4. How feasible is it to establish cross-cultural influence and the adaptation of myths between cultures? Investigate one or two case studies to consider this question.
The idea that myths can spread between cultures and change over time is an important topic while talking about mythology, cross-cultural influence means the process where different cultures exchange, adapt, or adopt ideas, beliefs, artistic expressions and practices from another culture, showing an evolve in societies through interaction, which impacts areas such as art, food and technology. However, while all of that is true it isn’t always easy to prove that one culture influenced another, since similar myths can also develop separately due to shared human experiences. All of this pass down can cause stories that are very similar but different in meaning and/or message. It makes it harder to find the myths origins, and how they changed over time due to it being past down in oral tradition, the fact that myths were passed down orally before being written down means that they were constantly changing, which made it more difficult to trace clear lines of influence. In this essay there will be examples from case studies such as Epic of Gilgamesh (written by Sîn-lēqi-unninni around 1300–1000 BCE) and the Book of Genesis (written by Moses around 1440-1400 BC), I will also be using the examples of Gilgamesh (west Asian myth; Mesopotamian mythology) and Heracles (Greek mythology). I will try to explore the strengths and limits of tracing how myths spread and change between cultures. However, the process of identifying cross-cultural influence is complex, as it relies on interpreting the similarities between myths and deciding whether these are the result of coincidence or if they are found between contact with the different cultures.
One clear example of possible cross-cultural influence can be seen in ancient flood myths, in stories such as the Epic of Gilgamesh and the Book of Genesis. Both stories read that a great flood is sent by a god or gods to destroy humanity, but one man Is warned in advance to build a large boat and save the animals and his family, and after the food is over, he sends birds to fly out and find dry land. Some of these many strong similarities may suggest that the stories may be connected rather than them being completely separate. This idea is there because of the fact that the cultures behind the texts lived in the same region near the Near East and it was very likely that they had some sort of contact with each other through trade and conquest. This shows us that the stories most likely would have been shared and passed on over time. The differences may suggest that as the myth moved between the different cultures, that they have been adapted to fit the different beliefs. One example of this from the two stories I have stated so far is the change from the multiple gods in the Epic of Gilgamesh to the singular god in the Book of Genesis. This reflects the polytheism (the belief or worship of more than one god) of Mesopotamia and the monotheism (the belief in only one deity or god) of the Hebrews. While the number of similarities between the two cases make for strong cross-cultural influence you can never know for certain as floods at the time were common natural disasters in ancient river societies, meaning the cultures may have both just created similar stories to try and explain these events, instead of taking this information for themselves. The Epic of Gilgamesh has been a very interesting point to Christians since its discovery due to the parallels with the biblical stories, however the rest of the book contains little value to them as a lot of the other myths inside contain stories associated with pagan people. On the one hand this could provide strong evidence for cross-cultural influence, however on the other hand it is important to consider alternative explanations.
Another possible debated example of cross-cultural influence is between the heroic figures such as Heracles (from Greek mythology) and again Gilgamesh (from Mesopotamian myth – west Asia). Both of these characters are described as majorly strong heroes who face dangerous monsters and struggle with questions about morality and human limits. In many hero myths there is a wide variety of common themes, such as trials and quests (they often go through a series of challenges that test their strength and character), divine parentage (many heroes in mythology are born from gods and mortals, which gives them greater strength and powers then everyone else), and transformation (they also often have personal growth and/or go through a transformation throughout their journeys), this suggests that the similarities between these myths are likely to be coincidental. There was a belief that the similarities could suggest a cultural exchange between the Near East and Greece. This could have happened through trade and contact between civilizations leading these stories to spread and influence one another. Different from the flood myths, this one is much less clear to know if it is cross-cultural influence as there is no evidence linking the two figures or proving that one story influenced the other. The similarities could have come from a common ‘hero archetype’ where different cultures create characters to overcome universal concerns such as strength, bravery, and the fear of death. With all of this thought out it makes it more difficult to argue for cross-cultural influence. While the comparison between Heracles and Gilgamesh suggests that myths can appear similarly across cultures. There for, this example highlights both possibilities and limitations of identifying cross cultural influence, so there for this evidence is indirect meaning its open to interpretation.
One of the main challenges in establishing cross-cultural influence and the adaptation of myths is the simple lack of clear and reliable evidence. Many myths such as the Epic of Gilgamesh and the Book of Genesis, as referenced above were all originally passed down through oral tradition before being written down, this means it could have been so simple for them to be changed and altered over time. This may even have gone without notice at the time, making it difficult to find the original version. Even when there are clear written text records there is often massive chunks of it missing, or key parts in that text could be altered or lost, so this could make it hard to prove contact between cultures and the time that the myths were developing. Another challenge we face while looking at whether something has been cross-culturally influenced is to know the difference between influence and coincidence, as many myths share similar themes. Examples that fit the myths I have given is floods, heroic journeys or battles between good and evil, but as these are such common human experiences and concerns, they could have easily arisen independently. Examples from the second case is the similarities between Heracles and Gilgamesh are most likely to be explained due to a hero archetype across different cultures, but it can also suggest influence. Modern interpretations also create challenges, as we may overemphasise similarities while ignoring other important differences to argue for influence. This could create issues when trying to suggest cross-cultural influences with certainty and making it more complex and open for debate. 
Another important fact to consider when evaluating how feasible it is to establish a cross-cultural influence is the role of historical contact between societies. For the spread of some myths there is clear evidence that the different cultures interacted through trade, migration, or conquest. Thus, increasing the likelihood, the myths where shared and adapted. In the stories I have referenced above there was proof of those civilisations being connected through trade routs and political relationships, showing us that it is a lot more likely that the epic of Gilgamesh influenced later texts like the book of Genesis. Scenes like this show that where there is stronger historical evidence of contact, it becomes more feasible to argue for cross-cultural influence. Contact between cultures does not guarantee the exchange of specific myths, with no clear evidence it makes it harder to argue. Creating a complex web of influences rather than the simplicity of borrowing, as a result of this historical contact strengthens the argument but does not provide definitive proof on its own.
In conclusion, there is clear evidence that cross-cultural influence and the adaptation of myths are possible, but not always easy to prove. The stories that I looked at for this essay; the Epic of Gilgamesh and the Book of Genesis show strong similarities and historical connections which makes it quite feasible to suggest that myths were shared and adapted between different cultures, Although it will never be fully known whether it was a coincidence or an influence. However, alternatively to this the comparison between the heroic figures is much less certain as to whether there is evidence of cross-cultural influence, as the similarities between them could be easily explained by common storytelling patterns rather than a direct influence. Overall, the feasibility of establishing a cross-cultural influence depends on the strength of the evidence, this could include points such as the historical contact. While there are many cases that show convincing support for the adaptation of myths, there are also many that remain uncertain since there are limits to the evidence, and gaps in the record with pieces of vital information to be found missing due to the changing of it being passed down through oral traditions. So, to conclude I think it’s the best thing to view cross-cultural influence as something that can be suggested with reasonable confidence, but to not always believe that that is what the answer is.
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