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THE TIMELESS
SIGNIFICANCE OF
HUMANITY’S FIRST
GREAT EPIC

Few  l iterary  works
h a v e  s h a p e d  t h e
human imagination  as
profoundly  as  The
Epic  of  Gilgamesh.
Unearthed  from  the
r u i n s  o f  a n c i e n t
Mesopotamia,  this
collection  of  Sumerian
poems,  later  compiled
into a single Akkadian
epic,  stands  as  the
oldest  known  work  of
substantial literature in
human history.  Yet its
age is only part of its
allure.  To  understand

why this ancient poem
still matters today is to
e x p l o r e  t h e  v e r y
essence  of  what  i t
means  to  be  human.
Many  readers  first
wonder,  why  is  The
Epic  of  Gilgamesh
important  in  a  world
saturated with modern
stories,  films,  and
digital  media?  The
answer  lies  in  its  raw
e x p l o r a t i o n  o f
friendship,  mortality,
and  the  relentless
s e a r c h  f o r
meaning—themes  that
remain as urgent now
as they were over four
thousand  years  ago.
This  article  examines
the  mu l t i f ace ted
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
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Gilgamesh,  from  its
literary  innovations
and  historical  insights
t o  i t s  p r o f o u n d
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
questions. By the end,
you  will  see  that  this
ancient  text  is  not
merely  a  relic  of  the
past  but  a  v ibrant
mirror  reflecting  our
own  contemporary
s t r u g g l e s  a n d
aspirations.

THE HISTORICAL
AND CULTURAL
CRADLE OF
CIVILIZATION

One of
the
Earliest
Surviving

Works of
Literature
The  first  and  most
obvious reason for the
epic’s significance is its
s h e e r  a n t i q u i t y .
C o m p o s e d  i n
cuneiform  script  on
c l a y  t a b l e t s ,  t h e
standard  Akkadian
version  dates  back  to
around  1200  BCE,
though  the  stories
themselves  are  much
older,  originating from
S u m e r i a n  o r a l
traditions  of  the  third
millennium  BCE.  This
makes  The  Epic  of
G i l g a m e s h  a
foundational  text  for
the  entire  Western
literary  tradition.  It
predates Homer’s Iliad
by  roughly  800  years
and the Hebrew Bible’s
e a r l i e s t  t e x t s  b y
several  centuries.
Possessing  such  an
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ancient  document
allows  scholars  and
readers  to  trace  the
origins  of  narrative
storytelling,  poetic
devices, and even the
c o n c e p t  o f  a
p r o t a g o n i s t  w h o
u n d e r g o e s  a
transformative  arc.
Without  this  text,  our
understanding of early
literary  development
w o u l d  b e  v a s t l y
impoverished.

A Window
into
Ancient
Mesopota
mian Life
Beyond  its  l iterary
merit,  the  epic  offers
a n  u n p a r a l l e l e d
glimpse into the social,
political,  and  religious

f a b r i c  o f  a n c i e n t
Mesopotamia.  The
poem  describes  the
city  of  Uruk—with  its
massive walls, temples
dedicated  to  the  sky
g o d  A n u  a n d  t h e
goddess Ishtar, and its
bustling  markets.  It
depicts a world where
kings were considered
semi-divine,  where
p r i e s t s  a n d  g o d s
interacted directly with
mortals,  and  where
city-states  competed
f o r  p o w e r  a n d
resources. Reading the
epic,  we  learn  about
burial  customs,  the
importance  of  the
c e d a r  f o r e s t s  o f
Lebanon, trade routes,
and the central role of
the  temple  economy.
For  histor ians  and
archaeologists,  the
poem  is  a  cul tura l
a r t i f a c t  t h a t
complements  physical
d i g s  a n d  o t h e r
inscriptions. It brings to
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life  a  civilization  that
invented  writing,  the
wheel,  and  the  first
legal  codes,  making it
an invaluable resource
for  understanding  the
r o o t s  o f  u r b a n
civi l ization  itself.

LITERARY
INNOVATIONS AND
NARRATIVE
ARCHITECTURE

The First
Epic and
Its
Structural
Legacy
When scholars discuss
why  is  The  Epic  of
G i l g a m e s h
important ,  t hey
frequently  point  to  its
status  as  the  first  epic

poem.  Its  narrative
s t r u c t u r e  h a s
influenced  countless
works  that  followed.
The  poem  follows  a
classic  journey  arc:  a
proud  and  flawed  hero
is challenged, forms a
d e e p  b o n d  w i t h  a
companion,  suffers  a
loss  that  shatters  his
worldview, embarks on
a physical and spiritual
quest,  and  ultimately
returns  with  a  new
understanding.  This
template—the  hero’s
journey—has  been
m a p p e d  o n t o
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
Homer’s  Odyssey  to
modern  films  like  Star
Wars  and  The  Matrix.
G i l g a m e s h  i s  t h e
a r c h e t y p e  o f  t h e
restless seeker, and his
story  estab l i shed
conventions  that  later
epics  would  echo  and
subvert.
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Masterful
Use of
Poetic
Techniqu
es
The  epic  is  not  just
important because it is
old;  it  is  important
because  i t  is  wel l -
crafted.  The  Akkadian
o r i g i n a l  u s e s
sophisticated  poetic
d e v i c e s  s u c h  a s
parallelism,  repetition,
and evocative imagery.
The  opening  l ines
introduce Gilgamesh as
the man “who saw the
deep,”  immediately
establishing his role as
a  boundary-crosser
and  seeker  of  hidden
knowledge. The use of
refrains,  such  as  the
recurring  lament  for

Enkidu,  creates  an
emotional  rhythm that
deepens  the  poem’s
tragic  dimension.  The
epic  also  employs  a
framing  device—the
prologue and epilogue
t h a t  r e f e r  t o  t h e
inscribed tablet—which
gives the work a self-
reflexive  quality  rare
for  i ts  t ime.  These
t e c h n i q u e s
demonstrate  that
c o m p l e x  l i t e r a r y
artistry  existed  long
before  the  classical
Greek  or  Roman  eras.

UNIVERSAL
THEMES THAT
TRANSCEND
MILLENNIA

Friendshi
p and the
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Civilizing
Process
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling reasons the
epic resonates today is
i t s  p r o f o u n d
e x p l o r a t i o n  o f
friendship.  The central
relationship  between
G i l g a m e s h ,  t h e
tyrannical king of Uruk,
and  Enkidu,  the  wild
man  created  by  the
gods to humble him, is
one  of  l i terature’s
greatest  love  stories.
Their  bond  transforms
bo th  cha rac te r s .
Enkidu is  brought into
the  human  wor ld ,
learning  to  eat,  drink,
and  wear  clothing—a
civilizing  process  that
mirrors  humanity’s
ancient  shi f t  f rom
h u n t e r - g a t h e r e r
societies  to  settled
agriculture. Gilgamesh,
in turn, is softened. He

learns  to  care  fo r
another  be ing ,  to
experience  empathy,
and  to  channel  his
immense  energy  into
protective  rather  than
destructive  actions.
Their  friendship is  not
merely a plot device; it
is the emotional core of
the  poem,  teaching
that  deep  connection
with others is essential
for  personal  growth
and  social  harmony.

The Fear
of Death
and the
Quest for
Immortali
ty
Perhaps  the  most
gripping theme of  the



Why Is The Epic Of Gilgamesh Important 7

7

epic is mortality. Upon
the  death  of  Enkidu,
Gilgamesh  is  thrown
into  an  existential
c r i s i s .  He  canno t
a c c e p t  t h a t  h i s
friend—and  ultimately
he  himself—must  die.
This  terror  drives  him
to  the  ends  o f  the
earth  in  search  of
U tnap i sh t im ,  the
survivor  of  the  great
flood  who  was  granted
eternal  l i fe  by  the
gods.  The  journey
forces  Gilgamesh  to
confront  the  limits  of
human power. He fails
e v e r y  t e s t  o f
immortality—he cannot
stay awake for a week,
he  loses  the  plant  of
re juvenat ion  to  a
serpent, and he returns
to Uruk empty-handed
b u t  w i s e r .  T h i s
poignant  conclusion  is
one of the most honest
and mature treatments
o f  d e a t h  i n  a l l  o f
literature.  The  epic

does  not  offer  easy
c o n s o l a t i o n  o r  a
promise of an afterlife.
Instead,  it  suggests
that  true  immortality
lies  in  the  legacy  we
leave  behind—in  the
walls  we  build,  the
lives we touch, and the
stories  we  tell.  This
message is as relevant
to  modern  readers
grappling  with  their
own mortality as it was
to ancient audiences.

The Role
of the
Gods and
Human
Agency
The epic also grapples
w i th  the  comp lex
relationship  between
fate and free will. The
gods in Gilgamesh are
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capricious, often acting
out  o f  jea lousy  or
pettiness.  They create
E n k i d u  t o  c u r b
G i l g a m e s h ’ s
arrogance, then decree
h i s  d e a t h  a s
punishment  for  killing
the Bull of Heaven. Yet
wi th in  th is  d iv ine
framework, the human
characters  exercise
profound  agency.
Gilgamesh  chooses  to
r e j e c t  I s h t a r ’ s
advances,  decides  to
journey  to  the  Cedar
Forest,  and  ultimately
chooses  to  accept  his
morta l i ty .  Enk idu
chooses to defend the
trapper and the temple
prostitute.  The  epic
does  no t  p resen t
h u m a n s  a s  m e r e
puppets  of  the  gods.
Instead, it explores the
tension between divine
w i l l  a n d  h u m a n
action—a  theme  that
would  dominate  later
phi losophica l  and

religious  thought.  This
n u a n c e d  v i e w  o f
theology  makes  the
ep i c  va luab le  f o r
understanding  how
a n c i e n t  p e o p l e s
conceived  of  their
place in the cosmos.

INFLUENCE ON
LATER RELIGIOUS
AND LITERARY
TRADITIONS

Forerunn
er to
Biblical
and
Greek
Narrative
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O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
discussed  aspects  of
the epic, particularly in
comparative  literature
and religious studies, is
its remarkable parallels
with  later  texts.  The
story  of  Utnapishtim
and  the  flood  is  the
clearest  example.  In
the  epic,  the  god  Ea
warns  Utnapishtim  to
build  a  boat,  load  it
with  his  family  and
animals, and survive a
devastating  deluge
s e n t  t o  d e s t r o y
humanity. This account
predates  the  biblical
story of Noah by many
centuries,  and  most
scholars agree that the
Genesis  flood narrative
is directly or indirectly
i n d e b t e d  t o  t h e
Mesopotamian version.
The  parallels  are  not
limited  to  the  flood.
The  figure  of  the  wise

c o u n s e l o r ,  t h e
temptation  scene  in
the wilderness, and the
theme of  a  hero  who
undergoes  a  test  of
faith  all  find  echoes  in
the  Hebrew Bible  and
later in Greek epic. For
anyone  studying  the
evolution  of  religious
ideas,  The  Epic  of
G i lgamesh  i s  a n
essential precursor.

Impact on
Modern
Literature
and
Popular
Culture
The  epic’s  influence
extends  well  into  the
modern  era.  Authors
such  as  Jorge  Luis
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Borges,  Philip  Roth,
and  Stephen  Mitchell
have drawn inspiration
from  its  themes  and
narrative. The story of
a  powerful  hero  who
l o s e s  a  b e l o v e d
companion  and  must
pass through a spiritual
c r i s i s  a p p e a r s  i n
c o u n t l e s s
contemporary  novels
and  films.  The  term
“G i l ga mes h”  has
become  a  shorthand
for  the timeless quest
for  meaning.  Beyond
high  culture,  the  epic
has  permeated  video
games, graphic novels,
music,  and  even role-
playing  games.  Its
archetypes—the  wild
man,  the  wise  sage,
the seductive goddess,
the  una t ta inab le
goa l—are  deep l y
e m b e d d e d  i n  t h e
collective  imagination.
Understanding  why
Gilgamesh  matters
helps us trace the deep

roots of the stories we
tell today.

PHILOSOPHICAL
AND EXISTENTIAL
DEPTH

A
Meditatio
n on
What It
Means to
Be
Human
At  its  core,  The Epic
of  Gilgamesh  is  a
philosophical  text.  It
a sks  the  deepes t
questions: What is the
meaning  of  life?  Why
must  we  d ie?  How
should  we  live  in  the
face  of  inev i tab le
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d e a t h ?  T h e s e
q u e s t i o n s  h a v e
occupied thinkers from
Aristotle to Kierkegaard
to Sartre. But the epic
does not answer them
with abstract  theories.
I t  a n s w e r s  t h e m
through story, through
t h e  c o n c r e t e
experience  of  a  flawed
h u m a n  b e i n g .
Gilgamesh  begins  the
poem as  a  bully  who
oppresses  his  people.
He  ends  it  as  a  wise
king who takes pride in
t h e  c i t y  w a l l s  h e
built—walls  that  will
outlast him. The poem
suggests that meaning
is  not  found  in  the
pursuit  of  eternal  life,
which  is  impossible,
but in the full embrace
of  human  experience:
love,  loss,  labor,  and
creat ion.  This  is  a
deeply  existential
m e s s a g e  t h a t
anticipates the modern
focus  on  authenticity

and  the  creation  of
personal meaning in a
world without inherent
purpose.

The Value
of
Imperma
nence
One of the most subtle
and powerful lessons of
the epic is the value of
impermanence.  I f
immorta l i ty  were
possible,  the  poem
implies, life would lose
i t s  u r g e n c y  a n d
beauty.  The  fact  that
we  are  finite  creatures
is precisely what gives
our choices weight and
our  re la t ionsh ips
d e p t h .  W h e n
Gilgamesh  learns  to
accept death, he does
not become passive or
n ih i l i s t i c .  On  the
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contrary,  he  becomes
more  engaged  with
life. He returns to Uruk
and  resumes  his  role
as  king,  finding
satisfaction  in  the
ordinary  dut ies  of
g o v e r n a n c e  a n d
civilization. This is not
a  tragic  ending  but  a
deeply human one. The
ep ic  teaches  that
w i s d o m  d o e s  n o t
consist  of  escaping
death but of embracing
o u r  t e m p o r a r y
existence and creating
something  of  lasting
v a l u e — a  c i t y ,  a
friendship, a story. This
is a lesson that modern
readers,  living  in  an
age  of  ex istent ia l
anxiety,  can  receive
with  gratitude.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL
AND SCHOLARLY
SIGNIFICANCE

The
Discovery
and
Decipher
ment of
the
Cuneifor
m Tablets
The  modern  story  of
the  epic  is  i tse l f  a
fascinating  chapter  in
intellectual history. The
t a b l e t s  w e r e
d iscovered  in  the
1 8 5 0 s  b y  B r i t i s h
a r c h a e o l o g i s t s
excavating  the  library
of  the  Assyrian  king
A s h u r b a n i p a l  a t
N i n e v e h .  T h e
d e c i p h e r m e n t  o f
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Akkadian  cuneiform
allowed  scholars  to
read the poem for the
first  time  in  over  two
thousand  years.  This
d i s c o v e r y
revolutionized  the
study  of  ancient  Near
Eastern  history  and
literature.  It  forced
scholars to rethink the
development  of  early
r e l i g i o n  a n d
mythology, particularly
the  assumption  that
the  biblical  flood  story
w a s  u n i q u e .  F o r
s t u d e n t s  o f
a r c h a e o l o g y ,
linguistics, and ancient
history,  the  epic  is  a
key  primary  source
that  cont inues  to
produce  new  insights.
New fragments are still
being  identified  and
t r a n s l a t e d ,
demonstrating that our
unders tand ing  o f
ancient  cultures  is
always  evolving.  Each
newly  restored  line

adds  depth  to  our
comprehension  of
M e s o p o t a m i a n
thought.

A Bridge
Between
Oral and
Written
Traditions
The  epic  also  holds
great  importance  for
understanding  the
transition from oral  to
written  literature.  The
poem clearly bears the
m a r k s  o f  o r a l
compos i t ion—stock
epithets,  repeated
phrases, and formulaic
descriptions. Yet it was
committed  to  writing
and  carefully  edited
over  centur ies  by
scr ibes.  Th is  dual
nature  makes  i t  a



14

14 Why Is The Epic Of Gilgamesh
Important

2026-06-26

crucial  document  for
scholars  studying  the
d y n a m i c s  o f  o r a l
t rad i t i on  and  the
emergence  of  literary
authorship.  It  shows
how stories can change
o v e r  t i m e  w h i l e
r e t a i n i n g  c o r e
structures and themes.
The  fact  that  multiple

versions  of  the  epic
exist,  from  different
historical  periods  and
locations,  provides  a
rare  opportunity  to
trace the evolution of a
s i n g l e  n a r r a t i v e
tradit ion.  This  has
implications for how we
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
development  of


