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Is there a Sumerian original of the Babylonian Epic of Gilgames as
a whole? Obviously not. The Sumerian poems vary considerably
in length, and consist of individual, disconnected tales. The plot
sequence of the Babylonian epic by means of which the several episodes
are so modified and connected as to form a reasonably integrated unit,

is clearly a Babylonian innovation and achievement, (=4 F-8-2 22;
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26 Jeffery H. Tigay, “Was There an Integrated Gilgamesh Epic in the Old Babylonian
Period?”, Maria de Jong Ellis(ed.), Essays on the Ancient Near east in Memory of Jacob Joel
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28  Jeremy Black et al., The Literature of Ancient Sumer (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
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[ ABSTRACT ]

Did the Epic of Gilgamesh exist in Sumerian?

Koo-won Kim
Junju University

Among the literary works of ancient Mesopotamia, the Epic of
Gilgamesh is the one whose formative history is best traced. The earliest
known ‘later’ or ‘canonical’ version dates from the 7th century BCE, but
its prototype can be traced back to the Old Babylonian period. So how
did the Old Babylonian version of the Epic of Gilgamesh come to be
written? Even before Sumerian poems of Gilgamesh were known, scholars
believed that its origins could be traced back to Sumerian times. In fact,
the publication of Sumerian poems of Gilgamesh in the early 20th century
spurred research into the relationship between the Epic of Gilgamesh and
the Sumerian poems. While many scholars agree that the Sumerian poems
serve as the “source material” for the Akkadian epic, they are skeptical
about the existence of a Sumerian epic that utilizes the Sumerian poems of
Gilgamesh.

This essay aims to critically examine that consensus and explore the
possibility of the existence of a Sumerian version of the Epic of Gilgamesh.
To this end, I will present an alternative interpretation of the evidence
presented by scholars who deny the existence of the Sumerian epic, as well
as Bing’s research on the traces of the Sumerian epic hidden within the
Gilgamesh epic. For example, doxologies, which have been presented as

evidence for the independence of the Sumerian poems, point to the end of
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an oral performance and do not negate the possibility that the story is part
of a larger narrative. Also, according to Bing, the theological and thematic
contradictions in the Gilgamesh epic hint at traces of the Sumerian
epic. The above discussion suggests that it is possible that Sumerian
epics existed, at least in oral form, during the Third Dynasty of Uruk.
While the oral origins of Sumerian literature are debatable, it is clear that
the Sumerian epics were transmitted through interaction with the oral
tradition, so it is reasonable to assume the existence of a Sumerian epic,
at least in an oral form, underlying Sumerian poems featuring Gilgamesh.
The paper may be expected to provide an example of how close reading of

an ancient text may reveal its compositional layers.

Gilgamesh, Compositional History, Bilgamesh, Mesopotamian Literature,

Praise, Literary Catalogue, Orality
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