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Ancient religions are often built off of each other. They rewrite stories that were invented 

by another civilization perhaps hundreds of years before. They rework characters from a 

different text into a character with a different face and name. The similarities between these 

religions give insight into the context of a civilization and the mindsets of the people in sed 

civilization. As a student studying the culture of ancient Rome and Catholicism, I have 

experienced some of these links for myself. Two of these cross-cultural motifs stood above the 

rest in correlation and significance: the motif of the trickster and the motif of the great flood. My 

research question asks, how do the motifs of the flood story and the trickster god characterize the 

gods in ancient religions? There are three religions that serve as prime examples for this 

question: Sumerian myth, Greek/Roman myth, and Christianity. In the Epic of Gilgamesh and 

the Epic of Atrahasis, there is the the trickster god Ea and the first written story describing a 

great flood. The Theogony and Metamorphoses, written by Hesiod and Ovid respectively, tell of 

the wiles of Prometheus and the flooding of the Earth. The Old Testament in The Bible also has 

the serpent and its own flood story. This topic is worthy of investigation because all of these 

stories come from a vast period of time and various locations. Any connections between these 

stories will signify important intermingling of cultures that were drastically separated. These 

connections are valuable to the scholars of today to understand the cultures and people of the 

past. In all of these stories, the trickster character gives some gift to the human race, such as the 

gift of survival or fire, which benefits the human race in some way. The flood stories depicts the 

god(s) sending a deluge to wipe out the human race for their own gain. The motifs of the flood 

story and the trickster both show that ancient religions characterized their god(s) as cruel in order 

to teach the followers that they must be obedient to their god(s). The gods punish the human race 
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with a flood for usually something insignificant, and the god(s) punish the trickster who gave 

something of benefit to the human race.  

The first motif within these various origin stories is the great flood. Historians have 

dedicated entire books to the intermingling of cultures with this story. The first major culture to 

have this motif present in its origin story is Sumerian culture. Within the third millennium BC or 

the Early Dynastic Period, the Sumerian culture experienced a great growth in their civilization 

including literature. It was during this time that an unknown author wrote the Epic of Gilgamesh 

(Melville). This ancient account of a great flood may be the root of all civilizations’ inclusion of 

similar myths. This grants it special importance. It is within this Sumerian story, that a reader can 

glimpse how the writers of these flood stories are trying to characterize their gods. Within the 

Epic of Gilgamesh, there is no reason given for the gods sending down a great deluge. However, 

within the Epic of Atrahasis, the writer does give a reason: “The noise of mankind has become 

too much, I am losing sleep over their racket” (I: 385-7). This statement came from the god Enlil, 

one of the three supreme gods of Sumerian myth (Stone). Already, one can see the cruelty of the 

gods in Sumerian myth. The simple fact that they would destroy all of humanity because they 

were making too much noise shows this. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, the unknown author writes on 

tablet 11 lines 111-5, “Like a battle [the cataclysm] passed over the people. One man could not 

discern another, nor could people be recognized amid the destruction. 'Even the gods took fright 

at the Deluge” (George 92). The imagery and intense diction that the author includes in this 

section shows the sheer violence and horrors of this flood. The fact that even the other gods were 

scared by the flood gives a good sense of how brutal this event was. This passage clearly 

characterizes the gods of Sumerian myth as cruel. The Epic of Atrahasis even says, “The deluge 
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bellowed like a bull, The wind resounded like a screaming eagle” (III: 15). These similes further 

show the brutality of the event. After this event was finished, the gods become hungry because 

they had just killed the people who gave them food. They discover that Atrahasis has survived 

the flood but this time they punish humans in order to prevent the noise from growing too great. 

The gods invent childbirth, infant mortality, and celibacy (Foster). These actions within the Epic 

of Atrahasis demonstrate the rashness of the Sumerian gods. It was at this point that the gods 

realized that they had acted too much on impulse and anger. Luckily for them, one human 

survived, but even so, the gods still punished humankind. Clearly, the gods have been 

characterized extremely poorly, but why? This cruelty can be for one reason: respect. This origin 

story establishes who the gods are and how the think and rule. This story must teach people how 

to respect and obey their gods or else the worst might happen. This story will be repeated again 

and again but another prime example comes from the flood story of Greek/Roman mythology. 

Within Greek/Roman mythology, the story of Deucalion and Pyrrha is the main flood 

account. The most detailed account of this story comes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. This story 

came over 2000 years after the Sumerian stories but has startling similarities. The most important 

similarity, however, is how both of these stories characterize their Gods. Ovid writes, “All the 

gods murmured aloud and, zealously and eagerly, demanded punishment of the man who 

committed such actions” (I: 199). This one man was Lycaon whose crimes were severe and 

caused him to be turned into a wolf by Jupiter. Instead of solely punishing Lycaon, Jupiter 

argues, “Let them all pay the penalty they deserve, and quickly. That is my intent” (I: 243). Just 

as in the Sumerian flood story, this decision is extremely rash. How can any just God allow the 

crime of one man justify the death of the entire world? Already, one can see the cruelty of the 
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gods. In the description of the flood, Jupiter’s anger and rashness is further shown when Ovid 

writes, “Jupiter’s anger is not satisfied with only his own aerial waters: his brother the sea-god 

helps him, with the ocean waves” (I: 274-5). This quote shows the extent of Jupiter’s anger. The 

rains from the heavens weren’t enough punishment for humankind and so Jupiter had to call 

upon his brother for assistance. The shear size of this flood shows how ruthless and cruel these 

gods can be. There are some differences between the Roman rendition and the Sumerian 

rendition. For example, “They were all saddened though at this destruction of the human 

species...Who would honour their altars with incense?” (I: 246-8). This part of the 

Metamorphoses does show that the gods did have some concern for the destruction of the human 

race. However, this concern is selfish as they are more concerned about their altars being empty 

than the well being of the human race. Jupiter even promises the creation of a new human race 

but it is ultimately Prometheus (the trickster) who gives Deucalion and Pyrrha the knowledge 

required to do so. Ovid describes this when Prometheus says, “our great mother must be the 

earth: I think the bones she spoke about are stones in the body of the earth. It is these we are told 

to throw behind us”(I: 391-5). Without Prometheus saying this, Deucalion and Pyrrha may never 

have deciphered Themis’ prophesy and created the new human race. Jupiter never had a role in 

the recreation of man. Clearly, Ovid has characterized the gods as extremely cruel in the first 

book of his Metamorphoses. Why has he done this? In parallel to the Sumerian story, Ovid wants 

to show that the gods must be respected. He used Lycaon as an example to show just how angry 

the god can get over one man. He also teaches that the gods wish their altars to be filled with 

incense. The wrath of the gods must be respected otherwise the worst may happen to the entire 
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human race. Although written before this, the Bible gives yet another example of how ancient 

writers characterized their gods as cruel.  

The Bible’s version of the flood story is present in chapters six through eight of the book 

of Genesis. This story has many similarities to the Sumerian and Roman versions of the story. 

Take for example, when the author writes, “I see that the end of all mortals has come, for the 

earth is full of lawlessness because of them. So I am going to destroy them with the earth” (New 

American Bible, Gen. 6.13). One can see here the theme of global destruction stemming from the 

cruelty of God. The Bible’s God is characterized not as ruthlessly as the Roman and Sumerian 

gods. The Sumerian and Roman gods all chose to annihilate the earth due to simple mistakes 

caused by a single human or by human nature. The Bible’s God flooded the Earth due to “how 

great the wickedness of human beings was” (Gen. 6.6). Although, the events between Cain and 

Abel may have spurred this thought, just as Lycaon did with Jupiter. The characterization of God 

is further emphasized with the following: “Everything on dry land with the breath of life in its 

nostrils died” (Gen 7:22). This quote shows the extent of God’s destruction of humanity. The 

population of the Earth would have been many times smaller at that time than what it is today, 

but the totality of this destruction cannot be overlooked. This intense description of the totality of 

death characterizes God as cruel. This characterization, just like in the Sumerian and Roman 

flood stories, is designed to instill respect into any followers. This link between ancient religions 

is extremely significant. Not only does it show a deep rooted connection between cultures, but it 

also shows similarities in the mindsets of the people of these cultures. These people felt 

subservient to their gods and had a respectful fear of them. In the words of Alexander Heidel, an 

expert on Mesopotamia, “Man’s purpose in life was to be the service of the gods” (120). 
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Understanding the mindset of the ancient people is imperative to studying their cultures. One 

should be able to become a Roman when reading Virgil (Evans). In this case, one must become a 

follower of the religion when reading these stories. The flood story is not the only motif that 

links these religions together.  

The second motif within many origin stories of ancient religions is the motif of the 

trickster. This character is a common element that can be found in numerous other origin stories 

across many different cultures. The trickster is one who disobeys the gods through some trick or 

ruse in order to benefit humankind. The first clear cut example of such a character comes from 

the Sumerian work the Epic of Gilgamesh. Within the Epic of Gilgamesh, the pantheon of gods 

rashly and cruelly decide to destroy all of humanity. The god Ea, who is with the other gods, 

hears this decision and decides to reveal the truth. He does so in this section, “Princely Ea swore 

with them also, repeating their words to a fence made of reed: “O fence of reed! … demolish the 

house, and build a boat!’” ( XI: 19-23). This quote shows how Ea saw the true cruelty of the 

gods and decided to do something about it. Ea decides to speak through the reed wall of the 

house to spread the news. This is Ea’s trick. He knows that the other gods would surely punish 

him for his actions. Ea performs his trick in the full knowledge that Enlil would be angry which 

is why he says, “For sure the god Enlil feels for me hatred” (XI: 49). The survival of humanity 

can be solely linked to Ea’s action. If Ea hadn’t performed his ruse, which allowed Uta-napishti 

to survive, the Earth would have been completely desolate of human life. It was Ea who gave the 

instructions on how to build the boat to allow humanity to survive. Later in the story, Enlil 

discovers the surviving human and he “was seized with anger” (XI: 173). He asked how a mortal 

could survive the destruction . Ea responded with “You, the sage of the gods, the hero, how 
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could you lack counsel and bring on the Deluge?” (XI: 183-5). It is in this speech that Ea shows 

the fault in Enlil’s plan. Ea details how rash and ill-advised this plan was and ultimately saves 

humanity from Enlil’s rage. It is in this section that the reader can see that Ea is the only god that 

possesses any sense of what is right and wrong. Not only this, but he also shows a sense of love 

toward humanity. This is in sharp contrast to the previous text which clearly characterized the 

gods as cruel. The inclusion of this trickster serves a very important purpose. This trickster acts 

as the sole good character which emphasizes the cruelty of the gods. This emphasis on the gods’ 

cruelty further allows the reader to see that they must respect the gods. In this situation, the 

trickster also serves another purpose. This purpose is to show that good things can come to those 

who obey the gods. Even in the face of cruelty, one has a chance to be saved. This is an 

important inclusion to origin stories as it shows the followers of a religion that there is some 

hope for them. Within the Theogony, Hesiod includes a character very similar to Ea: Prometheus. 

 Prometheus is perhaps the epitome of the trickster character. Through all of his guiles, 

Prometheus tricked Zeus in order to benefit society. The story of Prometheus is most clearly 

conveyed in the Theogony by Hesiod written around the 8th century B.C. The most notable trick 

of Prometheus is described when Hesiod writes, “outwitted him and stole the far-seen gleam of 

unwearying fire in a hollow fennel stalk. And Zeus who thunders on high was stung in spirit, and 

his dear heart was angered when he saw amongst men the far-seen ray of fire” (566-70). Up until 

this point, Zeus has withheld fire from mankind which in itself is a cruel and selfish act. It comes 

down to Prometheus to fix this wrong doing and give fire to mankind. Just as in the Sumerian 

origin story, Prometheus’ action are emphasizing the cruelty of the gods through contrast. 

Prometheus is the only character actually looking out for the human race. However, his 
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disobedience lands him in eternal pain. His actions, although beneficial, also cause the whole 

Pandora’s box situation which left humanity much worse off than before. All the more reason for 

the followers of this religion to respect their gods. A second trick (although chronologically 

before the stealing of the fire) that Prometheus played on Zeus was when he gave Zeus entrails 

of the cow and gave the best parts to humanity. Prometheus disguised the ox’s meat and fat with 

the stomach of the ox. He put the bones in a pile and covered them in fat to make them appear 

more appealing. This is described in the Theogony when Hesiod writes, “‘Zeus, most glorious 

and greatest of the eternal gods, take whichever of these portions your heart within you bids.’ So 

he said, thinking trickery” (548-50). However, Zeus saw through this ruse and was filled with 

anger. Instead of taking his wrath out on Prometheus he thought this: “mischief against mortal 

men which also was to be fulfilled” (552-3). In this text, Zeus is thinking that now he has an 

excuse to punish mankind, even though the trick was performed by Prometheus’ hand. Zeus 

decides to “not give the power of unwearying fire to the Melian race” (565). This prompted 

Prometheus to steal the fire in the first place. Again, Prometheus’ trick exploited Zeus’ cruelty. 

This is in parallel to when Ea exploited Enlil’s cruelty through his own trick. In totality, 

Prometheus played two tricks on Zeus to try and help humanity and Zeus chose to punish both 

parties. Zeus punished humanity by first taking away their fire. When Prometheus stole sed fire, 

Zeus punished mankind by creating Pandora and punished Prometheus by confining him with 

“strong bands” (616). This myth strongly characterizes Zeus. It characterizes Zeus as a rash and 

cruel god who will punish even people who were not involved. This is all by design as it 

attempts to establish respect within the followers of the gods. By showing that even a clever man 

like Prometheus cannot escape Zeus’ wrath, this origin story is teaching respect of the gods. The 
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Bible has a similar trickster character within Genesis. This character is the serpent that convinces 

Adam and Eve to commit the first sin. 

In the second and third chapters of the book of Genesis, the unknown writer describes the 

ordeals of Adam and Eve. God has created the Garden of Eden and placed Adam and Eve within 

this paradise. God has given them but one stipulation: “You are free to eat … except the tree of 

knowledge of good and evil. From that tree you shall not eat; when you eat from it you shall die” 

(New American Bible, Gen. 2.16-7). At the beginning of the third chapter, the character of the 

serpent is introduced and is described as “the most cunning of all the wild animals” (Gen. 3.1). 

Immediately, the serpent begins with his trick. This trick is the serpent convincing Adam and 

Eve to eat of the tree of wisdom. This trick is closely related to Prometheus’s trick as the serpent 

is stealing knowledge in the face of God and gifting it to mankind. The serpent continues his 

trick by saying, “‘You certainly will not die! God knows well that when you eat of it your eyes 

will be opened and you will be like gods, who know good and evil.’” (Gen. 3.4-5). Many 

characterize the serpent poorly because of what he caused upon humanity. However, nothing of 

what the serpent said here is false. Essentially, the serpent is revealing God’s earlier forgery that 

Adam and Eve would die if they ate from the tree. This deceit likely came about due to God 

being protective over the knowledge of good and evil. Otherwise, why would he have a reason to 

lie about such a simple command? The serpent is also giving the gift of knowledge to humanity. 

This knowledge is an extremely important ability that if the serpent hadn’t told the truth, humans 

would not have that ability. Already, these events are characterizing God poorly. Later on, Eve 

eats from the tree and gives the fruit to Adam who also eats the fruit. God finds Adam and Eve 

and they tell God how the serpent “tricked” them to eat the fruit (Gen. 3.13). This puts more 
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blame upon the serpent than he really deserves. He did not trick Eve to eat the fruit. He merely 

told her the truth and she choose to eat of her own volition. The serpent was tricking God and 

exploiting his lie. In response to him getting tricked, God decides to punish both the serpent and 

the two humans.  To Eve, he intensifies her “toil in childbearing” which is a rather severe 

punishment (Gen. 3.13). This is in parallel to the punishment that Enlil gave to mankind, which 

also included pain in childbirth. To Adam, God says that he will be forced to till the Earth and 

eat from the ground (Gen. 3.17).  This punishment process only further characterizes God as 

cruel. He cursed the serpent for speaking the truth and curses all of humanity for possessing 

knowledge. The trickster serpent is revealing the true nature of God, just like Ea and Prometheus 

did. All three of these tricksters reveal the true and cruel nature of the gods to inspire respect 

amongst the followers. If you disobey your gods, even if you are right or are doing something for 

humanity's benefit, you will be punished. Overall, the motif of the trickster characterizes the 

god(s) as cruel in order to inspire respect of the god(s).  

Many more cultures have the flood motif and the trickster motif within their origin 

stories. However, the origin stories within the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Epic of Atrahasis, the 

Metamorphoses, the Theogony, and The Bible all have extremely prevalent examples of how 

these motifs characterize their god(s). These stories also give a broad sense of time and location 

of their respective cultures. Due to these common motifs between the origin stories of Sumerian 

myth, Greek/Roman myth, and Christianity, one can draw parallels between the religions and the 

way that the followers of these religions thought. My research question simplifies down to: how 

do these motifs of the flood and the trickster characterize their respective gods? Both the flood 

motif and the trickster motif characterize their god(s) as cruel. Due to the ubiquity of this result, 
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one can venture to say that all three religions observed thought similarly of their gods. It is 

highly likely that the people that subscribed to these stories all had a sense of respect for their 

gods. A respect that came from fear. This similarity of mindsets is extremely valuable to anyone 

studying the humanities. These similarities give insight into the individual cultures but also how 

the people of these times thought as a whole. Being able to draw a conclusion about a large 

group of people, especially from a time period still being studied, is extremely valuable. An 

unanswered question is: how did these perceptions change as time went on? Christianity have 

developed immensely through time causing the perception of God to change. Ultimately, my 

evaluation of primary and secondary sources proved my thesis which argued that these motifs 

characterizes their religions’ gods as cruel.  
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