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The story of Noah and the Great Flood, found in the Book of Genesis in the Bible, shares obvious parallels with the Story of the Flood found on tablet 11 of The Epic of Gilgamesh (which was itself based on the Myth of Atrahasis, an earlier Mesopotamian story). In both stories, the flood is brought to bear upon the earth due to Yahweh’s/God’s (or the council of Mesopotamian gods’) judgment of humans as innately evil and violent. Another commonality is the singling out of one righteous person to be spared (Noah in Genesis; Utanapishtim in Gilgamesh). In both stories, Noah/Utanapishtim and the other passengers of the ark are the only survivors of the flood.

Contrasting with the common elements, however, are many differences between the two stories as well. Gilgamesh, the earliest story, tells of many Gods, some of whom decide, while meeting in a secret council, to wipe humanity from the earth. This is the most significant difference, since the Genesis story speaks of only one God, either Yahweh in the Book of J or God in the Book of P (the Priestly Text). The Mesopotamian gods of Gilgamesh differ greatly from the God of the Bible, especially that of the Priestly text in Genesis. These gods feel human emotions, such as fear during the flood, regret over bringing the flood, and grief over the death of all of earth’s creatures. Additionally, the god Ea disagrees with the decision of the rest of the gods, and bends his oath of secrecy to tell Utanapishtim of the coming flood.

The Book of J in Genesis portrays Yahweh as a somewhat human-like God, feeling regret for creating humans and favoring Noah above all other humans as righteous. At the end of the Genesis story, Yahweh also vows to never again bring such destruction onto the earth. In contrast, the God of the Book of P is portrayed as an emotionally distant God who simply decides to destroy the earth because it is filled with violence, and commands Noah to carry out his bidding. 

The timing of the flood is another point of distinction among the versions of the flood stories. In Gilgamesh, the flood lasts only six days and seven nights, with an additional seven days’ wait until the waters recede. In the Book of J version in the Bible, it is described as lasting forty days and forty nights, with the water lasting for fourteen more days after the rain had stopped. Finally, the Book of P version depicts the flood as lasting one hundred fifty days, with another one hundred fifty days of the earth being under water; at last, after two additional months, God tells Noah to leave the ark. Taking into account the ages of the stories (Gilgamesh is the oldest, followed by the Book of J and finally the Book of P), it seems that there has been a tendency to exaggerate the duration of the flood over time, like the size of a fish increasing every time the story is told by a fisherman.

After the flood waters recede, the character of Noah/Utanapishtim releases a bird from the ark to determine whether it is safe for everyone to leave. In Gilgamesh, Utanapishtim releases a dove, which returns when it can’t find a perch; he then releases a swallow, which does the same; finally, he releases a raven, who finds a place to rest on land. After this signal from the raven, he releases all of the animals and offers incense and a sheep in sacrifice for the gods. 

In the Book of J, Noah releases only a dove; the first time, the dove comes back because the flood waters are still too high. The second time, seven days later, the dove returns to the ark with an olive branch in its beak; after another seven days, Noah releases a dove that doesn’t come back, signaling that the waters have withdrawn. This account differs from the Priestly version, in which Noah releases only a raven. The raven doesn’t come back, and Noah waits nearly another two months until God simply commands him to leave the ark. 
The meaning of the different birds used is difficult to determine, since the symbolic meaning of animals, like other aspects of culture, can change drastically over time. The dove, however, has historically been a symbol of hope, love and peace, and its use in Gilgamesh and the Book of J seems to serve as a herald of a happy end to the flooding and the promise of a new beginning. One difference, though, is that the dove fails to bring back happy news to Utanapishtim; the raven is the bird that finally signals the end to the flooding. In the Book of P, the raven is the only bird mentioned, and it fails to provide Noah with any message or help whatsoever. The symbolism of the raven is unclear, though; historically, it has been seen as a symbol of wisdom, yet over the last couple of centuries it has evolved into a symbol for darkness and evil.
With that said, the use of the raven in the Book of P, using the more modern meaning of the bird, fits in with the overall darker and more serious tone of the story compared to the other two versions. God’s communication with Noah is removed and formal, and focuses on cold data like the exact dimensions of the ark. Noah is described as simply “a righteous man,” and the earth is depicted as corrupted, without indicating any emotion on the part of God as He realizes these facts. The story goes on to focus on exactly how old Noah was, to the day, and exactly when the flood began and ended, also to the day.
The tone of the Book of J’s version of the flood story is rather more like literature in comparison. Yahweh feels regret for creating humans, but favors Noah for his righteousness and spares him. His interaction with Noah doesn’t include any details about the dimensions of the ark, nor does the story mention specific dates or ages of the characters. One interesting detail is that Noah, after leaving the ark, builds an altar and offers a sacrifice to Yahweh of several animals, similar to the ending of the flood story in Gilgamesh. Yahweh is pleased by the sacrifice, and promises to never do anything like the flood again. With this promise, the story ultimately has a happy ending, as Noah and the survivors have hope for a better future and a sense of security.
The tone of the Gilgamesh story includes deception, drama, and intrigue, as it involves many more characters, some of whom have conflicting points of view. Ea, though he has sworn an oath of secrecy, technically tells “the reed house” of the gods’ plan for the flood; presumably, Utanapishtim just happens to be there. Ea then tells Utanapishtim to lie to the townspeople when they ask him why he’s building an ark, telling them that the gods will be showering them with food instead of a deluge of rain. The Biblical flood story never brings up this detail of what Noah may have told his neighbors who were being left behind to die.
Some of the flood story in Gilgamesh is devoted to the details of the ark, its size and the amount of materials that were needed to complete it. Most of the rest of it, however, tells of the emotional reactions of the gods and humans to the flooding. Many gods immediately regret allowing the flood to happen, and are subsequently angry with Enlil for suggesting it in the first place. Enlil, when he finds out the there is a survivor, is enraged that one of the gods ruined his plan to annihilate every creature on the earth. The relationships among the gods lend a theatrical tone to the story, while portraying the gods as humanlike creatures who follow their whims, even when they lead to utter destruction.
Ultimately, the ending of the flood story in Gilgamesh doesn’t guarantee that nothing like the flood will happen again; indeed, the gods are shown to be self-absorbed, petty and spiteful deities who will continue to wreak havoc with humanity. This is another significant contrast between the Biblical flood story and the one in Gilgamesh: the hope for a better future, and the sense that humanity can depend on God to look after its best interests.
