However, the same cannot be said for the word ‘myth’.  [1:  Heather Goldstone and Elsa Partan, Star Stories Span Centuries and Cultures (2023) https://www.wgbh.org/news/national/2019-11-26/star-stories-span-centuries-and-cultures#:~:text=For%20thousands%20of%20years%2C%20people,and%20to%20teach%20moral%20lessons. [accessed 19th December 2024].]  [2:  Anthony Aveni, Star Stories: Constellations and People (London: Yale University Press, 2019) p.ix.]  [3:  Ibid, p.4.]  [4:  Anthony Aveni, Star Stories: Constellations and People (London: Yale University Press, 2019) p.164.]  [5:  Kata Karath, Bronze Age people looked to the skyscape to navigate their lives (2024) https://psyche.co/ideas/bronze-age-people-looked-to-the-skyscape-to-navigate-their-lives [accessed 19th December 2024].]  [6:  Larry McHenry, Star Myths (2024) https://www.stellar-journeys.org/starmyths.htm [accessed 19th December 2024]. ]  [7:  Online Etymology Dictionary, Sky (2024) https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=sky [accessed 20th December 2024].]  [8:  Online Etymology Dictionary, Star (2024) https://www.etymonline.com/word/star [accessed 20th December 2024].] 


A definition of the word ‘myth’ is rather difficult for scholars to agree upon as each have differing opinions[footnoteRef:9], for example, according to Gerard van der Leeuw, a “myth is nothing other than the word itself. For it is neither speculation nor poem. Neither a primitive explanation of the world nor a philosophy in embryo”[footnoteRef:10]. However, the contrary is argued by James Frazer who states that “Myths are primitive explanations of natural phenomena which can now be understood through scientific knowledge”[footnoteRef:11]. There are some definitions that are more straight forward, such as Walter Burkert’s, being that a myth is defined by its suitability for being told and retold[footnoteRef:12], this a view also shared by Julien d’Huy[footnoteRef:13].  [9:  James. W. Menzies, “Myth, An Attempt to Define the Indefinable.” True Myth: C.S. Lewis and Joseph Campbell on the Veracity of Christianity, 1st ed., (The Lutterworth Press, 2014), pp. 22–41. ]  [10:  Van der Leeuw, G., et al. “MYTH.” In Religion in Essence and Manifestation, (USA: Princeton University Press, 1986), p.413.]  [11:  James Frazer, The Golden Bough, (London: Macmillan, 1911), pp.10-20.]  [12:  Walter Burkurt, Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (California: University of California Press), pp.31-32.]  [13:  Julien d’Huy, ‘The Evolution of Myths’, in Scientific American, December vol. 315 (6), (New York: Scientific American, 2016) pp.62-69.] 


For the purpose of this essay, the two sky myths that have been chosen are taken from two different cultures. Firstly, the story of Gilgamesh from the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh and secondly, the Greek myth of Orion. The reasons for choosing these two different cultures and time periods, is to uncover the development of the myth and the differences, similarities and purpose in understanding the sky. By using the different definitions of myth, as stated above, this essay can attempt to investigate whether the Epic of Gilgamesh and the myth of Orion can indeed be called sky myths.

Gilgamesh

The story known as the ‘Epic of Gilgamesh’ is considered to be the world’s earliest heroic epic[footnoteRef:14]. It is a piece of literature recovered and translated from twelve clay tablets written in cuneiform[footnoteRef:15]. The tablets are dated around c. 2100-1200 BCE and are currently stored and preserved in the British Museum[footnoteRef:16]. Although there is no indication of who wrote the epic[footnoteRef:17], it is believed to have earlier origins from Sumerian material in which Foster accredits the scholar Sin-leqi-unninni for the epic[footnoteRef:18]. It is suggested that the epic may predate written tradition and was likely transmitted orally as argued by Gerald K. Gresseth[footnoteRef:19].  [14:  Ralph Ellis, Jesus: Last of the Pharaohs (Chesire: Edfu Books, 2001) p.68.]  [15:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xxviii.]  [16:  Stephen Langdon, The Epic of Gilgamish (2024) https://www.penn.museum/sites/journal/550/ [accessed 19th December 2024].]  [17:  Ibid, p.xxi.]  [18:  Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019) p.xiv.]  [19:  Gerald K. Gresseth, ‘The Gilgamesh Epic and Homer’ in The Classical Journal vol.70 (4) (Illinois: The Classical Association of the Middle West and South,1975) p.4] 


The protagonist of this epic is Gilgamesh or more anciently known as Bilgames[footnoteRef:20], an individual who was two thirds god and one third man[footnoteRef:21]. His parents according to Foster are Lugalbanda, king of Uruk and the goddess Ninsun[footnoteRef:22]. It is believed that he was a real king who reigned around 2750 BCE and was the fifth ruler of the First Dynasty of Uruk.[footnoteRef:23] This is further reinforced by an inscription of Anam, the king of Uruk who ruled in the nineteenth century BCE. He accredits Gilgamesh for building the city walls[footnoteRef:24], these architectural achievements are documented within Tablet 1[footnoteRef:25].  [20:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xix.]  [21:  Nancy K. Sandars, Gilgamesh and Enkidu (London: The Penguin Press, 1995) p.1.]  [22:  Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019) p.xii]  [23:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xxxi.]  [24:  Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019) p.xi.]  [25:  Ibid, p.3.] 


The city of Uruk, known today as Warka, is located in present day Iraq[footnoteRef:26]. The city was presided over by the goddess Inanna[footnoteRef:27], also known as Ishtar[footnoteRef:28]. Gilgamesh was described as a tyrant king[footnoteRef:29], an autocrat, and a narcissist who possessed a strong sexual appetite[footnoteRef:30], especially for brides to be[footnoteRef:31]. To divert his attention from his tyrannical rule over the people of Uruk, the gods urged the creation of his equal, Enkidu[footnoteRef:32]. The goddess of creation, Aruru was said to have made this equal out of clay; he was animalistic in nature[footnoteRef:33]. It was when Enkidu was discovered by hunters that they reported this sighting to Gilgamesh. They then devised a plan to civilise him by sending a prostitute named Shamhat to mate with him[footnoteRef:34]. In tablet II, the plan succeeds, and Enkidu becomes civilised as he begins to wear clothes. He then becomes rejected by the wild that he was once raised in[footnoteRef:35]. Enkidu learns about the tyrant king Gilgamesh and travels with Shamhat to Uruk to confront him. The battle between Gilgamesh and Enkidu that took place in the public square was great, and resulted in the realisation that they were both equals and thus, they became friends[footnoteRef:36]. [26:  Joshua J. Mark, Uruk (2011) https://www.worldhistory.org/uruk/ [accessed 12 December 2024].]  [27:  Nicholas Campion, The Dawn of Astrology: A Cultural History of Western Astrology: The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (London: Continuum Books, 2008). P.39.]  [28:  Scott Irvine, Ishtar and Ereshkigal: The Daughters of sin, (Hampshire: John Hunt Publishing, 2020). p.14.]  [29:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xlvi.]  [30:  Paul W. Pruyser and J. Tracy Luke, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’ in American Imago, vol.39 (2) (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1982) Pp.77-78.]  [31:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xlvii.]  [32:  Nancy K. Sandars, Gilgamesh and Enkidu (London: The Penguin Press, 1995) p.4.]  [33:  Ibid, p.4.]  [34:  Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019) p.13.]  [35:  Paul W. Pruyser and J. Tracy Luke, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’ in American Imago, vol.39 (2) (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1982) P.78.]  [36:  James B. Pritchard, Myths and Epics from Mesopotamia (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2011) p.49.] 


Gilgamesh becomes ambitious and wants to make a name for himself. He proposes that he and Enkidu embark on a journey to the Cedar Forrest, the secret dwelling place of the goddess Ishtar, to slay the guardian, Humbaba[footnoteRef:37]. The guardian who is given the role of protecting the Cedar by Enlil was slayed and the dwelling place of Ishtar was desecrated[footnoteRef:38]. Upon Gilgamesh’s arrival into Uruk, the goddess Ishtar offers Gilgamesh her hand in marriage however, he refuses, and this angers the goddess[footnoteRef:39]. Enraged by the decline, Ishtar requests the Bull of Heaven from her father, Anu, to seek revenge on Gilgamesh[footnoteRef:40]. The Bull of heaven is then dispatched, and it causes havoc in Uruk[footnoteRef:41]. Gilgamesh and Enkidu arm themselves and defeat the bull, its haunch is cut off and is thrown at Ishtar as a further insult[footnoteRef:42]. In tablet VII, Enkidu has two dreams, one which features the gods choosing either Enkidu or Gilgamesh to die due to their actions. The second, pertained Enkidu being taken to the netherworld by an angel of death[footnoteRef:43].  [37:  Paul W. Pruyser and J. Tracy Luke, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’ in American Imago, vol.39 (2) (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1982) P.82.]  [38:  Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019) p.xlviii.]  [39:  Scott Irvine, Ishtar and Ereshkigal: The Daughters of sin, (Hampshire: John Hunt Publishing, 2020). p.30.]  [40:  James, B Pritchard, (ed.). The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011). P.53.]  [41:  Scott Irvine, Ishtar and Ereshkigal: The Daughters of sin, (Hampshire: John Hunt Publishing, 2020). p.30.]  [42:  Gavin White, Babylonian Star Lore: An Illustrated Guide to the Star-lore and Constellations of Ancient Babylon (London: Solaria Publications, 2014). P.88.]  [43:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) pp.54-62] 


When Enkidu had told Gilgamesh about what he had dreamt, he immediately fell ill and was taken to his bed where he later died[footnoteRef:44]. The death of Enkidu changes Gilgamesh, he is immediately struck with panic and fear regarding his own mortality. This leads Gilgamesh onto a quest across the Steppe in search of an immortal survivor of the great flood, Utnapishtim, in hopes to secure immortality for himself[footnoteRef:45]. During his journey he encounters various individuals including scorpion monsters who guard the suns tunnel beneath the mountains[footnoteRef:46]. Upon finding Utnapishtim, he is directed to the location of a flower that grows at the bottom of the ocean that will grant him rejuvenation. When the plant was retrieved, Gilgamesh decides to bathe, leaving the plant on the shore, only for it to be eaten by a snake[footnoteRef:47]. It is generally believed by scholars that a serpent in myth is heavily associated with eternal life[footnoteRef:48] and they possess the gift of immortality for mankind[footnoteRef:49]. With the plant gone, he recognises his failure and returns to Uruk. Despite his best efforts to make a name for himself, Gilgamesh realises that his walls are the only monument to remain[footnoteRef:50].  [44:  Herbert Mason, ‘The Death of Enkidu: From Gilgamesh’, in The American Scholar, vol. 40 (1) (Washington D.C: The Phi Beta Kappa Society, 1970) pp.138-141.]  [45:  Paul W. Pruyser and J. Tracy Luke, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’ in American Imago, vol.39 (2) (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1982) P.85.]  [46:  Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019) pp.70-71.]  [47:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.88.]  [48:  Paul W. Pruyser and J. Tracy Luke, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’ in American Imago, vol.39 (2) (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1982) P.82.]  [49:  Gerald K. Gresseth, ‘The Gilgamesh Epic and Homer’ in The Classical Journal vol.70 (4) (Illinois: The Classical Association of the Middle West and South,1975) p.6.]  [50:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.88.] 

Orion

According to Fontenrose, Orion was one of the earliest of heroes of the Greeks that preceded more famous heroes such as Perseus and Herakles[footnoteRef:51]. Orion is first mentioned in Homer’s Iliad written in the 8th century B.C, as a constellation[footnoteRef:52] and the star Sirius being his dog[footnoteRef:53]. In Homer’s Odyssey, Orion is given an appearance of tall and handsome[footnoteRef:54], and the hero Odysseus witnesses Orion hunting beasts in the underworld with a bronze mace[footnoteRef:55]. The story of Orion was first told by Hesiod in his works the Astronomia written during the sixth century B.C, although fragmentary, it survived through the work of Eratosthenes in his Catasterismi[footnoteRef:56]. It informs the reader that he was the son of Poseidon and Euryale and gives accounts to his adventures and exploits[footnoteRef:57]. The first of which occurs in Chios where it is believed that Orion raped Merope, daughter of king Oenopion that resulted in Orion being blinded and cast out of the country. The blind Orion met Hephaestus, the god of metallurgy and fire[footnoteRef:58], in Lemnos. He gave Orion Cedalion, a servant to guide him. Orion is said to have regained his eyesight when he met Helios, the Sun, in the east. His next exploit leads Orion to Crete where he hunts with Artemis and Leto. Orion is said to have threatened to kill every beast on the earth which angered Gaia, goddess of the Earth. To prevent Orion from killing every beast, Gaia sends a giant scorpion to kill him, in which it prevails. After a prayer by Artemis and Leto, Zeus places Orion and the Scorpion in the stars as a memorial of what has occurred[footnoteRef:59].  [51:  Joseph Fontenrose, Orion: The Myth of the Hunter and the Huntress (California: University of California Press, 1981) p.5.]  [52:  Homer, The Iliad. trans. Martin Hammond (London: Penguin Book, 1987) p.307.]  [53:  Ibid, pp.351-352.]  [54:  Homer, The Odyssey. trans. Walter Shewring (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980) p.135.]  [55:  Ibid, p.141.]  [56:  Aaron J. Atsma, Hesiod: Fragments (2017) https://www.theoi.com/Text/HesiodMiscellany.html [accessed 19th December 2024].]  [57:  Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and Homerica. Trans. Hugh, G. Evelyn White (London: The Macmillan Co., 1914) pp.71-3.]  [58:  Jay Dolmage, ‘”Breathe upon Us an Even Flame”: Hephaestus, History, and the Body of Rhetoric’, in Rhetoric Review vol.25 (2) (Oxfordshire: Taylor & Francis Ltd, 2006) p.120.]  [59:  Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and Homerica. Trans. Hugh, G. Evelyn White (London: The Macmillan Co., 1914) pp.71-3.] 


There are many variations of Orion's story, for example, according to Robinson, the punishment of arrogance was shown in the story of Orion and the Scorpion which was written by Aratus in his work the Phaenomena[footnoteRef:60]. Germanicus translating Aratus’s work into Latin[footnoteRef:61] explores the story of Orion being killed by a scorpion that was sent by Diana due to his attempted rape of her[footnoteRef:62]. Other versions leading to Orion's death pertained his attempted rape of Artemis and another being the result of Apollo’s jealousy of Orion and Artemis’s love for one another[footnoteRef:63]. [60:  Matthew Robinson, ‘Ovid and the “Catasterismi” of Eratosthenes’, in The American Journal of Philology vol.134 (3), (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2013) p.460.]  [61:  D. Mark Possanza, Translating the heavens: Aratus, Germanicus, and the poetics of Latin translation (Washington D.C: Peter Lang, 2004) p.279.]  [62:  Emanuele Berti, ‘Orion's Club. A Note on Germanicus, Arati Phaenomena 651’, in The Classical Quarterly vol.69 (2), (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019) pp.916-917.]  [63:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, Orion (2024) https://www.britannica.com/science/constellation [accessed 19th December 2024].] 


Discussion

When comparing the two myths, both are very different from one another due to plot, geographical location and place in history, however, they contain similar themes. Both Gilgamesh and Orion both undergo a transformation within their story arcs. Beginning with the ruling tyrant of Uruk, Gilgamesh, who develops a sense of maturity after having an actualisation and an understanding of life’s importance[footnoteRef:64]. Then there was Orion, an alleged rapist, who was blinded and cast out of the lands to undergo a series of transformations then being placed among the stars by Zeus[footnoteRef:65]. Both individuals begin as the worst versions of themselves. The scholars, George and Moran, who view the epic from a humanist approach, are of the opinion that the epic provides insight into the human condition by looking at the themes of death[footnoteRef:66], maturity and emotions such as fears[footnoteRef:67]. Humanism can certainly be seen through the development of the human experience as witnessed in both myths. Another notable similarity between the two is that there is an unhealthy fondness of women. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh used to have intercourse with a wife-to-be before her marriage[footnoteRef:68] and George suggests he may have been a sexual abuser[footnoteRef:69]. In the Greek myth of Orion, regardless of the version, an alleged rape has taken place, either with Diana according to the Germanicus translation of Aratus’ work[footnoteRef:70] , the Hesiod’s Merope[footnoteRef:71] or of the goddess Artemis herself[footnoteRef:72].  [64:  Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019) pp.197-198.]  [65:  Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and Homerica. Trans. Hugh, G. Evelyn White (London: The Macmillan Co., 1914) pp.71-3.]  [66:  Alexander Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels (Chicago: Phoenix Books, 1963) p.224.]  [67:  Ajay Kumar Gangopadhyay, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh: A Saga of Humanism Mythified’, in New Literaria vol.1 (1), (Bankura: Adrija Press, 2020) p.99.]  [68:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xlvii.]  [69:  Ibid, p.xlvi.]  [70:  Emanuele Berti, ‘Orion's Club. A Note on Germanicus, Arati Phaenomena 651’, in The Classical Quarterly vol.69 (2), (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019) pp.916-917.]  [71:  Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and Homerica. Trans. Hugh, G. Evelyn White (London: The Macmillan Co., 1914) pp.71-3.]  [72:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, Orion (2024) https://www.britannica.com/science/constellation [accessed 19th December 2024].] 


To understand how these stories can be considered as sky myths, one must look at the material presented. Beginning with the Epic of Gilgamesh, one significant event is Gilgamesh and Enkidu’s encounter with the Bull of Heaven, sent by Ishtar[footnoteRef:73]. The Bull of Heaven is believed by Soltisiak to be synonymous with the constellation of Taurus[footnoteRef:74]. The evidence that supports this has likely come from Assyrian omen tablets, one read “If the Bull of Heaven’s stars are very bright: the offspring of cattle will thrive”[footnoteRef:75]. In his work ‘The Bull of Heaven in Mesopotamian Sources’, Soltisiak hypothesises a relation between slaying the bull of heaven in the Epic of Gilgamesh to a symbolic ending of the astronomical age of Taurus[footnoteRef:76], which is likely to have spanned from around 4350 BCE to 2200 BCE[footnoteRef:77]. It is therefore interesting to note the correlation between these dates and the dates provided for the Epic of Gilgamesh tablets[footnoteRef:78] as they coincide when the astronomical age of Taurus was ending[footnoteRef:79]. These dates, in relation to the ending of the astronomical age of Taurus approximately 4000 years ago, can be proven by the usage of astronomical software such as Stellarium (see fig.1).  [73:  James, B Pritchard, (ed.). The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011). P.53.]  [74:  Arkadiusz Soltysiak, ‘The Bull of Heaven in Mesopotamian Sources’, Culture and Cosmos, vol.5 no 2, Autumn/Winter 2001. Pp.5-8.]  [75:  Erica Reiner and David, E. Pingree, BPO 2, text 15 S (P237799) clay tablet (1981) https://cdli.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/artifacts/237799 [accessed 19th December 2024].]  [76:  Arkadiusz Soltysiak, ‘The Bull of Heaven in Mesopotamian Sources’, Culture and Cosmos, vol.5 no 2, Autumn/Winter 2001. Pp.5-8.]  [77:  Jessica Davidson, The Astrological Ages: some historical speculation, (2021) https://jessicadavidson.co.uk/2021/02/15/the-astrological-ages-some-historical-speculation/ [accessed December 19th 2024].]  [78:  Stephen Langdon, The Epic of Gilgamish (2024) https://www.penn.museum/sites/journal/550/ [accessed 19th December 2024].]  [79:  Edward W. Maunder and Annie S. D. Maunder, ‘Vernal equinox, date of passage of the, from Taurus into Aries’ in Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society Vol.64 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1904) p.488.] 


The author Ralph Ellis argues that the Epic of Gilgamesh is a mythological story associated with the constellation of Orion. Ellis states that the battle between Orion and Taurus can be seen in the sky (see fig.2)[footnoteRef:80], indicating that its Gilgamesh/Orion’s purpose to slay the bull in order to welcome the new coming astronomical age of Aries[footnoteRef:81]. This of course, brings the Gilgamesh story into closer alignment with Orion however, in the Greek primary sources, there is no mention of Orion battling a bull. Soltysiak places further importance on the Bull of Heaven as Taurus because this constellation acted as a marker of the New Year and harvest time[footnoteRef:82]. This view was also shared by White[footnoteRef:83] and also Pruyser and Luke, who argued that the Epic of Gilgamesh itself “served as a story line in the Mesopotamian New Year’s festival”[footnoteRef:84]. Regarding the myth of Orion, there has been no correlation made between the story and astronomical ages or a New Year. However, it could be argued that when the myth of Orion was told, the astronomical marker of the New Year at the time of Homer and Hesiod, was in fact in Aries[footnoteRef:85] due to precession[footnoteRef:86], thus showing the distance in time between the two myths.  [80:  Ralph Ellis, Jesus: Last of the Pharaohs (Chesire: Edfu Books, 2001) pp.67-74.]  [81:  Ibid, p.70.]  [82:  Arkadiusz Soltysiak, ‘The Bull of Heaven in Mesopotamian Sources’, Culture and Cosmos, vol.5 no 2, Autumn/Winter 2001. P.6.]  [83:  Gavin White, Babylonian Star Lore: An Illustrated Guide to the Star-lore and Constellations of Ancient Babylon (London: Solaria Publications, 2014). P.89.]  [84:  Paul W. Pruyser and J. Tracy Luke, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’ in American Imago, vol.39 (2) (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1982) P.70.]  [85:  Peter Lemesurier, Gospel of the Stars: The Mystery of the Cycle of the Ages (Dorset: Element Books Limited, 1990) p.2.]  [86:  Ronnie G. Dreyer, Vedic Astrology: A Guide to the Fundamentals of Jyotish (Maine, USA: Samuel Weiser Inc, 1997) p.29.] 
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Figure 1: The Suns location at the Spring Equinox 4000 years ago. Taken from Stellarium (2024)[footnoteRef:87]. [87:  Figure 1: Luke Collin, The Suns location at the Spring Equinox 4000 years ago. Taken from Stellarium. [accessed 19th December 2024].] 
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Figure 2: Artwork depicting Orion engaging with Taurus the bull. Taken from Lilly Polivoda (2023).[footnoteRef:88] [88:  Lilly Polidova, Orion: A Constellation between Taurus & Gemini – but like, barely (2023) https://astrologyvibez.com/blog/2023/2/6/orion-a-zodiac-signconstellation-between-taurus-amp-gemini [accessed 10th December 2024].] 


There are other constellational related themes, for example, a scorpion is present in both stories. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh meets scorpion monsters when navigating his way to Utnapishtim[footnoteRef:89]. However, in Orion’s story, the scorpion is sent to him as an adversary[footnoteRef:90].  The difference between the two stories is that the scorpion monsters are not the enemy of Gilgamesh, and do not act as a catalyst to the epic’s conclusion unlike that of Orion's fatal death. The constellation of Scorpio can be seen opposite to Orion, and it is believed that they are placed directly apart to ensure that they will not fight again[footnoteRef:91]. The encounter between Gilgamesh and the scorpion monsters at the tunnel of the Sun is believed by White, to have solar and astronomical calendar connotations. He believes that the scorpion symbolism itself “marks descent of the sun into darkness of the underworld”[footnoteRef:92]. White is likely referring to the season of Autumn, a view also held by Darlison[footnoteRef:93]. The autumnal equinox occurring with the constellation of Scorpio, specifically in the horns of the scorpion as mentioned in the star lists of the Mul-Apin[footnoteRef:94]. This can again be verified by Stellarium (see fig.4).  [89:  Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019) pp.70-71.]  [90:  Anthony Aveni, Star Stories: Constellations and People (Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2019) p.7.]  [91:  Deborah Smith Parker, A Seasonal Mythic Tale: Why Scorpio & Orion Are Opposite Each Other in the Sky (2013) https://www.astrologicuspress.com/blog-banner-page/a-seasonal-mythic-tale-why-scorpio-orion-are-opposite-each-other-in-the-sky [accessed 19th December 2024].]  [92:  Gavin White, Babylonian Star Lore: An Illustrated Guide to the Star-lore and Constellations of Ancient Babylon (London: Solaria Publications, 2014). P.232.]  [93:  Reverend Bill Darlison, The Gospel and the Zodiac: The Secret Truth About Jesus, (Wiltshire: Cromwell Press Limited, 2007). p.158.]  [94:  Hermann Hunger and David Pingree, ‘MUL.APIN: An Astronomical Compendium in Cuneiform’, in Archiv fur Orientforschung Beiheft 42 (Horn: Berger & Sohne, 1989). p.33.] 
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Figure: 3 The Sun in the horns of the scorpion at the autumnal equinox. Taken from Stellarium (2024)[footnoteRef:95]. [95:  Figure 3: Luke Collin, The Sun in the horns of the scorpion at the autumnal equinox. Taken from Stellarium. [accessed 20th December 2024].] 



According to White, “it is actually possible to see Gilgamesh’s epic journey in search of personal immortality as a journey around the stars”[footnoteRef:96]. This quote essentially hypothesises that the events within the Epic of Gilgamesh are based on the constellations in the sky. This is a view shared by Stephany, who draws connections to the Bull of Heaven with Taurus, Gilgamesh and Enkidu as Gemini, the bull’s haunch with Ursa Major, Ishtar with Virgo, Enkidu’s death as Libra, the scorpion monster with Scorpio and Utnaphistim as Aquarius[footnoteRef:97]. According to Ellis, Enkidu may have been associated with Sirius or a meteor[footnoteRef:98]. It is well-known that in ancient Mesopotamia, meteors were often interpreted as omens[footnoteRef:99]. The story of Gilgamesh and his Greek counterpart, Orion, may have been used to explain the way in which the sky moves and other natural phenomena. This is the role of sky myths as pertained by Aveni[footnoteRef:100] and Frazer[footnoteRef:101]. However, Moran and George would disagree due to their humanist approach to the Epic of Gilgamesh[footnoteRef:102].  [96:  Gavin White, Babylonian Star Lore: An Illustrated Guide to the Star-lore and Constellations of Ancient Babylon (London: Solaria Publications, 2014). p.42.]  [97:  Timothy J. Stephany, The Gilgamesh Cycle: A 5,000 Year Old Epic Poem with Zodiacal Connections (U.S.A: Createspace, 2013) p.ix.]  [98:  Ralph Ellis, Jesus: Last of the Pharaohs (Chesire: Edfu Books, 2001) p.69.]  [99:  Hermann Hunger, Astrological Reports to Assyrian Kings (Helsinki: Helsinki University Press, 1992) pp.260-2.]  [100:  Anthony Aveni, Star Stories: Constellations and People (London: Yale University Press, 2019) p.164.]  [101:  James Frazer, The Golden Bough, (London: Macmillan, 1911), pp.10-20.]  [102:  Ajay Kumar Gangopadhyay, ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh: A Saga of Humanism Mythified’, in New Literaria vol.1 (1), (Bankura: Adrija Press, 2020) p.99.] 


There appears to be no consensus from scholars that hold the belief that Orion was a real person, however the same cannot be said for Gilgamesh. Academics in the field of ancient Mesopotamian studies such as Andrew George and Benjamin R. Foster do not refer to Gilgamesh as Orion nor offer an astronomical interpretation. They hold the view, given the evidence, that Gilgamesh was a real king that ruled Uruk[footnoteRef:103]. This is supported by Moran who suggests that the epic should not be read as a myth but instead viewed as evidence of the human experience[footnoteRef:104]. This lends to the possibility of deification which was practised by ancient rulers of Mesopotamia[footnoteRef:105]. This can be found throughout the ancient world, for example, with the deification of Alexander the Great due to his conquests[footnoteRef:106]. Other examples include the pharaohs of Egypt who are believed to be the manifestations of the divine[footnoteRef:107] and, the Roman emperors who established their divinity by wearing the corona radiata, which represented the Sun god, Sol, as seen on imperial coinage[footnoteRef:108] (see fig.3). There is, however, chronological issues faced by scholars in which Gilgamesh’s reign would have lasted an astounding 126 years[footnoteRef:109], an issue that Ellis encountered too[footnoteRef:110]. This is likely a result of incomplete records, translation difficulties or another example of deification. Although there is no evidence of deification by the writers of Orion, such as Homer or Hesiod, according to Aveni, the story of Orion was used as political propaganda in China during the twelfth century BCE[footnoteRef:111]. [103:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xxxi. and 
Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh 2nd edition (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2019).]  [104:  William L. Moran, UT-NAPISHTIM REVISITED (1984) https://www.nytimes.com/1984/11/11/books/utnapishtim-revisited.html [accessed 30th December 2024].]  [105:  Arkadiusz Soltysiak, ‘The Bull of Heaven in Mesopotamian Sources’, Culture and Cosmos, vol.5 no 2, Autumn/Winter 2001. P.5.]  [106:  Henry Fairfield Burton, ‘The worship of the Roman Emperors’, in The Biblical World, vol.40 (2), (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1912) p.80.]  [107:  Angela P. Thomas, Egyptian Gods and Myths (Aylesbury: Shire Publications LTD, 1986) p.25.]  [108:  Claire Smith, Adorned in Divinity (2024) https://sites.rhodes.edu/coins/adorned-divinity [accessed 10th December 2023].]  [109:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xxxi.]  [110:  Ralph Ellis, Jesus: Last of the Pharaohs (Chesire: Edfu Books, 2001) p.74.]  [111:  Anthony Aveni, Star Stories: Constellations and People (Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2019) p.10.] 
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Figure 3: Obverse of Denarius coin dated to around 253 – 268 CE of Emperor Gallienus wearing the corona radiatas facing right. Taken from Claire Smith (2024)[footnoteRef:112]. [112:  Figure 3: Claire Smith, Adorned in Divinity (2024) https://sites.rhodes.edu/coins/adorned-divinity [accessed 10th December 2023].] 


One large difference between the two myths is when looking at the primary sources only, one can be surely recognised as a sky myth-that is Orion. This is because Hesiod explicitly states that Orion and the Scorpion were placed into the stars[footnoteRef:113] and this naturally reinforces Aveni’s view of a myth being a mode of explaining natural phenomena[footnoteRef:114]. Whereas with the Epic of Gilgamesh, there is no astronomical reference from the tablets. It is however possible that Greek scholars may have been familiar with ancient Near Eastern texts, this is why Riley argues that Homer likely borrowed elements of the Epic of Gilgamesh for his works, including The Iliad[footnoteRef:115]. This was also hypothesized by Burkert who believes that Ishtar demanding the Bull of Heaven from Anu can be similarly found within The Iliad[footnoteRef:116], thus reinforcing his definition of a myth[footnoteRef:117]. Another point to consider when using the secondary sources, is that George discusses how the gods communicated with men directly[footnoteRef:118]. This may have been achieved with forms of divination and omens[footnoteRef:119] and this is how Baigent relates the skies with Gilgamesh, as he proposes that he was likely involved with astrology[footnoteRef:120].  [113:  Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and Homerica. Trans. Hugh, G. Evelyn White (London: The Macmillan Co., 1914) pp.71-3.]  [114:  Anthony Aveni, Star Stories: Constellations and People (London: Yale University Press, 2019) p.164.]  [115:  Jonathon M. Riley, ‘” Love the Child who Holds You by the Hand”: Intertextuality in The Odyssey and The Epic of Gilgamesh” in Studia Antiqua, vol.12 (2), (Utah: Brigham Young University, 2014) p.20.]  [116:  Walter Burkert, ‘Chapter Twenty: Near Eastern Connections’, in John Miles Foley (ed.) A Companion to Ancient Epic (New York: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), pp.299-300.]  [117:  Walter Burkurt, Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (California: University of California Press), pp.31-32.]  [118:  Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh (London: The Penguin Press, 1999) p.xxxi.]  [119:  Nicholas Campion, The Dawn of Astrology: A Cultural History of Western Astrology: The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (London: Continuum Books, 2008). P.39.]  [120:  Michael Baigent, Astrology in Ancient Mesopotamia: The Science of Omens and the Knowledge of the Heavens, (London: Arkana, 1994) p.91.] 


The final difference between the two is the availability of primary sources and how this effects the length of the tales. The Greek sources on the mythology of Orion are more in number than that of Gilgamesh, however the tale is rather brief in comparison. Whereas, The Epic of Gilgamesh comes only from fragmented tablets, yet more information is told in this story. One reason for this is that the epic is supported by secondary academic sources that provide sufficient material for readers to have a full understanding. On the other hand, with Orion, there are only a few secondary sources few-and-far between that critically analyse the myth from an academic perspective, thus information tends to be scarce and rather speculative by non-scholarly sources. 

Conclusion

The Epic of Gilgamesh and the myths of Orion can truly both be placed into the category of evidence of ancient humanism as pertained by George and Moran. However, throughout this essay, there has been enough supporting evidence to suggest that the myth of Orion and the Epic of Gilgamesh is reflective of a sky myth. There are similar themes of scorpions, quests and the gradual maturation of the protagonists due to events that had changed them. This is demonstrated through the death of Enkidu and the loss of the flower of rejuvenation for Gilgamesh. Likewise, there was the blinding of Orion. Both events result in Gilgamesh and Orion facing a very harsh reality. 

Although very similar, they do have their differences. The Epic of Gilgamesh establishes that Gilgamesh is a king of Uruk from the beginning, whereas Hesiod and Homer do not provide Orion’s background prior to his exploits. Another difference found within this essay was that Gilgamesh lives despite him angering the gods, however Orion is killed because he did so. 

As stated in the introduction, Aveni defined the role of a sky myth as a mode of explaining natural phenomena and that the sky can act as a canvas for telling stories. This can certainly be pertained to the myth of Orion and Hesiod states that both Orion and the Scorpion were placed in the stars by Zeus. However, when critically examining the primary and secondary sources for Gilgamesh, the epic lacks definite astronomical associations. A part of this is due to the Epic of Gilgamesh mainly being viewed by secondary academic sources through a humanist and historical lens rather than an astronomical one. It could be argued that non-academic authors are paving the way for the latter such as Ellis or Stephany, but it may not stay true to the primary source and offer only speculation. The hint of astronomical association comes from the use of the term ‘Bull of Heaven’ and the same term is found in Assyrian omens which confirms that the Bull of Heaven is referring to the constellation of Taurus. This has been academically verified by scholars such as Soltysiak, for example. 

The research for this assignment also uncovered the relation between the dates of the Epic of Gilgamesh to that of the Mesopotamian New Year that occurred in Taurus. Other supporting evidence linking Gilgamesh to being a sky myth is the likelihood of Greek authors being familiar the Epic of Gilgamesh due to similarities found in works such as The Iliad. Thus, reinforcing the notion that the myth of Orion may have been influenced from the stories of Gilgamesh and other Mesopotamian texts. This possibility provides credibility to a myth being defined by its suitability for being told and retold, hypothesized by Burkert. 

If sky myths play the role of explaining natural phenomena in the skies to the ancient people of Mesopotamian or Greece, then the myths chosen for this essay have done so. They have explained the constellations, Orion, Taurus and Scorpio for example, but also precession of the equinoxes that establish the New Year. 
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