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The Epic of Gilgamesh: An Ancient Mesopotamian Masterpiece 

Introduction 

The Epic of Gilgamesh is among the earliest known works of literature, composed in 

ancient Mesopotamia around 2100 BCE. Initially written in Sumerian and later 

compiled in Akkadian, the epic recounts the adventures of Gilgamesh, the semi-

divine king of Uruk, as he seeks eternal life after the death of his companion Enkidu. 

This foundational narrative examines enduring themes such as mortality, friendship, 

kingship, and the human pursuit of meaning. The following analysis explores the 

epic’s historical context, narrative structure, thematic depth, and cultural legacy. 

Historical Context and Discovery 

The Epic of Gilgamesh was inscribed on clay tablets in cuneiform, the script of 

Mesopotamia, and evolved from Sumerian poems into a coherent Akkadian narrative 

during the Old Babylonian period (c. 1800 BCE). 1 The most complete version was 

recovered from the library of Ashurbanipal in Nineveh by Austen Henry Layard in the 

19th century. 2 These tablets, particularly those translated by Sîn-lēqi-unninni, offer 

insight into ancient Mesopotamian beliefs, values, and literary practices. 

Gilgamesh himself may have been a historical figure, possibly ruling Uruk circa 2700 

BCE, although the epic renders him a figure of myth and legend. 3 The blending of 

history and mythology illustrates the Mesopotamian conception of kingship as 

divinely sanctioned and culturally central. 4 

Narrative Structure and Summary 

The standard version of the epic is composed of twelve tablets, with earlier Sumerian 

 
1 George, The Epic of Gilgamesh, p. 15. 

2 Damrosch, The Buried Book, pp. 64–68. 

3 Tigay, The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic, p. 21. 

4 Van de Mieroop, King Hammurabi of Babylon, p. 42. 
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iterations existing as separate tales. 5 The structure can be summarized in five key 

arcs: 

1. Gilgamesh’s Tyranny and the Creation of Enkidu (Tablets I–II): 
The gods create Enkidu to challenge Gilgamesh’s tyranny. After a fierce 

encounter, the two become friends, symbolizing the civilizing power of 

companionship.6 

2. The Journey to the Cedar Forest (Tablets III–V): 
Seeking fame, the pair battle Humbaba, guardian of the Cedar Forest. Their 

victory demonstrates human defiance of divine boundaries.7 

3. The Death of Enkidu (Tablets VI–VII): 
After rejecting the goddess Ishtar, Gilgamesh and Enkidu slay the Bull of 

Heaven. The gods punish this act by condemning Enkidu to death, plunging 

Gilgamesh into existential despair.8 

4. The Search for Immortality (Tablets VIII–XI): 
Gilgamesh seeks Utnapishtim, survivor of the flood, who tests him and 

explains that immortality is reserved for the gods. A rejuvenating plant is lost 

to a serpent, reinforcing human limitations.9 

5. The Return to Uruk (Tablet XII): 
Possibly a later addition, this tablet depicts Gilgamesh’s conversation with 

Enkidu’s spirit, reinforcing the finality of death.10 

Major Themes 

1. Mortality and the Human Condition 

The epic’s core theme is the inevitability of death. Gilgamesh’s journey 

 
5 Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh, p. 13. 

6 Abusch, ‘The Development and Meaning of the Epic of Gilgamesh’, p. 616. 

7 Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, pp. 47–52. 

8 Sandars, The Epic of Gilgamesh, pp. 69–72. 

9 Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels, pp. 244–247. 

10 Jacobsen, The Treasures of Darkness, p. 199. 
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symbolizes humanity’s struggle to reconcile with mortality, reflecting 

Mesopotamian beliefs about the afterlife as a shadowy, inescapable realm.11 

2. Friendship and Loyalty 

The bond between Gilgamesh and Enkidu transforms the king’s character. 

Their friendship is portrayed as redemptive, elevating Gilgamesh from tyranny 

to introspection and wisdom12. 

3. The Abuse of Power and Kingship 

Gilgamesh’s initial despotism illustrates the dangers of unchecked power. His 

transformation through loss and journey reinforces the responsibilities of 

rulership and the importance of justice.13 

4. The Role of the Gods 

The gods in the epic are inconsistent and often punitive, embodying a 

polytheistic worldview in which divine favor is uncertain. This portrayal stands 

in contrast to later religious traditions where gods are seen as 

omnibenevolent14. 

Legacy and Influence 

The epic has had a lasting impact on world literature. Parallels between 

Utnapishtim’s flood and the story of Noah in the Hebrew Bible suggest shared 

cultural motifs across the ancient Near East. 15 Moreover, the Epic of Gilgamesh 

anticipates later epic traditions such as Homer’s Odyssey, particularly in its treatment 

of heroism, exile, and the search for meaning. 16In modern times, the epic continues 

to inspire writers and scholars exploring existential themes and ancient mythology.17 

 
11 Wolff, ‘Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Heroic Life’, p. 96. 

12 Abusch, ‘The Development and Meaning’, pp. 618–619. 

13 George, The Epic of Gilgamesh, p. 124. 

14 Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, pp. 30–35. 

15 Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels, pp. 102–110. 

16 Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh, pp. 201–205. 

17 Damrosch, The Buried Book, p. 183. 
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Conclusion 

The Epic of Gilgamesh remains a literary and historical treasure. Its nuanced 

portrayal of mortality, leadership, and divine interaction reflects both the 

distinctiveness and universality of ancient Mesopotamian thought. As the oldest 

known epic, it provides a profound window into the earliest expressions of human 

self-understanding and artistic ambition. 
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